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 The Battle for Possession and Interpretation of Collective Memory: 

The Canon Debate and History Wars of the 1980s and 1990s 

 

By 
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Supervisor: Anthony Brown  

 

Drawing from the theoretical lenses of sociocultural analysis, imagined communities, 

cultural memory and narrative theory, the author analyzed the struggle between conservatives 

and progressives for the possession and interpretation of society’s collective memory during the 

culture wars of the 1980s and 1990s in the United States. Focusing specifically on the canon 

debate in higher education and the history wars in public schools, the author described and 

analyzed efforts made by competing interests to control curriculum through the implementation 

of discourses, texts, and artifacts promoting the development of collective memory reflecting 

ideologies linked to each group’s vision of American society. Drawing on the politics of memory 

literature, the author further examined how through educational institutions competing interests 

engaged in a struggle not only to define the narrative of the past, but also to control the narrative 

for ends defined in the present. The author argues that collective memory’s central role in the 

construction of individual and collective identity and the formation and maintenance of societal 

organization make it a contested site where dominant cultural interests seek social reproduction 
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of their preferred norms and values through hegemonic processes such as securing nationalist 

consensus narratives in the school curriculum. In order to challenge the dominant narrative and 

the norms and values that foreclose educational possibilities for students, the author argues for 

critical historical inquiry and transformative approaches in the classroom to encourage students 

to become active and conscious participants in the ongoing battle for the possession and 

interpretation of collective memory.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Before entering graduate school and before being introduced to theoretical frameworks 

concerning narrative identity or cultural memory, I was introduced to Ancestry.com. As a history 

major, social studies teacher, and lover of primary source documents, I was delighted to receive a 

subscription to a service providing the opportunity to dig through records and begin putting 

together a family tree that might help tell the history of my family. As a child and young adult I 

was fortunate to be able to ask my parents and relatives about our family history and I had access 

to a family bible which contained a small family tree, but beyond these sources, there wasn’t 

much else to easily consume. As a result, I possessed a fuzzy at best understanding of the people 

I have descended from. With this gift, however, it seemed that my interest in family history and 

access to evidence might come together to clear up my understanding by addressing questions 

such as:  Who were they? Where did they come from? What jobs did they have? How did they 

get to Texas? These basic questions now seemed to be a few clicks away with access to census 

reports, land titles, death certificates and a whole host of other sources that would make my 

family history less opaque. 

My interest in family history, then and now, is certainly not unique when considering 

either the historical or recent popularity of genealogy in the United States. Whether it be 

measured by the hundreds of genealogical associations within the U.S. (Weil, 2013), the 

hundreds of thousands who have purchased Genographic DNA testing kits (National 

Geographic, 2016), the millions of users engaged in online genealogical research (Savitz, 2012), 

or popular TV shows such as Who Do You Think You Are? and Henry Louis Gates Jr.’s Finding 
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Your Roots, family history, to some degree, is an interest shared by many if not most. And just 

like many, if not most, my interest in family history revolved around a desire to better understand 

and reinforce a sense of individual and collective identity.  By locating myself and my family on 

a larger timeline, nested amongst historical events and processes, I hoped to find a story that 

would describe the contours of my family’s march through time and develop an understanding of 

how the actions of my descendants contributed to my material reality. Additionally, in following 

the line of inquiry concerning the lives of my descendants, I pursued romantic notions of “kin 

consciousness” (Weil, 2013) and an appreciation for their efforts that I presumed played a 

significant role in shaping my existence. Furthermore, knowing who my ancestors were, where 

they came from, and how they managed to survive long enough for me to become another link in 

the chain of being appealed to a sense of uncertainty surrounding not only my identity, but also 

larger processes that shape the lives of all individuals. In order to address this uncertainty I 

looked to verifiable forms of information such as archival documentation via Ancestry.com as a 

legitimate process for finding my family history, examining and analyzing it within a larger 

historical timeline, appreciating their actions, and through all of these relationships, developing a 

better understanding of who “I” am.  

 Fortified by a sense of certainty that my endeavor would bear fruit, I embarked upon the 

archive to find my family history. Not to be disappointed, in quick order I was able to put 

together a sizable family tree extending much further into the past than I had anticipated. From 

that point in the research I began chronicling verifiable events, sourcing secondary documents 

concerning the history of the geographical locations my family inhabited, and interviewing my 

grandfather in order to construct a family history. As desired, the narrative that emerged from my 
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research formed a coherent plotted subject aimed at developing both an understanding and 

appreciation for the lives of my descendants. For example, my narrative emphasized appreciation 

for both the large historical forces and the individual efforts that interacted to help place me in 

the position of being a college educated, home-owning, teacher. With an arguably narrow focus, 

I specifically highlighted World War Two as the event that propelled my family from 

generations of farming or low income labor to urban life and upward mobility. For over a year 

this family history stood undisturbed in my mind, affirming many of my beliefs about identity, 

historical events, and social processes, and securing a sense of individual identity, at the micro-

family level, and a collective identity, at the macro-nation-state level. 

Upon entering graduate school however, I was presented with theories of knowledge, 

culture, narrative, identity, and memory that challenged the foundation upon which my family 

history stood. Through these lenses my family history is not the objective recounting of events 

found unperturbed in the archive, offering a clear-eyed view of the past and a coherent and 

organic present.  Rather, my family history becomes a product, bounded by a highly contested 

and complex field of struggle amongst numerous interlocking interests vying for influence and 

control over all aspects of human interaction. Though I was initially shook by this theoretical 

proposition, reexamination of my genealogical research approach and my family history revealed 

compelling evidence affirming the notion that any truth claims attached to histories, whether they 

be at the micro-level (family history) or macro-level (history of the nation-state), are 

problematized by contextual and contingent factors stemming from the contest between groups 

struggling to define the social reality. The first step I took in arriving at this conclusion began 

with a critical analysis of the knowledge underpinning my initial trust in the archive to deliver 
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my family history.  

At the outset of my genealogical research, my faith in “verifiable information” reflected 

the positivist ideology informing the empirical analytical method of inquiry I engaged while 

researching and putting together my family tree (Darder, 1991). According to Henry Giroux 

(1984), within the positivist frame, knowledge is objective, countable, measurable, and expressed 

in a technical and allegedly value-free language. This view of knowledge is characterized by a 

logic of control, prediction, and certainty which perpetuates an acceptance of submission to laws 

governing the technical mastery of human beings and nature (Darder, 1991). Out of this frame, 

bodies of knowledge such as archives become perceived as external sites of trustworthy 

information whose production appears independent of human beings. As a result, documentary 

evidence exists in the semiotic field possessing a privileged level of status, which in this 

instance, heavily influenced my approach to putting together a family history.  The authority of 

the archive, buttressed by positivists notions of objectivity and veracity, emboldened my search 

for collective and individual identity by eliciting a sense of authorship waiting to be claimed. The 

idea that my family history, representing a concrete link to the past, existed in the archive was 

powerfully attractive because it suggested that my aim could be satisfied simply by reaching for 

it.  

However, positivism and the archive’s credibility became problematic through the lens of 

Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s (1995) Silencing the Past.  For Trouillot, the production of history is a 

sociocultural process involving interactions and relationships amongst powerful groups, 

societies, and institutions. Within this production, dominant cultural interests are played out 

through inclusion and exclusion in master historical narratives, making the epistemological line 
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between, “what happened in the past” and “what is said to have happened” much more fluid. 

Trouillot’s framework challenges positivist historians, who, according to him, “emphasize the 

distinction between the historical world and what we say or write about it,” and in so doing aim 

to, “reveal the past, to discover or, at least approximate the truth”(p. 5). For Trouillot, history is 

not a process of revelation, but a process of production where stories are not about power, as 

positivist historians suggest, but are instead stories “constituted by power” (p. 28).  In 

emphasizing the processual character of historical production, he seeks to track power through its 

various stages toward narrative formation. He argues that one-sided historicity is possible 

because of a process of silencing. According to Trouillot, silencing is the result of power 

“entering at different times and different angles” at four critical moments during the production 

of history: fact creation, fact assembly, fact retrieval, and retrospective significance (p.26).  In 

this light, I came to see the archive not as a fully objective neutral site, but a contested site 

constituted by powerful institutions, housing documents reflecting the interests of said powerful 

institutions. Thus, through Trouillot’s framework my family history is a product of power 

entering at different stages of its production, mainly through the inclusion and exclusion of facts, 

to constitute a narrative of individual and collective identity that I did not necessarily author. 

This unsettling idea pushed me further to explore theories of narrative, identity, community, and 

memory in an effort to disentangle the complex and contested processes emerging from my 

initial genealogical inquiry. 

Increased skepticism of positivist notions of history led me to the field of narratology 

which offered a way to further explicate historical production and the narratives that seem to 

underpin their construction. Narrative theory opened my analysis to the distinctive nature of 
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narrative and its various structures, elements, uses, and effects on individuals and communities 

as they construct not only histories, but whole social realities (Berger and Luckman, 1966). For 

example, narrative theory of identity posits identity at the individual level emerging in and 

through narratives actively constructed from available signs and symbols in a given semiotic 

field and oriented amongst present choices and actions in light of imagined futures and versions 

of the past (Hinchman and Hinchman, 1997; Kerby, 1986). These stories are defined as first-

order narratives, and they stand in opposition to mechanistic models of human behavior which 

portray the self as a substance to be passively acted upon by external forces. Identity construction 

is further complexified by a second dimension to narrative theory which involves the 

transmission of historically and socially constructed narratives, or second-order narratives, aimed 

at defining a community’s identity. Accordingly, community formation and maintenance is 

partially performed through second-order narratives which seek to draft individuals into 

available social roles (Hinchman and Hinchman, 1997). The individual is thus embedded in the 

community containing second-order narratives that they then navigate either consciously or 

unconsciously as they construct their individual and collective identity out of both first-order and 

second-order narratives. Running through this process without being named, yet imperative to 

narrative construction and identity formation, is memory. Orienting the self amongst second-

order narratives while simultaneously negotiating present choices within imagined futures and 

versions of the past requires a selective process of remembering and forgetting to produce an 

intelligible and consistent reality for the individual. And at the community level, a similar 

process is involved in maintaining cultural identity consistently through generations by 

preserving knowledge that directs behavior and experience in the interactive framework of 



7 

 

society (Assman and Czaplicka, 1995). Thus, narrative theory and its supporting dimensions of 

identity, community, and memory outline a sociocultural process of individual and collective 

identity formation highly susceptible to power, as observed in Trouillot’s framework, entering 

the selective processes of narrative construction to benefit interests defined by dominant 

elements within a community. Considering the central role memory plays in both historical 

production and narrative construction, an extended examination and explication of the politics of 

memory through collective memory studies will follow in sections to come. 

