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educators wished, to apply to it. But the prefessors who thought of
themselves as “seekers after truth” and “geuftle purveyors of informa-
tion” had a point, 2pd they rightly feared its long-term consequences
for textbook publish¥pg and teaching in/the schools. More than any
other episode of the twentieth century,/Ahe alleged British conspiracy
and the Scopes case d&ermined hoy modern textbooks would be
planned, written, edited, 3nd markejed to schools. The 1920s acceler-
ated the development of “managgd texts” in history, biology, and
other subjects. Political caldplation by publishers, as much as the
expertise of scholars and scien¥jgts, began to exert ever greater control
over the presentation of potepfally contentious issues, from primate
evolution to the nature of Anferi§a’s revolt against Great Britain.

The 1920s left a bitter tagic in the mouths of many historians. The
writer of one popular Amgfican his{ory told a researcher that resisting
the “sins of omission and commissi§n™ was now impossible: “And, if
any author tells you heAs not influended by such pressure, that he tells
‘the truth, the whole/truth, and nothjng but the truth’ as far as he
knows it, don’t you Pelieve him. He is a onscious or unconscious liar.”
James Harvey Robinson, a prominent sdholar and for many years his-
tory advisor for AGinn and Company’s t¢xtbook department, under-
stood the dilemyna well. In the r920s Rokinson remarked, “No pub-
lishers of textHo0ks for the schools would Wenture to permit a writer to
give childreg the best and most authoritative knowledge that we have
today.”8s

Yet soon after he uttered these words, one publisher was allowing a
writer to try to do just that. And the publisher was Ginn,
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Social Class and Economic Opporiunity,
1930-1960

At the start of 1939, Harold Rugg was the most widely read author of
social science textbooks in the United States, In the decade since he
finished the first full-length volume in the Man and His Changing Soci-
ety series, his publisher, Ginn and Company, had shipped more than
five million of his texts and workbooks, reaching students in approxi-
mately five thousand school systems.! Rugg’s frankness, left-of-center
politics, and underlying optimism about America’s destiny struck a
chord with a country devastated by the Depression. As a delighted
Midwestern sales agent for Ginn put it, “Everybody wanted the Rugg
books.”?

But within months, Rugg became the subject of the most celebrated
case of censorship in the nation’s history. After critics accused him of
corrupting youth with subversive, even communist, propaganda, this
education professor at Columbia University’s Teachers College
watched his reputation and the sales of his books plummet. By 1951
Rugg’s fortunes had changed irrevocably. His tekts, long since
removed from the classrooms of public schools, gathered dust in stor-
age basements and library shelves. Nearing retirement, he prepared to
give an address at Ohio State University, only to have the American
Legion mount a vigorous protest and successfully pressure school
authorities to impose a gag tule to block appearances by “disloyal”
speakers. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of the university’s. students

'had once cradled Rugg’s books in their arms. Now, it seemed, his ideas

were simply too radical for them to consider as adults,?
What led to Rugg’s undoing? Was he a would-be revolutionary
foiled by the Legion and a host of other critics or, as many of his sup-
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porters continue to claim, the hapless victim of a right-wing conspir-
acy? Neither depiction captures the real spirit of this progressive edu-
cator, though there are elements of truth in both. Rugg is best under-

stood as a dedicated social critic and teacher who, with like-minded -

educators, dreamed of using schools to reform American society. His
particular interest was the social studies curriculum, and his tools for
civic betterment included a series of texts for clementary and junior
high school students. What brought these books acclaim in educa-
tional circles for most of the 1930s, and infamy among conservatives
soon afterward, was their author’s willingness to touch on a usually
taboo topic.

Until the 1930s, social class had been one of the most sensitive issues
in textbooks on U.S. history. Acknowledging that there had long been
stark disparities of income and wealth among Americans was awkward
enough for writers. Explaining how those differences had inspired com-
peting economic philosophies and political programs was even more
treacherous. Throughout much of the nineteenth century, and into the
first decades of the twentieth, civic groups and politicians demanded
that textbook authors promote national unity and encourage patrio-
tism among young readers. But nationalism, as one scholar has put it,
is animated by the conviction that all citizens share a “deep, horizontal
comradeship.”4 Social inequality and economic exploitation ran
counter to that national myth, and so, not surprisingly, many of the
men and women who drafted books destined for the nation’s class-
rooms tried to avoid these subjects. Once professional historians began
to replace amateurs in the textbook-writing trade, however, they found
that such self-censorship clashed with their own dedication to objectiv-
ity. Led by David Saville Muzzey in the 19108 and 1920s, they slowly
and cautiously began to address the role of class in the country’s past.

Rugg chose to explore class even more assiduously. Personal tem-
perament guided that decision, but so did academic training. Rugg was

not a professional historian, and he was not guided by ihe Bmo%gﬁw

idéal of objectivity—of rendering the past &mﬁmwmawmﬁo@ /, just as it

had happeried. TIe Wis a schislar 6f education on committed to progres-

P

" siveidéas and methods. While some of hi§ 1ellow fextbook authors

T

were sgmm contentious issues as they arose naturally in
their narratives, Rugg actually built his books around them. As a pro-
gressive educator, he hoped that a focus on unresolved social issues
would make schoolwork individually and socially relevant for students
and thereby more compelling. He began the writing process for Man
and His Changing Society by identifying the most important problems

2730

Harold Rugg vs. Horatio Alger

he believed young Americans would face as adults and then tried to
explain how these problems had arisen and how they might be solved
in the future.

The persistence of material Eo@zm_&\ in America especially inter-
ested Rugg. Like his fellow writers, he praised the nation’s record of
economic accomplishment. But unlike many of his predecessors, he
delved into murkier topics—the pernicious influence of money in poli-
tics; the class bias of revered statesmen; and, most noticeably, the
apparent failure of laissez-faire economics, which had, at the time his
books rolled off the presses during the Depression’s worst years, pro-
duced millions of destitute farmers and industrial laborers along with a
handful of those he termed the “idle rich.” Rugg’s heroes were middle-
and working-class Americans who endured hardship as they struggled
to reform and perfect their society, a theme suggested by the title of one
of his books, America’s March toward Democracy. Rugg's focus on
everyday people made the texts especially readable. They had an
appeal akin to John Steinbeck’s -Grapes of Wrath and photographer
Dorothea Lange's sympathetic portraits of migrant laborers,

The texts were so popular that Rugg became a convenient target as
political winds began to shift at the end of the 1930s. For his discussion
of poverty and claims that some sort of national! economic planning
would be needed to prevent another collapse, critics branded him un-
American. A few suggested that he and other progressive “REDuca-
tors” were doing Moscow’s bidding. The critics included familiar faces
from the 19208 battles, including the American Legion and the Daugh-
ters of the American Revolution. But powerful corporate interests also
joined these groups, arguing that Rugg’s emphasis on the defects of
industrial capitalism would sow disorder and weaken children’s com-
mitment to free enterprise. Well funded and guided by fervent leaders,
the campaign routed Rugg from the schools. By 1044, sales of his
books had dropped go percent from their peak in the late 1930s.5

The story did not end there, however. Like earlier textbook battles,
Rugg’s ordeal helped to define the acceptable limits of discourse in
America’s public schools. The successful attacks on Man and His
Changing Society spurred publishers to release books in the 1940s and
19505 with far more glowing images of the United States and its
pageant of economic progress. Class conflict as a factor in American
history grew more muted in postwar texts, and poverly—whai was
shown of it—was safely relegated to the past. Students saw a present-
day America united across class lines, and sometimes one that
appeared entirely middle-class in make-up.

-ty -
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When he began writing for schools, Rugg very intentionally inserted
himself into a long-standing, often bitter feud about how Americans
should conceive of themselves as a national community, In one camp
were liberal nationalists, “liberal” being used here in its nineteenth-
century, European sense, not in its modern American one. As liberals,
they championed political freedom, property rights, and free markets.
As nationalists, they saw Americans united by a devotion to liberal
philosophy, particularly individualism and the conviction that all ¢iti-
zens had essentially equal opportunity to exploit their liberties for eco-
nomic gain. American liberals were the heirs of Abraham Lincoln,
their most eloquent advocate.

Aspiring to national office in the 18508, Lincoln had confronted
slaveholders who argued that the peculiar institution was relatively
benign. It was far better for the slaves, they claimed, than the industri-
alizing economy of the North was for White workers, who were forced
info dead-end poverty with none of the security for old age or sickness
that slavery provided. Rebuking the slaveholders, Lincoln sketched
out a hopeful, and very liberal, picture of national progress, one illus-
trated by his own rise from poor backwoods farmer to congressman,
Relations between capital and labor were fluid in the North, he argued,
and workers were not fixed into any position for life. “Many indepen-
dent men . . . a few years ago were hired laborers,” he told a Wisconsin
audience in 1859. Their cases supported the general rule;

The prudent, penniless beginner in the world labors for wages
a while, saves a surplus with which to buy tools or land, for him-
self; then labors on his own account another while, and at length
hires another new beginner to help him, This . . . is free labor—
the just and generous, and prosperous system, which opens the
way for all—gives hope to all, and energy, and progress, and
improvement of condition to all. If any continue through life in
the condition of the hired laborer, it is not the fault of the sys-
tem, but because of either a dependent nature which prefers it,
or improvidence, folly, or singular misfortune.5

In a flexible economy anchored by both farming and industry, an
enterprising laborer could always go into business for himself or pur-
chase good soil out West, declared Lincoln. No “fault of the system”
condemned one man to groveling subservience under another, only
poor planning, foolishness, or extraordinarily bad luck. Steering clear
of those, the hard-working individual could not only substantially bet-
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ter himself but, in so doing, improve “the condition of all” in the
nation.

Because liberals believed unfettered capitalism was fundamentally
sound, they saw a very limited role for the state in the economy, at least
in principle. Beyond securing the rights of property, one of its few
duties was to provide public education, which would prepare citizens
for productive work and prope! the wheel of social mobility. Addi-
tional state intervention in the economy could be justified only when it
served a higher, naiionql purpose, Liberals could therefore support tar-
iffs because, they reasoned, protection of industry benefited the growth
of the American economy and thus the country at large. They opposed
legislation recognizing the right of workers to organize, mandating an
eight-hour workday, or supporting an inflationary monetary policy
because these measures, from the liberals’ perspective, benefited some
groups (laborers and debt-ridden farmers) at the expense of others
(industry owners and creditors).”

Simplify the philosophy sufficiently, and turn from the economy as
a whole back to the individual in Lincoln’s address, and you end up in
the company of Horatio Alger Jr. That Massachusetts-born writer
charmed young readers with stories of Ragged Dick, the penniless
shoeshine boy who struggles to make his way in New York City. After
many colorful adventures, Dick transforms himself into Richard
Hunter, Esquire, through a combination of honesty, thrift, self-denial,
and the kindly attention of an older man who sees his promise. Alger
had not originally intended his work to become an emblem of laissez-
faire economics. He had exploited the rags-to-riches theme, in part, to
lure readers to what might otherwise have been too grim a subject for
juvenile fiction—orphaned boys living in the streeis of the country’s
largest city. The stories might then, he wrote, “have the effect of enlist-
ing the sympathies of his readers in behalf of the unfortunate chil-
dren,”® As the myth that has grown around Alger’s name shows, how-
ever, the effect was just the opposite. The ability of Dick and his fellow
shoeshine boys to climb to bourgeois respectability suggested that
while wide gulfs might seem to separate the street urchin from John
Jacob Astor, upward mobility was always possible in America. In
short, the system worked. =

Ragged Dick found his literary and philosophical counterpart in
Julian West, the hero of Edward Bellamy’s 1888 novel Looking Back-
ward., West is a wealthy, somewhat neurotic Boston bachelor trans-
ported over one hundred vears into the future. Convinced that the
poverty, economic inequality, and Iabor unrest of his day would haunt
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the country indefinitely, West is startled when he awakens in an indus-
trial utopia overseen by an all-powerful but benevolent state.

The driving force behind his country’s transformation, West discov-
ers, is the same concentration of capital that had ignited and then sus-
tained industrial growth during the nineteenth century. Small firms
grew into larger ones, evolved into corporations, and then colluded
with other corporations to form trusts, which then spread to other
industries, and so forth. Eventually, a single national monopoly, the
Great Trust, grew to encompass the whole economy and operate for
the benefit of all citizens. There is no room for individual enterprise in
this utopia, in the sense of investment outside the state, because ihe
Trust operates with an economy of scale that shuts out any competitor.
But, West learns from his guide in 2000, the spiraling consolidation of
capital had already limited individual opportunity more than one hun-
dred years before, especially for the working classes.

