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QUESTIONS OF RACE, ETHNICITY, AND RELIGION have been a perennial source of
conflict in American education. The schools have often attracted the zealous attention of those
who wish to influence the future, as well as those who wish to change the way we view the past.
In our history, the schools have been not only an institution in which to teach young people skills
and knowledge, but an arena where interest groups fight to preserve their values, or to revise the
judgments of history, or to bring about fundamental social change. In the nineteenth century,
Protestants and Catholics battled over which version of the Bible should be used in school, or
whether the Bible should be used at all. In recent decades, bitter racial disputes—provoked by
policies of racial segregation and discrimination—have generated turmoil in the streets and in the
schools. The secularization of the schools during the past century has prompted attacks on the
curricula and textbooks and library books by fundamentalist Christians, who object to whatever
challenges their faith-based views of history, literature, and science.
Given the diversity of American society, it has been impossible to insulate the schools from
pressures that result from differences and tensions among groups. When people differ about
basic values, sooner or later those disagreements turn up in battles about how schools are
organized or what the schools should teach. sometimes these battles remove a terrible injustice,
like racial segregation. Sometimes, however, interest groups politicize the curriculum and
attempt to impose their views on teachers, school officials, and textbook publishers. Across the
country, even now, interest groups are pressuring local school boards to remove myths and fables
and other imaginative literature from children’s readers and to inject the teaching of creationism
in biology. When groups cross the line into extremism, advancing their own agenda [p. 338:]
without regard to reason or to others, they threaten public education itself, making it difficult to
teach any issues honestly and making the entire curriculum vulnerable to political campaigns.
For many years, the public schools attempted to neutralize controversies over race, religion,
and ethnicity by ignoring them. Educators believed, or hoped, that the schools could remain
outside politics; this was, of course, a vain hope since the schools were pursuing policies based
on race, religion, and ethnicity. Nonetheless, such divisive questions were usually excluded from
the curriculum. The textbooks minimized problems among groups and taught a sanitized version
of history. Race, religion, and ethnicity were presented as minor elements in the American saga;
slavery was treated as an episode, immigration as a sidebar, and women were largely absent. The
textbooks concentrated on presidents, wars, national politics, and issues of state. An occasional
“great black” or “great woman” received mention, but the main narrative paid little attention to
minority groups and women.
With the ethnic revival of the 1960s, this approach to the teaching of history came under fire,
because the history of national leaders—virtually all of whom were white, Anglo-Saxon, and

male—ignored the place in American history of those who were none of the above. The
traditional history of elites had been complemented by an assimilationist view of American
society, which presumed that everyone in the American melting pot would eventually lose or
abandon those ethnic characteristics that distinguished them from mainstream Americans. The
ethnic revival demonstrated that many groups did not want to be assimilated or melted. Ethnic
studies programs popped up on campuses to teach not only that “black is beautiful,” but also that
every other variety of ethnicity is “beautiful” as well; everyone who had “roots” began to look
for them so that they too could recover that ancestral part of themselves that had not been
homogenized.
As ethnicity became an accepted subject for study in the late 1960s, textbooks were assailed
for their failure to portray blacks accurately; within a few years, the textbooks in wide use were
carefully screened to eliminate bias against minority groups and women. At the same time, new
scholarship about the history of women, blacks, and various ethnic minorities found its way into
the textbooks. At first, the multicultural content was awkwardly incorporated as little boxes on
the side of the main narrative. Then some of the new social historians (like Stephan Thernstrom,
Mary Beth Norton, Gary Nash, Winthrop Jordan, and Leon Litwack) themselves wrote
textbooks, and the main narrative itself began to reflect a broadened historical understanding of
race, ethnicity, and class in the American past. Consequently, today’s history textbooks routinely
incorporate the experiences of women, blacks, American Indians, and various immigrant groups.
[p. 339:]
Although most high school textbooks are deeply unsatisfactory (they still largely neglect
religion, they are too long, too encyclopedic, too superficial, and lacking in narrative flow), they
are far more sensitive to pluralism than their predecessors. For example, the latest edition of
Todd and Curti’s Triumph of the American Nation, the most popular high school history text, has
significantly increased its coverage of blacks in America, including profiles of Phillis Wheatley,
the poet; James Armistead, a revolutionary war spy for Lafayette; Benjamin Banneker, a selftaught scientist and mathematician; Hiram Revels, the first black to serve in the Congress; and
Ida B. Wells-Barnett, a tireless crusader against lynching and racism. Even better as a textbook
treatment is Jordan and Litwack’s The United States, which skillfully synthesizes the historical
experiences of blacks, Indians, immigrants, women, and other groups into the mainstream of
American social and political history. The latest generation of textbooks bluntly acknowledges
the racism of the past, describing the struggle for equality by racial minorities while identifying
individuals who achieved success as political leaders, doctors, lawyers, scholars, entrepreneurs,
teachers, and scientists.
As a result of the political and social changes of recent decades, cultural pluralism is now
generally recognized as an organizing principle of this society. In contrast to the idea of the
melting pot, which promised to erase ethnic and group differences, children now learn that
variety is the spice of life. They learn that America has provided a haven for many different
groups and has allowed them to maintain their cultural heritage or to assimilate, or—as is often
the case—to do both; the choice is theirs, not the state’s. They learn that cultural pluralism is one
of the norms of a free society; that differences among groups are a national resource rather than a
problem to be solved. Indeed, the unique feature of the United States is that its common culture
has been formed by the interaction of its subsidiary cultures. It is a culture that has been