In concluding the re-examination of my family history, I came to view genealogical 

research and the archive it relies on as possible sites of hegemony and social reproduction of 

power relations between dominant and subordinate cultures within U.S. society. Historically, 

genealogical research has been a method for Americans to define and reinforce their individual 

and collective identities through a process of situating themselves and their families in time by 

inclusion and exclusion of others (Weil, 2013, pg. 3). This finding aligns with the 

sociopsychological theory of social identity which provides a framework for understanding how 

individuals form their personal and social identity through the processes of self-categorization 

and social comparison (Hogg and Abrams, 1988). As a result of these two processes, individuals 

and groups construct narratives accentuating perceived differences and similarities between 

people, effectively drawing social boundaries and creating dominant and subordinate groups 

within a society. The meanings and expectations derived from these narratives help individuals 

identify roles within society and adopt norms that guide behavior (Stets and Burke, 2000). This 

process comports with the larger sociocultural process conceived in Richard Johnson’s theory of 

culture. Johnson (1983) argues, “that culture involves power and helps produce asymmetries in 
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the abilities of individuals and social groups to define and realize their needs...culture is neither 

autonomous nor externally determined, but a site of differences and struggles” (p. 11). As the 

dominant culture emerges from this struggle it produces ideologies, social practices, and 

structures that affirm the central values, interests, and concerns of those who are in control of the 

material and symbolic wealth in a capitalist society (Darder, 1991). Johnson’s definition of 

culture provides appropriate context for explaining how narratives of the dominant culture 

operate as a form of cultural hegemony. Borrowing from Gramsci (1971) and Giroux (1984), 

cultural hegemony will be understood as the ideological force actively sustaining norms 

concerning behavior, thought, and interactions that serve the interests of the dominant culture. As 

Individuals develop a sense of self within a society by identifying and negotiating roles within 

the social categories they inherit, they encounter cultural hegemony working to reproduce a 

system which stratifies and produces inequities (Darder, 1991; Stets and Burke, 2000). The 

narratives constructed in this process result from a multidirectional exchange of discourse 

between institutions of the dominant culture and the individual as the individual attempts to 

define their sense of self and location in the social order (Foucault, 1972). According to Ewick 

and Silbey (1995), this process represents a form of cultural hegemony when it functions as a 

means of social control by instructing individuals and groups what is expected and warning 

about the consequences of nonconformity. In constructing a family history within a positivist 

framework, I viewed historical production as an objective retrieval of past events and failed to 

recognize second-order narratives, discourses, texts, and artifacts created by said narratives as 

products of a selection process aimed at reproducing particular structures of meaning and power. 

Consequently, my family history and the narrative I constructed reflect influences of the 
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dominant culture at the elemental and structural level and affirm many of the values and social 

practices of the dominant culture.  

Ultimately, the family history I originally set out to find in the archive was indeed there 

to be found; however, my preconceived notions of self-authorship of this family history were 

stripped away by the realization that the production of my family history was and is bound by 

cultural hegemony and social reproduction of dominant cultural norms.  Out of this effort to find 

myself in family history, I’ve come to recognize that telling any story, whether it be narratives of 

the self, the family, or the nation, is a political process involving power and conflict at every 

stage of narrative construction. In the coming sections I will expand on the theoretical 

frameworks presented above in an effort to examine, what I will heretofore refer as the politics 

of memory, and describe the battle for possession and interpretation of memory rooted in the 

conflict among social, political, and cultural interests (Thelen, 1990, p. xvi). To provide focus for 

my examination, I will explore politics of memory through the culture wars of the 1980s and 

early 1990s in the United States. While this event encompassed a range of cultural conflicts 

stemming from a clash of conservative and progressive views, I will be particularly focused on 

the debates concerning the canon debate in higher education and history curriculum in public 

schools. Both topics provide examples of competing interests engaged in a struggle not only to 

define the past, but also to control the past for ends defined in the present. Such struggle is at the 

heart of the politics of memory.  
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COLLECTIVE MEMORY STUDIES 

 

The following examination and description of the politics of memory stems from the 

larger and more broadly defined field of inquiry known as collective memory studies. Although 

described as, “a non paradigmatic, transdisciplinary, centerless enterprise” (Olick, Vinitzky-

Seroussi, & Levy, 2011, pg. 38), collective memory is a useful concept for inquiry into the 

varieties of forms through which humans are shaped by the past (Olick & Robbins, 1998). The 

central role memory plays in both the construction of individual and collective identity, as well 

as in the formation and maintenance of societal organization, makes the literature concerning 

collective memory studies significant to the aims of this report. In tracking the historical and 

theoretical development of memory at the collective, or social level, this literature review seeks 

to position the reader toward an understanding of collective memory as a possible site of 

hegemony and social reproduction of dominant cultural interests. However, before examining the 

relevant literature, a brief summary of collective memory’s intellectual lineage will be provided 

in order to establish a coherent framework for understanding the concept in relation to the 

politics of memory.  

History of Collective Memory Studies 

Since the late 19th century, western scholars from various fields including but not limited 

to sociology, history, psychology, anthropology, and literary criticism have engaged the study of 

collective memory, though with varying intensity and under different terminological banners, 

most commonly organized around collective mentalities such as habits, recollections, 

commemoration, image-making, representation, and tradition (Confino, 1997; Hutton, 1993). 



11 

 

However, a profusion of writing focused on memory in the social sciences emerged around the 

late 1970s and early 1980s, in what has been characterized as the “memory boom” (Gensburger, 

2016; Olick & Robbins, 1998; Thelen, 1990). According to David Blight (2009), the surge in 

scholarly interest around memory can be explained partially as an outgrowth of the 1960s studies 

on collective mentalities in European history (p. 241). The social and cultural histories being 

written during this time not only brought, what Patrick Hutton (1993) has described as the 

“history/memory problem” into historiographical discourse (p. 155), but also spawned debates 

over the nature and validity of the constructedness of narrative and knowledge itself.  

Exemplifying this turn is the work of Michel Foucault, who in developing an archeological 

approach to the study of knowledge in Madness and Civilization (1960), The Birth of the Clinic 

(1963), and The Order of Things (1966), challenged the epistemic foundations of seemingly 

neutral historical narratives by attacking the discursive continuities underwriting official history 

and rejecting the idea that knowledge is a reflection of the essence of things (Macdonell, 1986). 

Work in this vein sought to demonstrate how competing narratives emerge in relation to social 

and political power and not through appeals to reason or truth (Foucault, 1980b). Official history 

was then framed as one of many interconnected state apparatuses housing ideologies which 

constitute the imaginary relations of society and effectively serve hegemonic ends of the 

dominate culture (Althusser, 1970/2006). In an effort to liberate those oppressed by official 

histories, Foucault and writers alike sought to elevate the memories, or counter-memories, of 

those who were barred from creating official history through a process of reclaiming historical 

thinking from the contexts created by dominant narratives (Foucault, 1975; Lipsitz, 1990). As 

counter-memories took shape in subsequent novels (Morrison, 1977/2014; Silko, 1977/2006) and 
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social and cultural histories (Thompson, 1963; Tilly & Scott, 1978/2013; Zinn, 1980), they 

contributed to the decline of the postwar narrative of progress in western nation-states and 

ushered in a period where the past increasingly served as a highly contested site where nation-

states sought to secure legitimacy and the oppressed and their representatives sought to address 

systemic economic and social inequality in its historical roots (Foucault, 1975; Olick, Vinitzky-

Seroussi, & Levy, 2011; Rorty, 1997). Thus, through challenging the epistemology of traditional 

history, positing official narratives as instruments of state control, and emphasizing the role of 

counter-memories as effective forms of resistance and liberation, a transdisciplinary movement 

emerged and increasingly sought out memory studies to help develop theoretical and 

epistemological frames addressing fundamental questions concerning power, knowledge, 

society, and culture. 

The scholarly work constituting the “memory boom” typically places the work of 

sociologist Maurice Halbwachs, particularly his 1925 publication The Social Frameworks of 

Memory, as the starting point of inquiry into how societies remember collectively (Assman, 

2010; Gensburger, 2016; Gedi & Elam, 1996; Kansteiner, 2002; Schwartz, 1982).  However, 

collective memory scholars acknowledge, that despite Halbwachs’s founding father status, his 

ideas and findings emerged from existing research concerning collecting memory and co-exists 

within a network of scholars whose work on the social dimensions of memory collectively forms 

the rough outlines of contemporary memory studies (Olick, Vinitsky-Serousi, & Levy, 2011). 

Nevertheless, Halbwachs’s research is instructive when forming an understanding of what is 

meant by “collective memory.” While we intuitively think of memory as an exclusively 

individual phenomenon, Halbwachs theorized memory as a process dependent upon collectively 
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shared representations of the past (Kansteiner, 2002). He argued, “It is in society that people 

normally acquire their memories. It is also in society that they recall, recognize, and localize 

their memories” (Halbwachs, 1992, p. 38). Accordingly, the forms memory takes, even at the 

most apparently individual remembering, will vary depending on society’s organization and the 

individual’s group membership (Olick & Robbins, 1998). Perhaps unsurprisingly, his contingent 

and variable conception of collective memory posited memory being framed in the present as 

much as it is in the past (Halbwachs, 1992, p. 39-40). For Halbwachs and other scholars within a 

similar sociological lens, studying memory shifted from reflecting on the inherent properties of 

the subjective mind to focusing on the shifting social frames which position individual and 

collective remembering.  

Halbwachs work was inspired and situated by the late 19th and early 20th century works 

of philosopher Henri Bergson and sociologist Emile Durkheim, who both approached memory, 

though with different methods, with concerns stemming from the rapid changes and so-called 

advances brought on by industrialization and the rationalism of the Enlightenment. Throughout 

the century rationalism increasingly penetrated all aspects of life in an effort to overcome 

subjectivity and variability of the pre-modern world and establish a rationally ordered and 

unified modernity. As historiography and other forms of record keeping came under the 

influence of scientific rationalism, Bergson saw the ordering of history in an increasingly 

objective manner detrimental to individuals who stood to lose meaningful connections to 

personal and shared pasts. His Romantic perceptions of a repugnantly sterile and objective world 

motivated his research on the experience of time, which focused on memory’s subjective nature 

and posited remembering as an active engagement rather than an act of passive storage (Bergson, 
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1896/1988). In drawing attention between objective and subjective apprehensions of the past, 

Bergson opened lines of inquiry for Halbwachs and later theorists to examine subjective 

experience and the variability of memory (Olick, Vinitsky-Seroussi, & Levy, 2011).  

Meanwhile, Durkheim eschewed Bergson’s subjective and anti-materialist conceptions of 

time and its mediation through memory in favor of an approach focusing on how societies 

produce different concepts of time according to changing forms of social structure (Olick, 

Vinitsky-Seroussi, & Levy, 2011). For Durkheim, modernity’s push for standardization and 

objectivism were responses to increasing differentiation and individuation, and it was through 

this emerging social structuration one could understand how the past came to be apprehended by 

those within a society. Through Durkheim’s sociological lens and Bergson’s problematization of 

time and memory, Halbwachs formulated his theory of collective memory emphasizing a 

socially framed individualist approach to memory (Coser, 1992). While his theory broke with 

Durkheim’s anti-individualist framework by stressing the plural character of collective memory 

emerging from multiple social frameworks of individual memories (Alexander, 1988; 

Halbwachs, 1992, p. 53), Halbwachs maintained portions of Durkheim’s collectivist perspective 

by including commemorative symbols and traditions, or “collective representations,” and their 

role in establishing structures of remembrance (Durkheim, 1915/1968; Halbwachs, 1992, p. 204). 

Significantly, this perspective provided a frame for future scholars to expand research focused on 

cultural artifacts and symbolic patterns underwriting the myths, traditions, and heritage which 

not only condition memory, but also maintains social and cultural organization generationally 

(Assman & Czaplicka, 1995). Collective memory’s development through the works of Bergson, 

Durkheim, and Halbwachs, though admittedly not comprehensive, establishes a starting place for 
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understanding the politics of memory as a line of inquiry emerging from collective memory 

studies. 

