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who have no idea of how the society is structured. Lao largely pictures the society 
objectively, despairing of it and offering little in the way of hope . Even Mr. Ts'ao is 
relatively impotent in his efforts to improve matters. Hsiang Tzu and others like him 
can do nothing to save themselves from despair since they in turn have been shaped by 
the society. For Lao, most Chinese of the 1930s seem destined to disintegrate in a society 
which cares nothing for them. 
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(Note: The material for this article was originally presented as personal testimony 
against Minnesota's English Language Bill HF 173 and SF 222 in a hearing before the 
House Committee on General Legislation, Veterans Affairs, and Gaming on March 24, 
1987. The bill was tabled in committee, an action which permits continued activity in 
the second year of the session. 

Many of the facts presented here are elaborated in greater detail in the author's 
forthcoming dissertation, which examines the 1980s movement in the context of histori
cal precedents of language control.) 

Language rights on non-English speaking minorities in the United States has become 
more hotly contested in this decade than ever before in our history. Current battles can 
be viewed as a reaction to the three prior decades (1950-1979) during which a complex 
interaction of linguistic research, civil rights legislation, and legal decisions created 
minority language rights with respect to voting, education, and health and safety 
issues. The 1980s reaction focuses on bilingual ballots, bilingual education, and bilin
gual social programs created in the 1970s, particularly as these programs seek explicitly 
to maintain native cultures . The confrontation has provoked a political response 
determined to "protect" English by declaring it the official language of local, state, and 
federal governments as the following table reveals: 

DATE 

1980 
Florida 

1981 
97th 
Congress 

ENGLISH-ONLY LEGISLATIVE ATTEMPTS IN THE 19805 

LEGISLATIVE ATTEMPT 

Ordinance requiring English 
to be the official language 
of Dade County 

English Language Amendment 
(ELA) to the Constitution 
proposed in Senate by 
Hayakawa 

OUTCOME 

Passed with 3-2 margin 

Politely ignored 
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1982 Hayakawa offers amendment to 
Aug. Senate Immigration Bill, de

claring the sense of the 
Congress that English is of
ficial language of country. 

November Proposition O (San Francisco); 
1983 voters approve local advisory 
Calif. 

November 
1984 
Calif. 

1983-4 
Congress 
98th 
Congress 

1985-6 
99th 
Congress 

November 
1986 

1987 
100th 
Congress 

measure to send a message to 
Washington to abolish bilingual 
ballots 

Proposition 38, California; 
proponents collect 626,000 
signatures to bring to ballot 
a statewide advisory measure 
opposing bilingual voting. 

One ELA proposed 
in both House and Senate 
(Total = 2 bills) 

One ELA proposed in both 
House and Senate; one concurrent 
resolution in both House and 
Senate (Total = 4 bills) 

California Proposition 63: 
English will be the official 
language of the State of 
California 

Four ELAs proposed in House 
plus one concurrent resolu
tion in the House; one 
ELA in Senate 
Total = 6 bills 

Amendment passes, 
73-21 

60-40 % in favor 

71 to 29 % in favor 
statewide; 
56 to 44 % in San 
Francisco 

Cosponsored by 22; no 
vote 

Cosponsored by 109 
No vote 

Passed by 73.2% 

Cosponsored by 88 
No vote yet (100th 
Congress is only 
nine months old) 

Much rhetoric swirls around the issues and many ironies have surfaced. This article 
will address a few of the ironies and the realities often concealed by the rhetorical 
debate and will place the issues in historical perspective. 

In the beginning, English itself was once a minority language. For example, Robert 
Pattison tells us that medieval Europe was basically bilingual: 

The whole population was constantly reminded that no one language sufficed for 
the business of life or embodied the whole culture. Latin prevailed in the Church 
and in the official documents. Traders and businessmen used a pidgin Latin as the 
lingua franca of their transactions. The native languages were used in daily 
affairs and had literatures of their own .. .It is no exaggeration to say that every 
educated man of the Middle Ages was at least bilingual, and as time went on 
there were more and more educated men, so that a very large fraction of the 
whole population was familiar with two or more languages. (Pattison 92-93) 
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English (and French and Italian and Spanish) were originally vernaculars, regarded as 
inferior and substandard languages by the power structure of the time. The reality is 
that the written dialect of Latin, like Egyptian hieroglyphics before it, was so rigidly 
controlled that it disappeared from common use in spite of its promotion by those in 
power. Excessive zeal in mandating the use of one language over another may ironically 
produce the opposite effect. 

