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CONFLICT OVER

NEED FOR DIVERSITY
America's increasingly multi-ethnic society
and its dependency on the world have led
to calls for students to learn more about
the world and about themselves. Debates
over how the curriculum should be
changed, however, have been heated.

HOW TEXTS FAILED
American textbooks generally have done a
poor job of truthfully reflecting the diverse
roots of the populace.

THE CALIFORNIA PLAN
In 1987, California adopted a compre-
hensive curriculum framework that is
designed to allow history and social studies
to be taught in substantial depth.

RELUCTANT PUBLISHERS
Despite California's importance, publishers
balked at the state's call for new textbooks.
Those that complied met fiery opposition
from religious, ethnic and racial special
interests.

THE LURE OF AFROCENTRISM
Appealing to a desire to educate inner-city
children better, Afrocentrism seeks to put
Africa at the center of the curriculum.
Opponents, however, call it "untruthful"
and say it may stand in the way of
beneficial multicultural education.
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CONFLICT OVER
MULTICULTURAL
EDUCATION
by Robert K. Landers

Many American educators believe that
history and social studies must be taught
more thoroughly and comprehensively
than ever before, with close attention to
the rest of the world and to America's
own racial and ethnic diversity. Leading
the way, California has moved toward
implementing an ambitious multicultural
curriculum in the state's schools. Some
other localities are taking different
approaches, and one such approach,
called Afrocentrism. worries advocates of
multicultural plans like California's.
They say Afrocentrism not only distorts
the truth and gives too narrow a view of
the world, but also will not do what its
proponents want - improve the
education of inner-city black youths.

By now it is obvious that something must be done
to improve American schooling. It has been more than
seven years since a blue-ribbon commission pro-
claimed the United States "a nation at risk" of losing its
slim competitive edge in world markets because of
the poor quality of its educational system.r And despite
the efforts at educational reform that followed the
report, the problems remain. Tests continue to show
that American children have an astounding lack of
knowledge about most academic subjects, and American
students regularly score far below their foreign coun-
terparts in international comparisons.

Now, at the beginning of the 1990s, the United
States and the world are ever more interdependent. To
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function well in this changed environment, Ameri-
cans now need to know a great deal about foreign
peoples, their cultures and their pasts.

At the same time, the American people themselves
are becoming increasingly more diverse. Once it may
have been possible to think of America as consisting
almost entirely of whites of European descent. But that
perception no Ionger bears any resemblance to real-
ity, thanks to immigration from Asia, Latin America
and elsewhere, and to the civil rights movement of
the 1960s.

The lesson for educators from these two trends is
clear: No longer can schools ignore the rest of the globe,
and no longer can they treat all Americans as if they
sprang from the same mold. They must teach young
Americans about the world, and as they do so, they
must teach Americans about their diverse selves. "What
is needed," says University of Chicago historian
William H. McNeill, "is a common human past."

Leading the way in trying to find it is the state of
California. In 1987, the California school system
adopted a new history-social science curriculum
framework, which calls for students to be taught about
world history and about the history of their own
democratic nation and multicultural society - and for
these subjects to be taught in considerable depth and
with unusual realism. But California has learned that
this is not going to be so easy, given the loud clamor
of special interests and the traditional timidity of
textbook publishers.

To match its new curriculum framework, Califor-
nia asked publishers to provide textbooks that didn't
exist. It also wanted ones that were well written and
hadn't had the life drained out of them by the removal
of anything that might offend anybody - just the
sort that textbook publishers find hard to produce. So
even though California accounts for more than one-
eighth of all textbook sales, publishers balked. Produc-
ing new textbooks is an expensive proposition, and
they knew that sales in school districts in the rest of the
country would be far from guaranteed.

Houghton-Mifflin Co., however, took a chance. It
submitted an entirely new series of social studies texts
for kindergarten through eighth grade. The history in
the books was lively, it was multicultural - and, as it
turned out, it was controversial. Eventually, the series
was adopted by the state, but the books had to run a
gauntlet of offended religious and ethnic special inter-
ests, each arguing that its history or culture or beliefs
were ignored or distorted. The experience was hardly
likely to encourage reluctant textbook publishers to
follow Houghton-Mifflin's example. Nor was it likely
to encourage other school systems to follow California's.

Moreover, the threat to multicultural history-social
science curricula like California's comes not just from
reluctant textbook publishers or from assorted spe-
cial interests. It also comes from a movement called
Afrocentrism, which also speaks of the need for
multiculturalism. Afrocentrism seeks to put Africa at

DeJining the Terms
Everyone now wants U.S. schoolchildren to be taught

history that is multicultural, but not everyone agrees
on just what a multicultural history is. Compounding
the confusion in the debate is the use of the words
Eurocentric and Afrocentric.

When people talk of a Eurocentric curriculum, they
don't really mean that it's centered on Europe. In fact,
it's centered on the United States and the West. Be-
cause the nation's democratic institutions largely derive
from Europe, and England in particular, one might sup-
pose it only natural that a history of the United States
should be Eurocentric. But what those who use the term
have in mind is not the governmental institutions and
common culture that Americans share, but rather the
social history of America, Some foes of Eurocentrism
also think that European-Americans unjustly try to im-
pose a Eurocentric set of values on other Americans.

A curriculum that has been advanced as an alterna-
tive to the Eurocentric variety is an Afrocentric curric-
ulum. This is one that's centered on Africa, with ancient
Egypt being regarded as a black society and the cradle
of Western civilization. But the intent of the Afro-
centrists is not completely clear. Some seem to look
upon European-Americans as inherently inferior, but
others seem just to want all cultural groups and their
respective viewpoints to be treated as equally valid.

Which leads us to multiculturalism. It's agreed all
good histories now should be multicultural, but just
what is a multicultural history? Is it history told only
from the separate viewpoints of the various "cultural"
groups? Or is it history told from a common viewpoint
that takes into account those separate groups?

Frances FitzGerald, in her book America Reuised:
History Schoolbooks in the Twentieth Century, noted
"a real dilemma in the very notion of a 'multiracial,

multicultural' history." If, for instance, the textbooks
"were really to consider American history from the per-
spective of the American Indians, they would have to
conclude that the continent had passed through almost
500 years of unmitigated digaster." When you add the
perspectives of all the other minority groups, "American
history becomes unbelievably complicated."

According to FitzGerald, such a book could conceiv-
ably be written, but "the message .. . would be that
Americans have no common history, no common cul-
ture, and no common values, and that membership in a
racial or cultural group constitutes the most funda-
mental experience of each individual."

That would be a false message, according to historians
Iike Paul Gagnon. Gagnon favors a multicultural ap-
proach, with "texts that are honest and candid about
what each group and what each tradition has contrib-
uted, good and bad," but not from any one perspective.

But school curricula need to be more than merely
multicultural, Gagnon believes. He says American edu-
cation also must be "solid on the institutions and civic
and personal values that have come largely out of the
West." Even aspiring revolutionaries who "want to over-
throw the society and change it entirely ... have to
study the West, because all of the major ideologies have
come out of it, like them or not."
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the center of the schools' curricula and thereby
encourage black schoolchildren to learn.

Afrocentrists, who for the most part are black
scholar-activists and educators, propose a curriculum
that, like California's multicultural curriculum,
moves beyond the traditional American history that left
blacks and other minorities on the fringes. The
Afrocentrists have already had an impact on curricula
in Portland, Ore., Atlanta, Ga., and elsewhere.