Review of Literature:  The Politics of Memory 

The politics of memory literature is rooted in the shifting understandings and approaches 

to historiography stemming not only from the emergence of cultural histories of the 1960s, but 

also the “linguistic turn” of the 1970s (Harlan, 1989).  Historians such as Hayden White 

contributed to this turn by problematizing traditional methods of historiography and challenging 

the neutrality of historical narratives (Segall, 1999). In explicating the narrative strategies of 

emplotment and the variety of rhetorical schemes available to historians during the process of 

historical reconstruction, White’s (1973) Metahistory sought to demonstrate the structures of 

historical conceptualization and outline the frameworks that shape historical narratives (Carr, 

2009). Though his work did not deal with memory explicitly, it generated future work in 

historiography which increasingly explored memory studies for the purposes of theorizing and 

conceptualizing the ways in which we come to understand the past (Hutton, 2000). Out of this 

line of inquiry came challenges to the dominant historical narrative concerning the rise of 

Western civilization and the formation of modern nation-states. The horrors and violence of the 

20th century added retrospective weight to such questions as national identity and trauma 

became global concerns (Blight, 2009). As a response, through the lens of memory studies, 

modern history and modern historical consciousness was recast as a product constructed through 

a variety of media and institutions seeking political domination (Johnson & Dawson, 1982). 

Taking Halbwachs’s social frameworks theory as their starting point, constructionist scholars 

attempted to demonstrate how memory is continually made and remade in the present from 



16 

 

present perspectives and for present, specifically political, purposes (Olick, Vinitsky-Seroussi, 

Levy, 2011; Schwartz, 2000).   

 These demonstrations centered their focus on how nation-states use collective memory to 

secure social cohesion and order by actively manipulating community narratives and traditions. 

In taking what Jeffrey Olick (2013) has described as an “instrumentalist” approach to memory 

studies, scholars holding Halbwachsian notions of social identity formation, have argued 

forcefully that such manipulations of memory result in the formation of master narratives which 

outline a group’s distinct identity and set the descriptive parameters for individual identity 

formation (Connerton, 1989; Zerubavel, 1995). Perhaps the most influential study outlining this 

process is in The Invention of Tradition, by Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (1983). In 

defense of their notion of “invented tradition,” they describe efforts made by European state-

builders in the 19th century to fabricate commemorative practices which not only sought to 

inculcate norms and values, but also elevated the authority and prestige of the nation (Hutton, 

2000). Though Hobsbawm (1983) acknowledged the limits of such state sponsored 

manipulation, he pointed to the dramatically shifting world of modern industrial Europe and the 

collective need to replace old customs and traditions as the context enabling newly invented 

traditions to be inaugurated (p. 61). Hobsbawm and Ranger’s argument underscored the 

constructed nature of collective memory by demonstrating its malleability as a function of 

present needs, while also describing the political power existing behind such constructions 

(Hutton, 1993). Extending this argument, Anthony D. Smith (1986) points out that nation-states 

do not simply write history as they please, but instead must confront a “full” past and set about 

“pruning” it in order to shape memory that will strike an effective balance between nation-state 
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prerogatives and the lived experiences of individuals (p. 177). Smith argues, “that there are of 

course straightforward bits of pure invention...but in most cases, the mythologies elaborated by 

nationalists have not been fabrications, but recombinations of traditional...motifs and myths 

taken from epics, chronicles, documents of the period, and material artefacts” (Smith, 1986, p. 

177-178). A prime example of this process of recombination can be seen in the appropriation of 

representations and commemorations of Christopher Columbus made by various groups and 

nation-states in the years following his 1492 voyage (Trouillot, 1990). Thus, through an 

instrumentalists lens collective memory is framed as contested and the site of struggle between 

competing meanings and views regarding the past.  

 John Bodnar (1992) characterizes this contest as an emergence, “from the intersection of 

official memory and vernacular cultural expressions” (p. 13). The relationship between official 

memory and vernacular memory is described by Bodnar as an “argument” between institutional 

authorities seeking societal unity, continuity of existing institutions and loyalty to the status quo 

and the various interest groups that constitute the whole society over the interpretation of reality 

(p. 14). Collective memory takes shape out of this interaction in the form of symbols that seek to 

mediate both official and vernacular interests. For Bodnar, this mediation aims not at 

ascertaining the past, but is fashioned to deal with fundamental questions in the present 

concerning power and group loyalty (Bodnar, 1992). British cultural theorists known as the 

Popular Memory Group predate Bodnar, yet their work aligns and provides depth to the 

relationship between official memory and vernacular memory. Like Bodnar, they stress that 

historical consciousness emerges from multivarious sources rather than from any singular 

institution primarily concerned with disseminating official history. However, in their formulation 
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they describe a public network of agencies constituting  “the historical apparatus” which produce 

“the field of public representations of history” (Popular Memory Group, 1982, p. 255). 

Individuals and groups bring their private experiences into this field where the clash between 

competing constructions of the past results in the formation of dominant and subordinate 

memories. They insist that dominant memories are always open to contestation, but emphasize 

the real processes of domination in the historical field by pointing to the power wielded by 

institutions within the historical apparatus such as governmental systems, schools, museums, 

voluntary associations, and the public media (p. 255-256). Foucault (1975) addressed this 

dominance over popular memory in his writings and sought to engage in contestation of official 

memory by theorizing “counter-memory,” or subterranean forms of remembrance as a way to 

combat what he saw as the state attempting to control people’s memory. As scholars continued 

theorizing the politics of memory and highlighting collective memory as an effective political 

tool, critics within collective memory studies rose to question the reductive nature of the theory 

as well as its presentist configurations.  

 Eminent scholars within collective memory studies such as Barry Schwartz (2000) and 

Jeffrey Olick (2013), have both criticized the politics of memory for reducing collective memory 

to the political and ignoring its social and cultural dimensions. While recognizing the coherence 

and clarity of the concepts developed by scholars such as Hobsbawm, Ranger, and Bodnar, they, 

and particularly Schwartz, reject their theoretical application to collective memory and consider 

it reductive. For him, collective memory is conceptualized as a cultural system based not solely 

on acts of power, but on multiple acts aimed at filtering experience to derive meaning (Schwartz, 

2000). Within this frame, not only does conceiving the past as a political fact servicing power 
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arrangements lead to an “atemporal concept of collective memory,” it blocks out study of the 

cumulative processes of social change which helps disentangle the complexities of collective 

memory formation (Olick, 2013; Schwartz, 2000). For Schwartz and other critics, the past is less 

malleable than theorist of the politics of memory claim, pointing to the remarkable stability of 

some collective memories over time (Irwin-Zarecka, 1994; Schudson, 1989; Schwartz, 1990). 

Furthermore, the central role of ideology within the work of scholars such as Bodnar, according 

to Schwartz, results in biased work leaving “cherished memories of minorities” unexamined 

while official memories are “cynically” targeted as social constructions ready to be unmasked 

(Schwartz, 1996; Olick & Robbins, 1995).  

 Critiques such as Schwartz’s are understandable when considering the differences in 

theoretical framing and overall aims between scholars engaged in the politics of memory 

compared to scholars such as Schwartz who’s conceptualization of collective memory does not 

center the role of ideology in collective memory construction. For example, Schwartz argues that 

when we learn about the, “The American Revolution, The Civil War, or both world wars as 

children, adults define these events for us, but this defining does not mean our instructors were 

consciously or unconsciously manipulating us” (p. 16). Scholars of the politics of memory and 

other critical theorists would disagree with this position arguing that all of these events as they 

are taught are the result of a selection process laced with ideology influencing historians who 

write about the events, state actors who write the standards and review the textbooks, and the 

teacher who brings their own perspective and decision-making process to the classroom (Apple, 

2014; Sleeter, 2002; Trouillot, 1995; Vasquez, Brown & Brown, 2012). They would also 

acknowledge that it is unfeasible to teach every conceivable aspect of these events, making 
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selections unavoidable, yet as Sandra Schmidt (2012) points out, decisions about what to include 

tend to exclude or narrowly characterize non-majority voices. The silences that emerge from 

official memory do in fact manipulate us because their representation or absence shapes the 

dominant narrative from which individuals form their identities in the present (Ewick & Silbey, 

1995; MacIntyre, 1984; King & Womac, 2014; Trouillot, 1995). The narrow and reductive focus 

that Schwartz places upon politics of memory scholars isn’t entirely accurate when considering 

that scholars such as Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983/2012) and Bodnar (1992) acknowledge the 

agency of individuals within the complex multidirectional exchange that produces collective 

memory. Therefore, the emphasis on the power imbalance that exists in this process and the 

work that elevates “counter-memory” as a way to combat the “forced forgetting” (Connerton, 

1989) of official memory does not negatively impact collective memory studies, it contributes to 

its development through its focus on how inequities emerge as collective memory takes shape 

and is reproduced.   

 The politics of memory is further explored by scholars through the developments of Jan 

Assmann’s notion of “cultural memory” (Brown, 2010; Fabre & O’Meally, 1994; King, 2014). 

Within Assmann’s (1995) fourfold typology of collective memory comes the concept of cultural 

memory which he defines as, “the body of reusable texts, images, and rituals specific to each 

society in each epoch, whose cultivation serves to stabilize and convey that society’s self-image” 

(p. 132). According to Assmann, communities and groups develop awareness of their peculiarity 

and unity through cultural memory primarily within inclusive or exclusive identificatory 

schemes (p. 30). While cultural memory has become a cross disciplinary concept for 

understanding the formation of national identity, it also confronts the role of representations of 
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the past in that identity (Tamm, 2008). In providing a framework for both the production of 

historical narratives and the apprehension of meanings derived from the past, cultural memory 

draws on “fixed points,” or fateful events of the past whose memory is maintained through 

cultural formation and institutional communication, ultimately determining the events to be 

recorded and passed on (Assmann and Czaplicka, 1995, p. 129). Cultural memory then is not a 

passive process, but rather a “mechanism of textual creation” governed by a logic of relevance 

that elevates certain aspects of the past and diminishes others (Lotman, 2000, p. 676; Tamm, 

2008, p. 501). Work in cultural memory studies has focused on the multivarious ways images of 

the past are transmitted and received within and across communities, highlighting the 

significance of how and for what ends the past is both remembered and forgotten.  

 Exemplifying this line of inquiry is David Lowenthal’s work on memory, history, and 

heritage (Lowenthal, 1985; 1993; 1998a; 1998b). In tracing changing perceptions of and 

relationships to the past from antiquity to the present, Lowenthal (1985) marks the turn away 

from memory and the development of History as the privileged institutional method for 

conceiving the past as pivotal to understanding how and why the past is preserved and presented 

in contemporary “historical” societies. Shifting from memory to History, Lowenthal (1998a)  

argues, produced changes to historical awareness effectively creating a perceptual distance 

between the past and present leading to the past feeling like a foreign country (p. ix). But, he 

concludes, this alienation is too hard for individuals and communities to bear, and leads to the 

domestication of the past through the development of heritage (Lowenthal, 2015, p. 595). He 

defines heritage as a process of enlisting the past for present purposes, namely “the husbanding 

of community, identity, continuity, and indeed history itself” (Lowenthal, 1998a, p. xv). In 
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explicating the conflation that so often occurs between heritage and history, Lowenthal (1998b) 

warns of the contrivances and upgrades heritage performs when it reshapes the past for partisan 

purposes. Heritage takes it shape in narratives, relics, monuments, traditions and many other 

forms, and becomes what Pierre Nora (1989) calls “Sites of Memory.” These sites, bound up in a 

process much like Anderson’s (1991) notion of imagined communities, conjure images of the 

past in the minds of citizens and encourages selective remembering as well as forgetting (Legg, 

2004; Lowenthal, 1993).  

