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THE STEPS CASE AGAINST RULTICULTURAL EDUCATION:
SOME CROSS-NATILONAL FINDINGS

Brian }¥. Bullivant

Monash University

"The rule is absolute - the naticon that does not
value trained intelligence is doomed’

(A.N. Whitehead)
The intention of this paper 1s to draw upon the findings of a cross-—mational survey of pluralist
education in six countries. This was carried out for ERBC between July, 1978 and June, 197%, and the

findings were embodied in a two-part, 560-page report Fluralism, Teacher Education, and Tdeology. Data

suggest that multiculturalism as an ideology, and multicultural education as a prescription for educational

practice, have empirical weaknesses and logical inconsistencies that make them questionable, even bankrupt,

approaches for the kind of pluralist education that is concerned to improve minority group opportunities.
These findings are used as a basis for developing a case against recommendations of the Galbally

Committee (1978) and what has been advocated in the Report, Education for a Multicultural Society, produced

with questionable alacrity by a Committee hastily set up by the Schools Commission in response to the
Galbally Report’s recommendation., Some attempt will be made to examine why Australian educationists have so
readily accepted an approach to pluralist education that overseas evidence suggests is probably ineffective.

The STEPS Project

The Survey of Teachef Education for Pluralist Societies (STEPS) was commissioned by the Priovity
Area Advisory Grqup for Mu}ticultural Education of BRDC in April 1978, in order to cobtain information on
policies and research overseas relating to educaticn for pluralism in general, and teacher education in
particular. Dr, Bullivant visited five countries overseas between July 1 and November 22, 1978 -‘Britain,
Canada, United States, Hawaii, Fiji - and within severe constraints of finances and time obtained a
considerable amount of data, which was put together with that collected about Australia on his return.

The survey was policy-research {decision-oriented} rather than discipline-research (conclusion-
oriented), and based to a large extent on the policy-research methodology advocated by Coleman (1972},
Harman {1978), and Riffel {1977}, among others. The general aim of peolicy~research is to ;provide informa=
tion that is important for policy dacisions that must be made' (Coleman, 1972:2}: one of the considerations
that motivated the PAAG to commission the research.

Theoretical oergpective

Following a logic of social inquiry advocated by the writer (Bullivant, 1978) the research was
grounded in a theoretical perspective which provided a basis for the research methodology and research
techunlques. The perspective is drawn from a synthesis of anthropology of education (Bullivant, 1977) and
soclology of knowledge and the curriculum (Mannheim, 1%68; Lawton, 1975). For brevity, the fellowing
argument is highly condensed.

The culture of a society is defined here as the kuowledge and concepticns it has avolved from the
past, and prégfessively modifies and augments to give meaning to and cope with the present and anticipated
future problems of its existence. The formal transmissiou of the culture to each successive generation of
children (enculiuration) is institutionalized through the education system. It cannet be left to chance if
a society is to survive. The education system entails agents, who are responsible for culture transmission,
making & selection of the society's stock of valued traditional and current public knowledge, conceptions

and experiences, i.e., they select a curriculum. Selection of the curriculum sheuld involve making
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rational value judgements (i) about the type, quantity and purposes of knowledge and experiences to be
transmitted; (ii) about the present and anticipated future characteristics of the society and the
relationship of the individual to it. Both groups of value judgements are interrelated.

These types of value judgements are influenced by the prevailing ideologies held in the wider
society, and by 'counter ideclogies'. As used here, following Gould and Kolb (1964: 315), an ideology is
a pattern of beliefs and concepts both factual and normative which purpert o explain complex social
phenomena with a view to directing and simplifying socio-political choices, facing individuals and groups' .
ideclogies can be encapsulated in shorthand labels, e.g. multiculturalism.

Ideologies reflect a context comprising the soccio-historical experiences of a society. Some of
these involve its institutionalized means of and justifications for the allocation and maintenance of power
over the distribution of economic resources and social rewards among the population, whether as individuals
or as groups. Control over the distribution of and access to knowledge is ome way of controlling the
allocation of power. 'Knowledge managers' (some of whom are agents of enculturation) seek to exercise
such contrel, and to justify their actions by appeal to prevailing ideologies. Counter ideclogies are
challenges to the status quo put foxrward in anticipation of emerging or hypothesized future trends in
society which might conceivably generate a new socio~historical context, or are claimed to be a more
acecurate reflection of the present socio-historical context. Counter ideologies are also attempts to
justify alternative methods of allocating power.

