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National Council for the Social Studies Response to the Acquittal of Kyle Rittenhouse 

 

 

This statement was issued by the National Council 

for the Social Studies in November during its 

national convention. The New Jersey and New York 

social studies councils are part of NCSS. 

 

“This week as the National Council for the Social 

Studies comes together to proclaim solidarity as 

social studies professionals, Kyle Rittenhouse, the 

18-year-old who in a series of encounters with 

protesters calling for justice in the police shooting 

of Jacob Blake, shot and killed Joseph Rosenbaum, 

Anthony Huber, and injured Gaige Grosskreutz, 

was acquitted by a jury in Kenosha, Wisconsin. 

This acquittal is a dangerous harbinger for civic life, 

giving license to vigilantism.” 

  

“The Pledge of Allegiance concludes with the 

words “and justice for all.” There are many who 

believe that justice for all was not done in this case. 

Others believe that we need to be trusting of the 

system – even when we are faced with a decision 

with which we may wholeheartedly disagree. 

Regardless of what you believe, as social studies 

professionals, we understand the gravity of this 

acquittal because we know the wicked history of 

vigilantism as a tool to maintain white privilege in 

the United States.” 

  

“Martin Luther King, Jr., said: ‘Injustice anywhere 

is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in 

an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single 

garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, 

affects all indirectly.’” 

  

“We call for social studies teachers to stand in 

solidarity with the families of those victimized by 

Kyle Rittenhouse. We call for social studies 

teachers to stand in solidarity with the right to 

proclaim Black Lives Matter without fearing white 

vigilantism. We call for social studies teachers to 

stand in solidarity with citizens who continue to 

stand for justice, even when the systems of justice 

are found wanting.”
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Students Taking Action Together: Strategies that Blend SEL with Civil Discourse for 

Democratic Change to Meet the NJSLS Social Studies Practices 

 

Laura Bond and Lauren Fullmer

 

The racial reckoning of 2020, the 

COVID-19 pandemic, renewed focus on 

climate change and the Capitol insurrection 

have collectively revealed to youth that 

systematic change is needed to reduce 

structural inequities (Fullmer & Bond, 

2021). With students back to in-person 

schooling, the eagerness for expression, 

social connection, and understanding how 

constructive social change is possible has 

never been greater than during the 2021-

2022 school year.  

Social Studies teachers stand in this 

rich moment in time, to teach civil discourse 

and citizenship in alignment with the new 

2020 NJSLS Social Studies Standards. 

Students Taking Action Together (STAT), a 

project from Rutgers University’s Social-

Emotional Character Development Lab, has 

developed five research-based strategies to 

equip teachers in grades five through twelve 

with the tools to integrate social-emotional 

competencies and academic standards with 

active practices to be explicitly taught and 

practiced in the classroom to foster 

citizenship skills.  In this article, we 

illustrate how the five strategies embed SEL 

competencies required to meet the 

challenges of civic engagement and 

democratic change and then examine how 

each strategy delivers upon the NJSLS 

Social Studies practices so students are 

equipped to lead change in their schools and 

communities.  

The Five STAT Strategies  

STAT is a set of five SEL research-

based strategies -  Norms, Yes-No-Maybe, 

Respectful Debate, Audience Focused 

Communication (AFC), and PLAN, a social 

problem-solving framework - that scaffold 

the integration of active civics-based social 

studies practices for grades five through 

twelve using existing curricular content.  

The strategies explicitly promote social-

emotional competencies, academic skills, 

dispositions, and actions required for an 

informed and engaged citizenry (Fullmer et 

al., 2022).  In ready-made lesson plans, 

organized around the themes of race, class, 

and gender, students explore constructs of 

power, oppression, human rights, injustice, 

and inequality. The lessons showcase the 

use of a STAT strategy related to a historic 

event and/or relevant civic issues being 

addressed in national and local debates.   

Each strategy builds upon the 

foundational SEL skills developed by the 

previous strategy and therefore, the 

strategies are meant to be taught in the 

sequence in which they are presented.  By 

doing so, students have ample opportunity to 

practice explicit SEL competency skills and 

https://www.secdlab.org/stat/book/overview
https://www.secdlab.org/stat/book/overview
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the academic standards to engage in civic 

dialogue and debate for democratic action.  

Figure 1: The Five STAT Strategies 

Norms Engages students in developing ethical standards that lay the 

groundwork for a relationship-centered classroom community. 

 

Yes-No-Maybe 

Offers students opportunities for peer opinion sharing, in which 

they reflect on their views on an  issue to take a stand and actively 

listen to the diverse perspectives of their classmates. 

 

Respectful Debate 

Encourages students to practice the skill of perspective taking by 

analyzing all sides of an issue, in order to gain an appreciation for 

diverse viewpoints and a level of comfort in modifying their 

original thinking. 

 

 

Audience-Focused 

Communication (AFC) 

Allows students opportunities to tailor their language and style of 

presentation to a specific audience with the goal of understanding 

the perspective and context of their audience and communication, 

toward optimally conveying their good ideas about changing a 

policy or practice for the greater good of their classroom, school, 

and society. 

 

             P.L.A.N. 

Involves students in collaborative problem solving with action 

planning to make a change in policies and practices that maintain 

privilege and power and limit whose voices have input in key 

decisions. 

The Norms Strategy 

To engage the civil discourse skills 

of peer opinion sharing, perspective taking, 

social problem solving, norms nurture a 

safe, relationship-centered and open learning 

environment (Elias & Nayman, 2019). 

Unlike classroom rules, which are generally 

teacher constructed to establish an efficient 

and open environment, norms are co-created 

by students and the teacher.  Through a 

discussion facilitated by the teacher, 

students decide upon desirable and 

undesirable classroom learning 

commitments and behaviors. Ultimately, 

students develop a list of affirmatively stated 

norms and discuss the rationale behind each 

norm and its impact on their well-being. 

Students also collectively determine ways to 
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handle “norm-breaking” as a shared 

commitment to collective responsibility.  

Engaging in the Norms strategy 

allows students to practice the SEL skills of 

self-awareness, self-management, 

relationship-building, and social awareness 

to form a safe and interdependent learning 

environment.  Students practice how to 

recognize their feelings about working 

together within the classroom community, 

how to keep their impulsive behaviors in 

check, develop knowledge of the 

sensitivities and needs of their peers, and to 

communicate in a positive and constructive 

way with classmates and adults. Acting as a 

living class constitution, norms allow for 

students to rehearse the civic skills of 

respectful listening, peer opinion sharing, 

empathic debate, information gathering to 

shape arguments, and collaborative 

problem-solving required in the next four 

strategies. In this fashion, students build the 

competencies, both social-emotional and 

academic, to take informed action.   

The Yes-No-Maybe Strategy 

The Yes-No-Maybe strategy 

facilitates peer opinion sharing, which is the 

basis for genuine civic dialogue.  This 

simple entry-level strategy allows students 

to express and share their opinions on 

historic or current issues, given their initial 

impressions and then after reading a source 

on the issue. This strategy supports students' 

social-emotional skills of self-management, 

in which students have to withhold 

judgment, refrain from reacting, and the 

social awareness skills through perspective-

taking and respectful listening.  

Students reflect on several neutral 

statements related to a historic or current 

event inspired by a teacher-selected source. 

They take a stance on each statement by 

moving to a space in the classroom marked 

“yes”, “no” or “maybe” that reflects their 

opinion. They practice respectful listening 

by discussing their opinions in those small 

informal gatherings within those spaces, and 

sharing them out with the full group. Next, 

students read a background source directly 

related to the issue to inform their thinking.  

They are then given a second opportunity to 

change and/or share their opinions by 

moving to the appropriate location in the 

room on the same neutral statements 

provided the additional information from the 

source or from listening to their peers. 

Students reflect on if their opinions changed 

in the second round and if so, what inspired 

the shift in their opinion. The instructor 

facilitates these conversations, but does not 

seek to arrive at a consensus or other 

conclusion. 

The Respectful Debate Strategy  

Engaging in civic debate for 

understanding, rather than debate to win, is 

embodied in Respectful Debate (Civility and 

Society - A SmartBrief, 2019).  With the 

skills of perspective-taking and respectful 

listening in place, this strategy introduces 

students to the more complex skill of 

establishing and defending an informed 

position on a topic while empathically 

listening to opposing views. Respectful 

Debates provide rich opportunities for 

students to practice their self-awareness and 

emotional regulation skills (Elias & Schwab, 

2006). Students engage their social 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b5882f8b98a78554648ca48/t/5d976fe4c5f7cb7b667f73ee/1570205669752/Rutgers+SECD+Lab+SmartFocus+Civility+and+SECD+final.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b5882f8b98a78554648ca48/t/5d976fe4c5f7cb7b667f73ee/1570205669752/Rutgers+SECD+Lab+SmartFocus+Civility+and+SECD+final.pdf
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awareness by realizing the impact of their 

emotions on themselves and others, build 

confidence as they recognize their 

limitations and potential as they speak, and 

collaborate in teams. They self-regulate their 

emotions, thoughts, and behaviors as they 

dialogue with peers in preparation, present 

their argument and summarize the opposing 

side's argument.  

Students can be provided with or 

gather evidence for their assigned position 

on the debate statement or question. 

Students are assigned the stance of “pro” or 

“con” and work in small groups. Unlike 

traditional classroom debates, students are 

charged with arguing on both sides of the 

issue and intentionally reflecting on and 

accurately understanding the position of 

their opposition, allowing them to more 

objectively analyze the issue and broaden 

their perspectives. This poses a challenge 

when students strongly disagree with one 

side of the issue and find themselves dealing 

with strong emotions that they must 

regulate. This challenge presents 

opportunities for teachers to teach emotional 

regulation techniques, such as deep 

breathing, positive self-talk, and waiting 

before speaking. 

Audience-Focused Communication (AFC)  

Civic discourse is realized with 

Audience-Focused Communication (AFC), 

which is a stand-alone strategy to be 

implemented without the need to be taught 

in the sequenced order of the previous three 

strategies.  It’s a deliberate and strategic 

focus on speaking and related skills that can 

be harnessed to present on academic topics, 

such as pivotal decisions or historic debates, 

as well as school-based issues, such as the 

inclusiveness of student government, 

bullying, and freedom of expression.  With 

AFC, students are given a rich opportunity 

to find their stance and voice and to use 

media effectively in order to impact an 

audience to mobilize consensus-making or 

to excite change. AFC can also be used as a 

natural extension of PLAN (what we refer to 

as PLAN Integrative), in that it provides 

students with detailed guidance with regard 

to how to best present the solutions and 

action plans that they developed.  

Fundamental to AFC is asking students to 

put themselves in the shoes of the 

listener/receiver, and not assume that they 

always are speaking to people just like 

themselves.  This is true for sharing work in 

a class, making an announcement over the 

loudspeaker, preparing a presentation for an 

assembly, or developing and delivering a 

petition to the Student Council. 

The essence of AFC is that students 

exercise their social awareness and 

relationship skills working collaboratively to 

identify their audience, determine the format 

of their presentation, and take into 

consideration their audience’s background 

and prior knowledge to effectively craft their 

message and communicate it to influence the 

audience. Self-awareness and self-regulation 

skills are key to this strategy, which 

demands students self-assess and continually 

evaluate how to best present the information 

and craft their argument to have the 

maximum impact on the audience.  

PLAN: A Problem-Solving Framework 

The fifth and final strategy, PLAN, 

builds on the skills students practice in the 
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preceding strategies and shifts the focus to 

social problem solving and action planning 

to prepare students to take civic action. 

PLAN stands for Problem definition, Listing 

options, Action plan, and Notice success and 

lessons learned for next time. With PLAN, 

students work in small groups to 

collaboratively examine and evaluate a 

historic or a current problem that has no 

obvious solution or perhaps revisit a past 

situation to better understand how different 

analyses or decisions might have led to 

different actions and outcomes.    

Then, they consider the options to 

address the problem and weigh the pros and 

cons of each. Students work together to 

develop a SMART goal and related action 

plan to solve the problem. They also engage 

in perspective-taking to consider the impact 

of their action plan on the various 

stakeholders involved and look to 

implement when feasible (hence, the title, 

Students Taking Action Together). The 

process culminates with a reflection, in 

which students notice successes with their 

plan and possible revisions to their thinking 

to be more successful the next time around.   

In the spirit of John Dewey, as students 

apply PLAN to classroom and school-

related problems, it will accelerate their 

ability to apply their skills to historic and 

civic issues. 

How the STAT Strategies Align to the 

NJSLS Practices  

The new Social Studies practices engender 

opportunities for students to practice civic 

discourse, dialogue, debate and action in the 

classroom.  The STAT strategies guide 

Social Studies teachers to strike a balance 

between content acquisition and active 

practices that maximizes students’ ability to 

rehearse and transfer the skills they learn 

(Fullmer et al., 2022).  STAT strategies are 

designed to accompany and supplement 

lesson content.  They provide guidance on 

how teachers can integrate the active 

practices for civil discourse and action into 

existing curricula.  In the crosswalk figure 

below, we’ll show how STAT coaches 

teachers to achieve this integration in 

meaningful and effective ways.  

 

 

 

Figure 2: A Crosswalk of STAT’s Integration of the NJSLS Social Studies Practices  

 Y-N-M RD AFC PLAN 

Developing 

Questions 

& Planning 

Inquiry 

Each lesson 

features an 

organizing 

question to foster 

thinking & 

Students are given 

a debate question 

and assigned an 

initial side (they 

will ultimately 

Students 

formulate 

inquiries to 

understand the 

context within 

The first step in 

the PLAN process 

involved 

identifying the 

problem/ 
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support planning.    take both sides) 

for which they 

must plan an 

approach to 

gather 

information and 

present it. 

which they will 

be presenting. 

questions that will 

be the focus of 

inquiry. 

Gathering 

& 

Evaluating 

Sources 

 

 

Students read a 

central 

article/source and 

share their 

opinions before 

and after reading 

the article. 

Students must 

review sources to 

prepare their 

positions for the 

debate. 

Students must 

gather 

information from 

relevant and 

appropriate 

sources to 

determine 

presentation 

context and 

constraints. 

PLAN works 

from the existing 

curriculum or 

school 

situations/context

s, so students 

must gather this 

information at the 

outset and value 

the information in 

proportion to the 

reliability of its 

sources. 

Seeking 

Diverse 

Perspective

s 

Students express 

their opinions.  

Articles/sources 

offer multiple 

views on the 

issues. 

Students must 

examine both 

points of view 

and argue both 

sides of the 

debate. 

Students are 

encouraged to 

consider a range 

of presentation 

modalities and to 

gather 

perspectives from 

individuals with 

experience at 

presenting to the 

intended 

audience(s). 

The second part 

of the PLAN 

process involves 

brainstorming a 

wide range of 

possible solutions 

to the problem.  

Prior to that, the 

problem is 

defined from the 

perspective of 

each of the groups 

involved. 

Developing 

Claims and 

Using 

Students respond 

to claims before 

and after reading 

To be successful, 

students must 

bring forward 

Students working 

in groups to 

finalize their 

Students will be 

expected to justify 

their claims based 
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Evidence   the 

article/sources.  

credible sources 

of evidence to 

support their 

positions. 

presentation 

context and 

message must put 

forward their 

approaches using 

credible evidence. 

on evidence in 

textual and other 

sources. 

Presenting 

Arguments 

and 

Explanatio

ns 

Students read & 

draw on the 

source’s key 

arguments, 

supporting 

evidence to 

inform and 

express their 

opinions.   

Students must 

refine, present, 

and defend their 

arguments within 

the constraints of 

the debate. 

Students must 

justify their 

particular 

positions 

regarding how the 

presentation 

should be made to 

be appropriate to 

the audience and 

context. 

The third step in 

the PLAN process 

involves 

presenting 

solutions and 

detailed plans, 

including 

anticipation of 

obstacles. 

 

Engaging in 

Civil 

Discourse 

and 

Critiquing 

Conclusions 

Students exhibit 

curious 

compassion 

towards those 

with divergent 

views and seek to 

understand them 

through inquiry, 

rather than judge 

them. 

Students learn 

emotional 

regulation 

techniques to 

remain calm when 

involved in 

controversial 

discussions with 

their peers. 

When students 

work 

collaboratively to 

plan a 

presentation, the 

process of civil 

discourse - when 

deciding upon the 

content that will 

be presented and 

the method of 

delivery - is more 

important than the 

product (i.e. 

choosing the 

“right” content or 

format). 

The fourth step of 

PLAN involves 

critiquing the 

conclusions 

reached by those 

who dealt with 

the issue in 

history and the 

conclusions the 

students reached 

when 

implementing 

their action plan. 

Taking 

Informed 

Students gain the 

confidence and 

Students consider 

the views of all 

Students will take 

action based on 

The final step in 

PLAN involves 
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Action  competence of 

developing 

informed opinions 

and expressing 

their opinions in 

social settings 

required to take.   

relevant 

stakeholders by 

engaging in 

perspective-taking 

to ensure that 

their plan of 

action is 

inclusive.  

their plans and 

will gather 

feedback/debrief 

to inform their 

future action in 

similar situations. 

reflecting on 

actions taken and 

identifying how 

things would be 

done differently 

in future 

situations; when 

applied to history, 

this includes 

projecting 

different 

outcomes if past 

decisions were 

different, 

including 

implications for 

the present and 

future. 

Developing Questions & Planning Inquiry 

Civic discourse often starts with 

asking questions of leaders and elected 

officials.  The first Social Studies practice of 

Developing Questions & Planning Inquiry 

is explicitly integrated into STAT lessons.  

Each lesson features a core question to assist 

the teacher in organizing the lesson content 

and student thinking.  Relevant issues are 

integrated into the lesson anchor question to 

promote student engagement.  Students then 

use the question to dig deeper into exploring 

the issue.   

For example, in a Yes-No-Maybe 

lesson, the statement, “The coronavirus has 

not fueled anti-Asian racism?” is presented 

to students to frame the development of 

neutral statements, shaping students' 

thinking and questioning as they engage in 

dialogue with their peers.  At the end of the 

lesson, students revisit the question and 

respond to the essential question.  In this 

vein, students learn how the power of 

relevant questions can drive collective 

discussion and learning around the issue.  

The Yes-No-Maybe strategy demonstrates to 

students that civic discourse starts with 

asking questions.  The table below indicates 

exactly how students engage the skill of 

planning for inquiry and developing 

questions across the STAT strategies, once 

Norms have been established.  The practice 

necessary to spark civic discourse is 

scaffolded and spirals up through the 

strategies to PLAN.  

Gathering & Evaluating Sources 

The second practice, Gathering & 

Evaluating Sources, facilitates students’ 
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inquiry by having them gather credible 

sources, given the framing statement or 

essential question to enhance their 

background knowledge and to consider all 

perspectives on the issue.  With the STAT 

lessons, students are exposed to a wide 

range of primary and secondary sources, 

including podcasts, political cartoons, and 

newspaper articles and are equipped with the 

critical literacy skills needed for civic life, as 

well as to promote informed citizenship.  

Through repeated practice, students learn 

that words are a form of power and that no 

source is entirely neutral in nature.   

In the Respectful Debate strategy, 

after the students are presented with a 

controversial statement that frames the 

debate, they are tasked with critically 

evaluating background sources on the topic 

to identify evidence in support of their 

position.  For example, in a Respectful 

Debate lesson on racial equality, framed 

around the statement “In order to achieve 

racial equality, Blacks should separate from 

Whites”, students are provided with a blog 

post from the New York City Urban Debate 

League and an audio recording of the 1961 

debate between Malcolm X and James 

Baldwin.  Through the processes of 

deliberation, peer discussion, and reflection, 

students analyze the information from all 

angles and form new understandings by 

synthesizing it with their prior knowledge. 

Seeking Diverse Perspectives 

When building the muscle of 

evaluating background sources, students 

develop an understanding of their 

perspective on an issue, as well as an 

appreciation for the perspectives of others.  

Seeking Diverse Perspectives is a practice 

that allows students to see and connect with 

the authentic and genuine emotional 

reactions and thoughts of their peers.  This 

allows them to develop empathy for 

individuals and groups of people of different 

backgrounds and experiences.  The Yes-No-

Maybe strategy teaches students to exercise 

compassionate curiosity over biased 

assumptions to better understand the other’s 

perspectives.  Through respectful and 

empathic listening and peer opinion sharing, 

students become more open-minded and 

accepting of the notion that beliefs and 

opinions can change over time. 

During a Yes-No-Maybe lesson on 

foot binding in China, students are invited to 

reflect on their views related to the 

statements: “Women, not men, perpetuate a 

society’s concept of what is beautiful” and 

“Expressions of beauty are typically crafted 

by the elite”.  Students then engage in peer 

opinion sharing and a review of background 

sources to consider how what people think is 

beautiful has changed over the years and 

differs around the world.  Through these 

experiences, students widen their 

perspectives and reevaluate their views 

about the meaning of beauty. 

Developing Claims and Using Evidence 

The fourth practice, Developing 

Claims and Using Evidence, equips 

students with the skills to engage in 

constructive and meaningful dialogue about 

important issues.  Students consider an issue 

from all perspectives and take account of 

any biases they may have to formulate their 

own viewpoint on the issue and develop a 

logical argument supported with the best 
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possible evidence.  While all of the STAT 

strategies task students with exercising the 

skill of eliciting evidence from their analysis 

of background sources and engaging 

dialogue with peers (Fullmer et al., 2022), 

Respectful Debate really hones in on this 

practice.  Provided with background sources 

on a controversial issue, students not only 

identify the most compelling evidence to 

support their “pro” or “con” argument, but 

also, reflect on any gaps in the reasoning 

and evidence presented by their opponent. 

For example, in a Respectful Debate 

lesson, students must identify evidence and 

construct arguments to support the “pro” and 

“con” sides of “Is it possible for sports to be 

inclusive of the LGBTQIA+ community?”.  

Provided with a video, timeline, and two 

articles, students identify the authors' 

respective claims and compare it to their 

own and pull out the best pieces of evidence 

to not only support their claim, but to 

challenge that of their opponents.  By 

actively listening to both sides of the 

argument, students develop a collective 

understanding, as well as historical empathy 

for members of the LGBTQIA+ community. 

Presenting Arguments and Explanations 

While students are frequently asked 

to Present Arguments and Explanations 

in front of an audience, whether sharing the 

results of a science lab, describing why an 

invented algorithm works in math, or 

justifying the theme of a novel, they are 

rarely provided with the skills to do so with 

competence and confidence.  Yet, being able 

to tailor their presentations to a specific 

audience and regulate their tone of voice, 

eye contact, and nonverbal communication 

accordingly are essential elements of the 

fifth practice.  The Audience-Focused 

Communication (AFC) strategy equips 

students with the presentation literacy skills 

necessary to determine the appropriate 

format of a presentation (e.g., slideshow, 

song, video, speech) and the prior 

knowledge and views of their audience to 

most effectively present their argument in a 

way that makes sense and resonates with 

their audience. 

Consider an AFC lesson at the end of 

a content-based unit, in which students are 

tasked with presenting on a topic or book 

that they recently learned about.  Students 

learn how to focus their message, given a 

specific audience, and consider how it will 

be received through perspective-taking.  

Through deliberate planning and practice, 

students develop a step-by-step run-down of 

the flow of the presentation and rehearse 

SEL skills such as positive self-talk and 

deep breathing to be prepared to regulate 

their emotions.  With AFC, students are 

furnished with the presentation literacy 

skills to be active members in a participatory 

democracy. 

Engaging in Civil Discourse and 

Critiquing Conclusions 

Building off the previous two 

practices, the skill of Engaging in Civil 

Discourse and Critiquing Conclusions 

excites opportunities for collective listening 

and assessing the reasoning which is central 

to sensemaking. In a Yes-No-Maybe lesson 

students present their opinions and listen to 

their peers express their opinion on 

statements related to a topic, prior to reading 

a source.  After reading the source students 
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move to a location in the room that reflects 

their opinion, even if it changed and discuss 

in small groups what argument shaped their 

opinions.  At the end of the lesson the class 

reflects on whether their thinking changed or 

not and discusses what reasons may have 

caused them to change their original opinion 

on the topic.  Thus, students learn the value 

of listening and reading diverse views on the 

topic and can refine their original thinking 

on the topic.   

Respectful Debate lessons ask 

students to summarize the opposing sides 

argument and question if the summary was 

accurate.  The process of summarizing the 

presented argument  provides students real 

practice for active listening in debate to 

expand their thinking on the topic. When 

students switch sides to argue the opposing 

argument it exposes them to analyze  the 

reasoning of a point of view they may not 

agree with. In this process they begin to 

organically critique the argument(s) by 

questioning their assumption and 

preconceptions on the topic.  At the end of 

the lesson students reflect about whether 

summarizing what the other side said and/or 

switching sides changed their opinion, and 

what about the summary was helpful.  The 

reflection is a potent opportunity to learn the 

value of listening to and standing in to argue 

for a contrary view can refine their own and 

the group's concluding thinking as they 

strive towards collective understanding.  

Taking Informed Action 

The previous practices lay the groundwork 

for the final practice of Taking Informed 

Action, which is the very essence of 

democracy.  With the PLAN problem-

solving framework, students examine a 

problem of the present or the past and 

consider the options to solve it by engaging 

in inquiry and background research.  Next, 

they consider the views and needs of all 

relevant stakeholders to develop an action 

plan.  In the final step, they engage in a 

collaborative discussion in which they 

reflect on the successes of their plan and 

identify areas for growth moving forward.  

This encourages students to acknowledge 

that the problem-solving process is iterative 

in nature and requires constant revisions to 

be more inclusive and effective. 

A PLAN exemplar lesson on 

Women’s Rights invites students to analyze 

how Elizabeth Cady Stanton and the women 

at the Seneca Falls Convention organized to 

address the issue of unequal social, civil, 

and religious rights.  Students then engage in 

perspective-taking to put themselves in the 

position of disenfranchised women during 

the mid-19th century to generate alternative 

solutions and action plans.  The hope is that 

students walk away from this lesson with a 

greater awareness of the social injustices in 

their communities and the skills to organize 

to take collective action. 

Conclusion 

The New Jersey Social Studies 

Standards are visionary.  They seek to 

educate students in history and civics and 

prepare them for active citizenship in a 

global and interdependent society.   Students 

Taking Action Together is a set of teaching 

strategies that are ideally matched to the 

NJSLS and the guiding practices articulated 

for attaining them.  These strategies 

embolden students with the necessary skills 
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that nurtures a sense of hope and optimism 

that they can lead the change they wish to 

see in the world.   
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A Snapshot of the Public’s Views on History 
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The teaching of history has become a 

political football in recent years, resulting in efforts 

by those on both ends of the political spectrum to 

regulate what appears in classrooms across the 

country. Lost in this legislation, grandstanding, and 

punditry is how the American public understands 

the past, a measurement that was last taken 

systematically by historians Roy Rosenzweig and 

David Thelen in their 1998 landmark study, The 

Presence of the Past. For that reason, the AHA and 

Fairleigh Dickinson University, with funding from 

the National Endowment for the Humanities, sought 

to take America’s historical pulse anew and assess 

the impact of the cultural changes over the 

intervening two decades. 

In the fall of 2020, we conducted a national 

survey of 1,816 people using online probability 

panels. With approximately 40 questions, 

sometimes our poll results surprised us, but other 

times they confirmed what we had suspected. The 

following represents a sampling of what we learned, 

with the full data set available on the AHA website.  

First, our respondents had consistent views 

on what history is—and those views often ran 

counter to those of practicing historians. Whereas 

the latter group usually sees the field as one offering 

explanations about the past, two-thirds of our 

survey takers considered history to be little more 

than an assemblage of names, dates, and events. 

Little wonder, then, that disputes in the public 

sphere tend to focus on the “what” of history — 

particularly what parts of history are taught or not in 

schools — as opposed to how materials can be 

interpreted to offer better explanations of the past 

and present. And even though 62 percent of 

respondents agreed that what we know about the 

past should change over time, the primary driver for 

those changes was believed to be new facts coming 

to light. In sum, poll results show that, in the minds 

of our nation’s population, raw facts cast a very 

long shadow over the field of history and any 

dynamism therein. 

We also learned that the places the public 

turned to most often for information about the past 

were not necessarily the sources it deemed most 

trustworthy. The top three go-to sources for 

historical knowledge were all in video format, thus 

being a microcosm of Americans’ general 

predilection for consuming information from 

screens. More traditional sources, such as museums, 

nonfiction books, and college courses, filled out the 

middle to lower ranks of this hierarchy. (Note that 

respondents were asked to report on their 

experiences reaching back to January 2019, so these 

results are not simply artifacts of the pandemic.) 

Perhaps this helps explain why 90 percent of survey 

takers felt that one can learn history anywhere, not 

just in school, and why 73 percent reported that it is 

easier to learn about the past when it is presented as 

entertainment. 

https://www.historians.org/publications-and-directories/perspectives-on-history/september-2021/a-snapshot-of-the-publics-views-on-history-national-poll-offers-valuable-insights-for-historians-and-advocates;%20https:/www.historians.org/history-culture-survey
https://www.historians.org/publications-and-directories/perspectives-on-history/september-2021/a-snapshot-of-the-publics-views-on-history-national-poll-offers-valuable-insights-for-historians-and-advocates;%20https:/www.historians.org/history-culture-survey
https://bookshop.org/a/11112/9780231111492
https://bookshop.org/a/11112/9780231111492
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But while the most frequently consulted 

sources of the past were those within easy reach, 

views were mixed on their reliability to convey 

accurate information. Whereas fictional films and 

television were the second-most-popular sources of 

history, they ranked near the bottom in terms of 

trustworthiness. Although museums were of only 

middling popularity, they took the top spot for 

historical dependability (similar to the results in 

Rosenzweig and Thelen’s original study). College 

history professors garnered a respectable fourth 

position as reliable informants, even though the 

nonfiction works they produce, let alone the courses 

they teach, were infrequently consulted by 

respondents. Similar inversions occurred for TV 

news, newspapers and newsmagazines, non-

Wikipedia web search results, and DNA tests. 

Social media, the perennial bête noire of truth 

aficionados, turned out to be a neither popular nor 

trusted source of historical information. 

Some much-welcome news is that the public 

sees clear value in the study of history, even relative 

to other fields. Rather than asking whether 

respondents thought learning history was 

important—a costless choice—we asked instead 

how essential history education is, relative to other 

fields such as engineering and business. The results 

were encouraging: 84 percent felt history was just 

as valuable as the professional programs. Moreover, 

those results held nearly constant across age groups, 

genders, education levels, races and ethnicities, 

political-party affiliations, and regions of the 

country. Much has been written in Perspectives on 

History about the dismal history-enrollment picture 

at colleges and universities. Although we 

acknowledge that work and even see it manifested 

in our teaching experiences, our survey results 

suggest this is not for want of society’s value of 

understanding the past. 

To better understand this apparent 

appreciation for learning history, despite the decline 

in college enrollments, we gathered a tremendous 

amount of data on the public’s experiences with 

learning history at both the high school and college 

levels. Society’s predominantly facts-centric 

understanding of history is perhaps partially 

explained by our educational findings. At the high 

school level, over three-fourths of respondents 

reported that history courses were more about 

names, dates, and other facts than about asking 

questions about the past. Despite that, 68 percent 

said that their high school experiences made them 

want to learn more history. Even for college 

courses, 44 percent of respondents indicated a 

continued emphasis on factual material over 

inquiry, but this was a turnoff to fewer than one-

fifth of them. Not all data were so sanguine. One 

particularly sobering finding was that 8 percent of 

respondents had no interest in learning about the 

past. 

Whether respondents’ classroom 

experiences emphasized history as facts turns out to 

be an important leading indicator in people’s 

interest in the past. Some of our more interesting 

cross-tabulations correlated respondents’ 

conceptions of history with their interest in learning 

about foreign peoples and places. Only 17 percent 

of those who viewed history as facts showed great 

interest in such matters, while double that number 

of history-as-explanation respondents did. Those 

trends held steady, though to somewhat lesser 

degrees, for curiosity about the histories of people 

perceived as different and about events from over 

500 years ago. If wider interests and greater 

empathy are desired outcomes of history education, 

then educators might need to rethink the content-

mastery versus inquiry environments they foster. 

Yet historical inquiry of any quality cannot 

proceed without content. We therefore provided a 

list of topics and asked which ones were perceived 

as being over- or underserved by historians. Such 

traditional subjects as men, politics, and 
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government were most likely to be seen as receiving 

too much attention, but they were joined in that 

sentiment by LGBTQ history. Interestingly, 

LGBTQ history also ranked third in needing more 

attention, and it had the fewest respondents 

indicating historians’ interest devoted to it was 

about right. This topic’s perception as both over- 

and underserved suggests that LGBTQ history 

remains a polarizing area of inquiry in the public’s 

collective mind. Respondents also said the histories 

of women and racial or ethnic minorities were most 

in need of greater consideration.  

Furthermore, over three-fourths of 

respondents, regardless of age group, education 

level, gender, geographic location, or political 

affiliation, said it was acceptable to make learners 

uncomfortable by teaching the harm some people 

have done to others. The clear call 

for more investigation of racial and ethnic 

subgroups, as well as the acceptance of teaching 

uncomfortable histories, undercuts putative 

justifications for recent legislative efforts to limit 

instruction on these topics. 

We understand that public perceptions might 

not be supported by other objective measures, but 

we argue that those in the historical discipline 

benefit from the knowledge of such public attitudes. 

Moreover, findings from our survey hint that 

approaching polarizing topics as a form of inquiry 

as opposed to a body of facts is more likely to 

resonate with learners. 

Surveys like ours have their limitations. 

They are snapshots in time, they cannot easily 

answer logical follow-up questions, and they might 

sometimes elicit responses that are more 

aspirational than reflective of reality. This is why 

we hope AHA members will both explore and build 

on our data, contextualizing results for topics of 

special interest, convening focus groups to put flesh 

on our findings, and starting conversations about 

better education and engagement with the public. 

Let the joy of inquiry begin. 
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New Jersey’s Climate Change Curriculum: 

An Important First Step for Social Studies Education 

 

Evan Saperstein and Daniel Saperstein  

 

In a recent Intergovernmental Panel 

on Climate Change (IPCC) (2021) report, 

the United Nations (UN) scientific body 

confirmed what many leading scientists, 

activists, and public officials have known 

and warned for years: human activity is 

responsible for the climate change crisis. 

The sobering report (drafted by 234 

scientists representing 66 nations) is nothing 

short of a code red, concluding that 

greenhouse gas (e.g., carbon dioxide, 

methane) emissions are causing rising 

temperatures and more frequent heatwaves, 

as well as worsening floods, droughts, and 

hurricanes (Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change, 2021). To stem the tide 

requires immediate and sustained action 

across the globe (e.g., through a net zero 

emissions coalition) (Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change, 2021). The UN 

General Assembly (2015) at large has 

recognized this dire imperative for years, 

and other multinational institutions and 

organizations (e.g., Climate Action 

Network) have worked tirelessly to bring 

attention to this heightening threat.            