 The politics of memory then is characterized by an active process of selection that 

involves institutions and actors possessing competing interests and varying degrees of influence 

over how a society collectively remembers. This selection process is described thoroughly and 

brilliantly by Trouillot (1995) and humbly summarized in the introduction. However, David 

Blight’s (1989) recounting of Frederick Douglass’s efforts in the years after the Civil War to 

preserve the memory of emancipation as central to America’s national purpose, captures clearly 

the essence of the politics of memory. As Douglass’s efforts were eclipsed by time, racism, and 

the spirit of reconciliation between North and South, Blight writes, “ Historical memory, he had 

come to realize, was not merely an entity altered by the passage of time; it was the prize in a 

struggle between rival versions of the past, a question of will, of power, of persuasion” (p. 30).  
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

In order to explicate the process through which collective memory becomes a site of 

political struggle for the possession and interpretation of a society’s memory, this report draws 

from the theoretical lenses of sociocultural analysis (Wertsch, 2002),  imagined communities 

(Anderson, 1991), cultural memory (Assman and Czaplicka, 1995; Lowenthal, 1998; Trouillot, 

1995) and Narrative Theory (Hinchman and Hinchman, 1997; MacIntyre, 1984; Novitz, 1997).  

Sociocultural analysis recognizes the essential connection between mental processes and specific 

cultural, historical, and institutional settings (Wertsch, 1991). Accordingly, human actions such 

as speaking, thinking, and remembering all involve an irreducible tension between active agents 

on one side and the “cultural tools” provided by a particular sociocultural setting to be used on 

the other (Wertsch, 2000).  Cultural tools, whether they be language, the internet, books, or 

narratives, are negotiated by humans in a process described by Wertsch (2000) as “mediated 

action” (pg. 40). As humans engage cultural tools they establish a relationship characterized by 

either “mastery,” “appropriation,” or “resistance (Wertsch, 2000, pg. 42). “Mastery” of a cultural 

tool entails “knowing how” to use it, while “appropriation” involves an emotional dimension 

where a tool is “made one’s own” (Wertsch 2000, pg. 42; Wertsch, 2002, pg. 12). “Resistance” 

however, is the opposite of appropriation as it involves distancing one’s self from the tool, 

though mastery is still possible within this concept (Wertsch, 2000, pg. 42). Sociocultural 

analysis and the notion of “mediated action” help frame this report’s concern with the politics of 

memory by highlighting the sociocultural contexts and cultural tools humans must negotiate in 

the process of constructing individual and collective identities. The relationships that humans 
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establish with cultural tools will be particularly useful in understanding how the politics of 

memory play out among dominant and subordinate groups as both sides seek to establish and 

define the terms of the social reality (Hunter, 1991).   

In drawing on the concept of imagined communities (Anderson, 1991), the nation-state as 

a sociocultural context will be conceptualized as imagined. Benedict Anderson’s (1991) study of 

language and the formation of nation-states in the 18th and 19th centuries posits that all nations 

are imagined communities in the sense that most of its citizens will never know each other, “yet 

in the minds of each lives the image of their communion” (p. 6). The imagined community of the 

nation-state, according to Anderson, was made possible by the development and expansion of 

print technology producing cultural tools such as newspapers and novels which enabled citizens 

to “think the nation” (p. 22). Thus, the cultural tools of the nation-state which seek to emphasize 

its creation and reproduction are sites where power is exercised in accordance with the interests 

of the nation by setting the boundaries of the individual and collective imagination. To help 

further develop the concept of imagined communities and the cultural tools that make imagining 

the nation-state possible, cultural memory will help frame the particular discourses, texts, and 

artifacts a society holds significant to its collective imagining (Assman and Czaplicka, 1995). 

The discourses, texts, and artifacts established by cultures take shape in traditions, monuments, 

and myths which are employed to guide the conduct of its members while also constituting a 

collective that can be clearly recognized (Lowenthal, 1998; Thelen, 1989; Wertsch, 2002). 

Though cultural memory does involve tangible products such as texts and artifacts, cultural 

memory should be understood as a process of remembering where individuals within a collective 

context develop a schema for encoding experience (Olick, 2008). The collective context of the 
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nation-state promotes particular schemas for remembrance through the development of 

discourses, texts, and artifacts which individuals then negotiate or “mediate” as they construct 

identities and imagine the communities they inhabit. From this perspective, cultural memory is 

intrinsically linked to modes of power as the topics and forms of remembering are implicitly and 

explicitly rendered to produce particular images and conceptualizations of the nation (Au, et. al., 

2016, Schmidt, 2008, Trouillot, 1995). 

These theoretical lenses provide a framework of analysis in reviewing two particular 

aspects of the Culture Wars of the 1980s and 1990s: the canon debate in higher education and the 

history wars in public education. Each case involved the struggle for interpretation and 

possession of collective memory in the United States and illustrates how the battle for memory 

played out among competing narratives. Therefore, I will also employ narrative theory to provide 

a framework for understanding the role of narrative in such conflicts. Narrative theory assumes 

that narrative is the basic strategy for both coming to terms with fundamental human experiences 

and the construction of social realities (Berger and Luckmann, 1966; Hinchman and Hinchman, 

1997). Thus, it is through what Hinchman and Hinchman (1997) define as first and second-order 

narratives that individuals and collectives construct their identities. First-order narratives are the 

result of individuals navigating a given semiotic field, actively forming their reality from 

available signs and symbols, and constructing stories orienting their present choices and actions 

in light of imagined futures and versions of their own past (pg. xxii-xxiii). Second-order 

narratives concern the transmission of historically and socially constructed narratives and 

narrative structures aimed at defining a community’s identity while at the same time influencing 

identity construction among individuals within the community (Hinchman and Hinchan, 1997, 
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pg. xxii-xxiii; Novitz, 1997, pg. 153). Coupled with Alasdair MacIntyre’s (1984) narrative 

theory of community, this report assumes an individual’s construction of personal identity 

depends on the larger stories of the community to which one belongs. In accordance with both 

MacIntyre (1984) and Wertsch (2000), individuals within communities are capable of 

negotiating or rejecting the narratives of the community through conscious reflection and critical 

inquiry; however, as MacIntyre points out, the roles in ongoing stories produced by communities 

recruit individuals by virtue of their membership in the community and are thus not always self-

chosen (pg. 193). Second-order narratives attempt to connect the individual mind to the social 

world through cultural tools such as cultural memory, not only serving to mediate experience in a 

given sociocultural context, but also aiming to draft individuals into available social roles central 

to the project of community formation and maintenance (Hinchman and Hinchman, 1997).  

The cases examined below illustrate the struggle to define the social reality as a battle for 

collective memory where competing ideologies engage in efforts to influence or resist the 

development and dissemination of second-order narratives aligned with their particular interests 

and position. How a person constructs their identity in relation to their family, their community 

and their nation is bound up in the selection of memories which ultimately contributes to the 

construction of second-order narratives. Thus, this contest for control of the collective memory 

makes a significant impact on the range of possible imaginings available to a person as they set 

out to define not only the self, but also the world around them.  
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THE BATTLE TO DEFINE THE SOCIAL REALITY 

 

 “Stories and counter-stories are told; history is written, subverted, and rewritten. And in 

this game of strategy, those who have the last word also have considerable power over those who 

do not” (Novitz, 1997, pg. 146). While David Novitz’s quote is perhaps cliché, it is doubly 

instructive for the purposes of this report because it not only works as an alternative definition to 

the politics of memory, it also works as a distillation of the canon debate and the history wars of 

the 1980s and 1990s. In both cases the struggle between competing ideologies and images of 

what American society ought to be was a contest to possess and interpret the nation’s collective 

memory. How Americans imagine both themselves and their society hinge on the cultural tools 

produced and sanctioned by individuals, groups, and institutions possessing varying degrees of 

influence. Such cultural tools include collective memory which encourages specific 

remembrances and privileges certain representations that ultimately aims to guide the conduct of 

society. The power of collective cultural memory is witnessed in the struggle between opposing 

sides battling for the right to assign books and elevate historical narratives aligned to their 

respective ideological positions. Thus, in this game of strategy, the last word is, as Novitz 

suggests, a source of considerable power, but as David Blight argues and participants in both the 

canon debate and history wars explicitly or implicitly understand, memory is the real prize in the 

contest.  

The Canon Debate 

 In the spring of 1988, the then Secretary of Education William J. Bennett addressed a 

standing room only, 500-seat auditorium at Stanford University to offer an explanation for his 
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outspoken criticism of the Stanford Faculty Senate’s decision to change their Western 

Civilization curriculum. The Cultures, Ideas and Values (CIV) course that replaced the Western 

Civilization curriculum at Stanford was the result of a two-year deliberative process beginning 

with a formal complaint from the Stanford Black Students Union to the academic senate 

claiming the core reading list of the Western Civilization course was, “racist,” mentally and 

emotionally harmful, and in need of reexamination (Lindenberger, 1990, p. 150).  The CIV 

course replaced the fixed reading list of the previous course with a flexible list allowing 

professors to reach consensus on which texts to assign, though they were still required to assign 

texts by Enlightenment thinkers (Bennett Charges, 1989, p. 400). What drew criticism from the 

likes of Bennett was that a number of texts from women, minority, and non-western perspectives 

were also required to be included in the course. For Bennett this decision was not only, “an 

unfortunate capitulation to a campaign for pressure politics and intimidation,” but also “the 

closing of the Stanford mind” (Bennett Charges, 1989, p. 392).  

 Bennett’s (1988a) campaign to rescue Western Civilization from the “ignorance, 

irrationality, and intimidation” he observed at Stanford began earlier in the decade with his 1984 

pamphlet, To Reclaim a Legacy: A Report on the Humanities in Higher Education. In this report, 

Bennett’s traditionalist views on humanities, as well as his faith in the western canon to be the 

bedrock of higher education in the United States were made clear when he argued, “Because our 

society is the product and we the inheritors of Western Civilization, American students need an 

understanding of its origins and development, from its roots in antiquity to the present” (Bennett, 

1984, p. 23). The legacy of the Western tradition and its canon, according to Bennett, were in 

need of reclaiming because since the 1960s many institutions of higher learning had since 
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dropped traditional core humanities requirements in an effort to appease students who 

increasingly demanded a curriculum aligned to their interests (Hartman, 2015, p. 227). His 

dismay at the “collective loss of nerve and faith” by administrators in higher education was 

exacerbated by the radical political positions he perceived to be at the core of many of the 

courses replacing Western Civilization courses (Bennett Charges, 1989; Bennett, 1984, p. 14). 

Such courses included black, ethnic, and women’s studies, which in Bennett’s view epitomized 

the politicization of curriculum and turned the humanities into, “the handmaiden of ideology” 

(Bennett, 1984, p. 33). For Bennett, the Western canon needed to be at the core of higher 

education because it was the “glue” that bound the American nation in traditions, which if left 

unlearned, would leave students unable to “understand the world” or “their society” (Bennett, 

1984, p. 50). In this view, the western canon is seen as the storehouse of the most pervasive and 

powerful influences on American culture; therefore, any attempts to challenge or replace it 

through ideological or political means threatened American culture at its core. Bennett’s public 

outcry in 1984 sounded the alarm bells for fellow cultural conservatives who came to see the 

changes at Stanford as the result of the wider radicalization of humanities departments across the 

country who increasingly embraced relativistic methods of literary interpretation and identity 

politics to either question or outright explode the foundations of the western tradition.   

