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About the book

In "Lies My Teacher Told Me," James W. Loewen embarks on an

eye-opening journey to demystify the sanitized and sometimes distorted

portrayal of American history often presented in classrooms. Through

thoughtful research and compelling analysis, Loewen unearths the

underlying truths beneath widely accepted historical narratives, challenging

readers to look beyond the page and question the accuracy of their

textbooks. This provocative work sheds light on the omissions and

inaccuracies that have shaped, and continue to influence, our understanding

of the past. Inviting you to become both a skeptic and a scholar, this book

not only reveals the biases ingrained in our education system but also

inspires a critical examination of the stories handed down through

generations. Filled with revelations that are as provocative as they are

enlightening, "Lies My Teacher Told Me" promises to change the way you

perceive history and its profound impact on our present and future.
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About the author

James W. Loewen was a distinguished American sociologist, historian, and a

passionate advocate for social justice and truth in education. Born on

February 6, 1942, in Decatur, Illinois, Loewen's deep-seated love for

understanding America's cultural narratives was matched only by his desire

to challenge the status quo. He earned his bachelor's degree from Carleton

College and a Ph.D. in sociology from Harvard University. Throughout his

career, Loewen dedicated himself to unraveling historical myths and

presenting a more nuanced and accurate portrayal of American history. A

former professor at the University of Vermont, he later taught at Tougaloo

College in Mississippi, where his experiences profoundly influenced his

critical examination of textbook depictions of history. Loewen is best known

for his seminal work, *Lies My Teacher Told Me*, a compelling critique of

the inaccuracies perpetuated in American history education, urging readers

to question and re-evaluate the "sugar-coated" narratives often found in

classrooms nationwide.
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Chapter 1 Summary: Handicapped by History: The
Process of Hero-making

Summary of "Handicapped by History: The Process of Hero-making":

This chapter explores the concept of heroification, a process by which

complex historical figures are transformed into flawless heroes in

educational media. This often involves oversimplifying and sanitizing their

lives, stripping away any conflicts or controversial aspects. The author

discusses how this tendency is prevalent in American history textbooks,

which focus on biographical vignettes of famous individuals, ultimately

reducing them to mere symbols while ignoring their complexities and

contributions.

A detailed examination of Helen Keller and Woodrow Wilson illustrates this

process. Keller, widely celebrated for overcoming deafness and blindness, is

often presented as an idealized figure of perseverance. However, the nuances

of her life, such as her radical socialist views and advocacy for social justice,

are frequently omitted. This omission paints an incomplete picture of a

woman who spent much of her adult life championing causes like women's

suffrage and labor rights.

Woodrow Wilson, another case study, is often remembered for leading the
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U.S. during World War I and advocating for the League of Nations. Students

may recall his association with progressive causes like women's suffrage.

However, textbooks often neglect his racist policies, such as segregating the

federal government, which had long-lasting impacts on race relations in

America. His interventions in Latin America and the Russian Civil War, as

well as his suppression of civil liberties, are also frequently glossed over or

justified, missing the broader implications of his actions.

The chapter argues that these sanitizations not only misrepresent historical

figures but also rob students of realistic role models who grappled with

internal and societal conflicts. Heroification leads to a "Disney version" of

history, with polished portrayals that lack depth and fail to demonstrate

causality and complexity in historical events. Such portrayals leave students

disengaged, prompting skepticism towards historical figures and a

disconnect from their potential as inspirational role models.

In contrasting Keller's and Wilson's real stories with their public images, the

chapter highlights how textbooks reflect societal norms and ideologies,

avoiding discussions of socialism, racism, and social class. This selective

portrayal feeds into a broader narrative that oversimplifies history, denying

students the chance to learn from its multifaceted nature.

In conclusion, the chapter emphasizes the importance of presenting

historical figures as real, flawed individuals. Accepting their complexities
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can provide students with a more profound understanding of history and

inspire them to engage with the world in a more meaningful way. This

context sets the stage for the author’s subsequent exploration of how figures

like Christopher Columbus have also been subject to heroification, leaving

out essential facets of their lives and actions.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Teach Realism, Not Heroification

Critical Interpretation: In navigating your life's journey, embracing the

idea that historical figures, like Helen Keller and Woodrow Wilson,

were real people with complexities and imperfections can truly inspire

you. This knowledge prompts you to recognize that growth and impact

don't come from polished perfection—rather, they arise from

grappling with conflicting beliefs, decisions, and societal challenges.

