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The Politics of the Textbook
Michael W. Apple and Linda K. Christian-Smith

Whose Knowledge Is of Most Worth? ’

Reality doesn’t stalk around with a label. What something is, what it does,
one’s evaluation of it, all this is not natrally preordained. It is sociaily con-
~ structed. This is the case even when we talk about the institutions that organize -
- a good deal of our lives. Take schools, for example. For some groups of people,
" schooling is seen as a vast engine of democracy—opening horizons, ensuring
mobility, and so on. For others, the reality of schooling is strikingly different.
It is seen as a form of social control or, perhaps, as the embodiment of cultural
dangers, institutions whose curricula and teaching practices threaten the moral
. universe of the students who attend them.
. While not all of us may agree with this diagnosis of what schools do,
this latter position contains a very important insight. It recognizes that pehind
Spencer’s famous question about ‘“What knowledge is of most worth?"” there
lies another even more contentious question, “Whose knowledge is of most
worth?"’ :
During the past two decades, 2 good deal of progress has been made on
answering the question of whose knowledge becomes socially legitimate in
schools.! While much still remains to be understood, we are now much closer
to having an adequate understanding of the relationship between school knowl-
edge and the larger society than before. Yet little attention has actually been
paid to that one artifact that plays such a major role in defining whose culture
is taught—the textbook. Of course, there have been literally thousands of studies
of texibooks over the years.? But until relatively recently, by and large, most
of these remained unconcerned with the politics of culture. All too many re-
searchers could still be characterized by the phrase coined years ago by C.

o Wright Mills, ‘‘abstract empiricists.”” These *‘hunters and gatherers of social

numbers’” remain unconnected to the relations of inequality that surround them.?
This is a distinct problem since texts are not simply ‘‘delivery systems’
of “facts.’”’ They are at once the results of political, economic, and cultural
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activities, battles, and compromises, They are conceived, designed, and au-
thored by real people with real interests. They are published within the political
and economic constraints of markets, resources, and power.® And what texts
mean and how they are used are fought over by communities with distinctly
different commitments and by teachers and students as well.

As one of us has argued in a series of volumes, it is naive to think of the
school curriculum as neutral knowledge.s Rather, what counts as legitimate
knowledge is the result of complex power relations and struggles among identifi-
able class, race, gender/sex, and religious groups. Thus, education and power
are ierms of an indissoluble couplet. It is at times of social upheaval that this
relationship between education and power becomes most visible. Such a rela-
tionship was and continues to be made manifest in the struggles by women,
people of color, and others to have their history and knowledge included in the
curriculum. Driven by an econornic crisis and a crisis in ideology and authority
relations, it has become even more visible in the past decade or so in the
resurgent conservative attacks on schooling. “* Authoritarian populism’’ is in the
air, and the New Right has been more than a little successful in bringing its
own power to bear on the goals, content, and process of schooling.$

The movement to the right has not stopped outside the schoolroom door.
Current plans for the centralization of authority over teaching and curriculum,
often cleverly disguised as “*democratic’” reforms, are hardly off the drawing
board before new management proposals or privatization. initiatives are intro-
duced. In the United States, evidence for such offensives abounds with the
introduction of mandatory competency testing for students and teachers, the
calls for a return to a (romanticized) common curriculum, the reduction of
educational goals to those primarily of business and industry, the proposals for
voucher or *“choice’” plans, the pressure to legislate morality and values from
the right, and the introduction of state-mandated content on *‘free enterprise”’
and the like. Similar tendencies are more than a little evident in Britain and in
some cases are even more advanced.

All of this has brought about countervailing movements in the schools.
The slower but still interesting growth of mare democratically run schools—
the growth of practices and policies that give community groups and teachers
considerably more authority in text selection and curriculum determination, in
teaching strategy, in the use of funds, in administration, and in developing more
flexible and less authoritarian evaluation schemes--is providing some cause for
optimism in the midst of the conservative restoration.?

Even with these positive signs, however, it is clear that the New Right has
been able to rearticulate traditional political and cultural themes. In so doing,
it has often effectively mobilized a mass base of adherents, Among its most
powerful causes and effects has been the growing feeling of disaffection about
public schooling among conservative groups. Large numbers of parents and
other people no longer trust either the institutions or the teachers and administra-
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tors in them to make ‘“correct’’ decisions about what should be E:mr.ﬁ and how
to teach it. The rapid growth of evangelical schooling, of censorship, and of
textbook controversies, and the emerging tendency of many parents to teach
their children at home rather than send them to state-supporied schools are clear
indications of this loss of legitimacy . .

" The ideology that stands behind this is often very complex. It ocEEamm a
commitment to both the *‘traditional family’” and clear gender roles E_E.Em
commitment to *‘traditional values™ and literal religiosity. Often packed into
this is also a defense of capitalist economics, patriotism, the :Emmﬁons qma._-
tion,” anti-communism, and a deep mistrust of the :So__.mmnm mnmﬁ.,. 9 ﬁ&wu ﬁ.w:m
ideotogy is applied to schooling, the result can be as simple as dissatisfaction
with an occasional book or assignment. On the other hand, %,.w result can be a
major conflict that threatens to go well beyond the boundaries of our usual
mm_um%ws.ﬁ%mw“wmo H.»_MMWMWGEHQ States are more Sw:&bos..: in this latter context
than Kanawha County, West Virginia. In the mid-1970s it became the scene of
one of the most explosive comtroversies over what mnwoﬂ._wm should teach, who
should decide, and what beliefs should guide our educational programs. Ew.m”
began as a protest by a small group of conservative parents, religious _mmamww.
and business people over the content and design of the ﬁﬁcoowm approved for
use in local schools soon spread to include school boyeotts, violence, and a
wrenching split within the community that in many ways has yet to rm.m_.