In Portland, for instance, a controversial series of
African-American Baseline Essoys has been used as a
curriculum resource for teachers since January 1989.*
The essays detail African history and African and Afri-
can-American contributions to art, language arts,
mathematics, science and music. (For an excerpt, see p.
690.) But critics say the essays - and indeed the
Afrocentrist approach - go well beyond the truth. Afro-
centrism rests on contentions about ancient Egypt
and the origins of Western civilization that together can
be used to shape a mybh about ancient black glory and
a past stolen by whites. The myth may have considerable
appeal, critics say, but many, perhaps most, leading
scholars and historians reject key elements. "It's not
serious scholarship," McNeill says bluntly.

Nevertheless, its influence is growing because of
the seemingly hopeless condition of so many black
youths in urban America. "I think at the root of the
Afrocentric curriculum is a great despair at the plight of
a large part of the African-American population,"
says Gary B. Nash, a professor of history at the Univer-
sity of California, Los Angeles. The call for an
Afrocentric curriculum, he says, has "almost everything
to do with the very difficult circumstances of a large
portion of black children in the United States today.
The people who are pushing it say over and over
again that the problem they are trying to cure . . . is low
self-esteem and [the] low performance levels that go,
they believe, with low self-esteem among African-Amer-
ican children."

John H. Bracey, a professor of Afro-American stud-
ies at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst, agrees.
"[W]ith the almost complete collapse of the urban
school systems," he says, "teachers [are] looking around
for something that will get the students to stay in
school and stay off drugs and get interested in some kind
of scholarship." And some of those teachers have come
to think "that maybe looking at things from an
Afrocentric point of view will be that mechanism."

That an Afrocentric version of history, or indeed
any version, could achieve that worthy purpose is far
from evident. "I surely wish history had the power to
do all that the Afrocentrists claim it can do," says Nash,
but it can't. History does have "some potential for
getting people to think about their world and operate in

*The African-American Baseline Essays are not designed to be read by
students. Rather, according to instructions issued by the Portland Public
Schools, teachers are supposed to read them and then "infuse relevant
content into the adopted District curriculum."
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it actively as decision-makers and political partici-
pants," Nash says. "[But] I do not believe that history
can overcome problems of poverty and homelessness,
[or of] drugs and violence and teenage pregnancy."

What the assertion of an Afrocentric (or any other
ethnocentric) curriculum can do, however, is to under-
mine the appeal of a "pluralistic" multicultural
curriculum, one that doesn't lose sight of Americans'
common history and culture. Afrocentrism may look
like multiculturalism, critics say, but it's not. Diane
Ravitch, a professor of history at Columbia Universi-
ty's Teachers College and an architect of California's
new curriculum framework, calls the Afrocentric ap-
proach to public schooling a "particularistic" form of
multiculturalism - the "opposite" of the pluralistic
sort she favors.

The pluralistic form, she says, gives children "a
picture of American society that says, 'Hey, we're all in
this together, we're all Americans, we're different and
we're the same, and we come from different backgrounds
and we should understand the cultural differences
among us, cause we'll be able to work better together.'
The other [is] simply a racial approach to teaching."

But Carolyn M. Leonard, coordinator for multi-
cultural/multiethnic education for the public schools
in Portland, Ore., disagrees. She says she is often asked
about "the issue ... of 'we-are-all-Americans-and-

isn't-that-wonderful.' And I'm not against that. But I'm
saying before you stir [a group's history] up into the
big American pot, let's make sure that people have
enough information about themselves in it."

The danger in an Afrocentric or any other ethno-
centric approach to education is that students will lose
sight of America's common history and culture. "It
seems to me," says McNeill, "we [Americans] share a
common culture much more than we have a series of
separate ones. That is, there are differences between
blacks and whites and between Asians and people
from European ancestry, of course, both in physical
appearance and in the family structures [and] family
traditions. But particularly in public affairs, the affairs
of the community and the government, it's all one
world." He and other historians think U.S. students
very much need now to learn about that world - and
about the larger one.

Texts failed to reflect
multicultural societv

Although U.S. school curricula and textbooks often
failed in the past to show it, the United States has been
a multicultural society from the beginning, and
American diversity has always both stirred fears and
inspired optimism. An enduring expression of the
latter was the "melting pot" image stamped upon the
American consciousness by Israel ZangwiIl, an En-
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glish Jew, in a 1908 play in which two Russian immi-
grants, a Jew and a Christian, find love and happi-
ness in America - "God's crucible, the great melting
pot where all the races of Europe are melting and
reforming!" 2

America the melting pot was not just a pleasant fic-
tion. It was "a very real and inspiring experience for
millions of immigrants," notes Paul Gagnon, a profes-
sor of history emeritus at the University of Massachu-
setts, Boston. But even as the newcomers saw them-
selves being stirred into the American melting pot, ac-
cording to historian Bernard A. Weisberger, they were
never "on the verge of wholly losing their identities as
Jew and Gentile, Celt and Teuton, or, most especially,
white and red and black and yellow human beings." 3

However, American-history textbooks - which
traditionally were concerned more with government and
politics than with social history - did not take note
of this unmeltable ethnic diversity until immigration
reached its height early in this century. Southern and
Eastern Europeans were flooding into the country, and
texts started distinguishing between "the immi-
grants" and "us Americans."

At the same time, as Frances FitzGerald related in
her 1979 study, America Reuised: History Schoolbooks
in the Twentieth Century, the textbooks began "to
emphasize the English ancestry of Americans. In [the
textbooks'] discussions of exploration and coloniza-
tion, they gave far greater space and approval to Sir
Francis Drake than to any of the other explorers
except Columbus, and they concentrated on the English
colonists to the near-exclusion of the French, the
Spanish, and the Dutch." As for "the immigrants," they
appeared in the schoolbooks' pages as nothing more
than a problem. Until the 1930s, FitzGerald wrote, the
texts "gave no information about how these people
lived, what they did, or where they came from, much
less why they came." n

During the 1940s, the idea of America as a melting
pot found its way into most textbooks. In the '40s and
'50s, FitzGerald recounted, the melting pot served in
textbooks as "the catch phrase for all discussions of the
immigrants, and the Statue of Liberty was the illus-
tration beside them." But this, she said, didn't end "the
we-they distinction or really change the textbook
notion of an American. [Other than] artists, and people
hanging off boats looking at the Statue of Liberty,
[the textbooks] showed only people who looked like
Anglo-Saxon Protestants." 6

In the early 1960s, with the election of an Irish
Catholic to the presidency for the first time, the text-
books abandoned the we-they distinction and em-
braced the idea of America as "a nation of immigrants."
Only in the latter part of the decade, however, did the
textbooks start to show Americans who did not appear to
be white Anglo-Saxon Protestants. "And then," Fitz-
Gerald wrote, "the shattering of the single image of 'an

American' occurred not because of pressure from
Irish-Americans, Italian-Americans, or Jews but because

The Great Seal
The United States has always been a multicultural

society. In fact, the design first proposed for the "Great
Seal" of the United States reflected the diverse national
origins of the populace (excluding the Indians and the
free and enslaved Africans).

According to historian Willi Paul Adams, the design
featured, along with the motto E Pluribus Unurn ("Out
of Many, One"), a shield divided into six parts, each
with its own emblem of national origin: a rose for En-
gland, a harp for Ireland, a thistle for Scotland, an old
form of the /l eur-de-lis for France, the imperial eagle for
Germany, and the Belgic lion for Holland. In the final
design, however, ethnic diversity lost out to an indige-
nous symbol. The Great Seal (to be impressed on docu-
ments signed by the president) featured an American
eagle clutching an olive branch in one talon, arrows in
the other, and upon its breast a shield with 13 stripes.
The motto, E Pluribus Unum, remained, but it now
referred to the states that made up the union, not to the
several nations whence the American people had come.t
I Willi Paul Ad.ufts, "A Dubious Host," The Wilson Quarterly, .l{eu
Year's 1983, p. 103.

of the black civil-rights movement." 6

Until the mid-1960s, blacks had not much figured
in the textbooks at all. It was only in the late 1940s that
most textbooks had even shown any free black Amer-
icans. Before then, in most of the texts, blacks were just
"the slaves," as FitzGerald related. They "had ap-
peared magically in this country at some unspecified
time and had disappeared with the end of the Civil
War." And they supposedly hadn't been all that un-
happy about their lack of freedom.