“Refore this concentration began,” says West’s host, “the individual
workman was relatively important and independent in his relations to
his employer.” With a new idea and a little money, a laborer could start
a successful business, and thus there were no rigid barriers between
social classes. “But when the era of small concerns with small capital
was succeeded by that of great aggregations of capital, all this
changed,” he continues. “The individual laborer, who had been rela-
tively important to the small employer, was reduced to insignificance
and powerlessness over against the great corporation, while at the mmEm
time the way upward to the grade of employer was closed to him.”

The liberal hope of social mobility outlined by Lincoln and &mEm,
tized by Alger had become a tragic anachronism by the 188os, accord-
ing to Bellamy. The author of Looking Backward did not see smashing
the monopolies as a solution. As the success of his utopia showed, they
should be encouraged to grow until they evolved into instruments of a
nationally planned economy. Unlike some of his Marxist contempo-
raries, Bellamy did not call for violent revolution—the utopia of the
novel arose peacefully—or link the country’s hopes for a better future
with the worldwide movement of the working classes. Bellamy’s ideas
were socialist, but he expressed them in the familiar, soothing language

of nationalism. His economy was national in scope, not global, and his -

citizens were intensely patriotic. Tormented by the social inequalitics
of his day, Bellamy wanted to harness the vast emotional and political
power of nationalism and direct it to humanitarian ends. But his eco-
nomic philosophy made his nationalism look much different than that
advanced by the liberals; it was economically collectivist, not individu-
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alist, and it relied on state regulation and planning of industry, not lais-
sez-faire.

Looking Backward became a wildly successful novel, surpassed in
popularity at the turn of the century only by Ben-Hur and Uncle Tom’s
Cabin. Devotees of the book and its classless society formed over 150
“Bellamy Clubs™ across the country, started a magazine, and formed an
important wing of the Populist Party. The book also inspired other
utopian fiction, along with more practically oriented magazine articles
that introduced middle-class readers to socialist-oriented nationalism.*

By the 18g0s these competing strains of nationalist thought—liberal
and humanitarian—provided a set of poles between which American
politics would pivot for decades. Business leaders and social conserva-
tives appealed to national loyalty when they opposed labor unions and
welfare legislation as expressions of a divisive, class-based philosophy
that threatened the economic liberty of capital. A Brooklyn minister,
for instance, suggested in 1885 that the WNational Guard be put to patri-
otic use crushing strikes. Politicians heeded such calls, In 189z federal
troops stopped a walkout by silver miners in Idaho, and two years later
President Grover Cleveland sent several thousand deputies to end a
strike of Pullman railroad workers in Illinois. Cleveland championed a
society held together, ironically; by its sclf-reliant and often atomistic
nature. Despite his willingness to ise federal power to resolve labor
disputes, he claimed to be committed to limited government. He once -
rejected a call for federal aid to victims of a Texas drought because -
such help would weaken “the sturdiness of our national character” and
discourage the private charity that “strengthens the bond of a common
brotherhood.”™™

To the left of liberals were Americans who argued that the rise of
monopoly capitalism demanded more activist governments. Accord-
ing to these critics, if the state were given sufficient powers, it could
protect farmers and workers from exploitation while safeguarding con-
sumers from monopolists’ high prices and frequently unsafe products.
The Populists came closest to building a political platform around
humanitarian nationalism, bui the same ideas also influenced more
moderate Progressives and inspired politicians like Woodrow Wilson.
Nevertheless, liberal thinking tended to dominate federal policy until
the start of the 1930s.

In the half-century before Rugg burst upon the publishing market,
textbooks in American history also aligned firmly with the liberals.
Back in the 1830s, Emma Willard had warned her young readers that
the selfish pursuit of wealth would weaken the social bonds that made
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a republic possible. But as industrial growth scemed to confirm some
of her fears, Willard’s sense of foreboding slowly faded from later his-
tories. Wary of entangling themselves in controversy, writers sketched
a peaceful America in harmony with Horatio Alger, only without the
vivid depictions of poverty that gave his books a slightly subversive
edge. In one text, for instance, there is only a “supposed conflict
between capital and labor.”* Schoolbooks praised Cyrus McCormick,
Andrew Carnegie, Thomas Edison, and other self-made entrepreneurs,
holding them up as models for students. Rather than dwelling on eco-
nomic inequities, they extolled the virtues of unrestrained industrial
growih—marveling at inventions like the telephone and skyscraper,
ticking off national progress through gains in the gross national prod-
uct or miles of railroad track laid—in page after page of text and iltus-
trations. : .

The 1897 edition of John Bach McMaster’s School History of the
United States epitomized the buoyant spirit of many texts. “Every class
of socicty was benefited by these improvements,” McMaster noted,
“but no men more so than those who depended on their daily wages for
their daily bread.” The author even brought readers on an imaginary
ride in a modern locomotive, a welcome change, he reminded his audi-
ence, from primitive means of travel early in the nineteenth century:
“Now we step into a beautifully fitted car, heated by steam, lighted by
clectricity, richly carpeted, and provided with most comfortable seats
and beds, and are whirled across the continent from Philadelphia to
San Francisco in less time than it took Washington to go from New
York to Boston.” McMaster carefully avoided mentioning that large
numbers of Americans could not have afforded such luxurious travel.
He also failed to discuss the bitter and violent strike by Pullman work-
ers who manufactured the kind of plush cars he discussed. Though
McMaster and other text writers offered an aside or two om the plight
of less fortunate Americans, real poverty rarely crept into their halcyon
depictions of the country in their own day. "All Americans were
metaphorically and literally free to ride his train of progress.™ _

That tidy depiction of laissez-fair capitalism grew a bit tarnished in
the first two decades of the twentieth century. David Muzzey was the
most daring revisionist among textbook authors, but his American
History was morc nostalgic than radical. He saw both labor unions and
great corporations, each products of the industrial revolution, as
somehow inimical to national interests. Muzzey’s philosophy often
seemed Jeffersonian, full of longing for an individualist past of yeoman
farmers and craftsmen who either worked alone or bargained as equals
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with their employers.”4 He never fully wrestled with how industrial
growth had fundamentally changed the country or explored alterna-
tives to prevailing social and economic norms.

What changed the politics of both the nation at large and school-
books in particular was, of course, the Depression. The economic
reversal that began in 1929 revived interest in Edward Bellamy and his
ideas. When the historian Charles Beard and the educational philoso-
pher John Dewey independently composed a list of the most influential
works published since 1885, both put Looking Backward in second
place, after Karl Marx’s Das Kapital. After Franklin Roosevelt’s elec-
tion, newspapers began to draw parallels between Looking Backward
and the new president’s economic plans. A 1934 headline in the Christ-
ian Science Monitor proclaimed, “Bellamy Went to 2000 for New Deal,
Part of Which Is Being Put into Use Today.”s Such stories tended to
exaggerate the radicalism of the New Deal, but it was clear that FDR'’s
brand of nationalism found a distant cousin in Bellamy’s novel, a kin-
ship perhaps unintentionally encouraged by the title of Roosevelt’s
1933 book, Looking Forward.

Operating in an atmosphere of perpetual crisis during his first years
in office, Roosevelt repeatedly invoked the sanctity of the nation to jus-
tify the expansion of federal control over the economy and the creation
of a vast, overlapping network of short- and long-term social pro-
grams. He sometimes cven capitalized the “N™ in “nation” for printed
copies of his speeches, including the one he delivered at his second
inaugural, In that well-known speech, Roosevelt claimed he saw one-
third of a nation ill housed, ill clad, and ill nourished. “It is not in
despair that Lpaint you that picture,” he told listeners:

1 paint it for you in hope —because the Nation, seeing and
understanding the injustice in it, proposes to paint it out. We are
determined to make every American citizen the subject of his
country’s interest and concern. . . . The test of our progress is
not whether we add more to the abundance of those who have
much; it is whether we provide enough for those who have too
little.™®

More than any president before him, Roosevelt acknowledged how
capitalism generated sysiemic poverty. Through his New Deal pro-
grams, both those focused on simple recovery and those devoted to
broader economic reform, he argued that minimal standards of living
and true equality of opportunity could be assured only through a far
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more significant government role in the economy. Eager to present his
ideas as both modern and rooted in traditional American ideas, Roo-
sevelt and his associates appropriated the word “liberal” to describe
them, thereby edging the word toward its modern social and political
definition. In a confusing bit of semantic evolution, the old-style “lib-
erals”—champions of free market and limited government—were now
usually thought of as “conservatives,”

Business leaders, alarmed by Roosevelt’s embrace of some aspects
of humanitarian nationalism in legislation such as the Social Security
Act of 1935, led a backlash against the New Deal in the 1936 election.
As Roosevelt’s vision of a limited welfare state and partial retreat from
laissez-faire capitalism gained coherence over the next two years, his
opposition grew stronger. That bitter partisan debate set the stage for
the attacks on Rugg’s Man and His Changing Society, and they cannot
be fully understood apart from it.

Roosevelt, the product of an elite New York family with a ﬁw&ﬁoﬁ
of public service, was carefully groomed for the crucial role he would
play in national politics. Rugg, in contrast, followed a less predictable
path toward his own destiny as one of the great innovators in the social
science curriculum. He was born in Fitchburg, Massachusetts, into a
relatively prosperous working-class family descended from settlers
who had arrived in America in the seventeenth century. He attended
public schools that reflected what be later described as the narrow, ner-
vous conformity of his hometown. Out of frustration, curiosity, and
perhaps a bit of boredom, Rugg postponed college to take a job-as a

weaver in a textile mill. Firsthand experience taught him sympathy for

industrial workers and skepiicism about the virtues of unregulated
capitalism. After his stint at the factory, Rugg attended Dartmouth
College and earned a degree in civil engincering, He worked as a rail-
road surveyor and taught engineering for a few years but decided that
precollegiate education was his calling. He finished his Ph.ID. in 1915
and had something of an intellectnal awakening as he devoured the
works of contemporary social critics and intellectuals, including Van
‘Wyck Brooks, Waldo Frank, James Harvey Robinson, and John May-
nard Keynes, the economist whose work on fiscal policy would help to
guide the New Deal. To Rugg they were “specialists on the frontier of
thought,” and he soon began to believe that the contemporary social
issues and problems they explored could be introduced to students in
the public schools, even at the elementary and junior high levels.”?
Two historians in particular, Frederick Jackson Turner and Charles
Beard, deeply influenced Rugg’s understanding of America’s past and
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present.” From Turner, Rugg borrowed an emphasis on the West as a
key determinant of the American character, which he saw as democra-
tic, individualist, and self-reliant. Such sentiments had appeared in
dozens of popular histories in the early twentieth century. But Rugg
also wanted to explore the question left open at the end of Turner’s
1893 essay “The Significance of the Frontier in American History.”
How would Americans safeguard their democratic values in an
increasingly complex, interdependent, industrial society that no longer
_um.a. wu expanse of open land that continually renewed the American
Spirit!

While Turner provided Rugg with a reverence for the West, Beard
offered a model of how class-based interests, and often class conflict,
m_.umﬁmm historical change. That model, in turn, partly determined how
Rugg answered Turner’s question about how democracy would meet
the challenge of the new era. When Rugg was finishing his doctoral
werk, Beard was already gaining fame, and in some circles infamy, for
An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution. In it Beard claimed that
the framers of the federal government represented the wealthy, proper-
tied citizens of the infant republic, not the masses of people who had
supported and died for the Revolutionary cause. Predictably, he
argued, statesmen like Alexander Hamilton and James Madison orga-
nized the new national government to protect their own interests and
those of others in their social class. To critics of Beard, however, Eco-
nomic Interpretation slandered the Founding Fathers and suggested
they had snatched away an early chance for Americans to develop a
true, popular democracy.

Accepting much of Beard’s :umma Rugg wanted to show young peo-
ple how democracy had actually expanded on the foundation laid in
1787 and how it might continue to do so now that the United States
had completed the transformation from an agrarian to an industrial
economy. Rugg’s approach to social studies was thus grounded in his
belief in ongoing social change, and in the responsibility of schools to
prepare children for it instead of forcing them to imbibe the sort of out-
dated knowledge and truisms he remembered from his own school
days in Fitchburg.”