influenced over time by immigrants, American Indians, Africans (slave and free) and by their
descendants. American music, art, literature, language, food, clothing, sports, holidays, and
customs all show the effects of the commingling of diverse cultures in one nation. Paradoxical
though it may seem, the United States has a common culture that is multicultural.
Our schools and our institutions of higher learning have in recent years begun to embrace what
Catherine R. Stimpson of Rutgers University has called “cultural democracy,” a recognition that
we must listen to a “diversity of voices” in order to understand our culture, past and present. This
understanding of the pluralistic nature of American culture has taken a long time to forge. It is
based on sound scholarship and has led to major revisions in what children are taught and what
they read in [p. 340:] school. The new history is—indeed, must be—a warts-and-all history; it
demands an unflinching examination of racism and discrimination in our history. Making these
changes is difficult, raises tempers, and ignites controversies, but gives a more interesting and
accurate account of American history. Accomplishing these changes is valuable, because there is
also a useful lesson for the rest of the world in America’s relatively successful experience as a
pluralistic society. Throughout human history, the clash of different cultures, races, ethnic
groups, and religions has often been the cause of bitter hatred, civil conflict, and international
war. The ethnic tensions that now are tearing apart Lebanon, Sri Lanka, Kashmir, and various
republics of the Soviet Union remind us of the costs of unfettered group rivalry. Thus, it is a
matter of more than domestic importance that we closely examine and try to understand that part
of our national history in which different groups competed, fought, suffered, but ultimately
learned to live together in relative peace and even achieved a sense of common nationhood.
Alas, these painstaking efforts to expand the understanding of American culture into a richer
and more varied tapestry have taken a new turn, and not for the better. Almost any idea, carried
to its extreme, can be made pernicious, and this is what is happening now to multiculturalism.
Today, pluralistic multiculturalism must contend with a new, particularistic multiculturalism.
The pluralists seek a richer common culture; the particularists insist that no common culture is
possible or desirable. The new particularism is entering the curriculum in a number of school
systems across the country. Advocates of particularism propose an ethnocentric curriculum to
raise the self-esteem and academic achievement of children from racial and ethnic minority
backgrounds. Without any evidence, they claim that children from minority backgrounds will do
well in school only if they are immersed in a positive, prideful version of their ancestral culture.
If children are of, for example, Fredonian ancestry, they must hear that Fredonians were
important in mathematics, science, history, and literature. If they learn about great Fredonians
and if their studies use Fredonian examples and Fredonian concepts, they will do well in school.
If they do not, they will have low self-esteem and will do badly.
At first glance, this appears akin to the celebratory activities associated with Black History
Month or Women’s History Month, when schoolchildren learn about the achievements of blacks
and women. But the point of those celebrations is to demonstrate that neither race nor gender is
an obstacle to high achievement. They teach all children that everyone, regardless of their race,
religion, gender, ethnicity, or family origin, can achieve self-fulfillment, honor, and dignity in
society if they aim high and work hard. [p. 341:]

By contrast, the particularistic version of multiculturalism is unabashedly filiopietistic and
deterministic. It teaches children that their identity is determined by their “cultural genes.” That
something in their blood or their race memory or their cultural DNA defines who they are and
what they may achieve. That the culture in which they live is not their own culture, even though
they were born here. That American culture is “Eurocentric,” and therefore hostile to anyone
whose ancestors are not European. Perhaps the most invidious implication of particularism is that
racial and ethnic minorities are not and should not try to be part of American culture; it implies
that American culture belongs only to those who are white and European; it implies that those
who are neither white nor European are alienated from American culture by virtue of their race
or ethnicity; it implies that the only culture they do belong to or can ever belong to is the culture
of their ancestors, even if their families have lived in this country for generations.
The war on so-called Eurocentrism is intended to foster self-esteem among those who are not
of European descent. But how, in fact, is self-esteem developed? How is the sense of one’s own
possibilities, one’s potential choices, developed? Certainly, the school curriculum plays a
relatively small role as compared to the influence of family, community, mass media, and
society. But to the extent that curriculum influences what children think of themselves, it should
encourage children of all racial and ethnic groups to believe that they are part of this society and
that they should develop their talents and minds to the fullest. It is enormously inspiring, for
example, to learn about men and women from diverse backgrounds who overcame poverty,
discrimination, physical handicaps, and other obstacles to achieve success in a variety of fields.
Behind every such biography of accomplishment is a story of heroism, perseverance, and selfdiscipline. Learning these stories will encourage a healthy spirit of pluralism, of mutual respect,
and of self-respect among children of different backgrounds. The children of American society
today will live their lives in a racially and culturally diverse nation, and their education should
prepare them to do so.
The pluralist approach to multiculturalism promotes a broader interpretation of the common
American culture and seeks due recognition for the ways that the nation’s many racial, ethnic,
and cultural groups have transformed the national culture. The pluralists say, in effect,
“American culture belongs to us, all of us; the U.S. is us, and we remake it in every generation.”
But particularists have no interest in extending or revising American culture; indeed, they deny
that a common culture exists. Particularists reject any accommodation among groups, any
interactions that blur the distinct lines between them. The brand of history that they espouse is
one in which everyone is either a descendant of victims or [p. 342:] oppressors. By doing so,
ancient hatreds are fanned and recreated in each new generation. Particularism has its intellectual
roots in the ideology of ethnic separatism and in the black nationalist movement. In the
particularist analysis, the nation has five cultures: African American, Asian American, European
American, Latino/Hispanic, and Native American. The huge cultural, historical, religious, and
linguistic differences within these categories are ignored, as is the considerable intermarriage
among these groups, as are the linkages (like gender, class, sexual orientation, and religion) that
cut across these five groups. No serious scholar would claim that all Europeans and white
Americans are part of the same culture, or that all Asians are part of the same culture, or that all
people of Latin-American descent are of the same culture, or that all people of African descent
are of the same culture. Any categorization this broad is essentially meaningless and useless.

