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Abstract 

This paper argues for requiring all public school instruction to be bilingual. I examine the merits 

of bilingual education in American democracy from a philosophical standpoint, arguing that 

democratic conceptions of liberty and justice are compatible with bilingual education. To 

advocate for compulsory bilingual education I detail the cognitive and cultural benefits of 

bilingualism in support of my vision of democracy and describe the evolution of education in 

support of my liberty argument. Bilingual education can also improve educational outcomes, so I 

also discuss this in support of my argument that bilingual education increases justice.  Opposing 

arguments include the undemocratic nativist objection, the liberal negative liberty objection, and 

the unjust proportioning of resources objection, and the will be addressed.  If my argument is 

sound, then the reader will find compulsory bilingual education to be not only favorable to 

learning but also a boon to culture and democracy at large.  
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A Philosophical Argument for Compulsory Bilingual Education 

 In this paper I will examine the merits of bilingual education in American democracy 

from a philosophical standpoint, arguing that democratic conceptions of liberty and justice are 

compatible with bilingual education. To advocate for compulsory bilingual education I will 

detail the cognitive and cultural benefits of bilingualism in support of my vision of democracy 

and describe the evolution of education in support of my liberty argument. I will also support my 

argument that bilingual education increases justice by citing how bilingual education can 

improve educational outcomes. Opposing arguments, which I will address, include the 

undemocratic nativist objection, the liberal negative liberty objection, and the unjust 

proportioning of resources objection. If my argument is sound, then the reader will find 

compulsory bilingual education to be not only favorable to learning but also a boon to culture 

and democracy at large. 

The Issue 

 Education in the United States of America is at once compulsory and inadequately 

protected by law. Any reasonably prudent person would accept education as a boon to society 

and governance, but the USA has neither guaranteed education as a fundamental federal right nor 

as a necessity for democracy. Since education is not mentioned in the federal constitution (U.S. 

Const.), the legal status of education is functionally delegated to the states. State constitutions, in 

turn, delineate both the substantive focus and the institutional structures of education. Although 

state constitutions vary, the majority of state constitutions include a civic or democratic rationale 

for public education. For example, Article Eight of the Connecticut constitution (C.N. Const.) 

simply stated, “There shall always be free public elementary and secondary schools in the state. 

The general assembly shall implement this principle by appropriate legislation.” Additionally, 
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Section Fifteen of the North Carolina constitution (N.C. Const.) put the matter even more 

plainly, “The people have a right to the privilege of education, and it is the duty of the State to 

guard and maintain that right.” However, since education is both required by law and publicly 

provided in explicit or implicit service of the nation’s democracy, then it stands to reason that 

such an education must aim to develop citizens with democratic principles the best way possible. 

Bilingual education is one such method. 

 Additionally, the USA at once does not espouse an official language and yet employs 

English as its de facto language. It does not legislate an official language out of its foundations in 

democratic principles and liberty. Regardless of the colonial and empirical tides of English, the 

Republic has rightly resisted numerous attempts to mandate an official language. At the very 

least, an English-only bill would likely violate the due process clause of the Fourteenth 

Amendment of the federal constitution (U.S. Const.). As stated in Section One, “…nor shall any 

State deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; nor deny to any 

person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.” For how can it be just if a person 

on trial cannot understand the language of the court? So just as there is no official language in 

the USA, there is no mechanism, legal or otherwise, that could impede a policy move toward 

bilingualism. In fact, as I will argue, bilingualism is far more representative of democratic 

principles than is de facto official English.   

 These somewhat paradoxical stances of the USA toward language and education clear a 

space for my argument. While philosophy does not directly deal with how the world is—that is 

the purview of science—any philosopher would be foolhardy to ignore the facts of the world 

when constructing an argument for a societal good. That good, in this case, is compulsory 

bilingual education. Bilingual education means just that: simultaneously teaching two languages. 
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Bilingual education does not have to be constrained by broad mandates for a particular non-

English second language, that decision can be based upon needs and desires at the local level. 

Such decision-making is indeed democratic. I believe bilingualism benefits a working 

democracy, falls in line with conceptions of liberty, and justly benefits both the few and the 

many. 