With each passing year, however, the 

stark consequence of failing to take action 

has become more painfully evident. Indeed, 

only three weeks after the release of the 

IPCC report, Hurricane Ida wreaked havoc 

in the South and then, to the surprise of 

forecasters, across much of the Northeast, 

particularly in New Jersey (Porter & 

Scolforo, 2021). The torrential downpour 

and instant flash flooding of streets and 

homes resulted in swift and seismic 

destruction (Porter & Scolforo, 2021). In 

response, New Jersey Governor Phil 

Murphy issued a state of emergency, and 

promised grants to help rebuild and guard 

against future devastation (Arco, 2021; 

Porter & Scolforo, 2021). And, while 

touring the aftermath, President Joe Biden 

(2021) cautioned that: “weather would be 

more extreme and climate change was here, 

and we’re living through it now. We don’t 

have any more time.”     

Hurricane Ida is just the latest 

example of extreme weather events in New 

Jersey and across the United States 

(Freedman & Samenow, 2020; Pershing, 

2021). Indeed, the United States recently 

experienced its warmest summer in history 

(previously set in 1936) (Chow, 2021). In 

fact, this past decade was the Earth’s 

warmest to date (and since 2005, there have 

been the 10 hottest years on record) 

(Borunda, 2020; Lindsey & Dahlman, 

20021; Milman, 2020). In light of these 

troubling trends, New Jersey has taken steps 

to address climate change.  
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For instance, in 2020, Governor 

Murphy signed the Food Waste Recycling 

Law to reduce greenhouse gases by 

requiring large generators of food waste to 

recycle unused and wasted food (Munoz, 

2020). Later that year, the New Jersey 

Department of Environmental Protection 

published the Global Warming Response 

Act Report, detailing the steps needed to 

reduce climate pollutant emissions (Barr et 

al., 2020). This past year, the New Jersey 

Department of Environmental Protection 

(2021) also developed its first statewide 

Climate Change Resilience Strategy. The 

strategy outlines six overarching priorities: 

“build resilient and healthy communities,” 

“strengthen the resilience of New Jersey’s 

ecosystem,” “promote coordinated 

governance,” “invest in information and 

increase public understanding,” “promote 

climate-informed investments and 

innovative financing,” and a “coastal 

resilience plan” (New Jersey Department of 

Environmental Protection, 2021).                                         

Notably, New Jersey’s climate 

change initiative and action also has 

extended to education. Recently, New Jersey 

became the first U.S. state to add climate 

change across its K-12 curricular standards 

(Fallon, 2020; Warren, 2020; Williams, 

2020); full implementation will take effect 

by the following academic year due to 

delays resulting from the pandemic (New 

Jersey Department of Education, 2021). 

Various stakeholders, including K-12 

educators and administrators, participated in 

this historic initiative. New Jersey’s first 

lady Tammy Murphy helped lead the effort 

(Warren, 2020), with the goal of providing 

younger generations “an opportunity to 

study and understand the climate crisis 

through a comprehensive, interdisciplinary 

lens” (Cruise, 2020). The first lady cast the 

initiative as “much more than an added 

educational requirement; it is a symbol of a 

partnership between generations” (Cruise, 

2020). Governor Murphy himself 

acknowledged the significance of the 

curricular standards “to reestablish New 

Jersey’s role as a leader in the fight against 

climate change” (Warren, 2020). Former 

Vice President and environmental activist Al 

Gore also praised the state for its 

commitment to prepare future leaders able to 

confront climate change and prescribe 

solutions (Warren, 2020).    

The incorporation of climate change 

related content into the state’s K-12 

curriculum is far-reaching (Fallon, 2020; 

Warren, 2020; Williams, 2020). The new 

curriculum will result in material changes to 

Social Studies, as well as several other 

content areas of the 2020 New Jersey 

Student Learning Standards (NJSLS) 

ranging from Career Readiness, Life 

Literacies, and Key Skills to Comprehensive 

Health and Physical Education; Computer 

Science and Design Thinking; Science; 

Visual and Performing Arts; and World 

Languages.  

For Social Studies in particular, 

climate-related content has been added to 

U.S. and world history, encompassing 

economics, geography, civics, government, 

and human rights (New Jersey Department 

of Education, 2020e). The social studies 

standards speak to “leveraging climate 

change as an area of focus” through 

“authentic learning experiences” and the 
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“use of disciplinary literacy skills to 

communicate . . . solutions for change” 

(New Jersey Department of Education, 

2020e, p. 21). This includes “students asking 

their own questions,” soliciting “diverse 

points of view,” and “using geospatial 

technologies to gather data” (New Jersey 

Department of Education, 2020e, p. 21).   

The social studies standards from the 

New Jersey Department of Education 

(2020e) set “performance expectations” 

specific to climate change, including to 

“evaluate the impact of individual, business, 

and government decisions and actions on . . . 

climate change” (p. 66); “assess the efficacy 

of government policies and agencies in New 

Jersey and the United States in addressing 

these decisions” (p. 66); “investigate . . . 

climate change, its significance, and share 

information about how it impacts different 

regions around the world” (p. 86); “develop 

an action plan . . . related to climate change 

and share with school and/or community 

members” (p. 87); and “plan and participate 

in an advocacy project . . . about the impact 

of climate change at the local or state level 

and propose possible solutions” (p. 87). 

These curricular changes go well 

beyond Social Studies, as noted above. For 

Career Readiness, Life Literacies, and Key 

Skills, climate-related content cuts across 

topics in creativity and innovation; critical 

thinking and problem-solving; digital 

citizenship; global and cultural awareness; 

and information and media literacy (New 

Jersey Department of Education, 2020a). 

Comprehensive Health and Physical 

Education ties climate-related content with 

community health services and support 

(New Jersey Department of Education, 

2020b). Computer Science and Design 

Thinking fuses climate-related content with 

data and analysis, as well as the effects of 

technology on the natural world (New Jersey 

Department of Education, 2020c). For 

Science, naturally, climate-related content 

covers earth and human activity, engineering 

design, and earth’s systems (New Jersey 

Department of Education, 2020d). For 

Visual and Performing Arts, climate-related 

content is part of dance, media arts, theatre, 

and visual arts (New Jersey Department of 

Education, 2020f, p. 4). And, for World 

Languages, climate-related content runs the 

gamut of interpretive, interpersonal, and 

presentational modes of communication 

(New Jersey Department of Education, 

2020g).      

 Educating the next generation about 

the effects of climate change is fundamental 

to the future of social studies education and 

across disciplines. During the September 

2019 global climate strikes, students around 

the globe (led by Greta Thunberg) left class 

and took to the streets to protest politicians’ 

inaction on climate change (Huish, 2021; 

Sengupta, 2019). While the pandemic served 

to stall momentum (Berwyn & Erdenesanaa, 

2021), youth activists are once again holding 

in-person (albeit much smaller) protests as 

part of Thunberg’s Friday for Future 

movement (Adam & Noack, 2021). But 

youth activists can only achieve so much on 

their own, and climate change education is a 

necessary predicate to prepare the next 

generation to address this challenge.  

New Jersey’s climate change 

curriculum is a critical first step, and it 
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should become a blueprint for other states in 

this country as well as other countries 

abroad. Climate change education will 

provide students with a baseline of 

knowledge to understand and confront the 

negative impacts of this threat. As the 

NJSLS show, these are interdisciplinary 

issues that cut across social studies, as well 

as the sciences and the arts, to name a few. It 

is imperative that students with varying 

backgrounds, educational levels, and areas 

of interest become well-versed in these 

issues, and take the lessons learned through 

further education, into their professions, and 

as part of their lives as citizens.   

Yet, New Jersey should not stop with 

climate change education. New Jersey K-12 

schools can and should take the lead in 

teaching about other critical issues—be they 

about public health, economic inequality, or 

social justice. The UN has outlined a 

number of these global challenges that have 

become better known as the 17 sustainable 

development goals (SDGs), of which 

climate action is but one. Others include: no 

poverty; zero hunger; good health and well-

being; quality education; gender equality; 

clean water and sanitation; affordable and 

clean energy; decent work and economic 

growth; industry, innovation and 

infrastructure; reduced inequalities; 

sustainable cities and communities; 

responsible consumption and production; 

life below water; life on land; peace, justice, 

and strong institutions; and partnerships 

(United Nations General Assembly, 2015). 

To groom well-rounded citizens, New Jersey 

K-12 schools must once again take the reins 

and incorporate such issues into various 

content area standards. Students need to 

learn about the impact of climate change and 

other global issues to successfully navigate 

through the many challenges facing today’s 

world. Given the scope and scale of the risk, 

the stakes could not be greater.    
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Building Social Solidarity Across National Boundaries 

 

Lawrence S. Wittner 

Reprinted by permission from the History 

News Network.  

 

Is it possible to build social solidarity 

beyond the state? It’s easy to conclude that 

it’s not. In 1915, as national governments 

produced the shocking carnage of World 

War I, Ralph Chaplin, an activist in the 

Industrial Workers of the World, wrote his 

stirring song, “Solidarity Forever.” Taken up 

by unions around the globe, it proclaimed 

that there was “no power greater anywhere 

beneath the sun” than international working 

class solidarity. But, today, despite 

Chaplin’s dream of bringing to birth “a new 

world from the ashes of the old,” the world 

remains sharply divided by national 

boundaries—boundaries that are usually 

quite rigid, policed by armed guards, and 

ultimately enforced through that traditional 

national standby, war.  

Even so, over the course of modern 

history, social movements have managed, to 

a remarkable degree, to form global 

networks of activists who have transcended 

nationalism in their ideas and actions. 

Starting in the late nineteenth century, there 

was a remarkable efflorescence of these 

movements: the international aid movement; 

the labor movement; the socialist 

movement; the peace movement; and the 

women’s rights movement, among others. In 

recent decades, other global movements 

have emerged, preaching and embodying the 

same kind of human solidarity—from the 

environmental movement, to the nuclear 

disarmament movement, to the campaign 

against corporate globalization, and to the 

racial justice movement. 

Although divided from one another, 

at times, by their disparate concerns, these 

transnational humanitarian movements have 

nevertheless been profoundly subversive of 

many established ideas and of the 

established order—an order that has often 

been devoted to maintenance of special 

privilege and preservation of the nation state 

system. Consequently, these movements 

have usually found a home on the political 

Left and have usually triggered a furious 

backlash on the political Right. 

The rise of globally based social 

movements appears to have developed out 

of the growing interconnection of nations, 

economies, and peoples, spawned by 

increasing world economic, scientific, and 

technological development, trade, travel, 

and communications. This interconnection 

has meant that war, economic collapse, 

climate disasters, diseases, corporate 

exploitation, and other problems are no 

longer local, but global. And the solutions, 

of course, are also global in nature. 

Meanwhile, the possibilities for alliances of 

like-minded people across national 

boundaries have also grown. 

The rise of the worldwide campaign 

for nuclear disarmament exemplifies these 

https://historynewsnetwork.org/article/181098
https://historynewsnetwork.org/article/181098
https://www.zinnedproject.org/materials/solidarity-forever/
https://www.amazon.com/Global-Community-Akira-Iriye/dp/0520231287
https://www.amazon.com/Global-Community-Akira-Iriye/dp/0520231287
https://www.amazon.com/Transnational-Social-Movements-Global-Politics/dp/0815627432/ref=sr_1_2?dchild=1&keywords=Transnational+Social+movements+and+global+politics&qid=1627351269&s=books&sr=1-2
https://www.amazon.com/Confronting-Bomb-Disarmament-Movement-Stanford/dp/0804756325/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1440554214&sr=1-1&keywords=confronting+the+bomb
https://www.amazon.com/Confronting-Bomb-Disarmament-Movement-Stanford/dp/0804756325/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1440554214&sr=1-1&keywords=confronting+the+bomb
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trends. Beginning in 1945, in the aftermath 

of the bombing of Hiroshima, its sense of 

urgency was driven by breakthroughs in 

science and technology that revolutionized 

war and, thereby, threatened the world with 

unprecedented disaster. Furthermore, the 

movement had little choice but to develop 

across the confines of national boundaries. 

After all, nuclear testing, the nuclear arms 

race, and the prospect of nuclear 

annihilation represented global problems 

that could not be tackled on a national basis. 

Eventually, a true peoples’ alliance 

emerged, uniting activists in East and West 

against the catastrophic nuclear war plans of 

their governments. 

Much the same approach is true of 

other global social movements. Amnesty 

International and Human Rights Watch, for 

example, play no favorites among nations 

when they report on human rights abuses 

around the world. Individual nations, of 

course, selectively pick through the findings 

of these organizations to label their political 

adversaries (though not their allies) ruthless 

human rights abusers. But the underlying 

reality is that participants in these 

movements have broken free of allegiances 

to national governments to uphold a single 

standard and, thereby, act as genuine world 

citizens. The same can be said of activists in 

climate organizations like Greenpeace and 

350.org, anticorporate campaigns, the 

women’s rights movement, and most other 

transnational social movements. 

Institutions of global governance 

also foster human solidarity across national 

borders. The very existence of such 

institutions normalizes the idea that people 

in diverse countries are all part of the human 

community and, therefore, have a 

responsibility to one another. Furthermore, 

UN Secretaries-General have often served as 

voices of conscience to the world, deploring 

warfare, economic inequality, runaway 

climate disaster, and a host of other global 

ills. Conversely, the ability of global 

institutions to focus public attention upon 

such matters has deeply disturbed the 

political Right, which acts whenever it can 

to undermine the United Nations, the 

International Criminal Court, the World 

Health Organization, and other global 

institutions.  

Social movements and institutions of 

global governance often have a symbiotic 

relationship. The United Nations has 

provided a very useful locus for discussion 

and action on issues of concern to 

organizations dealing with women’s rights, 

environmental protection, human rights, 

poverty, and other issues, with frequent 

conferences devoted to these concerns. 

Frustrated with the failure of the nuclear 

powers to divest themselves of nuclear 

weapons, nuclear disarmament organizations 

deftly used a series of UN conferences to 

push through the adoption of the 2017 UN 

Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear 

Weapons, much to the horror of nuclear-

armed states. 

Admittedly, the United Nations is a 

confederation of nations, where the “great 

powers” often use their disproportionate 

influence—for example, in the Security 

Council—to block the adoption of popular 

global measures that they consider against 

their “interests.” But it remains possible to 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/
https://www.hrw.org/
https://www.greenpeace.org/international/
https://350.org/
https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/2015/feb/09/corporate-ngo-campaign-environment-climate-change
https://www.amazon.com/Womens-Movements-Global-Era-Feminisms/dp/0813350123/ref=sr_1_2?dchild=1&keywords=women%27s+right+movement%2C+global&qid=1627335000&s=books&sr=1-2
https://www.un.org/en/observances/friendship-day
https://www.amazon.com/United-Nations-History-Stanley-Meisler-ebook/dp/B0071BWS0Q/ref=sr_1_3?dchild=1&keywords=united+nations+history&qid=1627336163&s=books&sr=1-3
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2019/sep/24/donald-trump-un-address-denounces-globalism
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https://www.un.org/en/conferences
https://www.un.org/disarmament/wmd/nuclear/tpnw/
https://www.un.org/disarmament/wmd/nuclear/tpnw/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/25/world/americas/nuclear-weapons-prohibition-treaty.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/25/world/americas/nuclear-weapons-prohibition-treaty.html
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/un-security-council-working-methods/the-veto.php
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/un-security-council-working-methods/the-veto.php
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change the rules of the world body, 

diminishing great power influence and 

creating a more democratic, effective world 

federation of nations. Not surprisingly, there 

are social movements, such as the World 

Federalist Movement/Institute for Global 

Policy and Citizens for Global Solutions, 

working for these reforms. 

Although there are no guarantees 

that social movements and enhanced global 

governance will transform our divided, 

problem-ridden world, we shouldn’t ignore 

these movements and institutions, either. 

Indeed, they should provide us with at least 

a measure of hope that, someday, human 

solidarity will prevail, thereby bringing to 

birth “a new world from the ashes of the 

old.” 
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Surviving the Right-Wing Assault on Education 

 

Leah Rosenzweig

A recent article by the editors of Rethinking 

Schools recalled an 1867 Harper’s Weekly editorial 

invoked the phrase: “The alphabet is abolitionist.” It 

meant that with the denial of literacy under the 

“slavocracy,” merely learning or teaching others to 

read and write was in itself an abolitionist act.  

Educators have always been vulnerable to 

the threat of white nationalism, with their main duty 

being the enhancement and diffusion of knowledge, 

a great, if not the greatest, weapon of all. Just look 

at how fearful the idea of teaching formerly 

enslaved people to read made white supremacists 

during Reconstruction. 

Now, 150 years later, white supremacism 

has evolved, not only as an intrusion to the way 

teachers relay facts or clarify concepts or ideas, but 

as a threat to the very stasis of the classroom, as 

kids are becoming influenced by back-alley online 

movements that promote nationalism, anti-

Semitism, and misogyny. And so, while teachers 

don’t and shouldn’t create incognito accounts on 

4chan, they should try to stay current with right-

wing Internet trends, so that they’re able to catch 

things like hand symbols and disconcerting research 

paper citations.  

One Chicago teacher created a toolkit for 

confronting white nationalism in the classroom, 

which offers various entry points for addressing 

whether or not and how a student may have become 

radicalized. In general, white nationalism has 

managed to creep its way back into the classroom in 

more ways than one can seemingly count. As a 

National Education Association article from earlier 

this year recalls, an Illinois high school teacher 

found himself, for the first time in his 32-year 

career, standing in front of his social studies class in 

2017, reminding students that Nazis are not good 

people.  

While this was a direct response on the part 

of the teacher to Donald Trump’s comments about 

the Charlottesville Nazis being “very fine people,” 

it was also a pretty abrupt shift for the teacher when 

it came to how he expressed his opinions of 

politicians’ statements in the classroom. The last six 

years have completely shattered the delicate walls 

that separate politics and everything else. For 

teachers, addressing the current state of politics is 

not a matter of grandstanding—it’s become a matter 

of human decency, of living up to their positions as 

presumptive role models and advocating for their 

students. 

Laws around banning critical race theory — 

or worse, the bill introduced in Missouri which bans 

teaching that “identifies people or groups of people, 

entities, or institutions in the United States as 

inherently, immutably, or systemically sexist, racist, 

anti-LGBT, bigoted, biased, privileged, or 

oppressed” only serve to confuse young people. By 

banning educators from teaching about these 

systemic realities, and further, prohibiting them 

from even acknowledging that many systems are 

built upon “isms” and “antis,” politicians and their 

supporters deny young people the right to 

understand the very world they’ve inherited. 
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Denying this type of learning, and the civil 

discussion that accompanies it, is in itself a type of 

suppression. By prohibiting students the ability to 

learn the truth of their country’s history, lawmakers 

and the right-wing nationalists who today have 

emerged as a truly influential voting contingent in 

this country are disenfranchising young people. 

Despite this massive threat, teachers across the 

country are already fighting back, with many 

arguing that there is simply no way to stay neutral 

when not only our democracy but our ability to 

teach the truth is at risk.  

If anything, schools should step up when it 

comes to bringing politics into the classroom—help 

teachers develop tactics and show support when 

necessary. As places that bring so many types of 

young people with so many different perspectives 

together, schools have a better opportunity than 

most institutions to help teachers develop a more 

human approach to viewing the world. Students, 

therefore, will be less susceptible to being 

radicalized by right wing forces online and will 

maybe even use their newfound knowledge to 

educate their parents and communities.  

As educators, we must remember that 

staying neutral is perhaps more dangerous than any 

right-wing threat. Ignoring the recent explosion of 

right-wing nationalism and Nazi sentiments is not a 

way of staying out of politics, but a way of 

proliferating harmful politics. We cannot, in good 

conscience, become Adolf Eichmanns in the 

classroom. We must instead fight for what is just 

and for what betters our students and the world. 

The Rethinking Schools article ended with a 

quote from Angela Davis. “I am no longer 

accepting the things I cannot change. I am changing 

the things I cannot accept.” 
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Cemeteries of Delaware County, New York: A Driving Tour 

 

The Historical Society of Middletown, New York

 
New Kingston Valley Cemetery 

 

New Kingston Valley Cemetery: Thompson 

Hollow Rd, ½ Mile North of Kingston 

Park along the main road (though it is a busy 

stretch!) or drive through the iron gate to follow 

a loop road that exits through this same gate. 

The monument to Myron Faulkner, storekeeper, 

postmaster, news correspondent and unofficial 

“mayor” for many years, is straight ahead and to 

the left. At least two folks buried here met death 

by water: Revillow Haynes (on the left, near the 

stone wall) who in 1910 was strapped in a 

stream under an overturned wagonload of hay, 

and James Sanford (center rear), who was just 

seven years old when he drowned in the Mill 

Brook in 1867.As the road circles back around 

to the gate, note the stone to Lincoln Long, State 

Assemblyman and school superintendent; and, 

to your left in the front corner, Charles Halleck, 

who traveled the country as an opera singer and 

taught music at the general store here. 

Sanford Cemetery: Delaware Co. Route 3 

(New Kingston Rd) 1 Mile from NYS Route 

28. 

Park in the grassy area take a leisurely stroll 

through this lovely cemetery where some of the 

earliest settlers in Middletown are buried. These 

include the Smiths, Sanfords and Waterburys 

who founded the Old Stone School in Dunraven. 

The central cemetery section contains some very 

old graves relocated from areas inundated by the 

Pepacton Reservoir. A few were carved by an 

itinerant stone carver nicknamed the “Coffin 

Man” for the coffins he would etch in the 

bottom of the headstones. Look for George 

Sands’ monument to see an example of his 



Teaching Social Studies: Vol. 22, No. 1, Winter/Spring 2022 

39 

 

work. To the right of this section, meander 

towards the back under the trees to find the 

resting place of Thankful Van Benschoten, who 

started the commercial cauliflower growing 

industry in the Catskills in the 1890s.Facing the 

cemetery from the parking area, in the far left 

corner is the grave of Karl Amor, an Estonian 

war refugee who gained fame in the folk art 

world for his distinctive grapevine and reed 

baskets. 

Halcottsville Cemetery: Back River Road, ½ 

Mile North of Halcottsville Off NYS Route 30 

Watch for the cemetery sign on the left, and 

proceed through the open iron gate up the one-

lane access road. Don’t be surprised if you 

startle a deer or a flock of wild turkeys when 

you break into the clearing at this secluded 

hilltop burial ground. Enter through the 

impressive stone wall and note the granite-and-

iron enclosed plot of Isaac and Maria Weld 

Hewitt. Like John D. Hubbell, buried in the 

Kelly Corners Cemetery, Isaac led a 

congregation of the Old School (Primitive) 

Baptist Church which was once dominant in the 

area. Nearby is a marble monument to J. Foster 

Roberts, whose father established a homestead 

in Bragg Hollow in 1815.Look for monuments 

to David, Norman and George Kelly who in 

1899 built the Round Barn just south of the 

hamlet. In the far left front corner of the 

cemetery is the grave of Virgil Meade, whose 

family ran the Round Barn farm for many years 

after the Kellys. 

Margaretville Cemetery: Cemetery Rd, Just 

Off Main St. Margaretville. 

Park in the lot directly in front of the receiving 

vault. The driveway loop into this part of the 

cemetery is open from May 1 to Nov. 1. Foot 

entry at other times of the year is via the ramp in 

front of the vault. Note the old section to your 

right. Look upslope to see ALLABEN in white 

marble; Dr. Orson Allaben helped develop the 

village in the mid-1800s.Continue around the 

loop—in the center are the monuments of later 

entrepreneurs: Clarke Sanford (Catskill 

Mountain News), Sheldon Birdsall 

(Margaretville Telephone Company) and 

Lafayette Bussy (Bussy’s Store). Exit to the 

parking lot if driving, or, just before the exit, 

walk up the drive to your right that sweeps 

uphill and across the terraced hillside and into 

the oldest part of the cemetery. Look to the left 

of the driveway for the distinctive concrete 

bench where Pakatakan Art Colony artists J. 

Francis and Adah Murphy are buried. To the left 

of the driveway’s exit onto Cemetery Road is a 

section devoted to reinterments from Arena and 

other communities that were claimed for New 

York City’s Pepacton Reservoir in the 1950s. 

Kelly Corners Cemetery: NYS Route 30, 3 

Miles North of Margaretville (a/k/a Eureka 

Cemetery). 

Park in front of the fence and enter on foot 

through either of two unlocked gates. The 

prominent monument near the right front 

memorializes John D. Hubbell, an elder in the 

Old School Baptist Church who established the 

cemetery, and members of the family whose 

homestead is nearby. Two rows behind the 

Hubbells, look for the monument to Jason 

Morse, who, with three brothers, marched off to 

the Civil War. The pink marble stone near the 

top of the central knoll, belongs to Grant and 

Lina Kelly who kept a popular boarding house 

near here for decades. The climb is steep but the 

view of the East Branch and mountains to the 

east from the top of this hill was a striking scene 

in the 2000 film “You can Count on Me” 

starring Mathew Broderick, Mark Ruffalo and 

Laura Linney. 
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Bedell Cemetery: Little Redkill Road, 4 Miles 

from Main Street, Fleischmanns. 

Park along the road and enter through the gate 

with the arched sign overhead. You will be 

struck by the number of Kellys in this cemetery! 

Blishs, too. Seven monuments on a concrete 

wall one row from the rear of the cemetery 

memorialize Civil War veteran Silas Blish and 

family members. An especially poignant double 

stone remembers two of Chancy and Catharine 

Hicks’ daughters who died in 1861 and 1863, 

both at the age of two. Find them to the right of 

the entrance, about five rows from the road, in 

the middle of the old section. By far the longest 

inscription belongs to Bryan Burgin (1908-86), 

legendary state game warden (second row from 

the front, midway between the first and second 

gates). Find an unusual hand chiseled memorial 

set in 2002 in the shape of a large wrench in the 

top right corner of the cemetery. 

Clovesville, B’nai Israel & Irish Cemeteries: 

Old NYS Route 28, 2 Miles West of 

Fleischmanns. 

Three distinct cemeteries can be accessed by 

turning onto dead-end Grocholl Road. Park in 

pull offs, or drive into the main Clovesville 

Cemetery entrance and park to the side (the 

nearby church parking lot is not cemetery 

property). Look up the bank to the right of the 

driveway to see a large stone for John and Delia 

Blish. John Blish sold land to the Fleischmanns 

distilling family who established a summer 

compound near the village that was later named 

for them. Note two unusual stones to the left of 

the roadway—a “white bronze” (zinc) 

monument to John and Rachel Munson beneath 

a square of four pine trees, and, in an enclosure 

on the knoll beyond, a concrete tree stump and 

bible inscribed to James and Mary Ostrum 

Richard. Closer to the church, look for the 

headstone of Samuel Todd, Revolutionary War 

veteran. Follow the driveway to the rear of the 

cemetery to find the entrance to B’nai Israel, the 

Jewish cemetery established in the 1920s.It is 

closed to visitors on Shabbat (Saturday). On 

other days, walk through the center gate and to 

the rise towards the rear of the cemetery. There 

you will find a large monument—

Edelstein/Berg—the resting place of Gertrude 

Berg, aka “Molly Goldberg” of radio and TV 

fame, her parents and husband. Gertrude Berg 

got her start in show biz at her family’s 

Fleischmanns boarding house. Across Old Rte. 

29 from the Clovesville Cemetery is a small 

burial ground where several Irish immigrants 

and their descendants are buried. Due to the 

poor condition and uneven terrain, it’s advisable 

to view it from the roadside. Many Irish came to 

the area in the mid-19th century to work in 

tanneries and mills. One who is buried here, 

Michael McCormack, who served in the Civil 

War along with two of his sons. 
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Anti-Evolution: The Conservative War on Education that Failed 

 

Adam Laats

 

This excerpt from a longer article is 

reposted from History News Network with 

the author’s permission. The full article was 

published in the November 23, 2021 issue of 

The Atlantic Monthly.  

In the recent governor’s race in 

Virginia, Glenn Youngkin scored a huge 

upset win days after promising to ban 

critical race theory from Virginia schools. 

Youngkin is hardly the only Republican 

calling for school bans. In Texas, 

Representative Matt Krause sent a letter to 

school administrators about books in their 

district. Did they have Ta-Nehisi Coates on 

their shelves? Isabel Wilkerson’s Caste? 

How about LGBT Families, by Leanne K. 

Currie-McGhee? Or any of about 850 other 

books that might, in Krause’s words, “make 

students feel discomfort, guilt, anguish, or 

any other form of psychological distress 

because of their race or sex”? 

Beyond Texas, beyond Virginia, the 

prospect of banning books and ideas from 

public schools has GOP strategists smelling 

electoral blood. House Minority Leader 

Kevin McCarthy vowed to turn school bans 

into a winning issue for Republicans in 

2022, sketching a “parental bill of rights” to 

protect kids from troubling ideas about race 

and sex. 

These efforts have a history. Back in 

the 1920s, the vague term that galvanized 

conservative angst was not critical race 

theory but evolution. Conservative pundits at 

the time seized on a cartoonish 

misrepresentation of evolutionary science 

and warned their fellow Americans that 

“evolution” was nothing less than a sinister 

plot to rob white American children of their 

religion, their morals, and their sense of 

innate superiority. 

But although the school bans might 

have changed some school curricula in the 

short term, in the long run, they backfired. 

Telling parents you don’t want their kids to 

have the best possible public schools is 

never good politics. A full century ago, the 

most effective school-ban campaign in 

American history set the pattern: noise, fury, 

rancor, and fear, but not much change in 

what schools actually teach. 

In the 1920s, the idea of evolution wasn’t 

new. Charles Darwin’s bombshell book 

about natural selection had been published 

60 years earlier. The outlines of Darwin’s 

theory had become standard fare in school 

textbooks and curricula, even though the 

real scientific controversies about the 

mechanism of natural selection were by no 

means settled. But the furious campaign to 

ban evolution had nothing to do with those 

debates among scientists. 

In 1923, T. T. Martin, the “Blue 

Mountain Evangelist,” preached that 

https://historynewsnetwork.org/article/181846)
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2021/11/failed-school-ban-evolution-conservatives/620779/)


Teaching Social Studies: Vol. 22, No. 1, Winter/Spring 2022 

42 

 

“evolution is being drilled into our boys and 

girls … during the most susceptible, 

dangerous age of their lives.” Evolution, 

Martin warned, was not good science but 

only a plot by “sneering” “high-brows” to 

inject mandatory atheism into public 

schools. Martin claimed to have “abundant 

evidence that the teaching of these text-

books is unsettling the faith of thousands of 

students.” 

Hell and the High Schools by T. T. 

Martin (1922)  

“WHAT can be done? Where is our 

hope? The pussyfooting apologies for the 

Evolutionists will say "Don't do anything 

drastic. Educate the people, and the thing 

will right itself." Educate the people? How 

can we, when Evolutionists have us by the 

throat? When they have, while we were 

asleep, captured our tax-supported schools 

from primary to University, and many of our 

denominational colleges? "The Philistines 

be upon thee Samson !" But alas! We have 

been asleep upon the lap of this Delilah and. 

have been shorn of our strength-they have 

captured our schools. But "O Lord God, 

remember me, I pray thee, and strengthen 

me, I pray thee, strengthen me only this 

once, O God." "And Samson took hold of 

the two middle pillars upon which the house 

stood, and on which it was borne up." So 

could we. "And he bowed himself with all 

his might." So can we. And the strength of 

God who "created man in his own image" 

will come into us, and we will slay these 

Philistines, the greatest curse that has come 

upon man since God created him in His own 

image. What is a war, what is an epidemic 

that sweeps people away by the hundred 

thousand, compared to this scourge that 

under the guise of "science," when it is not 

science, at all, is sweeping our sons and 

daughters away from God, away from God's 

word, taking from them their Redeemer and 

Saviour, to spend eternity in hell?” 

  

 

 

 

 

 

https://famous-trials.com/scopesmonkey/2140-hellandhighschools
https://famous-trials.com/scopesmonkey/2140-hellandhighschools
https://historynewsnetwork.org/article/category/25
https://historynewsnetwork.org/article/category/25
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What a Difference Six Hours Made in My Life as a History Teacher:  

Reflecting on more Than Five Decades of Teaching 

 

Hank Bitten

 

 

During my first twelve years as a 

teacher in Queens, New York, I remember 

taking the subway to find information in the 

New York Public Library, museums, the 

Bobst Library at NYU, the Butler Library at 

Columbia, Queens Public Library, United 

Nations, and discussions with scholarly 

professors. My toolbox included filmstrips, 

textbooks, college notes, newspapers, and 

periodicals.  During my next ten years as a 

teacher at Ridgewood High School, I would 

drive to the Newark Law Library, Paterson 

Public Library, Firestone Library at 

Princeton, Library of Congress in 

Washington, D.C., and walking to the 

Ridgewood Public Library to photocopy 

documents relating to the courses I was 

teaching. 

Since 1995, I became more 

dependent on digital research and helped 

with digitizing manuscripts, identify maps 

and print resources, and introducing teachers 

and students to digital search tools. With the 

speed of the internet, research became 

efficient, accurate and productive.  When 

my son and daughter worked on their 

college thesis papers, I would tell them of 

my experience with the hunt and peck 

method of a typewriter, correcting tape, and 

that when I found a mistake or made a 

change, my entire paper had to be retyped 

from the beginning.  In many ways, the 

digital revolution changed the way we do 

research. 

Six Hours on November 5 Changed the 

Way I Think about History 

On Friday, November 5, 2021 I 

visited the Dey Mansion in Wayne with 

Jessica Bush and six educators from Passaic, 

Vineland, Parsippany-Troy Hills, 

Hillsborough, Immaculate Conception R.C. 

MS, Southern Regional, and Dr. Lucia 

McMahon from William Paterson 

University.  This was the first time in a long 
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time that I experienced going back in time to 

the 18th century. The experience was 

transformative as my eyes visualized what 

my brain knew from reading very 

descriptive accounts by distinguished 

historians.   

Dey Mansion is located on the 

Passaic County Golf Course making it easy 

to visualize 300 year old trees, winding 

roads, water from a stream, farm animals, 

crops, a visit from George Washington, the 

living quarters for enslaved persons, 

pillaging of farms by Hessian mercenaries, 

and people fearing for their lives. The 

transformational effect for me as an educator 

came with ducking my head under the 

beams, walking on the wide floor planks 

where George Washington and his advisors 

walked, thinking about 30 or more people 

staying at the Dey home in the presence of 

several young and active children, and what 

it was like to use the ‘outhouse’ in the 

middle of the night in January!   

I started thinking about the different 

styles of candle holders, how long it took for 

a candle to burn out, the number of candles 

that had to be made or purchased, the 

darkness that appears by 5:00 p.m. in 

December, the smoke from the many 

fireplaces, washing laundry, getting dressed 

and undressed, visits with neighbors, the 

spread of disease in a home, having enough 

food supplies, worshiping in a church, 

several miles away. 

