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In   thinking   through   these   issues,   I   have   found   what   I   believe   to   be   a   connecting   and   

complex   theme:   what   I   have   come   to   call   "the   culture   of   power."   There   are   five   aspects   of   
power   I   would   like   to   propose   as   given   for   this   presentation:   
1. Issues   of   power   are   enacted   in   classrooms.   
2. There   are   codes   or   rules   for   participating   in   power;   that   is,   there   is   a   "culture   of   power."   
3. The   rules   of   the   culture   of   power   are   a   reflection   of   the   rules   of   the   culture   of   those   who   

have   power.   
4. If   you   are   not   already   a   participant   in   the   culture   of   power,   being   told   explicitly   the   rules   of   

that   culture   makes   acquiring   power   easier.   
5. Those   with   power   are   frequently   least   aware   of   —   or   least   willing   to   acknowledge   —   its   

existence.   Those   with   less   power   are   often   most   aware   of   its   existence.   
The   first   three   are   by   now   basic   tenets   in   the   literature   of   the   sociology   of   education,   

but   the   last   two   have   seldom   been   addressed.   The   following   discussion   will   explicate   these   
aspects   of   power   and   their   relevance   to   the   schism   between   liberal   educational   movements   
and   that   of   non-White,   non-middle-class   teachers   and   communities.   

  
1. Issues   of   power   are   enacted   in   classrooms.   
These   issues   include:   the   power   of   the   teacher   over   the   students;   the   power   of   the   publishers   
of   textbooks   and   of   the   developers   of   the   curriculum   to   determine   the   view   of   the   world   
presented;   the   power   of   the   state   in   enforcing   compulsory   schooling;   and   the   power   of   an   
individual   or   group   to   determine   another's   intelligence   or   "normalcy."   Finally,   if   schooling   
prepares   people   for   jobs,   and   the   kind   of   job   a   person   has   determines   her   or   his   economic   
status   and,   therefore,   power,   then   schooling   is   intimately   related   to   that   power.   

  
2. There   are   codes   or   rules   for   participating   in   power;   that   is,   there   is   a   "culture   of   power."   
The   codes   or   rules   I'm   speaking   of   relate   to   linguistic   forms,   communicative   strategies,   and   
presentation   of   self;   that   is,   ways   of   talking,   ways   of   writing,   ways   of   dressing,   and   ways   of   
interacting.   

  
3. The   rules   of   the   culture   of   power   are   a   reflection   of   the   rules   of   the   culture   of   those   who   

have   power.   
This   means   that   success   in   institutions   —   schools,   workplaces,   and   so   on   —   is   predicated   upon   
acquisition   of   the   culture   of   those   who   are   in   power.   Children   from   middle-class   homes   tend   to     
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do   better   in   school   than   those   from   non-middle-class   homes   because   the   culture   of   the   school   
is   based   on   the   culture   of   the   upper   and   middle   classes   —   of   those   in   power.   The   upper   and   
middle   classes   send   their   children   to   school   with   all   the   accoutrements   of   the   culture   of   
power;   children   from   other   kinds   of   families   operate   within   perfectly   wonderful   and   viable   
cultures   but   not   cultures   that   carry   the   codes   or   rules   of   power.   

  
4. If   you   are   not   already   a   participant   in   the   culture   of   power,   being   told   explicitly   the   rules   of   

that   culture   makes   acquiring   power   easier.   
In   my   work   within   and   between   diverse   cultures,   I   have   come   to   conclude   that   members   of   any   
culture   transmit   information   implicitly   to   co-members.   However,   when   implicit   codes   are   
attempted   across   cultures,   communication   frequently   breaks   down.   Each   cultural   group   is   left   
saying,   "Why   don't   those   people   say   what   they   mean?"   as   well   as,   "What's   wrong   with   them,   
why   don't   they   understand?"   Anyone   who   has   had   to   enter   new   cultures,   especially   to   
accomplish   a   specific   task,   will   know   of   what   I   speak.   When   I   lived   in   several   Papua   New   
Guinea   villages   for   extended   periods   to   collect   data,   and   when   I   go   to   Alaskan   villages   for   work   
with   Alaskan   Native   communities,   I   have   found   it   unquestionably   easier   —   psychologically   and   
pragmatically   —   when   some   kind   soul   has   directly   informed   me   about   such   matters   as   
appropriate   dress,   interactional   styles,   embedded   meanings,   and   taboo   words   or   actions.   I   
contend   that   it   is   much   the   same   for   anyone   seeking   to   learn   the   rules   of   the   culture   of   power.   
Unless   one   has   the   leisure   of   a   lifetime   of   "immersion"   to   learn   them,   explicit   presentation   
makes   learning   immeasurably   easier.   And   now,   to   the   fifth   and   last   premise:   

  
5. Those   with   power   are   frequently   least   aware   of   —   or   least   willing   to   acknowledge   —   its   

existence.   Those   with   less   power   are   often   most   aware   of   its   existence.   
For   many   who   consider   themselves   members   of   liberal   or   radical   camps,   acknowledging   
personal   power   and   admitting   participation   in   the   culture   of   power   is   distinctly  
uncomfortable.   On   the   other   hand,   those   who   are   less   powerful   in   any   situation   are   most   likely   
to   recognize   the   power   variable   most   acutely.   My   guess   is   that   the   White   colleagues   and   
instructors   of   those   previously   quoted   did   not   perceive   themselves   to   have   power   over   the   
non-White   speakers.   However,   either   by   virtue   of   their   position,   their   numbers,   or   their   access   
to   that   particular   code   of   power   of   calling   upon   research   to   validate   one's   position,   the   White   
educators   had   the   authority   to   establish   what   was   to   be   considered   "truth"   regardless   of   the   
opinions   of   the   people   of   color,   and   the   latter   were   well   aware   of   that   fact.     
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A   related   phenomenon   is   that   liberals   (and   here   I   am   using   the   term   "liberal"   to   refer   to   
those   whose   beliefs   include   striving   for   a   society   based   upon   maximum   individual   freedom   
and   autonomy)   seem   to   act   under   the   assumption   that   to   make   any   rules   or   expectations   
explicit   is   to   act   against   liberal   principles,   to   limit   the   freedom   and   autonomy   of   those   
subjected   to   the   explicitness.   

I   thank   Fred   Erickson   for   a   comment   that   led   me   to   look   again   at   a   tape   by   John   
Gumperz   on   cultural   dissonance   in   cross-cultural   interactions.   One   of   the   episodes   showed   an   
East   Indian   interviewing   for   a   job   with   an   all-White   committee.   The   interview   was   a   complete   
failure,   even   though   several   of   the   interviewers   appeared   to   really   want   to   help   the   applicant.   
As   the   interview   rolled   steadily   down-hill,   these   "helpers"   became   more   and   more   indirect   in   
their   questioning,   which   exacerbated   the   problems   the   applicant   had   in   performing   
appropriately.   Operating   from   a   different   cultural   perspective,   he   got   fewer   and   fewer   clear   
clues   as   to   what   was   expected   of   him,   which   ultimately   resulted   in   his   failure   to   secure   the   
position.   

I   contend   that   as   the   applicant   showed   less   and   less   aptitude   for   handling   the   
interview,   the   power   differential   became   ever   more   evident   to   the   interviewers.   The   "helpful"   
interviewers,   unwilling   to   acknowledge   themselves   as   having   power   over   the   applicant,   
became   more   and   more   uncomfortable.   Their   indirectness   was   an   attempt   to   lessen   the   power   
differential   and   their   discomfort   by   lessening   the   power-revealing   explicitness   of   their   
questions   and   comments.   
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