Democracy and Bilingualism 

 The democratic ideal distributes power from the few to the many. The chief aims of a 

functioning democracy are to give each citizen a voice in governance and to only allow political 

inequality when it is justified by how the inequality benefits society as a whole. How are these 

political decisions made? Miller, in his book Political Philosophy: A Very Short Introduction 

(2003), outlined the nuances of democracy quite well. He suggested three aspects to a political 

judgment: “First of all there is factual information about what will happen if one or other option 

is chosen…Second, there is information about what the people who will be affected by the 

decision actually prefer…Third, there are questions of moral principle" (p. 41). All of these 

aspects play a role in my argument for compulsory bilingual education but the moral principle 

certainly takes center stage in a philosophical argument.  

Miller (2003) described two particular scenarios in which an adherence to majority rule—

making political judgments solely based on number of votes—appears to fail the moral principle: 

…the case where those who vote with the majority are affected much less by the 

decision, or have fewer interests at stake, than those who form the minority…The second 

circumstance is one where one group finds itself in a minority repeatedly when votes are 

taken…[here] we have the problem of the intense minority and the problem of the 

persistent minority (p. 50, emphasis original). 
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Although each citizen is given equal voice, it is difficult to describe the results as political 

equality. As such, the majority would now have the burden of proof upon itself to justify the 

inequality as a boon to society overall. But why, Miller (2003) asked, should the majority care 

about inequality? He offered two explanations, “One is simply respect for your fellow-citizens” 

(p. 53), which is reasonable enough and accounts for at least the first two aspects of political 

judgment. But it also tracks closely to Miller’s (2003) second explanation. A member of the 

majority on one issue is not necessarily going to have the winning opinion in the next, and “then 

[that person] will want those on the other side to take [his or her] concerns into account” (p. 53). 

Which is to say, Miller (2003) continued, each citizen has a vested interest in preventing a 

majority rule in which the interests of minority groups are not considered. This balanced 

approach to making political judgments is integral to democratic accord.  

 Many nativists object to my depiction of an ever-evolving democratic society which 

resects the interests of minority groups. As Kymlicka (Song, 2010) argued:  

there is a deep and general connection between a person's self-respect and the respect 

accorded to the cultural group of which she is a part. It is not simply membership in any 

culture but one's own culture that must be secured because of the great difficulty of 

giving it up.  

In general, the nativist resists change and favors the interests of established inhabitants. Nativists 

often cite the historical success of a society in support of their stance. The social fabric, the 

argument goes, is part and parcel of the success of the democracy; heritage should be respected 

and maintained in order to continue success. Such integration benefits society by increasing 

understanding between people and the likelihood of harmony. Many argue that language is a 

large part of a person’s identity and it is readily accepted that different nations and ethnic groups 
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imbue their members with different cultures and values (Gee, 2006; Weil & Schwietring, 2016). 

When a democracy invites or at least allows for many levels of diversity within its citizenry, 

nativists argue that society effectively multiplies the possibility of a persistent minority and the 

probability of many intense minorities. If one of the greatest challenges to a successful 

democracy is the ability of the majority to faithfully consider the desires of one or multiple 

minorities, then it is unwise for a democracy to promote heterogeneity (Kymlicka, 1995). Such 

nativists believe that compelling school children in a democracy to learn a language in addition 

to English would lead to such discord. Alternatively, nativists argue that an English-only policy 

would strengthen society. 

 Allow me to rebut the nativist objection. A healthy democracy relies on the interaction of 

its citizens in order to make the best decisions about the direction of the country, as seen in 

Miller (2003) above. Dewey (2012) asserted that, “a democracy is more than a form of 

government; it is primarily a mode of associated living” (p. 109) in which, “change in social 

habit…[stems from] continuous readjustment through meeting the new situations produced by 

varied intercourse” (p. 109). “The essential point,” Dewey argued, “is that isolation makes for 

rigidity and formal institutionalizing of life, for static and selfish ideals within the group” (p. 

108). Additionally, J.S. Mill vied for, in On Liberty (1863), a mode of free expression in which 

distasteful or even odious opinions could be freely expressed in order for citizens to have the 

liberty to make informed decisions of belief.  