Several districts—including Detroit, Atlanta, and Washington, D.C.—are developing an
Afrocentric curriculum. Afrocentricity has been described in a book of the same name by Molefi
Kete Asante of Temple University. The Afrocentric curriculum puts Africa at the center of the
student’s universe. African Americans must “move away from an [sic] Eurocentric framework”
because “it is difficult to create freely when you use someone else’s motifs, styles, images, and
perspectives.” Because they are not Africans, “white teachers cannot inspire in our children the
visions necessary for them to overcome limitations.” Asante recommends that African
Americans choose an African name (as he did), reject European dress, embrace African religion
(not Islam or Christianity) and love “their own” culture. He scorns the idea of universality as a
form of Eurocentric arrogance. The Eurocentrist, he says, thinks of Beethoven or Bach as
classical, but the Afrocentrist thinks of Ellington or Coltrane as classical; the Eurocentrist lauds
Shakespeare or Twain, while the Afrocentrist prefers Baraka, Shange, or Abiola. Asante is
critical of black artists like Arthur Mitchell and Alvin Ailey who ignore Afrocentricity.
Likewise, he speaks contemptuously of a group of black university students who spurned the
Afrocentrism of the local Black Student Union and formed an organization called Inter-race:
“Such madness is the direct consequence of self-hatred, obligatory attitudes, false assumptions
about society, and stupidity.”
The conflict between pluralism and particularism turns on the issue of universalism. Professor
Asante warns his readers against the lure of universalism: “Do not be captured by a sense of
universality given to you by the Eurocentric viewpoint; such a viewpoint is contradictory to your
own ultimate reality.” He insists that there is no alternative to Eurocentrism, Afrocentrism, and
other ethnocentrisms. In contrast, the pluralist says, with the Roman playwright Terence, “I am a
man: nothing human is alien to me.” [p. 343:] A contemporary Terence would say “I am a
person” or might be a woman, but the point remains the same: You don’t have to be black to love
Zora Neale Hurston’s fiction or Langston Hughes’s poetry or Duke Ellington’s music. In a
pluralist curriculum, we expect children to learn a broad and humane culture, to learn about the
ideas and art and animating spirit of many cultures. We expect that children, whatever their
color, will be inspired by the courage of people like Helen Keller, Vaclav Havel, Harriet
Tubman, and Feng Lizhe. We expect that their response to literature will be determined by the
ideas and images it evokes, not by the skin color of the writer. But particularists insist that
children can learn only from the experiences of people from the same race.
Particularism is a bad idea whose time has come. It is also a fashion spreading like wildfire
through the education system, actively promoted by organizations and individuals with a
political and professional interest in strengthening ethnic power bases in the university, in the
education profession, and in society itself. One can scarcely pick up an educational journal
without learning about a school district that is converting to an ethnocentric curriculum in an
attempt to give “self-esteem” to children from racial minorities. A state-funded project in a
Sacramento high school is teaching young black males to think like Africans and to develop the
“African Mind Model Technique,” in order to free themselves of the racism of American culture.
A popular black rap singer, KRS-One, complained in an op-ed article in the New York Times that
the schools should be teaching blacks about their cultural heritage, instead of trying to make
everyone Americans. “It’s like trying to teach a dog to be a cat,” he wrote. KRS-One railed about
having to learn about Thomas Jefferson and the Civil War, which had nothing to do (he said)
with black history.