There were a number of important contributing factors that :o_m.:ﬁnmn
tensions in West Virginia. Schools in rural areas had been ﬂno.msE\ ncnmoramz.wm.
Class relations and relations between the country and the city were becoming
increasingly tense. The lack of participation by rural .cE.mEm ?.:. many w.mﬁmim
at all, for that matter) in text selection or in educational decision Emwu..am in
general had also led to increasing alienation. mEEQ.Bo.HP Ew mEEn& E.ﬁo@
of the region, with its fierce independence, fundamentalist n&wm._ocm tr mn:coum..
and history of economic depression, helped onmmmm, the ooma:.wonm m.u_. serous
unrest. Finally, Kanawha County became a cause célebre for national Emr?f.am
groups who offered moral, legal, and organizational support to the conservative

1vi ¢ )
mogﬂﬁwmﬁﬁwﬂﬁgﬁ to realize, then, that the controversies over :om.._nwa wmoﬁm-
edge’ that usually center around what is EoEa.mm and excluded in ﬁﬁcoo M
really signify more profound political, economic, Eﬂ nu:E.E.Hchoum an
histories. Conflicts over texts are often proxies for wider n?mmmonm of power
relations. They involve what people hold most dear. ».Ea. as in the case of
Kawawha County, they can quickly escalate into conflicts over these deeper
Hmmun”mmﬁ texthooks are surely important in and of themselves. H.wmw m_m&@l
through their content and form—particular noumc.cncomm of nmmEu: vmnuo%#m_.
ways of selecting and organizing that vast universe of possible knowledge.
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They wEUon@ what W&.\Eoum Williams called the selective tradition—someone's
selection, mon.aoum..m vision of legitimate knowledge and culture, one that in the
process of enfranchising one group’s enttural capital disenfranchises another’s &3

~tiny and criticism than the textbook. Perhaps one of the most graphic descrip-
tions is provided by A. Graham Down of the Council for Basic Education:

HQ& are :.me meéssages to and about the future. As part of a curriculum
En%. t.maﬂﬁmmw in no less than the organized knowledge system of society. They
participate i creating what a society has recognized as legitimate and truthful.
.H.Uﬂ\ rnw.w set the canons of truthfulness and, as such, also help re-create a
major reference point for what kn i i
majo P owledge, culture, belief, and morality really

Yet .mEu_”. a mSn.mBmEJmﬁu with its recognition that texts participate in
.nonﬂ..n:.onnm ideologies and ontologies—is misleading in many important ways
For it Hm .59 ,m society’” that has created such texts, but specific groups of
people. <.cm haven't built such curriculum artifacts, if *‘we’ means simply
Mummwﬁ .ﬁoﬁ 1s wwhﬁwa& agreement among ali of us and this is what gets to be

icial knowledge. In fact, the very use of the pronoun “‘we’* simpli
> sim

il know P plifies matters

As Pred.Inglis so cogently argues, the pronoun *‘we’”

Maoowm over E.a a.mmv corrugations and ruptures caused precisely by struggle over
.Hw_ : at m:.EcﬂEEH and editorial ‘‘we’” is going to be used. The [text], it is not
melodramatic to declare, really is the battleground for_an_intellectual.civil war, and

the battle for cultural authority is a way ir itti
the batlle for cult ty is a wayward, intermittingly fierce, always protracted

Let us give one example. In the 1930s conservative groups in the United
.mnmﬂmm P.Bnunma a campaign against one of the more progressive textbook series
in use in schools, Man and His Changing World by Harold Rugg and his
o.ocmmmcnm. This textbook became the subject of a concerted attack by the Na-
tional &mmoﬁmmo: of Manufacturers, the American Legion, the Advertisin
Federation of American, and other “‘neutral’’ groups. They nw“mn.mma that _wcmm_m
c.oowm Smno. socialist, anti-American, anti-business, and so forth, The conserva-
Eu.m campaign was more than a litile successful in forcing schoel districts to
M“HQQEE Rugg’s series from classrooms and libraries. So successful were they
Smw WMMo.ﬂmmu from nearly 300,000 copies in 1938 to only approximately 20,000

. We, of course, may have reservations about such texts t
&&:& would be the sexist title. But one thing that the Rugg Mwmwuhmmmmmw_ﬁamw
is that the polirics of the textbook is not by any means something new. Current
issues surrounding texts—their ideology, their very stams as central ammboum of
Mm_ﬂn HM% u.wwﬂsamﬁo%un? even their very effectiveness and their design—echo the
nts of these co i i
past morn ncerns that have had such a long history in so many

Pew aspects of schooling currently have been subject to more intense scru-

Textbooks, for better or worse, dominate what students learn. They set the curricu-
lum, and often the facts learned, in most subjects. For many smdents, textbooks are
their first and sometimes only early exposure to books and to reading. The public
regards textbooks as authoritative, accurate, and necessary. And teachers rely on them
to organize lessens and structure subject matter. But the current system of textbook
adoption has filled our schools with Trojan horses—glossily covered blocks of paper
whose words emerge to deaden the minds of our mation’s youth, and make them

enemies of learning. ™

This statement is made just as powerfully by Harriet Tyson-Bernstein, the
author of a recent study of what she has called “ America's textbook flasco™™:

Imagine a public policy system that is perfectly designed to produce textbooks that
confuse, mislead, and profoundly bore students, while at the same Hme making all of
the adults involved in the process look good, not only in their own eyes, but in the
eyes of others. Although there are some good textboaks on the market, publishers and
editors are virtually compelled by public policies and practices ta create textbooks,
that confuse students with non sequiturs, that mislead them with misinformation, and
that profoundly bore them with pointlessly arid writing.*®

Regulation or Liberation and the Text

~ In order to understand these criticisms and to understand both some of the
reasons why texts look the way they do and why they contain the perspectives
of some groups and not those of others, we also need to realize that the world
of the book has not been cut off from the world of commerce. Books are not
only cultural artifacts. They are economic commodities as well. Even though
texts may be vehicles of ideas, they sill have to be *‘peddled on a market.”'?
This market, however—especially in the national and international world of
textbook publishing—is politically volatile, as the Kanawha County experience
so clearly documented.