An experimental school at Columbia’s Teachers College proved to
be the ideal setting for Rugg to begin his work in curricular reform.
Opened in September 1917, the Lincoln School was to be, according to
a founding document, a “laboratory for the working out of an elemen-
tary and a secondary school curriculum, which shall eliminate obsolete
material and endeavor to work up in usable form, materials adapted to
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the needs of modern living.” Rugg hoped to craft learning aids that:
would both build on knowledge Lincoln’s students already possessed
and have them “learn by doing.” True to progressive principles, Rugg
expecied young people to debate ideas he adapted from “frontier
thinkers,” not memorize a textbook. With a touch of the arrogance
that sometimes slipped into his work, he dismissed social science texts
then on the market as “veritable encyclopedias.” The claim had some
justification. In 1920 schools were still using tomes like David Mont-
gomery’s Leading Facts of American History, whose title neatly cap-
tured its organizing principle. But many good narrative histories had
already appeared, particularly for high school students. Rugg did not
aspire just to write history, however, but to fuse history with civics,

geography, and other disciplines to create a more complete picture of

the origins of present-day society. More than any other single educa-

tor, he would end up creating the modern academic subject of “social -

studies.”2°

Rugg began designing materials on mimeographed sheets. They
quickly proved cumbersome, so he hit on the idea of printing a series of
pamphlets. Using connections with colleagues and former students, he
raised funds for the project from a network of schools across the coun-
try. They underwrote production costs and, in turn, received the pam-
phlets as soon as Lincoln’s students did. By the summer of 1922 W,:mm
had four thousand orders from participating schools, and demand
increased steadily as he revised existing pamphlets and created new
ones. Over three hundred schools were using them by 1926, prompting
several publishers to express interest in turning the pamphlets into
books. Rugg chose to work with Ginn and Company, and in 1929 his
first book’s initial print run of twenty thousand copies sold out in four
months.?' It was a harbinger of brisk sales that would continue even as
the Depression squeezed school budgets.

Man and Flis Changing Society explored world history and o&EHm
but Rugg devoted much of his energy to examining the United States,
particularly in two volumes for junior high students: dmerica’s March

toward Democracy: A History of American Life, Political and Social

and The Conquest of America: 4 History of American Civilization, Eco-
nomic and Social. As his subtitles suggest, Rugg reached well beyond
narrow political history. But what really set his books apart from oth-
ers on the market was their emphasis on conflict—between individuals,
between governments and governed, and cspecially between social
classes. Conflict gave these books for elementary and junior high stu-
dents a clear narrative trajectory and made ther far more compelling
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and readable than nominally more “advanced” books for high school
students.

Rugg’s style was unmistakable almost from the first page. In the
introduction to America’s March toward Democracy, he asked readers
to analyze the story of a fictional town called Franklin, where a gover-
nor calls out troops to “maintain order” during a labor sirike. He then
pointedly defined political history as the “continual struggle between
groups of people, each of whom desired to control government.” Dis-
parities in wealth and income often propelled this struggle in his books,
either implicitly or explicitly. The guided airplane tour that opened The
Conguest of America began in the South, where readers flew “over poor
hill farms where the farmers can hardly get a living.” Further on they
viewed a shantytown for textile workers, whose lot Rugg understood
from personal experience: “‘Can people live in such houses? we ask.
‘They can’t afford anything better on eight or ten dollars a week,” our
guide answers.”22

As readers continued, traveling backward from the 1930s to Eo late
eighteenth century, they found a history that differed much from what
thieir parents or older siblings had read in school. Borrowing from pro-
gressive historians like Carl Becker, Rugg asked students to think of
the Revolution not merely as a contest between the British and Ameri-
cans but, as a struggle among social classes on both sides of the
Atlantic. Acknowledging that social divisions were less rigid in Amer-
ica than in England or the rest of Europe, Rugg nevertheless stressed
that the colonies were far from the unstratified society that most earlier
writers had depicted. Conguest explained that “the division of America
mto classes was largely on the basis of money, possessions, and family
position. The few members of the wealthy class insisted on their right
to govern the more numerous ‘lower’ class.” Later Rugg noted that
“from the very first years in America the mass of people struggled
against the control of the wealthy property owners.” When the British
imposed the Stamp Tax and other measures, it was the “laboring
classes” who protested by boycotting goods, tarring and feathering tax
collectors, and dumping tea into Boston Harbor.?3

In Rugg’s books, the colonial clites were nearly as distressed by the
ﬁmﬂuoﬁ uprising as Eo British themselves:

But a movement had started which they [the wealthy] could not
stop. The skilled workers and Iaborers of the cities, the frontiers-
man and the small farmers, and a few intelligent leaders were
actively bringing about a revolution, They frequently forced hes-
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itating merchants to act. From that time on, the rebellion pro-
ceeded largely against the wishes of the upper classes, There was

more and more opposition from many weli-to-do people who
sympathized with England.

Rugg did qualify such sweeping statements, For instance, he noted
that some of the Tories came from the ranks of the “common people”
and that some of the Revolution’s most able leaders, including Jeffer-
son and Washington, were wealthy landowners. On “the whole, how-
ever, the aristocrats were more anxious for peace with England than
were the common people.”4 .

Like writers who had come under fire in the 1920s, Rugg reinter-
preted the Revolution, the story of national creation, to support his
own vision of the American community. Authors like David Muzzey
and Willis Mason West had stressed the links between the two
branches of the “English-speaking race” in Europe and North Amer-
ica,?s For some writers, that stance reflected a-desire for cultoral rap-
prochement with Britain and suspicions that recent immigrants did not
measure up to their Anglo-Saxon predecessors. Rugg was neither an
Anglophilenor a nativist, however. He never equivocated on the ques-
tion of whether the split with Britain was justified. What distingnished
his account of the Revolution was a foregrounding of class issues in the
colonies’ dispute with the mother country and the claim that disparities
in wealth had divided the nation from its beginning. For Rugg, the
world of the 1770s was not that much different from the present, in
which the families of textile workers huddled in shacks.

Rugg continued to use class as a historical lens when he turned to
the years after the war. In other books, the story of the United States
under the Articles of Confederation amounted to a brief lesson in the
perils of political disorder: the love of liberty, which had defcated
British tyranny, sowed economic and social chaos when it proceeded
unchecked. Rugg complicated and enriched that story, delving into
monetary policy in language an eighth-grader could understand.

Debtors wanted the states to print more money so that they could

more easily pay off loans, claimed Rugg, but the rich opposed currency
inflation because they were not eager to be paid back in depreciated
dollars. The impasse paralyzed the economy. The poor struggled to
survive through the crisis, but what, he asked pointedly, “was the con-
dition of the well-to-do? Some of the people seem to have been doing
quite well. A Boston merchant speaks of the demand for such luxuries
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as French silks and cambrics. He says in one letter: ‘T would observe
that people dress as much and as extravagantly as ever.””

The solution to the disorder, in all histories, including Rugg’s, was
a more powerful national government. But Rugg questioned whether
the creation of this government represented only good sense and civic
virtue. Again, he looked to social class, now drawing on Beard and
his Economic Interpretation. While poor and middle-income Ameri-
cans favored a stronger central state to create a national currency and
stabilize commerce, Rugg argued, wealthy speculators in western
lands had a more sclfish reason for favoring the Constitution. When
the newly invigorated federal government surveyed the land and
established army posis, the value of the specnlators’ investments
soared.

A group of even less reputable investors also proved eager to cash in
on the new order, according to Rugg. In 1790 Treasury Secretary
Hamilton drew up a plan to redeem old Continental bonds and paper
money at full value. Patriotic citizens had originally purchased and
used these notes during the war, but in the slump that followed they
had been trading at a few cents on the doHar. “Congress had no sooner
heard of Hamilton’s plan than some of the members of the Senate and
the House of Representatives and well-to-do friends who were in on
the secret began their dishonest work,” Rugg noted in a conspiratorial
tone in America’s March toward Democracy. The speculators hurried
to backwoods éommunities and purchased the bills from unsuspecting
farmers who siill believed them to be nearly worthless. To dramatize
the swindle, Rugg provided a half-page illustration of one such scene:
A stylishly dressed man in a top hat siis outside a log cabin tallying up
his purchase as a buckskin-clad setiler looks on. The frontiersman’s
curious wife peeks out from an open doorway.

Rugg chastised such “clever people” who would manipulate politics
for pérsonal gain:

~ These two classes of speculators were gambling in public lands
and public money. They added in no way to the country’s
wealth. They produced nothing from the earth, manufactured no
new goods, suggested no new ideas to benefit the people. They
were simply making money by gambling. But to make their spec-
ulations profitable a strong central government was necessary. It
is easy to understand, therefore, that they would be among those
who worked hardest to establish such a government.

LY. L.




Schoolbook Naiion

Readers went away from Rugg’s books with the message that the
Constitution and the political system it created were mixed triumphs.
Most Americans enjoyed the advantages of greater political and mili-
tary stability. But a wealthy minority benefited more than others. And
that was precisely the aim of the “prosperous, intelligent, even brilliant
Americans” who drafted the Constitution. That class of people
advanced their own interests and provided checks and balances, such
as the Electoral College, that partially insulated federal power from the
direct will of the people. The “merchants, the landowners, the manu-
facturers, the shippers, and the bankers were given what they wanted,”
concluded Rugg. “They obtained a government which would keep
money and trade in sound condition, preserve order within the coun-
try, and defend the nation against foreign enemies.”2

Like the drafting and adoption of the Constitution,.the rise of
industry provided Rugg an opportunity to weigh social gains against
losses. The half-century from 1850 to 1900, the era of the country’s
great industrial expansion, “was indeed the most important single
period in the raising of the common man’s standard of life,” Rugg
wrote. His readers learned that Americans of their own time were “liv-
ing far more comfortable lives than their forefathers of even two gen-
erations ago.” Yet he clearly sympathized with the working classes,
noting that a majority of nineteenth-century factory laborers were
“condemned to a life of poverty and long hours of hard toil.” Almost
always, he asserted, “the wages of the worker were too small to meet
the increasing costs of living. Almost always slight improvements
were won only by fighting and suffering. Almost always the condi-
tions of many workers remained bad, even though improvements
were made.” Rugg occasionally discussed economic exploitation as a
moral and personal issue. At one point, for instance, he condemned
some “miserly, wealthy landlords” who managed urban tencruents.
More often, however, Rugg suggested that the problems of poverty
were systemic. Addressing the conflict between capital and labor, he
characterized the “evils of the factory system” as unexpected and
largely unavoidable by-products of a new economic system. Rugg also

sometimes praised industrial pioneers for their temerity and genius.
Raijlroad baron Cornelius Vanderbilt was not a villain, for instance,
but a “far-seeing businessmen.”?7

The American histories in Man and His Changing Society were
complex works that defied simple characterization, and a few carefully
chosen quotations can distort them. Rugg did see America divided into
four groups—farmers, often poor; the “great American middle class”
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of towns and cities; destitute tenement dwellers; and men and women
of leisure. And by stressing how “utterly differently the four classes”
lived, he raised questions about national unity and deliberately sub-
verted myths about equality of opportunity. He asked readers of his
books to let the problem of material inequality “be constantly” in their
thoughts as they studied America’s history and contemporary life.?

‘While class conflict enlivened his narrative, it did not overwhelm it,
Glancing quickly through the books, one might have seen little to dis-
tinguish them from others on the market. Rugg painted a romantic pic-
ture of the West; praised the melting pot; and showed delight in cata-
loging recent advances in transportation, commumnication, architecture,
and other fields. He also strove for a sort of “balance” by examining
controversial issues from multiple perspectives. But he did not struggle
to avoid all appearance of bias. He was far more interested in engaging
students, getting.them to grapple with ideas, and sometimes leading
them toward his own views, than in letting the facts of history somehow
“speak for themselves.” Ilis politics and social philosophy deeply
influenced his textbocks, a fact he never denied,

Rugg belonged to a school of left-leaning progressive educators
called social reconstructionists who believed that laissez-faire econom-
ics had failed America and had to be abandoned. The problem for
reconstructionists was not merely that mostly unregulated capitalism
had led to huge gaps in wealth between the rich and poor. They argued
that the materialist and individualist ethos that underlay the system
had also poisoned political, cultural, and intellectual life in the United
States. The reconstructionists hoped. to reform that system and undo
the damage, humanizing industrial civilization through some combina-
tion of central planning and government regulation of the economy.
Further, they believed that progressive educators should employ
schools to change popuiar attitudes and misconceptions that sup-
ported the status quo, thereby accelerating the expected economic and
social transformation. Rugg, in particular, believed that American
schools suffered from a “cultural lag.” Remembering his childhood in
Fitchburg, he concluded that most schools were conservative institu-
tions where teachers trundled out a shopworn curriculum that did lit-
tle to prepare students for a changing world. He wanted his textbooks
to help close the gap between school and society.??