Understanding that even acclaimed individuals faced and conquered

ordinary adversities empowers you to confront your flaws and

uncertainties courageously. You become more open to tackling

societal inequities, driving change with a realistic view of the past and

pragmatic optimism for the future. Accepting humanity in its entirety

may well inspire you to leave a genuine, lasting legacy of your own.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Chapter 2 Summary: 1493: The True Importance of
Christopher Columbus

Summary: "1493: The True Importance of Christopher Columbus"

The traditional narrative of Christopher Columbus, as portrayed by

American history textbooks, elevates him as a pioneering hero, singularly

credited with "discovering" the Americas. Most students are familiarized

with the year 1492 as the cornerstone of American history, yet this retelling

oversimplifies and distorts Columbus's actual significance. This chapter

critiques such textbooks for omitting crucial context, including the

multifaceted European, African, and indigenous pre-Columbian

engagements with the Americas.

Columbus's emblematic role has been mythologized, reflecting societal

values that favor hero worship and simplify complex historical processes.

History textbooks often embellish Columbus's narrative, presenting him as a

visionary against an ignorant backdrop clinging to a flat-earth belief. This

myth persists despite historians debunking it, revealing that most informed

people of the era knew the earth was round.

Columbus was not the first to reach the Americas; prior voyages, both

European and non-European, are significant but underreported. Vikings, for
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instance, established a presence in North America around the year 1000,

while evidence suggests African and Asian voyages may have predated

Columbus. These expeditions richly contribute to the Americas' historical

narrative, offering insights into early cross-cultural exchanges long before

1492.

Driven by economic gain, Columbus's voyages paved the way for the

European colonization paradigm characterized by conquest and

exploitation—a legacy marked by indigenous subjugation and the initiation

of transatlantic slavery. The encomienda system and the brutal demand for

gold from native inhabitants exemplify exploitation dynamics that decimated

indigenous populations, notably on Hispaniola (modern-day Haiti and the

Dominican Republic). The Spanish exploited both native labor and the land,

leading to tragic population decline due to overwork, violence, and

introduced diseases.

The Columbian exchange, an immense cross-continental flow initiated by

these voyages, reshaped both Europe and the Americas. Despite its historical

significance, textbooks often overlook the Columbian exchange's impact on

Europe, such as the introduction of American crops that revolutionized

European agriculture and demographics. Cultural changes also ensued as

Europeans grappled with new ethical and religious questions posed by

encounters with unfamiliar peoples and lands, which influenced

philosophical and societal developments, including the Protestant
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Reformation.

Textbooks, primarily aimed at fostering American identity, oversimplify this

historical complexity. They valorize Columbus without adequately

addressing the negative repercussions of his voyages, particularly for

indigenous peoples. Such narratives contribute to an uncritical endorsement

of colonialism and fail to question the inequities imposed during the process

of European expansion.

In conclusion, a more nuanced interpretation of Columbus should

encompass both his navigational achievements and the darker aspects of his

legacy, acknowledging the rich tapestry of interactions between diverse

cultures that predated and succeeded his arrival. By examining these

historical dynamics, we better understand the complicated origins of modern

global interactions, challenging narratives that overly simplify or glorify

pivotal but contentious historical figures like Columbus.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Revising Heroic Narratives

Critical Interpretation: By recognizing the complex history behind

Columbus's voyages and understanding the oversimplifications in

traditional narratives, you are compelled to embrace a more nuanced

view of history. Acknowledging the darker aspects of Columbus's

legacy and the significant cultural interactions preceding and

succeeding his arrival allows you to become a critical thinker,

questioning and reflecting on how historical narratives are

constructed. This perspective inspires the importance of looking

beyond glorified tales, encouraging you to explore multifaceted truths

in historical events and apply a discerning approach to understanding

the world today.
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Chapter 3 Summary: The Truth about the First
Thanksgiving

Chapter Three of "Lies My Teacher Told Me" critically examines the myths

 surrounding the first Thanksgiving and the broader narrative of the

settlement of what is now known as the United States. The author challenges

the common understanding of Thanksgiving as recounted in American

culture and textbooks, arguing that these narratives often overlook or

misrepresent the experiences of Native Americans and the true events of

early settlements.

The chapter begins by exploring how the story of the Pilgrims and the first

Thanksgiving has become an integral part of America's national origin myth,

often starting with the date 1620 as the beginning of U.S. settlement.

However, this narrative excludes significant pre-Columbian and Spanish

influences, including African slaves left in South Carolina in 1526 and

Spanish settlements in New Mexico and Florida. Additionally, the Dutch

and earlier English settlers are often omitted from these stories. This narrow

focus feeds into the idea that the Pilgrims were the first settlers in an

uninhabited land, ignoring the complex societies and cultures that existed

long before their arrival.

Students often anchor the Pilgrims' arrival at Plymouth Rock as the

beginning of American history, further propagating myths about their
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settlement experience. In reality, the Pilgrims were met with Native

American tribes who had long settled the region. The introduction of

European diseases, particularly plagues, decimated Native populations, with

some estimates claiming a mortality rate of up to 96% in coastal New

England. This devastation laid the groundwork for European colonization,

creating the false appearance of an empty, "wild" land.