Pluralism can easily be transformed into particularism, as may be seen in the potential uses in
the classroom of the Mayan contribution to mathematics. The Mayan example was popularized
in a movie called Stand and Deliver, about a charismatic Bolivian-born mathematics teacher in
Los Angeles who inspired his students (who are Hispanic) to learn calculus. He told them that
their ancestors invented the concept of zero; but that wasn’t all he did. He used imagination to
put across mathematical concepts. He required them to do homework and to go to school on
Saturdays and during the Christmas holidays, so that they might pass the Advanced Placement
mathematics examination for college entry. The teacher’s reference to the Mayans’ mathematical
genius was a valid instructional device: It was an attention-getter and would have interested even
students who were not Hispanic. But the Mayan example would have had little effect without the
teacher’s insistence that the class study hard for a difficult examination. [p. 344:]
Ethnic educators have seized upon the Mayan contribution to mathematics as the key to
simultaneously boosting the ethnic pride of Hispanic children and attacking Eurocentrism. One
proposal claims that Mexican-American children will be attracted to science and mathematics if
they study Mayan mathematics, the Mayan calendar, and Mayan astronomy. Children in primary
grades are to be taught that the Mayans were first to discover the zero and that Europeans learned
it long afterwards from the Arabs, who had learned it in India. This will help them see that
Europeans were latecomers in the discovery of great ideas. Botany is to be learned by study of
the agricultural techniques of the Aztecs, a subject of somewhat limited relevance to children in
urban areas. Furthermore, “ethnobotanical” classifications of plants are to be substituted for the
Eurocentric Linnaean system. At first glance, it may seem curious that Hispanic children are
deemed to have no cultural affinity with Spain; but to acknowledge the cultural tie would
confuse the ideological assault on Eurocentrism.
This proposal suggests some questions: Is there any evidence that the teaching of “culturally
relevant” science and mathematics will draw Mexican-American children to the study of these
subjects? Will Mexican-American children lose interest or self-esteem if they discover that their
ancestors were Aztecs or Spaniards, rather than Mayans? Are children who learn in this way
prepared to study the science and mathematics that are taught in American colleges and
universities and that are needed for advanced study in these fields? Are they even prepared to
study the science and mathematics taught in Mexican universities? If the class is half MexicanAmerican and half something else, will only the Mexican-American children study in a Mayan
and Aztec mode or will all the children? But shouldn’t all children study what is culturally
relevant for them? How will we train teachers who have command of so many different systems
of mathematics and science?
The efficacy of particularist proposals seems to be less important to their sponsors than their
value as ideological weapons with which to criticize existing disciplines for their alleged
Eurocentric bias. In a recent article titled “The Ethnocentric Basis of Social Science Knowledge
Production” in the Review of Research in Education, John Stanfield of Yale University argues
that neither social science nor science are objective studies, that both instead are “EuroAmerican” knowledge systems which reproduce “hegemonic racial domination.” The claim that
science and reason are somehow superior to magic and witchcraft, he writes, is the product of
Euro-American ethnocentrism. According to Stanfield, current fears about the misuse of science
(for instance, “the nuclear arms race, global pollution”) and “the power-plays of Third World

nations (the Arab oil boycott and the American-Iranian hostage crisis) [p. 345:] have made
Western people more aware of nonscientific cognitive styles. These last events are beginning to
demonstrate politically that which has begun to be understood in intellectual circles: namely, that
modes of social knowledge such as theology, science, and magic are different, not inferior or
superior. They represent different ways of perceiving, defining, and organizing knowledge of life
experiences.” One wonders: If Professor Stanfield broke his leg, would he go to a theologian, a
doctor, or a magician?
Every field of study, it seems, has been tainted by Eurocentrism, which was defined by a
professor at Manchester University, George Ghevarughese Joseph, in Race and Class in 1987, as
“intellectual racism.” Professor Joseph argues that the history of science and technology—and in
particular, of mathematics—in non-European societies was distorted by racist Europeans who
wanted to establish the dominance of European forms of knowledge. The racists, he writes,
traditionally traced mathematics to the Greeks, then claimed that it reached its full development
in Europe. These are simply Eurocentric myths to sustain an “imperialist/racist ideology,” says
Professor Joseph, since mathematics was found in Egypt, Babylonia, Mesopotamia, and India
long before the Greeks were supposed to have developed it. Professor Joseph points out too that
Arab scientists should be credited with major discoveries traditionally attributed to William
Harvey, Isaac Newton, Charles Darwin, and Sir Francis Bacon. But he is not concerned only to
argue historical issues; his purpose is to bring all of these different mathematical traditions into
the school classroom so that children might study, for example, “traditional African designs,
Indian rangoli patterns and Islamic art” and “the language and counting systems found across the
world.”
This interesting proposal to teach ethnomathematics comes at a time when American
mathematics educators are trying to overhaul present practices, because of the poor performance
of American children on national and international assessments. Mathematics educators are
attempting to change the teaching of their subject so that children can see its uses in everyday
life. There would seem to be an incipient conflict between those who want to introduce real-life
applications of mathematics and those who want to teach the mathematical systems used by
ancient cultures. I suspect that most mathematics teachers would enjoy doing a bit of both, if
there were time or student interest. But any widespread movement to replace modern
mathematics with ancient ethnic mathematics runs the risk of disaster in a field that is struggling
to update existing curricula. If, as seems likely, ancient mathematics is taught mainly to minority
children, the gap between them and middle-class white children is apt to grow. It is worth noting
that children in [p. 346:] Korea, who score highest in mathematics on international assessments,
do not study ancient Korean mathematics.
Particularism is akin to cultural Lysenkoism, for it takes as its premise the spurious notion that
cultural traits are inherited. It implies a dubious, dangerous form of cultural predestination.
Children are taught that if their ancestors could do it, so could they. But what happens if a child
is from a cultural group that made no significant contribution to science or mathematics? Does
this mean that children from that background must find a culturally appropriate field in which to
strive? How does a teacher find the right cultural buttons for children of mixed heritage? And
how in the world will teachers use this technique when the children in their classes are drawn
from many different cultures, as is usually the case? By the time that every culture gets its due,