In the hands of its more enthusiastic supporters, Hoooumgomoﬁmum\_ 7

veered toward indoctrination, George Counts, whose research in the
19205 examined how schools perpetuated inequalities along class, race,
and ethnic lines, took a fact-finding tour of the Soviet Union in 1927,
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He came back impressed. Counts did not endorse all of the Communist
Party’s goals, but he did admire how the party used the schools to
achieve them. The subtlety of that distinction did not entirely allay
anxieties of moderates in the movement, nor did Counts’s provoca-
tively titled 1933 manifesto, Dare the Schools Build a New Social Order?
Particularly during the early 1930s, the more militant reconstruction-
ists flirted with revolutionary rhetoric and displayed an often uncritical
enthusiasm for Soviet models. Editors of the movement’s semi-official
journal, Social Frontier, also printed the work of genuine radicals,
including Earl Browder, the general secretary of the Communist Party
in the United States.3? :

Reconstructionist ideas occasionally crept into Man and His
Changing Socicty. Rugg praised the “wise educational philosophers”
then reforming the country’s schools, for instance, and showed a dis-
tinct fondness for the “scientific planning” of society and for the
sophisticated people he thought could best undertake it. In one book,
he introduced readers to five typical Americans: Mr., Very Poor Man,
Mzr. Average Worker, Mr. Average White Collar Man, Mr. Prosper-
ous Business Man, and Mr. Cultured Man. Though his income was
modest, Mr. Cultured Man was happy and content. He, his wife, and
his children watched avant-garde films, visited art galleries, and read
challenging literature (unlike the “standard” or middlebrow fare
perused by Mr. Average White Collar Man). “How much courage
could the people of America take if they could see this house and real-
ize what could be done with education and careful thought!” con-
cluded Rugg in a passage about Mr. Cultured Man, who seemed like a
stand-in for the author himself 3

Did Rugg’s books cross the line between merely discussing and
openly promoting the sort of social reform needed for the “Great Soci-
ety” he advocated in his professional writing? At times, yes. In his
scholarly book The Great Technology, Rugg called for replacing what
he saw as the pell-mell of laissez-faire economics with careful planning
by the state. In the 1931 edition of the textbook An Introduction to the
Problems of American Culture, in turn, Rugg informed students that
after implementing programs for social security, unemployment relief,
and other immediate neceds, the United States should undertake
“nation-wide plans for co-operative control” of transportation and
communication and for the production of basic foodstuffs, clothing,
and housing. Elsewhere in the text he speculated that if adequate
strategies were implemented, poverty could be eliminated and all the
“necessities and comforts” Americans needed could be produced in a
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twelve-hour workweek-—a utopian scenario that owed much to Bel-
lamy’s Looking Backward.3?

In The Conguest of America, Rugg partially justified his high hopes
for state planning by citing what he saw as the happy precedent of gov-
ernment control of prices and the takeover of some industries during
World War I. While wartime economic policy merited only a senterice
or two in most histories, Rugg called it, in bold print, a “Lesson in Co-
operation and Government Regulation.” Americans gained critical
experience from the episode, according to the author: “First, they
learned that in our kind of interdependent world the people have to co-
operate with one another; second, they learned that the government
may have to step in and take charge of our lives.” It was, editorialized
Rugg, “the greatest effort that the American people had ever made to
do things together as a people.” .

Rugg also used this passage to hammer in another key theme from
his professional work: that individual freedom in America would have
to be balanced against the larger good of society, with the state as
arbiter. Farmers, workers, and business corporations had all benefited

from federal control, Rugg pointed out, but they had to give something

up as well. They had to become *“used to having the national govern-
ment step in and tell them what to do. This was something new in
America, for each man had always believed he could do largely as he
pleased—as long as he obeyed the law.” In Rugg’s version of events,
businessmen refused to accept the lesson, demanding a return to pre-
war policies once the armistice had been signed. “‘Give back the rail-
roads to their private owners,’ they said. ‘Let us run our affairs by our-
selves. We don’t need you,’ they cried,”33

This account had a distinctly tinny quality, at odds with the usually
intelligent tone of the books. Rugg claimed that he tried to ensure that
every “bit of history” he put into his texts had a “clearly established
functional justification.”3 When he wanted to use history to demon-

-strate an argument, however, to make it “functional” in the crudest
sense, he lapsed into. melodrama. The rogues to boo here are business
- owners who “cry” for government to “take its hands off their opera-
tions™ in the 1920s, thereby setting the stage for the crash of 1929, If this
was not indoctrination, it came perilously close.

As the excerpt on government planning suggests, Rugg departed
from previous textbook writers in another way. He explained recent
events in a bold, direct manner. The general rule of writing history for
the schools had been that the closer authors came to the present, the
less freedom they could exercise in interpreting events or even men-
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tioning potentially divisive issues. History in the living memory of
teachers and textbook boards simply aroused too many passions.?
That practical sales strategy, however, directly contradicted the philos-
ophy of progressive educators in the emerging field of social studies.

Eager to make schooling relevant to students lives, they wanted the
curriculum to focus on current social problems. With that strategy
guiding his work, Rugg could hardly ignore the Depression, clearly the
biggest “social problem” of the 1930s.

Building on his books’ emphasis on social class, he explained that
the primary cause of the economic collapse was unequal disiribution of
income. I1ad America really been prosperous during the 192087 “Those
who thought about the 60,000,000 to 70,000,000 poorer people said:
No!” There was, he wrote, a “tremendous difference in the income of
the ‘rich’ and “poor,’” and with such inequity, “it is clear that many of
our people could not buy the fine things which were available.” He
then presented a daunting array of statistics to prove his point. But
poverty was not simply bad for the poor; by leading to underconsump-
tion, Rugg explained, it endangered the economy as a whole. When
workers and farmers could not purchase the growing numbers of
shoes, cars, toasters, and washing machines, tnsold items piled up on
showroom floors and factory shelves. But many Americans “closed
their eyes” to these facts. “In the summer of 1929,” Rugg concluded
ominously, “it seemed that they were really living ‘in the best of all pos-
sible worlds.”” Teachers and students who knew from ﬁoﬂmonm_ experi-
ence what happened next must have appreciated the ironic suspense,
even if they missed the reference to Voltaire’s Candide.

Rugg simplified the economics of the crash a bit, as he had to for his
young audience, but the underconsumption argument was fundamen-
tally sound. However, Rugg was not satisfied merely with overtumning
the myth of the prosperous 1920s. He went on to paint President Her-
bert Hoover as a callous leader keen on denying responsibility for the
economic downturn and keeping the burden for relief squarely at-the
state and local levels. And then Rugg sided unabashedly with the cur-
rent chief executive and his New Deal:

We see then that the Roosevelt Administration decided that the
relief of the American people from distress is a national prob-
lem, not merely one for state, local, or private charity. It said
that in times of distress the Federal government should step in
and, if need be, give billions of dollars for relief! Relief for the
unemployed, relief for distressed homeowners, reliel for
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mﬁwna.ma youths, relief for impoverished farmers, relief for ailing
businesses. In short, it must give relief to every needy group
within the nation.36

In its departure from the rule about approaching recent history in a
blandly neuiral way, Rugg’s discussion of the Depression was little
short of incredible, He vilified a living ex-president only five years out
of office. Ile endorsed a partisan economic policy still working its way
through Congress, ITe championed a president loathed by critics on the
right. Condemning the laissez-faire philosophy of the Republicans, he
embraced humanitarian nationalism, which was anchored by the con-
viction that the people, acting through government, were responsible
for the welfare of all citizens. Most daringly, Rugg returned again to
the issue of class, tying previous struggles for economic and social jus-
tice to the unresolved political questions of the 1930s.

How did Rugg get away with it? Why did his publisher not demand

a “balanced” textbook, particularly after weathering the textbook
wars of the 1920s?

Two factors unique to the 1930s, and one unique o w.dmm. oMEEb
this apparent mystery. First, there was the wrenching experience of the
Depression itself. With almost a quarter of workers unemployed and

‘most of the rest living on reduced incomes, the political and cultural

consensus that textbooks usually reflect had collapsed. At a time when
a financially unbalanced plan to “Share the Wealth” propelled Huey
Long onto the national stage, and Father Charles Coughlin enrap-
tured radio listeners with increasingly anti-Semitic explanations for the
country’s troubles, Rupgg’s version of American history looked com-
paratively tame, even if it was directed at impressionable young people,
Second, a scandal had recently erupted when several American cor-
porations were found trying to manipulate textbook content, During
the 19208 many states and cities were considering increased regulation
or direct control of their gas, electric, railway, and other utilities. To
forestall such plans, an industry coalition led a national propaganda
effort around the “public utility question.” Corporations waged most
of their campaign in the open, but when journalists found that they
were also quietly pressuring publishers to revise schoolbooks to ensure
positive treatment of private utilities, charges of censorship began to
fly. The Federal Trade Commission began hearings on the issue in

1928, Gsmmnmﬁmwmm_ug omwmmrﬂmﬁoum Bbecame skittish about any further
involvement with schools or their curricula, With business leaders
effectively recusing themselves, educators had what an observer at the
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time termed a greater “disposition to be experimental” in the teaching
of “social-sconomic relations.”? Rugg was not the only progressive
educator to benefit from the changed mood. The Building of Our
Nation, a history by Bugene C. Barker, Henry Steele Commager, and
Walter P. Webb, endorsed a limited welfare state. The authors of
another popular text, The United States in the Making, cited Charles
Beard’s work in their discussion of the Constitution. Even Beard him-
self sold. a considerable number of the texts he coauthored with his
wife, Mary. Still, why did no writer dare to go asfar to the left as Rugg?

The explanation was fairly simple. Ginn and Company gave their
author extra leeway because he had effectively test-marketed much of
the books’ content when he first released the pamphlets they were
based on back in the 1920s. Rugg was also a flexible author, willing to
revise as events warranted. When the horrors of collectivization under
Josef Stalin became more widely known as the 1930s progressed, for
instance, Rugg’s books grew more critical of the Soviet Union. Man
and His Changing Society also became more popular with each pass-
ing year, apparently validating Rugg’s ideas and his approach to teach-
ing. According to one Ginn editor, nobody at the firm predicted any
especially bitter attacks would begin in 1939, after the series had
already been in schools for a decade3® .

Yet there had been a few signs of trouble. As far back as 1927 a cor-
poration had objected to schools in one Appalachian city employing
Rugg’s pamphlets. The company backed down, but teachers were
thereafter reluctant to use the materials. The mid-1930s also witnessed

tittle-publicized complaints about his books in Montana, Illinois, Indi- .

ana, Massachusetts, and Towa. Perhaps the greatest portent of conflict
had nothing to do with his books at all. In 1933 Rugg spoke at a con-
ference on “Youth and the World” sponsored by the New York Herald
Tribune. He said nothing of political importance, but the Daily
Worker, the official newspaper of the American Communist Party,
covered the event and mentioned him in passing. A prominent anti-
communist named Elizabeth Dilling spotted the story and added Rugg
to Red Network, a field gnide to alleged subversives much perused by
red-baiting groups in the 1930s and 1940s.3?
Rumbles of thunder finally gave way to rain in Englewood, New
~ Jersey, in the spring of 1939. Bertie Forbes, publisher of Forbes maga-
zine and a colummnist for William Randolph Hearst’s newspapers, took
a seat on Englewood’s Board of education. This mostly affluent bed-
room community across the Fludson River from Manhattan had
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already witnessed a quiet, behind-the-scenes effort to pressure teachers
to drop Rugg’s books.#° Forbes now brought the campaign-into the
open, using his position on the board and access to the press to wage
an unrelenting assault on Rugg that deeply divided the city.