It was difficult for me to remove the 21st 

century images of the Willowbrook Mall, 

warehouses, corporations, traffic lights, etc. 

from my brain.  However, the detail of old 

maps, understanding that Passaic County 

was part of Bergen County at this time, 

visualizing that the Passaic River and its 

‘little falls’ (Little Falls, NJ) was about one-

half mile down the road, that from Route 3 

and Route 46 I could see Hackensack and 

Manhattan, were all reminders to me about 

living in 1770.  

360 Minutes on November 6 Changed the 

Way I Think about Teaching History 

 

On Saturday, November 6, 2021, I 

met with my team of educators in Freehold 

researching the lives of ordinary people 

living in New Jersey during the time of the 

American Revolution.  Their stories were 

waiting to be discovered and in some cases 

our eyes may have been the first to read 

some of the letters in the collections at the 

Monmouth County Historical Association.  

With a warm welcome and friendly 

greeting by Dana Howell, we went back in 

time as the Monmouth County Historical 

Association home is across the street from 

one of the bloodiest and fiercest battles in 

the American Revolution. It is the stories of 

enslaved persons running away to freedom if 

they could escape to a British ship in the 

Atlantic at night, the emptiness that comes 

from a home pillaged or burned by Hessians, 

and the ever-present fear of skirmishes, the 
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knock on the door by soldiers, and the 

imprisonment of a husband or son.  

James and Steve on December 4 Changed 

What I Thought my Students Needed to 

Know 

 

On Saturday, December 4, 2021, our 

team spent time with James Amenasor and 

Steve Tettamanti at the New Jersey 

Historical Society in Newark. The 

collections of records, manuscripts, letters, 

diaries, and published books includes 

information in every county (and perhaps 

every community) in New Jersey. My 

observation of our team was how engaged 

they were in reading about the local 

experience of ordinary people. I was 

reminded that learning involves personal 

connections to experiences and that the 

experiences of people in the 1770s might be 

different from mine but also quite similar!   

In my own research experience about 

the county jail in Hackensack, I was 

surprised to learn that the Puritan values 

were more extensive than Sunday blue laws 

and involved time in jail for playing games 

of chance and horse racing.  The experience 

in areas near the Delaware River influenced 

by Quaker beliefs used fines to deter many 

crimes.  

Although my students are engaged 

with determining the causes of the American 

Revolution, the turning points in the 

conflict, the heroic efforts of generals, the 

mistakes of others, the human cost of the 

conflict, they are missing the experience of 

ordinary local people who lived day-by-day 

in a state that was devastated by fighting, 

victimized by raids from the British base in 

New York, shot and killed in their homes, 

and making amazing sacrifices that 

contributed to our independence and 

personal liberty. This is what I want my 

students to know in addition to the content 

of learning standards and textbooks. 

I am looking forward to sharing the 

amazing research for our team in March. 

Email me at hb288@sasmail.rutgers.edufor 

additional information.  

 

 

 

 

mailto:hb288@sasmail.rutgers.edufor
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Midwifery and Abortion in the Modern Curriculum 

 

Nora Sayed

 

Teaching sensitive topics in the 

classroom is difficult no matter the subject 

material. Especially when incorporating 

political ideologies and scientific 

disagreements. The science of childbirth has 

been a tumultuous one. The impact of 

women in the field of childbirth, and 

medicine in general, has often been 

overlooked due to the mostly male presence 

in the medical narrative. When doctors 

began to control the practice of childbirth 

and hospital births became more common, 

the history of midwifery took a downward 

turn. However, midwifery has been the 

central practice for childbirth for thousands 

of years. The definition of a midwife is a 

person (typically) a woman who is trained to 

assist in childbirth and has been a central 

figure in history in every culture globally. 

Midwifery is centrally important because it 

was the original practice of childbirth and 

pioneered the obstetric field. Not only did 

midwifery pioneer the obstetric field, but the 

ideology of a woman’s right to her own 

body. Midwives were often seen assisting, in 

some capacity, with women seeking 

abortions. When combining secondary 

education and specifically sensitive topics 

such as childbirth, and more specifically 

midwifery, the teacher should present the 

information, facts, history, and current 

events to the student and then guide them in 

making their decision. Due to the recent 

political activity regarding the Supreme 

Court case Roe v. Wade, allowing students 

to understand more about the medical 

history regarding midwifery as well as 

abortion could assist in them making a well-

informed opinion.  

Research regarding early modern 

midwifery states that despite it being the 

most common practice with regards to 

childbirth in human history, it only became a 

licensed medical profession in the 16th 

century. Comparatively to today’s standards, 

midwives played the role of multiple 

healthcare professionals and even social 

workers. The role of the midwife was to 

assist the new mother in any   way possible. 

Meaning she would visit the mother during 

pregnancy, assist with the labor and delivery 

process, and then return post-labor to teach 

the mother about her newborn and best care 

practices. Not only did midwives do all of 

these things, but they would also check on 

mothers to see if they were fit to care for 

their newborn child. Samuel Thomas has a 

Ph.D. in history with a focus on Early 

Modern England and taught history at the 

college level for ten years. He currently 

teaches at a high school in Cleveland Ohio 

and is an author of a series about Midwives 

in 17th century London. Thomas wrote an 

essay about the social importance of 

midwives in society as well as the lack of 
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historical credit given to them.1 This 

historical lack of credit accounts for the later 

shift in care in the obstetric field during the 

17th century when childbirth became 

hospitalized. Along with this shift towards 

childbirth and obstetric care in general 

taking place in a hospital, the entire 

fundamental practice changed from constant 

care with the expecting mother to check ups 

and generalized advice. “Trained midwives 

delivered superb medical care and gave 

birthing women personal attention that 

physicians were too rushed to provide. It is 

suggested that the elimination of midwifery 

in the United States slowed the decline in 

infant and maternal mortality.”2 Not only 

did this shift impact childbirth, it also 

stimulated the drastic change in the 

perception of abortion.  

 In the 17th century abortion was 

seen as a mother’s choice with drugs being 

sold in drug stores that would induce 

miscarriage. After childbirth, and 

consequently OB/GYN care, was taken over 

my male practitioners in hospitals this 

viewpoint drastically changed. Which 

eventually led us to the modern debate over 

abortion in the United States. According to 

historian Leslie Regan, “At conception and 

the earliest stage of pregnancy, before 

                                                 
1
 Thomas, Samuel S. “EARLY MODERN 

MIDWIFERY: SPLITTING THE PROFESSION, 

CONNECTING THE HISTORY.” Journal of Social 

History 43, no. 1 (2009): 115–38. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20685350. 

2
 Devitt N. The statistical case for elimination of the 

midwife: fact versus prejudice, 1890-1935 (Part I). 

Women Health. 1979 Spring;4(1):81-96. PMID: 

10297450. 

 

quickening, no one believed that a human 

life existed; not even the Catholic Church 

took this view. Rather, the popular ethic 

regarding abortion and common law were 

grounded in the female experience of their 

own bodies.”3 Contrary to popular belief, 

abortion was not banned by the Catholic 

Church canonically until 18694. Midwives 

would often help women gain access to an 

abortion and would allow them the choice to 

do so. However, at the turn of the 

Progressive Era this practice became ‘taboo’ 

and was restricted; “The combined 

campaign to control abortion and midwifery 

took the form of a classic Progressive Era 

reform movement”5.  This campaign to 

control abortion continues today with peaks 

and troughs such as the recent ban on legal 

abortion in Texas as of 2021.  

When considering how these topics 

should be brought into the classroom it is 

important to consider the parameters of the 

subject. For instance during my field 

experience at Ewing High School in New 

Jersey this past fall I was able to observe a 

women’s studies class. This experience was 

very eye opening as it allowed me to see 

how different, less common topics, were 

tackled in the classroom. The teacher had 

Pro-Choice posters in her class, along with 

3
 Reagan, Leslie J. When Abortion Was a Crime: 

Women, Medicine, and Law in the United States, 

1867-1973. University of California Press, 1998.  

4
 Hovey G. Abortion: a history. Plan Parent Rev. 

1985 Summer;5(2):18-21. PMID: 12340403. 

5
 Reagan LJ. Linking midwives and abortion in the 

Progressive Era. Bull Hist Med. 1995 

Winter;69(4):569-98. PMID: 8563453. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20685350
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abortion on her curriculum as a discussion 

topic not be overlooked. Ground rules I have 

observed both in and out of the classroom 

when bringing up sensitive topics include: 

placing parameters and clear goals for the 

discussion topic; giving the students 

objective background information to prepare 

them; going through the topic with respect 

for opposing viewpoints or possible 

emotions; as well as allowing them time to 

summarize, reflect and ask questions. This 

basic framework works with any sensitive 

topic or current events issue. According to 

the National Education Association’s article 

on teaching sensitive topics in history, “One 

of the greatest challenges facing teachers 

right now is teaching our students to engage 

with hard histories in this specific historical 

moment,” says Rich, a director of research 

at the university’s Rowan Center for 

Holocaust and Genocide Studies. 

“Currently, everything feels particularly 

fraught, and we are unsure of where students 

and families fall across the highly polarized 

political spectrum.”6 Despite the 

complicated political climate and sensitivity 

of the topics, these histories should not be 

left out of the classroom. Allowing students 

to analyze and learn about uncomfortable 

historical topics allows for more informed 

decision making in their future.  

Although abortion and childbirth are 

somewhat obscure topics when it comes to 

                                                 
6
 Rosales, John. “Teaching the 'Hard History' behind 

Today's News.” NEA. NEA Today , August 29, 

2018. https://www.nea.org/advocating-for-

change/new-from-nea/teaching-hard-history-behind-

todays-news.  

 

the traditional curricula of the public school 

system there are ways to integrate them into 

the classroom. For World History classes, 

when discussing the Medieval Period and 

the Black Plague it is important to also touch 

on the overall medical sphere of the time 

period, and midwives were a huge character 

of that. Not only did midwives deliver 

babies and care for mothers, they continued 

to care for the delivered baby well into 

childhood acting almost as a family 

practitioner. The importance of midwifery 

can continue into US History 1 and 2 by 

integrating nurse-midwifery that gained its 

roots in the Civil War with the rising 

popularity of nursing, and later officially 

began in 1925.7 These are some more 

abstract and creative ideas regarding 

midwifery in the classroom, whereas the 

famous 1973 Roe v Wade case can be 

touched on in both Civics and American 

History curriculums for its monumental 

impact on both second wave feminism and 

medical history.  

The importance of history cannot be 

overlooked when the topic becomes 

unsavory. Despite abortion and midwifery 

being more high-level or sensitive issues to 

be debating in the classroom, there are tools 

and ways to allow for their discussion with 

students. Without teaching students about 

more thought-provoking topics they will 

never have the opportunity to make 

7
 Dawley K. Origins of nurse-midwifery in the 

United States and its expansion in the 1940s. J 

Midwifery Womens Health. 2003 Mar-Apr;48(2):86-

95. doi: 10.1016/s1526-9523(03)00002-3. PMID: 

12686940. 
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informed decisions thus creating uninformed 

citizens who will continue to misinterpret 

history. A teacher’s place is not one to force 

opinions or political standings on their 

students but to open their minds to new 

things that they might not have previously 

understood or heard of. The debate over 

legal abortion access will continue, and by 

informing our students of the history 

regarding it we will be able to have pride in 

their future decisions.  
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Same Bigotry, Different Name: Race Suicide, the Birth Dearth, and Women’s Rights 

 

Megan McGlynn

 

Despite the fact that roughly half of 

the world’s population is born female, 

women’s roles in history are consistently 

regulated to side characters and often left 

out of core history classes. In those same 

classes there is a lack of discussion of the 

ways that women have been affected by the 

issues of the time in often dramatically 

different ways from men, but from each 

other as well. We have a tendency to treat 

the experiences of all women as one 

universal experience in education which 

could not be far from the truth. Even the 

optional women’s history courses taught at 

some high schools have unregulated 

curriculums created by teachers that want 

more for their students but may 

unintentionally let their own ideas of whose 

story matters steer the course away from the 

point. Intersectionality is the crux of 

progress, understanding that no one is ever 

just one thing. Gender, race, class, sexuality, 

religion, and a whole host of other aspects of 

a person are independent of each other and 

differ widely, allowing for humanity to 

benefit from the wonder of a complete 

variety of distinct perspectives and unique 

people. Limiting women’s history to an 

optional course with no clear path hurts the 

learning of all students and sets the standard 

that women are a separate branch of human 

history, that their stories and lives have had 

no bearing on the course of events.  

As teachers, it is our responsibility to 

determine where and how we can 

incorporate supplemental material into our 

core curriculum in order to provide 

additional insight and get to more topics 

than we might be able to delve fully into. 

One such topic of importance that gets zero 

attention in U.S. history is women’s 

movements. Sure we talk about the 19th 

amendment; but only long enough to ensure 

students that it fixed everything overnight, 

missing the whole sections on the rights of 

women of color and the other ways women 

were still restricted. The current struggle 

federally over the rights women have to 

their own reproductive choices is an issue I 

guarantee that your students have questions 

about. They know little about Roe v. Wade, 

or the numerous attempts to overthrow it. 

What they do know is that this coming year 

may change the landscape of the nation and 

that is terrifying. One of the most overused 

cliches in the English language is 

‘knowledge is power’, and it could not fit 

better here. Arming students with an 

understanding of the origins of these battles 

gives them context, motivation, and a place 

to start. And what better way to do so than 

to connect the present legislative concerns 

with where U.S. history classes love to 

focus; U.S. presidents. Shortly, the opinions 

of two presidents from opposite ends of the 

20th century will become clear; Theodore 

Roosevelt and Richard Nixon. In order to 
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take them in fully however, we first must 

form a distinct picture of the issues facing 

the nation today. 

In December of 1971 a pregnant 

woman, named Jane Roe in court documents 

for privacy, sued her county district attorney 

Henry Wade alleging that the Texas abortion 

law violated her constitutional rights. Two 

years later on January 22, 1973 the Supreme 

Court ruled in a 7-2 majority in Roe’s favor, 

declaring safe access to abortion a 

constitutional right.8 The ruling ensured 

legal protection for those seeking the 

essential medical procedure despite the 

countless protests and legislative attempts at 

blocking access throughout the years, and 

restricting eligibility for the procedure based 

on the length of pregnancy. Forty-eight 

years later, the state of Texas has passed the 

most restrictive abortion legislation to date.9 

The bill, SB 8, bans all abortions except 

those fitting into slim medical necessity 

criteria after ultrasound scans first pick up 

evidence of cardiac activity typically around 

six weeks’ gestation. The term “heartbeat 

bill” has caused strife as it inaccurately 

labels electrical pulses as a heartbeat, 

attaching emotional images of infancy to a 

cluster of cells the size of a grain of rice.10 

Not only is the nickname misleading, but six 

weeks is only two weeks after a missed 

                                                 
8
 Jane Roe, et al., Appellants, v. Henry Wade, 

Cornell Law School Legal Information Institute 

(United States Supreme Court 1973). 

9
 Bethany Irvine, “Why ‘Heartbeat Bill’ Is a 

Misleading Name for Texas' near-Total Abortion 

Ban.” The Texas Tribune. The Texas Tribune, 

September 2, 2021. 

https://www.texastribune.org/2021/09/02/texas-

abortion-heartbeat-bill/.  

period and is the earliest possible time a 

pregnancy test can give a positive result. 

Therefore an abortion is nearly impossible 

for any Texas woman to receive by the time 

they discover they are pregnant. 

This is by far not the first time Texas 

legislation has made national headlines for 

its restrictive nature or controversial stance, 

but now there is an insurmountable fear of 

how influential this bill may be. Texas is not 

the first state to pass a “heartbeat bill” but 

all others have been struck down as 

unconstitutional. This law has skirted the 

limitations of previous legislation by putting 

the onus of prosecution on civilians instead 

of the government. Per Roe v. Wade, 

government officials cannot prosecute an 

individual for seeking an abortion but 

according to the Texas Tribune the new 

legislation has remedied that stating, “While 

abortion patients themselves can’t be sued 

under the new law, anyone who performs or 

aids with the abortion can be sued”.11 By 

creating a civil avenue for abortion 

persecution Texas lawmakers have stepped 

into uncharted waters where it is unclear if 

attempts to throw the bill out will succeed. 

A successful bill of this kind will produce 

similar bills across the country until 

women’s reproductive healthcare is 

10
 Bethany Irvine, Heartbeat Bill. 2021. 

11
 Roe, Cornell Law School Legal Information 

Institute; Erin Douglas and Carla Astudillo, “We 

Annotated Texas' near-Total Abortion Ban. Here's 

What the Law Says about Enforcement.” The Texas 

Tribune. The Texas Tribune, September 10, 2021. 

https://www.texastribune.org/2021/09/10/texas-

abortion-law-ban-enforcement/.  
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completely unrecognizable in a post Roe v. 

Wade world. 

Unfortunately though perhaps 

unsurprisingly, attacks such as this on the 

rights and liberties of women are persistent 

throughout American history. The above 

instance is a prime example of these attacks 

which increase in number and intensity 

during periods of increased women’s rights 

activism, but are ultimately always present. 

The right to vote was the first cause that 

women congregated in support of solely for 

themselves in the United States. Women 

sought the influence of voting privilege and 

equal treatment under the law; if men and 

women are all citizens why should they not 

have the same liberties? For some this made 

perfect sense and women came together 

locally and eventually nationally to advocate 

for women’s suffrage.  

In 1890 the two national suffrage 

organizations, the American Woman 

Suffrage Association and the National 

Woman Suffrage Association, separated for 

twenty years due to conflicting support for 

the 15th amendment and Black men, finally 

came together again with the help of 

suffragist Alice Stone Blackwell.12 Under 

the name of the National American Woman 

Suffrage Association the group led women’s 

suffrage efforts ultimately culminating in the 

ratification of the 19th amendment giving 

White women the right to vote. This success 

                                                 
12

 Allison Lange, “National Woman Suffrage 

Association.” History of U.S. Woman's Suffrage, Fall 

2015. http://www.crusadeforthevote.org/nwsa-

organize.; Allison Lange, “National American 

Woman Suffrage Association.” History of U.S. 

Woman's Suffrage, Fall 2015. 

http://www.crusadeforthevote.org/nawsa-united.  

was certainly to the chagrin of the 

opposition; which was a surprising 

combination of men and women who felt 

that White women did not need to vote as 

they spent most of their time in the home 

caring for children. Coupled with this 

group’s perceived lack of political 

knowledge, they believed that giving White 

women the ability to vote would only raise 

taxes and not change much else. Anti-

suffragists believed that most White women 

did not want the vote and made their voices 

heard through protests, political cartoons, 

scathing articles, and speeches.13 But even 

the formation of the National Association 

Opposed to Woman Suffrage by Josephine 

Dodge in 1911 to coordinate and amplify 

anti-suffrage opinions did tip the scales and 

the 19th amendment passed.14 When women 

activists would once again bring calls for 

equal treatment to the national stage, similar 

opposition surfaced.  

Though it was first drafted fifty years 

earlier, in 1972 the Equal Rights 

Amendment (ERA) was passed by both 

houses of Congress and ratification of the 

potential 27th amendment seemed all but 

certain. The amendment’s sudden and long 

overdue position as a topic of national 

conversation was the credit of a new age of 

women’s activism; women’s liberation. 

Often shortened to women’s lib in 

discussion, the movement aimed to free 

13
  Allison Lange, “Opposition to Suffrage.” History 

of U.S. Woman's Suffrage. National Women's 

History Museum, Fall 2015. 

http://www.crusadeforthevote.org/naows-opposition.  

14
 Allison Lange, “Opposition to Suffrage.”  

http://www.crusadeforthevote.org/nwsa-organize
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women of the unequal barriers present in 

professional spaces. These barriers kept 

them from the opportunities afforded to men 

in the same spaces, as if these working 

women were not privy to a secret password. 

The ERA was the universal translator, a 

legal declaration that adequate pay, 

promotions, and authority were not to be 

hidden above a glass ceiling away from 

women who were held back from reaching 

them.  

So in 1972, support was high from 

the women’s liberation movement and a true 

success for women’s rights felt close enough 

to taste.15 Women were tired of the 

inconsistencies and being told that the vote 

was enough to fix hundreds of years of 

inequality. But the deadline for ratification 

came and went without a ratified ERA, 

leaving the nation wondering how. In the ten 

year time limit thirty-five out of the thirty-

eight required states ratified the 

amendment.16 But this was not enough. As 

shocking as it may seem, this is attributed to 

the work of one woman, Phyllis Schlafly. 

Schlafly was an author, activist, and lawyer 

who formed the Stop ERA movement on her 

own. She believed that equality was not 

truly in the interests of men or women and 

would ultimately lead to a detrimental moral 

shirt in American society.17 Her emphatic 

public expression of this opinion frightened 

the public and had the intended effect on 

politicians. It was this extremist comparative 

approach that was responsible for the failure 

                                                 
15

 Lesley Kennedy, “How Phyllis Schlafly Derailed 

the Equal Rights Amendment.” History.com. 

A&amp;E Television Networks, March 19, 2020 

https://www.history.com/news/equal-rights-

amendment-failure-phyllis-schlafly.  

of the ERA and is yet another example of 

the oppositional forces that spark up against 

fights for women’s rights.  

Though separated by decades, these 

two 20th century movements, suffrage and 

women’s liberation both tackled the 

mistreatment of women in the United States, 

pulling the discrepancies to the forefront of 

national discussion. What is most shocking 

is that 50 years separate these two 

movements but they frankly could have 

taken place at the same time. Nothing 

changed from the ERA’s conception while 

White women were gaining the right to vote 

in 1920 and its failed ratification in the last 

decades of the century. This is even more 

apparent when you consider the inherent 

issues of race in women’s movements. The 

suffrage movement was populated by 

abolitionists who fought for the 13th 

amendment decades prior securing Black 

men their constitutional right to vote. Yet 

the same White women who had shown up 

in support then refused to acknowledge that 

suffrage should come for all women at once. 

They selfishly secured their own rights 

ahead of all other women and proved that 

their earlier activism for Black men was 

only in the interest of paving their own way. 

This racial divide in women’s movements is 

demonstrative of the larger social perception 

of race, the lines of demarcation that defined 

acceptance and persecution so clearly 

outlined by skin color. 

16
 Lesley Kennedy. 

17
  Lesley Kennedy. 

https://www.history.com/news/equal-rights-amendment-failure-phyllis-schlafly
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The intersection between the 

treatment of women and racially motivated 

fears in the United States is considerably 

large. Women are, by virtue of reproductive 

anatomy, the individuals who give birth to 

the next generation. Those who wish to 

control the future makeup of the population 

therefore have always had a vested interest 

in the ways women choose to procreate or 

not, and with whom they do so. Sociologist 

Edward A. Ross established the term ‘race 

suicide’ at the beginning of the 20th century 

to refer to situations ‘when the birth rate 

within a so-called race dropped below the 

death rate’ and expected the end result of 

this to be ‘that the “race” would die out’.18 

This definition with its use of the word 

suicide heavily implies that the focus of the 

blame falls within the race in question and is 

not due to outside forces impacting the 

race.19 Later on we will see evidence of 

President Theodore Roosevelt taking Ross’s 

idea and running with it, popularizing a 

national idea that race suicide was killing 

the United States and that the only remedy 

was a strictly traditional large family. 

Prominent political and academic thinkers of 

the era seeing as women produce children, 

also blamed them for White race suicide in 

America as the term gained popularity.  

Just as Edward Ross coined the term 

race suicide in the early 1900s, Benjamin 

Wattenberg coined the term ‘birth dearth’ in 

1987 in his book titled The Birth Dearth: 

                                                 
18

 Adam Hochman, (2014, April 29). Race suicide. 

Retrieved October 5, 2021, from 

https://eugenicsarchive.ca/discover/connections/535e

edb87095aa0000000250 

19
 Adam Hochman, Race Suicide. 

What Happens When People in Free 

Countries Don't Have Enough Babies?. 

Birth dearth is close in meaning to race 

suicide. Quite simply it refers to a lack of 

births contributing to a lower population and 

in the next generation a lack of adults to 

replenish those retiring out of the labor force 

or passing away.20 Again, as with Roosevelt, 

Wattenberg lists many reasons that caused 

this horrific decline. Of those causes, most 

directly implicate women. Of the 

subheadings in chapter 10 titled Causes, 

two-thirds (12 of 18) specifically target 

women. They include education (for 

women), working women, abortion, 

contraception, divorce, and decreased 

fecundity all of which except the last 

attacked personal decisions women made in 

their lives. These decisions were perceived 

by Wattenberg to have caused a majority of 

the birth dearth decline, leaving the country 

open to being outmatched in advancement 

and population by other Eastern countries.21 

Instead of focusing on the family as 

Roosevelt did, Wattenberg chose to turn his 

attention to the outside influences of 

immigration and fears of the advancement of 

other countries. 

 Based on the history and current 

events described previously, it is clear that 

women’s personal decisions have been the 

concern of the public and the government 

for well over a century, and far beyond the 

time frame examined. Whether or not the 

20
 Ben J. Wattenberg, The Birth Dearth: What 

Happens When People in Free Countries Don't Have 

Enough Babies? New York, NY: Pharos Books, 

1987. 

21
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individual choices of a group as large as 

women should be controlled or inspected so 

closely is not up for debate, but the reason 

for that examination certainly is. The picture 

that Ross and Wattenberg painted of a future 

United States devoid of children centers 

women’s contributions in a specifically 

narrow light. The research conducted in this 

paper aims to answer the question raised by 

the opinions of figures like Ross and 

Wattenberg. That is, what are women's roles 

in nationalism as mothers and how are 

expectations for women shaped by 

government officials and national culture? 

With that question at the focus a secondary 

question forms that will also be answered in 

the following pages; why and how has 

progress in women’s rights led to backlash 

and a privileging of unequal gender and 

racial hierarchy? Holding tightly to those 

two questions it is important to examine the 

body of work conducted in this vein looking 

at both the suffrage and women’s liberation 

movements and their backlash. 

  At every turn, women’s 

rights activists struggled in a greater culture 

that benefits from the reduction of women’s 

capabilities and denial of the positive effects 

that liberation and equality provide. There is 

a consistent bubbling undercurrent of 

discontent in American society that 

continues to exist in the pervasive nature of 

disease, perpetually infecting the nation with 

discontent whispers of feminist pursuits as 

the biggest possible detriment to national 

prosperity in existence. These whispers push 

                                                 
22

 Susan Faludi, introduction to Backlash: The 

Undeclared War against American Women. (New 

York: Crown, 1991), xxii. 

and claim that elimination of and movement 

beyond feminism into postfeminism is the 

only cure, women must forget the call for 

equality because they already can have it all. 

This is certainly not the case and frankly is a 

desperate albeit successful attempt to bring 

women’s issues full circle, to replace the 

barriers that are already broken one by one. 

 The use of the word backlash above 

is deliberate. Backlash is a term that 

originated with Susan Faludi who examines 

the distinct spikes in discontent that push 

into aggressive, propagandist backlash in her 

book of the same name, aptly subtitled The 

Undeclared War Against American Women. 

She describes the intense media and 

governmental assault on women’s liberation 

that occurred in the 80’s, at the height of the 

movement managing to sow indecisive and 

malcontented seeds of self-doubt into the 

minds of women across the nation. This 

gave the backlash places to hide in the 

minds of its victims and a convenient space 

for denial in the spotlight.22 But the backlash 

of the 80’s is not the only one we have 

experienced as a country, far from it in fact.  

 But the 80’s were not the first decade 

to experience backlash, it historically comes 

as a direct “reaction to women’s ‘progress’” 

as Faludi dives into further.23 That being 

said, Faludi is not the only historian to 

connect the seemingly cyclical attacks to 

women’s progress historically. In Building a 

Better Race : Gender, Sexuality, and 

Eugenics From the Turn of the Century to 

the Baby Boom, Wendy Kline contends that 

23
 Susan Faludi,  xix. 
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the history of eugenics in America has been 

passive and pretends that eugenic efforts 

have ceased which she demonstrates is far 

from the truth.24 Kline asserts that eugenics 

is responsible for the notion of race suicide 

in the beginning of the 19th century and the 

concept of the birth dearth in the 80’s.25  

Notably Kline is not the only 

historian to share this opinion. In her essay 

“Reproduction: The Politics of Choice” 

taken from an anthology of her works titled 

No Turning Back: The History of Feminism 

and the Future of Women Estelle B. 

Freedman reiterates the importance of 

eugenics on reproductive decisions in the 

United States. According to Freedman, 

when fears of White Anglo-Saxon Protestant 

women committing race suicide bubbled to 

the surface of American life, eugenics was 

already heavily rooted in the United States 

as well as other predominantly White 

European nations across the ocean.26 It was 

not long until eugenics ideologies gripped 

the medical practice of these countries 

allowing doctors, White men, to decide 

which women were fit for reproduction. She 

discusses laws implemented in the United 

States to institute compulsory sterilization 

by stating, “The laws applied to men or 

women of any background, but they 

disproportionately affected immigrants, 

                                                 
24

 Wendy Kline, 2001. Building a Better Race : 

Gender, Sexuality, and Eugenics From the Turn of 

the Century to the Baby Boom. Berkeley: University 

of California Press, 6. 

25
 Wendy Kline, Building a Better Race, 159, 164. 

26
 Estelle B. Freedman, “Reproduction: The Politics 

of Choice.” in No Turning Back: The History of 

African Americans, Native Americans, 

Puerto Ricans, the poor, and disabled 

women. Twice as many American women as 

men underwent compulsory sterilization”.27 

Freedman’s analysis of the perilous situation 

eugenic efforts placed people of color, 

women, and those who were disabled in 

demonstrates how the fear of race suicide 

was not just a lack of White babies, but an 

increase in non-White babies. 

The way President Roosevelt viewed 

women and their role in society is discussed 

in Leroy Dorsey’s article “Managing 

Women’s Equality: Theodore Roosevelt, the 

Frontier Myth, and the Modern Woman” 

where he articulates a nuanced view of the 

man and his perspective. Dorsey asserts that 

Roosevelt built his idea of womanhood 

around the idea of the frontier woman, 

creating a niche way to build support for 

women’s equality while still claiming that 

motherhood was of the utmost importance to 

the equal frontier woman.28 He managed to 

find a balance where he could support a 

progressive approach to women’s equality 

while still championing a traditional view of 

marriage and family aligned with its 

emphasis on national welfare. This midrange 

stance did leave Roosevelt in contention 

with women’s rights activists who felt he 

could push harder in support of the 

Feminism and the Future of Women, (New 

York:Ballantine Books, 2002), 233.. 

27
 Freedman, 234. 

28
 Leroy G. Dorsey. 2013. “Managing Women’s 

Equality: Theodore Roosevelt, the Frontier Myth, and 

the Modern Woman.” Rhetoric & Public Affairs 16 

(3): 423–56. doi:10.14321/rhetpublaffa.16.3.0423. 
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movement, but Dorsey argues that 

Roosevelt’s careful balance was wholly 

intentional and actually was necessary in 

order to “consider the application of 

Victorian principles in a modern age”.29 

Though Dorsey does make a solid argument, 

he neglects a large portion of Roosevelt’s 

beliefs, mainly regarding racial purity and 

race suicide. These beliefs are ever present 

in his presidency and opinions, to leave 

them out of the analysis creates an 

inaccurate depiction of Roosevelt and his 

impact. 

 Though her work does not contend 

with the implications of race suicide or 

eugenics, Elaine Tyler May does investigate 

the legislation surrounding women’s bodies 

and choices. Her book, America and the 

Pill: A History of Promise, Peril, and 

Liberation lays bare the history of the 

contraceptive pill and how inaccurate the 

assumptions of its grandiose 

accomplishments for women were. The pill 

was FDA approved in 1960 and was viewed 

publicly as an incredible advancement in 

birth control technology.30  Prior to the pill, 

the Comstock Law made it illegal to send 

information about contraceptives or any 

contraceptive devices through the mail.31 

The Comstock Law was in effect from 1873 

to 1936. From its introduction to the birth 

control scene, the pill was represented in 

                                                 
29

 Lroy G. Dorsey. 2013. “Managing Women’s 

Equality”, 448. 

30
 Elaine Tyler May, America and the Pill: A History 

of Promise, Peril, and Liberation. New York: Basic 

Books, 2011, 1. 

31
 Elaine Tyler May, America and the Pill, 1. 

mountains of legislation and informal 

governmental rulings limiting it as well as 

other forms of contraception. Presidential 

gag rules were also cyclically introduced 

would ban U.S. aid for health organizations 

working in other countries that provided 

abortion, even if that was a small percentage 

of the services provided.32 Though the gag 

rules were a part of foreign policy, they are 

incredibly telling in regards to American 

positions on contraception and abortion, 

both of which heavily impacted women’s 

lives. 

 While May heavily addresses the 

legislative efforts to control women’s 

reproductive rights, the work of Grant and 

Mislán focuses on the media that influenced 

the spread of race suicide ideology in the 

first place. Through close examination of 

articles published in two newspapers, the 

Columbia Missourian and the Columbian 

Tribune, in Columbia, Missouri, Grant and 

Mislán demonstrate how objectivity as a 

tenet of journalism ethics contributed to the 

rise in eugenics scientific legitimacy.33 The 

trust that local communities placed in their 

newspapers to provide ethical, honest, 

evidence-based claims lent itself to being 

taken advantage of by journalists with clear 

biases. Coupled with the lack of other news 

outlets to compare information with and the 

insulated nature of small communities, race 

32
 Elaine Tyler May, America and the Pill, 53-55. 

33
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American Journalism, 37:4, 476-499, DOI: 

10.1080/08821127.2020.1830627, 476. 
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suicide ideology implanted and festered 

without much resistance. Through 

examination of these works, a picture 

develops of a society where women’s civic 

impact is emphasized by their willingness 

and ability to produce children to combat the 

racial suicide of the American race. 

The research conducted in this paper 

on the recurring antifeminist backlash and 

emphasis on women as wombs for national 

protection against a non-White population 

increase fits in nicely with of Susan Faludi, 

building upon her research into backlash 

against women’s liberation. To do so it will 

highlight a specific focus of the opposition 

on women’s reproductive capabilities as 

their primary quality over all others, taking 

required emphasis away from other qualities 

and damaging women in the long run. From 

there the bridge between this discussion of 

backlash and the eugenics arguments of the 

20th century is easy to cross as 

historiography has evolved to understand 

how eugenics was responsible for the 

restrictions placed upon women and 

continues to be. In this way the intention is 

to complement and build upon these works 

to foster a stronger understanding of the 

reproductive harm caused by fearful efforts 

to mitigate supposed racial tensions. 