there may be no time left to teach the subject itself. This explosion of filiopietism (which, we
should remember, comes from adults, not from students) is reminiscent of the period some years
ago when the Russians claimed that they had invented everything first; as we now know, this
nationalistic braggadocio did little for their self-esteem and nothing for their economic
development. We might reflect, too, on how little social prestige has been accorded in this
country to immigrants from Greece and Italy, even though the achievements of their ancestors
were at the heart of the classical curriculum.
Filiopietism and ethnic boosterism lead to all sorts of odd practices. In New York State, for
example, the curriculum guide for eleventh grade American history lists three “foundations” for
the United States Constitution, as follows:
A. Foundations
1. 17th and 18th century Enlightenment thought
2. Haudenosaunee political system
a. Influence upon colonial leadership and European intellectuals (Locke, Montesquieu,
Voltaire, Rousseau)
b. Impact on Albany Plan of Union, Articles of Confederation, and U.S. Constitution
3. Colonial experience

Those who are unfamiliar with the Haudenosaunee political system might wonder what it is,
particularly since educational authorities in New York State rank it as equal in importance to the
European Enlightenment and suggest that it strongly influenced not only colonial leaders but the
leading intellectuals of Europe. The Haudenosaunee political system was the Iroquois
confederation of five (later six) Indian tribes in upper New York State, which conducted war and
civil affairs through a council of chiefs, each with one vote. In 1754, Benjamin Franklin [p. 347:]
proposed a colonial union at a conference in Albany; his plan, said to be inspired by the Iroquois
Confederation, was rejected by the other colonies. Today, Indian activists believe that the
Iroquois Confederation was the model for the American Constitution, and the New York State
Department of Education has decided that they are right. That no other state sees fit to give the
American Indians equal billing with the European Enlightenment may be owing to the fact that
the Indians in New York State (numbering less than forty thousand) have been more politically
effective than elsewhere or that other states have not yet learned about this method of reducing
“Eurocentrism” in their American history classes.
Particularism can easily be carried to extremes. Students of Fredonian descent must hear that
their ancestors were seminal in the development of all human civilization and that without the
Fredonian contribution, we would all be living in caves or trees, bereft of art, technology, and
culture. To explain why Fredonians today are in modest circumstances, given their historic
eminence, children are taught that somewhere, long ago, another culture stole the Fredonians’
achievements, palmed them off as their own, and then oppressed the Fredonians.

I first encountered this argument almost twenty years ago, when I was a graduate student. I
shared a small office with a young professor, and I listened as she patiently explained to a
student why she had given him a D on a term paper. In his paper, he argued that the Arabs had
stolen mathematics from the Nubians in the desert long ago (I forget in which century this theft
allegedly occurred). She tried to explain to him about the necessity of historical evidence. He
was unconvinced, since he believed that he had uncovered a great truth that was beyond proof.
The part I couldn’t understand was how anyone could lose knowledge by sharing it. After all,
cultures are constantly influencing one another, exchanging ideas and art and technology, and the
exchange usually is enriching, not depleting.
Today, there are a number of books and articles advancing controversial theories about the
origins of civilization. An important work, The African Origin of Civilization: Myth or Reality,
by Senegalese scholar Cheikh Anta Diop, argues that ancient Egypt was a black civilization, that
all races are descended from the black race, and that the achievements of “western” civilization
originated in Egypt. The views of Diop and other Africanists have been condensed into an
everyman’s paperback titled What They Never Told You in History Class by Indus Khamit Kush.
This latter book claims that Moses, Jesus, Buddha, Mohammed, and Vishnu were Africans; that
the first Indians, Chinese, Hebrews, Greeks, Romans, Britains, and Americans were Africans;
and that the [p. 348:] first mathematicians, scientists, astronomers, and physicians were Africans.
A debate currently raging among some classicists is whether the Greeks “stole” the philosophy,
art, and religion of the ancient Egyptians and whether the ancient Egyptians were black Africans.
George G. M. James’s Stolen Legacy insists that the Greeks “stole the Legacy of the African
Continent and called it their own. James argues that the civilization of Greece, the vaunted
foundation of European culture, owed everything it knew and did to its African predecessors.
Thus, the roots of western civilization lie not in Greece and Rome, but in Egypt and, ultimately,
in black Africa.
Similar speculation was fueled by the publication in 1987 of Martin Bernal’s Black Athena:
The Afroasiatic Roots of Classical Civilization, Volume 1, The Fabrication of Ancient Greece,
1785-1985, although the controversy predates Bernal’s book. In a fascinating foray into the
politics of knowledge, Bernal attributes the preference of Western European scholars for Greece
over Egypt as the fount of knowledge to nearly two centuries of racism and “Europocentrism,”
but he is uncertain about the color of the ancient Egyptians. However, a review of Bernal’s book
last year in the Village Voice began, “What color were the ancient Egyptians? Blacker than
Mubarak, baby.” The same article claimed that white racist archeologists chiseled the noses off
ancient Egyptian statues so that future generations would not see the typically African facial
characteristics. The debate reached the pages of the Biblical Archeology Review last year in an
article titled “Were the Ancient Egyptians Black or White?” The author, classicist Frank J.
Yurco, argues that some Egyptian rulers were black, others were not, and that “the ancient
Egyptians did not think in these terms.” The issue, wrote Yurco, “is a chimera, cultural baggage
from our own society that can only be imposed artificially on ancient Egyptian society.”
Most educationists are not even aware of the debate about whether the ancient Egyptians were
black or white, but they are very sensitive to charges that the schools’ curricula are Eurocentric,
and they are eager to rid the schools of the taint of Eurocentrism. It is hardly surprising that
America’s schools would recognize strong cultural ties with Europe since our nation’s political,