All that changed with the civil rights movement. At
first, the textbooks in the mid-'60s awkwardly gave a
great deal of attention to chemist and botanist
George Washington Carver and to United Nations Un-
der Secretary Ralph J. Bunche, and almost none to
other black Americans. Others worthy of attention were
soon discovered, however. By the early 1970s, most of
the textbooks had been rewritten to include a history of
blacks in America, up through the civil rights move-
ment. FitzGerald found the indexes of many of the
books had entries "under 'Blacks' for the Colonial
period, the American Revolution, the Spanish-Ameri-
can War, the Truman Administration, and so on, as
well as for those periods when racial issues dominated
white American politics." Although the books had to
revise their perspective on Reconstruction quite dra-
matically, FitzGerald found that, for the most part,
the rewriting of the rest of the texts "involved no
profound alteration: it was merely a matter of add-
ing, of putting in what was not there before."'

Publishers soon were scrambling to revise their
texts in similar fashion to accommodate women and
other neglected groups, including so-called "ordinary
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people." But they employed what historian Gary Nash
calls "the powdered sugar approach" - they'd sprin-
kled sweetly inoffensive information about women,
blacks and other minorities over the same old cake.
And so until now, Nash says, "there really were not
first-rate, multicultural books that you could put into
teachers' hands, that gave fair play to African-Ameri-
cans or Mexican-Americans or Asian-Americans [or]
American Indians."

Historian Paul Gagnon, in the course of an exten-
sive examination of five leading high school American
history textbooks in 1988, reported that "the new
material on women and minorities remains at the awk-
ward stage. ... Many passages on 'new people' are
gratuitously squeezed in, out of place and out of propor-
tion. Pictures and boxed features are more often than
not unrelated to the neighboring narrative, and many
are so patently condescending as to embarrass the
reader. Just as world-history texts take a pious, uncriti-
cal approach to things non-Western, so these United
States history texts treat women, minorities, and ordi-
nary people much as Parson Weems treated George
Washington: They can do no wrong. As 'ordinary peo-
ple' themselves, students know better." 8

California finds time
for world history

As U.S. citizens in Selma, Ala., and elsewhere were
making history on the civil rights front during the
1960s, the United States was becoming ever more
involved in a shrinking world. The Immigration Act of
1965, which scrapped the old national-origins quota
system, led to dramatic increases in immigration from
Latin America and Asia. A decade later, with the fall
of South Vietnam to Communist North Vietnam, came
the first wave of Indochinese refugees. Meanwhile,
Earth satellites, the computer revolution and other
scientific and technological advances were bringing
nations and peoples into closer contact. International
trade became more important and competition more
intense. Japanese cars sped down American roads and
highways, and U.S. autoworkers lost their jobs. The
United States was losing its edge, and so were U.S.
schoolchildren.

In 1983, a national commission warned that "our
very future as a Nation and a people" was threatened by
the "rising tide of mediocrity" emerging from U.S.
schools. "Knowledge, learning, information and skilled
intelligence are the new raw materials of interna-
tional commerce. . . ," the commission declared. "If
only to keep and improve on the slim competitive
edge we still retain in world markets, we must dedicate
ourselves to the reform of our educational system." e

Yet while the world and its diverse peoples were
becoming ever more important to America, young

686

Americans remained quite ignorant about the world
and its history, even when regarded simply from the
vantage point of recent U.S. foreign policy. Only 57.7
percent of the l?-year-olds tested in the 1986 National
Assessment of Educational Progressx knew that the
primary U.S. foreign policy goal of the postwar era was
to prevent the spread of communism, and a third did
not know that the United States supplied economic aid
to Europe after World War II. More than 29 percent
could not even correctly name the United States'princi-
pal enemies in that war! 10

"We know, because we've had now two National
Assessments, that our kids know a lot less than they
should about American history," says Diane Ravitch.
There's been no similar test of their knowledge of world
history. But none seems really to be necessary. At one
point, Ravitch relates, "I was trying to persuade the
National Assessment of Educational Progress to do
such a world-history assessment. And they were quite
willing. But they told me it would be a laugh. I mean,
what's the point? We know that kids don't know
anything about world history. Why question them
about it?"

Students'ignorance about world history is not so
surprising when one considers how little they are taught
about it in school. Few states require high school
students to take even a one-year course in world history.
And according to the 1987-88 Bradley Commission
on History in Schools, at least half of U.S. students do
not study world history at all, or even Western
civilization.'1

Historian William McNeill believes this is a pro-
found mistake. "In the first place," he writes, "our
country has become part of an intensely interactive
world system that no longer revolves solely upon events
in Europe, as was (or at least seemed to be) the case
as recently as the 1930s. To deal effectively with Asians,
Africans, Latin Americans and Europeans we need to
know how the historical past has shaped their diverse
outlooks upon the world. In the second place, mi-
grants from Asia, Africa and Latin America have filled
our classrooms with students whose ethnic and cul-
tural background is not'Western.'They need a past
they can share with Americans of European descent;
and equally, Americans of European descent need a
past they can share with all their fellow citizens,
including the indigenous Indian population that got
here before anyone else. World history fits these
needs, and only world history can hope to do so." "

The biggest obstacle to effectively teaching stu-
dents about world history, and American history within
the context of world history, is time. "[W]e are the
only relatively advanced society on earth that tries to
teach its own history in only a year [in high school]
and tries to teach world history in only a year," Paul
Gagnon says.

*The National Assegsment of Educational Progress (NAEP) is a federally
funded project that has been testing American students regularly since 1969.
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account, U.S. students actually spend three years on
American history, but the courses of study they typi-
cally take are extremely repetitive. In fifth grade, they
study American history, from the earliest European
explorations to the present; in the eighth grade, they
study the whole thing again, and in the 11th grade, yet
again. "So youngsters yawn," says Charlotte Crabtree, a
professor of education at UCLA. "They think they've
been through that before. But because they went through
it [so rapidly], they don't remember any of it." That's
the reason 17-year-olds, in the very year in which they're
studying American history, can't say when the Civil
War was fought. "[I]t's just too big a rush. It's just one
thing after another after another, and no time to
explore anybhing in depth." The same is true of world
history - when it's taught at all.

California broke away from this constricting pat-
tern in 1987 with its new curriculum framework for
kindergarten through 12th grade. "We allowed three
full years for American history [from the beginnings to
the presentl and three full years for world history, so
that there is time to pause and time to go into depth,"
explains Crabtree, who was co-author of the frame-
work with Diane Ravitch. "And it makes all the differ-
ence in the world."

The foundations for the new approach are laid in
the primary grades. For many decades now, children in
kindergarten through third grade typically have been
led along what's called the "near-to-far" road of study.
In kindergarten, they study the self; in first grade,
the family; in second grade, the neighborhood, and in
third grade, the community. This has been the domi-
nant approach for decades, but it has long struck many
educators as largely a waste of time. "[W]e know that
children can reach back in time, through good story, as
well as out into geographic space, through good
story," says Crabtree. "We know they can do this. And
it opens worlds of experience to children." So Califor-
nia decided to abandon the traditional "near-to-far"
curriculum for the early grades. Instead, primary-
grade studies each year link the child with the larger
geographic and economic world, and also with people
from times past.