 The cultural threats that Bennett and fellow conservatives saw in leftist or radical 

humanities departments stemmed from the influence of French scholars whose work and theories 

concerning power and relativistic notions of truth and morality influenced many departments in 

the late 1960s and early 1970s (Cussett, 2008). For example, Jacques Derrida’s theory of 

deconstruction influenced American scholar Stanley Fish whose work in literary criticism 
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focused on the multiple meanings that could be extracted from a text depending on the 

perspective and purpose of the reader (Hartman, 2015, p. 224). Fish claimed that texts embodied 

an “infinite plurality of meanings,” which not only rejected the universal aesthetic standards held 

by the western tradition, it also challenged the fundamental notion that literature possessed 

timeless value (Atlas, 1992). In Fish’s 1980, Is There A Text in This Class?, he challenged 

conservatives such as E.D. Hirsch (1980) who argued that texts do hold constant as units of 

knowledge, claiming instead that texts were rather, “the structure of meanings that [are] obvious 

and inescapable from the perspective of whatever interpretative assumptions happen to be in 

force” (Fish, 1980; p. vii). In centering the interpretive assumptions that give a text its meaning, 

Fish and other literary theorists questioned the privileging of some texts over others and even 

attacked the traditionalist barrier separating literature and ordinary language. In defense of such 

theoretical moves, literary critic Houston Baker argued that ranking texts amounted to nothing 

more than, “choosing between a hoagy and a pizza” (Atlas, 1992, p. 48). Emerging from this 

group of progressive “New Left” literary critics was the position that hierarchies among texts 

were merely conventions of time and place and inextricably linked to power (Rorty, 1997; 

Tompkins, 1986). Within this framework, the canon was reconceptualized as a social 

construction and a site where progressive identity politics could challenge the white male 

dominance which was theorized to have originally constituted it. Poet Ishmael Reed captured this 

sentiment in arguing that traditionalist conceptions of literature and even history were mere 

myths invented by elites who impose “their small screen view of political and cultural reality 

upon a complex world” (Reed, 1988, p. 415). In an interview in the early 1990s, literary critic 

Jane Tompkins discussed this movement explaining that the English-literature syllabus became 
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an instrument of change, stating, “we wanted...to prove that literature wasn’t a sacred icon above 

the heat and dust of conflict” (Atlas, 1992, p. 55). 

 The direct challenge to the Western canon by critics and theorists of the New Left was an 

attempt to bring about system wide change to an American society and culture rife with racism, 

sexism, chauvinism, and commercialism (Rorty, 1997). The instrumentalist framework used by 

scholars such as Tompkins aimed to liberate historically subordinate groups from oppressive 

cultural systems such as the canon, but it was directly attacked by cultural conservatives. In his 

Stanford address, Bennett recognized the importance of including cultural contributions made by 

women and non-westerners and acknowledged the failures of the western tradition to live up to 

its stated ideals of justice, liberty, and equality under the law for all, but his tact and messaging 

communicated a position charging that the changes made resulting in the Stanford CIV course 

were not grounded in educational, or even honorable, yet misguided concerns, but were in fact 

political, and threatened social cohesion (Bennett Charges, 1989). In Illiberal Education: The 

Politics of Race and Sex on Campus, Dinesh D’Souza (1991) offered an extended critique of the 

Stanford decision echoing Bennett’s concerns, though much more fervently by characterizing 

such colleges as sites of “illiberal education,” teaching students that, “all knowledge can be 

reduced to politics and should not be pursued for its own sake, but for the political end of power” 

(p. 229). However, the most impactful critique of the New Left and its attack on the canon came 

in 1987 from Allan Bloom in The Closing of The American Mind: How Higher Education has 

Failed Democracy and Impoverished the Souls of Today’s Students. At the core of Bloom’s 

attack was the relativism entering the universities in the 1960s via French and German thinkers 

resulting in, “the dismantling of rational inquiry” and the production of a “highly ideologized 
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student populace” (Bloom, 1987, p. 313). The New Left’s relativizing of truth stood 

diametrically opposed to Bloom’s platonic conceptions of the human condition which he 

believed to be anchored by ineluctable essentials transcending specific historical contexts 

(Hartman, 2015, p. 231). He argued, “What each generation is, can be best discovered in its 

relation to the permanent concerns of mankind” (Bloom, 1987, p. 19). Thus, for Bloom, the 

efforts made by literary critics to contextualize, historicize, and politicize literature lead to an 

“openness” and “indiscriminateness” among students which effectively closed the American 

mind to the pursuit of universal truths embodied in the western canon (Bloom, 1987, p. 38-39).  

Though Bloom did not wholly align ideologically with conservatives such as Bennett or 

d’Souza, their shared fears surrounding the attack on the Western tradition overshadowed their 

differences as conservatives and traditionalists alike rallied to “defend the gates from the 

barbarian hordes” (Berger, 1988; Zimmerman, 2016).  The commercial success of Closing added 

to the growing media coverage of the canon debate and resulted in Bloom becoming a media 

celebrity. In multiple media appearances including the Oprah Winfrey Show and the Firing Line 

with William F. Buckley Jr., Bloom was given a platform to extend his criticisms of 

contemporary higher education and defend the Western canon (Steibel, 1987; Winfrey, 1988). 

As Closing remained atop the New York Times bestseller list, Bloom and the canon debate 

spread to the pages of numerous newspaper editorials and reviews as critics and proponents of 

Bloom’s thesis traded insults and praise for months (Stone, 1989). Common among the critiques 

against Bloom and his fellow defenders of the canon were charges of elitism, racism, and sexism 

(Gates, 1992; Greene, 1988; Moglen, 1988). For example, in Closing Bloom makes clear his 

disdain for the radicalism the experienced directly at Cornell in 1969, citing the militancy of 



33 

 

Black students who brandished weapons to demand affirmative action and black studies courses 

(Bloom, 1987, p. 315-316). This action, for Bloom, supported his arguments against relativism 

by demonstrating the chaos that follows the abandonment of academic and philosophical 

standards at the university. In response, critics such as Benjamin Barber accused Bloom of 

elitism and philosophical despotism, arguing that Closing was an “exercise in the Noble Lie 

aimed at persuading Americans that philosophy is superior to ordinary American life and 

philosophers superior to ordinary American citizens” (Barber, 1988, p. 82). In criticisms such as 

Barber’s, Bloom’s anti-democratic position originated in his discomfort with the shifting 

demographics of the university (Levine, 1997). As enrollments of women and minority students 

increased from the late 1960s to the late 1980s, Bloom characterized the subsequent rise in 

courses geared toward multicultural interests as not only a threat to academic standards, but even 

likened it to the “terror” that followed the French Revolution (Levine, 1997, p. 9). He also used 

Plato’s famous allegory of the cave to illustrate his problems with multiculturalism, arguing, “A 

culture is a cave. [Plato] did not suggest going around to other cultures as a solution to the 

limitations the cave” (Bloom, 1987, p. 38; Rorty, 1988).  

Ultimately, Bloom’s impact on the canon debate stemmed from Closing’s commercial 

success and Bloom’s media personality as both contributed to the intensity of coverage the canon 

debate received through the end of the 1980s and into the 1990s. Not only did Bloom help 

conservatives fashion rhetorical attacks against trends in the humanities they viewed as 

dangerous, he also demonstrated to conservative activists that attacks on higher education was a 

useful mechanism for leveraging partisan politics (Levine, 1997). However, despite the gains 

made by conservatives in national politics and the increasing media coverage of the culture wars 



34 

 

at large, and the canon debate in particular, humanities departments across the country largely 

maintained their autonomy to affect curriculum changes in line with traditional scholarly 

research methods and prevailing progressive trends in academia (Hartman, 2015; Symcox, 

2002). 

Analysis 

 The conservative response to the decision to develop the CIV course at Stanford provides 

an illustration of the politics of memory by demonstrating the significance of how the issue is 

narratively framed. In characterizing the methods students used to “abolish” the Western 

Civilization curriculum through a campaign of “pressure politics and intimidation,” Bennett’s 

address at Stanford was an attempt to frame the event with a narrative aligned to conservative 

interests. The two-year process of re-evaluating the western civilization course, according to the 

then President of Stanford, Donald Kennedy, did not seek to “abolish the required study of 

Western culture,” but was a process involving task forces, committee study, and multiple Faculty 

Senate sessions all aimed at developing a Western Culture Program, “complemented by 

additional study of non-Western cultures and heritages which have also shaped American 

culture” (Bennett Charges, 1989, p. 400). This aspect of the debate was eschewed by Bennett, 

who instead built his narrative around the idea that the West was under attack. For instance, he 

cited a protest march organized by Stanford students, which according to Bennett, resulted in, 

“Jesse Jackson leading a group of students in the now famous cry: “Hey, hey, ho, ho, Western 

culture’s go to go” (p. 399). Additionally, he cited “200 to 300” students, who in waiting outside 

the Faculty Senate on the day of the vote to change the Western civilization course, intimidated 

the faculty senate into voting for the new CIV course (Bennett Charges, 1989, p. 392). In both 
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instances however, Bennett’s claims were refuted as either mischaracterizations or outright 

falsities by individuals who were present at both events (p. 392). Furthermore, when pressed on 

these claims, Bennett admitted that he had not spoken personally to any Stanford faculty 

members, but had stayed informed through news accounts and private correspondence from 

faculty he declined to name (p. 392). Bennett’s narrative also characterized the Western 

Civilization course as a long held tradition in higher education, but as the then Stanford 

Humanities director pointed out, this too was a mischaracterization citing the historically 

“partial” and “fragile” consensus surrounding the program’s curriculum (Carnochan, 1994, p. 

100). Also absent from Bennett’s narrative was the fact that the western civilization program had 

only been developed prior to World War I, and that its design was politically motivated 

(Cornbleth & Waugh, 2014; Levine, 1997). Bennett was partially correct however in claiming 

the canon’s traditional standing because it had become a key piece in required curriculum 

standards in the humanities departments across the nation into the 1950s.  But again, Bennett’s 

narrative narrowly placed the curricular decline of the Western tradition in the 1960s at the feet 

of progressives rather than acknowledging the Cold War’s influence in changing university 

curriculum requirements (Loewen, 1997).  

Unsurprisingly, Bennett’s characterization presents a particularly selective interpretation 

of events at Stanford in order to not only defend, but elevate the cherished beliefs of his 

ideological position. In arguing for the canon, he claimed that without it, students would be 

unable to “understand the world” or “their society” (p. 50). For Bennett then, the canon provides 

the cultural tools necessary for “mediating” a particular sociocultural context, in this case the 

United States (Wertsch, 2000). Accordingly, these particular cultural tools would then have the 
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desired effect of helping US citizens imagine their society in a way aligned to the ideological 

position held by conservatives and traditionalists. However, Bennett’s narrative projects a 

universalist conception of both the world and US society rather than recognizing that his 

particular “appropriation” of the cultural tools of the western canon have produced a specific 

mediation. Thus, his belief in and emotional attachment to the Western tradition led to the 

development of a particular narrative aimed at rescuing his position and sacred tradition from 

competing narratives. Likewise, Bloom’s Closing is an extended argument for the canon 

representing similar tactics.  Blooms jeremiad against progressives challenging the canon was 

framed by a narrative placing traditionalists, like himself, in possession of the methods for 

finding universal and timeless truths, while his radical opponents threatened such enlightenment 

with ignorance and political agendas. But, as Gerry O’Sullivan (1992) illustrates, both Bloom 

and Bennett’s methods in attempting to rescue the canon are merely additional examples in a 

long history of battles over literary and cultural canons.  