religious, educational, and economic institutions were created chiefly by people of European
descent, our government was shaped by European ideas, and nearly 80 percent of the people who
live here are of European descent. The particularists treat all of this history as a racist bias toward
Europe, rather than as the matter-of-fact consequences of European immigration. Even so,
American education is not centered on Europe. American education, if it is centered on anything,
is centered on itself. It is “Americentric.” Most American students today have never studied any
world history; they [p. 349:] know very little about Europe, and even less about the rest of the
world. Their minds are rooted solidly in the here and now. When the Berlin Wall was opened in
the fall of 1989, journalists discovered that most American teenagers had no idea what it was,
nor why its opening was Such a big deal. Nonetheless, Eurocentrism provides a better target than
Americentrism.
In school districts where most children are black and Hispanic, there has been a growing
tendency to embrace particularism rather than pluralism. Many of the children in these districts
perform poorly in academic classes and leave school without graduating. They would fare better
in school if they had well-educated and well-paid teachers, small classes, good materials,
encouragement at home and school, summer academic programs, protection from the drugs and
crime that ravage their neighborhoods, and higher expectations of satisfying careers upon
graduation. These are expensive and time-consuming remedies that must also engage the larger
society beyond the school. The lure of particularism is that it offers a less complicated anodyne,
one in which the children’s academic deficiencies may be addressed—or set aside—by inflating
their racial pride. The danger of this remedy is that it will detract attention from the real needs of
schools and the real interests of children, while simultaneously arousing distorted race pride in
children of all races, increasing racial antagonism and producing fresh recruits for white and
black racist groups.
The particularist critique gained a major forum in New York in 1989, with the release of a
report called “A Curriculum of Inclusion,” produced by a task force created by the State
Commissioner of Education, Thomas Sobol. In 1987, soon after his appointment, Sobol
appointed a Task Force on Minorities to review the state’s curriculum for instances of bias. He
did this not because there had been complaints about bias in the curriculum, but because—as a
newly appointed state commissioner whose previous job had been to superintend the public
schools of a wealthy suburb, Scarsdale—he wanted to demonstrate his sensitivity to minority
concerns. The Sobol task force was composed of representatives of African American, Hispanic,
Asian American, and American Indian groups.
The task force engaged four consultants, one from each of the aforementioned racial or ethnic
minorities, to review nearly one hundred teachers’ guides prepared by the state. These guides
define the state’s curriculum, usually as a list of facts and concepts to be taught, along with
model activities. The primary focus of the consultants, not surprisingly, was the history and
social studies curriculum. As it happened, the history curriculum had been extensively revised in
1987 to make it multicultural, in both American and world history. In the 1987 revision the time
[p. 350:] given to Western Europe was reduced to one-quarter of one year, as part of a two-year
global studies sequence in which equal time was allotted to seven major world regions, including
Africa and Latin America.