The chapter delves into the impact of disease on Native American societies,

shaping the early geopolitical landscape in favor of European settlers. The

author highlights how textbooks often ignore this critical context,

contributing to an oversimplified narrative. Without these plagues, the

settlement and dominance by Europeans might have progressed much more

slowly or not at all.

Further, the text scrutinizes the myth of the Pilgrims' journey to America and

their supposed accidental landing in Massachusetts rather than Virginia. It

suggests the Pilgrims strategically targeted Massachusetts to avoid Anglican

oversight, aided by their awareness of the region due to maps and

information from explorers like John Smith and Samuel de Champlain.

Significantly, the author highlights the figure of Squanto, an indigenous man

who played a crucial role in the Pilgrims' survival. Common narratives often

sanitize Squanto’s story, omitting his earlier capture by Europeans, time

spent in slavery, and eventual return to find his community wiped out by
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disease.

The myth of Thanksgiving, as currently celebrated, is scrutinized for its

failure to recognize the deep-rooted contributions and hospitality of Native

Americans in helping settlers survive. Instead, the narrative venerates the

Pilgrims, framing them as pioneers against a savage wilderness and

reinforcing a sense of American exceptionalism rooted in divine providence

and superiority. This mythmaking marginalizes the role of Native Americans

and propagates ethnocentric beliefs.

Finally, the chapter critiques the continuing influence of these myths in

shaping American cultural identity and historical understanding. It urges a

more honest and inclusive retelling of American history, where textbooks

acknowledge the complexity of Native American societies and the

multifaceted reality of early colonial interactions. By exposing students to

the full spectrum of historical truths, they might grow into more thoughtful

and tolerant citizens, capable of understanding the intricate legacies of the

past.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The impact of diseases on Native populations and

European colonization.

Critical Interpretation: This chapter's exploration of how

European-introduced plagues decimated Native American societies

offers a profound realization: history is often written by those in

power, overlooking the voices and struggles of the marginalized. By

understanding this dynamic, you can become more conscious of the

past's complexities and recognize that history is multifaceted. This

awareness helps you appreciate the depth of cultural interactions and

realize the importance of questioning dominant narratives in pursuit of

truth. Such introspection can inspire you to engage with diverse

perspectives, fostering a more inclusive and empathetic understanding

of history and its echoes in today's society.
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Chapter 4: Red Eyes

In "Red Eyes," the author explores how American textbooks have

 historically misrepresented Native American history, often portraying it

through a Eurocentric lens. The chapter argues that textbooks have portrayed

Native Americans inaccurately, as exotic, warlike primitives, a

misrepresentation that perpetuates stereotypes and fails to recognize the

complexity and richness of Native cultures and their contributions to

American society.

The text highlights improvements in recent textbooks that have attempted to

present Native Americans as active participants in their historical narratives,

mentioning contributions from figures like Metacomet and Sequoyah.

However, it criticizes textbooks for continuing to use biased language and

for adhering to conventional assumptions about Native-white relations.

One significant issue addressed is the oversimplification of pre-contact

Native societies. Textbooks often present Native cultures cursorily,

emphasizing sensational aspects rather than the nuanced realities. This

superficial treatment prevents students from identifying with "regular folks"

among Native Americans and understands their societies' sophistication and

diversity.

Moreover, the chapter criticizes textbooks for treating archaeological and
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anthropological evidence as static and uncontroversial, missing out on the

living debates and discoveries that continue to evolve our understanding of

Native histories. The text underscores the lack of acknowledgment of

ongoing controversies and uncertainties, such as those surrounding ancient

human migration to the Americas.

The chapter challenges the stereotype of the "primitive savage" by

illustrating how Native societies were depicted as less advanced compared to

Europeans. Textbooks often reinforce this trope by contrasting "civilized"

European cultures with "primitive" Native ones, despite evidence of rich

civilizations like the Aztecs. The text argues for a reevaluation of what it

means to be "civilized," questioning whether complex and often oppressive

societies should be idealized above more egalitarian Native societies.

Post-contact transformations—like the cultural syncretism of the Plains

Indians after acquiring horses from the Spanish—are highlighted as

examples of Native adaptability and agency. Yet, textbooks tend to ignore or

underplay the profound cultural shifts induced by European and African

interactions, which often resulted in detrimental changes, such as the focus

on fur trading and the increase in intertribal warfare fueled by the colonial

slave trade.

The text contrasts the depictions of mutual cultural exchanges between

Native Americans and whites. Textbooks fail to cover the significant
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administration of Native governance systems (like the Iroquois Confederacy)

and their possible influence on American democratic ideals. This oversight

denies students a comprehensive understanding of how Native American

ideas and systems might have shaped the development of the United States.

The chapter further critiques how Native spirituality is trivialized in

textbooks, portrayed as simplistic compared to Christianity. It suggests that a

more respectful and nuanced presentation could provide an opportunity for

students to reflect on their spiritual beliefs.