Although their effects were not explicitly studied for the STEPS Project, it needs to be kept in
mind that wider international and macro-societal influences also affect the socio-historical context and
ideclogies. Examples of these are multi-national corporations, the 'cybernetic revolution', and the

structural changes resulting from post~industrialism.

A basis for evaluating findings from the STEPS Project

The definition of ideology adopte& for the research draws attentlon to its factual and normative
character. An ideology can take the form of substantive or truth-claim statements about the nature of
society and its institutions (including education). Such statements are descriptive, and can be tested
empiricaily by seeing how closely they agree with the demographic, socio~economic, and ethno-cultural
facts of a society.

An ideology can also consist of normative statements. Like a normative thecr§ they 'prescribe the
means of attaining certain geals' (Theodorsen and Theodorsom, 1970: 438), Whereas a substantive statement
(or theory) is descriptive, a normative theory is prescriptive and programmatic, i.e., it implies or makes
explicit "a systematic course of action for the solution of a secial problem’ (iﬁid.}. More important,

& normative statement about soclety is not empirically verifiable. It cannot be proved or disproved by
checking against the 'facts' of the soclety it refers to, as the society is an ideal~future construct,

and is only in the minds of those who make the statement. A normative statement can only be challenged
by other normative statements, that are wore consistent with observable trends, more logical, employ a

tighter argument, and use concepts that are more up-to-date or theoretically respectable.

The accuracy of substantive statements in an ideology caun be verified by reality tests: do
statements match facts? The feasibility of normative statements in an ideology can be verified by

consistency tests: do statements hold together, are they logical and soundly constructed conceptually?

The importance of this distinction will emerge in what follows.
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Some cross—naticnal findings from the STEPS Project

(a) Semantic and ideological confusion

Considerable confusion and uncertainty sbout their pluralist characteristics exists in all the
societies studied. In general, conceptualizing the relationship of the curriculum te the kinds of issues
discussed above is recognized as desirable, but only partly understood and mostly little incorporated dnto
curricuium planning for both general education and teacher education. A great deal of confusion is due to
advocates of various ideologies failing to make clear whether they are making descriptive, 'truth-claim'
statements about their societies or normative, prescriptive, 'ideal-future' statements as the basis for
spcial change and action.

Knowledge managers using ideologies about education seldom, if ever, make it clear whether a
concept such as multiculturalism is being used in rthe sense of a theory about soclety or as a prescription
for educational practice. ‘Multicultural education', for instance, can thus mean either education for the
multicultural society (whatever this is) or a programme which incorporates learning material about a
variety of cultures. In fact, five types of 'multicultural education' have been proposed by Gibsen (1976).

Ideologies which underly shorthand labels such as 'multicultural' 'multiracial’, are seldom made
explicit or spelled out programmatically in detail. More sericusly, it is rarely if ever made clear in
which of their many seuses concepts such as culture(-al), race(-ial) are being used in these composite
terms. Where definitions of such concepts are given their subsequent usage as the basis for making
programmatic prescriptions generates illogicalities, question-begging assumptions, and other
inconsistencies, which make it obvious that the technical sense of the concepts has not been fully
understood., Thus their usage in the everyday, man-in-the~streetb sense only serves to compound confusion.

(b} Substantive inaccuracies, programme confusion and oversimplifications

The descriptions 'multicultural' and 'multiracial’ are most commonly used in reference to the
gocieties, but in seversl cases ave inappropriate or oversimplified. Britain is referred to by some
knowledge managers as multiracial, by others as multicultural. However, with about 3 per cent of the total
population originating from Mew Commonwealth ('celoured') countries, or at wost 4 per cent originating
from overseas countries (including New Commonwealth)} neither term seems an appropriate description. The
term multiracial is deliberately avoided when referring to Hawaili  soclety and multicultural is used
instead. However, with a population that is racially mixed, the former seems more accurate. The Fijian
situation is referred to as multiracial (the currently favoured official ideclogy). Those educationists
pushing for the adoption of a melticultural perspective are probably following the current fashion from
overseas rather than a considered appraisal of the demographic and socio-cultural situation. Wigh Gé.h
per cent of the population in 1977 counted as Fijian and 50.0 per cent as Indian, Fijl society seems more
accurately thought of as bi-cultural and bi-racial.

