from studies in a field that seems often to
float above race, gender, and class. At the
same time, it must be reported that the
attempt is only partly successful. The “new
social history” and references to race and
gender seem uncomfortably out of place in
these pages, present but isolated from any
real meaning or explanatory power. The
story of American technology seen from the
vantage point of those left out or done in by
its triumphant march might be expected to
read differently, but in this book the “exhila-
ration,” as Hindle called it two decades ago,
is still the dominant, even solitary, theme.
Nevertheless, this is a fascinating book, well
written, well illustrated, comprehensive, and
showing awareness, if only imperfectly, of
social complexities hardly mentioned by pre-
vious authors.
CARROLL PURSELL
Department of History,
University of California,
Santa Barbara, CA 93106

Remedial Acculturation

Cultural Literacy. What Every American Needs
to Know. E. D. HirscH, JR. Houghton Mifflin,
Boston, 1987. xx, 251 pp. $16.95.

E. D. Hirsch, who teaches English at the
University of Virginia, attempts in this book
to document the appalling lack of cultural
knowledge of American high school and
college students. His examples, which come
from various surveys, interview studies, and
anecdotal evidence, are truly amazing. Many
students did not know when the Civil War
or World War II was fought. A pre-law
student thought that Washington, D.C.,
was in Washington State. Many could not
identify Thomas Jefferson, others thought
that Latin was spoken in Latin America.
When asked the name of an epic poem by
Homer one eager respondent volunteered
“The Alamo.” A junior at the University of
California thought that Toronto was in Ita-
ly. The illiteracy of American students is
indeed frightening. But the solution the
author proposes is not an answer but a part
of the problem; it partakes of the illness of
which it fancies to be the cure.

Hirsch argues that “to be culturally liter-
ate is to possess the basic information need-
ed to thrive in the modern world” (p. xiii).
“The basic goal of education in a human
community is acculturation, the transmis-
sion to children of the specific information
shared by the adults of the group” (p. xvi).
The author seems to presume that culture
does not consist of values, beliefs, traditions,
and philosophies but is simply a matter of
information. This impoverished notion of
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culture informs and biases the book as a
whole, as the author’s explicit statement
testifies: “It should energize people to learn
that only a few hundred pages of informa-
tion stand between the literate and illiterate,
between dependence and autonomy” (p.
143). The gimmickery of this cure for our
cultural disarray seems peculiarly American.
There are no cultural problems, it seems,
that cannot be cured by a quick and almost
painless shot of patent medicine.

Educational researchers, sociologists, and
cultural analysts have documented in the last
few decades that cultural transmission is
largely channeled through mechanisms that
have a strong class basis. According to a
series of studies by the French sociologist
Pierre Bourdieu of the Colleége de France,
“symbolic capital,” just like financial capital,
is unequally distributed in modern industri-
alized societies. Those who have cultural
resources transmit them to their children.
The inequality of such resources within the
social structure ensures the continuity of
class-based cultural systems even in formally
equal educational systems. The British social
scientist Basil Bernstein has shown in a
variety of studies that the linguistic codes
prevalent in the working class prevent its
children from acquiring the abstract knowl-
edge that opens the doors to higher levels of
education. Hirsch ignores all this evidence
and asserts that mainstream culture is not
class-based. He even rejects the evidence
that in the linguistic culture of contempo-
rary London there are major differences
between cockney and Oxbridge, or BBC,
English. No wonder he argues that “we
should direct our attention undeviatingly
toward what the schools teach rather than
toward family structure, social class, or TV
programming” (pp. 19-20).

Hirsch repeats the often reiterated con-
tention that the trouble with American
schools is the newfangled doctrine of Dewey
et al., which stresses educational pragma-
tism, practical social goals, and the develop-
ment of autonomy and individual compe-
tence at the expense of the transmission of
the cultural verities. He welcomes what he
calls “the counterreform of the 1980s
[which] seems bent upon a return to a more
traditional curriculum” (p. 125) and wishes
his book to be understood as a vital part of
this counterreform.

The specific contribution he makes to this
cause is a list of some 5000 items, names,
phrases, concepts, and technical terms, that,
he asserts, can be provisionally taken to be
what a literate American is supposed to
know. The list, based on his collaboration
with a historian and a natural scientist,
constitutes an appendix of over 60 pages in
this small volume. It is wholly arbitrary and

therefore worthless. It includes, for example,

Tolstoy and Chekhov but neither Dos-

toevsky nor Turgenev. Proust is on the list

but Gide is not; Giotto is included but

Caravaggio is not listed. James Baldwin is

omitted but Ralph Ellison is included. And
s0 it goes.

Lewis A. Coser

Department of Sociology,

State University of New York,

Stony Brook, NY 11790

Image Makers

Selling Science. How the Press Covers Science
and Technology. DOROTHY NELKIN. Freeman,
New York, 1987. xiv, 225 pp. $16.95.

The signs of popular fascination with
science and technology, as well as enthusi-
asm for realizing the promise of new tech-
nologies, surround us. For example, consid-
er the central role that discussion of science
is sure to have in the 1988 presidential
campaign. No candidate will be able to
avoid a position on how to assure the tech-
nologic preeminence of the United States
and the linkage of science to “economic
competitiveness.”

Those who are not part of a particular
scientific community must rely on the media
(daily newspapers, magazines, television,
and radio) to learn what is happening. If the
news is inaccurate, so is public understand-
ing. Thus Dorothy Nelkin’s Selling Science:
How the Press Covers Science and Technology,
with its aim to “explore the images of sci-
ence and technology that are conveyed to
the public through the press, and the charac-
teristics of both journalism and science that
contribute to shaping these images” could
not be more timely.

This is a book about what science appears
to be—not necessarily what it is—and who
is responsible for the public image. At its
heart is an analysis of the roles and motiva-
tions of scientists and science journalists in
speaking to the public and how the rules are
now changing.

The book raises fascinating questions:
What are the popular images of science and
technology and how were they formed?
How does the press view the scientist, de-
scribe ambiguous technologic situations
such as Love Canal or the saccharin contro-
versy, and as a result influence public opin-
ion? Recognizing the power of the press,
how do scientists try to control the news?

Science journalism has evolved greatly
over the past 60 years. Nelkin’s description
of the culture of science journalism, its
historic origins, and its current evolution is
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