Further, it is clear that an 

examination of presidential opinions and 

decisions will demonstrate the clear and 

intentional steps taken to protect a white 

supremacist nationalist view that has carried 

on throughout the decades undetected by 

giving the same rhetoric a facelift and 

vocabulary change while maintaining the 

oppressive structure and values. Eras with 

strong women’s rights movements challenge 

this placement of women in society and as a 

result see a huge backlash from those aiming 

to protect this view in the highest realm of 

politics. This will be evident in the analysis 

of the sources from the periods of women’s 

suffrage and women’s liberation that 

establish the rhetoric of each. Presidential 

speeches and opinions illustrate how 

women’s role in the family was essential to 

the continuation of American excellence.  

Ultimately, this will culminate in an 

argument that is difficult to dispute, that 

women's role in American nationalism as 

breeders has been planned by men in power 

for the better part of a century to use them as 

pawns in a one sided race war. 

 Though Edward Ross coined the 

term race suicide, credit for its proliferation 

into 1900s American vernacular and 

everyday life goes to then president, 

Theodore Roosevelt. He was inaugurated for 

his second term as President of the United 

States on March 4, 1905 in Washington, 

D.C. Nine days later he appeared in front of 

the National Congress of Mothers to address 

his concerns over the grave dangers that 

plagued the nation. Roosevelt was uniquely 

positioned as the first president to have been 

reelected following a term ascended to from 

the vice president position. In this position 

he felt justified by his victory to press 

further onwards with his beliefs on 

maintaining the pride and prowess of the 

nation via a close adherence to traditionally 

apt goals of marriage and family. Through 

an emphasis on the strict traditional 

representations of men and women's roles, 

Roosevelt aimed to mitigate the plight of 

‘race suicide’ in the United States; in doing 
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so he alienated and invalidated the women 

fighting for women’s suffrage by asserting 

that a woman’s civic duty began and ended 

with their children.  

 Roosevelt brought race suicide to 

national attention through his public 

speeches and written work over the course 

of his presidencies, heightening national fear 

and promoting the idea of procreation as 

function of national security.  In this speech 

he claims, in reference to his own example 

of what would happen if all American 

families only had two children, that “a race 

that practiced race suicide would thereby 

conclusively show that it was unfit to exist, 

and that it had better give place to people 

who had not forgotten the primary laws of 

their being”.34 Here he demonstrates the 

racial imperative he believed Americans 

held to have a large family, anything less 

was not enough. Roosevelt doubly 

emphasized this notion for women in this 

speech, highlighting the importance of 

choosing motherhood over personal 

ambitions. He believed, as many soon 

would, that the American population was in 

a serious decline that would diminish 

America’s prestige around the world and 

lead to a change in the demographic makeup 

of the country. This would reduce the White 

population’s majority in the country as well, 

as he claimed “But the nation is in a bad 

                                                 
34

 Address by President Roosevelt before the 

National Congress of Mothers. Theodore Roosevelt 

Collection. MS Am 1541 (315). Harvard College 

Library. 

35
 Address by President Roosevelt before the 

National Congress of Mothers. Theodore Roosevelt 

way if there is no real home, if the family is 

not of the right kind.”35  In this speech 

Roosevelt further emphasized the “primary 

duties” of men and women; for men to tend 

to the financial needs of their families and 

for women to tend to the physical, 

emotional, moral needs of their children.36 

These two roles are treated the same in that 

they are essential and play the largest part in 

protecting the white race but are different in 

that women who choose not to have children 

are demonized. And, this distinction comes 

at the same time that American women are 

struggling for the right to vote. 

Despite condemning both men and 

women who shirked their duty to procreate 

and raise children with strong American 

ideals, Roosevelt targets women more 

vehemently than men.  He asserts that the 

nation suffers if the home is in bad shape 

providing several examples, most of which 

are specifically towards women. Roosevelt 

calls these examples a woman losing her 

“sense of duty”, sinking into ‘vapid self-

indulgence’, and “let[ting] her nature be 

twisted so that she prefers a sterile pseudo-

intellectuality”.37 In this way he connected 

the future population numbers to women’s 

personal decisions. From there it was not 

difficult to make the jump to controlling 

women’s decisions about their bodies in the 

interest of the nation. In doing this, he places 

Collection. MS Am 1541 (315). Harvard College 

Library. 

36
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a woman’s civic duty in direct connection to 

her decision to procreate and removes the 

ability to be a proud citizen without having 

done so. His audience, being mothers who 

took part in the National Congress of 

Mothers, received this message well, 

embraced it as they were validated by the 

prestige his beliefs awarded their position. 

In proliferating this message to an audience 

of mothers, Roosevelt played into pre-

existing divisions amongst women regarding 

suffrage efforts and further increased the 

divide by providing means for a motherly 

superiority complex in the form of 

nationalist praise. 

This public speech was not 

Roosevelt’s first time deliberating on the 

topic of race suicide. It happened to be a 

subject of correspondence between him and 

his associates. He also made it clear in his 

writing that his particular stance was racially 

motivated. In a personal letter to politician 

and friend Albion W. Tourgée, sent in 

November of 1901, this latter racial matter is 

made clear as Roosevelt begins the letter by 

saying, “I too have been at my wits’ end in 

dealing with the black man”, elucidating 

further in his next paragraph by writing, “I 

have not been able to think out any solution 

of the terrible problem offered by the 

presence of the negro on this continent”.38 

Further in this sentence he explains that he is 

resigned to the fact that it would be 

impossible to expel Black men from 

America either by death or emigration, so 

                                                 
38

 Theodore Roosevelt. “Dealing with the Black 

Man”, Theodore Roosevelt Letters and Speeches. 

Edited by Louis Auchincloss. New York, N.Y.: 

Literary Classics of the United States, 2004, 244.  

“the honorable and Christian thing to do is 

to treat each black man and each White man 

strictly on his merits as a man”.39 From 

these quoted passages, Roosevelt’s opinion 

is clear; he does not want Black men in 

America and they would be banished as 

soon as possible if only that was feasible. 

The fact that this letter predates his speech 

to the National Congress of Mothers by four 

years emphatically stresses that Roosevelt’s 

belief in the severity of race suicide was 

motivated by an increasing non-White 

population in the United States. 

Further delving into the former 

president’s personal correspondence shows 

much of his public sentiments as president 

were very much rooted in personal truths. 

One year following the letter described 

above to Albion W. Tourgée, in October of 

1902 Roosevelt wrote to Bessie Van Vorst 

the notable author of the magazine series 

and book titled The Woman Who Toils: 

Being the Experiences of Two Gentlewomen 

as Factory Girls. This book focused on the 

lives of factory working girls. Roosevelt 

begins by complementing Vorst’s magazine 

series before condemning another article by 

a different author published in the same 

magazine on the unemployed rich 

population. In comparing the women at the 

focus of the two articles Roosevelt finds 

similarity stating that he sees, “An easy, 

good-natured kindliness, and a desire to be 

independent” claiming that these qualities 

“are no substitute for the fundamental 

39
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virtues, for the practice of the strong racial 

qualities without which there can be no 

strong races”.40 Here he defines 

independence as a quality that is 

incompatible with American womanhood, 

and a lack of independence as better for the 

White race.  

A final letter written by Roosevelt in 

April of 1907 demonstrates that his view if 

race suicide did not waver and ultimately 

grew stronger following the 1905 speech. 

This letter was written to the editor, Dr. 

Albert Shaw, of The American Monthly 

Review of Reviews regarding issues 

Roosevelt had with an article published in 

the journal titled “The Doctor in the Public 

School” written by Dr. Cronin. In the article 

Dr. Cronin says with a level of professional 

certainty that American families do not need 

to have more children than are depicted by 

the national birth rate of the time.41 But 

Roosevelt contests this calling the idea 

erroneous and claiming that the doctor is not 

fit to write definitively on the subject 

because he is not as well read as the 

president is on the subject.  

Roosevelt calls attention to what he 

sees as the biggest issue of this 

misinformation, which he says is a 

“tendency to the elimination instead of the 

survival of the fittest; and the moral attitude 

which helps on this tendency is of course 
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Suicide’”, Theodore Roosevelt Letters and Speeches. 

Edited by Louis Auchincloss. New York, N.Y.: 

Literary Classics of the United States, 2004, 259. 

41
 Theodore Roosevelt. “The American Birth Rate”, 

Theodore Roosevelt Letters and Speeches. Edited by 

strengthened when it is apologized for and 

praised in a magazine like yours.”42 

Cronin’s article asserts in a journal read by 

the well-off of American society an 

argument that goes directly against 

Roosevelt’s own and removes the 

imperative placed on the elite to reproduce 

profusely. This is a direct threat to White 

American nationalist efforts like Roosevelt’s 

to increase White birth rates. Further 

evidence that Roosevelt is incensed by the 

article because of this perceived threat is 

seen when he states, “These teachings give 

moral justification to every woman who 

practices abortion; they furnish excuses for 

every unnatural prevention of child-bearing, 

for every form of gross and shallow 

selfishness of the kind that is the deepest 

reflection on, the deepest discredit to, 

American social life.”43 By writing in this 

passionate way, Roosevelt betrays his true 

feelings of reproductive control and the 

women who assert that right. These private, 

personal decisions of American women are a 

direct reflection on the entire nation and as 

such are terrible choices that should be 

shamed unlike how Dr. Cronin bears their 

justification. Time and time again through 

his public speeches and private letters, 

former President Theodore Roosevelt 

demonstrates his belief that women who 

chose not to have children were criminals at 

the center of a racial betrayal. By his 

Louis Auchincloss. New York, N.Y.: Literary 

Classics of the United States, 2004, 520. 

42
 Theodore Roosevelt. “The American Birth Rate”, 
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 Theodore Roosevelt. “The American Birth Rate”, 

Theodore Roosevelt Letters and Speeches, 522. 



Teaching Social Studies: Vol. 22, No. 1, Winter/Spring 2022 

62 

 

description, women’s continued birthing and 

raising of new White children was all that 

protected the country from the loss of a truly 

American society. 

It is important to note that President 

Roosevelt’s fears of racial imbalance in the 

United States were not sparked by Black 

men though they were the target of most of 

his vitriolic rhetoric. In reality the fear of 

Jewish and Irish Catholic immigration was 

the true catalyst for his sentiments, Black 

men simply garnered the heavy burden of 

his prejudices because they were the visibly 

identifiable group amongst the three. In 

reality, Black men have been present in the 

country since 1619 when the first African 

slaves arrived while Jewish and Irish 

Catholic immigration grew considerably in 

the early 1900s, making them the “real” 

outsiders. Though today Jewish, Irish 

Catholic, and Protestant White people are all 

considered a part of the same White 

population in the United States, this was not 

the case at the beginning of the 20th century. 

Protestants were the White race and were 

clearly different from the former groups in 

society. Though his ideology clearly 

developed a focus on Black men and their 

potential corruption of White birth rates, it 

bloomed from fear of increased 

immigrations effects of the birth rate 

because White did not mean what it means 

today. 

Former President Roosevelt was 

perhaps fortunate that he could be so 

outspoken about the views he held regarding 

race suicide and women’s reproductive 

decisions in both his private communication 

and public speeches as president, as his 

views were common amongst those he 

spoke to. The presidents of the country 

during the women’s liberation movement 

did not have that same so-called luxury and 

had to combat the new fear of being taken 

out of context in conversation and being 

recorded. One of the biggest lessons learned 

by President Nixon was the importance of 

hiding your personal opinions from the 

public. This is evidenced by his 

commissioning of the infamous ‘Nixon 

tapes’, recordings of his meetings and phone 

calls in the Oval office and his private study 

which have been released in recent decades 

as part of public record. His recorded 

conversations contrasted with public 

communication and decisions show his 

opinion of mothers but also his impact on 

their lives and how these things were 

steeped in his own racism.  

Richard Nixon’s paranoia about a 

leak in the White House and his need to 

always be covered in case of 

miscommunication not only led to his 

impeachment but also provided the public 

with copious records of his personal 

communication and a glimpse into the man 

behind the president. One thing that Nixon 

clearly knew to keep private was his racist 

ideology, though he had no problem 

discussing it on his private telephone line. 

On October 7, 1971 Nixon called sociologist 

Daniel Moynihan to discuss an article titled 

“I.Q.” written by psychologist Richard 

Herrnstein and its impacts on education, 

welfare, and government intervention. 

During this conversation they begin 

discussing Nixon’s Family Assistance Plan. 

At this point Nixon says, “everybody says, 

‘Well, God, you can’t—the work 
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requirement is only for the purpose of 

making these poor colored women, you 

know, who can’t work and with little babies 

coming every month—or it’s every nine 

months, I believe. Anyway, whatever the 

case is, you can’t make them work’”, 

assuming that only women of color need to 

use welfare programs and that they simply 

cannot stop having children.44 Later on in 

the same conversation he says that it is the 

responsibility of a nation’s leader to know 

the hard truths that drive decision making 

but never say them outloud. Nixon says, 

“My theory is that the responsibility of a 

president, in my present position, first, is to 

know these things. … But also my theory is 

that I must do everything that I possibly can 

to deny them.”.45 The things in question 

being that Black people and Jewish people 

would damage the performance of a voting 

ticket and that women do not belong on the 

Supreme Court. Here the overlap between 

his racist views and misogyny is tentatively 

expressed, but that is developed further in a 

future tape.  

 Roe v. Wade occurred in 1973 while 

Nixon was still president. He never publicly 

commented on the ruling however so his 

opinion was not known until the January and 

February 1973 tapes from the Oval office 
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Nixon and Chuck Colson Discuss the Supreme Court 

were released in 2009. On January 23rd, the 

day after the decision, Nixon and his special 

counsel Chuck Colson were discussing the 

decision and Nixon said, “I know, I know. I 

admit, I mean there are times when 

abortions are necessary. I know that. You 

know [when] you have a black and a white.” 

And then following a prompt by Colson 

adding “Or rape.” as an afterthought.46 This 

shows with clarity how his racist views 

overlapped his views on women. It was not 

acceptable for women to have mixed race 

children and the thought of allowing women 

to make that decision after a traumatic event 

like rape was not nearly as important to him 

as keeping the races separated.  

 Though never explicitly stated 

publicly, these views were present in his 

decisions. The most notable one being his 

veto of the Comprehensive Child 

Development Act in 1971, a bill that would 

have extended the programs available from 

the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) 

establishing national public daycare 

facilities among other provisions.47 A main 

reasoning of Nixon’s veto was keeping 

focus on the family. His veto reads “good 

public policy requires that we enhance rather 

than diminish both parental authority and 

parental involvement with children.”48 In 

Decision Roe v. Wade.” Edited by Luke A. Nichter. 

Nixon tapes and transcripts. Accessed October 23, 
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speaking to his Secretary of the Treasury 

John B. Connally on the phone Nixon 

confirmed that his stance was not only 

concerned with family stability but also with 

keeping stay at home mothers in childcare 

saying, “I mean, I think if you ever start 

down this—the road of having the state raise 

the kids and giving mother, whether they 

work or not, the option of that, it’s bad, you 

see?”49 His motives in vetoing the child care 

bill were to strengthen the American family 

by continuing to force American women to 

stay home with their children and reducing 

the number of Americans on welfare 

programs. This was in spite of their personal 

wishes regarding going to work if they were 

not able to afford private child care. This 

coupled with the way he spoke about 

women of color on welfare on the tape with 

Moynihan in 1971, referenced above, 

demonstrates that he believed women must 

earn the right to need government assistance 

for their families and that supporting 

families was not as important as protecting 

his ideal of the American family.50 The fact 

that this was the president’s opinion of 

American family life during the women’s 

liberation movement’s fight for equality of 

opportunity is baffling and explains how he 

managed to produce the exact opposite of 

his intended result. 

 Contrary to Nixon’s intention of 

building up the American family by vetoing 

the OEO bill, his action directly contributed 
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http://prde.upress.virginia.edu/conversations/4006696  

to the degradation of the American family 

and subsequent birth dearth that Ben 

Wattenberg would write his titular book 

about. As we have discussed earlier on, Ben 

Wattenberg was an economist who analyzed 

decreasing birth rates in the United States, 

finding that White births suffered a 

considerably higher decline, and claimed 

that the nation’s authority as a world power 

would undeniably suffer as a result.51 His 

fears of the United States being overtaken 

by Eastern socialist countries heavily 

influenced his results. These findings were 

published in The Birth Dearth where he 

contended that this was because of a variety 

of social and legal successes of women’s 

movements and contributed his own 

solutions for a White birth increase. The 

highlights if these contributing issues 

included increased higher education and job 

opportunities for women, accessibility of 

contraception and abortion, and divorce, 

while his most notable solution was banning 

abortion because a majority of abortions 

were done on wealthy White women, a ban 

would naturally increase the White 

population.52 At the time of the book's 

publication, Wattenberg was a notable 

public figure following his time as an 

advisor to President Lyndon B. Johnson and 

condensed versions of the book’s argument 

were  published in prominent newspapers 

including the New York Times and Los 

Angeles Times which also published 
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scathing reviews of the book.53 That is to 

say that his view on the topic was projected 

to the national stage much in the same way 

as Roosevelt and Nixon’s were by nature of 

their position. 

A scathing indictment of Nixon’s 

decision to veto was published in the New 

York Times the day following the decision, 

quoting Nixon as saying, “our response to 

this challenge must be a measured, 

evolutionary, painstakingly considered one, 

consciously designed to cement the family 

in its rightful position as the keystone of our 

civilization.”.54 Yet, the birth dearth is cited 

as beginning in 1971, continuing until the 

present day, so that conscious decision did 

not play out as planned.55 Worse, Nixon’s 

veto is still contributing to the unequal 

distribution of wealth and participation in 

the labor force that still plagues women in 

America despite the efforts of the women’s 

liberation movement. According to Lisa 

Rabasca Roepe, author of the Business 

Insider article “Richard Nixon Sabotaged a 

Generation of Women, but Now Congress 

Has Another Chance - If It Can Pass Biden's 

$3.5 Trillion Spending Plan”, the birth 

dearth is evidence “that Nixon's veto 
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having both parents in the workforce when 
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almost its entirety to pay for childcare that 

can be done at home instead.  

In effect, growing costs of living and 

a lack of childcare options forced many 

women to choose between having a family 

and a career. This sentiment was echoed 

throughout the ranks of the women’s 

liberation movement, as women cried out 

for support that President Nixon refused 

them. Combined with the widespread use of 

the birth control pill, Nixon’s veto 

contributed to the birth dearth by making the 

choice easy; to have a career women had 

fewer children. The nation was not prepared 

to make the necessary efforts to ensure that 

families were supported in ways that 

mattered so that was the only way. If only 

Nixon had taken the time to consider women 

as individuals separate from their 

relationship status or obligation as mothers 

the American family could have prospered 

the way he intended.  
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It may not seem so, but the 

relationship between Roosevelt’s views on 

race suicide and Nixon’s impact on the birth 

dearth is quite close. Nixon was born in 

1913 while race suicide rhetoric, 

strengthened and popularized by President 

Roosevelt’s speeches years prior was still 

wildly prominent in American culture. He 

grew up breathing in and internalizing these 

messages that the White race was dying and 

that minority groups were overtaking “true 

Americans”. In truth the birth dearth was 

inspired by the rhetoric of the early 1900s, a 

continuation of the same mantra with a 

fancy new name and subtler approach. This 

is a fantastic place to build connections as a 

teacher, to demonstrate the importance of 

chronology when understanding history. 

Nixon was a young child at the height of 

race suicide ideology so it is no wonder that 

his own beliefs so similarly mirror this 

notion minus the name. Our societal beliefs 

form slowly and change even slower, fifty 

years is not so long in the grand scheme of 

time. 

The 1973 case of Roe v. Wade was 

the first national government ruling that 

gave women the right to make decisions 

about their bodies that they had been making 

without government approval for centuries, 

but some in the government finally 

recognized the need for women to be in 

charge of those health decisions. The current 

backlash and attempts to overturn Roe v. 

Wade are reflective of the attitudes of older 

decades. Fears of race suicide and separation 

of the family unit pushed presidents and 

therefore the public to the extreme of the 

traditional family unit barring women from 

gaining strides in reproductive rights in the 

same way that they did with the vote and 

workplace equality. The views and actions 

of Presidents Roosevelt and Nixon were 

crucial to the pressure on American citizens 

to participate in the good American family 

ideal in order to preserve the nation from 

potential racial disparities and consequently 

White women had to be controlled. Their 

bodies housed all potential for another 

generation of Americans and they had to be 

made to do what was ‘right’. With all the 

evidence laid out it can be clearly seen that 

this was an intentional decision by the men 

in power to use White women as pawns in 

this war of perception by making their 

bodily decisions for them.  

Using the primary sources depicted 

in this article and the historiography 

provided, the means to develop a short but 

effective interjection to a U.S. history 

classroom are clearly available. The 

situation of Roe v. Wade’s standing as a 

Supreme Court ruling is the most recent 

legislative example in a long storied history 

of the American government and our 

presidents attempting to assign limitations to 

women. Our students were not alive for even 

the most recent prior examples of these 

attempts but that does not mean they cannot 

learn. Incorporating new primary source 

material from notable and already frequently 

discussed U.S. presidents provides further 

detail to an undiscussed issue and will also 

teach your students more about developing 

full opinions of historical figures as flawed 

human beings.  
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“Rights, Redistribution, and Recognition”: 

Newark and its Place in the Civil Rights Movement 

 

Victoria Burd

 

New Jersey, a northeastern state 

situated directly under New York and 

steeped in American history, is often seen as 

a liberal beacon for the 20th and 21st 

centuries. The state has consistently voted 

Democrat in every presidential election for 

over twenty years, holds a higher minimum 

wage than many other states, and has 

decriminalized marijuana in recent years. 

Despite these “progressive” stances, New 

Jersey, like the rest of the United States, is 

mired by a history of racial injustice and 

discriminatory violence, often perpetrated 

by the hands of the state itself. New Jersey’s 

key cities such as Newark, Trenton, and 

Camden served as battlegrounds in a fierce 

fight for equality and justice, yet these cities 

remain an often forgotten fragment of the 

Civil Rights movement of the mid-20th 

century due to their location in the North. 

Defining the Civil Rights movement 

is a difficult task, as Black Americans have 

been fighting against racism and 

discrimination in America for centuries 

before the term “Civil Rights movement” 

was even coined. For the purposes of this 

paper, the focus will be on the post-World 

War II Civil Rights movement, from the 

1950s-1970s, where many famed protests 

and riots took place across the Northern and 

Southern United States. Large cities such as 

Newark, Trenton, Camden, and various 

others in New Jersey performed critical roles 

in the Northern Civil Rights movement, with 

Newark being one of the most publicized of 

its time. Acting as a catalyst to other race 

riots in cities such as Trenton and Plainfield, 

as well as being more thoroughly 

documented, the 1967 Newark riots serve as 

a case study by which to compare other 

cities in New Jersey, the events of the Civil 

Rights movement in Newark to other events 

in the North as a whole, and where Newark 

compares and contrasts with the Southern 

Civil Rights movement. This paper will 

explain the preceding events, context, and 

lasting effects of the 1967 Newark riots and 

the historiography existing around the 

Northern Civil Rights movement, before 

comparing and contrasting Newark and the 

Northern Civil Rights movement to that of 

the South and analyzing how the Civil 

Rights movement in Newark differed from 

other movements in the North. 

According to the Report of The 

National Advisory Commission on Civil 

Disorders, known better as the Kerner 

Commission or Kerner Report, the Civil 

Rights movement can be separated into 

major stages: the Colonial Period, Civil War 

and “Emancipation”, Reconstruction, the 

Early 20th Century, World War I, the Great 

Depression and New Deal, World War II, 

and the focus of this paper, the postwar 
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period (Report of the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 95-

106). During the war, Black Americans 

waged what was known as the “Double-V 

Campaign”: victory against foreign enemies 

and fascism abroad, and victory against 

racial discrimination at home (Mumford, 

2007, p. 32). After having experienced 

racially integrated life and interracial 

relationships while being deployed in 

Europe, specifically England and Germany, 

during the Second World War, Black 

veterans came home with a renewed vision 

for racial equality in the United States. 

Kevin Mumford, author of Newark: A 

History of Race, Rights, and Riots in 

America, describes this sentiment among 

Black Americans well, explaining 

that,“‘...before [Black American Soldiers] 

go out on foreign fields to fight the Hitlers 

of our day, [they] must get rid of all Hitlers 

around us,’' (Mumford, 2007, p. 36). This 

renewed sense of conviction for equal rights 

combined with a World War II emphasis on 

liberty and personal freedoms (although not 

intended for Black Americans), antithetical 

to fascist governments of Nazi Germany and 

Mussolini’s Italy, formed the ideological 

groundwork for a culture of Black 

Americans ready to relentlessly pursue equal 

and just treatment during the postwar period. 

The postwar period began with grassroots 

movements in the South, most prominently 

the Alabama bus boycotts which led to the 

meteoric rise of Civil Rights leader Martin 

Luther King Jr., who for many White 

Americans (on opposite sides of the 

spectrum of racial tolerance), served as the 

unofficial spokesman of the Civil Rights 

movement (Report of the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 

106). While other Civil Rights leaders such 

as Malcolm X were prevalent within the 

movement, Martin Luther King Jr.’s 

message of nonviolent resistance meant less 

disruption in the lives of White Americans, 

and thus garnered more support from that 

group. As the Civil Rights movement 

gained traction, not just in the south but 

across the entire United States, elected 

officials were pressured to create legislation 

that would address the core agenda of the 

Civil Rights movement. One key example is 

the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which 

outlawed employment discrimination 

against “race, color, religion, sex, or 

national origin,” under Title VII (Sugrue, 

2008, p. 360-1). The Civil Rights Act of 

1964 was a landmark victory for Civil 

Rights groups in both the North and South, 

as it not only ended certain measures of 

discrimination, but provided the first steps 

towards “equality” of Black Americans. 

This legal measure acted as the first 

step away from legal discrimination for 

Black Americans, but as legal barriers began 

to lift, social and corporate barriers quickly 

took their place. The definition of racism 

changed drastically during this period. 

According to Carol Anderson, author of 

White Rage: The Unspoken Truth of our 

Racial Divide, “...[when] Confronted with 

civil rights headlines, depicting unflattering 

portrayals of KKK rallies and jackbooted 

sheriffs, white authority transformed those 

damning images of white supremacy into the 

sole definition of racism,” which in turn, 

caused more hostility between White and 

Black Americans, as Black Americans 
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continued to fight for societal equality and 

justice (Anderson, 2017, p. 100). As racism 

became harder to prove on a legal basis, 

methods of resisting racism became more 

extreme. The transition from legal to 

societal discrimination marked a shift in the 

Civil Rights movement, with the 

justification of violence rising amongst 

many different Civil Rights groups and 

characterizing Northern protests from 

Southern. 

Newark 

Newark is a port city in New Jersey 

founded in 1666, by the Puritan colonists 

who claimed the land after removing the 

Hackensack Native American tribe against 

their will. Like the Black Americans who 

would come to occupy the city, the 

Hackensack natives would be largely 

removed from the narrative surrounding 

Newark’s development (Mumford, 2007, p. 

13). Newark possessed a strong Black 

community for much of its history, yet this 

community existed outside of the White 

public sphere. This Black community 

published their own newspapers, 

participated in their own ceremonies, and 

formed their own societies, creating a 

distinct circle separate from the White 

population (Mumford, 2007, p. 17). 

Throughout many periods of the long Civil 

Rights movement, White citizens of Newark 

vigorously resisted Black American 

integration in their city, maintaining societal 

segregation (Mumford, 2007, p. 18).  In 

1883, the City of Newark passed legislation 

prohibiting segregation in hotels, 

restaurants, and transportation, yet what 

could have been sweeping and 

unprecedented reform of 19th century civil 

rights policy was ultimately undermined 

when consecutive policies for equal 

protection and education were blatantly 

disregarded by White Newarkers (Mumford, 

2007, p. 19). The culture of Jim Crow was 

alive and well in a city that saw 

neighborhoods of many different 

demographics tightly compacted next to 

each other (Mumford, 2007, p. 22). 

The Great Migration period also 

affected Newark’s Black public sphere, with 

Black Southerners migrating to northern 

cities in hopes for a better life (Mumford, 

2007, p. 20). At the same time, Newark 

experienced an influx of European 

immigrants from countries such as Italy and 

Poland. The relationship between Italian 

Americans and the Black community 

worsened during the Great Depression, as 

both groups were affected by diminishing 

opportunities in manufacturing jobs, a 

relationship that would only continue to 

curdle into the 1950s and 1960s (Mumford, 

2007, p. 27). This relationship was only 

further exacerbated by Italians taking up 

positions of authority in public housing 

projects that housed mostly black tenants 

and families (Mumford, 2007, p. 58). The 

Great Migration, which resulted in 1.2 

million Southerners heading North due to 

World War I labor shortages, was 

emphasized by ambitious recruitment and 

enthusiasm for a new place (Mumford, 

2007, p. 20). According to demographer 

Lieberson and Wilkinson, the migrating 

Black Southerners did find some success in 

the economic opportunities of the North, 
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with an inconsequential difference between 

the incomes of Black native Northerners and 

themselves (Lieberson & Wilkinson, 1976, 

p. 209). Overall, northern cities offered 

blacks economic opportunities unavailable 

in much of the South—indeed many 

migrated to northern cities during and after 

World War I and World War II when 

employers faced a shortage of workers. 

Overall, however, blacks were confined to 

what one observer called "the meanest and 

dirtiest jobs,” (Sugrue, 2008, p. 12). 

Integration continued to spread 

throughout the Central Ward of Newark 

(otherwise known as the heart of the city, 

and predominantly black), and into the 

South, West, and North Wards, with the 

North Wards containing a large Italian 

migrant population (Mumford, 2007, p. 

62). By 1961, the Civil Rights movement 

officially entered Newark, with the Freedom 

Riders, Civil Rights activists from the 

South, congregating in Newark’s Military 

Park before continuing their journey to other 

Southern states (Mumford, 2007, p. 78). 

Tensions between Italians and Black 

Americans came to a head in 1967, when an 

unqualified Italian “crony”, rather than an 

already appointed capable Black candidate, 

was appointed by the mayor for a public 

school board position at a school in which 

half the students were black. The conflict 

arising from this situation would eventually 

become one of the reasons for the 1967 

Newark riots (Mumford, 2007, p. 104). 

Newark Riots of 1967 

The inciting incident of the Newark 

riots was the arrest and subsequent beating 

of cab driver John William Smith at the 

hands of White police officers (Mumford, 

2007, p. 98). According to those living in 

apartments that face the Fourth Precinct 

Station House, they were able to see Smith 

being dragged in through the precinct doors. 

As recounted in the Kerner Commission, 

“Within a few minutes, at least two civil 

rights leaders received calls from a 

hysterical woman declaring a cab driver was 

being beaten by the police. When one of the 

persons at the station notified the cab 

company of Smith's arrest, cab drivers all 

over the city began learning of it over their 

cab radios,” (Report of the National 

Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, 

1968, p. 33). After the police refused to 

negotiate with civil rights leaders 

representing a mob that formed outside, the 

crowd was dispersed by force, and reports of 

looting came in not long after. The Newark 

riots had begun, and they would end up 

being the most destructive race riot among 

the forty riots that occurred since Watts two 

years earlier (Reeves, 1967). The violence, 

looting, and firebombing became so severe 

that units of both State Police and National 

Guardsmen were sent into the Central Ward 

to lay siege to the city (Bergesen, 1982, p. 

265). According to newspaper articles 

written about the riots, “Scores of Negroes 

were taken into custody, although the police 

said that 75 had been arrested...the injured in 

the hundreds...more than 100 persons had 

been treated [in hospital] alone,” (Carroll, 

1967). Additionally, “A physician at 
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Newark City Hospital said four persons had 

been admitted there with gunshot 

wounds...stabbed or struck by rocks, bottles, 

and bricks,” (Carroll, 1967).  Four people 

were shot by Police for looting and six 

Black Newarkers died as a result of police 

officers and National Guardsmen firing into 

crowds, showcasing that police violence 

during the Newark riots was indiscriminate, 

racially charged, and often fatal (Bergeson, 

1982, p. 265). The initiating events in 

Newark would spread to other major urban 

centers in New Jersey in the week following 

the riots, with varying degrees of severity. 

Understanding the history of 

Newark, the inciting events of these riots, 

and the progress of these riots is key to 

uncovering Newark’s and, in a broader 

sense, New Jersey’s role in the Civil Rights 

movement. This paper analyzes how 

violence is used as a distinction between 

riots in the North and South. It also 

investigates the main causes of the Civil 

Rights movement and subsequent rioting in 

Newark, including the phenomenon of  

“White flight,” redlining and the housing 

crisis, and poverty caused by rapid 

urbanization. Lastly, the paper considers the 

impact of the lack of public welfare 

programs, intercommunity-autonomy and 

governmental transparency as tools for 

curbing civil unrest amongst majority black 

communities. 

Lasting Effects on the City of Newark 

Twenty-six people died during the 

Newark riots, most of whom were Black 

residents of the city, and over 700 people 

were injured or hospitalized during the riots. 

The property damage resulting from the 

looting and fires valued at over ten million 

dollars, and spaces still exist where 

buildings once stood (Rojas & Atkinson, 

2017). The long-term physical and 

psychological effects of the riots on the 

people of Newark and on the reputation of 

the city itself cannot be understated (Rojas 

& Atkinson, 2017). Beyond the pain and 

grief caused by the loss of life and property, 

the riots represented a paradigm shift for 

Newark as a city. The eruptive violence in 

the city streets was perhaps the final nail in 

the coffin arranged by systemic racism, as 

Newark’s reputation as a dangerous city 

plagued by violence and corruption 

solidified in the minds of its former White 

residents and White generations long after 

(Rojas & Atkinson, 2017). As a result, the 

entrenched Black communities of Newark 

found themselves losing tax revenue and job 

opportunities quickly. The disadvantages 

that came from the riots and their causes 

only further incentivized White families to 

keep their tax dollars and children as far 

away from Newark as possible; this also 

occurred during a time in which taxes for 

police, fire, and medical services were being 

increased to compensate emergency 

departments for their involvement in the 

riots (Treadwell, 1992). Areas such as 

Springfield Avenue, once a highly 

commercialized street, were turned into 

abandoned, boarded up-buildings, further 

contributing to Newark’s negative reputation 

(Treadwell, 1992). What once were public 

housing projects, well lived-in homes, and 

family businesses remain vacant and 

crumbling, if not already demolished from 

the looting and fires fifty years ago which 
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much of Newark did not rebuild (Treadwell, 

1992). Even church buildings which once 

conveyed a sense of openness to all of the 

public are lined with fences and barbed-wire 

to prevent looting and vandalism 

(Treadwell, 1992). While the riots did lead 

to Black and Latino Americans vying for 

political positions that previously belonged 

to the White population, ushering in the 

election of the first Black mayor and first 

Black city council members in Newark in 

1970 (Treadwell, 1992). Despite Black 

Americans gaining some control politically, 

the Central Ward still lacked economic and 

social renewal, with any efforts towards 

regenerating Newark failing to undo the 

larger effects of the riots of 1967 

(Treadwell, 1992). Any of the limited 

economic development that did occur was 

largely restricted to “White areas”, such as 

downtown Newark, as opposed to the Black 

communities (“50 Years Later,” 2017). 