The chief misstep of the nativist objection is stating that history and heritage are left 

behind in a heterogeneous democracy. History and heritage are by their very nature plastic, they 

adapt and evolve over time. As Appiah (2006) argued:  
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Living cultures do not, in any case, evolve from purity into contamination; change is 

more a gradual transformation from one mixture to a new mixture, a process that usually 

takes place at some distance from rules and rulers, in the conversations that occur across 

cultural boundaries.  

For instance, sometimes a scientific discovery alters the fabric of a society. Many times 

exploration has forever changed the culture of the explorer’s home. Consider that modern 

Italians define themselves according to their foods: pastas and tomato sauces that would have 

been impossible without cultural exchange. Yet, the nativist would properly reject incorporating 

foreign ingredients. Even if my culinary analogy falls short, a nativist position cannot only take a 

rosy outlook on the past. Many of the successes of the USA were due to exploitation of cheap, 

human labor. Few nativists would argue that certain people are less worthy of fair working 

conditions than others. It is particularly relevant that the history of exploitation has close ties 

with each new wave of immigrants.  

Many English-only advocates argue that a common language is necessary for full 

participation of a citizenry. But it is precisely this line of thinking that led to treating immigrants 

as less deserving of societal protections because those immigrants were often viewed as limited 

participants in society. English-only education had nothing to do with success of the USA; the 

country began as a mix of nationalities, cultures, and languages and continues to be so. Also, 

nativism holds too closely to simple majority rule. It is a slippery slope: if the majority makes the 

good, then in order to preserve the good we need more of the majority. As the majority increases, 

not only does the good increase but also the reliance on the majority. This nativist approach to 

preservation of culture nearly explicitly relies on creating and maintaining a persistent 
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minority—at least until the point of complete assimilation—and operates in direct violation of 

any conception of a democratic moral principle. 

Liberty and Bilingualism 

 Liberty is freedom. Since freedom is afforded to and constrained upon individuals by a 

democratic government, we must consider conceptions of the Self in order to fully understand 

liberty. Western philosophy is largely built on dualism: the separation of mind and body. Such 

dualism necessarily leads to the primacy of the individual. Individualism holds the Self, the 

singular person, above the society. This worldview, known as liberalism, leads to an intense 

allegiance to negative liberty. The freedom from constraints upon the individual is said by some 

to be the highest form of liberty. For it is the singular person, free to do as she pleases with few 

exceptions, who enacts the true purpose of the Self and flourishes. 

 In more recent years, relatively speaking, Western philosophers have sought to better 

unite the body and mind, the Self and the society. Among other things, these thinkers outline a 

different view on liberty as it relates to the function of a democracy. John Dewey, mentioned 

above, was one such thinker. In other words, there are certain realities, beyond physical 

limitations or threats, which preclude pure negative liberty. Miller (2003) explained that having 

liberty requires having quality life choices, access to information about these choices and the 

ability to act without external pressures. For instance, consider health care. If someone develops 

a condition which requires costly surgery, like appendicitis, and cannot afford the treatment, then 

is he said to be free to choose? In other words, does he have a valid choice? Few would respond 

in the affirmative. Thus, a government may increase the liberty of the individual by enforcing 

access to certain choices. As is the practice in the USA, a positive liberty guaranteed by our 

democratic government is access to emergency health care regardless of the individual’s ability 
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to pay. The same can be said for public education. Education multiplies the choices presented to 

an individual in society. The USA has accepted education as such a positive liberty as to make 

schooling compulsory. 

 Liberal negative liberty perhaps poses the strongest argument against implementing 

compulsory bilingual education. Enforcing bilingual education would infringe upon the freedom 

of a majority of the population to not learn a language in addition to English. Modern 

libertarians, like F.A. Hayek (1978), believe the role of government is to maintain the rule of law 

as unobtrusively as possible. But if my opponents at least accept compulsory education as a 

permissible infringement on personal liberty, then the argument may continue within the scope 

of this paper. 