The Canadian Government is committed to an official policy of 'multiculturalism within a bilingual
framework'. Yet the 1971 Census showed that 44.6 per cent of the pepulation claimed British ethnic
identification, 28.7 per cent - French, 23.0 per cent - Other European, 1.3 pex cent - Other Asiatic, 2.4
per cent - Other. In 1971 84.7 per cent of the population was born in Canada and 6.5 per cent in other
English~speaking countries. Multilingual might have been more appropriate. There is a strong Anglo-
conformist and British conservative tradition both generally and in schools, which increases in strength
as one travels from the eastern provinces, with Quebec as the main focus of French-speaking influence,

towards the western provinces. Vancouver Island and Victoria, the capital of British Columbia are
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"mere British than Britain'. According teo one commentator 90 per cent of the ethnic minorvities even in
Quebec are opting for the English language and anglophone culture.

The more apprepriate term to describe Canadian society is multiethnic according to the eminent
Canadian sociologist Preofessor Jean Burnet. 8he was a member of the Royal Commission on Bilingualism and
Biculturalism in 1967. She has stated (Burnet, 1976: 205) that, were it not for the dislike of the little
understood term ethnic by the Commissioners, it is likely that the government policy would have been to
encourage multiethnicity in a bilingual framework.

Professor Burnet has also stated that the Royal Commission did not intend that multiculturalism
should be interpreted in the semse of being 'the full and vital maintenance of distinctive ways of life by
all of Canada's peoples within a single society' (Burnet, 1976: 204).  In actuality this is impossible to
attain. Her evidence suggests that the aim was more to encourage and recognize ethnicity in the sehse used
by Glazer and Moynihaw (1975: 2-3), as the insistence by members of ethnic groups 'on the significance of
their group distinctiveness and identity and on new yights that derive from this group character’. For
this reason Professor Burnet maintains that multiculturalism is a misleading and inaccurate term, since
most ethnic minorities de not preserve complete cultures in the technical sense.

In the United States considerable confusion exists, with multicultural and multiethnic competing
as ideologies. Multiracialism has been totally abandoned as unfashicnable and out of rune with current
policies towards Blacks. TFederal legislation governing funding is the Ethnic Heritage Studies Program.Act
passed in May 1972 as a new Title IX of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 196%. It
consistently refers to the United States as a multiethmic society, with a heterogeneous composition.

There is also a vast proliferation of programs in the States, admirably described by Nathan Glazer (1977:
103) as 'a disctinctively American buzzing confusion'. Professor James Banks has advocated recognition of
the multiethnic perspective, and this was central to the National Council for the Social Studies Task
Force Report in 1976. (See Banks, 1977).

in general terms in all countries the interpretation most commenly placed on multiculturalism as
a guiding philosophy for education stresses what Gibson calls 'benevolent multiculturalism'. In this the
emphasis is on 'understanding different cultures', particularly aspedts such as values, beliefs, aesthetic
pursuits, 'basket-weaving and spaghetti-eating', life-styles, and so on. N@giected or glossed over are
the Low socio-economic positions of many ethnics, their lack of access to social rewards and economic
resources, the prejudice and discrimination showr towards them by the dominant host society, and similar
power~conflict issues.

In all countries some educationists are advecating a multi- or poly-ethnic perspective in
education as a better conceptual basis for incorporating consideration of inter-ethnic problems that
cannot be accommodated by a cultural model. This appears to have generated resistance from knowledge
managers which can degenerate into ad hominem arguments. More significantly, resistance Lo even the
milticultural perspective has most recently (1978) emerged in the United States from thé Deans of the
Colleges affiliated to the influential American Association of Colleges of Teacher Fducation (AACTE) to
which all but a very small minerity of such teacher education organizatioms belong. In piace of these
perspectiveés a "human relations’ emphasis was advocated. The reason given, apparently, was that mulfiw
culturalism had been generated by the Black Power and ethnic rights movements of the 1960s, and was no.
longer required. In sum, it is not hard to agree with Professor Denis Lawton's personal comment about

Britain, 'the curriculum is in a mess’, and apply it with equal force to all countries studied.
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Implications of the STEPS Report for Australian Education

It is impossible to diswmiss the many implications that the copious creoss-naticnal evidence ~ of
which the above comments are only a small sample ~ from five pluralist countries has for Australian
education. As with other educational ideological fashions ~ each usually short-lived and superseded by
another - that of multiculturalism has been adopted apparently unthinkingly and without searching
theoretical examination as the official ideology, endorsed in Pariiament by the Prime Miunister (an
interesting parallel with Canada), and enthusiastically seized upon by educationists for a variety of
motives as the hasis for curriculum planning. However, the evidence from STEPS is unequivocal: the
ideclogy and concepts of multiculturalism and multicultural education are thoroughly confused, to the point
where both can be thought of as conceptually bankrupt. When one examines the "content' of many multi-
cgltural education programmes overseas, a further conclusion seems inescapable. This is that, intention-
ally or unintentionally, many knowledpe managers are concerned to reduce ethmicity to style, possibly to
gloss over the low socio—economic positions and reduced access to social rewards and economic resources
experienced by ethnic groups.