Larry Hamm, appointed to the Board of 

Education at 17 years old by Newark’s first 

Black mayor, expounds on the economic 

disparity between Black and White 

Newarkers, with “dynamism [prevalent] 

downtown, and poverty in the 

neighborhoods,” (Hampson, 2017). Fifty 

years after the riots, police brutality remains 

a constant for Black Newarkers, with a 2016 

investigation into the Newark police 

department finding that officers were still 

making illegal and illegitimate arrests, often 

using excessive force and retaliatory actions 

against the Black population (“50 Years 

Later,” 2017). A city with a large Black 

population, one third of Newark residents 

remain below the poverty line, with Newark 

residents only representing one fifth of the 

city’s jobs (Hampson, 2017). Despite the 

foothold that Black Americans have gained 

in Newark’s politics, the economic power 

largely remains in the hands of White 

corporations and organizations (Hampson, 

2017). Other economic factors, such as 

increases in the cost of insurance due to 

increased property risk, tax increases for 

increased police and fire protection, and 

businesses and job opportunities either 

closing or moving to different (Whiter) 

neighborhoods following White flight also 

have a significant lasting economic impact 

on the city (“How the 1960s’ Riots Hurt 

African-Americans,” 2004). The people of 

Newark were also affected psychologically 

and emotionally. On one hand, many Black 

Americans felt empowered - their 

community had risen against injustice and 

was largely successful in catching the 

nation’s attention despite the lack of real 

organization, challenging the system that 

desperately tried to keep them isolated and 

creating a movement that emphasized their 

power (“Outcomes and Impacts - the 

North,” 2021). Yet, just as many Black 

Americans became hopeless, seeing a 

country and its law enforcement continue to 

disregard their lives and stability, treating 

them as secondary citizens despite the many 

legal changes made under the guise of 

creating equality (CBS New York, 2020). 

The riots of 1967 destroyed 

Newark’s reputation and economic stability, 

steeping the population in poverty. While 

the Black Community used this opportunity 

to gain political power in the city and to 

jumpstart the Black Power movement in 

New Jersey, many Black Newarkers remain 
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in despair, seeing their community members 

injured and killed with no change to the 

systemic cycle of racism that perpetuates the 

city. 

The National Advisory Commission on 

Civil Disorders Report (Kerner 

Commission Report) 

The 1968 National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders Report is 

one of the most referenced resources in this 

paper, due to the unique document’s origins, 

in which sitting President Lyndon B. 

Johnson in 1967 tasked a commission 

specifically with determining the causes of 

the rising number of U.S. race riots that had 

occured that summer, with the riots in 

Detroit and Newark acting as catalysts for 

the founding of the commission. While 

Johnson essentially anticipated a report that 

would serve to legitimize his Great Society 

policies, the Kerner Report would come to 

be one of the most candid and progressive 

examinations of how public policy affected 

Black Americans’ lives (Wills, 2020). The 

Commission was led by Illinois Governor 

Otto Kerner, and consisted of ten other men, 

most of whom were White. The only non-

white members of the Commission were 

Roy Wilkins, an NAACP head, and Sen. 

Edward Brooke, a Republican from 

Massachusetts (Bates, 2018). Despite the 

lack of racial representation on the 

commission, the members placed 

themselves in the segregated and redlined 

Black communities they were writing about, 

interviewing ordinary Black Americans and 

relaying their struggles with a humanistic 

clarity that was largely uncharacteristic of 

federal politics in the 1960s. This report 

identified rampant and blatant racism as the 

cause of the race riots of 1967, starkly 

departing from Lyndon B. Johnson's views 

on race relations and in the process 

establishing historical legitimacy as a well-

supported and largely objective source 

(Haberman, 2020). The Kerner Commission 

clearly outlines how segregation, White 

Flight and police brutality contributed the 

most to worsening race relations and rising 

tensions between Black communities and 

the White municipal governments who 

mandated said communities (Report of the 

National Advisory Commission on Civil 

Disorders, 1968, p. 119, 120, 160). Despite 

the Kerner Commission clearly outlining the 

causes and effects of the racial climate of the 

1960s, the commission makes no effort to 

justify the riots themselves, or even validate 

the emotions and frustrations resulting from 

the oppression that the Commission 

identifies. For everything that the 

commission does state, it leaves just as 

much unstated. As the Commission 

explains, America in the 1960s was in the 

process of dividing into two separate, 

unequal, and increasingly racially ubiquitous 

societies, and the Commission itself 

validates this theory by displaying a clear 

identification of what the Black experience 

looks like while having next to no 

willingness to justify or defend the riots 

themselves (Report of the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 

225). The Kerner Commission is a factually 

accurate but contextually apathetic 

document which, for its purpose in this 

paper, serves as one of the key documents 

due to its accuracy; yet it is important to 
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acknowledge its shortcomings in the larger 

context of the Civil Rights Movement. 

Despite clearly identifying both the causes 

of the 1967 race riots and racial tensions in 

America, the Kerner Commission has gone 

largely ignored, as many of the issues 

identified by the commission remain present 

in Black communities, and in some 

instances, have worsened significantly, such 

as the issues of income inequality and rising 

incarceration rates (Wilson, 2018). 

Section 1: How Newark and the Northern 

Civil Rights Movement was Alike and 

Consistent with Civil Rights Movements 

in the South 

Newark’s riots and Civil Rights 

movement reflected many of the same 

characteristics seen in Civil Right 

movements across the country, both in the 

North and South. Key similarities between 

Newark and the rest of the Civil Rights 

movements in the United States, as well as 

decisive factors that sparked the rioting in 

Newark, include the phenomenon of “White 

Flight”, effects from police brutality and 

over-policing as a result of White Flight, and 

the quickly deteriorating relationship 

between black communities and law 

enforcement with the introduction of the 

National Guard into areas of conflict, 

combined with the familiar effects of 

redlining that are still visible across the 

United States today. 

White Flight 

One of the main causes of the 

Newark riots was the phenomenon known as 

“White flight”, and the effects caused by 

extreme racial isolation. To truly understand 

the impacts of “White Flight”, one must first 

define the concept. “White Flight” is the 

unique phenomenon of middle class White 

Americans leaving cities that were 

becoming more diversely integrated with 

Black Americans who were migrating from 

rural areas to these cities. In the 1950s, 45.5 

million White Americans lived in areas 

considered to be “cities”, yet research by 

Thomas Sugrue in his work Sweet Land of 

Liberty explains how although the White 

population in cities did increase in the next 

decade, it was not of the same rate as 

previous years or in line with the Nation’s 

whole white population, with theoretically 

4.9 million White Americans leaving cities 

between 1960 and 1965 (Sugrue, 2008, ch. 

7, Report of the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 

119). American cities were becoming less 

white, caused by Black American 

populations in cities increasing, and 

resulting in an even greater Black population 

in urban centers (Sugrue, 2008, p. 259). This 

population movement was not only seen in 

the South or key cities in the North such as 

Detroit and Chicago (though present there as 

well). Kevin Mumford explains Newark’s 

experience with this phenomenon, citing 

how the Central Ward of Newark (i.e., the 

“heart” of the city) included 90 percent of 

the black population of Newark, a drastic 

difference from the initial years of the Great 

Migration which saw only 30 percent of 

Newark’s black population settling in the 

Central Ward (Mumford, 2007, p. 23). 

White flight changed the landscape of New 

Jersey, with densely populated cities such as 

Newark, Trenton, and Camden becoming 
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more clearly divided from new suburban 

residential areas, and the development of 

these new suburban areas leading thousands 

to flee the inner cities (Mumford, 2007, p. 

50). 

White flight impacted more than just 

the distinct and divided racial makeup of 

cities and suburbs; impacts were also seen in 

other areas of life. The “persistant racial 

segregation” in post-war America often 

decided what kind of education an 

individual received, what jobs were 

accessible, and even the quality of an 

individual’s life (Sugrue, 2008, p. 201). 

Urban (i.e., majority Black) residents were 

further hurt from this White flight, as 

suburban areas located close to urban 

centers drained urban areas of their taxes, 

decreased their population, and left fewer 

jobs available to urban communities 

(Sugrue, 2008, p. 206). The lack of urban 

taxes funding urban public schools resulted 

in unequal educational opportunities, further 

validating the White argument that having 

Black Americans in cities “ ...signified 

disorder and failure” (Mumford, 2007, p. 5). 

What ultimately made White Flight 

possible and cyclically reinforced White 

privilege was agency. White Americans 

possessed the agency to choose home 

ownership, involved and “cookie-cutter” 

communities, and access to adequate 

education. They had stronger and better-

funded education systems, public services, 

and largely avoided many of the social 

problems that plagued black communities, 

including economic instability, lack of 

reliable housing, and health issues further 

exacerbated by overcrowded living 

conditions. Furthermore, White Americans 

did not fear the police, as this form of law 

enforcement showed an extensive history of 

protecting and benefitting White 

communities. As explained by 

Sugrue,”Ultimately, the problem of housing 

segregation was one of political and 

economic power, of coercion, not choice, 

personal attitudes, or personal morality,” 

(Sugrue, 2008, p. 249). The existence of a 

black middle class and integrated suburbs 

represented a deterioration of this agency, 

and was therefore not permitted by the 

larger White population. The considerable 

and ever growing gap of wealth, stature, and 

control between White and Black Americans 

was not lost on the Black urban population. 

After being revitalized by the hope that the 

World War II emphasis on freedom and 

liberty gave Black Americans, the 

disappointment and bitterness that stemmed 

from the lack of social change morphed 

public opinion in Black communities from 

that of optimism to resentment (Sugrue, 

2008, p. 257). This resentment, exacerbated 

by continuous outside stressors, would 

eventually bubble over into violent 

demonstrations. The hundreds of racial 

revolts of the 1960s [The Newark riots 

among them] marked a major turning point 

in the black revolution, highlighting the 

demand for African American self-

determination (Woodard, 2003, p. 289). 

White Flight was a fundamental 

motivator in the Newark riots, yet was 

experienced by urban centers across the 

North, South, Midwest, and West Coast. The 

stark contrast between Black and White 

Americans in regards to agency over 
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housing, public programs, education and law 

enforcement, stemming from the upending 

of White Americans’ tax dollars from urban 

centers grew dramatically and inversely 

during the 1950s and 1960s, setting the stage 

for a period of unprecedented violence and 

racial unrest in America’s cities. Post-war 

optimism among Black Americans was 

severely dashed by the lack of extension of 

freedom and liberty at home, and the 

financial and social atrophy that followed 

would inform fierce resentment among 

Black Americans, ushering in a newer, more 

embittered chapter of the Civil Rights 

movement. 

Police Brutality, “Snipers”, and the 

National Guard 

As American cities became 

increasingly Black due to the phenomenon 

of White flight, already strained 

relationships between Black Americans and 

law enforcement worsened. Newark saw a 

palpable shift in intercommunity relations 

with the police. Over-policing and police 

brutality in Black neighborhoods acted as a 

product of a lack of racial representation in 

the ranks of American police forces (Bigart, 

1968). To further emphasize this divide 

between the police and minority groups, the 

use of brute force was prevalent on the 

Black population, especially during the riots 

of the late 1960s. Police brutality against 

John William Smith acted as an inciting 

event to the Newark riots, but brazen, and 

often fatal violence at the hands of Newark’s 

police forces fanned the flames of violent 

unrest. 

Even before the Newark riots, the 

police were infiltrating and undermining 

Civil Rights groups in America’s cities. One 

such case that preceded the riots occurred in 

the suburb of East Orange, New Jersey, in 

which multiple Black Muslims were 

arrested, resulting in the arrestees being 

released from jail having sustained a 

fragmented skull, lacerations, and genital 

trauma at the hands of the police (Mumford, 

2007, p. 110). This incident occurred only a 

week before the Newark riots, and is, in 

hindsight, indicative of the Newark Police 

Department’s willingness to enact acts of 

brutal violence in the name of “keeping the 

peace” and disrupting leftist organizations 

(Mumford, 2007, p. 110). As chronicled by 

Sugrue, the Black population of 

America,”...doesn’t see anything but the 

dogs and hoses. It’s all the white cop,” 

(Sugrue, 2008, p. 329). 

The Newark riots began, fittingly, at 

a police station. After John William Smith 

was allegedly beaten by two white officers 

and brutalized in holding, a mob formed in 

front of the Fourth Precinct demanding to 

see the taxi driver and his condition. Any 

hopes of the crowd being dispersed 

peacefully and a riot being avoided were 

dashed when a Molotov cocktail struck the 

police station (Report of the National 

Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, 

1968, p. 33). The ensuing riot control would 

prove more destructive and archaic than the 

looting and arson being committed at the 

hands of rioters. Riot police, armed with 

automatic rifles and carbines, fired 

indiscriminately into the air, at cars, at 

residential buildings, and into empty 
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storefronts of pro-black businesses (Report 

of the National Advisory Commission on 

Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 38). At least four 

looters were shot and at least six civilians 

were killed as a result of firing into crowds 

(Bergesen, 1982, p. 264-5). Beyond gun 

violence, a specific instance in which a 

black off-duty police officer attempting to 

enter his precinct during the riots was beaten 

and brutalized by his white coworkers who 

did not recognize him offers an indication of 

how unprompted much of the violence 

against the Black population of Newark was 

(Carroll, 1967). In the end, 26 people died, 

and over 69 were injured (Carroll, 1967). 

As extreme as the violence against 

demonstrators was during the Newark riots, 

it was far from unique. Similarly tactless and 

lethal methods of crowd control had been 

deployed during race riots in Watts and 

Detroit (Report of the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 20, 

54). Another similarity between these three 

race riots, as well as other race riots in the 

South, were the supposedly looming 

presence of urban snipers (Report of the 

National Advisory Commission on Civil 

Disorders, 1968, p. 180). While it remains 

unseen if Black nationalists armed with 

sniper rifles were truly as ubiquitous as the 

media would have then made it seem, what 

is verifiable is the fact that Riot Police used 

urban snipers as justification to scale up 

militarization efforts and enter and 

proliferate Black communities (Report of the 

National Advisory Commission on Civil 

Disorders, 1968, p. 40, Mumford, 2007, p. 

142). Despite being difficult to verify, the 

threat of snipers waiting patiently to pick off 

police officers in dense urban areas was a 

deeply vivid and real threat to police and 

National Guardsmen sent into Newark and 

other cities. In Newark, there are multiple 

accounts of police firing indiscriminately 

into apartment windows out of fear for 

snipers. It is assumed, however, that most 

reports of sniper fire during race riots across 

cities in the United States were misidentified 

shots sourced from police or National 

Guardsmen (Report of the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 

180). 

The presence of the National Guard 

as peacekeepers during the Newark riots is 

another factor that is both consistent with 

other race riots and contributed heavily to 

high death tolls among said race riots. Of the 

roughly 17,000 enlisted New Jersey 

National Guardsmen that responded to the 

riots in 1967, only 303 of them were Black 

(Report of the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 

37). The largely white Guardsmen who were 

tasked with keeping the peace in cities in the 

full swing of anarchy had for the most part 

only had limited experience with black 

people, let alone crowd control operations. 

The majority of the reporting Guardsmen at 

Newark were young, not adequately 

psychologically or tactically prepared, and 

“trigger happy” (Bigart, 1968). The naivety 

of these Guardsmen, the presence of 

military-grade equipment such as machine 

guns and armored vehicles, and the looming 

threat of snipers created a situation in which 

it is possible that black demonstrators were 

seen as an enemy force to be subdued or 

neutralized, rather than American citizens 
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engaging in protest. By any measure, 

however, the temperament of the National 

Guard displayed a clear and fervent 

prejudice against African Americans, and 

Guardsmen were reported to have taken part 

in the destruction of Black lives and 

property alongside Newark Police and New 

Jersey State Police (Bigart, 1968). 

Reinforcing a clear bias against Black 

Americans, Black enlistment in the National 

Guard declined deeply following integration 

within the Guard. There is no way of 

knowing for sure if a higher number of 

enlisted black Guardsmen would have led to 

a deeper understanding of Black 

communities, and in turn a less destructive 

response to the race riots of the 1960s; yet 

the police brutality that faced John William 

Smith, and the subsequent brutality that 

faced Newark rioters further exacerbated the 

riots themselves, with police using the word 

“sniper” as an excuse to wreak havoc on the 

Black masses. 

Redlining and the Turn from Legal to 

Public Discrimination  

Redlining is a discriminatory practice in 

which Black citizens were segregated into 

specific neighborhoods under the guise of 

lacking financial assistance through loans 

and government programs, rather than Jim 

Crow Laws. Large areas of residential 

housing occupied disproportionately by 

Black homeowners were designated to be 

high-risk by banking organizations, and 

would thus be denied housing loans to 

move out of their neighborhood. The 

results of this practice were strictly 

segregated neighborhoods that existed far 

beyond the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and 

ostensibly dashed any possibility for 

Black Americans to build generational 

wealth. Redlining is a key example of 

how many discrimination practices, in 

both the North and South, changed from 

being legally enforced to publicly and 

socially enforced. Redlining and public 

discrimination practices affected Black 

communities in both the Northern and 

Southern United States, and contributed 

directly to the Newark riots by preventing 

Black Americans from accruing 

generational wealth, pushing out “ghetto” 

communities through urban renewal, and 

forcing Black Americans to remain in 

impoverished communities through 

publicly enforced racial lines. 

Redlining was conceptualized and 

implemented during the Second World War, 

when William Levitt revolutionized 

residential communities with easily built and 

affordable housing in the form of Levittown, 

America’s first true suburb. Initially, Levitt, 

a staunch segregationist, outright banned 

Black Americans from living in his 

communities on the basis of race. As a 

result, Black Americans paid more on 

average for housing than White Americans 

did, while being excluded from access to 

new and contemporary housing (Sugrue, 

2008, p. 200). As advancements in legal 

protections for Black Americans were made 

during the 1950’s, realtors, leasing managers 

and landlords shifted their efforts towards a 

more privatized form of discrimination, 

emphasizing the individual rights of 

businesses to decide who to do business 

with (Sugrue, 2008, p. 202). White 
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Americans in the North during this time had 

developed a curious sense of superiority 

over the discriminatory culture and customs 

of the South, despite engaging in the same 

discriminatory practices under the guise of 

“Freedom of Association,” (Sugrue, 2008, p. 

202). White Americans in the north drew 

their own lines, publicly enforcing White-

only neighborhoods and refusing Black 

consumers access to their housing market, 

similar to the Jim Crow laws in the South. 

At the same time that White liberals were 

expressing admiration for Dr. Martin Luther 

King, they were drawing invisible borders 

through their communities, ready and 

willing to relegate Black Americans to 

ghettos if it meant their property value 

remained high (Mumford, 2007, p. 65). 

Black Americans not only faced 

discriminatory lending practices, as a single 

black family had the potential to shutter a 

community of well-to-do-whites, but in 

addition the Federal Housing Administration 

was in open support of restrictive covenants 

(Sugrue, 2008, p. 204). 

For Black Americans, it was not only 

enough to prove that they could exist in 

white neighborhoods without presenting a 

risk to White financial assets and housing, it 

was their responsibility to justify their 

existence in White suburbs against the risk 

of financial loss. As Sugrue explains, “It 

was one thing to challenge the status quo; it 

was another to create viable alternatives,” 

and black communities were not able to 

create these alternatives while still 

effectively being segregated (Sugrue, 2008, 

p. 220). As a result of these discriminatory 

practices, Black Americans’ experiences 

with White Americans was primarily 

relegated to that of interactions with the 

police. Redlining only served to further 

solidify many Black communities as 

“ghettos”, as many areas that became 

heavily redlined were already suffering from 

unemployment and disinvestment. 

Furthermore, redlined communities were 

subject to urban renewal efforts, where 

black communities were essentially 

uprooted to make room for expanding public 

projects that were intended to displace the 

ghetto population (Theoharis & Woodard, 

2003, p. 291). A specific example of this 

phenomenon would be the “Medical School 

Crisis”, a major catalyst for the Newark riots 

in which a school campus was proposed that 

would displace Black citizens in Newark’s 

Central Ward (Theoharis & Woodard, 2003, 

p. 291). 

The effects of redlining in Black 

neighborhoods was severe. The extent of the 

widening wealth gap was not lost on Black 

Americans, who truly began to feel the 

effects of a lack of self-governance and 

generational wealth, both of which could not 

exist inside redlined communities. Black 

Americans became further aware not only of 

the wealth gap, but in the differences in 

status and power that existed between Black 

and White Americans (Sugrue, 2008, p. 

257). Economic inequality became 

synonymous with racial inequality, and 

Black Americans began actively protesting 

both as a result of redlining (Sugrue, 2012, 

p. 10). As previously mentioned, urban 

development was a rising trend amongst 

metropolitan areas, and the superhighways 

needed to make the newly paved American 
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Highway system work often involved 

building massive ramps and tracts of 

highway over residential housing that could 

not be sold (Sugrue, 2008, p. 259). Public 

school systems were affected as well. As 

previously recounted in the effects of White 

flight, taxes were being drained from urban 

centers to fund schools bordering between 

central cities and White suburbs, yet Black 

Americans did not benefit from these 

schools, remaining segregated and without 

necessary resources to make their education 

truly “equal” (Sugrue, 2008, p. 206). 

Gerrymandering further ensured these 

separate school districts, drawing more 

invisible lines that dictated which schools 

children living in certain areas would attend 

(Sugrue, 2012, p. 13). Many White 

community members argued that these 

schools were not separated intentionally, but 

that it was “... the natural consequence of 

individual choices about where to live and 

where to send children to school,” 

completely disregarding that the segregated 

districts are a byproduct of White-imposed 

redlining (Sugrue, 2012, p. 14). The effects 

of this practice were so dire that Newark’s 

mayor called for the state control of public 

schools (Bigart, 1968). In the end, the image 

many White Americans held of Black 

neighborhoods became a self-fulfilling 

prophecy; that redlined areas were occupied 

by gangsters, bootleggers, and other 

criminals. In reality, the economic hardships 

imposed by stringent redlining created the 

circumstances under which crime was 

inevitable (Sugrue, 2008, p. 203). 

Beyond a network of financial 

discrimination, the White general public also 

maintained the lines surrounding redlined 

communities through publicly and socially 

enforced separation. Rare cases of Black 

families attempting to move into segregated 

majority White neighborhoods such as 

Levittown were almost always met with at 

best, verbal, and at worst, physical abuse 

(Report of the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 

119). To Whites, the impoverished 

neighborhoods of Newark were no better 

than “...a vast crawl of negro slums and 

poverty, a festering center of diseases, vice 

injustice, and crime,” (Mumford, 2007, p. 

52) and the acceptance of Black families 

into White neighborhoods represented a 

direct threat that their communities would be 

labeled the same way. 

Redlining and the practice of socially 

and publicly enforcing discrimination 

measures affected Black communities across 

America, and contributed directly to the 

riots by preventing Black Americans from 

leaving the poverty-stricken neighborhoods 

known as “ghettos”, forcing urban renewal 

on the already limited spaces Black 

Americans could live, and furthering the 

wealth gap between Black and White 

Americans. Redlining proved to be a long-

lasting roadblock in the slow march towards 

the advancement of America's Black 

Population. Its inception and widespread use 

was indicative of a still-segregationist White 

America who was willing to explore 

alternative avenues in the name of 

maintaining the racial purity of their 

neighborhoods. Redlining essentially served 

as the next interpretation of Jim Crow laws - 

severe stratification of Black economies, 



Teaching Social Studies: Vol. 22, No. 1, Winter/Spring 2022 

83 

 

reinforced by a White majority committed to 

keeping said system in place (Mumford, 

2007, p. 22). In response to these measures, 

Black groups that were not against using 

violence to enact results began to 

popularize, leading to an expansion of the 

Black public sphere, the establishment of the 

Black Power movements, and the rise in 

riots across the country. 

Section 2: How Newark and the Northern 

Civil Rights Movement Differed from the 

Civil Rights Movement of the South 

Despite their significant similarities, 

the Northern and Southern Civil Rights 

movement differ in various ways that allow 

for specific characteristics of each 

movement. The greatest difference between 

the two regional movements was the ideas 

and theories surrounding the use of, and 

different applications of, violence as a 

means for social change. As the South 

turned towards nonviolent measures of civil 

protest, the North did the opposite, at times 

using the South as an example of how 

nonviolent protests were not successful 

(Sugrue, 2008, p. 291). After experiencing 

the nonviolent tactics of the South and 

observing the little change it brought to the 

North, people in Newark and other cities in 

the North began to use more aggressive 

tactics, such as firebombs, molotovs, and 

violent protests, both as aggressors and 

defenders. 

The South and Nonviolence 

In the years leading up to the 

Newark riots, attention was once again on 

the South as nonviolent ideology continued 

to spread and characterize the Southern Civil 

Rights movement. 

Nonviolent protests stemmed out of Selma, 

Alabama, when Civil Rights workers staged 

a protest in 1965, law enforcement 

interrupted the protest, and weeks later two 

White supporters of the Civil Rights 

movement were killed by racists due to their 

participation (Report of the National 

Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, 

1968, p. 20). Other indicators of the 

Southern ideology of the Civil Rights 

movement are further exemplified by the 

Student Nonviolent Coordinating 

Committee (SNCC), a Civil Rights 

organization which used protest measures 

such as sit-ins, boycotts, and the Freedom 

Rides, and whose headquarters was located 

in Atlanta (Report of the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 

29). When the Freedom Riders arrived in 

Newark in 1961 on their way to Tennessee, 

the Black community of Newark saw 

firsthand how nonviolent protesting in the 

South functioned (Mumford, 2007, p. 78). 

Newark would experience many other 

nonviolent Civil Rights events before the 

riots of 1967, including the events of 

Freedom Summer 1964, which acted as a 

campaign to recruit Black voters, and the 

actions of the Congress of Racial Equality 

(at this point a civil disobedience 

organization that would later join the Black 

Power movement) who organized sit-ins at 

White Castle diners across New Jersey for 

better treatment of Black consumers and just 

hiring protocols for aspiring Black 

employees (Mumford, 2007, p. 80). 
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Violence against Black Americans 

continued despite these protests, including 

the death of Lester Long Jr. and Walter 

Mathis, which further reminded the 

Black community of one of the most 

notorious lynchings, Emmett Till (Mumford, 

2007, p. 117). 

It was clear to many Black 

Northerners that racism, discrimination, and 

brutality against Black Americans would not 

bend to nonviolent will, therefore causing 

the Northern Civil Rights movement, and, 

by extension, the Newark rioters, to use 

more aggressive tactics in order to stimulate 

change. 

Violence and Resistance in Newark 

and the North 

Black Americans in Newark and 

across the North bore witness to the 

nonviolent protests in areas such as 

Birmingham and Selma, and, instead of 

imitating their methods, used these events as 

justification for turning to more violent 

tactics (Sugrue, 2008, p. 291). Nonviolent 

protesting measures were criticized by 

many, including key individuals such as 

Nathan Wright, an author prevalent in the 

Black Power movement, who claimed that it 

lowered “black self-esteem” and led to the 

ideology that Black community members 

themselves were not worth defending 

(Mumford, 2007, p. 111). To many Black 

Americans, violence was a justifiable 

means, aligning with the psychoanalytic 

theory of Frantz Fanon, who claimed that 

“...the development of violence among the 

colonized people will be proportionate to the 

violence exercised by the threatened 

colonial regime,” (Mumford, 2007, p. 109). 

Up to this stage in the Civil Rights 

movement, and for decades after, the effect 

of White colonialism, segregation, brutality, 

redlining, and other discriminatory measures 

more than sufficed as violence exercised 

against the Black American people, and 

therefore provided the North and the rioters 

of Newark with a justifiable means to turn 

towards violence. 

The Northern Civil Rights riots 

themselves were steeped in aggressive 

tactics, though it is uncertain in many 

circumstances whether the rioters were the 

true initiators of such events. Molotovs and 

firebombs became key components of the 

movement, mostly the threat rather than the 

use themselves. Police confiscated six 

bottles with the makings of Molotov 

cocktails after raiding the homes of various 

Black Americans who were classified as 

“militant”, and Black activists anonymously 

dispersed guides on how to assemble these 

incendiary weapons (Mumford, 2007, p. 

115, Report of the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 

22). During the Newark riots, fires spread 

through downtown Newark, yet officials 

from the Fire Department adamantly 

claimed that the rioters were not the ones 

who set the fire (Carroll, 1967). There were 

also reports of gunfire between law 

enforcement and Black rioters, with the 

gunfire being “aimed” at police reportedly 

originating from the tops of buildings and 

the interiors of cars, further exacerbating the 

rumors of “snipers” attacking the police and 

National Guard (Carroll, 1967). 
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Other riots in the North experienced 

severe aggression as well, though with 

substantial evidence that some rioters were 

instigators in the events. In the Plainfield 

riots, a series of New Jersey riots that 

mirrored those of Newark, black youths 

were reported physically assaulting and 

murdering a police officer, Gleason, to 

which the police department then claimed 

that “...under the circumstances and in the 

atmosphere that prevailed at that moment, 

any police officer, black or white, would 

have been killed...” in the hostile situation 

(Report of the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 

44). This, black rioters recognized, would be 

used as a justification for retaliation against 

all Black rioters. Rioters (the majority 

young) then began arming themselves with 

carbines from a local arms manufacturing 

company, and firing without clear targets 

(Report of the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 

45). This is a drastic change from the 

nonviolent protests that characterized the 

South, and furthered the distinction between 

the Northern Civil Rights and Southern Civil 

Rights movements. Though the changes 

between the protesting tactics of the North 

and South remain markedly different, there 

remain many differences between Northern 

protests as well, including the roles that 

welfare and public programs, 

intercommunity agency, and governmental 

transparency play in maintaining peace. 

Section 3: How Various Civil Rights 

Movements in the North Differed from 

Newark and Each Other 

Anti-Poverty and Welfare Programs 

Anti-Poverty and welfare programs 

proved to be invaluable tools for New 

Jersey’s cities in diffusing racial violence 

before it escalated to the level of the Newark 

riots. In New Brunswick, following the 

events in Newark, a growingly despondent 

group of Black youths began committing 

what the Kerner Commission refers to as 

“random vandalism” and “mischief” (Report 

of the National Advisory Commission on 

Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 46). Despite being 

relatively harmless, concerns still loomed 

that an eruption of violence comparable with 

Newark remained a possibility in New 

Brunswick. As a result, the city government 

funded a summer program for the city’s 

anti-poverty agency (Report of the National 

Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, 

1968, p. 46). Enough young people signed 

up for leadership positions in the summer 

program that the city cut their stipends in 

half and hired twice as many young people 

(Report of the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 

46). This summer program did not single-

handedly deescalate racial tensions between 

Black youth and White city government, but 

it did establish a rapport that was utilized to 

come to a sort of common ground (Report of 

the National Advisory Commission on Civil 

Disorders, 1968, p. 46). The same cannot be 

said about the events that transpired in 

Plainfield, around the same time. Like New 

Brunswick, Plainfield was on the brink of 

extreme racial violence, and in similar 

fashion, young people and teenagers were 

demanding community recreation activities 

be expanded. The city government, 

however, refused, and Plainfield went on to 

sustain violence and destruction at the hands 
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of rioters, second only to the Newark riots 

(Mumford, 2007, p. 107). 

Perhaps it seems overly simplistic to 

suggest the difference between 

neighborhood kids and radicalized arsonists 

is simply having something to do; but what 

is repeatedly noted by the Kerner 

Commission in their profile of an average 

Newark rioter is a lack of preoccupation. 

They describe the typical rioter as young, 

male, unmarried, uneducated and often 

unemployed (Report of the National 

Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, 

1968, p. 73). These men often did not attend 

high school or university, and went into and 

out of periods of joblessness. What is 

noteworthy is that the attitude of these men 

towards education and employment is that of 

frustration, rather than apathy (Report of the 

National Advisory Commission on Civil 

Disorders, 1968, p. 78). According to the 

Commission Report, rioters typically desired 

more consistent and gainful employment or 

the opportunity to pursue a higher education, 

but were stymied by race or class barriers 

(Report of the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 

78). The Kerner Report established a pattern 

of explaining systemic barriers to positive 

social, health, economic, and education 

outcomes, quickly followed by assertions of 

black pathology. The report does not 

conclude that it is absolutely logical to find 

oppression intolerable and that some type of 

action should be expected, or an apathy 

toward political and educational systems 

would be a rational response to these 

barriers (Bentley-Edwards et. al., 2018). 

Regardless, there appears to be a direct 

correlation between giving urban youths 

leadership positions within their 

communities, and a desire to preserve and 

protect that community. Perhaps if this tactic 

was employed by the city of Newark, there 

would have been less desire to loot and 

proliferate, and more importantly, the 

possibility that this tactic could be used in 

contemporary urban centers. 

Communal Autonomy and Self-

Governance 

As mentioned earlier in this paper, a 

sense of communal agency was paramount 

in upholding White privilege, and was a 

consistently desired standard in New 

Jersey’s cities during the 1960s. In 

Elizabeth, an impending race riot was 

preemptively undone by utilizing 

intercommunity autonomy and self-

governance (Report of the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 

40). Among a hundred volunteer 

peacekeepers in Elizabeth was Hesham 

Jaaber, an orthodox Muslim leader who led 

two dozen of his followers into the streets, 

armed with a bullhorn to urge peace and 

order (Report of the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 

40). Both demonstrators and police 

dissipated and a full riot failed to materialize 

in Elizabeth (Report of the National 

Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, 

1968, p. 40). This approach can be 

compared with the Newark riots, in which 

peace was supposed to be achieved at the 

hands of nearly 8,000 heavily armed, 

excessively violent White National 

Guardsmen who knew nothing about the 
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people they were supposedly deployed to 

serve. Per the example in New Brunswick, a 

correlation between the effectiveness of de-

escalation measures from law enforcement 

who live in that community and the 

ineffectiveness of de-escalation in cities 

when law enforcement do not reside in that 

community becomes apparent. 

Government Transparency and Community-

Government Partnerships  

An excellent example of how 

government transparency can positively 

affect race relations is the previous example 

of New Brunswick. Despite the success of 

the anti-poverty summer program, there still 

remained a radical sect of incensed young 

people in the city. When this group of 35 

teenagers expressed an interest in speaking 

directly to the newly instated Mayor 

Sheehan, the Mayor obliged their request 

and agreed to meet with them (Report of the 

National Advisory Commission on Civil 

Disorders, 1968, p. 46). After a long 

discussion in which the teenagers “poured 

their hearts out,” Sheehan agreed to draw up 

plans to address the social ills that these 

young Black Americans were facing. In 

return, the 35 young people began sending 

radio broadcasts to other young people, 

insisting that they “cool it,” and emphasized 

the Mayor’s willingness to tackle Black 

issues (Report of the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 

46). Sheehan also demonstrated her 

willingness for peaceful negotiation with her 

constituents when in the days after the 

Newark riots, a mob materialized on the 

steps of city hall, demanding that all those 

jailed during demonstrations in New 

Brunswick that day be released from 

holding. Rather than using the police to 

disperse the group by force, Sheehan met the 

mob face to face with a bullhorn and 

informed them that all held arrestees had 

already been released. Upon hearing this, the 

mob willingly dispersed and returned home 

(Report of the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 

47). 