 Now that I have described liberty and my opponents’ liberal objection, allow me to rebut 

the negative liberty argument. Compulsory bilingual education does not affect liberty in any 

form. Just as conceptions of personhood have evolved over time, so too has what constitutes an 

education. It may appear I am sidestepping the issue here, but the liberal negative liberty 

objection is moot. Let me illustrate my point further. Consider innovation. When computers were 

introduced to the classroom, was any person’s liberty infringed? No. But was education the 

same? No. Consider mathematics. Math, especially high-level math, has its own language. Does 

teaching calculus infringe upon liberty? What of software coding languages? Does learning to 

code HTML, RubyOnRails, or CSS limit personal freedom? I think not. The same holds true for 

bilingual education. The language of instruction may be different, but it does not violate personal 

liberties; it is merely an evolution of education and an opportunity to learn a new mode of 

expression. 

Justice and Bilingualism 
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 John Rawls is widely considered the leading authority on modern, democratic theories of 

justice. Rawls (1971) came up with the idea of a “veil of ignorance” as a way to determine a 

definition of justice which was as unbiased as possible. Behind the veil, all beings are unaffected 

and unknowledgeable of any social or historical differences. This essential aspect of Rawls’s 

(1971) theory of justice is called the original position. The original position supposes an a priori 

realm of complete equality that is protected by the veil of ignorance. He suggests a hypothetical 

situation: if your birth parents were chosen at random, by lottery, then would you be willing to 

accept the results? In other words, if society were just, then anyone in any walk of life would 

have equal access to a satisfying life. Take the antebellum USA, for example. Given the choice 

to enter a lottery for potential parents, no reasonable person beyond the veil of ignorance would 

accept the chance to enter such disparate levels of the liberty. History is full of such examples. 

 Many, often fiscally minded, object to what they perceive as an unjust proportioning of 

resources. For these opponents compulsory bilingual education does not rise to the standard of a 

democratically permitted inequality. It is unfair, opponents argue, to allocate a tremendous 

amount of money to benefit the education of any minority group at the expense of the majority. 

Such a policy distorts the notion of an intense minority to a point of immorality. 

 However, bilingual education benefits all who receive it, not just those who already know 

the second language. As such, bilingual education fulfills Rawls’s criteria for justice because 

such education benefits all who enter it. Therefore, anyone behind the veil of ignorance would 

freely enter the lottery. So the objection cannot be solely based on impermissible inequality. The 

very premise upon which the unjust proportioning of resources rests is factually incorrect. Not 

only does speaking multiple languages improve cerebral plasticity (thus making more adaptive 

learners) but it also increases both communication among American subcultures and empathy 
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towards differing viewpoints (Kabir Chibber, 2015; Smith, 2008). That an increase in 

communication outside of a citizen’s linguistic milieu bolsters an ability to fully consider a 

differing perspective is unsurprising; as Miller (2003) noted earlier, it is imperative that a 

democracy communicate and interact across interest groups. Furthermore, multilingualism 

decreases the viewpoint that culture is an unmoving monolith to be preserved. In other words, 

multilingualism itself is likely to reduce expressions of the undemocratic, unjust nativist position. 

Presented with such likely outcomes of compulsory bilingual education, many citizens may then 

also prefer these effects of the policy to the status quo. By blurring the lines between languages 

and cultures, languages and nationality, minority and majority, compulsory bilingual education is 

a step toward a more perfect union. 

Conclusion 

 As shown in the state and federal constitutions, there is no valid legal opposition to 

compulsory bilingual education in the USA. Moreover, democracy is the healthiest form of 

government to deal with the societal heterogeneity engendered by the broad swath of individuals 

in this country. The limits of government have long been the subject of debate in the liberal 

democracy of the USA, and many perceive compulsory bilingual education as a limitation on 

personal liberties. However, as I have shown, notions of liberty are neither expanded nor 

restricted by mandatory bilingual education. Lastly, bilingual education for all increases access 

to justice, as defined by Rawls’s (1971) veil of ignorance. In sum, compulsory bilingual 

education is a benefit to a healthy democracy, has no effect on personal liberties, and justly 

allocates resources to improve the education of all students. 
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