Multicultural Australias - reality or rhetoric?

In numerous publications Australia is described as a multicultural society. How does this state-
ment meet the reality test? From the evidence of the 1971 Census, up-dated by incomplete statistics from
various government departments, we know that the population is made wup of a large proportion of native-
born Australians, a lesser proportion of English-speaking Immigrants from such countries as Britain, South
Africa, the United States, Canada and New Zealand, and a smaller proportion of immigrants from over one
hundred non-English speaking countries. At the 1971 Census there were 113,953 Aboriginals and Torres
Strait Islanders in Australia, based on self-identification with the race each person considered him/her
self to beleng.

The Australian population reachéd 14 million persons in January 1977. In 1876, 20.2 per cent of
the population were born overseas. This figure is alwmost exactly similaxr to the 1971 Census figure of
20.22 per cent. In 1971 the proportien in the total population of persons from the United Kingdom and
Eire, Mew Zealand, Canada, United States, and the Republic of South Africa (taken hereto be English-
speaking immigrants from cultural backgrounds broadly similar to the Anglo-Australian, malnstream culture}
was 9.6 per cent. OCnly 10.6 per cent of the population came from countries which are non-English speaking
and may have had backgreunds that are culturally different from Australian culture to a significant degree.

Even if we accept that a certain proportion of children enumerated in the 1971 Census were born in
Australis of immigrant parents, the percentage of those in the total population from non-English speaking

and sssumed culturally-different backgrounds is likely to be much smaller than the proportions of !

one
quarter to one third' commonly cited to stress that Australla is ’multicul;ural‘. On demographic grounds
similar to those that were applied to analysing British data, there is & need to be wary about applying
such a sweeping description. At least 80 per cent of the population of Australia is of English—speakingr
or Anglo-Saxon derivation, and can be assumed to have & broad matching 'Western' culture. The remaining
20 per cent constitutesthe Ymulei'! in multicultural. We would be move certain about the real significance
of this figure if data were avallable to indicate how many peocple in Australia are living now in ways that

are significantly different from other people. But data of this type are not avallable, and any assess-

ment of the numbers of people who are culturally different must be very speculative indeed.
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What does it mean to be 'culturally different’' anyway? The answer Lo this question - and whether
Australia is truly multicultural depends on one's definition of culture. One technical definition has been
given above. It is based on the view now held by many cultural anthropologists that culture is a form of
socio~biclogical survival or problem-solving "programme' which enables members of a social group to relate
to each other and their toral environment. In essence, according to the view of Talcott Parsons, discussed
by Schneider and Bonjean (1973: 123) 'Culture proprammes action systems'.

However, this is only one side of the socio-cultural cein. Because the behaviours and actions of
members of a group are programmed by its common culture, regularities or repetitive behavioural patterns
or customs can be observed. One can alsc observe the systems and organizations used to carry out the
important institutions of soeiety - marriage and reproduction, government and law, education, the
distribution of goods and services, etc., together with the structures of status-role positions these
entall and the artifacts or "material culture' they employ. From this reverse-side-—of-rhe-coin point of
view, culture can be conceptualized as the totality of a social group's institutions. 'Culture.... is
delineated by and expressed through the institutional structures of society’' (Despres, 1963: 10).

'Culture' can also be used in the more general sense of 'a culture’, to refer to a specific group
of people and their culture, e.g., the Dutch culture, the German culture. Usually both sides of the coin
are meant here - the ‘programme’ together with the social group, its institutions, action systems and
artifacts, structures and organizations. This combined sense iz the key to appreciating some of the
complexities of the term multicultural, used by Despres (1968) and cthers.