Attacks intensified as spring turned to summer. Inspired by Forbes,
the New York—based Advertising Federation of America began criti-
cizing Rugg’s books for their claims that advertising raised costs and
sometimes misrepresented goods. Sounding almost personally
wounded, the organization’s rescarch dircctor, Alfred Falk, said -
Rugg’s Introduction to Problems of American Culture “built up” a'pic-
ture of advertising “as a pretty rotten sort of institution.” Ironically,
Rugg had actually oam&ﬁma the federation for its work in eliminating
unfair practices in the industry. Nonetheless, the federation sent a let-
ter to members claiming that Rugg had given a black eye to their trade
and capitalism in general. “Attacking business from every angle,” it
read, “Rugg sneers at the ideas and traditions of American democracy,
making a subtle plea for abolition of our free enterprise system and the
introduction of a new social order based on the principles of collec-
tivism.” The federation urged its sixty affiliated groups to wage local
campaigns against Rugg. 4 -

The advertisers’ crusade was soon dwarfed by the efforts of the
National Association of Manufacturers (NAM). Citing a “widespread
and increasing” fear that un-American ideas had been creeping into
schools in recent years, NAM funded a survey of six hundred text-
books in the social sciences, including history, economics, sociology,
civics, and geography. That venture struck close to home for Rugg, for
it was led by a colleague at Columbia, an economics professor named
Ralph Robey. Released in January 1941, the report targeted Rugg
more than any other writer for giving students a biased view of Amer-
ica’s economic and political systems, NAM forwarded the twelve-hun-
dred-page, single-spaced document to state boards of education,
libraries at teachers colleges, and teachers’ organizations: It also
encouraged manufacturers to visit local schools to obtain lists of text-
books in use. Leaders disavowed charges of censorship. “It would be a

.grave mistake for any person,” read an official statement, “whether a

manufacturer or of any other calling, to seek to have the schools dis-
continue the explanation of any subject or any philosophy &BE.% :
because it is inconsistent with a philosophy traditionally accepted in
this country.” Faced with criticism in the press, NAM then sent letters
clarifying its policy to thirty-eight thousand teachers and ‘ten thousand
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school administrators, an outwardly reassuring gesture that actually
underscored how much Bomo% and time the o_..mmﬁmwtoap was willing
to expend in the cause.®

Several other conservative of EmE-SEm oH.mmENmﬂoE and individ-
unals hopped on the anti-Rugg bandwagon. George Sokolsky, a publi-
cist for NAM, wrote a series of articles on the subject for Liberty mag-
azine and Nation’s Business. An American Legion officer named A. G.
Rudd teamed up with Alfred Falk from the Advertising Federation to
form the Guardians of American Education. That group tried to ban
Rugg’s books from New York schools. The Guardians also published
what was, relative to more hostile assessments of Rugg’s work, a well-
researched, forty-three-page critique called Undermining Our Republic:
Facts about Anti-American Schoolbooks and the Nationwide Scheme of
Radical Educators. Oiher Legionnairés also became interested in
Rugg’s case after a national committee in the organization declared
that his books opposed the “American tradition” and were “not suit-
able” for schools. An influential article by O. K. Armstrong entitled
“Treason in the Textbooks™ appeared in the Legion’s monthly maga-
zine. A business executive with close ties to the organization also tried
to get Rugg investigated by the Dies Committee, forerunner to the
infamous House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC).#

Others played key roles in this loose coalition against the progres-
sive educator. Merwin K. Hart, head of the self-styled New York Eco-
nomic Council, wrote letters and pamphlets denouncing Rugg and was
instrumental in getting the books removed from schools in Bingham-
ton, New York. The Veterans of Foreign Wars and the Daughters of
Colonial Wars soon entered the fray as well. Rugg also believed that
publishing rivals of Ginn and Company stoked the controversy sur-
rounding Man and His Changing Society. The claim may not have
been far-fetched. The Advertising Federation of America, one of his
fiercest opponents, was chaired by Mason Britton. Britton also hap-
pened to be vice chairman of the board at the McGraw-Hill Publishing
Company, and that firm published a two-volume history.called Our
American Heritage that competed directly with books by Rugg.
" Looming above all the critics was Hearst. Though rarely seen,
Hearst was an unavoidable presence in the controversy, as he had been
in the textbook battles of the 1920s, when his publications led the
charge against pro-Britishism in the schools. The publishing magnate,
who by the mid-1930s controlled twenty-nine newspapers in eighteen
cities, took a considerable interest in protecting schools from what he
thought of as subversive ideas.44
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'The nature of complaints against Rugg varied somewhat among
critics. Many thought he was simply too forthcoming with unflattering
truths about the nation’s past. A corresponding secretary for the
Daughters of Colonial Wars claimed that Rugg tried “to give the child
an unbiased viewpoint instead of teaching him real Americanism. All
the old histories taught my country right or wrong. That’s the point of
view we want our children to adopt. We can’t afford to teach them to
be unbiased and let them make up their own minds.”45 Others shared
that conviction but chose not to express their hostility to.critical think- .
ing in the schools quite so baldly. A few of Rugg’s antagonists believed
he was a genuine radical, a Soviet agent commmitted {o the violent over-
throw of the U.S. government. Whatever individual axes they had to
grind, the critics shared several misgivings about the author and his
book series. Ruigg, they said, unduly emphasized class fissures in -
America’s past and dwelled too extensively on poverty. He suggested
that unsavory financial motives guided the country’s revered states-
men, business leaders, and corporations. He tried to undermine faith in
free enterprise and individual initiative, thereby subverting patriotism
and making children more susceptible to the lures of “collectivism.”.
Finally, critics linked Rugg and progressive educators led by John
Dewey with what they perceived as a dangerous leftward trend in
American politics since the election of 1932.

The authors of the conservative pamphlet Undermining Our Repub-
lic argued that Rugg made American history “a drab story of
selfishness, greed, imperialist expansion, exploitation, and class antag-
onisms.” Armstrong agreed with that assessment in his essay in dmer-
ican Legion Magazine and suggested that teachers all too willingly par-
roted, the themes in Rugg’s books. He opened “Treason in the
Textbooks” with an anecdote about his fourteen-year-old son return-
ing from school curious to know whether George Washington had
been a “big business man.” Queried about what he meant by the ques-
ﬁob the teenager said he had been learning such things H.HoE his
teacher. Armstrong took quick action:

I went straight to the Emﬁcﬁoﬁ She told me, with evident con-
descension, that old methods of teaching were being supplanted .
by a more “realistic” approach to problems. It’s all part of “pro-
gressive” education. For instance, the men who framed the Con-
stitution were the “upper class,” she insisted; they were the own-
ers of land, shippers and moneyed men generally. They were
particular to safeguard the capitalistic system, and school chil-
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dren should be taught that fact “as an intelligent approach to

present-day problems. ™4 a

The claim that textbooks slandered heroes was old, a relic of the
19208 and earlier decades. But the connections between the historical
revisionism begun by Charles Beard and the “present-day problems™
at the end of the 1930s, when the United States struggled to shake off a
decade-long Depression and gird itself for a possible war, gave the
timeworn charge new relevance. Criticisms of America’s free-enter-
prise system, warned Columbia’s Ralph Robey, would tend to create
discontent and unrest. Man and His Changing Society “planted the
seed” of class hatred, according to'Falk, Rudd, and their Undermining
Our Republic coauthor Hamilton Hicks. The series was “clearly calcu-
lated” to “cause pupils to rebel against all authority,” added Forbes.
“The Rugg books tend to destroy unity and to cause distrust of the
founding fathers of our country,” declared an American Legion
official in Port Chester, New York, soon after the Germans overran
France. “At a time like this we need full national unity.”47

Few Americans doubted the need for solidarity, least of all Rugg,

‘whose appraisals of the world situation had grown increasingly somber
by the start of the r940s. The crux of the debate over his books was

" never about unity per se, however, but about how young Americans
should conceive of that unity. Rugg’s detractors argued that world cri-
sis demonstrated the need for a return to economic and educational
values that they believed had once bound Americans together, among
them individualism, free enterprise, limited government, and an
embrace of tradition for its own sake. Rugg argued, and arranged his
history and civics texts to demonstrate, that America’s political and
economic ideclogy had to continue evolving to meet crises at home and
the challenge of communism and fascism abroad. The welfare state
would have to expand, claimed Rugg, and the government would have
to take more direct control of economic development.

If the controversy over Rugg often sounded like a proxy war over
the New Deal, that’s because it was, at least in part. Accusations that
sinister, foreign ideas lurked behind his books, the reconstructionists,
and progressive education in general certainly raised eyebrows, but
they made far less sense in 1940 than they might have in 1933. Even
firebrand George Counts had grown disenchanted with Stalin, and he
was elected president of the American Federation of Teachers after
promising to end communist influence in the union.#® The homegrown
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- economic reform of the New Deal was not dead, however, and it con-
tinued to bedevil conservatives. _

The authors of Undermining Our Republic, for instance, claimed

Rugg’s texts unduly emphasized poverty in Appalachia, thereby mak-

ing the Tennessee Valley Authority look like a godsend to the region’s -

inhabitants. They also complained that Rugg told students that the
Supreme Court favored the wealthy, pointing to questions in the work-
book for America’s March toward Democracy: “From which economic
class did the members [of the court] come? To what extent did they
interpret the laws in the interest of all the people? In the interest of the
well-to-do classes?”4? Here, it was hard to miss a wry commentary on
Roosevelt’s ill-fated court-packing scheme. Beginning in 1935 the
Supreme Court had begun declaring New Deal programs unconstitu-
tional. Full of economic conservatives appointed by previous adminis-
trations, the court of the mid-1930s did embody the narrow class inter-
‘ests’ Rugg alluded to in America’s March. Hoping to salvage his

__programs, the president tried to bypass the justices. He announced

plans to appoint up to six new members to the court, ostensibly to

improve efficiency, but in fact to dilute the power of the conservatives. .

The plan backfired, disappointing Roosevelt’s allies'and handing his
enemiés evidence for their oft-repeated charge that he harbored a dic-
tatorial streak. But as war approached, direct attacks on administra-
tion policies began to look unpatriotic, and so Rugg became a useful
substitute target for the Wizard of Hyde Park.

The growth of organized labor in the 1930s, and the New Deal’s
official encouragement of it, also colored critiques of Rugg’s work. In
December 1936, General Motors workers in Flint, Michigan, took over
their plant, refusing to leave until the company recognized their union.
‘When local police tried to force them to vacate the premises, workers
pelted them with nuts, bolts, coffee mugs, and bottles. Bucking the tra-
ditional pattern set by their predecessors, neither Michigan’s governar
por the president intervened on GM’s bebalf, and the strikers won.
Law-and-order conservatives were furious. As the uproar over Rugg
began, Rudd, Falk, and Hicks blamed school propaganda for what

seemed to them an inexplicable public sympathy for the autoworkers. .

“When immature minds are constantly deluged with attacks on our
economic systern, the ‘aristocrat owners,” and private property, and
with similar appeals to class hatred,” they asked rhetorically, “is it sur-
prising that in later years they see nothing wrong with the sit-down
strike?”s®
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The aversion to Rugg reached beyond contemporary politics, how-
ever. Advocates of a government hands-off policy for the economy
argued that laissez-faire was just to all citizens, so what troubled them
most about Rugg was his tendency to demystify individual economic
opportunity. If a reader did not believe in the ubiquity of opportunity,
they realized, then poverty looked like a problem built into the Ameri-
can system and not the result of personal failures. They understood
that discussion of material inequality without the corresponding
affirmation of social mobility made America look like those old, class-
bound societies of Europe. For conservatives of the 1930s and 19408
(heirs to nincteenth-century Liberalism), faith in opportunity cemented
the national union; without it, the specter of division, chaos, or collec-
tivism loomed. Thus Rugg’s skepticism on the issue topped their
indictment against his books. They returned to the question of oppor-
tunity repeatedly in their attacks, often distorting Rugg’s positions
the process.

Armstrong’s article in the Legion’s magazine included an illustra-
tion of a nearly demonic-looking teacher, presumably Rugg, in a rum-
pled jacket and tie (see fig. on pgs. 248—49). As his hands drip muck on
books labeled “U.S. History,” “U.S. Heroes,” “Constitution,” and
“Religion,” he gestures to a chalkboard where he has written, “AMER-
ICA IS NOT A LAND OF OPPORTUNITY.” Sindents look on in reverential
confusion, one scratching his head, another clasping his hands
together as if in prayer. Like other critics who attacked Rugg for his
treatment of this topic, Armstrong cited a passage from a student
workbook that asked if America provided opportunity for all its peo-
ple. Rugg’s suggested answer appeared in the teachers’ guide: “The
‘United States is not a land of opportunity for all our people; for one
fifth of the people do not earn any money at all. There are great differ-
ences in the standards of living of the different classes of people.” Here
was a concrete example of what Armstrong referred to elsewhere in his
article as a doctrine “so subversive as to undermine [students’] faith in
the American way of life.” Rugg and his allies were “intent upon
breaking down respect for individual effort and initiative.”s'

Other critics drove home that point. In an essay fittingly entitled “Is
Your Child Being Taught to Loaf?” George Sokolsky argued that it
was not just Man and His Changing Society that was sapping the work
ethic. The whole philosophy of progressive education was. to blame.
Homework had recently been decreased, he warned; once-rigorous
books had been dumbed down. Less capable students were being
advanced to the next grade. Sokolsky explained why:
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A new theory is motivating promotions. It is the theory that it is
socially evil to leave a child behind; that it is socially sound to
promote a child whether the child is bright or dumb, hard-work-
ing or lazy, honest or sneaky. In a word, it is a doctrine of
sacrificing the competent, efficient, and hard-working child in
the interests of the incompetent and lazy child. But is it really in
the lazy child’s interest? Is he not being kidded into believing

- that life is just a bowl of cherries—and that all he has to do is
slide along? Would you want your child to gain that concepiion

"of life? : :

. Tt was not difficult to make the jump from the classroom to the
nation at large, from the frusirated or lazy child to the slow or disgrun-
tled laborer on the assembly line. Sokolsky helped readers make that
connection, Children, he wrote, had to be “trained to believe” in a com-

‘ petitive world where “men and women must work hard to get on,” pre-
sumably without sit-~down strikes or the aid of a “collectivist” state.5

" Rugg and other progressives had never meant to discredit the idea
of opportunity in America, at least not to the extent Sokolsky imag-
ined. John Dewey, like the conservatives, linked opportunity closely

_with America’s national identity. But when he talked about “national-
izing education,” Dewey argued that schools had to place a real chance
for success in the hands of all students, not blithely claim that it was
already there. For his part, Rugg celebrated opportunity where he
found it in America’s past. In The Conguest of America, he wrote that
to immigrants the United States was a “land of promise.” Although
their lives might have been “hard and disagreeable at first, they were
usnally glad that they came.”s3 Elsewhere, he recounted the success
stories of entrepreneurs. However, Rugg did question whether Ameri-
cans af the bottom and top of the social scale truly had equal prospects
for success. That sentiment lay behind the oft-quoted passage from the
teachers’ guide that suggested America did not provide opportunity
“for all our people.” Rugg’s books argued that the comforting moral
of Horatio Alger’s Ragged Dick—ithat even a motherless shoeshine
boy had a shot at the American dream—was deceptively simplistic.
More than the debunking of heroes, the critigue of the Constitution, or
the attribution of base motives to advertisers, this was the kind of
claim that made Man and His Changing Society so dangerous.