Then, after a year of California history in fourth
grade, the courses in American history and in world
history commence. The American history courses in
fifth, eighth and 11th grades no longer each try to cover
it all and no longer are so repetitive. The fifth-grade
course takes up early American history, starting with
the pre-Columbian settlements, continuing, in
Crabtree's description, with "the coming of the Europe-
ans and the Africans to these shores where the
American Indians already live, and [the children] study
the convergence of these three great population
groups." Then the course advances through early Colo-
nial history, the formation of the nation and its
development through the early 19th century.

The focus of the course, according to the curricu-

Ium framework, is on "the creation of a new nation,
peopled by immigrants from all parts of the globe
and governed by institutions founded on the Judeo-
Christian heritage, the ideals of the Enlightenment,
and English traditions of self-government. This experi-
ment was inspired by the innovative dream of build-
ing a new society, a new order for the ages, in which the
promises of the Declaration of Independence would
be realized." rs The past is tied to the present, but by a
particular theme rather than a complete history. The
theme in this case, Crabtree says, is the continued
coming of peoples to America and "the story of many,
many peoples."

"We are the only rela-
tiuely aduanced society on
earth that tries to teach

,Lts own nlsaory Ln onl,y a
year [in hish schooU and
tries to teach world his-
tory in only a yel,r," se,ys
PauI Gagnon of the Uni-
uersity of Massachusetts,
Boston.

The California framework wants students to recog-
nize "that American society is now and always has been
pluralistic and multicultural." But the framework
also wants them to perceive that "even as our people
have become increasingly diverse, there is broad
recognition that we are one people. Whatever our ori-
gins, we are all Americans." tn Adds Crabtree: "We
have no common national origin, no common religion,
no common ethnic origin. Our diversity is a reality.
What it is that binds us as a people is our political
system and the political values that we cherish -
those values of liberty, equality and so on. That, kids
have got to understand - and certainly today, with
that message sweeping the world."

When the California students take up American
history again, in the eighth grade, there is a retrospec-
tive look at the early period that the students studied
in fifth grade. But then the course moves quickly into
study of the Constitution, the Civil War and the
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post-Civil War era through the turn of the century.
Then, Crabtree says, "we link all that economic and
social development of the 19th century to changing
economic and social life in America up to today."

American history is taught again in the 11th grade.
After another retrospective look back at the earlier
material, there is what Crabtree calls "a year of
intensive analysis of the great changes of the 20th
century." She says this is much, much more than is
currently taught in most high school history courses,
where the momentous developments of this century
are given only about "two chapters" of attention at
year's end. Perhaps that is why, in the 1986 National
Assessment, fewer than two-thirds of l7-year-olds knew
the significance of the Supreme Court's 1954 ruling
in Brown u. Board of Education.r6

World history, according to the California frame-
work, is taken up in earnest in grades six, seven and 10.
"In the sixth-grade curriculum," the framework says,
"students learn about those people and events that
ushered in the dawn of major Western and non-
Western civilizations." These include Mesopotamia, an-
cient Egypt, and the African Kingdom of Kush; the
ancient Hebrew civilization, Greece, Rome, and the rise
of Christianity, and the classical civilizations of India
and China.'6 Critics said that sixth-grade teachers
lacked the necessary background to teach all this,
and that the children wouldn't be interested. Crabtree
says research has shown the children are interested,
and she says the teachers are eager to get started.

In the seventh grade, the study of world history
and geography continues with an examination of social,
cultural, and technological change during A.D. 500-
1789. With the fall of Rome, the framework relates,
"this study moves to Islam, a rising force in the
medieval world; follows the spread of Islam through
Africa; closses the Atlantic to observe the rise of the
Mayan, Incan, and Aztec civilizations; moves westward
to compare the civilizations of China and Japan
during the Middle Ages; returns to a comparative study
of Europe during the High Middle Ages; and con-
cludes with the turbulent age of the Renaissance, Ref-
ormation, and Scientific Revolution that ushered in
the Enlightenment and the modern world." r7 With all
that as background, the students then are ready to
take up the American story again in the eighth grade.

Then, in the 10th grade (ninth grade, by California
law, being given over to history-social science electives),
students examine "major turning points in the shap-
ing of the modern world, from the late 18th century to
the present." The course begins with a look at major
global problems today, then reviews the rise of demo-
cratic ideas. The "turning points" subsequently stud-
ied include the Industrial Revolution, the rise of imperi-
alism and colonialism, World War I, totalitarianism
in Nazi Germany and Stalinist Russia, World War II,
and finally, nationalism in the contemporary world.rs
All this, then, provides the context for the study of
modern America in the llth grade.
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Puhlishers reluctant
to make changes

The California curriculum framework may not be
perfect, but it's certainly challenging and innovative,
and it tries to meet head-on many of the problems
that have plagued the teaching of history and social
studies for years. Nevertheless, when California
called for textbooks that matched the framework -
textbooks that were well written and presented
controversial issues "honestly and accurately within
their historical or contemporary context"'" - pub-
lishers did not rush to oblige.

Economics was at the root of the publishers' reluc-
tance. California in 1989, according to the Association of
American Publishers, accounted for more than 13
percent of the textbook industry's nearly $1.9 billion in
sales.* The next most important state, Texas, ac-
counted for only 7.3 percent. Still, the publishers
couldn't afford to ignore the rest of the states. "They
told us in meeting after meeting," Crabtree says, "'We
have to produce a book that will sell in 85 percent of
the school districts in this country and pick up 15
percent of the market in every one of those districts,
if we're going to make a profit. And we can't risk our
economic well-being as a corporation on a California
experiment."'

In all, only 26 books were submitted - and, in the
end, only 10 of them were adopted. These were an
eighth-grade text, Story of America by John A.
Garraty, from Holt, Rinehart and Winston, and the nine
books in the Houghton-Mifflin series for kindergar-
ten through eighth grade.

Houghton-Mifflin hadn't had a series of social
studies textbooks for years, and it spent about $20
million creating this one, according to Gary Nash,
one of the books' co-authors. From the very start, he
says, the idea was to write a multicultural history,
and that's indeed what was done, throughout the series.
"The story line, from the very beginning, proceeds as
a history of different cultures and people from different
backgrounds who have come together, often
confrontationally, in this country," Nash says. The
books make clear "that the pluralism of American
society is one of its most distinguishing characteristics,
and that this has been difficult, because discrimina-
tion, ethnocentrism, have been present from the begin-
ning. And [that these] do not square with the princi-
ples that are laid down in the Declaration [of
Independencel, the Preamble to the Constitution,
and so forth. And that working out this tension between
the principles that this country claims to be founded
on and the actual social practices ... is what the

*California is one of 22 states that have statewide "adoption" of textbooks.
In California's case, this is done only for texts for kindergarten through eighth
grade, and local school boards may still seek waivers to use other texts. But
the state's adoption decisions, clearly, are significant.
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,,-ry American struggle is about.,'

Despite its multicultural approach and other vir_
tues, the Houghton-Mifflin seiies came under fierce
ltta$ at public hearings held in July by the state's
Curriculum Commission. ,,Feq of the people teriifvi"g
had anyllhing positive to say about the boot<s,; ;;- 

--

ported Gilbert T. Sewall, director of the American
Textbook Council. "No matter that the books under
discussion had alre-ady passed muster for compliance
with state laws and been vetted by top-drawu, hi._
torians. Almost every complaint was based on the
b.ookg' alleged ethnic and ieligious slights. Institu_
tional prejudice, conspiratorial omissio-n, and victimiza_
tion were the watchwords of the dav." ro

The California framework wanted the importance
of religion in human history to be recognized in the
curriculum, and the Houghton-Mifflin Jeries did so.
But various religious repiesentatives were not pleased.
Jews complained that the sixth-grade text ,,teaches
history from a Christian perspective', and ,,stirs up anti_
Jewish feeling"; Muslimi found some mention of
historigal aggressiveness and religious passion against
thc infidel -unacceptable in the t6xts' cloverag" jf
Isl4m; fundamentalist Christians detected va"rious in_
sults and demeaning references in the books; and
atheists contended their point of view had been left out
altogether.2l

Afrocentrists weren't happy, either, Nash recalls,
"because in the seventh-gr-ade book on world history,
where we talk about the beginning of the slave trad'e,
we talk frankly about the fact that ... the membu.. oi
one [African] tribe were captured and marched to the
coast by members of another tribe and sold there to
Europeans - that Africans were heavily involved in
the slave trade."