According to the views of these theorists, cultural pluralism {i.e., full multiculturalism) is a
state of society in which there are groupings of people who make up separate 'cultural sections'. Lach
section has institutions of its own, and the extent to which these overlap or arve shared with other
cultural sections determines the degree of integration or pluralism in soclety. From the point of view
of the nation-state as a whole, the degree to which cultural sections participate in or share its
institutions determines the degree of pluralism. A society such as ours (like America and Canada) has
local, regional or state and federal or national institutions. TFor instance, local institutions include
ethnic languages, family and kinship, some educational systems, recreational, associational, and religious
activities. Natidnal level includes the institutions of the central Government, legal system, defence
system and so on, Only a society which has cultural sections which preserve their institutional and

cuitural differentiation at all levels including the national can be said tobe culturally pluraliist or

fully multicultural, in this techpical sense. Societies which have lesser degrees of differentiation only
at the local or regional levels are referred to as heterogeneous societies. América and Canada are of
this type,

When we examine the factual evidence for multicultural or cultural pluralism in Australia it is
clear that the demographic, socio-economic, political and cultural realities ail point the same way.
Australia is a heterogeneous society. The degree of institutional separation at local, fegional and
national levels just does not exist. There is local and regional separation and distinct cultural
sections In such instituticns as marriage and kinship, language, some ethnic schooling, recreational,
associational, cultural {aesthetic sense) and religious affairs, but these of themselves are not
sufficient grounds for claiming that Australia as a whole is multicultural. There is just too much over-
lap of institutions and sharing of common cultural structures even at the regional or state and national

levels.



399

If the views of Despres are respected and are borne cut by American and Canadian evidence, as Dr.
Naomi White suggests they are (1978), then there is ne valid reason for rejecting their model and thecories
in the case of a similar country like Australia. Accepting this means acceptance of the fact that in the
technical sense Australia is heterogenzous and not multicultural or culturally pluralist, and this does
aceord with the demographic, social and cultural realities.

it is apparent from the Galbally Report that culture is not defined in the technical sense
proposed above. - Instead the Committee adopted Taylor's (sic) definition first published in 1891 (sic).
It is not carping to comment here that any Committee which cannot cite its main scurce correctly does not
deserve to be taken seriously when it pontificates on technical matters in a specialist area, nelither does
it inspire our confidence in its assumed expertise. A similar reservation must be held about the Schoecls
Commission's Committee on Multicultural Education. It has apparently accepted the man-in-the-street notion
of culture as a social group's heritage, tradition and aesthetic activities as the basis for its
recommendations on multicultural education. But this usage of culture is quite one-sided aund according.to
the leading theovist, David Bidney {1967: 27} a 'serious error’.

The weakness of the approaches advocated by both Committees rests on their interpretations of

culture. Tylor's 1871 definition in Primitive Culture is 'that complex whole which includes knowledge,

belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by wman as a member of
soclety'. This is probably the most famous definition in the literature and has been cited without
reservation by countless writers, especially these with no anthropological training. But, it is a very
dated definition, does not reflect current anthropelogical thinking about culture, and equates culture
with a list of traits, i.e., uses an outmoded enumeratively descriptive approach. What is not generally
realized is that Tylor's definition was very much a product of his socio-histerical context as an over—
stated attempt to counter the Darwinian emphasis being given to social sciences in the late 1800s by
stressing those aspects of human group life that are non-biclogical. However, let us accept Tylor's
definition for the sake of argument and see where it leads.

The list of items Tylor enumerates may loosely be said to constitute the cultural program of a
socio—cultural group. For a multicultural Australia to exist 1t logically follows that there must be lots
of such programs, all separate and distinguishable from each other, with each serving as the basis for an
action system which is also separate and distinguishable from others. But this too just does not mat&:
the reality. There 1s too much overlap and sharing of programs in foods, dress, artifacts and all the
Western material culture; common participation in the Western, industrial, capitalist action systems,
common Fnglish language of commerce, even a sharing of many beliefs and values of Western materiélism,
for the type of 'cultural apartheid' implied by even that usage of culture to exist in Australia.

In short, all Australians, whether migrant or not, share many aspects of a common cultural
'programme’, even though some but not all migrant groups share other aspects of programs which are

different from but still overlap the main program. There is cultural diversity in such areas of culture

as dress styles, recreational and aesthetic activities, feoods, religious observances, fawmily life,
traditions, but of themselves these are not a sufficient condition to claim that the whole soeiety‘is
multicultural. It could be called multi-sub-cultural, but this is to cowmpound one inaccurate term by a
worse neologism,

In many‘in5tances cultural traits have lost their original survival connotations, but have been

retained by ethnic groups in a search for identity vooted in the past, as a way of countering the self-