And interesting. Unlike many edncational writers, Rugg had gen-
uine ideas and the courage to express them. He openly bragged that
“among the schoolbook authors of America” he alone “refused to
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The “Frontier Thinkers” are trying to
sell our youth che idea that the Ameri-
can, way of life has failed

: ADDY, wes George Washingten a big businessman?"
The question, askad hy my fourteen-year old son,
geve me 2 bit of thought.
“What do you mean?” I asked,

““Well, our tezcher says the men who wrote the Constitution
were landowners and business men.”

“\What did she mean by that?” My son's explanations from
1bat point on were hazy, He hedn't quite grasped the reasons
for hnsis upon th icstatus of our Founding Fathers.
But it was evident the discussion by his teacher bad mised
doubts 85 to these patdots being all they were cracked up 1o be.

Thet sterted me off- on & study, My son's dass wes known

as “Demacratic Liviog." Good encugh. But what did Gearge
Wachington and his business interests bave to do with that?
Planty)
T went straight to his instructar. She told me, with evident
d jon, that the ald hods of hing were being
supplanted by e more “realistic”’ approach to prablems. It's
all & pert of “progressive” education. For instance, the men
who framed the Constitution were the “upper dass,” she in-
sisted; they were owners of land, shippers and moneyed men
generally, They were particular to safeguard the capitalistic
system, and school children should be tuught that fact ¥as an
intelligent approach to pres-
enf-day problems.'
Legionnaires are parents—

/7eadsorn

most of us, Our childven average from four to fifteen years. The
older groups are in junior and senior high school. It's tize we
tenrned that our children are being taught, ia the asme of
civics, sociel scence and history, doctzines so subversive ds to
undermine their faith in the American wey of iife.

My cldest son [s still & Ettle vague abont it, But give him

_ three yeass more, and he'll be convinced that our “expitalistie

system” is the fault of selfish fellows like Benjemin Franllin
and Thomas Jeflersan who wanted to save their property; that
the poor man wasn’t given proper consideration, that in Russia
the youth ere-engaged in creating a beautiful, new democratic

* order, that modem business is for the benefit of the proft-

makers, that edvertising iz an economic waste, that momlity
is a relative value, and that family lfe will soon be radically
changed by state control. X -

All out of textbools and courses adopted by public high
schoals in the good old U, 5. A—by state and Jocal schiool 2u-
thorities that likely do not know they hove been taken for a
ride by the most insidious atfack of un-Americanism yet per~
fected by the Trojen horsemen. .

1Its a case for the Dies Committes on Un-American Activi-
ties, and with the vigorous coperation of The American Legion
the Dies Committee has turned its attencion to these subversive
activities in anr schools, Bu it's more than that. It's 2 case for
the personal attention of every parent who would like to pre-
serve Americen jdeals and institutions,

“Catch ‘em youngl” That's the matio of the mdical and
communistic textbook writers wha 2l toe evidently have been
in control of the feld, Yon axpect college and mraduate students
to delve into controversial social and political theories. But it’s

£, O.X. ARMSTRONG

The AMERICAN LEGION Mugazize

An illustrator for the The American Legion Magazine depicts a pro-
gressive educator, likely meant fo be Harold Rugg, corrupting Amer-
ica’s youth, Nlustrations and text reprinted with permission of The
American Legion Magazine, September 1940. A

in the TEXTBOOKS

e
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the junior end senfor high school years
that provide the Iasting impressions.
Teach a boy or gicl of twelve to sixteen
that George Weashiogton might ‘have
bean a land-grabber, James Madison a
abady trader, the Constitution a pro-
tectar of the ecomomic royalist, and

- modern business an oppressor of the .

poor man, and the idea sticks,

.. It's time to cite chapter and vemse. .
Chviously, long and detailed quota-

tione gre impossible in & broef article.

The best we can de is to select a few samples, list the textbooks
now under scytiny by the Legion's Americanismn Commission.
and urge parents to proceed with their own investigations of
textbooks end yelerence materinl need in thelr own scheols,
By far the most prolific of the socinl science schogplbook
writers s Profossor Harold O. Rugg of Teachers College, Col-
vmbia University, New York City. In 19353 Professor Rugg
produced a book calied Gre? Technofogy, The whole undedying
thesis of this book is that ovr American way of Life is a failure
snd must be replaced by o new order based upon soms type of
state socialism, ,.
“Our task is nothibg short of questioning & whole philosophy
«of living—the philcsophy of capitalism and laisses-faire,” says

. Prof. Rugg. He declares candidly in this bock that the public

schools must he utilized to “change the -
climate of opinion” so thot traditignol
American ideals and motivations will be
abandoned.

With cousiderable vigor he set himself

_ to this task, turning out some sixteen
textbooks nsed widely in high schools all
over America, Some dozen other authors

_ have succeeded in beving textbooks,

- similar in content and purpoese to the
Rugg courses, adopted by state educ-
tion Boards.

Togelher these courses form o complele
patters ¢f propagando for a change in our
palitical, sconomic and social order.

‘The trick  has been to consolidate
what used to be separate sfudies-of his--
tory, geography, dvics and socinl science,
all in one course and call it *“Democraiic
Living,” or something similar. The

See lisc of “Frontier Thinkiag”
schoolbooks on page 71

westward movement of our pioneers, for
example, cans thus be used to-teach the-
- geography of the country, the history of
the times, the social problems encoun-
(tered, and other nspects of westward
expansion, with whatever “intérprete-
tion” the textbook plus the instructor
might care to give them. :

Major Augustin G, Rudd, s Legion-
naire parent of Garden City, New York,
whose cudosity was aroused—as was
mine—by questions asked him by his
chikiren, made a study of ell the text-
Books wsed in his home town schools. His
report of this study, now in the hands of
the Amercanism Commission, s 2

"' tribute to one man's determination to get -
to the hottom of subversive activities in
the schools, In his report on the Rugg
textbooks we find;

“Tn Pugils’ Werk Beok the question js
asked: 'Ts the United States . Jand of
opportunity for all our peopler Why?*
This is the answer the child should
give, according to  (Continnied on poge 51}
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dodge the question of public and private ownership.” He wanted a
debate on social and economic problems, and it surely gratified him to
see critics of his textbooks, eager 'to gain ammunition against him,
forced to slog through and to dissect his more “serious” works like The
‘Great Technology. Most of Rugg’s supporters, however, did not want
to engage in that kind of debate, probably because they feared it would

play to conservatives’ efforts to brand him an ideologue out to corrupt.

young people. Like backers of ‘historians in the textbook war of the
19208, they preferred to cast the debate as one of fidelity to the histori-
cal record (Rugg) versus censorship (his opponents). A statement from
a committee of supporters in Philadelphia epitomized this deliberate,
reasoned, and altogether boring strategy: “Our examination of the
Rugg books has not discovered any statements which taken with the
complete context can be regarded as subversive of American ideals and
principles. We have not found any statements which criticize our gov-
ernment, its policies, or our distinguished representatives, which are
not truthful statements of facts.”54 o

Extremist tactics employed by a few of Rugg’s opponents aided this
effort to portray the educator as a beleaguered, misunderstood author
of schoolbooks. Residents of Bradner, Ohio, for instance, made head-
lines when they tossed his texts into a school furnace.s5

Early in 1942 Rugg found another ally in the American Committee
for Democracy and Intellectual Freedom, an organization founded in
1939 by some of the country’s leading scholars. The group, whose exec-
utive committee included the atomic physicist J. Robert Oppenheimer,
had already run afoul of conservatives for its critique of the commu-
nist-hunting Dies Committee. Now several of its members published
an extensive review of Rugg’s textbooks intended to rebut the NAM
abstracts compiled by Columbia’s Ralph Robey. The authors trotted
out the usual shibboleths about accuracy and objectivity, but Robert
S. Lynd, already famous for his sociological study Middlezown (which
Rugg had cited in his texts) offered a bit of a dissent. At the start of his
review of Changing Government and Changing Cultures, Lynd declared
that he was not an entirely impartial reviewer because he believed “in
democracy” and “the broadening social control over property.” If that
constituted bias, then, yes, Rugg was biased too, Lynd implied. Every

book, “if it is not to be an intellectual shambles, orients itself to certain’

selected problems and relevant events in the universe of experience
with which it deals; and if one dislikes the problems and feels they
should not be discussed in schools, one can accuse an author of bias
because he writes about them.”5¢
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Lynd admitted the obvious. The real conflict did not revolve around
the truth of Rugg and the propaganda of business executives and the
American Legion, or vice versa. That kind of paradigm had long since
grown stale in debates over teaching history. Rugg had a distinct social
and political philosophy, including a critique of unfettered capitalism
and a vision of how a more powerful state could promote national wel-
fare and provide greater opportunity for all citizens. Those views struc-

“tured but did not completely dominate his books. Rugg’s opponents,

by singling out and condemning certain text passages, articulated an
opposing idecology. Academic freedom and censorship were still central
to the uproar over Man and His Changing Society; after all, zealots
were burning his books. But the more interesting clash was between
conservative and humanitarian understandings of American national-
ism—each no less impartial than the other—and how they would be
embodied in the social studies curriculum. In that contest, participants
knew, the sort of textbooks published in the ensuing years would serve
as the yardstick of victory.

Neither side won.

Rugg had the good fortune to attract numerous supporters, includ-
ing the National Education Association, the American Civil Liberties
Union, the New Republic, many newspapers, and countless professors,
teachers, superintendents, clergy, and parents. Together, they won sev-

" eral battles. Bertie Forbes’s crusade to drive Rugg’s books out of

Englewood failed. After earning the ire of many of the town’s resi-
dents, particularly after shifting his attacks from Rugg to teachers,
Forbes lost his seat on the board of education. Other towns and cities
appeared to be following Englewood’s lead. In the spring of 1941, the
journal School and Society teported that the storm over Rugg had
begun to subside, a sentiment echoed in Publishers’ Weelkly. Represen-
tatives of Ginn and Company told Time magazine that since the
assault on their author had begun, they had actually been receiving
larger orders for his books.

Officials at Ginn must bave known they were whistling in the dark,

“however. Controversy sells trade books, but it dooms textbooks by

making them politically costly to use. Some teachers and administra-
tors backed Rugg even to the point of losing their jobs, earning his
gratitude in his account of the affair, a book with the somewhat pedan-
tic title That Men May Understand 57 But many other educators did
not. When a fervent corps of local business leaders or Legionnaires
called for the ouster of Rugg’s texts, they quietly acquiesced instead of
mounting a protracted defense. More and more districts, from Los
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Angeles to suburban New York, quietly retired the series, If sales of
books in the Man and His Changing Society series are considered in
isolation, Rugg clearly lost this contest.