While acknowledging that economic forces drove many Native Americans

to adopt European practices, the text emphasizes that acculturation was not a

simple or widespread solution. Many Native Americans could not fit within

white society's restrictive frameworks, leading to continued marginalization.

It discusses how legal and systemic barriers prevented Native integration

into white society, noting enduring stereotypes of "the savage" that

undermine the acknowledgment of resistance and survival against

colonization.

Underpinning the critique is the need for textbooks to consider Indigenous

experiences truly, past and present, and their contributions to the American

ethos. The chapter argues that by integrating Native perspectives and

recognizing the bidirectional influence between cultures, education can help

dismantle prejudices and enrich American history’s narrative.
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Chapter 5 Summary: "Gone with the Wind": The
Invisibility of Racism in American History Textbooks

The text you've provided is an in-depth examination of how racism and

 slavery have been represented in American history textbooks. It opens by

highlighting an underexplored historical fact: the first non-Native settlers in

what is now the United States may have been African slaves brought by

Spaniards in 1526. This incident is not usually mentioned in history

textbooks, but it illustrates that African Americans were part of American

history from the very beginning. The text argues that a significant theme in

American history is the subjugation of black Americans by white

Americans. This has influenced political divisions, such as the rise and fall

of political parties, civil rights legislation, and racial tensions that persist in

various aspects of American culture.

From the 1850s to the 1930s, American popular culture was heavily

influenced by race. Minstrel shows, "Uncle Tom's Cabin," and major films

like "Gone with the Wind" highlighted racial themes, though often in a way

that reinforced racial stereotypes rather than challenged them. The text

discusses the long-lasting impact of slavery on American society and the

political struggle surrounding it, noting that prior to the 1960s, textbooks

often downplayed slavery's brutality through the "magnolia myth," a

romanticized view of the Old South.
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The narrative then shifts to a critique of how textbooks now handle slavery

and its aftermath, claiming that, while improvement has been made, they

often discuss slavery without going into the root causes of racism or its

lasting impact on the present. There is a need for textbooks to connect

historical racism with present-day issues, to present the struggles that

African Americans faced during Reconstruction and the nadir of race

relations from 1890-1920 when white Americans systematically stripped

away black rights through violence and legislative measures. This time

solidified a narrative of racial inferiority and justified the societal imposition

of segregation.

Events like the Haitian Revolution and Texas War are used to show how

foreign policy was often dictated by the interests of slaveholders in

maintaining and expanding slavery. Although contemporary textbooks have

improved, many still shy away from painting a fuller picture of white

complicity in these systems and the subsequent entrenchment of white

supremacy.

The civil rights movement brought some changes, but today's textbooks fail

to connect historical racism to current racial inequalities. They lack a

narrative of cause and effect, reducing events to isolated incidents. This

hinders students' understanding of the persistent racial inequalities today,

perpetuating a misconception that racial issues are over. Society's failure to

adequately teach the deep-rooted nature of racism means new generations
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may be less tolerant, as they lack the historical context needed to understand

the ongoing struggles for racial equality.

In conclusion, the text argues for a more honest and comprehensive

approach to teaching American history, emphasizing the need to connect

past injustices with their long-term impacts. This would not only provide a

clearer understanding of history but would also foster a more nuanced and

informed perspective on current racial dynamics.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Textbooks need to connect historical racism with

present-day issues.

Critical Interpretation: Imagine a world where you are not just

learning about history as a series of isolated events, but as a

continuum that shapes and impacts your life today. When you grasp

the concept that historical racism is intrinsically linked to modern

racial inequalities, you develop a deeper understanding and greater

empathy towards the struggles for racial equality. By acknowledging

the unbroken line between injustices of the past and the challenges of

the present, you empower yourself with the knowledge to advocate for

a more equitable future. In doing so, you not only enrich your personal

narrative but also contribute to creating a society that recognizes and

learns from its history, fostering tolerance and inclusivity. This

realization can inspire you to question narratives, think critically, and

take meaningful actions to bridge divides, making you an agent of

positive change in the tapestry of human progress.
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Chapter 6 Summary: John Brown and Abraham Lincoln:
The Invisibility of Antiracism in American History
Textbooks

Frances FitzGerald's critique in "America Revised" highlights a significant

 flaw in American history textbooks: they often omit important ideas,

particularly those that introduce uncertainty or contradict a narrative of

continuous progress. This avoidance extends to the topic of race relations,

where textbooks downplay both the pervasiveness of white racism and the

efforts of antiracist figures, effectively stripping students of potential role

models like John Brown and Abraham Lincoln.

John Brown, once considered insane by textbooks from 1890 to 1970,

reflects changing societal attitudes towards race. Initially a controversial

figure, Brown's actions in Kansas and the Harpers Ferry raid aimed at ending

slavery were radical and ideologically driven. Textbook authors have often

failed to capture the complexity of Brown's character, rendering him either

as a fanatic or ignoring his significant ideological contributions altogether.