One woman at the hearing said the textbooks con_
tributed to a "mental holocaust" for black youngsters. ,,I
know that these textbooks mean a whole iot oF -or"V
to a lot of European people,,' she said. ,,But these texi_
books are Eurocentric pip, slanted, racist arrd wrorr!, 

-

the cause of self-esteem problems for our young." rz"'
Ravitch found the experience extremely frust"rating.

"These books have more black history and better blick
history and more empathetic black history than any 

---

textbook on the market," she says. ,,yet ihere werJ
people out on the streets chanting that their children
were going to be victims of ,textbbok genocide."'

Despite all the protests, the state Bloard of Educa_
tion in October unanimously approved the recom_
mended textbooks. But there's still tt e question of
what the rest of America's textbook pubiishers ulti_
Tqtgly will do about the California challenge. ,,I
think all publishers ar_e {ildjng this debate i'hat's going
on very chilling, and I think they found the Caliior_ "
nia proces-s very chilling," Nash says. ,,Not just that so
many books were turned down. gut ttrat the books
that took the most multicultural approach ran into such
fiery_opposition." For publishers who were thinkinj
of submitting new social studie's books to Californi"a
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bcginning- in 1992, Sewall writes, the message from
the "carnivals" of protest there lhis year was; ,,Don,t
take chances. Play it safe. Stick with the tried and
true." 28

That's bad news for those who think the California
curriculum framework points the way forward. ,,We
know our kids don't know enough history," Ravitch
says. "It may be because their textbooks are very
boring. And one of the reasons that they're boriig is
because they don't have any controversy in them."...
And so this trend of cleansing them of *hat"ue"
offends anybody can only lead to continued ignorance.,'

Afrocentrism gains strength
from crisis in black education

_ Last year, the Committee on policy for Racial
Justice, a.groqp ol prominent black scholars headed by
Duke_University historian John Hope Franklin, is_
sued "a black appraisal" of the stati of public school
education. The committee applauded the ,,resur-
gence of concern about the state of American educa_
tion." But saying that educational reform must re_
spond to the needs of "the least privileged as well as
those who come to the classroom-betteiprepared,"
the. committee charged that schools are not meeting
their "fundamental responsibility to educate all chii_
dren, no matter how deprived.,'ta

Although the committee had good reasons to be
concerned, it would be misleading to ignore the fact
(and the committee didn't) that black*Americans
fave.ma49 significant educational progress in recent
decades. For example, the percentage'of black adults
age 25 and older who have completed high school has
increased from about 86 perceni in lg70lmore than
21 points behind the corresponding figure for whites) to
almost 67 percent in 19gg (ff pointJbehind). The'
percentage of college graduates among blacks 2b and
older has gone from 6 percent in 19Zd to more than
1Q percent in 1988. Average Scholastic Aptitude Test
(SAT) scores for black colege-bound hieh school
seniors also have modestly increased.26 Nevertheless,
despite such encouraging signs, the gap between
blacks and whites stiil rem;ins, and"certain trends in
recent years have greatly distressed all those who
want to see continued black progress.

One of these distressing trendi, as the committee
noted, has been the high-school dropout rates among
urban black youths, which have exceeded b0 percent"
in some cities. In addition, the committee saii, the
black youths who are in high school ,,are greatiy
overrepresented in vocational tracks and underiepre_
sented in academic programs.,'16 yet another dis_
turbing trend was the precipitous decline between 19TZ
and 1986 in college enrollment among blacks who

Continued on p. 6g1
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African-American Baseline Essays: An Excerpt
Following is an excerpt of the Afti-

can-American Baseline Essay entitled
" African- American Art Traditions and
Deuelopments," written by Michael D.
Harris. There are other essays in the
collection on language arts, math, sci-
ence, social studies and music. Each
essay is 50-100 double-spaced pages in
length. The essays were deueloped by
the Portland, Ore., Public Schools, and
are being used there and elsewhere as a
teacher resource.

The art of African people in Africa
and in the Diaspora has suffered in its
relationship with, and assessment by,
Western culture for several reasons.
Sadly, they all emanate from European
attitudes and assumptions generated in
support of slavery. . . .

Specific denigrating dehumanizing
concepts were formed to ethnically jus-
tify enslaving the African and were sup-
ported by the new emerging Western
religion science (social and empirical).

Assumptions with regard to the social
and technological developments (civi-
lization) of Africans, generally negative,
caused the art of these people to be
regarded only anthropologically by in-
vading whites and eventually to be
freely confiscated and sent back to Eu-
rope for study. The general assumption
that the "natives" were childlike
primitives or savages made it impossi-
ble for their work to be regarded as
reasoned, controlled, and purposeful.
The fact that the imagery was ab-
stracted was assumed to be childish
attempts to [slc] naturalism, which Eu-
ropean artists had mastered, rather
than the product of a different but
conscious objective.

The malicious misrepresentation of
African society and people was to sup-
port the enormous profitability of slav-
ery upon which the entire American
agricultural colonial economy, and a
great deal of the European economy,
depended. Hard stereotypes were manu-
factured about the intelligence and so-
cial developments of Blacks, and their
non-Christian status was exploited be-

cause they had been designated as the
optimum ethnic group for the nature of
the New World European slavery. A
backward and forward negation of their
humanity and culture occurred. Africans
were presumed to have no civilized his-
tory of significance, and the recorded
accounts of great cities and sophisti-
cated social organization from early ex-
plorers was [slc] ignored or suppressed.
The destructive havoc wreaked by Is-
lamic conquerors, Christian invaders,
and the creeping system of slave pro-
curement was also ignored in their com-
bined effect upon social stability and
order. The ancient accounts of great
Black peoples and their pre-eminence in
Egyptian developments documented by
historians such as Herodotus were also
ignored, or somehow disconnected from
the Black encountered in West Africa.
Of course the greal art traditions of
these past kingdoms and peoples were
lost, deprecated, or attributed (as in
Egypt) to other peoples. The African
origins of Greek development became
lost to the minds of Europeans 2,000
years after it was an unquestioned real-
ity of the Greeks.

With their historical significance and
civilization effectively ignored or ne-
gated, the New World descendants of
Africans saw themselves beneath the
same long shadow of stereotypical racial
assumptions. The vision of the Black as
an uncivilized primitive "brute" was in-
compatible with the idea of the artist as
genius that developed during the Re-
naissance. . . . The residual effects of
this [stereotyping] continue to subtly
affect the way the work of Black artists
is approached and received by the white
art establishment today. Generally the
art of Africans is only widely accepted in
a tribal context.

Another factor in the tainted relation-
ship is the proverbial comparison of
apples and oranges. African and Afri-
can-American art is typically assessed
from an European perspective for its
formal qualities, its aesthetic or art
value, even though this may not have
been the primary motivation of its cre-

ation nor a factor in its purpose. The
dominant force in modern Black art has
been content-centered collectivism; a
work is a personal expression of a col-
Iective reality. Modern European work
has tended to be personal (expressing
the vision or concerns of the individual
artist), or concerned with formal con-
siderations. Art for art's sake is a self-
propelled expression. Black art has
tended to be a means to a collective
end.