It is perhaps unsurprising that the 

Newark police did not utilize these tactics, 

though they had ample opportunities to do 

so. In the moments directly before the riot, 

in front of the Fourth Precinct Station 

House, Mayor Addonizio and Police 

Director Spina repeatedly ignored attempts 

by Civil Rights leader Robert Curvin to 

appease the crowd by performing a visual 

inspection of John William Smith for 

injuries (Report of the National Advisory 

Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 

117). It was not until nearly a full day of 

rioting had occurred before Mayor 

Addonizio even considered a political 

solution to the rioters demands, and by that 

point it was too late to reach an arrangement 

(Mumford, 2007, p. 129). 

The consistent factor among 

instances of avoided and deescalated 

violence is a level of mutual respect between 

city government officials and Black 

communities. Repeatedly, arson, looting, 

and destruction of property occurred in areas 

where rioters felt that their surroundings, 

their infrastructure, and community did not 

belong to them. Based on evidence 

mentioned in this section, it is clear that the 

more a community is involved in 
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administering the area that they live in, the 

more they feel inclined to defend and 

preserve their neighborhood. 

Conclusions and Why Teaching This 

History is Necessary  

This paper analyzed key distinctions 

between inciting events of the Civil Rights 

movement riots in the North and South, 

including the differing ideologies on 

nonviolent verses violent protesting, the 

phenomenon of “White flight” and 

subsequent redlining, the housing crisis and 

poverty caused by rapid urbanization and 

lack of public welfare programs. This paper 

explains how intercommunity autonomy and 

government transparency, along with anti-

poverty measures were underutilized tools in 

curbing civil unrest amongst Black 

communities, leading to increased tensions, 

anger, and distrust between Black 

Americans and White communities and 

government. It also compares the violence 

prevalent in Northern Civil Rights 

movement protests, stemming from 

disregard and denial of the blatant systemic 

racism rampant in the states, to the 

nonviolent protesting measures 

characteristic of the South and the Civil 

Rights movement as a whole. Throughout 

the recapitulation of the Civil Rights 

movement, specifically that in New Jersey 

using the Newark Riots of 1967, a side of 

state history that is often overlooked 

becomes clearer. Through this clarification, 

one can see the effects this history still has 

on New Jersey, and, in a larger sense, the 

United States today. As students continue to 

see protests regarding the injustice, 

inequality, and brutality facing Black 

communities in New Jersey and across the 

country, the importance of understanding the 

decisions throughout history that sparked 

these events becomes all the more 

important. Without understanding “White 

flight”, students cannot fully understand 

why center cities have a vast majority Black 

population, while suburbs remain 

significantly White. Without understanding 

redlining in key cities such as Newark, 

students cannot understand why New Jersey 

schools severely lack diversity, still 

remaining severely separated, or why tax 

money from central cities are being 

redirected to schools bordering suburbs. 

Without understanding the deep 

history of police brutality toward Black 

Americans, students cannot fully understand 

or analyze the tragedies of today, such as the 

death of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, 

Elijah Jovan McClain, and countless others. 

Racism and discrimination is deeply rooted 

not only in the South, not only in the North, 

but in New Jersey and the entirety of 

America, and the effects of such racism and 

discrimination are still seen daily. It is 

impossible to separate the history of New 

Jersey from its racist roots, making 

understanding these roots integral to 

understanding New Jersey. Now more than 

ever, teachers are forced to critically think 

about what role the history of racism in 

America has in their classroom - yet the 

conversation must exist with students for as 

long as the effects of this racist past are still 

seen in classrooms across the United States, 

including their home state. By centering the 

education of racism on New Jersey, students 

make a deeper connection to the history, and 



Teaching Social Studies: Vol. 22, No. 1, Winter/Spring 2022 

89 

 

recognize that racism and segregation, as 

often taught in history classes, did not solely 

exist in the South, but down the street from 

them, in their capital, and across the 

“civilized” North. Teachers can use Newark 

as a way to initiate the conversation of 

racism in New Jersey, educating students on 

how racist institutions and injustices evolved 

into rioting, how the cycle is still seen today, 

and how many of the reasons people in 1967 

rioted are still reasons that they saw people 

riot in 2020. When teaching about the Civil 

Rights movement, teachers can include the 

North in their instruction, emphasizing how 

racism looked different in the North 

compared to the South, yet still perpetuated 

inequality. It is not a happy history, nor one 

that citizens should be proud of- and it is far 

from being rectified. Yet, it is the duty of 

citizens and students of New Jersey to 

research these topics that are often 

overlooked and hidden, to analyze how 

racism and discrimination still impacts 

Black New Jersians, before analyzing the 

post-war Civil Rights movement and the 

activism and movements such as Black 

Lives Matter in New Jersey today. By 

failing to educate students on the effects of 

racism in the North, students are left 

uneducated on how to identify legal and 

institutionalized racism, and vulnerable to 

misinformation. Until the measures of 

deeply ingrained racism and discrimination 

are fully dissolved and racial injustice is 

consistently upended, beginning with proper 

education, protesting and civil unrest will 

remain a constant in the American 

experience, as will the consistent need to 

educate students on these injustices. 
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Sentenced to Death by Silence: The United States Government’s  

Slow Response to the AIDS Epidemic Permitted by Decades of Homophobia 

 

Abigail R. Fisch

The year is 1955 and America is 

over half a decade into the Cold War. A 

closeted gay man had been flying under the 

radar at his job at the State Department 

amidst an intense wave of homophobia 

leading to the sudden firing and blacklisting 

of gay people in government positions, but 

his luck was about to run out. Within a year 

of R.W. Scott Mcleod’s Miscellaneous M 

Unit being established, he was selected for 

an interview and polygraph which focused 

on “unusual traits of speech, appearance, 

and mannerisms” which would determine if 

someone was gay (Johnson, 2006, p. 138). 

Upon failing this test, the man was pressured 

to provide names of other gay men and 

forced to resign. After coming home to his 

wife and children from a day out of his 

nightmares, he finds out that his son’s 

middle school had a presentation from the 

local police department warning them of the 

dangers of homosexuality, making claims 

that “1 out of 3 [students] will turn queer”, 

and that this would make their life “a living 

hell” (PBS, 2011). This was the reality for 

many men living in America throughout the 

1950s. Amidst the moral panic of the Cold 

War, fears of unloyal Americans infiltrating 

the government extended beyond the well 

studied Red Scare-- the fear of the Lavender 

Menace, the gay man, was treated with more 

animosity than Communists.  

Throughout the 20th century in 

America, homosexuality was treated as a 

disease of the mind, an immoral way of 

living. From 1950s Cold War moral panic 

up to the AIDS epidemic of the 1980s, the 

gay community was dehumanized by local 

and national governments for those three 

decades. As time went on, homophobia 

changed the way it presented itself-- 

throughout the 1950s, anti-gay sentiments 

were spread through a Cold War context, 

with claims being made that gay people 

were worse than Communists. As the 1950s 

ended and the 1960s began, gay men found 

more of a sense of sexual freedom. Public, 

casual sex was commonplace and men found 

it easier to find sexual partners to engage 

with. This risky way of living had its costs, 

however, and the religious right’s God-

focused morality campaigns were quick to 

use these habits as a basis for their anti-gay 

arguments which led right up to the AIDS 

epidemic. Throughout the 1970s, gay 

fearmongering took a more religious 

approach as the rise of the New Right 

loomed on the horizon. Spearheads for the 

religious anti-gay movement such as Anita 

Bryant did not mince words when it came to 

how they felt about the gay community, as 

Bryant herself was known to describe gay 

people as “human garbage” (Ketrow, 1982, 

p. 6). The 1970s anti-gay movement, while 

different in its approach, mimicked the 
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intensity of the 1950s Lavender Scare 

showing how homophobia has long been 

embedded in American society. 

With the AIDS epidemic 

unknowingly, yet swiftly, approaching, the 

aforementioned homophobic movements 

impacted the attitudes surrounding the 

disease within the government and the 

American public. As anti-gay movements 

throughout the 20th century changed from 

fears of national security in the midcentury 

to a religious movement in the latter half of 

the century, the common ground was always 

the ostracism and dehumanization of 

members of the gay community. Once the 

AIDS epidemic was in full swing, nothing 

showed the effects of decades-long 

homophobia like the government’s response 

to the tragedy that afflicted the American 

people. The lack of funding for AIDS 

research prior to activist organizations 

speaking out and Rock Hudson’s death in 

1985 shows how the American government 

and its people did not care about the loss of 

lives so long as it did not leave the gay 

community.  

This research aims to connect how 

the homophobic rhetoric from the 1950s 

leading up to the epidemic of the 1980s 

affected the American government’s AIDS 

intervention and will argue that it was 

because of social norms, gay panic, and 

homophobia that the government did not 

intervene in the crisis sooner. The research 

will also have a focus on the formation of 

gay activist organizations from the 1950s 

through the AIDS epidemic of the 1980s to 

further prove the main argument that the 

American Government was able to delay its 

response to the AIDS epidemic due to the 

decades of homophobia leading up to the 

crisis since it was due to pressure from these 

organizations that the government 

intervened in the crisis at all. 

The research conducted in this paper 

can also be utilized by social studies 

educators to teach their students about the 

homophobic overtones of the Cold War that 

are often overlooked. It can also be used 

more contemporarily to teach about 

Obergefell v. Hodges to help students better 

understand why the road to the legalization 

of gay marriage was so tumultuous, and the 

emergence and impact of grassroots 

organizations such as the Gay Liberation 

Front can be taught in civics courses to 

discuss the importance of community 

organizations. With homophobia being 

woven into the fabric of American society, it 

is important to consider the role it has 

played in many events in American history. 

The Gay Experience throughout the 20th 

Century 

The 1950s into the 60s 

 In 1950, Republican Senator Joseph 

McCarthy gave a speech in which he 

claimed 205 Communists had infiltrated the 

State Department, and that 91 of those 

Communists were also homosexuals 

(Johnson, 2006, p. 1). This baseless, 

inflammatory claim led to the Second Red 

Scare and along with it, the Lavender Scare. 

Similar to the blacklisting of Communists, 

the Lavender Scare led to gay people being 

outed in their places of work, causing them 

to lose their jobs and be ostracized from 

their communities. Throughout the 1950s, 
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any man looking to work for the State 

Department was subjected to an interview 

that would determine if he was gay, and the 

deciding criteria were based upon 

appearance, mannerisms, and hobbies 

(Johnson, 2006, p. 73). This obsession with 

ensuring gay people were not placed in 

government positions cost countless hours, 

money, and manpower to uphold and 

created a stereotypical idea of what a gay 

man looked like. As the gay witch hunts 

expanded, panic continued to sweep the 

nation, and the American government was to 

blame. Just eight short years after 

McCarthy’s speech, people applying for 

non-government jobs found themselves 

responding to questions regarding their 

sexual habits (Johnson, 2006, p. 75). 

Magnified by the senators and government 

officials calling for the gay purge, fears of 

gay men entered the mainstream, and 

children were subjected to homophobic 

indoctrination in schools. 

The language that was used to 

describe homosexuality throughout the 

1950s acted as a dehumanizing agent which 

would continue into the late 20th century. 

By describing gay men as “sex perverts” and 

naming homosexuality a crime, a 

stereotypical belief about gay men began to 

emerge (Johnson, 2006, pp. 79-80). Outside 

of the workplace, local governments and 

police forces actively worked to make 

America’s youth fear the gay man. The 

Unified School District and Police 

Department of Inglewood, California 

produced Boys Beware (1955)-- a short 

shown to school-aged children that 

described gay men as dangerous pedophiles. 

This film is a blatant form of propaganda 

created with the intention of instilling 

homophobic beliefs in the minds of children. 

Boys Beware follows the fictional stories of 

young boys who decided to hitch a ride with 

a stranger instead of walking home after 

partaking in activities such as baseball and 

basketball (PBS, 2011). By juxtaposing the 

all-American white boy, Jimmy, with an 

untrustworthy older man, Ralph, schools and 

local governments worked together to instill 

fear into the minds of young Americans and 

create a sense of urgency in protecting the 

purity of the young, straight boy. As the film 

goes on, Ralph shows Jimmy pornographic 

photographs, and it is here that he is 

explicitly called a homosexual, something 

Boys Beware describes as having a “sickness 

that was not visible like smallpox, but no 

less dangerous and contagious, a sickness of 

the mind” (PBS, 2011). What could have 

been a lesson about why interacting with 

strangers is dangerous was deliberately 

written through a homophobic lens. If the 

actions described in Jimmy’s story were not 

enough to teach children to be on alert for 

“predatory” gay men, the Inglewood Police 

Department ensured that children knew they 

too would get in trouble for being involved 

with a homosexual. After Jimmy realized 

what Ralph was doing, he reported it to his 

parents who then took it to the police which 

led to Ralph’s arrest and Jimmy’s 

probationary release (PBS, 2011). The 

purpose of Boys Beware was to create 

connections between “gay” and “danger” in 

the minds of America’s youth, and 

fearmongering did not stop there, but rather 

worsened as the 20th century progressed. 

The theme of the 1950s and 60s was 

that gay people were everywhere, hiding in 
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plain sight. In 1966, Detective John 

Sorenson of Dade County, Florida gave a 

speech to a lecture hall full of teenagers 

warning them to stay alert for the 

homosexual. In The “Dangers” of 

Homosexuality, Sorenson warns the 

teenagers that to be gay is to involve in 

criminal activity, and that if anyone found 

themselves involved with a gay person that 

it would be in their interest to end the 

relationship quickly (PBS, 2011). Similar to 

Boys Beware, The “Dangers” of 

Homosexuality used fearmongering and 

inflammatory words to blacklist the gay 

community. Sorenson informed students that 

they would not get away with being gay, 

threatened to inform their parents if they 

were ever to try, and even went so far as to 

say that their lives would be a living hell if 

they decided to engage in homosexual 

activities (PBS, 2011). This language in 

combination with the criminalization of 

homosexuality made not only being gay 

something to fear, but simply interacting 

with a gay person. While all of this alone 

would be enough to ostracize the gay 

community, it was only the beginning of the 

years of anti-gay sentiments to come. 

By the time the AIDS epidemic was 

at its peak, the American government felt no 

urgency to react, for homosexuality was 

deemed criminal behavior throughout the 

decades leading up to it and was described 

as something to be feared. By blacklisting 

gay men throughout the Cold War Lavender 

Scare and through anti-gay propaganda 

shown to students throughout the country, 

an epidemic that disproportionately affected 

gay men was not viewed as something that 

required immediate eradication. The 

calculated planning and anti-gay rhetoric of 

the 1950s and 60s led to the backlash of the 

sexual revolution of the 1960s and early 70s. 

The 1960s and 70s 

The 1960s and 70s were a time of 

sexual freedom for everyone including gay 

people despite the blatant homophobia of the 

previous decades. Casual, public sex was 

commonplace in gay communities and it 

offered an opportunity for people who had 

otherwise not been able to express 

themselves the chance to do so. Through the 

popularization of gay bars and cruising as 

well as the emergence of gay hubs in cities 

like San Francisco and New York, the gay 

community was on display more than ever 

before. This ever-deepening of community 

amongst gay people also allowed them to be 

their own advocates, and this self-advocacy 

would become crucial in the fight against 

AIDS where the gay community and its 

allies found themselves standing alone 

against the rest of the country and those who 

ran it. Nothing shows the strength and 

perseverance of the gay community that was 

founded on these principles of community 

like the riots at the Stonewall Inn on June 

28th, 1969 and the Gay Liberation 

Movement that followed.  

At the end of the 1960s, the 

Stonewall Inn, a popular gay bar in 

Greenwich Village, New York was raided 

by the police. New York City Mayor John 

Lindsay was up for re-election, and a large 

part of his platform was built upon the 

promise of more frequent crackdowns on 

gay bars by the police-- another example of 

how vilified and targeted they gay 

community was, even at the turning point of 
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gay liberation (Poindexter, 1997, pp. 607-

615). While this was a normal occurrence 

throughout the decade, the bar’s patrons 

decided enough was enough and they 

defended themselves against the attack. This 

riot was the culmination of decades of 

organization throughout the Homophile 

Movement and led to what came to be 

known known as the Gay Liberation 

Movement. Organizations such as the Gay 

Liberation Front (GLF) were vocal about 

their demands and open about being a gay 

movement, and this openness reflected the 

attitude of the 1970s gay community-- at the 

Second Annual Southern California 

Behavior Modification Conference, at least 

50 members of the GLF showed up to 

oppose the advertisement and usage of 

aversion therapy on gay men (Marston, 

1974, p. 380). This power in numbers and 

straightforward, to-the-point approach to 

activism is the perfect example of the deep 

sense of community amongst gay men that 

allowed for a sense of pride and truthfulness 

to oneself to exist within the gay 

community. 

While the late 1960s into the 70s was 

not a shameful time within the gay 

community, the religious right was watching 

from afar and building their arguments 

against them. The New Right’s qualms with 

the gay community differed from those of 

the 1950s and early 60s-- rather than fears of 

gay people infiltrating the government and 

tarnishing the image of America, this group 

angled their attacks from a religious and 

moral standpoint. Upon the 1973 ruling that 

homosexuality was no longer to be 

considered abnormal in the Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 

(DSM), the conservative American 

population was fed up. Many feared the 

implications this would have on their 

children, so anti-gay activists fought from a 

religious point of view, and Anita Bryant, 

Christian singer and anti-gay activist, 

fronted the movement with pride (Bronski, 

2020, p. 279).  

In 1977, Bryant and her Christian 

group Save Our Children (SOC) got to work 

fighting non-discrimination laws in Dade 

County, Florida which called for housing 

and job protection for gay people. Her 

celebrity status in combination with her 

voracious hatred for gays that she presented 

in a good Christian package put her 

organization in the media spotlight which 

led to the spread of her hateful ideas. The 

public took a liking to Bryant’s religious 

angle after what many religious 

conservatives felt was a decade of 

immorality in the 1960s, and their attacks on 

the gay community were just as militant as 

those of the gay activist organizations of the 

decade. Bryant’s campaign successfully 

tapped into this market by claiming that 

“homosexuals posed a threat to children and 

they were not deserving of so-called 

“privileges”, like employment” and built on 

the long-held stereotype of homosexuals 

being pedophiles (Graves, 2013, p. 5).  

 With her ideologies being spread in 

the print media, Bryant’s SOC campaign 

gained support all throughout the country, 

and the news outlets in favor of her 

ideologies used language that left no 

questions to be asked regarding how they 

felt about the gay community. From 

insinuating that the “choice” of 
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homosexuality would influence children in 

schools to turn gay from “sustained 

exposure to homosexual role models, such 

as teachers”, these sentiments of the 1970s 

only echo those of the 1950s and 1960s 

campaigns targeted to students stating that 

gay people are everywhere and they are out 

to take advantage of children (Ketrow, 1983, 

p. 8). This hateful belief system did not 

come out of thin air, and Save Our Children 

offered a glimpse into how America would 

respond to the AIDS epidemic.  

The Response to AIDS 

Early Years and the General Public 

 With the diagnosis of the first 

cases of AIDS in America coming shortly 

after Anita Bryant’s vicious attacks on the 

gay community, the immediate connection 

of AIDS and homosexuality proved to be 

detrimental. Originally named Gay-Related 

Immune Deficiency (GRID) in 1981, there 

was little press coverage and care from 

public health offices Brier, 2006, p. 41). As 

the epidemic loomed on the horizon, even 

from its early days, the biggest advocates for 

containment and research were members of 

the gay community and their allies. This 

largely has to due with the fact that AIDS 

was originally marketed as a “gay disease” 

or the “Gay Plague” before much research 

was ever conducted. This connotation paved 

the path for gay activists to advocate for the 

community amidst the epidemic, and this 

early activist intervention would prove itself 

necessary in the coming years as the 

government continued to stay silent on the 

topic of AIDS and because of the average 

American’s attitude towards the epidemic. 

With the buildup of homophobic 

rhetoric from 1950 and beyond, the general 

consensus amongst straight Americans 

regarding the AIDS epidemic was that it did 

not concern them because it did not affect 

them. As well as this, a smaller portion of 

Americans “saw AIDS as a form of divine 

or natural retribution” for homosexuality as 

early as 1983 (Cannon, 2020, p. 1). This 

attitude shared by many Americans was only 

intensified by the lack of response from the 

American Government, and many gay men 

felt that they were more vulnerable than they 

ever had been before.  

Over half a decade into the epidemic, 

a study was conducted regarding the feelings 

of gay men in America. This study found 

that “almost one-fifth of the sample claimed 

to have experienced discrimination 

“specifically as a result of AIDS” and that 

over ninety percent of respondents felt there 

was an increase in homophobia because of 

AIDS (Stulberg and Smith, 1988, p. 279). 

This research publised in 1988 shows how 

gay men were affected by the attitudes of 

straight people in America throughout the 

AIDS epidemic. This shows how tying 

AIDS to the gay community had severe 

implications on the lives of gay men. Over 

seventy nine percent of respondents to the 

aforementioned study also felt fearful that an 

increase in violence would also occur in 

relation to the epidemic (Stulberg and 

Smith, 1988, p. 279). The psychological 

impact of homophobia on members of the 

gay community mimicked that of the 1950s 

and beyond, for just as being gay throughout 

the Lavender Scare would cost men their 

jobs and livelihoods, gay men were, and 

continue to be, fearful of discussing their 
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AIDS diagnosis because “they could lose 

their friends, their family, their job” 

(Lobertini, 2011, p. 1). The patterns of 

homophobia in American society culminated 

with the lack of concern from the American 

public during the AIDS epidemic, and that 

created an environment which allowed the 

government to delay their harm reduction 

efforts. While grassroots organizations 

began the fight to combat the epidemic and 

call on their government to aid their efforts, 

the Reagan administration could not be less 

concerned about the timeliness of its 

response. 

The Reagan Administration 

The Reagan administration wanted 

nothing to do with the AIDS epidemic in its 

early days. With its immediate connotation 

with the gay community due to its being 

named GRID, there was no urgency for the 

government to act due to the American 

public’s attitude towards gay people from 

the decades of homophobic rhetoric that led 

up to the epidemic. President Ronald 

Reagan himself as well as members of his 

administration held intense homophobic 

beliefs as expressed by Reagan’s Assistant 

Attorney General Richard Willard when he 

stated that “HIV-positive people were 

seeking out employers to become eligible 

for their generous health, disability, and 

death benefits” (Bell, 2020, p. 182). 

Willard’s belief that gay people were just 

looking to leach off of private companies for 

their benefits mirrors the beliefs held about 

gay people in the 1950s-- the thought that 

there is always another agenda involved 

when it comes to gay people, whether they 

are looking to share government secrets or 

steal health benefits, has long been believed 

government officials. To many, gay people 

have no innocence as exhibited by Willard’s 

sentiments. These feelings were all but 

praised by President Reagan through his 

lack of involvement in epidemic research. 

The President “did not sign a document 

dealing with AIDS until the end of 1985, did 

not mention the term “AIDS” in public until 

1986, and spent very little money on 

researching the epidemic” and many 

scholars argue that this is because of his 

allegiances to the New Right and their 

distaste for the progressive movements of 

the 1960s and 1970s (Brier, 2009, p. 101). 

By actively not speaking out about the 

epidemic in public, it only solidified the 

beliefs of the American public, for if their 

own president was not making a big deal out 

of the deadly virus, then why should they? 

After all, this virus was seemingly only 

attacking the people who were publicly 

vilified for decades, so there was no real 

reason to fuss. However, even after AIDS 

was found to affect those outside of the gay 

community, the Reagan Administration still 

found ways to continue tying it to 

homosexuality. As time progressed, AIDS 

began affecting the lives of straight people. 

Rather than looking for ways to combat 

AIDS, the Reagan Administration took a 

more sinister path, and at the expense of 

more lives, whether gay or straight, the 

movement to end AIDS was still nowhere to 

be found. In the same year as the American 

Foundation for AIDS Research address, 

President Reagan echoed feelings that could 

be dated back to the 1950s-- when 

discussing immigration policy in relation to 

the AIDS epidemic, Reagan suggested “that 
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AIDS, like communism, needed to be 

physically prevented from entering the 

country” (Brier, 2009, p. 103). Amidst a 

deadly epidemic, the President still found a 

way to connect homosexuality to 

communism which only shows how little the 

loss of American lives concerned him when 

those lives were mainly gay. Even with 

pushes from the Public Health Service 

(PHS) and other health and activist 

organizations, the Reagan Administration 

had its own idea of how to handle AIDS. 

As they had at the beginning of the 

epidemic, gay activist groups such as ACT 

UP, Gay Men’s Health Crisis (GMHC), and 

Project Inform continued to act as the voices 

for those who no longer had theirs after 

losing their battle against AIDS, and for 

those who were still fighting. As President 

Reagan proved himself incapable of 

protecting the American people due to his 

homophobic beliefs, the aforementioned 

grassroots organizations and others not only 

put the pressure on him but other 

organizations as well. ACT UP, although 

formed late into the AIDS epidemic in 1987, 

was instrumental in organizing protests and 

getting the attention of the President and his 

administration. In the year of their 

formation, they “held a “die-in” in front of 

Trinity Church(...) in Manhattan” and called 

for Reagan to take a definitive stand in the 

fight against AIDS (Brier, 2009, p. 181). 

Even neutral organizations such as PHS 

tried to use scientific reasoning with 

President Reagan and his advisees, yet 

Reagan’s idea of “educating” the public 

consisted of vilifying a group of people who 

were dying en masse every single day, all to 

maintain the ideal Christian, Conservative 

way of living to please themselves and the 

American public. 

Conclusion 

Homophobia is still deeply ingrained 

in American society today, and AIDS 

continues to disproportionately affect the 

gay community as compared to other 

groups. One can only wonder if the decades 

of homophobia from the mid-century 

onwards in combination with the deliberate 

connotation of AIDS with homosexuality 

had not impacted American’s attitudes 

towards the virus if this fact would still be 

true. There is no denying the impact of 

homophobia on the government’s response 

to the epidemic, nor can one deny that 

straight America did not worry about AIDS 

until it began to affect them, and the path for 

these beliefs was paved by the homophobic 

indoctrination of the American people that 

came decades before AIDS ever came into 

existence.  

 As social studies educators, it 

is crucial to examine historical events 

through different lenses. By focusing on the 

patterns of homophobia leading up to the 

AIDS epidemic, it can offer further insight 

into why it was as deadly as it was and what 

exactly paved the path to allow for such a 

thing to occur. This frame of thinking can 

also allow students to better understand the 

gravity of events they are far removed from 

due to time passed by explaining the impact 

of occurrences throughout history 

chronologically, not only related to this 

research, but also when teaching other 

historical events. This research specifically 

can be tied to many contemporary issues 

such as Obergefell v. Hodges, the American 
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response to COVID-19, and the importance 

of grassroots organizations in politics. It can 

also change the way topics that are standard 

in most curriculums, such as the Cold War, 

are taught by focusing on the homophobia 

that played a crucial role in shaping the 

attitudes of Americans towards gay people. 

By understanding America’s shameful 

attitudes towards queer communities in the 

past, it can lead to the current generation 

making great changes. 
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Observations of an Honors History Course Post-Pandemic 

 

Melanie Gallo

 

The author is a rising senior at Rider 

University who has participated in both 

remote and in-person field placements 

during her time as an undergraduate. This 

article is derived from those experiences.  

Throughout my experience in an honors 

high school United States history level two 

class I have learned that students are behind 

specifically in their research techniques. It is 

presented very clearly as I had the 

opportunity to move around the classroom 

while students were researching their civil 

rights unit. At the same time of these 

observations I had been developing my 

capstone project which is heavy research 

and found myself using my prior research 

knowledge to work with each student to 

ensure that their research skills grow.  

 Research skills are key to becoming 

informed about many aspects of history. 

Students need the skills to become a well-

rounded citizen. In order for students to 

become strong advocates for themselves 

when it comes to their education as well as 

their rights to become strong civic 

advocates, they need to be provided with the 

proper skills to research. Many of the 

students I had worked with lacked the 

vocabulary that would typically be expected 

for an honors eleventh grade student. Their 

research and vocabulary deficits were 

similar to those of a ninth grader.  

When observing this group of 

eleventh grade honors students there were 

notable deficiencies in regards to what was 

expected of students of this year and level of 

education.  This group lacked vocabulary 

expected of an honors class and seemed to 

be more on par with that of a 9th to 10th 

grade level in my opinion.  I also noted, 

during multiple sessions and assignments, 

that their ability to research, utilize and 

format information in a scholarly way less 

than what would be expected of an honors 

class of this level.  During multiple 

assignments the students had trouble finding 

viable information to support admittedly 

simple topics and apply said information in 

a way that makes sense. Their ability to 

validate their points during the course of 

their assignments also lacked the strength 

that would be typical of an honors level.  

 Students were observed using social 

media, sources that are purely opinionated, 

and other sources generally regarded as 

being unscholarly.  These students simply 

struggled to find relevant sources and the 

ability to put it together into a competent, 

cohesive piece of work.   

When I had the opportunity, I would 

work with students one on one to teach them 

how to use sites like historical archives and 

focus on sites that were not commercial 

based or opinionated. I had been developing 

my own research project during this 
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timeframe which prompted me to locate 

some amazing resources therefore my ability 

to research grew which further helped me to 

guide these students to grow as their own 

sources to further their knowledge.  

 My goal in drawing attention to this 

particular topic is that as educators we need 

to ensure no matter the circumstances that 

our students are aware of how to properly 

research. It is difficult for students to move 

on in higher levels of education without the 

basis of how to successfully research in 

order to providing credible evidence to 

support a claim. It is a disservice to our 

students when we as educators assume 

students are able to complete a task like this 

in full capacity. The state of these students 

suggests that there are many others 

throughout the country in the same situation. 

These students I worked with were very 

engaged in the classroom and only wished to 

succeed but when they are not provided with 

all the tools they need to complete their 

tasks they are left struggling. It can be hard 

to backtrack in what students need when 

they should have already been assessed for 

competency in research skills regarding the 

reliability of sources r. In some cases (like 

pandemic students are experiencing) they 

truly need that extra support especially now 

that these past two years have been virtual. 

Students had been left to figure out many of 

their assignments on their own due to virtual 

learning. This is something that is seen in a 

college setting. Therefore these students 

were left struggling in their formative years 

that would have needed hands-on guidance 

from an instructor. It is unfortunate that 

these students have been placed in such a 

situation.  

 Another reason this issue is so 

detrimental to these students is that they are 

closer to being a college student than a high 

school student which is where the 

requirements are higher and the pressure 

becomes heavier to be able to properly 

research and not plagiarize. Since these 

students are at a disadvantage not knowing 

how to successfully use sources to back up 

their views they are more likely to 

inadvertently plagiarize. This becomes a 

heavier issue when college is involved as 

many colleges will take strong measures to 

remove a student from their scholarships, 

credit, or dismissal if they discover they 

have plagiarized. Which all stems back to 

educating students as to how to cite, how to 

find credible sources and present an 

argument that is sound. These students are 

hurting without even realizing it since they 

have been done a disservice as a result of 

their pandemic learning experience.  

 My hope for this piece is to establish 

a call to action for educators to hone in on 

these skills even if we start younger than we 

would traditionally with research based 

skills. Let’s band together and guide our 

students through their process of developing 

strong points with strong sources for 

evidence. They need to be able to locate 

sources that are credible on their own which 

is something that needs to be taught first and 

then expected later on in their education. 

Let’s ensure our students are confident in 

their research skills so that they do not face 

consequences later in life.
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Orange Haze: Decade of Defoliation 

 

Sean Foley

 

 

All Along the Watchtower…  

Its 1963. Imagine going off to fight a 

war in a foreign land, and being exposed to 

harmful chemicals intentionally dispersed by 

the invading country. American soldiers 

came home from the war, wanting to resume 

a ‘normal’ life. Many soldiers wanted to 

start a family.  Consequently after the war, 

many infants were born with serious birth 

defects. The US National Academy of 

Sciences released data that showed a direct 

correlation between Agent Orange and birth 

defects. Sprayed extensively by the US 

military in Vietnam, Agent Orange 

contained a dioxin contaminant later found 

to be toxic to humans. In 1996, the US 

National Academy of Sciences reported that 

                                                 
57

 Chou, Cecilia. “The Embryo Project 

Encyclopedia.” Agent Orange as a Cause of Spina 

there was evidence that suggested dioxin 

and Agent Orange exposure caused spina 

bifida, a birth defect in which the spinal cord 

develops improperly. The US Department of 

Veterans Affairs’ subsequent provision of 

disability compensation for spina bifida-

affected children marked the US 

government’s first official 

acknowledgement of a link between Agent 

Orange and birth defects. More recently by 

2017, spina bifida and related neural tube 

defects were the only birth defects 

associated with Agent Orange.57 Many 

might ask how this could happen to 

seemingly two healthy parents. When 

soldiers returned from Vietnam they were 

not the same people and wondered if those 

Bifida | The Embryo Project Encyclopedia, March 9, 

2017. 
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harmful chemicals had something to do with 

the health problems of their children.  

The Vietnam War was a 

controversial period that consumed 

American society during the 1960’s and 

1970’s. It has been noted that, “The Vietnam 

War wasn’t some historical undercard 

match, it was actually a heavyweight 

championship fight; the United States just 

didn’t realize it at the time.”58 For centuries 

the Vietnamese had fought to defend their 

homeland from foreign invaders. Whether it 

was the Mongol invaders led by Kublai 

Khan in the 13th century, Imperial Japanese 

during WWII, the French colonizers post-

WWII, or the US which realized that if the 

French would no longer be able to maintain 

control, or impose its hegemony on the 

revolutionary Ho Chi Minh and the uprising 

Vietnamese they would soon fall to 

Communist control. After years of 

defending from invasions Vietnamese grew 

tired of constant invasion and strove for 

independence, and so many nationalistic 

countrymen and women got involved 

whether they wanted to or not. In 1954 

Vietnamese fought and won their 

independence against the French at Dien 

Bien Phu, then proceeded to invade Laos 

and South Vietnam. However, these 

victories would set off an unprovoked chain 

reaction from unlikely enemies. From the 

beginning of the Vietnam War, the U.S. had 

exacerbated tensions in Indochina. The 

United States falsely adhered to the paradox 
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of “nation-building” (the creation or 

development of a nation, especially one that 

has recently become independent)59 and the 

“domino theory” (the theory that a political 

event in one country will cause similar 

events in neighboring countries, like a 

falling domino causing an entire row of 

upended dominoes to fall.)60. Operation 

Ranch Hand, a defoliation mission 

implemented under the Kennedy 

administration, consisted of planes being 

sent on said missions throughout Southeast 

Asia. The Air Force set out to destroy any 

foliage cover for the Viet Cong or National 

Liberation Front (NLF). By doing so, they 

sprayed the ‘rainbow herbicides’ labeled as 

such because of the colorful barrels in which 

they were shipped and stored. Agent 

Orange, or 2,4,5-T otherwise known as 

dioxin was the most harmful herbicide 

dispersed which led to untold detrimental 

health effects upon the environment as well 

as to humans. This paper will address and 

evaluate the use of Agent Orange and its 

effects specifically asking, how did the use 

of dioxin in Agent Orange affect U.S. 

veterans and their families, as well as those 

living in Vietnam? This is important because 

of the countless sacrifices and tragedies that 

occurred. This story is worth being told 

because it is not a mainstream narrative. 