Texts are caught up in a complicated set of political and economic dynam-
ics. Text publishing often is highly competitive. In the United States, where
text production is a commercial enterprise situated within the vicissitudes of a
capitalist market, decisions about the ““bottom line™* determine what books are
published and for how long. Yet this simation is not just controlled by the
“invisible hand’’ of the market. It is also largely determined by the highly
visible *‘political’” hand of state textbook-adoption policies.®

Nearly half of the states—most of them in the southern tier and the *‘sun
belt”’—have state texthook-adoption committees that by and large choose what
texts will be purchased by the schools in that state. The economics of profit and
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loss of this situation makes it imperative that publishers devote nearly all of
their efforts to guaranteeing a place on these lists of approved texts. Because of
this, the texts made available to the entire nation, and the knowledge considered
legitimate in them, are determined by what will sell in Texas, California, Flor-
ida, and so forth. There can be no doubt that the political and ideological
controversies over content in these states, controversies that were often very
similar to those that surfaced in Kanawha County, have had a very real impact
on what and whose knowledge is made available. It is also clear that Kanawha
County was affected by and had an impact on these larger battles over legitimate
knowledge.

Economic and political realities structure text publishing not only inter-
nally, however. On an international level, the major text-publishing conglomer-
ates control the market of much of the material not only in the capitalist centers,
but in many other nations as well. Cultural domination is a fact of life for

millions. of students. throughaut the world, in part because of the economic
control of communication and publishing by multinational firms, in part because
of the ideologies and systems of political and cultural control of new alites within
former colonial countries,”” All of this, 100, has led to complicated relations and
struggles over official knowledge and the text between “‘center’’ and * periph-
ery’’ and within these areas as well.

We want to stress that all of this is not simply-as in the case of newly
‘emerging nations, Kanawa County, or the Rugg textbooks—of historical inter-
est. The controversies over the form and content of the textbook have not
diminished. In fact, they have become even more heated in the United States
in particodar. The changing ideological climate has had a major impact on
debates over what should be taught in schools and on how it should be taught
and evaluated. There is considerable pressure to raise the standards of texts, to
make them more “‘difficult,”” to standardize their content, to make certain that
the texts place more stress on ** American’’ themes of patriotism, free enterprise,
and the ‘‘“Western tradition,’” and to link their content to state and pationwide
tests of educational achievement.

These kinds of pressures are felt not only in the United States. The text
has become the center of ideological and educational conflict in a number of
other countries as well. In Japan, for instance, the government approval of a
right-wing history textbook that retold the story of the brutal J. apanese invasion
and occupation of China and Korea in a more positive light has stimulated
widespread international antagonism and has led to considerable controversy in
Tapan as well. .

Along these same lines, at the very time that the textbook has become a
source of contention for conservative movements, it has stoed at the center of
controversy for not being progressive enough. Class, gender/sex, and race bias
has been widespread in the materials. All too often, “*legitimate” knowledge
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| does not include the historical experiences and cultural expressions of labor,

women, people of color, and others who have been denied noimu.ﬁ_m e books
All of these controversies are not “‘simply’’ about the .nouﬁﬁ of the ok
students find—or don’t find—in their mo:o&mu.&&ocm: ocfwﬁ@ they are a Mosh
that as weil, The issnes involve profoundly Em,wnwnn. definitions Mm mwa nouwwo_.:
good,* different views about our society and where it should be wm ing, ot
cultural visions, and about our children’s future. To aE.:w. ﬁFm mmﬁmmwﬁm the
entire curriculum, in which the text plays so Hmnmm.w 2 part, is co.ﬁ X M me and
context in which production and values Eﬂmnmm”nn it is the Hﬁmﬁmﬁmn o Wmcm
tion and power.”'? In the nouﬁmﬁmwm the mornnm of the textbook, it 1s
hould concern us the most.
. wo.w.,er W%HHOME of power merely connotes E.m capacity to wom and MMznoaw%
effectively. However, in the ways we use E@L&.@N oﬁ.@bﬁﬂsﬁ_oﬁ. : Mm&w
course, *‘the word comes on strongly and menacingly, and its EanHWo s duly
fearful.”*® This *‘dark side’ of power is, of course, ncEEmEou.ﬁo meoons.
positive vision. Here, power is mo.wummm mmna%oﬂwm_aﬁw &mm mwmwﬂ m%:ﬁumc mm oouam.wn
cally and collectively, in the open, tor the bes als. i, conset
( concerns us here, both at the levet of theory (how we !
H%w“mmoﬁ”ww% between legitimate knowledge and voﬁ.o.c m:a%ﬂwmmw WMM
B ciem Mw Wmoumﬂ.ﬁv. WMHEHMM WMMMMMMWMMEE@@ m.mwg
er are essential for us o un .
”MMMM%W %_MM signify that arguments about textbooks are .Rm=w M._WOMWQMM%WM
tural polities- They involve the very nature of the connections betwe
Sﬁoﬁwmpmomm“mwcm MMMM% to anyone who has been interested in the history
of the Hﬁmﬁoum_u@ among books, literacy, and uowﬁmm Eo<m5mam.%ﬂoww_lwwm
one's ability to read them—have themselves been ﬁnmagﬁ_w omwm EHWE o
tural politics. Take the case of <o:mwwm. Ewﬂ.mm%ammﬁow _.MM mhm_um”wmm_ﬁmuﬂm;ﬁ
so wanted to become a member of the nobils /- i, © Balighenmen
should begin with the ‘‘grands.” Qnly irmn.: had nmmsﬁm e b and
i ietv’s commanding heights could it concern :mmﬁ. with the ma
Mw_ﬁ_ﬁ.ommﬁomww&oﬁ#o and many of Em. followers, one ﬂmnﬁbmm mrocHE WMH WEN”
very seriously. One should take care io prevent the masses from leariing
25 ) .
Rmn.moH others, teaching *‘the masses’ to read moEn :m.,& a more * gnw@mﬁu .
effect. It enables a *‘civilizing’’ process, E which noEEan muowvm sn..“ o
made more moral, more obedient, more E?.Esooa by amm.a cu Em.imw,w d
for still others, such literacy could bring social transformation in 1 <mBo.Em
could lead to a “‘critical literacy,’” one that would vm mwn of wm_.mwﬂ mo mens
for a more democratic culture, economy, and polity.> The 9,.5 sense
merges clearly here. o
moﬂo%%whrwnﬂmwwmwﬂ Ewﬁ we uoi%mmw mEamm.ﬂm. to engage in every amﬂ , MHMMH_MM
as “‘simple’ and basic as reading and writing, can be at one and the
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time forms of regulation and exploitation and potential modes of resistance,
celebration, and solidarity. Here, we are reminded of Caliban’s cry, “You
taught me language; and my profit on’t is, I know how to curse,”™