A similar irony relates to the growth and history of English after its triumph as a 
vernacular. Over the past 300 years, our lexicon eventually absorbed the vocabulary of 
contact languages until eventually, 80 percent of English words have foreign roots 
(McBee 53). Most native speakers of English don't realize that words like cannibal, 
cigar, mosquito, tornado, and vanilla have come directly from the Spanish language, 
for example. How ironic to declare English, the most "kleptomaniac "language in the 
world, as our "official" language. 

The underlying implication of the English-only lobbying effort is that the English 
language is somehow so fragile that it needs protection from harsh blasts by other 
languages (Nunberg) . This assumption about the fragility of English must appear 
bizarre to the French, for example, who have a 350-year-old Academy dedicated to 
weeding out foreign words from the French language. A great deal of time and money is 
spent trying to purge their language of English words such as "weekend" or "drugstore:' 
It is generally agreed that their paranoid policy of rigid control is not successful: they 
have recently admitted the English words "holdup" and "gadget" to their dictionary. 
(US NEWS 52). To others, English needs about as much protection as crabgrass. 

English-only leaders capitalize on the theme that immigrants are refusing to assimi
late. They cite S.I. Hayakawa, the founder of U.S. English and the author of the first 
English Language Amendment, as the model assimilated immigrant. For example, 
Frank Hill, a California assemblyman who sponsored Proposition 63 to make English 
the official language of California, wrote to his constituents: 

Hayakawa, not born in this country and of Japanese ancestry, assimilated and 
epitomizes the successful product of a melting pot society. Hayakawa becomes a 
distinguished author, a college professor, a university president, a United States 
Senator , and one of the foremost experts in the world on the English Language. 
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Hill's rhetoric is quite persuasive, but it conflicts with reality: 
1. Hayakawa was born in Vancouver, Canada, in 1906, to parents of Japanese surna

mes . He was educated in the public schools of Calgary, Alberta and Winnipeg, 
Manitoba, which used English as the primary language of instruction. 

2. Assimilation into the American culture couldn't have been too hard for Hayakawa, 
since English was his primary language. According to his biography in 20th Century 
Authors, "he speaks Japanese only with difficulty, and cannot read or write it" 
(Kunitz 422) . Hayakawa himself admits he does not speak Japanese (Cong. Rec.). 

3. Hayakawa's education and cultural background was remarkably similar to Ameri
can standards, as indicated on the book cover of his Language in Thought and 
Action: 

His education was typically American: he studied at the University of Manitoba 
and McGill in Canada, and tried his hand at such various jobs as delivery boy, 
traveling salesman, taxi-driver and advertising copy writer. 

To hold Hayakawa up as a perfectly assimilated immigrant cruelly denies the reality of 
refugees' and immigrants' struggles with a language, culture, and society much different 
than those they have left. 

Hayakawa actually encountered a great deal of racial prejudice when he emigrated to 

the United States. He was denied citizenship from 1939 to 1954 because of anti-Japanese 
hysteria at the time. "I was advised in my youth that there were many jobs and careers I 
could not hope to aspire to because of my race," he once wrote (Moritz 194) . 

Racial discrimination has affected other leaders of the movement as well . Gerda 
Bikales, executive secretary of U.S. English until mid-1987, had fled Nazi Germany in 
the 1940s and eventually settled in the United States. Emmy Shafer, who led the 
successful Dade County drive to make English official in 1980, also escaped the Nazis in 
the 1940s. After the Mariel boatlift in 1980, she wanted the Cubans to go home: "I love 
Miami-the way it was at the time ... Unbelievable . Friendly, no problems. You didn't 
feel you were in a foreign country. [I want Miami back] the way it used to be" (Thomas 
26) . Thus three leaders of the movement to make English the official language have 
experienced racial discrimination themselves. (A full analysis of the phenomena is 
beyond the scope of this article but would make a fascinating study.) 

The leader of the English-only movement in Minnesota, Paul Thiede (IR-Pequot 
Lakes) , provides several ironies. Thiede, who proposed Minnesota's English-only bill in 
early 1987, is second-generation German and admits that he speaks no German. 
However, he insists upon the German pronunciation of his name: 'Teedy:' English 
speakers would pronounce it 'Theedy;' like "theatre" and "third" and "thesis"; in fact, 
most English speakers at hearings and debates pronounce it that way and are duly 
corrected by Thiede. It seems ironic that Thiede, who swears by English as a tool for 
assimilating immigrants, still asserts his cultural heritage in the German pronunciation 
of his name. 