It would be a mistake to assume that public pressure alone
accounted for the disappearance of the books. Forbes recognized
another reason in his 1941 essay “Does This Smell of Sovietism?” The
texts were “written a decade ago,” he argued, and “misrepresent, in my
judgment, the economic conditions now existing in America.”3® Forbes
was right. Rugg produced most of his books in the depths of the
,\Umwammmwouu but at the start of the 1940s his critiques of income dispar-
ities and laissez-faire capitalism had grown less relevant. By that time
the federal government had established oversight or control over
significant parts of the economy while also setting up a limited welfare
state. The Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) monitored
Wall Stréet, while the Federal Depositors Insurance Corporation
(FDIC) stabilized banking. Price supports and crop controls managed
farm production. The Wagner Act guaranteed workers the right to
organize, and the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) set a minimum
wage and maximum hours for the workweek. In addition to old-age
pensions, the Social Security Act granted aid to families with depen-
dent children (now usually called “welfare™), payments to the disabled,
and unemployment insurance. The world of 1929 was gone. The New
Deal fell considerably short of the socialist niopia imagined by Edward
Bellamy, or even the planned economy of Rugg’s Great Technology,
but it had moved the country to the left. And what the New Deal failed
to achieve—an end to the Depression and the rebirth of-economic
opportunity for millions of unemployed Americans——government
spending for World War II did.

In America’s March toward Democracy, Rugg devoted. three pages
to an earnest discussion of socialism, giving roughly equal space to
arguments for and against it. ““I’here is one conclusion we can agree on,
however,” he intoned, “The questions raised by the socialists and their
opponents are of the greatest importance.” By 1947 that observation
seemed prophetic when applied to foreign policy, as the United States
and the Soviet Union began waging the Cold War, but it looked almost
guaint relative to domestic affairs. The earlier sense of crisis had
passed, and the nation seemed to have found the magic formula for

averting future downturns—an economy combining the tonic of free-

enterprise, increased regulation, and the kind of massive state spending

advocated by the British economist John Maynard Keynes (one of .

Rugg’s “frontier thinkers”). The creator of Man and His Changing
289 .
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Society even found kind words to say about this new mixed economy,
likely because he saw it lending credence to his ideas.

Now that the polarizing turmoil of the 19308 was over, America as a
whole sought a new political center, So did the writers of U.S, history
for schools. They tried to balance the views of Rugg and his opponents
to create a newly harmonious, unified picture of the nation. For just
over fifteen years, the effort mostly succeeded.

Into the 1950s

Authors of postwar schoolbooks took some of their cues from profes-
sional historiography, which came to be dominated by the “consensus
school,” Left-leaning historians like Charles Beard and Carl Becker,
who had analyzed social class and organized their work around clashes
between the haves and the have-nots, or the “people” and the special
interests, increasingly fell from favor. Chastened by fratricidal war and
genocide in Burope, and disillusioned with radical politics after learn-
ing the extent of Stalin’s atrocities in the Soviet Union, a new penera-
tion of historians eschewed conflict in their work. Instead, they sought
to understand the common values and ideals Tliat they believed had
united Americans throughout their history. Perry Miller, best known
for his books on New England’s Puritans, assailed Beard for what he
thought was an overly simplified economic determinism in the elder
scholar’s work on the Constitution. After taking a beating in the 1930s,
the stock of nineteenth-century captains of industry went up; that of
populists and other past critics of the status quo went down.
Extremism of any sort became suspect. Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr.,
whose father had defended his peers in the textbook battles of the
19208, championed the “vital center” in American politics. The sociol-
ogist Daniel Bell wrote about the “end of ideology.” In the same vein,
Daniel J. Boorstin, a university-trained historian who amassed a wide

‘readership among the general public, argued that America’s governing

ideology was a rejection of the kind of political passion that had

~ plunged Europe into terror. Other leading scholars expressed similar
- convictions. Studies in U.S. history with the sort of socially critical
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‘tone pioneered by Beard, who died in 1948, became far less common,

WHils Tl transformation can easily be exaggerated—some 12bor his-
torians, for instance, refused to join the general march toward the cen-
ter—the overall trend-in-the profession was still plain,®

The rise of thé consensus mnww limited the political range of schol-
arship text writets-would.drawipon, but it involved no coercion. The
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postwar hunt for communist influence in the schools did, and it con-
tributed to a growing spirit of self-censorship initially triggered by the
Rugg controversy. The House Committee on Un-American Activities
and its state-level counterparts like the Tenney Committee in Califor-
nia targeted both colleges and high schools. Teachers grew reluctant to
question the country’s economic system and its government policy or
to encourage students.to think too critically themselves, because a
whiff of subversion could bring a subpoena to appear before such com-
mittees. In New York City and Los-Angeles, teachers who invoked the
Fifth Amendment and refused to testify about their political affilia-
tions or to “name names” automatically lost their jobs,%

Investigators scrutinized schoolbooks with as much ardor as they
questioned teachers. Richard Combs, a lawyer with another California
legislative committee investigating communist influence in the schools,
found a time-saving technique to scan for inappropriate material in a
book series called “Building America,” He simply cross-checked
names in the index with lists of suspected radicals. But when he found
what even he deemed “plain, forceful, and direct” denunciations of
communism in the books, he concluded that someone had simply
inserted them to offset more subtle left-wing bias. In a catch-22 worthy
of Joseph Heller, the books were thus still “unfit for use in our
schools.” In Indiana, a member of the state textbook board vowed to
drive any mention of Robih Hood from approved titles. She was sure
communists were exploiting the take-from-the-rich-and-give-to-the-
poor theme to corrupt America’s youth.5?

Alabama put the greatest effort into cleaning up its curricular mate-

rials, In 1953 its legislature passed Act 888, which required publishers

supplying texts to schools in the state to certify that none of mﬁ books’
authors, or even writers cited for additional reading, was “a known
advocate of communism or Marxist Socialism” or had belonged to the
Communist Party or a “Cominunist front organization.” The act
io&m have Hﬁbmﬂ.gm .«EQOHW trying to éﬂﬁo about radical HuoEuom

ooznm mﬁmmw Eﬁuzgﬁzuﬁomm %o mn:uwosmgm oHE:oEm HE@,
rmEbm mdustry. And Alabama did not act alone. Between 1958 and
1962, well after the height of McCarthyism had passed, legislatures in
over one-third of the states mounted probes of texts or attacked them
in some other way.5

Many of the individuals and groups leading the assault on texts in
the 1950s were veterans of the campaign against Rugg. Their com-
plaints bad not changed much. They objected to explicit discussion of
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social class and depictions of poverty. Critics testifying before a text-
book committee in Texas, for instance, complained about how one
book reported that prosperous people in the antebellum South had
once looked upon small farmers as “poor white trash.” A political car-
toon they wanted removed from another text for leaving an “extremely
unwanted impression” showed a destitute family in the Panic of 1893.
The Daughters of the American Revolution found fault with “uncom-
plimentary” photographs of slums and Depression-era lines of the
unemployed. 54

Critics on the right also returned to the charge that histories pro-
moted collectivism, pointing to coverage of government antipoverty
programs or simply the growth of state power in general. The catalyst

for Alabama’s textbook law of 1953 was not the inclusion of radicals -
buit, apparently, the mention of public housing, which annoyed Birm-“

ingham real-estate interests. The leader of Texans for America
objected to allegedly favorable remarks on the federal income tax,
farm subsidies, and welfare programs. Another Texan proiested that a
popular textbook called dmerica: Land of m.wmmmow: failed to state that
Social Security was “evil.”65

Many publishers were eager to placate the right. Told by critics in
the Lone Star state to drop the names of seven alleged subversives from
their junior high American history, representatives from the firm of
Lyons and Carnahan answered that if the charges were true, they were
“not only willing but anxious to delete any references to such persons
in Freedow’s Frontier or any of our publications.” But if failure to
denounce programs like Social Security as creeping socialism was
somehow biased, even the most pliable publishers found themselves in
a quandary. As the education editor of the New York Herald Tribune
remarked in 1952, it “frequently turns out that the charge of advocacy
of change results from a recording of change that has already taken
place.” The exasperated vice president of Macmillan’s education
department made-the same point. “To a stout defender of laissez-
faire,” he wrote in Phi Delta Kappan, mention of “the most even-tem-
pered facts of past history or of contemporary life may brand [an]
author as a ‘collectivist’ or a ‘Subversive.””%

Could g textbook dealing with recent American history just sidestep
the New Deal? Not really. And now that economic reforms of the 1930s
had become institutionalized, supported even by the moderate Repub-
lican Dwight Eisenhower, text writers could not condemn them with-
out appearing to attack the federal government and the will of voters.
That, of course, would have amounted to “subversion.” So textbooks
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generally shoehorned the New Deal into a narrative of American
progress. One such book included a series of one-page features ilfus-
trating “Milestones of Democracy.” It included a double tribute to
“The Right of Working People to Organize,” recognized under the
Wagner Act of 1935, and to “Social Security.” Accompanying pho-
tographs showed a meeting of the Imternational Ladies Garment
Workers Union and a smiling, elderly couple holding a government
check, their figures backlit by soft, soothing light.57 Much to the frus-
tration of critics on the right, the activist state and the cause of human-
itarian nationalism had made significant gains in popular textbooks,
even though Rugg had gone down in defeat.

Despite the risks involved, a few authors and editors also consciously
chose to grapple with class. In History of a Free People, Henry W. Brag-
don, a teacher at a private school in New England, dared to explain how
Americans split along class lines during the Revolution and the debate
over ratifying the Constitution. Though his tone was considerably less
strident than Rugg’s had been, the essence of the account was the same.
The book included a discussion of Jefferson’s disputes with Hamilton,
along with the latter’s desire for a government of the rich and well born
that would keep the “swinish multitude” under control. Editors tried to
fortify the courage of history instructors who must have been tempted
to treat the two Founders with bland reverence, rather than to oww_on
their philosophical and frequently personal conflicts. Bragdon and his
editors also juxtaposed photographs of a-Vanderbilt mansion and a
turn-of-the-century tenement, its residents staring -hollow-eyed at the
camera. The two authors of another book openly addressed the “prob-
lems” that industrial capitalism engendered. The rise of corporations,
they wrote, “gave a few men power over millions of workers and con-
sumers. They often used their power to keep wages down and prices up,
to crush attempts of labor to organize, and to diciate to state legisla-
tures and even Congress itse]f,. 68

Textbooks writers and editors could never afford simply to ignore
complaints from conservative critics, however, Instead, they tried to
blend liberal and humanitarian ideas and to restore the faith in eco-
nomic opportunity and class mobility that Rugg had challenged. In
their new synthesis, one critical element in Rugg’s books—the impor-
tance of. class and conflict between classes, particularly in recent his-
tory—partially faded away. The revised story of America did not
always please the American Legion or critics like E. Merrill Root.
Root, a curious figure who balanced careers as a poet, respected
scholar on the work of Robert Frost, and hired-gun in right-wing cam-

28A

Harold Rugg vs. Horatio Alger

paigns to clean up the schools, published a 1958 work called Brain-
washing in the High Schools that argued that the United States was los-
ing the Cold War due to a collectivist bias that histories implanted in
young people.® He was especially vexed by textbooks’ alleged
favoritism toward the New Deal. Despite complaints from Root and
others, however, it is clear that texts of the era still relied on several tra-
ditional, conservative themes.

First, they told students that contemporary relations between Iabor
and management were based mostly on consensus and mutual respect,
not antagonism. The 1952 edition of Gertrude Hartman’s America:
Land of Freedom prefaced a discussion of strikes in the nineteenth cen-
tury with a note that many “employers in the early days were opposed
to labor unions,” a verbal sleight of hand that ignored intense business

‘hostility to unions under the New Deal. That ill will had led to repeated

Republican atiempts to evertum the Wagner Act and to undermine
labor’s gains, The GOP achieved a partial victory by rolling back some
of the legislation’s provisions in 1947 under the Taft-Hartley Act. Polit-
ically messy as the conflict over Taft-Hartley had been, it was too
significant for Hartman to ignore outright. So she slipped into the pas-
sive voice. “During the period of labor unrest after the war,” she
informed her young readers, “it was felt that the Wagner Act had given
labor unions too much power.” Who felt that way? Which unions had
gained too much power? Hartman avoided giving her young readers
specific answers. Accompanying illustrations failed to clarify issues,
offering instead staged images of satisfied workers and peaceful labor-
management negotiations. They included a photograph of two smiling
men preparing to punch their time cards. The caption told readers that
American workers “now go to their jobs each day knowing exactly the
hours they are going to work and the pay they will receive.” Other
authors were more honest when discussing Taft-Hartley and labor-
management disputes, but the general pattern of minimizing recent
sacial conflict was unmistakable.?