This contradictory sense of the politics of the book is made clearer if we
go into the classrooms of the past. For example, texts have often been related
to forms of bureancratic regulation of the lives of both teachers and students.
Thus, one teacher in Boston in 1899 relates 2 story of what happened in her
first year of teaching during an observation by the school principal. As the
teacher rather proudly watched one of her children read aloud an assigned lesson
from the text, the principal was less than pleased with the performance of the
teacher or her pupil. In the words of the teacher:

The proper way to read in the public school in 1899 was fo say, *‘page 33, chapter
4" and holding the book in the right hand, with the toes pointing at an angle of forty-
five degrees, the head held straight and high, the eyes looking directly ahead, the
pupil would lift up his voice and struggle in loud, ennatural tones. Now, I had attended
to the position of the toes, the right arm, and the nose, but had failed to enforce the
meniioning of page and chapter,?

Here, the text participates in both bodily and ideological regulation. The
textbook in this instance is part of a system of enforcing a sense of duty,
morality, and cultural correctness. Yet, historically, teachers struggled both for
and against the standardized text. Faced with large classes, difficult working
conditions, insufficient training, and—even more important—little time to pre-
pare lessons for the vast array of subjects and students they were responsible
for, teachers often looked upon texts not necessarily as impositions but as essen-
tial tools. For young women elementary-school teachers, the text helped to
prevent exploitation.® It solved a multitude of practical problems. It led not
only to de-skilling, but time to become more skilled as a teacher as well.® Thus,
there were demands for standardized texts by teachers even in the face of what
happened to that teacher in Boston and to so many others.

This struggle over texts was linked to broader concerns about who should
control the curriculum in schools. Teachers, especially those most politically
active, constantly sought to have a say in what they taught. This was seen as
part of a larger fight for democratic rights. Margaret Haley, for instance, one
of the leaders of the first teachers union in the United States, saw a great need
for teachers to work against the tendency of making the teacher “‘a mere factory
hand, whose duty it is to carry out mechanically and unquestioningly the ideas
and orders of those clothed with authority of position.’* Teachers had to fight
against the de-skilling or, as she called it, *‘factoryizing’’ methods of control
sponsored by administrative and industrial leaders. One of the reasons she was

'so strongly in favor of teachers’ councils as mechanisms of control of schools

was that this would considerably reduce the immense power over teaching and
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texts that administrators then possessed. Quoting John Dewey with approval,
Haley wrote:

If there is a single public-school system in the duwmm.waam where there mm. oﬂm.&
and constitutional provision made for submitting guestions of methods, m._m &mm%_:#m
and teaching, and the questions of curriculum, textbooks, etc. to the m_mna.mmuom 0
those’ actually engaged in the work of teaching, that fact has escaped my notice.

In this instance, teacher control over the choice of textbooks and how they were
to be used was part of a more extensive movement to enhance the democratic
rights of teachers on the job. Without such teacher control, Hnmnrmnm. would
be the equivalent of factory workers whose every move was determined by
ement. -
Emnmgm,ramm points about the contradictory relationships that ﬁmorm_,m have had
with texts and the way such books de-power and em-power at different th.ﬁaumm
{(and perhaps at the same time) document something oﬁ::wonmun.ﬂ. It is Em ,
easy to see a cultural practice or a book as totally carrying 1S wo:.cnm aroun
with it, “‘ag if written on its brow for ever and a day.” Wm.&,mn. its .vo:.ﬁ,_n.&
functioning ‘depends on the network of social and ideological Hmumzowm in
which it participates.® Textbook wriling, Hmm.&mm, and use can be Hmﬂ.womHmmmmMm
or progressive (and sometimes some combination of both} depending on the
social context. Textbooks can be fought because Emu‘.m,.d part om. a system of
moral regulation. They can be championed both as providing Ommmnzmﬂ. mmm.pmﬁmsnm
in the labor of teaching and as part of a larger strategy of .amEooﬂmzmmcw:.
What textbooks do, the social roles they play for &.mﬂoﬂ. groups, is then
very complicated. This has important imiplications not only for the politics mm :
how and by whom textbooks are used, but for the politics o.m the H.Em_,:m_ quali--
ties, the content and organization, of the text. Just as crucially, it also rm.m ma.
immense bearing on how people actually read and interpret the text. It is to:
these issues that we now wish to turn.