Henry Louis Gates Jr. (1992) echoed this point stating that, “challenges of cultural 

pluralism and the varied forms of political resistance to it go back to the founding of our 

republic” (p. xiv). He argued that the at the center of the canon debate were perennial questions 

such as:  

What does it mean to be an American? Must academic inquiry be subordinated to the 

requirements of national identity? Should scholarship and education reflect our actual 

diversity, or should they, rather, forge a communal identity that may not yet have been 

achieved? (p. xiv) 
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For Gates, these questions, despite the conservatives’ reluctance to recognize them as such, were 

political questions in the late 1980s and early 1990s just as they were in the 1910s. And 

according to progressives like Gates, these questions have been historically filtered through such 

cultural tools as the canon to produce an exclusionary cultural memory outlining which 

individuals and groups were to be recognized as worthy and belonging (Cornbleth & Waugh, 

2012). Within their particular ideological framework then, Progressives pursuing equity and 

justice sought to transcend the divisions of nationality, race, ethnicity, class, and gender by 

forging a civic culture respecting both differences and commonalities (Gates, 1992, p. xv). In 

order to develop this civic culture, humanities departments holding the progressive position 

introduced cultural tools reflecting what they perceived to be a sociocultural context in need of 

revising. According to Gates, if the divisions of the late 20th century were to be bridged, an 

education seeking to comprehend the diversity of human culture was imperative, adding, “There 

is no tolerance without respect--and no respect without knowledge” (p. xv).  

Thus, as conservatives and traditionalist battled to prescribe the values and knowledge 

embodied in the Western canon in order to secure their vision of American society, progressives 

challenged those values and epistemological foundations with their own vision of American 

society. These visions are bound with cultural tools that individuals and groups use to mediate 

their sociocultural context. According to both sides, the tools of the other were objectionable. For 

traditionalists, multiculturalism and relativism threatened societal unity and order and even the 

pursuit of truth. For many progressives, the canon represented a body of knowledge valorized by 

power and culpable for the historical oppression of subordinate groups inside and outside the 

West. Ultimately this struggle was about the power to establish, secure, and maintain the cultural 
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tools aligned to a particular vision because those cultural tools shape interactions between 

individuals and groups within a society. In this view, the struggle over what books were to be 

read in higher education, was really a struggle over cultural memory. The discourses and texts at 

the heart of this debate transmit the ideas and representations that serve to collectively constitute 

a desired imagined community. Institutions of higher education are powerful sites because they 

contribute to the selection, development and dissemination of cultural memory. Given the role 

cultural memory plays in shaping how individuals and groups see themselves and others, while 

also influencing their interactions, its contestation in the canon debate becomes comprehensible.  

The History Wars  

On January 18, 1995, Senator Slade Gorton opened his address to the United States 

Senate by asking, “What is a more important part of our Nation’s history for our children to 

study--George Washington or Bart Simpson?” (Congressional Record, 1995, p. 1479) Senator 

Gorton’s rhetorical introduction characterized the remainder of his speech as he outlined his 

objections to the education reforms presented in the National History Standards proposed by the 

National Center for History in the Schools. According to Gorton, not only did the Standards 

neglect the nation’s heroes, but they were ideologically driven, representing an “anti-western 

monument to political correctness” and designed to “destroy our nation’s mystic chords of 

memory” (p. 1481). In citing several figures highlighting poor student performance on American 

history exams, Gorton argued that the “mystic chords” were already frayed and the Standards 

would only deepen the wounds brought on by the “absence of a shared knowledge of our 

Nation’s history” (p. 1481). Senator Gorton’s speech is representative of the larger struggle made 

by conservatives in the 1980s and 1990s to unify what they perceived to be an increasingly 
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fractious nation around a consensus narrative of American history celebrating its achievements, 

values, and virtues. In their attempts to redeem the story of America as “a shining city upon a 

hill,” conservatives attacked the progressive's critical and multiculturalist approaches to 

American history by framing them as threats to both national unity and purpose (Cornbleth & 

Waugh, 2012; Hartman, 2015, Symcox, 2002; Zimmerman, 2009). Meanwhile, progressives 

such as Houston Baker, also invoking the notion of redemption, countered that multiculturalism 

reflected the realities of a pluralistic society and provided an “innovative, energetic, and 

potentially salvific feature of the project called ‘America’” (Hartman, 2015, p. 264). Thus, just as 

conservatives and progressives battled over the canon in higher education, so to would they do 

battle over the history curriculum in the nation’s public schools.  Being an even wider space of 

dissemination for the national narrative, public school history curriculum became a hotly 

contested battleground where opposing positions struggled to inform and hold sway over the 

collective memory of America’s past.  

The vote initiated by Senator Gorton that would ultimately kill the National History 

Standards capped a multi-year process involving multiple government institutions, numerous 

academic organizations, and hundreds of university academics and public school educators 

(Symcox, 2002). The task of developing Standards was spearheaded by the then chair of the 

National Endowment for the Humanities, Lynne Cheney, whose conservatism motivated the 

push to reform history education (Evans, 1989; Hartman, 2015; Nash, Crabtree, & Dunn, 2000).  

Like Gorton, Cheney was alarmed by US department of Education survey results indicating 

eleventh grade students knew very little of American history (Applebee, Langer, & Mullis, 

1987). Along with conservative scholars such as Chester Finn and Diane Ravitch (1987), 
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William J. Bennett (1988), and Paul Gagnon (1988), Cheney (1987) contributed to the growing 

“crisis” in education literature of the period by arguing that schools were failing to teach students 

the traditional American narrative, and that in so doing she claimed, “we do ourselves what an 

unfriendly nation bent on destruction might” (p. 12). Critics such as Ravitch (1985) argued that 

the problem was that history-centered education had been replaced by ill-defined social studies 

curriculums which ceded time to contemporary issues and left students ignorant of basic 

historical facts (Evans, 2004). Ravitch’s solution was a traditional history curriculum centered 

around a textbook, chronology, basic facts and “a story well told” (Ravitch, 1987, p. 12). As the 

so-called education crisis received increasing media coverage, many states initiated reforms, 

including California, which selected Ravitch to co-author the California History-Social Science 

Framework (Crabtree & Ravitch, 1988). Ravitch’s traditional history-centered model formed the 

structure of the Framework, and in her words represented, “a historic step towards the national 

revival of teaching and learning history” (Ravitch, 1987, p. 18). But, while the Framework 

moved in the direction many conservatives approved of, it still possessed influences of 

multiculturalism and possessed world history curriculum that veered away from the Western 

civilization curriculum traditionalist favored (Hartman, 2015, p. 266). Concurrently, 

multiculturalists in Oakland, California too found problems with the Framework, and exercised 

their dismay in protesting the adoption of textbooks linked to its standards (Symcox, 2002). 

Thus, it was in this climate that Cheney, as chair of the NEH, initiated the development of the 

National History Standards. 

Further illustrating the discord and foreshadowing the national debate over the National 

History Standards was the national debate that emerged from the 1991 publishing of One Nation, 
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Many Peoples: A Declaration of Cultural Independence by the New York commissioner of 

education. The report argued that it was necessary to teach history emphasizing America’s racial 

pluralism in order to overcome “centuries of intellectual and educational oppression that has 

characterized the culture and Institutions of the United States and European American world for 

centuries” (New York State Social Studies Review and Development Committee, 1991). 

Furthermore, it was argued that the historical emphasis put on shedding cultural differences to 

develop a normative American identity should be dropped in favor of affirming cultural diversity 

through history education that would challenge traditionally oppressive norms. However, within 

the committee that produced the report there were detractors, most notably the historian Arthur 

Schlesinger Jr.. Though a liberal Democrat, Schlesinger was a traditionalist historian who 

favored a consensus narrative of American history aimed at maintaining the “unum” in “e 

pluribus unum” (Schlesinger, 1998). Schlesinger’s written dissent of the committee’s report 

became a bestselling book titled, The Disuniting of America: Reflections on a Multicultural 

Society, where he outlined his fear that multiculturalism in history education created “a cult of 

ethnicity” and threatened to “balkanize” the future of America (Hartman, 2015, p. 265; 

Schlesinger, 1998, p. 20). According to Schlesinger, multiculturalist influences diminished the 

school’s traditional role in assimilating and shaping American identity by denying “the historical 

theory of America,” which held that any person of any background could conform to American 

culture through common ideals rather than common ancestry (Schlesinger, 1998, p. 21).  

Progressive critics responded to Schlesinger’s position arguing that his desire to be “race-blind” 

neglected the persistence of racism in America’s past, and that “nostalgic calls for ethnic 

assimilation to traditional American values,” absent any debate over what those values are, was 
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the same kind of divisive and anti democratic behavior that Schlesinger himself accused 

multiculturalists of (Goebel, 1993, p. 75; Hartman, 2015, p. 264).  

The debate that emerged over One Nation received national coverage and provided a 

platform where each side’s vision of America squared off for influence over education reforms 

they believed would bring it into existence. The debate however, was also framed by other 

political and economic concerns such as the end of the Cold War, economic recession, and 

global competition (Ross, Mathison, & Vinson, 2014). The “crisis” literature, emerging from the 

publication of A Nation at Risk (1983) and produced largely by conservatives gained traction 

politically as a supposedly failing education system became an attractive answer to many of the 

economic, social and cultural problems of the era (Bennett, 1988; Berliner & Biddle, 1996). As a 

result, the Federal government’s intervention into education reform was initiated, opening the 

door for conservatives and traditionalists such as Cheney and Ravitch to have a hand in 

developing education reforms that would translate their ideas into national public policy 

(Symcox, 2002, p. 96).  

The development of the National History Standards began with the formation for the 

National Center for History in Schools which was the product of a federal grant partnering 

academics from schools of education and history departments. Though conservatives catalyzed 

the movement, the NCHS included many non-conservative perspectives from various 

organizations such as the National Council for the Social Studies and individuals such as the 

renowned social historian, Gary Nash, who would act as co-director (Hartman, 2015). Linda 

Symcox (2002) argues the conservative origins of the project made many of the progressives 

involved suspicious of Cheney, Ravitch and the Bush Administration’s motives, resulting in a 
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push for the Standards to cleave left (p. 101). Nevertheless, many conservative voices were 

included in the multi year development process, making reaching a consensus challenging. For 

example, during deliberations  for the development of US history standards, debate over 

multiculturalism, as it would throughout the process, became contentious. In arguing for the 

multiculturalist perspective, Adelaide Sanford, member of the New York Board of Regents, 

claimed that traditional history in the schools contributed to the oppression of citizens whose 

experiences had been marginalized, distorted, trivialized, and ignored (Nash, Crabtree, & Dunn, 

2000, p. 160-161). Extending Sanford’s point that exclusionary history education harmed the 

nation, Cynthia Neverdon-Morton, of the association for the study of Afro-American Life and 

History, urged the committee to recognize the significance of the experiences of the historically 

marginalized and the issues and complexities of cultural diversity (p. 161). In response, critics of 

multiculturalism such as Mark Curtis, representing the Atlantic Council of the United States, 

argued, “The so-called multicultural agendas in history threaten to balkanize American society. 

They will serve to drive people apart and will diminish the critical importance of teaching about 

our common heritage” (p. 161). Baltimore school administrator, Sam Banks fired back, stating,  

To argue that multicultural education will bring about balkanization just cannot be 

sustained. The concepts of ‘liberty and justice for all’ should mean all. But reality has not 

squared with that promise. To argue now that including the history of all will somehow 

disrupt the body politic is...balderdash. (p.161) 

In defense of Curtis, Chester Finn defended the Western tradition in language similarly used by 

both William Bennett (1988b) and Arthur Schlesinger (1989). He then urged the committee to 

remember the fact that the Standards were voluntary, and that adoption required popular 
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approval, thus necessitating standards that would garner acceptance from the average American 

(Nash, Crabtree, & Dunn, 2000, p. 162). Punctuating his position Finn added, “Mollifying 

factions who come to the table at education meetings isn’t the same as developing standards for 

history that will have an impact upon how it is learned around this country” (p. 162). Again, 

Banks responded by attacking the consensus framework held by traditionalist charging,  

Your point carries the considerable risk of what de Tocqueville called the “tyranny of the 

majority.” If it were left to the “American public”--i.e., the larger white society--to 

decide, the view of many would be that all is well, there are no problems, the history I 

learned in school is good enough for me, and we don’t need to talk about Native 

Americans, or black Americans, or Asian Americans, or women, for when you do, you 

disrupt the social order and balkanize American society. (p. 162)  

After months of deliberation, data collection, and materials development however, the committee 

reached a consensus. Reflecting on the process to develop the standards, Gary Nash (2000), 

argued that though the deliberations and debates, such as the one above, became heated at times, 

they “never degenerated into rancorous disputes” (p. 164). Instead, the debates over the US 

history standards resulted in a consensus straddling a line between “unum” and “pluribus,” 

characterized by language emphasizing both “our common civic identity and shared values,” as 

well as “Standards...should reflect the nation’s diversity, exemplified by race, ethnicity, social 

status, gender and religious affiliation” (Hartman, 2015, p. 269; Nash, Crabtree, & Dunn, 2000, 

p. 164). 