In their 1954 text Our Nation's Story, Everett Augspurger, a Cleve-

" land high school teacher, and Richard A. McLemore, a professor at

Mississipi Southern College, showed an almost Orwellian tendency to
omit troublesome facts of recent labor history. A 1937 strike “accom-
panied by some violence in Chicago led to the recognition of the
United Steel Workers Union,” according to the authors.”” The account
is accurate to a point, but euphemistic, neglecting to explain what sort
of violence or even what company was involved. Republic Steel had, in
fact, enlisted the support of local police, who then fired on a peaceful
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crowd, killing ten people, an event known in labor circles as the Memo-

rial Day Massacre. The book’s abbreviated account, however, served

several purposes. It allowed the writers to hew to the narrative of
progress, one that relied, to the annoyance of conservatives, on gains

by unions. But it also obscured underlying class conflict, which gener-
ally pleased those same critics. The story of the strike was thus “bal-
anced” in a way that avoided offending adoption boards, particularly
in Illinois, where memories of the strike were still fresh. But faith in
progress 18 inherently conservative, for it makes committed struggle or
radical alterations in the status quo unnecessary. Books like Our
Nation’s Story implied that, given the chance, time solves all social
problems,

In books of the 1g50s, the federal government alsc solved them.
Textbooks typically treated the government as a benevolent, disinter-
ested force acting on its own initiative to protect the interests of labor,
business, and other groups, The historian Allan Nevins prefaced Hart-
man’s book with the claim that American history “is a story of how a
passion for social justice led American statesmen, one after another, to
try to make sure that no one would be ill-fed or ill-housed, no one
would be hungry, no one would lack a chance to work and use his tal-
ents.” That theme stirfaced repeatedly in Hariman’s text, as in this typ-

ically soporific passage:

Because of the importance of the working people in the life of
the nation, the government became interested in their welfare.
As early as 1884 a Bureau of Labor was organized to collect and
publish information on labor matters, and in 1913, during the
administration of President Wilson, a Department of Labor was
established to “foster, promote, and develop the welfare of -
wage-carners of the United States, to improve their working
conditions, and to advance auoz. opportunities for profitable

employment.”?*

As statesmen or a disembodied government took center stage in the
"narrative, social activists receded. Solutions to poverty or social conflict
descended from above in Hartman’s book, or, at least, the federal gov-
ernment earnestly searched for them. Unlike Rugg, Hartman down-
played physical and political coniflict as a route to progress. So, while
she devoted this paragraph to the creation of the Department of Labor
in 1913, she omitted the better-known and perhaps equally important
story of striking miners and their familics who were killed by company
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agents the following year in Ludlow, Colorado. Textbook authors
rarely suggested that violence could provide the necessary constructive
tension to sway public opinion and produce change, as the deaths at
Ludlow did. Our Nation's Story implied that violence retarded reform,
“Despite outcroppings of industrial violence™ at the turn of the century,
its writers concluded, “workers’ benefits such as the eight-hour day,
which we now take for granted, were introduced.”73
Textbooks in the postwar era made massive government intervention
in the economy seem both natural and, as Nevins argues, humanitarian.
Rugg, however, had justified centralized economic reform by showing
readers contemporary poverty and lack of opportunity. His successors
. removed those elements from their discussion of the United States at
midcentury, fostering an impression that no economic reform beyond
what had already been accomplished by the New Deal was necessary.
“The most notable fact about the nation’s increased wealth is that it
has come to be shared by more and more people,” claimed the authors
of one history. “Never before had so many Americans enjoyed so
much prosperity,” added another. Americans had gained “a standard
of living such as the world had never before known,” said a third.
Poverty appeared in the books only as an ill-defined problem that was
being overcome through existing government programs. The Making
of Modern America, written by professional historian Leon H. Canfield
and social studies teacher Howard B. Wilder, paired pictures of an
urban slum with a new housing project. “Light, air, and cleanliness,
read the caption, “have begun to replace the dinginess and squalor of
earlier low-cost houses,”™
There were a.few exceptions to this policy. Canfield and Wilder’s
text, first published in the more experimental 19305 as The United
States in the Making, allowed that not “all American families have
sufficient income to provide them with acceptable standards of living.”
But in ihe 1958 versiom, that concession came with a Cold
War—inspired prefacé that showed, with text, graphs, and a seemingly
endless parade of tractors, that even the poorest American workman
was far ahead of his Soviet counterpart. “He needs to work far fewer
hours than a Russian citizen works to buy food and clothing for his
family,” the authors assured young readers. “Because of this advan-
tage the American can afford to enjoy many things that are beyond the
reach of workers in many other lands.”75 )
The University of Wisconsin endured as a redoubt of conflict-ori- r\\
ented labor historians and freethinkers even during the McCarthyist
1950s, but one would never guess so when reading Living in Our Amer-
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ica, a text by Wisconsin’s Edward Krug, In the book’s concluding
chapter, Krug and Stanford coauthor 1. James Quillen took an extra-
ordinarily gentle look at problems like poor housing, inadequate
health care, and unequal opportunities. Easygoing cheerfulness char-
acterized much of their tone, as suggested by an excerpt they included
from comedian Bob Hope’s 1946 book So This is Peace: “There’s an
endless string of new things coming along and old things growing more
mellow just as there has always been and always will be.” Yet Quillen
and Krug also took the issue of social and economic progress quite
seriously. For them, such progress was both inscrutably mystical and
undeniably concrete. In Living in Our America, the country’s history
culminated in a scene that illustrated the optimistic, socially unified
fantasy of the 1950s—a massive, low-slung automobile plant where
vehicles in the parking lot stretched toward the horizon. The editors
even included a poem in free verse to explain the photograph:

In the United States can be found factories
with parking lots full of automobiles— s
not just cars of officials and factory owners,
but cars of the workmen, too.

The cars are more than simple “pieces of machinery,” according to
the poem:

They are symbols, too, that their owners are free—
free to live in city, town, or country,

free to move on to other work,

free to seek other ways of life,

free in body and spirit.7¢

In sentiment, this passage recalled one from John McMaster’s his-
tory from the 1880s, when he invited readers: to imagine themselves
careering across the country in a luxurious train—only now the rail-
road car was replaced by the privately owned automobile. Quillen and
Krug thus reaffirmed a textbook theme that stretched back several
decades. Technological progress benefits all Americans, “not just
officials and factory owners,” and because its fruits are shared more or
less equally, it undermines the very idea of class itself, When Rugg
began writing his books in the 1920s, he wanted to explore how indus-
trialization challenged key American beliefs in social justice and polit-
ical equality. In the 1950s, these postwar histories declared, such chal-
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lenges had finally been overcome, in large part during the critical era
encompassing the 1930s and World War IT.

In a section that began with the bold-faced heading “Social and
economic problems interest Americans,” two authors summed up the
lessons of the previous thirty years:

The mid-century American was sensitive to the problems of
society. The Great Depression had tanght him how interdepen-
dent Americans in every walk of life were. He had learned, from
bitter experience, that suffering in one part of the nation
affected the whole nation. He had come to believe that when
people were not prosperous, it was the task of all the people to
discover the canse and eliminate it.77

Here, we see the middle-class bias that pervaded the texts. The
epiphany that this hypothetical citizen achieved is probably ret that he
and others like him needed the aid of the rest of the nation. Despite a
reference to “all the people,” the statement suggested a sense of char-
ity; acting through the instruments of the state, he would now help oth-
ers. Like much in the books, it smoothed over some of the rough edges
of social conflict that lead to progress. It also invited all readers to
imagine themselves as middle-class, blurring social divisions tied to
mcome, wealth, and education. Again, the contrast to Rugg, with his
portraits of Mr. Very Poor Man and Mr. Prosperous Business Man, is
unmistakable. .

Images of America as middle-class, or simply classless, recurred fre- .
quently in texts from the 1950s. The middle class of the early twentieth
century, noted Canfield and Wilder, “gave America its real tone and
quality” and provided “those who made real contributions to Ameri-
can life and culture.” When they addressed labor issues in contempo-
rary America, writers avoided the term “working class.” Bragdon and
McCutchen maintained that even in the 19308 there had been “few
class distinctions in America,” a claim at odds with much of their own,
generally straightforward text. A less sophisticated book argued that
the “absence of class distinctions” marked colonial America and that
“this characteristic has continued to be one of the finest features of
American life.” Another book showed a White mother preparing a
meal for her two children in a spacious, modern kitchen, its counter-
tops and numerous appliances buffed to a silvery sheen. “The kitchen
scene above gives some indication of the modern American standard of
living,” read the caption. Hlustrations of “typical” dress at different
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periods of American history, a motif in the books, invariably showed
men and women of middle or above-average income. Where depictions
of variations in wealih and income of contemporary Americans did
appear, they were usually accompanied by cheerful reminders about
equality of opportunity, the prime leveling force in society. Critics of
Rugg had claimed that he “deliberately pursued” the “building of class
consciousness” in his schoolbooks. It would be difficult to make the
same charge against books of the 1950s, unless they made children con-
scious that they were part of the great American middle class.”

These rosy pictures were accurate to some degree. Americans did
enjoy unprecedented prosperity in the rg9sos. Labor consolidated its
gains from earlier decades, and the federal government, working with
the states, undertook modest efforts to help the poor. Those factors led
to a more even distribution of the nation’s wealth, especially when con-
- trasted with conditions in the 1920s and carly 1930s. But the story of
progress missed critical facts. The New Deal tended to benefit those

groups, like organized labor, that already had some access to govern- .

menial power. For instance, relatively prosperous farmers benefited
more from aid than poor ones. In a paradox that deeply troubled some
of Roosevelt’s advisors, federal .programs actually made it more
profitable for large landowners in the South to drive out their share-
croppers.”™ Few textbooks mentioned such facts, leaving the impres-
sion that the noble impulses of humanitarian nationalism had largely
solved the riddle of inequality in the 1930s. Now that citizens knew that
“suffering in one part of the nation affected the whole nation,” that
chapter of domestic history seemed over. The hopes of benevolent
statesmen had been fulfilled.

There was still plenty of inequality in the 19508, of course, but stu-
dents would not see it in their histories. Pictures of unheated
Appalachian shacks, crumbling urban tenements, or impoverished
Indian reservations would have shown the persistence of poverty over
generations, directly challenging the myth of Horatio Alger that still
filled these books. The dearth of such scenes reflected both the limited
knowledge of some writers and a conscious decision to avoid offending
adoption boards, The shock brought on by the “discovery” of poverty
after the publication of Michael Harrington’s The Other America in
1962 stemmed from its erasure from the popular imagination. The text-
books used by a generation of middle-class students played an impor-
tant role in that forgetfulness. ,

It is easy to lampoon the monotonous self-assurance of so many
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aspects of popular culture from the 1950s, from magazine advertise-
ments for washing machines, their knobs and dials caressed by atten-
tive models, to television programs like “Father Knows Best,” which
dispensed platitudes in a convenient, half-hour format. Textbooks,
too, offered generally positive messages steeped in visions of material
plenty. Yet while the books distorted the national story through a com-~
bination of evasion and political compromise, they still retained a cer-
tain ideological coherence. The story they told about America, as they
told it, generally made sense. That sense of order would not last. The
shape of things to come could be glimpsed one day in 1962 as J. Evetts
Haley, the leader of a conservative waichdog group, lectured a com-
mitiee of the Texas legislature.

A successful rancher and businessman, Haley and other members of
his organization shared views typical of right-wing critics who had
gravitated to the textbook issue in the years after Rugg’s defeat,
though he was, perhaps, a bit more colorful (he had once slugged a
professor who criticized HUAC). They wanted books to devote more
space to traditional military, political, and business heroes and to
remove muckrakers and social critics like Ida Tarbell and Upton Sin-
clair. They preferred that histories not present Social Security and
labor unions favorably, and they did not want texts to dwell on dispar-
ities of income and wealth. After Haley finished his litany of such com-
plaints and recommendations, one member of the legislature, Mexi-

an-American John Alaniz, wanted a clarification.

“You object to the mentioning of social classes in Emmm books?” he
asked.

Exactly, Haley replied, because the lack om class distinction was
“why your people and mine came to this country.”

Alaniz stared back at him for several seconds, betraying no emo-
tion. Then, “Mr. Haley, part of my people were here already.”*

The committee room erupted in laughter. Even Haley’s supporters
joined in, seeing how unconscious assumptions about race, class, and
U.S. history had suddenly made the man look foolish. Over the next
decade, similarly awkward scenes would play out across the country as
people of color, particularly African-Americans, demanded larger and
much revised roles in textbooks, The America imagined by histories of
the 1950s—united across class lines, tolerant, blessed by equal oppor-
tunity for all, and ever looking forward-—would threaten to unravel as
authors and publishers were forced to confront the legacy of race. It
began in Detroit.
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