Future generations need to understand what 

went on during the darker periods of US 

history. Controversial elements came about 

as a result of this war such as a severely 

59
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damaged economy and extremely low 

morale of the US. Agent Orange was an 

unconventional toxic chemical that the U.S. 

used for nearly a decade during the Vietnam 

War throughout Indochina, and made it 

harder for US veterans to assimilate back 

into civilian life.  

The Vietnam Veterans 

The veterans that served in the 

Vietnam War are often portrayed by the 

American public as rag-tag individuals who 

fit the ‘Rambo’ trope during the war effort. 

However, through research and extensive 

interest, reconsideration of the typical 

Vietnam veteran has sparked an 

enlightening reality check. Most American 

soldiers who returned home from WWII 

were acknowledged as war heroes in the US. 

The homecoming was very different for 

most Vietnam veterans. They came back to 

find the US torn apart by debate over the 

Vietnam war. There were no victory parades 

or welcome-home rallies. Most Vietnam 

veterans returned to a society that did not 

seem to care about them, or that seemed to 

view them with distrust and anger.61 

During the course of this process, I 

interviewed a Vietnam veteran Sgt. Jim 

McGinnis. He indicated to me that the 

average age of the Vietnam enlisted soldier 

was nineteen years old. Socioeconomically, 

most came from lower to middle class 

working families. The majority of this 

cohort of soldiers often saw action. There 

were no differences among racial or ethnic 
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groups that were found for either service in 

the Vietnam theater or exposure to combat. 

However, those who served in Vietnam with 

less than a high school education at the time 

of entry into military service were three 

times as likely to see heavy combat as those 

with college educations. And those who 

were less than twenty years of age at the 

time they went to Vietnam were twice as 

likely to be exposed to heavy combat as 

compared to those aged thirty-five years or 

older.62  

Black, White, Hispanic, and Asian 

Americans were all races that were 

represented within the U.S. Armed Forces. 

An estimated 5,000 to 7,000 women served 

in Vietnam. 63 “Approximately 80 to 85 

percent of male Vietnam veterans were 

white, 10 to 12 percent black, and the 

remaining Hispanic or other. Of those 

surveys that provided comparison groups, 

there were no differences in the racial 

composition of Vietnam era veterans 

compared to those who did not serve in 

Vietnam during the Vietnam era.”64 Those 

lucky enough to return home were not given 

the warm hero's welcome they had hoped. 

Rising inflation from war costs caused a 

whole plethora of domestic issues. This 

divided the nation with public distrust 

towards the government especially in light 

of the 1971 exposure of the declassified 

Pentagon papers from New York Times 

journalist Daniel Ellsberg, a whistleblower. 

These harsh realities were a wake-up call for 

many Vietnam veterans and American 

63
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citizens who had been caught up in the 

theater of war, or were exposed to the bitter 

truth. 

The soldiers were stuck between 

anti-communist sentiment and toxic 

nationalism in the highest regard. Many 

soldiers were misguided being bamboozled 

with propaganda. This false sense of 

security believing that they were fighting a 

winnable war, and the illusion of control 

echoed throughout the highest command. 

Barry Weisberg earned a Juris Doctorate and 

a Ph.D. He passed away in August, and was 

known as an activist, teacher, and scholar. 

Weisberg states, “This racism- anti-Black, 

anti-Asiatic, anti-Mexican- is a basic 

American attitude with deep historical roots 

and which existed, latently and overtly, well 

before the Vietnamese conflict.”  Being that 

the United States government refused to 

ratify the Genocide Convention is proof of 

this notion. American soldiers use torture on 

the Vietnamese. One such torture was the 

“field telephone treatment”65, they shoot 

unarmed women for nothing more than 

target practice, they kick wounded 

Vietnamese in the genitals, they cut ears off 

dead men to take home for trophies. “In the 

confused minds of the American soldiers, 

“Viet Cong” and “Vietnamese” tend 

increasingly to blend into one another. They 

often say to themselves, “The only good 

Vietnamese is a dead Vietnamese,” or what 

amounts to the same thing, “A dead 

Vietnamese is a Viet Cong.”66. Clearly, 

                                                 
65

 The portable generator for a field telephone is used 

as an instrument for interrogation by hitching the two 

lead wires to the victim’s genitals and turning the 

handle. (author’s note.) 

there was racism in the ranks of the soldiers. 

This caused indifference to who or what was 

the enemy in Vietnam. This deeply rooted 

racism stood at the foothills of most 

American conflicts. Agent Orange is a prime 

example of the complete disregard for 

human life and the ecosystem, and the 

soldiers fighting this unpopular war will 

only feel that hate and distrust when they 

come back home as enemies rather than 

heroes.  

More than Scars & Trauma 

The veterans brought home more 

than just physical scars and psychological 

trauma. Many male soldiers discuss the 

hardships especially those affected by Agent 

Orange and their faulty reproductive 

capabilities. Reagan states, “When male 

veterans took biological responsibility for 

their children’s birth defects, they shifted the 

blame that mothers had traditionally 

endured, first to themselves and then to the 

US government and chemical corporations. 

For men to claim publicly their biological 

responsibility for birth defects and for 

pregnancy loss, and to express guilt was 

unprecedented.” Historically, children born 

with birth defects had long been regarded as 

the fault of the mothers who gave birth to 

them. However, the roles were reversed after 

the war. “Male veterans, American and 

Vietnamese alike, insisted that they, as 

fathers, were responsible for the 

malformation of their children’s bodies. 

Male biological responsibility could be 
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traced back to the herbicides that had been 

sprayed upon them as soldiers; and that they 

had splashed through, breathed, eaten and 

drunk from creeks and rivers. In claiming 

reproductive responsibility, they broke 

gender norms that blamed women and 

required men to hide their own grief about 

both war and children.”67 This was a big 

step for breaking traditional gender norms 

often thought of as the stereotypical 

scapegoats that women had endured for 

years prior. After the war male’s assumed 

responsibility for exposure to Agent Orange 

and resulting birth defects. 

 The assimilation back into civilian 

life became more difficult for the American 

veterans due to the painful effects of the 

Agent Orange symptoms. “The extent to 

which these herbicides affect their 

unintended target is unknown. But the 

indications are that virtually every aspect of 

the organic fabric is affected in some way.” 

Weisberg claimed that herbicides can affect 

people through eating contaminated foods, 

drinking poisoned water, breathing 

contaminated air or by direct skin contact. 

“The results have been described by a 

Vietnamese: Those who were in the sprayed 

area found it difficult to breathe, stay awake, 

got fevers and became thirsty. These 

symptoms occurred mostly in older people 

and pregnant women. Many vomited and 

had colic type pains. Others had muscle 

paralysis and became numb around the 

hands and feet.” There were other symptoms 

such as the loss of hair, pains in the heart 
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area, pains in the back, and bleeding in the 

esophagus reported by Vietnamese. “Those 

who were directly exposed to the poisonous 

chemicals had red rashes and blistering skin. 

Women’s menstrual cycles have been 

effected and many cases of miscarriage have 

been reported.”68 These described side 

effects were troubling and a cause for 

concern in various local Vietnamese 

communities.  

Many Vietnam veterans were 

exposed to Agent Orange. There was 

consensus from the American public that 

these veterans had been unfairly treated and 

neglected. Agent Orange contained a group 

of chemically-related compounds that are 

persistent environmental pollutants made up 

of carbon, oxygen, hydrogen, and chlorine 

atoms that poisoned US troops as well as 

Vietnamese people and the land. “The 

attention brought some scrutiny to such 

crucial issues as the massive use by U.S. 

forces of Agent Orange, a dioxin with 

extraordinary levels of toxicity that poisoned 

thousands of American veterans along with 

the land and people of Vietnam. There was 

also some recognition of the inadequacy of 

medical, psychological, and educational 

benefits for veterans. Then, too, as 

posttraumatic stress disorder entered the 

nation’s vocabulary, people began to 

associate it with a list of very real and 

disturbing symptoms- depression, 

flashbacks, nightmares, anxiety, extreme 

mood swings, anger, paranoia, emotional 

numbing, and so on.” 69 Soldiers with PTSD 
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brought attention to the effects of Agent 

Orange use during the war.  

Personal narratives demonstrate the 

impact of Agent Orange and Dr. Le Cao 

Dai’s perspective is illuminating. Dr. Dai 

was a Vietnamese doctor who conducted 

research on the medical effects of exposure 

to Agent Orange in the Vietnamese 

population. He worked at the Red Cross 

office in Hanoi where he ran the Agent 

Orange Victims Fund. Appy fully captures 

firsthand accounts of the war in Vietnam 

from multiple perspectives and angles, 

giving a detailed overall chronicling of the 

war. Dr. Dai’s intentions were to find out 

more of the effects of the herbicide, however 

it was extremely expensive to actually test 

for dioxin levels in patients. Dr. Dai died in 

2002, a year before Appy published his 

book. Another primary source in Patriots 

reveals the experience of Jayne Stancavage, 

the daughter of a U.S. 48 year old sailor in 

the Navy who died in Vietnam. One of the 

doctors “off the record” explained that his 

death had been partly due to exposure to 

Agent Orange. The family took part in the 

class-action suit against Dow Chemical and 

other manufacturers of Agent Orange. Jayne 

describes her childhood with her father 

being mostly absent, or haunted from the 

atrocities experienced in war. “He tried to 

stay, but he would just hide on the back 

porch because he was afraid that they were 

going to get him. He never explained who 

“they” were. He said once, “the little 

people.” I’d never seen him afraid of 

anything before. He was just a shadow of 
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himself. It was as though someone else had 

replaced my dad, as though a cog wasn’t 

catching right in a chain, just slipping and 

slipping.” The mental strain manifested into 

physical problems. He had become 

terminally ill with cancer. While in the 

veterans’ hospital he was being treated by a 

Vietnamese-American doctor which terrified 

him. “He tried to get out of the bed and hide. 

I just want to know what happened, what 

really happened, and feel like it isn’t going 

to happen again so blindly. The government 

figures their responsibility ends when they 

hand you the folded-up flag.”70 Narratives 

such as these delve into the hardships that 

made it almost impossible to assimilate into 

civilian life.  

The strategic hamlets many 

Vietnamese were subjected to were less than 

ideal and segregated families as well as tore 

their culture to shreds. “We know about 

these camps from numerous witnesses. They 

are fenced in by barbed wire. Even the most 

elementary needs are denied: there is 

malnutrition and a total lack of hygiene. The 

prisoners are heaped together in small tents 

or sheds. The social structure is destroyed. 

Husbands are separated from their wives, 

mothers from their children; family life, so 

important to the Vietnamese, no longer 

exists.” As a result of families being torn 

apart, the birth rate drops; any likelihood of 

religious or cultural life is subdued. People 

were denied the opportunity to work to 

remain independent. “These unfortunate 

people are not even slaves; they are reduced 

to a living heap of vegetable existence. 
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When, sometimes, a fragmented family 

group is freed- children with an elder sister 

or a young mother- it goes to swell the ranks 

of the subproletariat in the big cities; 

reaching the last stage of her degradation in 

prostituting herself to the GIs.”71 Most 

Vietnamese were backed into a corner with 

very little option to make a living when their 

homes were destroyed or they were forced 

into the strategic hamlets.  

Agent Orange: Herbicidal Warfare 

The United States government 

authorized the use of Agent Orange in 1961. 

The president at the time was John F. 

Kennedy, and he understood what the 

soldiers were facing in terms of guerilla 

warfare. Initially, he limited the troops to 

Special Forces trained in guerilla warfare. 

However, those troops were still 

overwhelmed and unprepared to deal with 

the Vietnamese. The President approved the 

National Security Action Memorandum No. 

115, Defoliant Operations in Vietnam in 

which states, “The President has approved 

the recommendation of the Secretary of 

State and the Deputy Secretary of Defense 

to participate in a selective and carefully 

controlled joint program of defoliant 

operations in Vietnam starting with the 

clearance of key routes and proceeding 

thereafter to food denial only if the most 

careful basis of resettlement and alternative 

food supply has been created.”72 Historians 

often portray Kennedy and his cabinet as 
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rational and level headed administrators, but 

the administration promoted the adoption of 

a weapon that ultimately proved militarily 

ineffective and politically disastrous. Agent 

Orange was the most commonly used 

herbicide sprayed under Operation Ranch 

Hand by the US military. “Operation Ranch 

Hand had two primary objectives: 

defoliation of trees and plants to improve 

visibility for military operations, and 

destruction of essential enemy food 

supplies.” It is important to understand that 

Agent Orange was used to poison the 

Vietnamese food supply. This action not 

only impacted the enemy but the civilian 

population as well. “Targets for defoliation 

by Ranch Hand included base camps and 

fire support bases (specifically constructed 

sites for storage of artillery in support of 

combat operations), lines of communication, 

enemy infiltration routes, and enemy base 

camps. Clearance of these areas improved 

aerial observation, opened roads to free 

travel, and hindered enemy ambush.”73 The 

war was fought in dense jungles that 

allowed the VC to ambush and then hide. 

The thick vegetation enabled the VC to hide 

in underground tunnels so that they could 

attack at will. Unfortunately many veterans 

were exposed to the carcinogenic effects of 

Agent Orange, and the harmful effects of 

Agent Orange made it difficult for veterans 

to revert back to civilian life. 

For nearly a decade the US military 

began initializing defoliation spraying 
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missions to use their superior technology to 

combat the dense jungles of Southeast Asia. 

“Twelve million gallons of Agent Orange 

were sprayed on Vietnam; five million acres 

of forest killed. At the time, Vietnamese 

doctors and newspapers reported an unusual 

number of malformed stillborn babies, but 

the US government dismissed these reports 

as communist propaganda and reiterated that 

the herbicides were harmless.”. Veterans 

worldwide soon suspected that Agent 

Orange caused not only chloracne – the 

rashes and open sores – but also their 

cancers, respiratory diseases, early deaths 

and painful reproductive experiences. 74 

There were dichotomous viewpoints 

that contradicted much of the US 

policymakers decisions. “The first two 

represent a failure by war planners to 

grapple with the political and military 

realities of their counterinsurgency efforts in 

Vietnam. The last, however, is more 

complicated. In hindsight, it seems absurd to 

believe that policymakers could separate the 

“physical person” of the enemy or, for that 

matter, of civilians from the physical 

environment in which they lived. How could 

the sprays being used to defoliate forests and 

destroy rice crops and fruit trees be 

considered any more separable than civilians 

and combatants in a guerilla war?”75 

Vietnamese livelihood largely depended on 

agriculture and farming. To separate and 

destroy civilians' livelihood and land 

genuinely believing that Operation Ranch 
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Hand will win over the ‘hearts and minds’ of 

Vietnamese seemed irrational and 

counterproductive.  

Military advisers closely worked 

with top scientists to develop ground 

clearing formulas. As historian David 

Zierler identifies, this latter issue marked a 

paradigm shift about the use of chemicals in 

a military context: “Whereas early research 

in plant growth manipulation required a 

cognitive leap to shift the field from growth 

promotion to weed killing, the idea that 

herbicides could become a military weapon 

necessitated a similar reorientation of the 

social function of plant physiology in a time 

of total war. Just as the idea to favor 

herbicides over growth promoters required 

new ways to unlock the potential of 

biochemistry, so did the notion of herbicidal 

warfare require innovative thinking about 

national security and the environmental 

dimensions of battle.” There was no 

distinction between military and civilian 

herbicides. Chemical companies worked 

closely with scientists and the military. This 

collaboration of research allowed for the 

development, and testing of a variety of 

chemicals that had potential military uses.76 

These innovative approaches inspired many 

in Washington to reconsider traditional 

viewpoints of warfare. The mindset of these 

policymakers and military officials forced 

many to reassess the particular parameters of 

warfare. The use of herbicides was a rather 
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new biological aspect of unorthodox 

warfare.  

After the US realized that these 

chemicals had harmful effects on the 

environment and humans those in 

Washington needed to cover their tracks. “In 

October 1969, the Department of Defense 

restricted the use of Agent Orange to areas 

remote from populations. This action was 

prompted by a National Institutes of Health 

report that 2,4,5-T could cause 

malformations and stillbirths in mice.” By 

the end of the 1960’s the US government 

became aware of the harmful effects of 

dioxin. The US accumulated scientific data 

proving Agent Orange caused birth defects 

in newborns of Vietnam War veterans. “In 

December 1969, the American Association 

for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) 

declared that recent research showing that 

2,4-D and 2,4,5-T could cause birth 

deformities in experimental animals 

supported the conclusion that 2,4,5-T posed 

a probable health threat to humans.”77 It was 

not until the early 1970’s that the US banned 

the use of herbicides. At this point, the 

damage was far reaching and impacting a 

generation on those who unknowingly 

participated in the Vietnam theater. 

“According to DOD records, on February 

12, 1971, MACV further announced that 

herbicides would no longer be used for crop 

destruction in Vietnam, and the last fixed-

wing herbicide-dispensing aircraft was 

flown. [...] The last U.S.-authorized 
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helicopter herbicide operation was flown on 

October 31, 1971. (NAS, 1974).”78  

Near the end of the war the US had a 

huge stockpile of rainbow herbicides that 

needed to be disposed of. “In September 

1971, the Department of Defense directed 

that all surplus Agent Orange in South 

Vietnam be removed and that the entire 2.2 

million gallons be disposed of by an 

environmentally acceptable method. The 

1.37 million gallons in South Vietnam was 

moved to Johnston Island, in the Pacific 

Ocean, for storage.” The US Air Force 

researched how to properly dispose of the 

stockpile of Agent Orange. Some of the 

ideas for this disposal included incineration 

and burial. 79 

Agent Orange was also dispersed 

using backpacks and sprayers on a small-

scale. In these areas no records were 

maintained by the military on its use. 

“According to official documents, the 

“small-scale use of herbicides, for example 

around friendly base perimeters, were at the 

discretion of area commanders. Such uses 

seemed so obvious and so uncontroversial at 

the time that little thought was given to any 

detailed or permanent record of the uses or 

results” (U.S. Army, 1972).” The 

Department of Defense used the same 

precautions that were used at the domestic 

level prior to the war. However, the DOD 

considered troop exposure to Agent Orange 

to be a low health hazard. 80 Agent Orange 
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may have been discontinued before the war 

ended, however its lingering effects on 

Southeast Asia and veterans still remain. 

Class Action Case: The Fight for 

Accountability 

The veterans and their affected 

families filed a class action lawsuit against 

Dow, Monsanto and other chemical 

companies that produced the defoliant and 

sold it to the government. The families 

became involved whether they wanted to or 

not as many children of veterans were born 

with birth defects or underlying medical 

conditions due to their parent’s tainted 

reproductive capabilities. “Their children, 

especially those who used wheelchairs or 

had ‘skeletal deformities’, had political 

value. If they gained attention and provoked 

pity, they might win the needed action. 

When the class-action lawsuit against Dow, 

Monsanto and the other chemical companies 

that produced Agent Orange for the US 

military began in 1979, one newspaper 

reported that, ‘the spectators’ gallery of the 

nondescript federal courtroom was jammed 

yesterday with playfully squirming children 

– one with a cleft lip, another with a 

misshapen hip and another with a congenital 

heart defect’.” Vietnam Veterans Against 

the War, a non-profit organization 

assembled in Washington, DC in 1982, 

several hundred people rallied outside the 

White House to hear the speeches of 

mothers and wives of Agent Orange victims. 

“They then marched in a silent picket line 

and left photographs of American and 
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Vietnamese children affected by Agent 

Orange for President Ronald Reagan. They 

wanted ‘to remind him not only of what has 

happened in the past but what his policies 

can mean for the future.’” 81 The children 

affected by Agent Orange due to their 

parent’s service could win hearts and minds 

by pity from politicians and the media as 

well as the American public five years after 

the war ended. This resulted in a plethora of 

unwanted flashbacks filled with grief and 

regret. The children affected were a constant 

reminder of the impacts of war which made 

it harder to assimilate back into civilian 

lives.  

There was a lack of data showing 

that these chemical companies were 

responsible for the birth defects related to 

Agent Orange. “George Wald has suggested 

in this connection that companies such as 

Dow Chemical are in some sense as 

responsible for War Crimes as is the 

Military.” 82 The accountability from 

chemical companies had been nonexistent 

until the veterans and their families started 

putting serious pressure on them. The 

veterans and the chemical companies ended 

up settling out of court on a $180 million 

settlement fund established for those 

affected by the herbicides. The Vietnamese 

would never see a penny of that settlement 

compensation. Years later, the Vietnamese 

worked with the US and several other 

countries to fund the clean up of hotspots 

where dioxin levels were highly 

concentrated such as Da Nang airport.  

82
 Barry Weisberg. Ecocide in Indochina. Pg. 6 



Teaching Social Studies: Vol. 22, No. 1, Winter/Spring 2022 

114 

 

The Agent Orange Working Group 

was established in the 1980s by a group of 

international non-governmental 

organizations to support and research 

victims and veterans affected by the 

herbicide. In a memorandum to Secretary of 

Defense, Health and Human Services, 

Director of Management and Budget, as 

well as the administrator of Veterans Affairs 

stating, “Since 1981, the Agent Orange 

Working Group of the Cabinet Council on 

Human Resources has served to coordinate 

federal government activities concerning 

Agent Orange, a herbicide used in Southeast 

Asia. This group has now presented a status 

report to the Domestic Policy Council, 

describing some 155 studies which have 

been done, at a cost of $150 million, and a 

dozen other studies to be completed in the 

1988-1989 period. It is important that the 

Administration continue the commitment to 

a full investigation of the effects of Agent 

Orange.” 83 Veteran activists and the Agent 

Orange Working Group are prime examples 

of community members coming together to 

advocate for those who have sacrificed their 

lives and well-being for their country. This 

is a result of these groups coming together to 

advocate and aiming to resolve the legacy of 

Agent Orange and provide humanitarian 

assistance to Vietnamese war victims.  

Ecocide in Indochina: Only we can 

Prevent Forests 

The Ecocide in Indochina was an 

overshadowed controversy of outrage over 

the My Lai Massacre, the anti-war protests 
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at home, and the war itself. Defoliation was 

a newly adopted method of warfare by the 

U.S. deemed effective for deforestation of 

the thick jungles of Southeast Asia, however 

Weisberg indicated that the defoliation 

spraying missions was going on before the 

US officially enacted the program.  

Birth defects were beginning to 

correlate to the large amounts of herbicides 

being dropped in Southeast Asia. “Many 

international agreements seem applicable to 

Americans' involvement in Indochina. But 

the US still refrains from ratifying most of 

them, such as the 1925 Geneva Protocol 

against “asphyxiating, poisonous or other 

gases...” To date, some 84 nations have 

ratified that Protocol. And although the 

World Health Organization has condemned 

the use of herbicides and tear gas in warfare, 

as well as suggesting that 2,4,5-T was a 

“possible cause of birth defects in children,” 

the United States continues to employ 2,4,5-

T in Vietnam in complete disdain for 

possible pathological consequences, even 

when officially banned from use in Vietnam 

by Secretary of Defense David Packard on 

April 15, 1970: … in a quarter of a century 

since the Department of Defense first 

developed the biological warfare uses of this 

material (2,4,5-T) it has not completed a 

single series of formal teratological tests on 

pregnant animals to determine whether it has 

an effect on their unborn offspring.” 84 

These untested and unregulated chemicals 

were an indication that the military was not 

using traditional modes of warfare. By not 

conforming to global norms, the US was 
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able to get away with a lot of heinous acts 

that were often considered chemical warfare 

also known as ecocide. Ecocide, a term that 

Weisberg coined when discussing herbicides 

effects on the ecosystem. The government’s 

lack of transparency was evident throughout 

the Vietnam conflict. As a result, it made it 

harder for soldiers to buy into the system in 

which they served.  

The ecological ramifications were 

not unforeseen during the decade of 

defoliants sprayed. The application of 

herbicides and other chemicals in Southeast 

Asia caused permanent environmental 

damage. This destruction also triggered 

changes in ecology that, many scientists 

believe, may irreparably reduce the once-

fertile fields in Vietnam to dust bowls. 

“Lateralization, a process which occurs in 

tropical regions when the organic material 

and chemicals that normally enrich the soil 

are washed away because of lack of 

protective growth, thus resulting in a reddish 

soil which hardens irreversibility into a 

brick-like consistency upon exposure to 

sunlight, has begun in some areas in 

Vietnam.” 85 This depletion of soil made it 

much harder for Vietnamese to cultivate the 

land, and return to an agrarian society.  

War has featured growth in scope 

and scale as well as made communication 

more efficient. As early as WWI, war could 

no longer be contained to one area. It had to 

spread globally. Weisberg stated, “In 1967, 

this process was intensified. The ties of the 
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“One World,” on which the US wants to 

impose its hegemony, have grown tighter 

and tighter. For this reason, as the American 

government very well knows, the current 

genocide is conceived as an answer to 

people’s war and perpetrated in Vietnam not 

against the Vietnamese alone, but against 

humanity.” 86 The war displaced an entire 

ethnic group as a result making it nearly 

impossible to go back home and restart their 

lives.  

Many years have passed since the 

Vietnam War ended. However, the residual 

effects of Agent Orange remain. “There is 

some evidence that even if the spraying 

were to be stopped now, the process of 

lateralization would likely continue for some 

time in the future. Fred H. Tschirley, 

assistant chief of the Crops Protection 

Research Division of the U.S. Department of 

Agriculture and former adviser to the U.S. 

The Department of State in an article 

entitled “Defoliation in Vietnam” in the 

February 21 issue of Science, wrote: Strips 

of mangroves on both sides of the Ong Doc 

River, sprayed with Orange in 1962, were of 

particular interest. The treated strips were 

still plainly visible. Thus, one must assume 

that the trees were not simply defoliated, but 

were killed… 20 years may be a reasonable 

estimate of the time needed for this forest to 

return to its original condition.” 87 Today 

there is not a lot of evidence to support that 

the Ong Doc river has recovered almost 60 

years later.   
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Conclusion: Uncertain Horizons…  

In conclusion, this tumultuous period 

of US history is a reminder of what happens 

when the government puts policies over 

people. Not thought out policies and harmful 

effects from Agent Orange left a fragmented 

history and relationship with the US and its 

citizens as well as Vietnamese. American 

and Vietnamese soldiers had a much harder 

time reintegrating within their respective 

societies and cultures. This was partially due 

to Agent Orange’s carcinogenic effects. 

Some of these effects left the soldiers on 

both sides with health issues that manifested 

itself and their children. Agent Orange 

remained as a reflection of the war crimes 

committed in Southeast Asia as a painful 

reminder of what the US and its allies did to 

a developing region of the world. Through 

dropping millions of dioxin chemicals 

otherwise known as rainbow herbicides in 

the forests of Vietnam, it impacted untold 

numbers of Vietnamese and U.S. Vietnam 

War veterans along with some of their 

children being born with birth defects or 

disabilities.  

Ultimately the uses made by the U.S. 

were intended to destroy the thick vegetation 

of the jungle so the North Vietnamese and 

allied forces would not be able to use it any 

longer for cover and guerilla warfare tactics 

as well as to cut off their food supply. 

However, this not only diminished the 

forest, but any animals that came in contact 

were dead within days, and many of the 

Vietnamese who were exposed by it 

developed serious illnesses even years after 

the war, and some of their children inherited 

adverse health defects. However, not until 

decades after the war did the U.S. even 

acknowledge its actions and was held 

accountable for war crimes and ecocide in 

Southeast Asia resulting in several class-

action court cases on the manufacturers of 

Agent Orange settlements and liability fees. 

For many Vietnamese and U.S. veterans the 

damage is already done, and no amount of 

money or chance of redemption will ever 

reconcile or redeem the war crimes and 

genocide committed. 
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How Redlining Delayed Equality for African Americans 

 

William Spector

Racial segregation has been part of 

our country’s history since long before the 

United States themselves were even a 

thought. Starting with the slave trade, 

people of color were instantly brought into 

this country at a disadvantage, and they 

have never been able to get on level footing 

with their white counterparts, even to this 

day. This can be a hot topic to discuss. Still, 

the people of the United States must realize 

that black people have been taking the brunt 

of systemic racism in this country for more 

than 200 years. It will, unfortunately, 

continue to exist until a change is made. 

Some people may disagree with this 

statement, but the reality of the situation is 

that there was a chance to advance African 

American status in this country during the 

20th century, and it was fumbled. It actually 

set the timeline for equality back. What set 

the Black community back by years is the 

practice of redlining. Redlining is a racially 

discriminatory policy which allowed 

mortgage lenders to deny loans to Black 

families or give them really bad interest on 

the loans they would be given. The goal of 

this paper will be to prove that the practice 

of redlining in the inner cities of the United 

States has caused the African American 

community to be set back in their constant 

fight for equality. Along with this, I will 

also discuss the possibility that the 

government has the opportunity to help the 

people of our country using their resources 

but they choose not to do so. 

Redlining 

The Home Owners' Loan Corporation, 

which was created in the New Deal under 

FDR, created one of the most racist 

policies in American history, which came 

to be known as redlining. The Two Way 

website,     which has an article titled, 

Interactive Redlining Map Zooms in on 

America's History of Discrimination, 

written by Camila Domonoske, shows what 

parts of the country were redlined. She 

notes, “The project features the infamous 

redlining maps from the Home Owners' 

Loan Corporation. In the late 1930s, the 

HOLC "graded" neighborhoods into four 

categories, based in large part on their 

racial makeup. Neighborhoods with 

minority occupants were marked in red — 

hence "redlining — and considered high-

risk for mortgage lenders. Redlining was 

carried out in cities big and small with the 

help of local realtors and appraisers. The 

maps and descriptions eventually made it 

into the National Archives. A newly 

revamped interactive site from "Mapping 

Inequality" takes scores of HOLC maps — 

previously accessible only in person at the 

Archives or in scanned images posted 

piecemeal online — and embeds them on a 

single map of the USA. Selecting a city 

https://dsl.richmond.edu/panorama/redlining
https://dsl.richmond.edu/panorama/redlining
https://dsl.richmond.edu/panorama/redlining
http://www.slate.com/blogs/the_vault/2014/05/30/where_to_find_historical_redlining_maps_of_your_city.html
http://www.slate.com/blogs/the_vault/2014/05/30/where_to_find_historical_redlining_maps_of_your_city.html
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reveals the old map images; zooming in 

shows a color overlay over a modern map 

with street names and building outlines.” 

This practice is a strong reason why 

African Americans are still stuck in inner 

cities today. These minorities were not 

given loans based on their living, even if 

they had good credit and/or enough money. 

If they had the same financial situation as a 

white family, they would never have a 

chance to buy a house over the white 

family. Mortgage lenders followed these 

maps, and because of this practice, African 

American communities got stuck in the 

inner cities they were already forced into. 

The use of this website and the 

interactive map open the viewer’s eyes to 

the reality of the 20th century and the racist 

policies that the government was more than 

complicit with creating. The goal of this 

website is to truly help people understand 

the gravity of the actions that were taking 

place and the repercussions that these 

actions will have for generations to come. 

The article states, “As a result of redlining, 

families of color ‘couldn't avail themselves 

of what is arguably the most significant 

route to family and personal wealth-building 

in the 20th century, which is 

homeownership.’” These African American 

families had no chance to overcome this 

deficit that they were born into, and this 

caused them to stay in the inner cities. 

Another point that the article states and the 

point this paper is trying to get across is, 

“Nelson says he hopes the new tool will 

prompt some conversations and soul-

searching among the general public. "People 

don't know about this history, and I wanted 

for them to wrestle with, grapple with, talk 

about, think about the racial and wealth 

inequalities in 20th-century America — and 

particularly the federal government's role in 

creating that,"3 he says. This practice of 

redlining truly set African Americans into a 

deep hole, a nearly impossible hole for any 

person to dig themselves out of. 

The Color of Law, written by 

Richard Rothstein, is a book that discusses 

the history of housing segregation in the 

United States. The main idea that the book 

discusses and points out to the reader is that 

it was not only the “private” industry in 

which African Americans were being 

discriminated against; it was also the public 

sector. The United States government was 

not only complicit, but they quite literally 

sponsored segregation within our country. 

Early on in this book, he states that “The 

core argument of this book is that African 

Americans were unconstitutionally denied 

the means and the right to integration in 

middle-class neighborhoods, and because 

this denial was state-sponsored, the nation is 

obligated to remedy it”.4 This quote 

encompasses the argument on which this 

paper is premised; the United States 

government was a significant reason the 

African American community was redlined 

out of suburban houses. Many other quotes 

from this book can be used to prove the 

argument that the United States set back 

racial equality in this country by decades. 

Using the information we know from the 

last paragraph, we know that the mortgage 

lenders did not give out loans to black 

families who lived in the inner city; this 

makes the United States government, the 

ones who were in charge of these 

mortgages, responsible for the 
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African American community being stuck in 

the inner cities throughout our country. 

Rothstein states, “Just like Supreme Court 

justices, we as a nation have avoided 

contemplating remedies because we’ve 

indulged in the comfortable delusion that 

our segregation has not resulted primarily 

from state action and so, we conclude, there 

is not much we are required to do about it. 

Because once entrenched, segregation is 

difficult to reverse, and the easiest course is 

to ignore it.”5 This quote ties right into the 

Supreme Court case of Corrigan v. Buckley 

(1926)6. The Supreme Court, in this case, 

ruled that the private sector was allowed to 

enforce white housing covenants thus, 

making it legal around the country. After 

this decision, there were no more Supreme 

Court rulings on anything similar for 

another 25 years. Essentially that means for 

over 25 years (not even including the time 

before which this practice still occurred), 

African Americans all over the country were 

refused housing just based on their skin 

color. Soon after this practice was created, 

redlining came into effect in the country in 

the 1930s and continued into the 1950s. This 

means that for well over 50 years, Blacks in 

this country could not choose where to live 

and were essentially forced to stay in the 

inner cities where they were “placed.” 