Those who knew Brown saw him as rational, a perception that textbooks

have historically neglected due to ideological biases rather than

psychological assessments.

Brown's legacy grew over time, influencing both the North and South, with

his trial and execution in 1859 captivating the nation. His moral stance,
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articulated eloquently in court, compared slavery to broader moral wrongs

and gained him admiration from figures like Thoreau and Hugo. Despite

initial shock, Northern sympathy for Brown's ideals grew, influencing the

cultural and ideological climate leading up to and during the Civil War.

Abraham Lincoln, another key figure, is similarly misrepresented in

textbooks. While revered, his evolving stance on race is often sanitized.

Lincoln's own journey from racist beliefs towards advocating for black

freedom, as in the Emancipation Proclamation, is frequently sidelined in

favor of highlighting his role in preserving the Union. Yet, Lincoln's

engagement with ideas of equality, seen in debates and speeches like the

Gettysburg Address, played a pivotal role in reframing the Civil War as a

struggle for a more inclusive democracy.

The Civil War itself was a complex interplay of ideologies. Confederate

motivations, often attributed to states' rights, were deeply entwined with the

preservation of slavery, a point underemphasized in textbooks to avoid

offending modern audiences. Conversely, the Union's ideological evolution,

from solely preserving the Union to embracing emancipation, reflected a

profound shift in Northern values, influenced significantly by the bravery of

black soldiers and the shifting public sentiment.

Post-war, during Reconstruction, figures like carpetbaggers (Northerners

who moved South) and scalawags (Southern white Republicans) are often
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unfairly maligned in textbooks. These individuals, motivated by various

factors including genuine racial idealism, faced significant backlash yet

played crucial roles in advancing civil rights and rebuilding the South.

Textbooks often fail to portray their contributions accurately, focusing

instead on derogatory terms that diminish their legacy.

Throughout American history, the ideological struggle for racial equality,

from the actions of abolitionists like John Brown to the policies of

Reconstruction Republicans, has been a profound driver of change. Yet,

textbooks frequently overlook the transformative power of these ideas and

the people who championed them. Thus, the story of America's racial

progress remains incomplete, and potentially inspiring figures are left

obscured in the shadows of history.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Critical Thinking

Key Point: Embracing Complexity in Heroes

Critical Interpretation: Consider how your understanding of historical

figures can be enriched by embracing their complexities rather than

viewing them through simplified lenses. Recognizing the flaws,

struggles, and evolving beliefs within extraordinary individuals like

John Brown, who stood fervently against slavery, can teach you to

appreciate the multifaceted nature of morality, courage, and change.

By acknowledging these intricacies, you become inspired to act upon

injustices in today's world with a nuanced perspective, knowing that

true heroism often lies in confronting deep societal issues despite

criticism.
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Chapter 7 Summary: The Land of Opportunity

Summary of Chapter 7: The Land of Opportunity

The chapter explores the disconnect between what American high school

students learn about social class and the reality of the socioeconomic

structure in the United States. While teenagers are generally aware of the

relative privileges among different families and communities through their

daily experiences, media, and television, they typically lack a

comprehensive understanding of how the class system in America works and

how it has evolved over time.

High school history textbooks typically highlight historical events such as

the Pullman strike, the Triangle Shirtwaist fire, and the Taft-Hartley Act but

often leave out more recent labor issues and the broader context of social

class distinctions and struggles. As such, unions and labor movements are

portrayed as archaic and unnecessary. Discussions about social class and

stratification are conspicuously absent from these educational materials,

leaving students with a skewed perception of American society as an

overwhelmingly middle-class, upwardly mobile nation, where success or

failure is primarily attributed to individual effort and merit rather than

systemic inequalities.
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The chapter also argues that the portrayal of America as a "land of

opportunity" glosses over critical issues such as income inequality, unequal

access to education, and healthcare disparities. Social class remains a potent

factor affecting a person's start in life, affecting everything from prenatal

care to educational opportunities, and later, career outcomes and overall

health.

The education system, often perceived to be a meritocracy, in reality

replicates existing class structures by placing affluent students at an

advantage. Wealthier students benefit from better resources and heightened

expectations from educators, while poorer students are often overlooked and

placed on lower educational tracks, reinforcing the cycle of social

stratification. The disproportionate representation of upper-class

backgrounds in leadership positions, from business leaders to U.S.

presidents, further cements the social order.

Interestingly, the chapter contrasts the focus on racial and gender

discriminations with the understudied area of class discrimination.

Textbooks may discuss the historical barriers faced by women and

minorities but rarely address how class barriers persist today.

The interplay between class, education, and opportunity is crucial for

understanding societal function and individual chances of success. By

avoiding comprehensive analysis of social class, American history courses
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miss an opportunity to offer a more realistic and critical examination of why

people are positioned as they are, resulting in an educational system which

often alienates working-class students rather than empowering them.