The Politics of Cultural Incorporation

We cannot assume that because so much of education has been linked to
processes of class, gender/sex, and race stratification,® all of the w:oimnm.w
chiosen to be included in texts simply represents relations of, say, oE.EHE ao.:u-
nation or only includes the knowledge of dominant groups. This H.z.uEm requires
that we speak theoretically and politically here, for all too many critical maw_.qmmm
of schoo! knowledge—of what is included and mxo:am.a in the o.<a§ and hidden
curricula of the school—take the easy way out. Reductive mnmq,q..m comes cheap.
Reality, however, is complex. Let us look at this in more detail. )

Each of us has argued in considerable detail &m@éﬁmam that the selection
and organization of knowledge for schools is an ideological process, one that
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serves the interests of particular classes and social groups.® However, as we
Jjust noted, this does not mean that the entire corpus of school knowledge is “*a
mirror reflection of ruling class ideas, imposed in an nunmediated and coercive
manner.’’ Instead, *‘the processes of cultural incorporation are dynamic, reflect-
ing both continuities and contradictions of that dominant culture and the contin-
ual remaking and relegitimation of that culture’s plausibility system,’'¥

~-Caurricula are not imposed in countries like the United States. Rather, they are .

the products of often intense conflicts, negotiations, and attempts at rebuilding
hegemonic control by actually incorporating the knowledge and perspectives of
the less powerful under the umbrella of the discourse of dominant groups.

This is clear in the case of the textbook. As disenfranchised groups have
fought to have their knowledge take center stage in the debates over cultural
legitimacy, ane trend has dominated in text production. In essence, very little
tends to be dropped from textbooks. Major ideolegical frameworks do not get
markedly changed. Textbook publishers are under considerable and constant
pressure to include more in their books. Progressive items are perhaps men-
tioned, then, but not developed in depth.® Dominance is parily maintained here
through compromise and the process of “*mentioning. *’

Tony Bennett’s discussion of the process by which dominant cultures actu-
ally become deminant is worth quoting at length here:

Dominant culture gains a purchase not in being imposed, as an alien external force,

‘on to the cultures of subordinate groups, but by reaching into these cultures, reshaping
. them, hooking them and, with them, the people whose consciousness and experience
“is defined in their terms, into an association with the values and ideologies of the
ruling groups in society. Such processes neither erase the cultures of subordinate
groups, nor do they rob ““the people’ of their *‘true culture’’: what they do do is
,shuffle those cultures om to an ideological and cultural terrain in which they can be
disconnected from whatever radical impulses which may (but need not) have fuelled
_them and be connected to more conservative or, often, downright reactionary cultural
and ideclogical tendencies.®

In some cases, ‘‘mentioning’’ may operate in exactly this way, integrating
selective elements into the dominant tradition by bringing them into close associ-
ation with the values of powerful groups. There will be times, however, when
such a strategy will not be successful. Oppositional cultures may at times use
elements of the dominant culture against such groups. Bennett goes on, describ-
ing how oppositional culfures operate, as well:

Similarly, resistance to the dominant culture does not take the form of launching
sgainst it a ready-formed, constantly simmering oppositional culture—always there,
but in need of being turned up from time to time. Oppositional coltural values are
formed and take shape only in the context of their struggle with the dominant culture,
a struggle which may borrow some of its resources from that culture and which must
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concede some ground to it if it is to be abe to connect with it—and thereby with those
whose consciousness and experience is partly shaped by it—in order, by turning it
back upon iiself, to peel it away, to create a space within and against it in which
contradictory values can echo, reverberate and be heard.®

Some texts may, in fact, have such progressive ‘‘echoes’ within them.
These are victories in the politics of official knowledge, not only defeats.

Sometimes, of course, not only do people succeed in creating some space
where such contradictory values can indeed ‘‘echo, reverberate and be heard,”
but also transform the entire social space. They create entirely new kinds of
governments, new possibilities for democratic political, sconomic, and cultural
arrangements. In these situations, the role of education takes on even more
importance, since new knowledge, new ethics, and a new reality seek to replace

- the old. This is one of the reasons that those of us committed to cultures that

are more participatory and democratic, both inside and outside schools, must
give serious attention to changes in official knowledge in those nations that have
sought to overthrow their colonial or elitist heritage. Here, the politics of the
text takes on special importance, because the textbook often represents an overt
attempt to help create a new cultural reality.

New social contexts, new processes of text creation, a new cultural politics,
the transformation of authority relations, and new ways of reading texts--all of
this can evolve and help usher in a positive rather than a negative sense of the
power of the text, Less regulatory and more emancipatory relations of texis to
real people can begin to evolve, a possibility made real in many of the programs
of critical literacy that have had such a positive impact in nations Enocmroﬁ
the world. Here people help create their own ‘‘texts,” ones that signify their
emerging power in the control of their own destinies. _

However, we should not be overly romantic here. Such transformations of
cultural authority and mechanisms of control and incorporation will not be easy.

For example, the ideas and values of a people are certainly not &anm&
prescribed by the conceptions of the world of dominant groups, and it is .E.mﬁ
as certain that there are many instances in which people will be successful in
creating realistic and workable alternatives to the culture and texts in moE.w-
nance. Yet we do need to acknowledge that the social distribution of what is
considered legitimate knowledge is skewed in many nations. The social institu-
tions directly concerned with the *‘transmission’’ of this knowledge, such as
schools and the media, are grounded in and structured by the class, gender,
and race inequalities that organize the society in which people live. The area
of symbolic production is not divorced from the unequal relations of power that
structure other spheres.* )

Speaking only of class relations—but much the same could be said about
race and gender—Stuart Hall, one of the most insightful analysts of cultural
politics, puts it this way:
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i .

