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Discussion Document

 

Lynne Cheney articulates here the voice of Conservative doubt about the American historical 

narrative that was about to be set out in the National Standards for United States History; in many 

ways a sort of national curriculum. Inevitably it complains about gaps in the national story and it 

acting (it is argued) as a sop to so-called political correctness. 

Imagine an outline for the teaching of American history in which George Washington makes only a 

fleeting appearance and is never described as our first president. Or in which the foundings of the 

Sierra Club and the National Organization for Women are considered noteworthy events, but the 

first gathering of the U.S. Congress is not. This is, in fact, the version of history set forth in the soon- 

to-be-released National Standards for United States History. 

The general drift of the document becomes apparent when one realizes that not a single one of the 

31 standards mentions the Constitution. True, it does come up in the 250 pages of supporting 

materials. It is even described as “the culmination of the most creative era of constitutionalism in 

American history” – but only in the dependent clause of a sentence that has as its main point that 

students should "ponder the paradox that the Constitution sidetracked the movement to abolish 

slavery that had taken rise in the revolutionary era." The authors tend to save their unqualified 

admiration for people, places and events that are politically correct. The first era, "Three Worlds 

Meet (Beginnings to 1620),” covers societies in the Americas, Western Europe and West Africa that 

began to interact significantly after 1450. To understand West Africa, students are encouraged to 

"analyze the achievements and grandeur of Mansa Musa's court, and the social customs and wealth 

of the kingdom of Mali." 

Such celebratory prose is rare when the document gets to American history itself. In the U.S. 

context, the kind of wealth that Mansa Musa commanded is not considered a good thing. When the 

subject of John D. Rockefeller comes up, students are instructed to conduct a trial in which he is 

accused of “knowingly and willfully participating in unethical and amoral business practices designed 

to undermine traditions of fair open competition for personal and private aggrandizement in direct 

violation of the common welfare.” African and Native American societies, like all societies, had their 

failings, but one would hardly know it from National Standards. Students are encouraged to consider 

Aztec “architecture, skills, labor systems, and agriculture.” But not the practice of human sacrifice. 
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Here Cheney comes to the crux. All history is written with omissions; every historian has to make 
choices in selecting evidence and to make priorities in the use and deployment of facts that feed this 
or that narrative.  It is the national narrative and (one supposes) the political consequences of that 
narrative which is the main objection. 

Counting how many times different subjects are mentioned in the document yields telling results. 

One of the most often mentioned subjects, with 19 references, is McCarthy and McCarthyism. The 

Ku Klux Klan gets its fair share, too, with 17. As for individuals, Harriet Tubman, an African-American 

who helped rescue slaves by way of the underground railroad, is mentioned six times. Two white 

males who were contemporaries of Tubman, Ulysses S. Grant and Robert E. Lee, get one and zero 

mentions, respectively. Alexander Graham Bell, Thomas Edison, Albert Einstein, Jonas Salk and the 

Wright brothers make no appearance at all. 
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