Ultimately, the lack of social class analysis in history education leaves

students ill-prepared to critically engage with the structures shaping their

lives, perpetuating myths and misconceptions about the American Dream.

The chapter suggests that confronting the realities of social stratification

could enrich students' understanding and civic engagement, rather than

allowing them to tacitly accept the status quo.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Understanding Social Class Dynamics

Critical Interpretation: By delving into the realities of social class and

its pervasive influence, you're urged to reframe your understanding of

what truly shapes opportunities and outcomes in life. Recognizing that

systemic inequalities, rather than individual merit, largely dictate

personal success can inspire you to see beyond the myths of

meritocracy and the 'American Dream.' This awareness becomes a

catalyst for a more empathetic and informed engagement with the

world around you. You might find yourself wanting to advocate for

equity, whether by supporting policies that address income inequality,

fostering inclusive education, or simply engaging in conversations that

challenge preconceived notions about social mobility. By accepting

that chance and privilege affect access to opportunities, you're

encouraged to become a proactive participant in creating a society

where success is attainable for everyone, not just a select few.
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Chapter 8: Watching Big Brother: What Textbooks Teach
 about the Federal  Government

In "Watching Big Brother: What Textbooks Teach About the Federal

 Government," the author critiques American history textbooks for primarily

focusing on the history of the American government, particularly the actions

of the executive branch, while underplaying social, cultural, and individual

contributions to history. Despite an increased inclusion of social history

topics like women's issues and transportation developments, textbooks still

largely present a narrative that prioritizes the actions and decisions of U.S.

presidents, often neglecting significant cultural figures and movements.

Textbooks convey an image of the American government as a noble and

benevolent entity, casting it as the protagonist in a narrative where it acts in

the interest of human rights and democracy. This portrayal is at odds with

the more critical perspectives sometimes offered in political science courses

that view U.S. foreign policy moves, such as the interventions in Iran,

Guatemala, Lebanon, Zaire, Cuba, and Chile, as actions driven by strategic,

often self-serving interests rather than pure altruism. Textbooks also tend to

ignore the influence of multinational corporations on these policies, leading

to a sanitized version of American history that overlooks key geopolitical

and economic dynamics.

In addition to uplifting the idea of a blameless government, textbooks often
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fail to adequately explain the complex interplay between government

policies and citizen actions. This is particularly evident in the oversimplified

accounts of the civil rights movement, where federal advances are

highlighted while the significant grassroots efforts of activists and

organizations are minimized. By presenting these struggles as primarily

government-led initiatives, textbooks deny students the opportunity to learn

about the power of civic activism in shaping policy.

The text argues that such omissions and biases prevent students from

critically engaging with their government's actions and diminish their

understanding of the democratic process. It suggests that a more nuanced

portrayal of U.S. history, including its less admirable moments and

influences from various societal actors, could foster more informed and

active citizenship. By systematically downplaying or ignoring government

misconduct, and by simplifying the narrative of America's global and

domestic policies, textbooks impair students' ability to think critically about

the balance of power between the government and its citizens. 

Through this critique, the author calls for a more balanced and truthful

portrayal of history in educational resources to better prepare students to

participate in a democratic society, understand their country's history in full,

and scrutinize the roles and motives of their government accurately.
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Chapter 9 Summary: Down the Memory Hole: The
Disappearance of the Recent Past

Chapter Summary: Down the Memory Hole

This chapter examines how recent historical events, particularly

controversial ones, are often omitted or underrepresented in American

history education. The author introduces concepts from African cultures,

such as the *sasha* (living-dead) and *zamani* (ancestors), to illustrate how

societies regard recent and distant history differently. In American history

education, the chapter argues, there is a tendency to emphasize the

*zamani*—generalized, revered figures like George Washington—over the

recent and more contentious past, referred to as the *sasha*.

The chapter highlights how American history textbooks from the 20th

century often allocate fewer pages to recent decades, especially the turbulent

1960s. Inquiry-based textbooks like "Discovering American History" and

"The American Adventure," which offered maps, primary sources, and

engagement with recent events, are contrasted with narrative textbooks that

prefer to avoid recent controversies.

The author emphasizes the significance of teaching the recent past, as many

students lack firsthand knowledge of events like the Vietnam War, which
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ended before they were born. Textbooks frequently downplay pivotal images

and events, such as the Tet Offensive, the My Lai Massacre, and influential

figures like Martin Luther King Jr. and Muhammad Ali. The chapter argues

that such omissions prevent students from understanding the complexity and

repercussions of these events, which are crucial for comprehending current

societal and political issues.

The chapter suggests that the reluctance of authors and teachers to tackle

recent history, due to its controversial nature and fear of upsetting parents or

reflecting bias, results in an impoverished curriculum. This avoidance

negatively affects students' ability to connect historical learning to current

events and societal challenges. By neglecting these dynamics, the

educational system fails its students, leaving them unprepared to make

informed decisions about present and future issues.