At the outset of the development process, the prior debates surrounding US history 

standards in both California and New York may have suggested that reaching consensus on 
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World history standards would have perhaps been an easier path to traverse compared to that of 

US history standards. But, given the influence of traditionalists such as Schlesinger, Bennett, and 

Finn, all of whom were also engaged in the struggle over the Western tradition in higher 

education, the difficulties in reaching consensus should have been expected. In this debate 

traditionalist and conservatives favored world history curriculum anchored in the Western 

Civilization tradition emphasizing the West’s essential uniqueness and superior values. 

Conversely, world historians such as William McNeil and Peter Stearns represented progressive 

approaches decentering the West and posited that culture is not essential or specific to any one 

nation or civilization (Hartman, 2015, p. 269). Characteristic of this position, McNeil stated, 

“Indeed, we are a minority in the world and ought to know it” (Symcox, 2002, p. 108). For 

conservatives such as Finn however, the Western Civilization curriculum was the foundation of 

free and democratic societies such the United States and a superior model, contending, “the full 

story of democracy, neither disguising nor apologizing for its innate superiority to other forms of 

government, should be the centerpiece of our teaching history” (Nash, Crabtree, & Dunn, 2000, 

p. 169). Despite progressive opposition to the traditionalists, the first draft of criteria for the 

world history standards reflected the Western tradition position. For example, Criterion 9 stated,  

Standards in world history should include the history of other democratic systems (e.g. 

European); the ideologies, institutions and practices that inform democratic and 

authoritarian forms of government; and the political aspirations of peoples in the 

nonwestern world. (pg. 170) 

Additionally, Criterion 13 read:  “Standards in world history should include both the history and 

values of western civilization and the history and cultures of other societies, with greater 
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emphasis on western civilization, and on the interrelationship between western and nonwestern 

societies” (p.170). The progressive’s response to the proposed criteria, particularly 9 and 13, 

touched off a protracted and heated debate that spilled over into the public view.  It was at this 

juncture that conservatives initiated attacks in the media that would ultimately gain enough 

traction to prevent the Standards from being adopted (Symcox, 2002, p. 128).  

 Progressives vehemently opposed both sets of criteria, citing highly problematic language 

threatening global and multiculturalist perspectives in World history education (Symcox, 2002, 

p. 108). The Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development claimed that such an 

“ethnocentric approach to history” diverged from contemporary practice and threatened to open 

up a “multicultural minefield” (Bicouvaris, 1996, p. 137). James Gardner, representing the 

American Historical Association, expressed similar concerns that the language, “set up an ‘us 

and them’ situation” and suggests “that western civilization has ‘values,’ but ‘other’ societies 

have only ‘cultures’” (p. 137). Gardner then signaled the AHA’s willingness to pull out of the 

Standards development process if, “the sort of bias proposed here” went unchanged (Nash, 

Crabtree, & Dunn, 2000, p. 170).  Such pressure resulted in revisions to both Criteria 9 and 13, 

most notably the elimination of the phrase, “greater emphasis on Western civilization.” As was 

the case with the US history standards, eventual consensus was reached by employing language 

that tried to establish a common ground between both positions. Conservatives such as Finn 

however, objected to the revisions charging that they promoted a “culturally relativist” World 

history curriculum (Hartman, 2015, p. 270). Further defending his position he claimed that the 

kind of pedagogy outlined by progressive World history curriculum threatened to teach students 

that “all systems of government, however they fared historically, [are] equally valid and 
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praiseworthy” (p. 169).  Only “an honest, open, sensible focus on democracy,” he argued, 

“would restore to the study of history the very foundation and direction that this fashionable 

relativism threatens to destroy” (p.169). Despite Finn’s objections, the committee moved forward 

through the Standards drafting process and into the publication stage.  

Not to be deterred, Finn issued a public statement questioning the Standard’s 

acceptability to specific groups such as the League of Women Voters, the Rotary Club, the 

American Legion, and even callers to the Rush Limbaugh show (Symcox, 2002, p. 121). Similar 

to his point of contention with the US history standards, Finn argued that “ordinary folk” would 

object to history reforms that were “relentlessly P.C.” and gave “unwarranted emphasis on 

various victims groups,” while minimizing “events, groups, people, and developments that 

deserve a fair share of attention” (Nash, Crabtree, & Dunn, 2000, p. 162; Symcox, 2000, p. 121). 

Despite her initial efforts to organize the development of the National History Standards, Cheney 

too came out publically against the the NCHS’s final product. In a piece in the Wall Street 

Journal titled, The End of History, Cheney characterized the Standards as “politicized history,” 

where “traditional history” had to make way for “various political groups such as African-

Americans and Native Americans” (Cheney, 1995, p. 455). For weeks similar criticisms were 

made in the media against the Standards charging progressives with revising American history in 

order to achieve political ends (Symcox, 2002, p. 128-129). When critics offered evidence to 

support their claims, they almost uniformly cited the number of mentions individuals and events 

received in the Standards in order to argue  that the traditional narrative of American history was 

being subverted by ignoring the nation’s heroes and accomplishments while highlighting its 

failures and marginal figures (Cheney, 1995; Fonte, 1994; Krauthammer, 1994). Despite the flow 
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of conservative criticism in the press, the Standards did receive positive reviews in the media 

across the nation (Broaden History, 1994; Greenberg, 1995; History Guidelines, 1995). 

Additionally, as the NCHS began distributing materials linked to the Standards they experienced 

difficulty meeting purchase demands from schools, libraries and teachers around the nation 

(Hartman, 2015, p. 274). In the end however, the national political climate and outright hostility 

toward the Standards from conservative critics, echoed in Senator Gorton’s speech, sounded the 

death knell for the development and adoption of the National History Standards.  

Analysis 

As with the canon debate, the politics of memory played out in the history wars largely 

through the competing narratives of each ideological position. And just like the canon debate, the 

framing of the narrative surrounding the conflict reveals the motivations of each side to maintain 

or insert the cultural tools aligned to their vision of American society by winning the battle for 

memory.  For example, the narrative spun by Cheney in her Wall Street Journal article framed 

the Standards as curriculum that woefully underserved the cultural memory of the Constitution, 

George Washington, and the American Revolution while highlighting the achievements of the 

Aztecs, African king Mansa Musa, and other figures she deemed secondary to the traditional 

narrative of American history (Cheney, 1995). Citing the number of times certain subjects and 

topics appeared in the Standards, Cheney constructed a narrative that framed the Standards as a 

document that made Americans look like bad people. Among her cited examples she pointed to 

the nineteen references to McCarthyism, seventeen mentions of the Ku Klux Klan, and the 

negative portrayals of industrialists such as John D. Rockefeller in order to capture “the 

revisionist agenda” of those behind the Standards “who no longer bothered to conceal their great 
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hatred for traditional history” (p. 456). Cheney’s narrative was picked up by fellow conservatives 

who repeated the same the numbers and eventually turned the phrase “revisionist history” into a 

pejorative term to describe individuals such as the authors of the Standards who manipulate facts 

and denigrate America’s past (Nash, Crabtree, & Dunn, 2000, p. 207). However, critics of 

Cheney and other conservatives who attacked the Standards pointed out that their position 

largely relied on criticizing the teaching examples that were included as supporting materials 

rather than criticizing the Standards themselves (Symcox, 2002, p. 129; Nash, Crabtree, & Dunn, 

2000, 204). According to Linda Symcox (2002), conservatives relied on roughly two-dozen out 

of the 2,600 teacher examples available to make their attacks and largely misrepresented the 

purpose of the teaching examples in the process (p. 129). The teaching examples were 

characterized by conservatives as the core of instruction that would guide teacher decision 

making rather than options available to teachers to support their instruction should they choose to 

use them. Furthermore, such mischaracterizations were also paired with outright false statements 

such as, “It’s hard to get into the books if you’re a white male” (Nash & Dunn, 1995, p. 6). The 

conservatives attempt to frame the Standards in this way is linked to their initial project of 

rescuing the traditional narrative of American history, and it is no surprise then that once the 

Standards deviated from that vision they would attack the opposition in order to secure the 

possession and interpretation of the nation’s memory.  

The cultural memory favored by conservatives was described in Schlesinger’s response 

to One Nation where he emphasized the school’s historic role of assimilating students to 

common ideals as opposed to common ancestry. His emphasis on a consensus narrative of 

American history to accomplish assimilation and conformity is problematic when considering 
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the historic struggle over curriculum in U.S. schools (Cremin, 1990; Zimmerman, 2009). The 

consensus narrative he and other conservatives appealed to misrepresented the fact that the 

narrative of American history has always been debated and that any consensus narrative is 

largely mythical (Evans, 2004). The myth that conservatives wished to rescue in the schools is 

composed of historical events, peoples, and ideas, but the selection and organization of those 

historical facts is what conservatives sought to control through a narrative built on particular 

achievements and values. In this seemingly neutral narrative based on unity and progress, 

proponents such as Schlesinger, Ravitch, and Cheney suggested that reflection on the nation’s 

failures would be necessary, but emphasis would largely be accorded to accomplishments. This 

according to Schlesinger would buttress the “unum” against divisions that “threatened the brittle 

bonds of national identity that holds this diverse and fractious society together” (p. 119). 

However, attempts to reflect on the nation’s failures through progressive multiculturalist 

readings proved to be too threatening to the narrative desired by conservatives. This then lead to 

defensive maneuvers against multiculturalism, where critics such as Schlesinger conflated 

extreme iterations of multiculturalism, such as afrocentrism, and claimed that such approaches 

promoted “fixed ethnicities” and invited “the perils of ethnocentrism” (Schlesinger, 1998, p. 

122). The repeated use of the phrase “balkanize” by conservatives and traditionalists throughout 

the history wars was also a part of their rhetorical defense of a consensus imagining of the 

nation. Anchoring multiculturalism to popular images of the divisive and bloody conflicts on the 

Balkan peninsula was a hyperbolic cautionary tale that conservatives used in defense of their 

favored cultural memory. To combat this threat and win the battle for memory then, 
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conservatives embarked on a campaign to secure the traditional narrative through history-

centered instruction in the public schools.  