As a result of the 1987 revisions in American and world history, New York State had one of
the most advanced multicultural history-social studies curricula in the country. Dozens of social
studies teachers and consultants had participated, and the final draft was reviewed by such
historians as Eric Foner of Columbia University, the late Hazel Hertzberg of Teachers College,
Columbia University, and Christopher Lasch of the University of Rochester. The curriculum was
overloaded with facts, almost to the point of numbing students with details and trivia, but it was
not insensitive to ethnicity in American history or unduly devoted to European history.
But the Sobol task force decided that this curriculum was biased and Eurocentric. The first
sentence of the task force report summarizes its major thesis: “African Americans, Asian
Americans, Puerto Ricans/ Latinos, and Native Americans have all been the victims of an
intellectual and educational oppression that has characterized the culture and institutions of the
United States and the European American world for centuries.
The task force report was remarkable in that it vigorously denounced bias without identifying a
single instance of bias in the curricular guides under review. Instead, the consultants employed
harsh, sometimes inflammatory, rhetoric to treat every difference of opinion or interpretation as
an example of racial bias. The African-American consultant, for example, excoriates the
curriculum for its “White Anglo-Saxon (WASP) value system and norms,” its “deep-seated
pathologies of racial hatred” and its “white nationalism”; he decries as bias the fact that children
study Egypt as part of the Middle East instead of as part of Africa. Perhaps Egypt should be
studied as part of the African unit (geographically, it is located on the African continent); but
placing it in one region rather than the other is not what most people think of as racism or bias.
The “Latino” consultant criticizes the use of the term “Spanish-American War” instead of
“Spanish-Cuban-American War.” The Native American consultant complains that tribal
languages are classified as “foreign languages.”
The report is consistently Europhobic. It repeatedly expresses negative judgments on
“European Americans” and on everything Western and European. All people with a white skin
are referred to as “Anglo-Saxons” and “WASPs.” Europe, says the report, is uniquely
responsible for producing aggressive individuals who “were ready to ‘discover, invade and
conquer’ foreign land because of greed, racism and national egoism.” All white people are held
collectively guilty for the historical [p. 351:] crimes of slavery and racism. There is no mention
of the “Anglo-Saxons” who opposed slavery and racism. Nor does the report acknowledge that
some whites have been victims of discrimination and oppression. The African American
consultant writes of the Constitution, “There is something vulgar and revolting in glorifying a
process that heaped undeserved rewards on a segment of the population while oppressing the
majority.”
The New York task force proposal is not merely about the reconstruction of what is taught. It
goes a step further to suggest that the history curriculum may be used to ensure that “children
from Native American, Puerto Rican/Latino, Asian American, and African American cultures
will have higher self-esteem and self-respect, while children from European cultures will have a
less arrogant perspective of being part of the group that has ‘done it all.’”

In February 1990, Commissioner Sobol asked the New York Board of Regents to endorse a
sweeping revision of the history curriculum to make it more multicultural. His recommendations
were couched in measured tones, not in the angry rhetoric of his task force. The board supported
his request unanimously. It remains to be seen whether New York pursues the particularist path
marked out by the Commissioner’s advisory group or finds its way to the concept of pluralism
within a democratic tradition.
The rising tide of particularism encourages the politicization of all curricula in the schools. If
education bureaucrats bend to the political and ideological winds, as is their wont, we can
anticipate a generation of struggle over the content of the curriculum in mathematics, science,
literature, and history. Demands for “culturally relevant” studies, for ethnostudies of all kinds,
will open the classroom to unending battles over whose version is taught, who gets credit for
what, and which ethno-interpretation is appropriate. Only recently have districts begun to resist
the demands of fundamentalist groups to censor textbooks and library books (and some have not
yet begun to do so).
The spread of particularism throws into question the very idea of American public education.
Public schools exist to teach children the general skills and knowledge that they need to succeed
in American society, and the specific skills and knowledge that they need in order to function as
American citizens. They receive public support because they have a public function. Historically,
the public schools were known as common schools” because they were schools for all, even if
the children of all the people did not attend them. Over the years, the courts have found that it
was unconstitutional to teach religion in the common schools, or to separate children on the basis
of their race in the common [p. 352:] schools. In their curriculum, their hiring practices, and their
general philosophy, the public schools must not discriminate against or give preference to any
racial or ethnic group. Yet they are permitted to accommodate cultural diversity by, for example,
serving food that is culturally appropriate or providing library collections that emphasize the
interests of the local community. However, they should not be expected to teach children to view
the world through an ethnocentric perspective that rejects or ignores the common culture. For
generations, those groups that wanted to inculcate their religion or their ethnic heritage have
instituted private schools—after school, on weekends, or on a full-time basis. There, children
learn with others of the same group—Greeks, Poles, Germans, Japanese, Chinese, Jews,
Lutherans, Catholics, and so on—and are taught by people from the same group. Valuable as this
exclusive experience has been for those who choose it, this has not been the role of public
education. One of the primary purposes of public education has been to create a national
community, a definition of citizenship and culture that is both expansive and inclusive.
The curriculum in public schools must be based on whatever knowledge and practices have
been determined to be best by professionals—experienced teachers and scholars—who are
competent to make these judgments. Professional societies must be prepared to defend the
integrity of their disciplines. When called upon, they should establish review committees to
examine disputes over curriculum and to render judgment, in order to help school officials fend
off improper political pressure. Where genuine controversies exist, they should be taught and
debated in the classroom. Was Egypt a black civilization? Why not raise the question, read the
arguments of the different sides in the debate, show slides of Egyptian pharoahs and queens, read
books about life in ancient Egypt, invite guest scholars from the local university, and visit