Ruling or dominant conceptions of the world do not directly prescribe the mental
content of the illusions thas supposedly fill the heads of dominated classes. But the
circle of dominant ideas does accumulate the symbolic power to map or classify the
world for others; its classifications do acquire not only the constraining power of
dominance over other modes of thought but also the initial zuthority of habit and
instinct. It becomes the horizon of the taken-for-granted: what the world is and how
it works, for all practical purposes. Ruling ideas may dominate other conceptions of
the social world by setting the limit on what will appear as rational, reasonable,
credible, indeed sayable or thinkable within the given vocabularies of motive and
action available to us. Their dominance lies precisely in the power they have to contain
within their limits, to frame within their circumference of thought, the reasoning and
calculation of other social groups.* :

In the United States, there has been a movement of exactly this kind.
Dominant groups—really a coalition of economic modernizers, what has been
called the ““old humanisis,”” and neoconservative intellectuals—have attempted
to create an ideological consensus around the return to traditional knowledge:
the “‘great books®” and *‘great ideas’” of the *“Western tradition’” will preserve
democracy. By refurning to the common culture that has made this nation great
schools wil] increase stndent achievement and discipline, increase our interna-
tional competitiveness, and ultimately reduce unemployment and poverty.

Mirrored in the problematic educational and cultural visions of volumes
such as Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind and E. D). Hirsch’s
Cultural Literacy,® this posiiion is probably best represented in quotations from
former secretary of education William Bennett, In his view, we are finally
emerging out of a crisis in which “*we neglected and denied much of the best
E. American education.’” For a period, ‘“we simply stopped doing the right
things [and] allowed an assault on intellectual and moral standards.” This as-
sault on the corrent state of education has led schools to fall away from “‘the
principles of our tradition.”*

Yet, for Bennett, ““the people’’ have now risen up. ““The 1980°s gave birth
to a grass roots movement for educational reform that has generated a renewed
commitment to excellence, character, and fundamentals.’” Because of this, “‘we
have reason for optimism.”*** Why? Because

the national debate on education is now focused on truly important matters; mastering
the basics; . . . insisting on high standards and expectations; ensuring discipline in
the classroom; conveying a grasp of our moral and politica! principles; and nurturing
the character of our young.

Notice the use of “‘we,”” ‘‘the people,’’ here. Notice as well the assumed
consensus on “basics’’ and **fundamentals’” and the romanticization of the past
both in schools and the larger society. The use of these terms, the attempt to
bring people in under the ideological umbrella of the conservative restoration,
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is rhetorically very clever. As many people in the United States, Britain, and
elsewhere—where rightist governments have been very active in transforming
what education is about—have begun to realize, however, this ideological incor-
poration is having no small measure of success at the level of policy, at the
level of whose knowledge and values are to be taught.”

If this movement has its way, the texts made available and the knowledge
included in thermn will surely represent a major loss for many of the groups who
have had successes in bringing their knowledge and culture more directly into
the body of legitimate content in schools. Just as surely, the ideologies that
will dominate the official knowledge will represent a considerably more elitist
orientation than what we have now.

And yet, perhaps surely is not the correct word here. The situation is
actually more complex than this, something we have learned from many of the
newer methods of interpreting how social messages are actually “found™’ in
texts. . :

Allan Luke has dealt with such issues very persuasively, and it would be
best to quote him ar length here:

A major pitfall of research in the sociology of curriculum has been its willingness
to accept text form as a mere adjunct means for the delivery of ideological content:
the former described in terms of dominant metaphors, images, or key ideas; the latter
described in terms of the sum total of values, beliefs, and ideas which might be seen
to comstitute a false consciousmess. For much content analysis presumes that text
mirrors or reflects a particular ideological position, which in turn can be connected
to specific class interests. . . . It is predicated on the possibility of a one-to-one identi-
fication of school knowledge with textually represented ideas of the dominant classes.
Even those critics who have recognized that the ideology encoded in curricuiar texts
may reflect the internally contradictory character of a dominant culture have tended
to neglect the need for a more complex model of text analysis, one that does not
suppose that texts are simply readable, literal representations of *‘someone else’s”
version of social reality, objective knowledge and human relations. For texts do not
always mean or communicate what they say.®

These are important points for they imply that we need more sophisticated
and nuanced models of teximal analysis, While we should certainly nor be at
all sanguine about the effects of the conservative restoration on texts and the
curriculum, if texts do not simply represent dominant beliefs in some straighifor-
ward way, and if dominant cultures contain contradictions, fissures, and even
elements of the culture of popular groups, then our readings of what knowledge
is ““in”’ texts cannot be done by the application of a simple formula.

We can claim, for instance, thai the meaning of a text is not necessarily
intrinsic to it. As poststructuralist theories would have it, meaning is “‘the
product of a system of differences into which the text is articulated.’” Thus,
there is not “‘one text,”” but many. Any text is open to multiple readings. This
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puts into doubt any claim that one can determine the meanings and politics of
atext “*by a straightforward encounter with the text itself.’” It also raises serious
questions about whether one can fully understand the text by mechanically
applying any interpretive procedure. Meanings, then, can be—and are—multiple
and contradictory, and we must always be willing to **read’” our own readings
of a text, to interpret our own interpretations of what it means.*® Answering the
question of ‘““whose knowledge’” is in a text is not at all simple, it seems,
although clearly the Right would very much like to reduce the range of meanings
one might find.

This is true of our own interpretations of what is in textbooks. But it is
just as true for the students who sit in schools and at home and read (or in many
cases do not read) their texts. We want to stress this point not only at the level
of Ewcq and politics, as we have emphasized here, but also at the level of
practice. .

‘We cannot assume that what is *““in”’ the text is actuaily taught. Nor can
we assume that what is taught is actually learned. Teachers have a long history
of mediating and transforming text materjal when they employ it in classrooms.
Students bring their own classed, raced, gendered, and sexual biographies with
them as well. They, too, selectively accept, reinterpret, and reject what counts
as legitimate knowledge. As critical ethnographies of schools have shown, stu-
dents (and teachers) are not empty vessels into which knowledge is poured.
Rather than participants in what Freire has called *‘banking’’ education™ sm-
dents are active constructors of the meanings of the education they encounter, !