* * *
There is still an arrogance about

painting in Western culture. The great
painters who are recognized as having
tackled the great questions and made
great strides forward in art conscious-
ness are always white. But are the elon-
gated faces derivative of Baule masks in
the work of Modigliani more significant
than the mask-like imagery of Twins
Seven-Seven who derived his forms
from his own cultural tradition? Is the
European borrowing of the African visu-
alization of reality more valid than the
African's use of European forms of
expression?

African, or Black art, has developed
continually for over 5,000 years. It has
generally remained as a meaning-cen-
tered expression of the collective cul-
ture. . . . It was a symbolic language in
Egypt, a vehicle for spiritual conscious-
ness in West Africa, a voice of dignity in
America, and is a bridge from this past
to the future for today's African.

Black art cannot be understood
through an entirely technical and formal
evaluation and examination. It emerged
from a different cultural reality than
European art, even in its African-Ameri-
can form, but is of equal validity. . . .

The past few centuries of intense in-
teraction between the two cultures has
caused each art form to converge toward
the other, and the example of contempo-
rary music seems to suggest a pattern of
cross pollination which will continue,
but not to a point where the forms
merge into indistinction. . . .

We learn from each other once we
drop the myths and grant due respect.
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were recent high school graduates.* Although that par-
ticular trend seems to have reversed itself, the gen-
eral picture of inner-city black education remains a
bleak one.

The committee of black scholars concluded that
black parents need to become actively involved in their
children's schooling, and that the schools themselves
need to "shift their focus from the supposed deficiencies
of the black child - from the alleged inadequacies of
black family life - to the barriers that stand in the way
of academic success." In the committee's view, the
schools "often reinforce social inequalities rather than
overcome them.tt 27

One way in which schools "institutionalize social
inequalities," according to the committee's analysis, "is
through the gross stereotyping of black children.
Mistaken notions about low-income people and their
lifestyles form the basis for low expectations and self-
fulfilling prophesies of failure in school." Teachers -
only about 7 percent of whom are black, compared
with about 16 percent of all public school students -
too often "form negative, inaccurate, and inflexible
expectations based on such attributes as the race and
perceived social class of their pupils. These expecta-
tions result in different treatment of minority and white
students and affect the minority students' self-con-
cept, academic motivation, and level of aspiration as
they conform, over time, more and more closely to
what is expected of them." 28

To help motivate inner-city students, the scholars
recommended, among other things, that the curriculum
"be expanded to reflect the liues and interests of
black and other minority children . . . It takes nothing
away from Shakespeare or Emily Dickinson to in-
clude the dramas of August Wilson and the poetry of
Langston Hughes as an integral part of the school
curriculum," they pointed out. "All children need to see
people like themselves express the timeless concerns
of humankind and to be symbolically represented in the
classroom as worthy of discourse. 'I, too, sing Amer-
ica,' Hughes once wrote. A multicultural curriculum is
an imperative for a multicultural society; all children
will benefit from learning the extraordinary richness of
their heterogeneous culture." 2e But it is significant
that those leading black scholars made no mention at all
of any supposed need to put Africa at the center of
the public-school curriculum. The growing call to do
that stems largely from the same perceived "crisis" in
the education of black youth that the committee found,
but it comes from outside the scholarly mainstream.

At the root of the Afrocentrist movement's current
popularity, says John Bracey of the University of
Massachusetts, is a belief that because "nothing else

*The proportion entering college fell from nearly 50 percent in 1977 (when it
was about equal to the rate for whitcs) to 36.5 percent in 1986, before shooting
back up the next year to nearly 52 percent. See Digest of Ed.ucation
Statistics, 1989, p. 369.

works, maybe, in order to counteract a mythology that
says that blacks are of no value, [a solution] is to give
them a mythology that says blacks are of supreme value.
Maybe this will keep [some black youths] in school
long enough to have them be something other than a
crack dealer."

Bracey, who is a student of black political move-
ments, at first was inclined to ignore the Afrocentrist
movement "because it didn't seem like something I
was that much interested in. But it hasn't gone away,
and, in fact, it's gotten bigger and bigger and bigger."
Today, Bracey reports, it enjoys "a fair amount of
support" among secondary-school teachers in some
states, including New York and New Jersey. The move-
ment is now the most visible expression of black
nationalism, with a pan-African outlook.

One leading Afrocentrist is Leonard Jeffries Jr.,
chairman of the Department of Black Studies at City
College, in the City University of New York. He
divides humanity into "the Ice People" (white Europe-
ans) and "the Sun People" (Africans and other non-
whites), with the latter being much superior to the
former. Literature that Jeffries has passed out to his
students suggests that an abundance of the skin pig-
ment melanin gives blacks intellectual and physical
advantages over whites.'o Jeffries claims that U.S.
schoolchildren "are being taught white nationalism,
white American nationalism," and that an Afrocentric
curriculum would let them grasp "the larger truth,
which cannot be seen from a white perspective."

It is indeed a matter of truth vs. falsehood, accord-
ing to Asa G. Hilliard III, a professor of urban education
at Georgia State University and another leading
figure in the Afrocentrist movement. "The problem
with limiting the treatment of an academic discipline
to the information that bears upon the experience of
European people," he says, "is that it makes a
curriculum that is untruthful."

What it really means for a school curriculum to be
"Afrocentrist" isn't always entirely clear. In Portland,
where the African-American Baseline Essays, devel-
oped with Hilliard's help, are used as a resource for
teachers, Carolyn Leonard says the curriculum is
"only Afrocentric in the sense that when the African
story is told, it is told from inside the culture. It is
not European people saying,'I was in the Peace Corps'
or 'I lived with a tribe for 20 years and this is what I
saw.'It is focused with people who are connected to the
culture, most of whom are African, telling the story
from inside the culture. That's all it is."

Portland divides humanity into six groups - Afri-
can, Asian, Hispanic, Indian, Pacific Islander and Euro-
pean - and it intends to develop essays for each of
the groups. But the "truth" for one group does not
necessarily have to be the "truth" for another, Leon-
ard says. "We know that there are going to be those who
[object] if the Indians say, 'We didn't come across the
Bering Straits; we were created in the Americas.' [But]
that's their story. We're not saying to people that you
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have to make that jibe with science or anything else.
What we're saying is we want you to understand
[that] the different groups of humanity who have spent
millennia together have a view of the world that may
be different from the Eurocentric world view, and that's
OK. We want to expose you to it. We're not saying
that you have to believe every word. You don't have to
believe that Indians talked to trees, if you don't want
to. But you should at least know that there are some
people who believe differently than perhaps you do,
and [that while] you may be very culturally connected
to the Eurocentric world view, . .. there are people
who don't view the world that way."

Yet in the eyes of its leading proponents, an
Afrocentrist curriculum presents a truthful version of
history, one that is based on solid scholarship, even if
most whites refuse to accept it. The Afrocentrists say
that ancient Egypt, not ancient Greece, was the
cradle of Western civilization, the birthplace of math-
ematics, philosophy and much else; and ancient
Egyptians, they say, were black. "[B]ecause the conces-
sion of Egypt's achievements would seriously under-
mine theories of white superiority in the modern period
if Egyptians were black Africans, traditions of treat-
ment of the Egyptian past have been created and
preserved in Western thought that conceal and dis-
tort the true nature,of the Egyptian experience," con-
tends John Henrik Clarke, a professor emeritus of
African world history at Hunter College, in the City
University of New York, and author of one of the
African-American Baseline Essoys in use in Portland,
Ore., and elsewhere.st

Many leading historians reject the key Afrocentrist
contentions, however. William McNeill, for instance,
says that ancient Egypt was not, in any meaningful
sense, a black society. The ancient Egyptians "were
African in the sense that they lived in Africa, but
certainly they are not the same as the black Africans of
this country. They're not the least bit the same, and
anyone who thinks so is just talking nonsense." The
Afrocentric black nationalists, he says, "are not his-
torians. They are agitators. But they have a consider-
able representation, I regret to say, in school circles,
especially in New York."