This campaign further demonstrates the politics of memory because conservatives and 

traditionalists developed their strategy for implementing history-centered education reforms 

based on the argument that progressive educational theories were responsible for the poor state 

of humanities education across the nation (Evans, 1989, p. 86; Symcox, 2002, p. 59). In 

extending the concerns outlined in A Nation at Risk to the humanities, conservatives and 

traditionalists alleged in books such as Finn’s (1984) Against Mediocrity, that the “crisis” in 

education was linked to fact that Americans did not know their history. Though Finn’s 

arguments were largely anecdotal, subsequent conservative publications capitalized on the 1986 

National Assessment of Educational Progress report known as the Nation’s Report Card, which 

provided statistics that conservative’s used to support their position (Symcox, 2002, p. 55). A 

statistic from this report that would become one of the most commonly cited figures among 

conservatives was that less than a third of the 8,000 high school students tested could place the 

American Civil War in the correct half-century (Ravitch & Finn, 1987, p. 50). However, as 

critics of the “crisis” literature have pointed out, students have historically scored poorly on such 

exams (Berliner & Biddle, 1995; Paxton, 2003). In Dale Whittington’s (1991) comparative 

analysis of the 1986 Nation’s Report Card to similar exams from the first half of the 20th 

century, he concluded that student performance was roughly on par with that of previous 

generations. Despite evidence refuting the conservative position however, their calls for basic 

skills history-centered education proceeded behind such works as Cultural Literacy (1988) and 

Historical Literacy (1989). The conservative argument was persuasive to the wider public 
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because in the minds of many citizens there are national symbols which help constitute what it 

means to be a citizen of a particular nation. In arguing that many students had lost connection to 

the traditional symbols that defined the nation, conservatives exploited those statistics in order to 

gain a foothold in education reform and secure their narrative of American history against 

progressive narratives they claimed to be dominate in the schools.  

Complicating the conservative and traditionalist position however, is the data of Michael 

Frisch, whose surveys of undergraduate students in American history courses throughout the 

1980s suggests that the symbols representing traditional American history actually were firmly in 

place in the minds of young Americans (Frisch, 1989). While Frisch admits that his data 

indicates that student knowledge beyond identifying traditional symbols of American history 

such as George Washington and Betsy Ross is limited, he argued that conservative’s fears were 

unwarranted for, “the structure of myth and heroes, martyrs and mothers, is firmly in place” (p. 

1154). The cultural heritage that conservatives and traditionalists were so eager to reassert in and 

through the nation’s schools, according to Frisch, was already firmly entrenched because such 

cultural symbols permeate the society through advertisements, museums, and other forms of 

media. The real concern then for conservatives was not a particular list of people or events 

rooted in historical accuracy, rather it was about the possession and interpretation of the narrative 

that takes shape through those cultural symbols. In championing and campaigning for history-

centered education reform based on a consensus narrative of American history, conservatives 

and traditionalists were battling to ensure those symbols were mediated in a way that would 

produce obedient and patriotic citizens who shared in the same set of presumptions about the 

nation's cultural heritage. Absent in this logic though, is the recognition that individuals and 
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groups possess the agency to resist narratives and cultural tools even if they have demonstrated a 

degree of mastery with cultural symbols. Conservatives and traditionalists throughout the debate 

eschewed this reality however, arguing that students did not know their history because of poor 

curriculum design or poor teaching rather than considering that some students resist or reject the 

traditional narrative because it does not reflect their lived experiences (Epstein, 2010). Despite 

framing their education reforms in humanist terms, the conservative and traditionalist 

pedagogical formula treated students as containers to be filled with prescribed knowledge and 

assumed that history-centered education would fill these supposedly empty vessels (Freire, 

1970/1996).  But, as Frisch argues,“the frantic injection of cultural symbols [was] not needed” 

and did not represent a solution to improving student’s historical thinking or consciousness 

(Frisch, 1989, p. 1155). Supporting his position he added,  

alienated students cannot be bullied into attention or retention; that authoritarian cultural 

intimidation is likely to be met by a further and more rapid retreat; and that there may 

well be, in that alienation itself, statements about the claims of the present on the past 

worth our respect, attention, and response. (p. 1155) 

Thus, as individuals and groups mediate their sociocultural context their ability to resist cultural 

memory and narratives that run counter to their lived experiences animates the contest over 

memory and demonstrates that individuals are not merely empty containers. However, the 

“official knowledge” that schools claim to possess powerfully influences individuals to master 

and/or appropriate the norms and values of the dominant culture. Unsurprisingly then, 

conservatives and traditionalists targeted the schools to shore up their image of American 

society.  
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In what has been described as the “Ur-text” of the cultural literacy movement, Sidney 

Hook’s 1984 lecture “Education in Defense of a Free Society,” put forth a defense of many of 

the common themes that would come to characterize the conservative and traditionalists position 

during the canon debate and the history wars (Frisch, 1989, p. 1153). Chief among his concerns 

was building the social cohesion necessary to defeat the global expansion of communism, which 

according to Hook necessitated schools generating loyalty through propaganda and 

indoctrination (Hook, 1984, p. 21). As would most conservatives and traditionalists in the debate, 

Hook acknowledged that “institutional changes must be made to strengthen the stake of all 

groups in freedom,” but, he argued, the most effective way to meet the challenges of a pluralistic 

nation facing crisis was a “prolonged schooling in the history of our free society, it's 

martyrology, and it’s national tradition (p. 22). As evidenced by the repeated objections made by 

conservatives and traditionalists throughout the debate to progressive educational approaches 

targeting institutional changes aimed at strengthening the stake of all groups in freedom, this 

claim hardly appears genuine. Though Hook’s statement further captures the essence of the 

politics of memory by demonstrating that conservatives and traditionalists favored using a 

particular narrative developed to specifically address the challenges they defined in the present. 

Appeals to timeless traditions and immutable historical facts obscured the polyvocality of past in 

order in order to achieve these ends. Thus, in the struggle for possession and interpretation of 

memory the ability to define the present is just as significant to controlling definition of the past. 

Whether it be the “crisis” in education, the threat of communism or the divisions based on race, 

class, and gender, conservatives and traditionalists framed those concerns in terms conducive to 

their narrative as a strategy to win the politics of memory in the history wars.  
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DISCUSSION 

 
 

In an article titled, Wars and Rumors of Wars: The Rhetoric and Reality of History 

Education in the United States, Keith C. Barton (2012) argues that the conflicts over history 

education in the United States have largely taken place at the rhetorical level and have had 

minimal impact on most classrooms (p. 188). Barton characterizes curricular debates such as the 

history wars of the 1980s and 1990s as political spectacles in the sense that various groups used 

the debate to express their ideological positions related to the nation’s past, present, and future, 

but ultimately had little influence over history education in schools. This is so, according to 

Barton, because what actually gets taught in the history classroom is the product of teachers 

navigating local constraints such as state standards and tests, while also making pedagogical 

decisions based on social pressures and their own values and beliefs. For Barton, this 

combination of factors influencing teacher decision making has had the net effect of maintaining 

an “enacted history curriculum” that for decades has delivered the traditional narrative of 

American history to most classrooms (p. 196). While I agree with most of Barton’s assessment, 

diminishing the impact of the debates over curriculum on the classroom is a failure to see the full 

scope of the politics of memory.  

Dominant cultural interests actively maintain hegemony through such mechanisms as the 

traditional narrative of American history, but that hegemony can be challenged if counter-

narratives find spaces to question it. The canon debate and history wars both provided spaces for 

counter-narratives and the development of cultural tools for mediating sociocultural contexts 

largely effaced by the dominant narrative. Though not unproblematic, the National History 

Standards produced a curriculum that attempted to make space for previously neglected aspects 



56 

 

of American history, and even though the Standards were not adopted nationally, the hundreds of 

educators involved in the process and the materials developed around the Standards still made 

their way back to classrooms. Likewise, the canon debate largely resulted in humanities 

departments maintaining their autonomy to assign texts challenging dominant norms and 

epistemologies. Furthermore, the canon debate and history wars both spawned many bestselling 

books and touched off debates playing out in news media across the country which provided a 

national platform for counter-narratives. While these instances may seem diminutive compared 

to the sizable influence of dominant cultural interests, they demonstrated that challenges to the 

dominant narrative existed and in their existence stood transformational opportunities. Capturing 

this sentiment is Herbert Kliebard (2004) “stream metaphor,” which he used to describe how 

curriculums go in and out of fashion. According to Kliebard,  

this phenomenon might best be seen as a stream with several currents, one stronger than 

the others. None ever completely dries up. When the weather and other conditions are 

right, a weak or insignificant current assumes force and prominence, only to decline 

when conditions particularly conducive to its newfound strength no longer prevail. (p. 

174) 

In my formulation of the stream metaphor, counter-narratives are the smaller streams, and by not 

drying up, their flow stands ready to assume force and prominence.  

However, this hope is paired with the recognition that the battle for possession and 

interpretation of memory is a lopsided affair involving powerful institutions selecting and 

organizing the narratives that form the main stream. Reproduction of dominant cultural norms 

occur through such hegemonic narratives as individuals and groups construct their identities and 
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adopt roles within society based on the negotiation of those narratives. In my experience in 

exploring the archive for a better sense of personal identity, I engaged this narrative negotiation 

process without a complete awareness of the conflict and layers of external influence bearing on 

the eventual narrative that I constructed to help define my sense of self. This absence of 

awareness can be explained by the hegemony of norms influencing my common-sense notion 

that I could simply find the story of my family in the archive. Reflecting many of the norms and 

values of the dominant culture, the narrative I constructed influenced not only how I imagined 

myself, but as a social studies educator, it also influenced my decision making in the classroom. 

On a number of occasions I shared this narrative with my students or used pieces to emphasize 

certain aspects of American history. By reproducing such hegemonic narratives in the classroom 

I engaged in the battle for possession and interpretation for memory without full consciousness 

of the impact of my actions. Through research and reflection on the politics of memory I have 

come to recognize an even deeper level of influence that I possess in the classroom as the 

historical narratives that I transmit have the ability to influence my student’s identity and action 

in ways I had not previously considered. Thus, through counter-narratives my perspective shifted 

leading to a reimagining of my approach in the classroom. In developing consciousness of 

cultural hegemony and the politics of memory, my philosophical rationale for teaching social 

studies has shifted to a more critical and transformative position in order to create spaces for the 

counter-narratives that challenge the dominant narrative and its norms and values that contribute 

to a social system characterized by stratification and tensions (Freire and Macedo, 1987).  

In order to challenge the dominant narrative and engage the politics of memory with the 

intent to shape a more just and equitable society, critical and transformative approaches are 
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required because as Cornbleth (1985) and Banks (1993) argue, the knowledge constituting 

school curriculums reflects the dominant culture’s values and perspectives through an 

institutionally organized official narrative. Combating the official narrative then requires a 

critical approach to historical inquiry where students and teachers enter into a dialogue, the 

students’ experiences are utilized, and subjugated narratives are introduced into the curriculum 

(Blevins & Salinas, 2012). The political nature of the history curriculum is emphasized in this 

approach as students engage in the interrogation of the production of history and track the 

silences in much the same manner as Trouillot (1995). Moving in this direction, the heritage 

narrative that dominates not only school curriculum, but also the curriculums of museums and 

monuments, become problematized as well (Lowenthal, 1985). In this approach, according to 

Stearns et. al. (2000), “history teaching moves from a technical act for conveying knowledge to a 

cultural act that teaches students about warrant, about the nature of understanding, and about 

their own role in making historical knowledge” (p.3). Such an approach also aligns with 

Aronowitz and Giroux’s (1985) notion of teachers as transformative intellectuals as student voice 

is cultivated through emancipatory dialogue and aimed at the developing students to become 

“agents of civic courage.” Students as agents, according to Aronowitz and Giroux, are “citizens 

who have the knowledge and courage to take seriously the need to make despair unconvincing 

and hope practical” (p. 56). In this formulation then, students become active and conscious 

participants in the on-going battle for the possession and interpretation of memory. And if 

enough students and citizens engage in such as effort to “uncover and confront the 

inconsistencies” (Tyson & Park, 2008, p. 37) of the dominant narrative, then perhaps a more just 

and equitable stream will assume force and prominence.  
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