We can talk about three ways in which people can potentially respond to
& text: dominated, negotiated,and cppositional. In the dominated reading of a
text;-one accepts the messages at face value. In a negotiated response, the
wmm%a may dispute a particular claim, but accept the overall tendencies or
interpretations of a text. Finally, an oppositional response rejects these dominant
tendencies and interpretations. The reader “‘repositions’’ herself or himself in
relation to the text and takes on the position of the oppressed.® These are, of
course, no more than ideal types, and many responses will be a contradictary
combination of all three. But the point is not only that texts themselves have
contradictory elements, but also that andiences construct their own responses
to texts. They do not passively receive texts, but actually read them based on
their own class, race, gender/sex, and religions nxmmmonnmm.

. An immense amount of work needs to be done on student acceptance,
interpretation, reinterpretation, and partial and/or total rejection of texts. While
there is a tradition of such research,much of it quite good, most of this in
education is done in an overly psychologized manner. It is more concerned with
questions of learning and achievement than it is with the equally as important
and prior issues of whose knowledge it is that smudents are learning, negotiating,
or opposing and what the socio-cultural roots and effects are of such processes.
Yet we simply cannot fully understand the power of texts, what they do ideologi-
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cally and politically (or educationally, for that matter), unless we take very
seriously the way students actually read them-—not only as individuals but also
as members of social groups with their own particular cultures and histories.
For every textbook, then, there are multiple texts-—contradictions within it,
multiple readings of it, and different uses to which it will be put. Texts—be
they the standardized grade-level-specific books so beloved by school systems
or the novels, trade books, and alternative materials that teachers use either to
supplement these books o simply to replace them—are part of a complex story
of cultural politics. They can signify authority (not always legitimate) or
freedom.

To recognize this, then, .is also to recognize that our task as critically and
democratically minded educators is itself a political one. We must acknowledge
and understand the tremendous capacity of dominant institutions to regenerate
themselves *‘not only in their material foundations and structures but in the
hearts and minds of people.” Yet, at the very same time, we need never to lose

" sight of the power of popular organizations—of real people—to struggle, resist,

and transform them.* Cultural authority, that which counts as legitimate knowl-
edge, the norms and values aomﬁm..mmmmmm.mw the officially sponsored curricslum
of the school—all of these serve as important arenas in which the positive and
negative relations of power surrounding the text will work themselves out. And
all of them involve the hopes and dreams of real people in real institutions, in
real relations of inequality. ]

From all that we have said here, it should be clear that we oppose the idea
that there can be one textual authority, one definitive set of *‘facts™ divorced
from their context of power relations. A ‘‘common culture’ can never be an
extension to everyone of what a minority means and believe. Rather, and cru-
cially, it requires not the stipulation and incorporation within textbooks of lists
and concepts that make us all “‘culturally literate,” .but the creation of the
conditions necessary.for all people to participate in the creation and recreation
of meanings and values. It requires a democratic process in which all people—
not simply those who see themselves as the intellectual guardians of the '“West-
ern tradition’’—can be involved in the deliberation of what is important.” It
should go without saying that this necessitates the removal of the very real
material obstacles—unequal power, wealth, time for reflection—that stand in
the way of such participation.®

The very idea that there is one set of values that must guide the “‘selective
tradition’” can be a great danger, especially in contexts of differential power.
Take, as one example, a famous line that was inscribed on an equally famous
public building. It read: **There is one road to freedom. Its milestones are
obedience, diligence, honesty, order, cleanliness, temperance, truth, sacrifice,

~ and love of country.”” Many people may perhaps agree with much of the senti- |

ment represented by these words, and it may be of some interest to them that !
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the building on which they appeared was in the administration block of the
concentration camp at Dachau.s”

Maultiple Perspectives on the Text

Each of the chapters that follow takes up important elements of this discus-
sion of the politics of the texthook. Some are concerned with the political and
economic realities of text publishing. Others delve into the culiural and ideologi-
cal content and form of texis of various kinds, paying attention to the politics
of cultural authority and the selective tradition, and to how texts are actually
read. Still others focus not only on the national but also on the international
context. Our aim in this volume has not been to give the final word on any of
the debates about the politics of the text. Indeed, no one book could, or should,
do such a thing. Rather, we have sought to open up discussions that need to
take place, to extend previous analyses and to illuminate some of the hidden
realities behind the dominance of the textbook. We are concerned as well that
a sense of the very possibility of a different politics of official knowledge is
enhanced. Because of this, the book closes with an example of a more liberating
culfural politics that sought to democratize cultural authority and the text in
practice. .

Some of the chapters that follow will raise very practical pedagogical and
curricular problems. Others will canse us to pay greater attention to the power
of political, economic, and ideological dynamics than we may have in the past.
A number of the chapters ask us to become considerably more sophisticated
theoretically in our analyses of the relationship between culture and power in
texts themselves. Taken together, the chapters included here provide us with a
much clearer picture of the politics of knowledge, how texts work, and why
the look the way they do.

In Chapter 2, setting the stage for many of the chapters that follow, Michael
Apple investigates how the selective tradition is produced by the complex politi-
cal and economic circumstances surrounding the world of textbook publishing.
He traces part of the history of these conditions and then goes inside the publish-
ing industry to show how internal and external pressures and “‘rational’’ deci-
sions cause textbooks to look the way they do. In the process, he asks us to go
beyond the overly reductive analyses that have often dominated our investiga-
tions of the relationship between power and culture,

In Chapter 3, Linda Christian-Smith examines the growing technologiza-
tion of publishing. She illuminates the effects of the computerization of the
entire book production process on the people who actuatly work on producing
the book itself, Of particular importance is her analysis of the impact of such
changes on women workers. Her discussion should make us much less sanguine
about the *‘benefits’” of the new technology in textbook publishing.