That influence in New York has become very
evident in the past few years. In 1987, the same year
that California was adopting its new curriculum
framework, New York also was revising its curriculum.
The Empire State adopted a two-year global studies
sequence that wasn't strong on history and that reduced
the amount of time devoted to the study of Western
Europe to one-quarter of a year. Many scholars, con-
cerned that students already learned far too little
about Europe, protested this reduction, but to no avail.
And two years later, this very same revised curricu-
lum was denounced as "Eurocentric" by a task force
that had been appointed by state Education Com-
missioner Thomas Sobol.

"African Americans, Asian Americans, Puerto

692

Ricans/Latinos, and Native Americans have all been the ..i ,
victims of an intellectual and educational oppression \:
that has characterized the culture and institutions of
the United States and the European American world
for centuries," the task force's July 1989 report de-
clared. "Negative characterizations or the absence of
positive references have a terribly damaging effect on
the psyche of young people of African, Asian, Latino,
and Native American descent, and an equally damaging,
though different, effect on young people of European
American descent." t' (No evidence, however, was pro-
vided to back up these damage claims.)

The task force divided Americans into two antago-
nistic groups - European Americans and non-Europe-
ans - and manifested considerable hostility toward
the former. New York's curriculum, the task force
complained, still had "a systematic bias toward Euro-
pean culture and its derivatives" and still continued to
promote the "European American value system. As a
result, the story of the United States of America and the
State of New York has been centered around the
Anglo-Saxon elite while the 'Other America' has been
rendered invisible or at best, marginal. ... European
culture has no inherent claim to superiority, yet our
educational system teaches European American chil-
dren that their culture is the standard against which all
other cultures are found wanting." 33

The task force recommended that the entire
curriculum be overhauled "to ensure that the pluralistic tt
nature of our society is clearly represented and that 

'':

students of all cultures are properly educated. Aspects
of cooperation and amicability among all cultures
should be stressed over conflict and violence." The task
force also said "the history, achievements, aspira-
tions, and concerns of people of all cultures [must] be
equitably and accurately infused into and made an
integral part of all curricula. Curricular materials must
no longer be presented to teachers and to their pupils
in a heirarchical [sic] form with some cultures as
appendages to an assumed primary culture." ea

In February, New York's Board of Regents di-
rected Sobol to prepare a detailed study of potential
curriculum revisions. Sobol said it could take two
years or more to devise a new curriculum. A Social
Studies Syllabus Review and Development Commit-
tee was appointed in July.

The original task force on minorities did not call
for an Afrocentric curriculum, but rather, as the title of
its report said, "a curriculum of inclusion." However,
the report did contain strong Afrocentrist undertones.
Leonard Jeffries served as a consultant to the task
force, and some of his rhetoric and analysis were incor-
porated in the report. He also wrote an essay that was
appended to the report, along with several others. The
essay spoke of the "deeply rooted racist traditions in
American culture," and stated that "It is too little too
late [sic] to believe that inclusion of multicultural
perspectives on the pluralism of American society can

Continued on n, 694
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says DOROTHY GILLIAM, a columnist for
The Washington Post.

Opponents of Afrocentric education are
getting venomous. It attacks Europeans and

Western civilization, they say. It is false history, replete
with improbable assertions, they contend. "Militant" and
"angry" black scholars are pictured as arrayed against
white scholars who are too afraid of being called "racists"
to denounce them.

While admitting that the history of Africa and black
contributions have been omitted or played down dramati-
cally, the people wary of Afrocentric education balk at
proposed remedies.

It is understandable that challenges to the European-
centered curriculum engender alarm in establishment cir-
cles, but an Afrocentric curriculum is not an attempt to
destroy Western content. It is an attempt to correct and
balance history.

The educational underachievement of many inner-city
children, in particular, is well known. In the District [of
Columbial, nearly half the students drop out before receiv-
ing a high school diploma. African American parents have
complained, meanwhile, that their children were given an
inaccurate and distorted view of history in their books and
classrooms, prompting them to applaud the contributions
of other cultures and denigrate their own. . . .

While several school systems in the Washington area are
studying possible implementation of a multicultural
curriculum, the District has this year set up a pilot
program at Webb Elementary School. . . . At Webb, Abena
Walker, a poet, performer and former D.C. public school
teacher, is introducing 10 teachers to a methodology that
emerges from Africa. . . . Where such scholars as the late
Cheikh Anta Diop, [Molefi Kete] Asante, Asa G. Hilliard
III, Martin Bernal and John Henrik Clarke have focused
on content, getting out accurate historical information,
Walker has concentrated on concepts and methodology.

"An African-centered teacher," says Walker, "is one who
has internalized the value system that is based on cooper-
ative learning, seeing discipline as lovingly helping chil-
dren develop self-control, who can think and plan holisti-
cally, combining subjects through projects and integrating
the arts into those projects." . . .

Having taught and counseled black and white students,
Walker says all children are at risk. "White children tell
me how troubled they are in the present system of reward
and punishment and fragmented classes. AII can benefit
from the African-centered methodology, which stresses
such benefits as logical consequences versus punishment."

The content of Afrocentricity and Walker's methodology
ring true. Those advocating Afrocentricity do not claim
that Africa was the source of everything good while Europe
was the source of everything bad. But they do say that
there is a hidden history that must be uncovered and a
value system from which everyone can benefit."

From "Afrocentric Education WouLd Benefit All," The
Washington Post, Nou. 19, 1990.

soys WILLIAM RASPBERRY, a columnist for
The Washington Post.

There are at least two ways of looking at
culture and education in this countrv. One is

to look at the cultural rivulets and tributaries that produce
the ever-changing amalgam we recognize as American
culture. The other is to focus on, celebrate and work at
isolating the different streams.

The first finds expression in the idea of
multiculturalism, the second in efforts to lift one culture
above the rest, either as intrinsically superior or as pecu-
liarly accessible to the ethnic descendants of that culture.

The first is as old - and as imperfectly observed - as
the notion of America as a pluralistic society. At its best, it
celebrates the contributions of outstanding members of all
ethnic groups while teaching children that genius is inde-
pendent of ethnicity. The second, which seeks to inspire
children of minority groups by teaching them that the
groups from which they are descended are somehow spe-
cial, seems little more than a mirror image of white
superiority.

Diane Ravitch [of Teachers College, Columbia Univer-
sityl . . . has come up with an interesting look at the two
approaches. "The pluralists," she says, "seek a richer
common culture; the particularists insist that no common
culture is possible or desirable. Advocates of particularism
propose an ethnocentric curriculum to raise the self-
esteem and academic achievement of children from racial
and ethnic minority backgrounds. . . ."

The particularist argument is heard most frequently
these days by advocates of new teaching approaches for
African-American children. Their contention is not merely
that children of African descent have different "learning
styles" from those of European or Asian background but
that black children cannot be properly taught if the
schools employ (as they do) a "Eurocentric" framework.

. . . There are a couple of problems with this notion. The
first is the questionable assumption that black children,
with only the vaguest notions oftheir African ancestry, can
be inculcated with African culture more easily than the
American culture to which they are daily exposed. The
second is that even if they could, would it not make them
Iess competent in the culture in which they have to
compete? . ..

[The] term "culture" [is subject to misuse]. Anyone who
knows anything about Africa, for instance, understands
that there is no single "African" culture from which black
Americans are descended. While some Africans were estab-
lishing a university at Timbuktu, others were engaged in
slavery or tribal warfare or cannibalism. . . .