museums with Egyptian collections? If scholars disagree, students should know it. One great
advantage of this approach is that students will see that history is a lively study, that textbooks
are fallible, that historians disagree, that the writing of history is influenced by the historian’s
politics and ideology, that history is written by people who make choices among alternative facts
and interpretations, and that history changes as new facts are uncovered and new interpretations
win adherents. They will also learn that cultures and civilizations constantly interact, exchange
ideas, and influence one another, and that the idea of racial or ethnic purity is a myth. Another
advantage is that students might once again study ancient history, which has all but disappeared
from the curricula of American schools. (California recently introduced a required sixth grade
course in ancient civilizations, but ancient history is otherwise terra incognita in American
education.) [p. 353:]
The multicultural controversy may do wonders for the study of history, which has been
neglected for years in American schools. At this time, only half of our high school graduates ever
study any world history. Any serious attempt to broaden students’ knowledge of Africa, Europe,
Asia, and Latin America will require at least two, and possibly three years of world history (a
requirement thus far only in California). American history, too, will need more time than the
one-year high-school survey course. Those of us who have insisted for years on the importance
of history in the curriculum may not be ready to assent to its redemptive power, but hope that our
new allies will ultimately join a constructive dialogue that strengthens the place of history in the
schools.
As cultural controversies arise, educators must adhere to the principle of “E Pluribus Unum.”
That is, they must maintain a balance between the demands of the one—the nation of which we
are common citizens—and the many—the varied histories of the American people. It is not
necessary to denigrate either the one or the many. Pluralism is a positive value, but it is also
important that we preserve a sense of an American community—a society and a culture to which
we all belong. If there is no overall community with an agreed-upon vision of liberty and justice,
if all we have is a collection of racial and ethnic cultures, lacking any common bonds, then we
have no means to mobilize public opinion on behalf of people who are not members of our
particular group. We have, for example, no reason to support public education. If there is no
larger community, then each group will want to teach its own children in its own way, and public
education ceases to exist.
History should not be confused with filiopietism. History gives no grounds for race pride. No
race has a monopoly on virtue. If anything, a study of history should inspire humility, rather than
pride. People of every racial group have committed terrible crimes, often against others of the
same group. Whether one looks at the history of Europe or Africa or Latin America or Asia,
every continent offers examples of inhumanity. Slavery has existed in civilizations around the
world for centuries. Examples of genocide can be found around the world, throughout history,
from ancient times right through to our own day. Governments and cultures, sometimes by edict,
sometimes simply following tradition, have practiced not only slavery, but human sacrifice,
infanticide, cliterodectomy, and mass murder. If we teach children this, they might recognize
how absurd both racial hatred and racial chauvinism are.

What must be preserved in the study of history is the spirit of inquiry, the readiness to open
new questions and to pursue new understandings. History, at its best, is a search for truth. The
best way to portray this search is through debate and controversy, rather than through imposition
of fixed beliefs and immutable facts. Perhaps the most dangerous aspect [p. 354:] of school
history is its tendency to become Official History, a sanctified version of the Truth taught by the
state to captive audiences and embedded in beautiful mass-market textbooks as holy writ. When
Official History is written by committees responding to political pressures, rather than by
scholars synthesizing the best available research, then the errors of the past are replaced by the
politically fashionable errors of the present. It may be difficult to teach children that history is
both important and uncertain, and that even the best historians never have all the pieces of the
jigsaw puzzle, but it is necessary to do so. If state education departments permit the revision of
their history courses and textbooks to become an exercise in power politics, then the entire
process of state-level curriculum-making becomes suspect, as does public education itself.
The question of self-esteem is extraordinarily complex, and it goes well beyond the content of
the curriculum. Most of what we call self-esteem is formed in the home and in a variety of life
experiences, not only in school. Nonetheless, it has been important for blacks—and for other
racial groups—to learn about the history of slavery and of the civil rights movement; it has been
important for blacks to know that their ancestors actively resisted enslavement and actively
pursued equality; and it has been important for blacks and others to learn about black men and
women who fought courageously against racism and who provide models of courage,
persistence, and intellect. These are instances where the content of the curriculum reflects sound
scholarship, and at the same time probably lessens racial prejudice and provides inspiration for
those who are descendants of slaves. But knowing about the travails and triumphs of one’s
forebears does not necessarily translate into either self-esteem or personal accomplishment. For
most children, self-esteem—the self-confidence that grows out of having reached a goal—comes
not from hearing about the monuments of their ancestors but as a consequence of what they are
able to do and accomplish through their own efforts.
As I reflected on these issues, I recalled reading an interview a few years ago with a talented
black runner. She said that her model is Mikhail Baryshnikov. She admires him because he is a
magnificent athlete. He is not black; he is not female; he is not American-born; he is not even a
runner. But he inspires her because of the way he trained and used his body. When I read this, I
thought how narrow-minded it is to believe that people can be inspired only by those who are
exactly like them in race and ethnicity.

[Footnote, p. 337:]
DIANE RAVITCH, adjunct professor of history and education at Teachers College, Columbia
University, is the author of several books, including The Troubled Crusade: American
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