The politics of the textbook is directly related to the role of government
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agencies in producing, selecting, and legitimating the books that dominate the
curriculum. In Chapter 4, Dan Marshall goes behind the scenes in Texas, one
of the states that—because of its policy of state-wide approval—plays a profound
role in determining the form and content of the texts that are sold in the entire
nation. He looks in particular at how members of the textbook-adoption commit-
tee function and how pressure groups work in influencing government and
publishers’ decisions.

Christine Sleeter and Carl Grant, in Chapter 3, take us inside the major
textbooks now being used in many. classrooms throughout the United States.
They engage in a detailed content analysis of recent texts in social studies,
reading and language arts, science, and mathematics. Not content to stress one
relation of power in the knowledge the texts present, they analyze the ways race,
class, gender, and disability are treated. Their conclosions are truly disturbing in
many ways.

For many people in the United States, the basal reader was the first and
most important textbook of their daily lives in schools. Among the most influen-
tial of these texts were the famous (or infamous, depending on your point of
view) ‘‘Dick and Jane readers.”” Entire generations of students were faced with
the definitions of reading and literacy embodied in these books. It is not widely
known that there was a separate version of these texts for Catholic schools. In
Chapter 6, Allan Luke engages in a disciplined and insightful historical and
semiotic reading of the Catholic Dick-and-Jane readers—of their visions of
authority, community, gender, race, and social conflict. He provides an impor-
tant model of textnal analysis that goes beyond our traditional forms.

There has not been sufficient attention paid to the creation of oppositional
knowledge and voices. Kenneth Teitelbaum, in Chapter 7, brings some of this
to life for us. Even when the dominant ideological tendencies in the content of
schooling did not allow for adequate representation of working people and the
vast majority of the American people, this did not mean that progressive educa-
tors and community members stood by and accepted this situation. One impor-
tant example of such ‘‘counter-hegemonic’” practices was the formation of *So-
cialist Sunday Schools’” in many cities in the United States. Teitelbaum provides
a unique picture of the material that was developed to teach students in these
schools about alternative forms of economic, political, and cultural life. While
the material itself was often contradictory, it serves as a crucial reminder of
past struggles to alter the politics of official knowledge.

Often we assume that the standardized textbook is the only or the primary
means of establishing legitimate knowledge in the classroom. Yet many tcach-
‘ers, distressed by the treatment or invisibility of oppressed groups in the texts,
bring in other voices to counter the utter lack of sericus attention to, say, the
vibrant cultures of people of color. In Chapter 8, Joel Taxel focuses on the
work of Mildred Taylor, a novelist who writes about the African American
experience for young readers. For Taxel, progressive educators can overcome
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the selective tradition by uncovering the voices of opposition in children’s litera-
ture that have been too often silenced in the past, and by guaranteeing their
availability to our students.

Not all such trade books are oppositional, to say the least. One of the
fastest growing segments of book publishing has been romance novels. Not only
are millions of these sold worldwide to adult readers. Millions more are pub-
lished for the teenage market, Such adolescent romance novels are aimed espe-
cially at young women. These books have not remained outside the classroom
door. Many teachers are using them as what are called H/Ls—high interest, low
ability—for their students who are not doing well in reading. The ideological
orientation of such books is often less than liberating in terms of gender, race,
and class relations. Yet young women read such novels in contradictory ways,
with contradictory effects. Linda Christian-Smith, in Chapter 9, discusses ado-
lescent romance novels and provides us with a rich picture of the construction
of textual meaning by their teenage readers. Gender, class, and race contradic-
tions will be very evident. -

The texis about which we should be concerned are not only those found
in schools. We need to pay considerable attention to those ‘‘texts,”” widely
sponsored, reviewed, and read, that try to convince ‘‘the public™ that the wrong
knowledge is now being taught in our educational institutions. The conservative
restoration is now very advanced in many nations. Part of its politics is cultaral
and ideological. Not only does it want to transform what education is for, it
wants to dramatically alter what counts as legitimate knowledge in the process.
In Chapter 10, Stanley Aronowitz and Henry Giroux engage in a detailed critical
deconstruction of the arguments put forward by Allan Bloom and E. I, Hirsch
as to what we shonld teach. Many people have been strongly influenced by
positions taken by Bloom and by Hirsch, and pressure is being placed on educa-
tion at all levels to have texts that are ‘‘culturally literate’’ and embody the
“wisdom’* of the *““Western tradition.”’ The arguments of Aronowitz and Gi-
roux will assist all of us in countering these tendencies.

In Chapter 11, Philip Altbach directs our attention to the international
dimensions of publishing in general and to texibook publishing in particular.
He pays a good deat of attention, and justifiably so, to the role of multinational
publishers in maintaining first-world dominance and in making it increasingly
more difficult for culrural independence and autonomy to develop in *‘periph-
eral’’ nations. He also enables us to see the possibilities and dangers that may
arise in this situation over time.

When social movements transform a repressive situation, pmdﬁ&bm in new
and more democratic governments, education itself is subject to major transfor-
mations as well, In Chapter 12, Didacus Jules, the former permanent secretary
for education in the Bishop government in Grenada, describes the critical shifts
in the process and politics of text production and conient after the initial snccess
of the democratic movement there. We have much to learn from the progressive
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- tendencies such attempts involve. Yet we also need to remember the fragility

of such democratic movements in the context of international economic, politi-
cal, and cultural dominance. After all, the United States sought to ensure that

- * the Grenadian experiment in democracy was short-lived. Jules’s discussion does
- suggest the very possibility of difference, however—surely an important hope

in the current context.
The chapters we have described are themselves “‘texts’ that are open to

~multiple readings, to muitiple interpretations and responses. Because of this,

and because all of the authors included here are committed to a more democratic
politics of knowledge, we urge you to write to us with comments, disagree-
ments, questions, or even affirmations about what you have read in this volume,
Only in this way will we too learn about how the cultural politics of books
actually works.
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