The point is not that American students (not just black
students) should be led to ignore cultures other than that
derived principally from Europe. The point is that indi-
viduals from every ethnic background have contributed to
the American culture, and it seems silly that we should be
asked to give it up as somehow alien.

From "Euro, Afro and Other Eccentric 'Centrics,'" The
Washington Post, Sept. 10, 1990.
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Continued from p. 692
reverse long established and entrenched policies and
practices. Much more severe corrective action is needed
to create the dynamics of positive change." 36

Many historians and others criticized the report
for its overheated rhetoric, overly simplistic analysis,
and apparent disdain for U.S. institutions and the
Western democratic tradition. Diane Ravitch and histo-
rian Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. of the City University
of New York's Graduate Center wrote a rebuttal, which
was signed by 24 other well-known scholars, includ-
ing the eminent black psychologist Kenneth B. Clark.
"We condemn the reduction of history to ethnic
cheerleading on the demand of pressure groups," these
scholars said. They also objected to the task force's
apparent dismissal of the Western tradition. That tradi-
tion, they noted, "is the source of ideas of individual
freedom and political democracy to which most of the
world now aspires. The West has committed its share
of crimes against humanity, but the Western democratic
philosophy also contains in its essence the means of
exposing crimes and producing reforms. This philoso-
phy has included and empowered people of all na-
tions and races. Little can be more damaging to the
psyches of young blacks, Hispanics, Asians, and
Indians than for the State of New York to tell them that
the Western democratic tradition is not for them." 36

All sides in the curricular wars now espouse
"multiculturalism" and advocate the multicultural
study of American history and world history. But all
the argumentation over what that should entail some-
times obscures certain crucial truths. The United
States' democratic institutions descended from Europe
and, in particular, from England. To the extent that
schoolchildren are taught about this heritage - and
surely they should be - the curriculum must inev-
itably be "Eurocentric." But when it comes to social
history, Gary Nash points out, "a Eurocentric ap-
proach is unbalanced, because it gives very little atten-
tion . . . to Asian Americans or to African Americans
or to Hispanics." Yet an Afrocentric curriculum also
would be unbalanced, he says. "It doesn't matter
what word you put in front of -centric. In a country such
as ours, and in teaching the history of the world, as
soon as you use that word, you've created an unbal-
anced curriculum."

It's taken decades for American schools to get away
from the Eurocentric approach to social history, and
now the question, in New York, California and
throughout the country, is whether it will be replaced by
something better. "This spirit of sectarianism seems
to me potentially extremely dangerous. . . ," says Wil-
liam McNeill. "What is needed is a common human
past. There is such a thing. And what we need very
badly in the United States is a common human past
for all of us."
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BOOKS

Asante, Molefi Kete, The Afrocentic Idea, Temple University
Press, 1987.

"The Afrocentric analysis re-establishes the centrality of
the ancient Kemetic (Egyptian) civilization and the Nile
Valley cultural complex as points of reference for an African
perspective in much the same way as Greece and Rome serve
as reference points for the European world," according to this
leading Afrocentrist. He contends that "Without the
Afrocentric perspective the imposition of the European line as
uniuersal hinders cultural understanding and demeans hu-
manity."

FitzGerafd, Frances, America Revised: History Schoolbooks in the
Twentieth Century, Little, Brown and Co., 1979.

The author provides a clear-eyed look at the American-
history textbooks of the past. Blacks remained largely invisi-
ble in most textbooks until the mid-1960s, but by the early
'70s, most texts had been rewritten to include a history of
blacks in America, up through the civil rights movement. Yet,
in a way, blacks and other non-European minorities continued
to remain invisible, hidden behind a cloud of textbookish
piety.

Gagnon, Paul, and the Bradley Commission on History in Schools,
eds., Historical Literacy: The Case for History in American
Education. Macmillan. 1989.

This is an excellent collection of essays dealing with history
in schools by noted historians and other educators. Diane
Ravitch, one of the contributors, writes that "History will
never be restored as a subject of value unless it is detached
from vulgar utilitarianism; it should not be expected to infuse
morals or patriotism. Properly taught, history teaches the
pursuit of truth and understanding; it establishes a context of
human life in a particular time and place, relating art,
Iiterature, philosophy, law, architecture, language, govern-
ment, economics, and social life; it portrays the great achieve-
ments and terrible disasters of the human race; it awakens
youngsters to the universality of the human experience as well
as to the particularities that distinguish cultures and societies
from one another; it encourages the development of intelli-
gence, civility, and a sense of perspective."

ARTICLES

Bracey, John H., "Facing Africa: The Price of Our History,"
African Commentary, November 1989, pp. l2-14.

Bracey, a professor of Afro-American studies at the Univer-
sity of Massachusetts, Amherst, sees a number of problems in
the way of any easy identification with Africa on the part of
Afro-Americans. These problems include the fact that "the
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concept of Africa as a single coherent entity is primarily a
non-African designation as is the concept of 'Pan-African-

ism."' Another problem, Bracey says, is "the role of our
African brothers and sisters in the slave trade that helped to
get us into this mess in the first place." Still another problem
is "that, as slaves, we came from a large number of geographi-
cal and ethnic areas on the African continent, and it is rather
difficult to identify with a homeland so vast, vague, and
indeterminate."

Gagnon, Paul, "Why Study History?, The Atlantic Monthly,
November 1988, pp. 43-66.

Historian Gagnon examined five leading American history
textbooks and found them wanting, in part because the
prevailing high school curriculum severely limits how good
they can be. Overloaded with facts, light on ideas or analyses,
the textbooks tend toward " 'presentism,' in which people and
actions of the past are judged by today's fashions rather than
by the different circumstances and prevailing ideas of their
time."

Ravitch, Diane, "Diversity and Democracy: Multicultural Educa-
tion in America," American Educator, spring 1990, pp. 16-20,46-
48; "Mufticulturalism: E Pluribus Plures," The American Scholar,
summer 1990, pp. 337-354; "Multiculturalism Yes, Particularism
No," Iie Chronicle of Higher Education, Oct.24, 1990, p. A44.

In these articles, Ravitch, a professor of history at Columbia
University's Teachers College, develops a distinction between
multiculturalism in a pluralistic form and multiculturalism in
a particularistic form. The two forms, she writes in the most
recent article, "are not different by degree. In fact, they are
opposite in spirit and in purpose."

REPORTS AND STUDIES

History-Social Science Curriculum Framework and Criteria Com-
mittee, California State Board of Education, History-Social Sci-
ence Framework for California Public Schools, Kindergarten
Through Grade Twelve.

This 122-page report details the curriculum framework
adopted by the California State Board of Education in July
1987. "Unlike many curriculum documents, this framework is
exciting to read," California Superintendent of Public Instruc-
tion Bill Honig accurately notes. "Many reviewers have writ-
ten to express their enthusiasm for the vigorous presentation
of the course content. Even more encouraging is that many
teachers have written to say that they cannot wait to teach it."
He expresses the hope that the framework "will strengthen
and enrich what students learn in history and the social
sciences not only in California but throughout the nation as
well."

Portland Pubfic Schools, African-American Baseline Ess4Jrs, re-
vised spring 1990.

These Iengthy essays about African history and African-
American contributions to art, Ianguage arts, mathematics,
science. and music. are in use as a curriculum resource for
teachers in the Portland schools and some other cities. Critics
of the controversial essays say they don't always jibe with the
best available scholarship. But anyone interested in the con-
troversy should take a look at the essays themselves. They're
available for $25 from the Portland Public Schools,
Multicultural/Multiethnic Education Office, 501 North Dixon
St., Portland, Oregon 97227.
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