In Thiede's press release announcing the filing of Minnesota's English-only bill, he 
pulled a penny out of his pocket and invoked our national motto, "E Pluribus Unum" -
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"From many, one:' His rhetorical selection is ironic, for of course, the "E Pluribus 
Unum" inscription is a Latin phrase. If English becomes our official language, must we 
reject all the Latin phrases on our coins and in our courts and official documents? 
Should we follow the French Academy's lead and purge English of the 80 percent of our 

lexicon that is of foreign origin? 
The widespread perception underlying Thiede's rhetoric is that previous immigrants 

immediately rejected their native tongues to embrace English and melt into the Ameri
can culture. However, the reality is that enough immigrants to Minnesota retained for
eign monolingualism that many of Minnesota's official documents in the 19th century 
were published simultaneously in English and Finnish, Swedish, German, French, or 
Norwegian . For example, Governor Horace Austin's annual message in 1872 was 
published in English, French and German; Governor Pillsbury's annual 1877 message 
was printed in English, Swedish, and French (Checklist of Minnesota Documents , 58-
59). No permanent harm seems to have accrued to individuals or to the state as a result 

of Minnesota's official multilingualism. 
The final irony of declaring English the official language of Minnesota involves the 

World Trade Center in St. Paul. How ironic it would be to build a world-class office 
building to attract international · tenants, and then be forced to remind them that 
English-only is the official Minnesota policy. Other international cities have at least 
multilingual street signs, and most international manufacturers print multilingual pack
ages and instructions (hockey equipment, for example, is bilingual in French and 
English). If such legislation passes in Minnesota, we will seem impossibly insular and 

backward, if not paranoid, to our world traders, who already joke: 

What do you call a person who speaks three languages? 
. . . (Trilingual) 

What do you call a person who speaks two languages? 
. . . (Bilingual) 

What do you call a person who speaks one language? 
. . . (American) 
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Everything you've ever wanted to know about writing groups can be found in this 
new volume in the Studies in Writing and Rhetoric Series published for the Conference 
on College Composition and Communication. In Writing Groups Anne Ruggles Gere, a 
professor at the University of Washington, investigates archival material and historical 
accounts to make a strong case for incorporating writing groups into the composition 
classroom and, in the process, dispels the popular myth that such groups are new
fangled classroom diversions designed by overworked or lazy teachers . Gere shows 
that writing groups have existed for centuries, both within and outside of the academic 
community, and have contributed to the development of literacy by enabling writers to 
communicate with one another about their writing. Underlying her conviction about 
the value of writing groups is the assumption that writing is a social activity. 

Gere establishes the legitimacy of writing groups by tracing their history in the U.S., 
both within and outside of the academic setting. Writing groups existed in Colonial 
America as university literary societies, such as Harvard's Spy Club, and outside the 
academic community as self-improvement groups, Ben Franklin's Junto for example. 
Writing groups also have a special place in the history of education for women; such 
groups as the Female Mutual Improvement Society provided an intellectual forum for 
women deprived of more than a rudimentary education. Throughout the nineteenth 
century writing groups of various types and sizes flourished; there were the Lyceum 
groups, the Chautauqua circles, the women's clubs, and the university literary clubs. 
The success of university-sponsored writing groups led to the establishment of "experi
mental" writing groups in high schools by the turn of the century. Research of the day, 
virtually ignored by recent scholars, corroborates contemporary studies which show 
that composition students who participate in writing groups show greater improvement 
in essay writing than their peers in traditional classes. Clear gains are found in the areas 
of student motivation toward writing and revising, audience awareness, critical think
ing skills, and enhanced self-image. 

After establishing that writing groups have historical precedent, Gere considers their 
I 
theoretical basis . She summarizes the positions of several prominent contemporary 
composition theorists (Bruffee, Elbow, Moffett, Macrorie, Murray) who advocate 
writing groups. Gere indicates that theories of language development have affected 
approaches to teaching writing. While Piaget's assumption that language is egocentric 
reinforces the attitude that writing is a solo activity, Vygotsky's theory of language 