The chapter concludes by comparing the portrayal of history in Disney

World's "American Adventure" exhibit to the sanitized versions of recent

history found in textbooks, calling for a more comprehensive and honest

approach to teaching history that includes the living-dead, or *sasha*. This

could help students develop a better understanding of the world they live in

and ensure they are equipped to participate intelligently in civic life.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Teaching Recent History Is Crucial for Informed Civic

Participation

Critical Interpretation: In the chapter 'Down the Memory Hole,' you're

invited to reflect upon the pivotal role contemporary historical

education plays in shaping informed citizens. When you're aware of

the broader context of recent controversial events like the civil rights

movements or landmark moments of the Vietnam War, you gain a

nuanced understanding of the world. This knowledge empowers you

to make more informed decisions, sparking critical thinking and a

deeper engagement with current affairs. By embracing an education

that doesn't shy away from the complexities of recent history, you not

only gain insight into the societal dynamics that shape today's world,

but also develop the skills necessary to contribute positively to future

societal challenges. This can inspire you to actively partake in civic

life, making well-rounded, informed choices that echo through

society.
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Chapter 10 Summary: Progress Is Our Most  Important 
Product

Chapter 10, titled "Progress Is Our Most Important Product," from "Lies My

 Teacher Told Me," delves into the ideology of progress as portrayed in

American history textbooks. It begins by noting that these textbooks often

end on a note of optimism, reflecting a traditional narrative that America is

continually improving and evolving towards a better future—a notion deeply

rooted in the American psyche.

The concept of progress has been historically significant, with figures like

Thomas Jefferson and the eulogies of the Century of Progress Exposition in

1933 emblematic of a time when expansion and economic growth were

equated with national success. However, this chapter criticizes the simplistic

portrayal of progress in textbooks, arguing that they fail to address complex

issues such as economic inequality, environmental degradation, and the

limitations of perpetual growth.

Historically, Americans have embraced the idea that increased wealth,

technological advancement, and population growth symbolize progress. This

belief was evident in the 1950s when America's economic power was

unrivaled, but it became problematic as it obscured the adverse effects of

development, such as environmental harm and social injustice.
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Textbooks often omit critical discussions about the consequences of

progress, such as the negative impact of capitalism and industrialization on

the environment. The environmental crises of the 1970s, marked by the

energy shortages due to oil embargoes, highlighted the unsustainable nature

of continuous growth. The texts tend to gloss over these challenges, offering

simplistic solutions and failing to prepare students for the complexities of

real-world problems, reinforcing a notion of American exceptionalism that

dismisses the need for introspection or change.

Furthermore, the chapter critiques the notion of cultural superiority inherent

in the progress narrative, which neglects to acknowledge the value of other

societies and their sustainable practices. This ethnocentrism diminishes

anthropological insights into diverse cultures that might offer valuable

lessons in areas like gender equality and environmental stewardship.

The authors argue that the pervasive idea of progress not only blinds

students to current global challenges but also stifles critical thinking and

historical analysis. By maintaining a tone of unwarranted optimism,

textbooks convey a message that real problems do not require urgent action,

thus leaving students unprepared for future challenges related to

environmental sustainability and economic equity.

In conclusion, while historical writings inspire hope, they must also present

a balanced view that acknowledges past mistakes and future risks.
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Corrective education would involve a more critical and inclusive curriculum

that fosters an informed and engaged citizenry capable of navigating and

addressing the pressing issues of today and tomorrow.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The complexity of progress

Critical Interpretation: Chapter 10 of "Lies My Teacher Told Me"

challenges you to rethink the traditional narrative of progress that

you've been taught. It urges you to question the simplistic portrayal of

continuous advancement as an inherent good, which often ignores

economic disparities, environmental consequences, and social

inequities. By critically examining this notion, you gain a broader

understanding of the world around you, empowering yourself to

engage more thoughtfully with the diverse and multifaceted issues

society faces today. Instead of accepting a blanket optimism about the

future, embracing the complexity of progress can inspire you to

become an active participant in creating sustainable and equitable

solutions for the challenges ahead.
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Chapter 11 Summary: Why Is History Taught Like This?

In "Why Is History Taught Like This?", the author critically examines the

 inadequacies of American history textbooks. The chapter highlights the

consistent issues across textbooks: they often omit significant questions and

present biased, irrelevant, or incorrect details, preventing students from

critically engaging with historical events. Textbooks tend to avoid

presenting multiple perspectives on historical events, rarely integrating

primary sources or substantial secondary literature. Despite critiques from

scholars like Frances FitzGerald and Diane Ravitch, textbooks continue to

exhibit alarming uniformity, with new editions frequently mirroring

outdated predecessors.

Several stakeholders influence the content of history textbooks, including

publishers, educators, and adoption committees, affected by public opinion

and interest groups. The American Legion and educational figures like

Shirley Engle and Anna Ochoa have historically shaped the objectives of

these textbooks—aiming for optimistically patriotic narratives devoid of

failure, or advocating for deeper inquiry into critical societal issues,

respectively. However, contemporary textbooks still largely ignore Engle

and Ochoa's recommendations.

The chapter posits varied reasons for this state of affairs. Historically, a

biased secondary literature shaped the content until roughly the mid-20th
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century. Since then, comprehensive historical research has been available,

yet textbooks fail to incorporate it. This disparity is partly attributed to an

upper-class influence, as dominant social classes often seek to maintain their

hegemony by controlling narratives, a concept echoed by educational

theorists like Paulo Freire and Jonathan Kozol.

Adoption boards in states like Texas and California further restrict content

by enforcing bland, non-controversial textbooks that appeal to the largest

markets. These processes, coupled with a conservative, money-driven

publishing industry, contribute to the repetitive and sanitized history

propagated in schools. Authors and publishers, often without historical

training, are focused on patriotic storytelling rather than truth, driven by

market demands and the desire for broad adoption.

Teachers are implicated as well. Overburdened and often underprepared,

many rely on these textbooks, perpetuating inaccuracies due to lack of time,

resources, or confidence to deviate from the prescribed content. Instances

where teachers pushed boundaries, such as presenting revised narratives

about the Pilgrims or challenging myths, hint at the institutional resistance

they face.

Public education ultimately reflects societal values, with history portrayed to

reinforce cultural myths rather than challenge them. The public, experts, and

educational systems have, to varying extents, accepted these distortions. The
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author urges readers to consider how history education can be more

reflective of diverse truths, fostering informed, critical thinkers rather than

passive learners of sanitized narratives. In conclusion, the author calls for a

collective responsibility toward truthful education, challenging the pervasive

complacency that hampers meaningful reform in teaching history.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Challenge the Narrative

Critical Interpretation: Consider how the narratives you've been

taught, especially those presented as absolute truths, may require

questioning to reveal a fuller, more nuanced understanding. Just as the

author urges us to reassess the way history is portrayed in textbooks,

your journey can benefit from scrutinizing the stories you accept in

your own life. By actively seeking diverse perspectives, integrating

primary sources, and questioning institutionalized myths, you can

resist complacency and empower yourself as an informed, critical

thinker. Inspired by this call to action, imagine how embracing these

diverse truths can enrich your understanding, not only of history but

also in daily decisions and worldview assessments.
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Chapter 12: What Is the Result of Teaching History Like
This?

Chapter 12 examines the prevalent method of teaching history in American

 high schools, critiquing its failures and the resultant disengagement of

students. Instead of fostering a critical understanding of history, the focus is

often on rote memorization, where students cram facts into short-term

memory only to quickly forget them. This approach fails to help students

apply historical lessons to contemporary issues, thereby leaving them

ill-equipped to engage with historical references in political or social

contexts.

The chapter introduces anecdotal experiences, including the author's

recollection of his own and his sister's high school history classes. He

highlights the pervasive student culture of resistance against learning

history, a phenomenon labeled "day-to-day resistance" by educational

theorists, which is likened to modes of passive rebellion observed during

slavery. Students often manipulate the system for convenience, a strategy

that may provide temporary relief but perpetuates ignorance and

disengagement.

The absence of emotional connection is presented as a fundamental flaw in

history education. The author argues that historical events stick in our

memory when they resonate emotionally. Stories of poignant or radical
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historical figures and events—from Las Casas’s denunciation of Spanish

treatment of Native Americans to Roosevelt’s encouragement during the

Great Depression—are used to exemplify history’s emotive potential.

Further criticism is directed at the Eurocentric bias of history textbooks,

which often alienate minority students. This bias is especially detrimental to

students of color and those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, as their

histories are either sidelined or misrepresented, making the curriculum feel

unrelatable and oppressive. The chapter critiques the resultant "feel-good

history" typical in American schools, which glorifies certain narratives at the

expense of marginalized perspectives.

The consequences of this skewed portrayal manifest not only in disengaged

minority students but also in the cognitive dissonance of affluent white

students. This demographic often inherits a complacent view of history that

fails to challenge societal structures or critically analyze past events. The

author introduces a "Vietnam exercise" revealing that educated Americans

disproportionately supported the Vietnam War compared to less-educated

groups, challenging the assumption that education equates to broadened

perspective and moral acuity. This paradox is explained by two processes:

allegiance, where educated and successful individuals justify societal

structures that benefit them, and socialization, wherein education as social

inculcation reaffirms these beliefs.
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Ultimately, the chapter calls for a shift in history education towards fostering

critical inquiry rather than rote learning. Educators are encouraged to

embrace a curriculum that engages with diverse perspectives and constructs

a more inclusive narrative. By doing so, students may find relevance and

inspiration in history, promoting a broader understanding of past events and

a deeper engagement with contemporary societal issues.
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