To continue with The Color of Law, 

this book was published in 2017. It brings 

out all of the racially discriminatory policies 

put forward by most presidential 

administrations during the early 20th 

century. Even the most liberal presidents, 

such as Franklin Delano Roosevelt, had 

racially discriminatory policies. Many of 

these racist policies have been lifted and are 

not in effect today, but the main problem is 

that the United States did nothing to rectify 

the situation. Rothstein writes, “We have 

created a caste system in this country, with 

African Americans, kept exploited and 

geographically separate by racially explicit 

government policies. Although most of 

these policies are now off the books, they 

have never been remedied, and their effects 

endure.”7 The government just allowed the 

Black people to suffer the consequences of 

their actions with no help to try and become 

equal in society. Essentially, the government 

sent the Black community down with the 

anchor of a ship (the racist policies), and 

then the government realized that what they 

were was wrong. So, what did they do? 

They cut the anchor loose and left the Black 

community 100 feet underwater. This is one 

of the main reasons why the United States of 

America is still segregated today and the 

reason that it will not change anytime in the 

near future. 

Another secondary source that ties 

right into this argument is the article titled 

“Historic Home Mortgage Redlining in 

Chicago” written by James L. Greer8. This 

paper discussed in detail the intricacies used 

in redlining and how they made Chicago the 

city it is today. A quote on page 211 states, 

“While white families moving to new 

housing in suburban areas enjoyed easy 

access to ample, affordable, and insured 

mortgage financing, African American 

families faced starkly different 

circumstances. Barred from the suburban 

housing market by the realty industry, 

zoning and building code laws of localities, 

the active resistance of developers, as well 

as the underwriting standards of the federal 
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government, African Americans entered 

neighborhood housing markets within the 

city where conventional mortgage financing 

was not available.”9 Whites were 

disproportionately given better loans than 

their African American counterparts, which 

is a big reason African Americans were 

stuck in the inner city. We know this 

practice took place in Chicago because it is 

one of the only cities that still has a map 

remaining from the original redlining. Greer 

writes, “Chicago is especially well suited as 

a case study if for only one additional 

reason. It is the only city where an existing 

FHA mortgage insurance implementation 

map remains. All other comparable FHA 

redlining maps were destroyed due to two 

lawsuits filed in federal court that alleged 

discrimination based solely on race on the 

pricing of homes constructed and/or sold in 

transitional neighborhoods in the 1950s and 

1960s. Another set of maps, the Residential 

Security Maps, produced by the Home 

Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC), also 

gauged mortgage risk at the neighborhood 

level for nearly all cities large and small in 

the U.S. at this time. HOLC, however, was 

not given the responsibility, as was the 

FHA, of actually implementing the 

mortgage insurance program. HOLC’s 

Residential Security Maps grouped small 

housing markets into four different 

gradations of mortgage risk: 

“hazardous” or fourth-rate real estate 

markets; “definitely declining” or third rate; 

“good” or second rate; and finally 

“excellent” or first-rate.”10 This is definitive 

proof that the government did not want the 

public to know about redlining, and it was 

leaked. The paper goes to state, “It is 

certainly fair to conclude, as did Kenneth 

Jackson, who discovered these maps, that 

they are redlining maps as they provide 

guidance from an (at that time) important 

federal agency to lending institutions on 

how they should structure their mortgage 

lending decisions. Indeed, the HOLC maps 

are suggestive of redlining because they 

clearly and vividly (in bright red and 

yellow) identify those areas of cities—those 

“hazardous” and “definitely declining” 

neighborhoods— where long-term 

mortgages are far too risky. If, however, the 

numerous HOLC maps are suggestive, this 

sole FHA mortgage risk map of Chicago is 

definitive. In it, the FHA identifies the large 

swath of the city of Chicago where the 

agency will not, under any circumstances, 

offer mortgage insurance, thus barring any 

regulated financial institution from making 

standard, conventional mortgage loans in 

these areas. This Chicago FHA map is the 

only map that identifies where the agency 

will refuse to offer mortgage insurance and 

indeed redline these communities.”11 With 

no way to get mortgage loans, there is no 

chance for Black families to succeed in this 

housing climate. With these points being 

made, it is again telling the reader that 

redlining is a significant cause of inequality 

in the United States today. There are maps 

of Chicago where you can still see today the 

effects that redlining has had on the city's 

black population. Almost the exact area 

redlined back in the early twentieth century 

is still a predominantly Black neighborhood 

with terrible infrastructure and low quality 

of life for its residents. With this evidence 

being presented, another source supports the 

claim that the fight for equality for African 
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Americans in this country was set back by 

redlining. 

Using the United States Census, you 

can clearly see that the previously relined 

areas which were labeled as “Hazardous” 

directly overlay the areas in which are 

predominantly populated by African 

Americans. Using the maps given12,13, it 

shows the city of Chicago is a perfect 

example of this situation. Black people 

predominantly are in the areas which were 

labeled hazardous, while White and Asian 

(primarily white) people make up the areas 

that were then considered desirable. 

Part 5: Redlining Effects Today 

In the next portion of the paper, we 

will discuss two different schools only five 

miles away from one another in 

Philadelphia. First is Radnor High School, a 

very expensive school in which the main 

population of students is white. The property 

value for the homes where the kids live is 

generally pricey and overall “good” 

neighborhoods.  In an article written by 

Kristen Graham about Radnor High School, 

she states, “Jillian Hughes attends a public 

school with 22 Advanced Placement 

courses, 96 percent of students going on to 

college or trade school, and a sense of 

community so strong that 300 students 

formed a club just to turn up and cheer at 

school sporting events. "We have everything 

we need,"14 Hughes, 15, said of Radnor 

High. Moved by the Philadelphia School 

District's great budget crunch and the wide 

gulf between her own education and that of 

city students, Hughes recently gathered and 

distributed supplies for pupils at one 

Philadelphia elementary school. Now, she’s 

collecting warm clothes for students and 

plans to keep up and possibly expand her 

efforts. Time spent at Radnor High 

underscores the gap that moved Hughes: the 

dichotomy between Philadelphia and strong 

suburban districts such as Lower Merion, 

Council Rock, and Tredyffrin/Easttown. It's 

the difference between students with 

constant access to counselors and nurses and 

students without those services always 

guaranteed; between a school with myriad 

after-school opportunities and those with 

few; between teachers with ample supplies 

and those who have to go begging for copier 

paper. Viewed through the lens of the 

Philadelphia School District's budget straits, 

Radnor seems extraordinary. "But we don't 

live in excess here," said Mark Schellenger, 

Radnor's principal for the last eight years. 

"We and schools like us are what schools 

should be."15 Why point out this about a 

predominately white school in a paper about 

redlining?  What is the reason that they can 

have these nice things in their classroom? 

Graham states, “Funding, of course, 

underpins everything. Philadelphia's School 

Reform Commission runs the district but has 

no control over its funding; it cannot raise 

taxes. Suburban districts such as Radnor 

receive state aid but fund the bulk of their 

budget through property taxes, which means 

a great deal in this Main Line community. 

For this school year, Radnor was even able 

to cut taxes while maintaining its high level 

of programming. About half of the $2.4 

billion budget comes from state aid in 

Philadelphia. Because property values are 

not nearly as high as in wealthy suburban 

communities, aid from local, state, and 
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federal sources becomes much more crucial. 

When it is cut, the consequences are 

dramatic. In 2011-12, the last year for which 

figures are available, Philadelphia had 

$5,766 less per pupil than Radnor to educate 

needier students: spending was $18,117 per 

student in Radnor, $12,351 per student in 

Philadelphia, according to state data. (The 

gap is almost certainly larger now, given 

Philadelphia's sharp budget cuts.).”16 

Because of the socioeconomic status of their 

community, this school has $18,117 to 

spend per student. Each student at this 

school was given an iPad! This school has 

above and beyond the necessary materials to 

be a well-functioning institution. 

On the other hand, some schools do 

not nearly have enough resources to run at 

the level of Radnor High School. In 

Philadelphia, Lingelbach Elementary 

School, which sits just five miles from 

Radnor, is one of these schools. Given the 

amount of money Radnor has per student, 

what would a small amount per student be? 

$5,000? $1,000? Lingelbach Elementary 

School only has $160; total, not even per 

student. This astronomically low number is 

astronomically lower than the $18,117 

budget per student that Radnor had. The 

article by Graham states, “You can’t even 

buy groceries for $160, let alone run a 

school for 400 kids for a year,” Gosselin 

said. For many, Tom Wolf’s election as 

governor is a turning point, a change that 

could finally address years of Philadelphia 

School District cuts so deep that a school 

has just 40 cents to spend on each needy 

student. And though Lingelbach’s situation 

is the extreme, public schools around the 

city grapple with similar problems.”17 So 

how is it possible that Radnor has so much 

money and Lingelbach has so little? It was 

alluded to in the previous paragraph, but 

Lingelbach is a mostly Black school with 

students from impoverished Philadelphia. 

The reason that this district is so poor comes 

directly back to the effects redlining is 

having on America today. The article 

continues to state, “Coming into the year, 

Gosselin zeroed in on students’ reading 

levels just 42 percent were meeting state 

standards. He wanted to administer short 

tests to gauge children’s reading fluency. 

But there was no money to buy the test or 

even paper to copy it. Gosselin, 36, found a 

few free online resources and ran them off at 

State Rep. Stephen Kinsey’s office. “We 

had to beg, borrow and steal to do this, but 

it’s important,” he said. “We need to know 

how kids are reading in order to design 

interventions for them.”18 The school had 

little to no resources for the teachers to use, 

and they were forced to become scavengers 

for anything to use in their classroom. How 

does this connect to redlining? The area that 

Radnor is in is predominantly white and 

affluent. In contrast, Lingelbach Elementary 

School is predominantly a Black 

neighborhood that would be classified as a 

“hazardous” area under the redlining maps. 

This shows one main thing; African 

Americans who were forced into the inner 

city by redlining are stuck there. They are 

stuck in this place because there is a lack of 

educational resources to get a good 

education. When they do not have the 

resources for a good education or enough 

money to go to college to attempt to make a 

better life for themselves, then you get stuck 

where you are in a vicious cycle. The fact 
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that these schools in Philadelphia today still 

feel the effects of the redlining in the mid-

twentieth century proves the argument that 

equality for Blacks in this country was set 

back because of redlining. 

It is unfortunate that redlining 

occurred in our country but at least it is not 

happening anymore, right? Wrong. 

Unfortunately, there is a new practice that is 

floating around the cities of this country in 

many of the same neighborhoods that were 

affected by redlining and that practice is 

digital redlining. Digital redlining is defined 

as the practice of creating inequities 

between already marginalized groups 

specifically through the use of digital 

technologies, digital content, and the 

internet. A real life example of this 

occurring is stated in this article titled, The 

Broadband Gap's Dirty Secret: Redlining 

Still Exists in Digital Form. This article 

states, “When Christina Wilson moved into 

Los Angeles public housing with her 

husband and teenage daughter four years 

ago, she tried to transfer her internet service 

plan to her new home. But, as is the case 

with many low-income communities in the 

US, the ISP didn't serve the Housing 

Authority of Los Angeles' Imperial Courts. 

In fact, no internet service providers offered 

speedy plans for any of LA's public housing 

facilities. Instead, they only offered pricey, 

slow plans insufficient for today's needs. So 

the 45-year-old relied on her smartphone's 

T-Mobile connection for anything she 

wanted to do online, while her daughter 

used her phone as a hotspot to attend her 

virtual film school classes. The mobile 

devices had unlimited data but came with 

caveats. ‘What we found out with unlimited 

data is it's still limited because they slow 

your internet down,"19 Wilson said. "If my 

daughter's online, doing school, it's terrible 

waiting all that time.’” Basically when this 

family moved into the public housing sector 

from another neighborhood they 

experienced what it was like to live in the 

world of digital redlining. They have to use 

a hotspot on their phone just so the daughter 

can go to school and the mom can do work 

and they cannot even go on the internet at 

the same time because it is too slow when 

they go on at the same time. The article 

continues on to state, “The gap in broadband 

coverage in a poorer neighborhood is 

effectively a digital form of redlining, a 

now-banned practice that denied service 

based on race. In the 1930s, banks started 

developing maps to withhold loans for high-

risk, "undesirable inhabitant types," who 

were almost always poor people of color. 

The redlining extended to a refusal to insure 

residents in low-income neighborhoods, 

denial of health care and decisions not to 

build essential facilities like supermarkets. 

Even Amazon has been accused of not 

serving poor, predominantly Black 

neighborhoods with its Prime same-day 

shipping plan.”20 Why would the 

government do this again to the African 

American/poor community? The answer is 

easy, money. Just like the original form of 

redlining where they gave Blacks really bad 

mortgage loans, they sell bad internet to the 

people who live in these areas for really 

high prices. The reason that these people 

buy this internet is because they quite 

literally have no other options. This practice 

needs to stop if there is ever going to be real 

change in this country. 

https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2016-amazon-same-day/
https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2016-amazon-same-day/
https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2016-amazon-same-day/
https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2016-amazon-same-day/


Teaching Social Studies: Vol. 22, No. 1, Winter/Spring 2022 

125 

 

Part 6: What Can the Government do? 

When considering what the 

government can do to combat the lasting 

effects of redlining there are two completely 

different sides. One in the federal 

government, and the other is the local 

government of the particular city. While it is 

my belief that both of these entities have the 

power, only one I believe has the 

capabilities to do so. 

To start, the federal government, for 

all intents and purposes, has unlimited 

money. Many people within the government 

cry poor and complain about the national 

debt but then will continue to give large 

corporations tax cuts. The federal 

government could fund so many programs 

to help the people in the inner cities of this 

country, but congress does not believe in 

“handouts.” Today (December 13th, 2021), 

the congress of the United States passed a 

bill to fund the military that was the biggest 

in the history of the World. This includes 

times when this country was at war, 

including World War I, World War II, and 

the Vietnam Conflict. The Defense Bill was 

a total of 768 billion dollars, and we are not 

at war with anyone! It was even the biggest 

defense bill if you incorporated the rate of 

inflation as well. Why does the military 

need all this money when there are people 

within the borders of this country who need 

help desperately? 

Next, the focus shifts towards the 

people who could really help, the local 

government. Redlining has affected cities all 

around the country, and many city officials 

around the country are wondering what they 

could do to help reverse the effects that this 

horrifically racist policy had on the city. The 

National League of Cities (NLC) is an 

organization whose goal is to reverse the 

damage done by redlining little by little. In 

their article titled, Reversing the Residual 

Effects of Redlining, they give three reasons 

how local governments can help the citizens 

that are still being affected by redlining. 

The first suggestion that the NLC gives is to 

study the city’s history. The article states, 

“Mapping Inequality lets visitors browse 

more than 150 interactive maps and 

thousands of 1930s area descriptions. This 

resource from the Center for Investigative 

Reporting maps statistical analysis and 

tracks modern-day disparities in metro areas 

across the U.S. “In thinking about redlining, 

it really surprises people that our country 

was engaged in intentionally keeping some 

people out,” said Mayor Kate Stewart of 

Takoma Park, Md., co-chair for the REAL 

Council. “What I’ve found that has been 

really powerful is going back to policies 

written at the time. It’s very shocking when 

people actually read how people were 

described and the fact that there are 

communities that have these covenants that 

clearly state ‘this house cannot be sold to a 

black person.”21 If the city government 

studies its past history, they will be able to 

grasp the areas that might be more greatly 

affected than others and where resources 

might need to be deployed. 

Continuing, the next suggestion for 

fixing the effects of redlining that the 

citizens of our cities are feeling is to revise 

old implicitly racist city policies. Again the 

NLC states, “‘All of our institutions have 

evidence of residual racism. Complaint-
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based systems play out in their community 

to favor some members of the community 

and disfavor others. People who speak the 

dominant language and have the time and 

power to contact a government staff person 

get their sidewalks fixed first, get their roads 

repaired, and their lights changed first. In 

most communities across the country, lack 

of access to and limited response from city 

leadership goes to our communities of 

color,” said Mayor Stewart. Having 

dedicated staff to oversee the reversal of 

implicitly racist policies and implementing 

new ones can help. “If you don’t have 

someone on your staff who is responsible 

for racial equity implementation, I would 

highly suggest that you consider it,” said St. 

Louis Park, Minn. Mayor Jake Spano, at the 

REAL council lunch meeting.”22 Getting rid 

of these old policies can definitely help the 

city become more equal and make the 

citizens feel more represented. The point 

that is made by St. Louis Park Minnesota 

Mayor Jake Spano that each city should 

have someone on the staff that is responsible 

for racial equity implementation is huge. 

Lots of these citizens do not have time to 

complain when they feel they are being 

discriminated against or underrepresented 

because of their financial situation. Having 

this staff member will allow this portion of 

the population to have their voices heard. 

The final suggestion made by the 

NLC for cities is to incentivize investment 

in low-income neighborhoods. The NLC 

states, “‘My advice would be to just call it 

what it is,” said Councilmember Demetrius 

Coonrod, the first black female city council 

member in Chattanooga. “When we have 

space that is dilapidated, talk to the owners 

of the space, purchase those properties as a 

city and refurbish it for people who have 

difficulties owning a home. Challenge the 

banks within your communities to 

encourage their bankers of color to become 

homeowners. As long as we limit people 

based on their skin color, it’s going to 

continue to perpetuate the issue of race.” 

Carlton Brown, principal at Direct 

Investment Development, added, “Make 

collateral investments in things other than 

housing, such as schools and cultural 

institutions, too.” Opportunity zones may 

present another way to incentivize 

investment in underserved communities. At 

the Tuesday General Session, Secretary of 

Housing and Urban Development Ben 

Carson said, “The nice thing about the 

opportunity zones programs—as opposed to 

other programs where people would come 

in, take their profit and leave, this has the 

long-term incentive.” He added, “Rich 

people are going to take their money and 

invest it somewhere. Why not incentivize 

them to invest it into communities that are 

neglected and deprived?’”23 If cities are able 

to get the wealthy to invest money into these 

communities, the possibilities are endless. 

The main problem with these cities is that 

they have little to no funding to help them 

get materials and resources. It could also 

help build new infrastructure and reverse the 

effects of things such as digital redlining. 

Part 7: Conclusion 

The federal government has the 

money to make changes within the inner 

cities but they likely will never do anything 

because they do not believe in “handouts”. 

The government instead likes to put their 
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money into an already absorbent military 

budget. For context, the United States 

military has the same budget as the next ten 

biggest militaries in the world. Does this 

seem necessary when there are citizens 

within our cities that struggle to get by day 

by day because of policies that the 

government once enacted? 

On the other hand, local government 

has the chance to make a difference in the 

lives of the citizens that have been affected 

by the egregious redlining policy. Local 

governments should try to research the 

history of their town to better understand 

which areas would be the most affected by 

redlining and to know which areas need the 

help the most. Next, if it is possible, each 

city should get rid of any old and racially 

motivated policies that are still laws. Along 

with that it would be very helpful to get staff 

member(s) to help with racial equity 

implementation. The goal of these staff 

members would be to make the black 

community feel like their voices are being 

heard within the government because a lot 

of the time black voices are not heard. 

Lastly, local governments could help reverse 

the effects of redlining by getting wealthy 

investors to invest their money within these 

cities. The main problem that plagues these 

inner cities is that there are never enough 

funds allocated to them. If there is one thing 

that is known about the way government 

works within the United States it is this; if 

you have money you can and probably will 

get whatever you want done. So, if wealthy 

investors put their money into these cities 

then it will be possible for them to work 

with city officials to actually get things done 

for the people. 

In conclusion, there is much that 

needs to be done in this country to fix the 

effects of redlining and the number one 

thing is to stop the predatory practice of 

digital redlining. If this is stopped then 

moving towards equality could happen with 

the help of local governments but it is going 

to be a very long time before anything that 

resembles equality occurs in this country. 
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A Different Pace of Change: Debunking the Myth of “The Roaring Twenties” 

 

Michael Tomasulo

 

 

Famed 1920s American author Willa 

Cather once said “the world broke in two in 

1922 or thereabouts…” With this quote, 

Cather is referencing the culture wars that 

were emerging in America during the 1920s. 

She is summarizing the feeling that spread 

during the 1920s as the United States 

seemed to divide itself into two separate 

halves with urban and rural cultures. 

America during the 1920s is often viewed as 

a time of economic prosperity as well as a 

time consumed by an electrifying party 

scene. Wealthy young men and women 

going out to dance halls to drink, smoke, 

and, of course, dance. When they are not out 

on the town, these wealthy Americans spend 

their time in their lavish Fifth Avenue 

apartments or extravagant suites in the Ritz 

Hotel. This was not the lifestyle that all 

Americans had the opportunity of living, 

however, which is where the divide Willa 

Cather was describing occurred. Young, 

wealthy individuals in metropolitan America 

lived vastly different lives in comparison to 

the young individuals living in rural and 

small-town America.  

The other perspective for which one 

could analyze Cather’s quote is in terms of 

the division of cultures as a new youth 

culture was emerging, growing, and 

spreading in urban spaces throughout the 

1920s. Young men and women in 

metropolitan America, mainly, were 

working to distance themselves from their 

parents’ seemingly outdated morals, values, 

ideals, and norms which is where new 

images and identities such as the flapper 

stem from. However, as F. Scott Fitzgerald 

once said, “youth is unfortunately not a 

permanent condition of life.” The youth in 

American cities spent most of their time 

engaging in the vast slew of leisure activities 

their cities provided like movie theatres, 

dance halls, and amusement locations like 

Coney Island in New York. This was not the 

way a large portion of the American youth 

population had the luxury of choosing to 

live. The youth population in rural American 

towns truly felt the impact of Fitzgerald’s 

quote as they oftentimes held more 

responsibility than the wealthy youths of the 

city. Rural youths did not have the 

opportunities to spend all their time as 

frivolously as urban youths were able to 

because they were busy working, whether 

that be in or out of the home, and they did 

not have the plethora of leisure activities 

that the city offered its patrons. This is not to 

say that all young people in metropolitan 

America were not working since there were 

plenty of working-class youths in cities like 

New York that came from immigrant 

families. However, the focus here is on the 

wealthy youth population living in the urban 

meccas of America during the 1920s. This 



Teaching Social Studies: Vol. 22, No. 1, Winter/Spring 2022 

130 

 

leads into why “The Roaring Twenties” is 

such a misnomer for the decade that is the 

1920s; it only classifies life in the city and 

disregards the large portion of the 

population living in the small towns and 

rural America. 

There are some questions that arise 

when considering this idea that “The 

Roaring Twenties” is an inaccurate 

nickname for the 1920s as a decade. 

Through extensive research, this project will 

answer some if not all of those questions. 

Those questions include the following: Why 

is “The Roaring Twenties” viewed from 

only one perspective? Specifically, that 

perspective of immense wealth and party 

lifestyles. How was life different for those 

not living in major cities different from the 

lifestyles of those who were living in 

metropolis? Who is responsible for 

perpetuating the myth of “The Roaring 

Twenties” and why do they do that? What is 

the danger in immortalizing the decade in 

this way? Is there any danger? Again, this 

project will answer all of these questions in 

some form or another in order to provide 

some explanation into why “The Roaring 

Twenties” is such an inaccurate misnomer 

that disregards a large portion of the 

American population during the 1920s. 

The decade that is the 1920s has 

historically been granted the moniker of 

“The Roaring Twenties.” When most hear 

this nickname, what comes to mind is lavish 

lifestyles filled with parties, drinking, 

flappers, dance halls, and many other 

frivolous activities. The classification of 

“The Roaring Twenties” is one that is 

inaccurate when describing the decade as a 

whole as it only categorizes the lifestyles of 

those wealthy individuals living in urban 

spaces, like New York City. For those 

working-class individuals and families 

living in rural and small-town America, the 

1920s were far from “roaring.” This unequal 

representation brought on by this misnomer 

can be visualized through the literary works 

of two well-known authors of the 1920s and 

the 20th century as a whole: F. Scott 

Fitzgerald and Willa Cather. Fitzgerald is 

arguably one of the main perpetuators of the 

myth that the 1920s was “roaring” as the 

major themes of his book revolved around 

upper-class society in urban meccas such as 

New York. The main characters that his 

stories focus on often hail from wealthy 

families and have luxuries and opportunities 

that not many were offered during the 

1920s. Willa Cather, on the other hand, 

wrote stories that mostly were set in rural 

America. She is praised for her ability to 

transport readers to the small towns she 

writes about as well as her ability to 

accurately depict life in these small rural 

towns. Cather’s writing helps to show how 

incomparable life was for those individuals 

not living in major cities and, in turn, how 

and why “The Roaring Twenties” is such an 

inaccurate misnomer for the decade as a 

whole. 

F. Scott Fitzgerald is considered one 

of the greatest authors of the modern era due 

to his easily recognized and distinct style of 

prose. He is most well-known for his novel 

The Great Gatsby and writing about similar 

themes of high society, wealthy individuals. 

However, he did not come from a family of 

money. Born in 1896, Fitzgerald was “the 

son of an unsuccessful businessman who 
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had to rely upon his wife’s inheritance to 

support his children,” which made 

Fitzgerald “sensitive to his family’s outsider 

status among the monied elite of his native 

St. Paul, Minnesota” (F. Scott Fitzgerald 

Society, 2020). Fitzgerald’s sensitivity and 

insecurity eventually grew into a true 

inferiority complex that he was forced to 

deal with for the entirety of his life. He 

always felt a need for popularity and to fit in 

with the majority population. This led to him 

writing about the themes he is most widely 

known for, once he became an author. 

Throughout his lengthy career, “Fitzgerald’s 

main themes are ambition and loss, 

discipline vs. self-indulgence, love and 

romance, and money and class” (F. Scott 

Fitzgerald Society, 2020). Most of 

Fitzgerald’s well-known works focus on 

these major themes as they often feature 

wealthy, ambitious, self-indulgent 

individuals often trying to find love. These 

themes are heavily explored in two of 

Fitzgerald’s most famous works, The 

Beautiful and Damned and The Great 

Gatsby. 

 The Beautiful and Damned, 

published in 1922, is F. Scott Fitzgerald’s 

second novel. The story follows a young, 

wealthy, Harvard-educated man named 

Anthony Comstock Patch and his wife, 

Gloria. At the beginning of the novel, 

Anthony is a young bachelor living in a 

large Fifth Avenue apartment who spends 

most of his time going out with his two best 

friends, Maury Noble and Richard “Dick” 

Caramel. Anthony’s view on life completely 

changes when he is introduced to Dick’s 

cousin, Gloria, whom he falls in love with 

and eventually marries. The middle and 

latter portions of the novel follow their 

initially loving marriage that quickly turns a 

bit rocky as they wait for Anthony’s 

extremely wealthy grandfather, Adam Patch, 

to die so that they can inherit his money. 

The couple become enthralled in their 

ambition for wealth until it eventually drives 

Anthony completely mad by the end of the 

novel (Fitzgerald, 1922). 

The Great Gatsby is F. Scott 

Fitzgerald’s novel which was published in 

1925. This novel follows a young, middle-

class man named Nick Carraway as he 

moves into a small house next to the 

enormous manor owned by Jay Gatsby. 

Nick and Gatsby get along incredibly well 

with one another, but they come from two 

different worlds and classes: Nick from the 

middle- or working-class and Gatsby from 

the upper class. The novel follows the two 

men as they form a friendship and as Gatsby 

rekindles a relationship with Nick’s cousin, 

Daisy Buchanan. In the end, however, 

Gatsby’s love for Daisy ultimately gets him 

killed by the grieving husband of a woman 

whom Daisy unintentionally killed while 

driving drunk (Fitzgerald, 1925). 

Willa Cather is also considered to be 

one of the greatest authors of the modern era 

and of the 20th century for her innate 

abilities as a regionalist author. Cather is 

most notable for her novels and short stories 

set in rural and small-town America. She is 

widely praised for her abilities to really 

transport readers to the locations her stories 

are set. She is able to do this because she 

actually lived most of her life in Nebraska. 

As “the eldest of seven children, Willa 

Cather was born in Back Creek Valley, 
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Virginia in 1873. When Cather was nine 

years old, her family moved to rural Webster 

County, Nebraska. After a year and a half, 

the family resettled in the county seat of Red 

Cloud, where Cather lived until beginning 

her college studies at the University of 

Nebraska in Lincoln in 1890” (The National 

Willa Cather Center). Cather is known for 

her abilities to use her childhood and young 

adult experiences in rural Nebraska and 

allows readers to visualize the region and 

geographic features of rural America 

through her detailed descriptions and overall 

writing style. These skills are overtly present 

in two of her novels, One of Ours and A Lost 

Lady. 

One of Ours, published in 1922, 

follows a man named Claude Wheeler living 

in rural Nebraska during the late 1910s and 

early 1920s. Claude feels as though he does 

not belong in the farming life he is living in, 

even though his fortune is guaranteed by his 

family’s profession. He is distanced from his 

father and extremely religious mother, and is 

basically rejected by his wife who would 

prefer to spend her time completing 

missionary work and political activism 

projects. While in college, Claude feels that 

the religious Temple College he attends is 

not giving him the best education and feels 

that he will get a more enriching and 

beneficial experience at the State University. 

His parents ignore his request and he is 

forced to stay at the religious school, but he 

then meets the Erlich family who he better 

identifies with. However, Claude eventually 

finds what he is searching for when the U.S. 

enters World War I and he enlists in the 

army. The novel explores the theme of 

belonging as Claude really only wants to 

feel as though he actually matters which he 

does not feel until he goes to fight in World 

War I (Cather, 1922). 

A Lost Lady, published in 1923, is a 

novel by Willa Cather that actually had an 

incredibly prominent influence on F. Scott 

Fitzgerald’s writing of The Great Gatsby. 

This novel, however, tells the story of a 

woman named Marian Forrester, a wealthy 

socialite, and her husband Captain Daniel 

Forrester. The couple live in the small, 

Western town of Sweet Water, Nebraska 

along the Transcontinental Railroad. The 

story is told from the perspective of a young 

man and Sweet Water native named Neil 

Herbert. Neil feels very deeply for Marian, 

who is a representation of the American 

Dream, and he tells the story of her eventual 

social decline. This decline is said to mirror 

and allegorize the decline of the American 

frontier in the new age of rapid 

modernization and industrialization as well 

as the age that brought rise to capitalism in 

the United States. Overall, the novel is an 

allegory for the decline of the American 

Dream, a prominent theme in Fitzgerald’s 

The Great Gatsby, hence the influence, and 

the decline of the American frontier during 

the 1920s (Cather, 1923). 

Metropolitan America, where one 

would find the major hustling and bustling 

cities such as New York, Chicago, and Los 

Angeles are where the lifestyles most 

associated with “The Roaring Twenties” are 

prevalent. These urban meccas are where 

young, wealthy Americans tended to call 

home during the 1920s. This is not to say 

that everyone living in metropolitan 

America were wealthy and from the upper-
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class. Rather, there were many working- and 

lower-class people living in major American 

cities, at this time, who would also 

participate in the various leisure activities 

offered by cities, simply in a different 

capacity. The focus of this project, however, 

is solely on the wealthy, upper-class youth 

population. Wealthy young men and women 

in these urban spaces would spend most of 

their time in dance halls and at various 

parties or in their large apartments and hotel 

rooms. The daily lives of these Americans 

are what are most directly associated with 

the moniker of “The Roaring Twenties.” 

Classifying the decade of 1920s as “The 

Roaring Twenties” only categorizes the lives 

of the wealthy in American urban spaces as 

they have the access and financial ability to 

the activities that are most directly 

associated with life during the 1920s. This 

wealthy lifestyle, and the people who live 

them, are accurately portrayed and 

represented throughout the various literary 

works of famed 1920s author F. Scott 

Fitzgerald through such characters as 

Anthony Patch from The Beautiful and 

Damned (Fitzgerald, 1922) and Jay Gatsby 

from The Great Gatsby (Fitzgerald, 1925). 

 The wealthy metropolitan lifestyle is 

the one that is most directly associated with 

the moniker “The Roaring Twenties” which 

leads to the inaccuracy of that classification. 

When it comes to the daily practices and 

lifestyles of individuals living in major 

urban spaces, specifically those of wealth, 

there was an evolution in how individuals 

experienced daily life. This evolution can be 

mostly attributed to the access individuals 

living in urban spaces had as well as to their 

affluence and plentitude of wealth. The 

evolution can also be attributed to the 

modernization and commercialism of urban 

America during the 1920s as 

“advertisements, magazines, and movies 

broadcast the hedonistic delights available in 

cities like New York, Chicago, and Los 

Angeles to the rest of the country” (Ryan, 

2018, p. 9). Major American cities like New 

York, Chicago, and Los Angeles were 

growing in population and area as more and 

more people were being drawn to them from 

the country and rural areas. Metropolitan 

spaces were made to look incredibly 

attractive in various forms of media such as 

advertisements, books, movies, magazines, 

etc. as the many attractions of the spaces 

were highlighted. Specifically, “it was the 

amusement park, lit up at night, the dance 

halls, and the movie palaces, and the ideas 

about what went on there, that drew the line 

of demarcation between the village and the 

city” (Ryan, 2018, p. 9-10). These were the 

hotspots of activity for wealthy youths in 

urban America as they offered the most 

entertaining experiences for them and these 

places were frequently presented attractively 

to all Americans through several facets of 

popular media, at the time. 

This sort of lifestyle is also 

incredibly prevalent throughout several of F. 

Scott Fitzgerald’s most notable literary 

works. For example, the main character of 

Fitzgerald’s 1921 novel The Beautiful and 

Damned, Anthony Patch, lives the life of a 

member of high society in New York City. 

When he is not in his luxurious apartment on 

Fifth Avenue, he would frequently “walk 

down Fifth Avenue to the Ritz, where he 

had an appointment for dinner with his two 

most frequent companions, Dick Caramel 
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and Maury Noble” (Fitzgerald, 1922, p. 18). 

Anthony Patch’s life is the epitome of 

wealthy youth culture in urban America 

during the 1920s. Other than going to dinner 

at the Ritz, he can also be found attending 

parties of various types, frequenting dance 

halls, and finding company with women of a 

similar age to his and socioeconomic status 

until he meets Gloria who he eventually 

marries. Another well-known example and 

representation of metropolitan youth culture 

that is so directly associated with “The 

Roaring Twenties” is the character Jay 

Gatsby from Fitzgerald’s 1925 novel The 

Great Gatsby. Spontaneity was often a trait 

of young men and women in 1920’s 

metropolitan culture as they often were 

against being tied down and limited to 

experiencing too little an amount of 

activities and often would spend long nights 

out on the town. One of the most well-

known examples of this spontaneity comes 

in The Great Gatsby when at a dinner party, 

Daisy Buchanan decides on a whim that the 

attendees of the party should drive into the 

city from Long Island (Fitzgerald, 1925, p. 

926). Spontaneity was a common practice 

and trait among youths during the 1920s, 

especially young women and/or flappers, as 

they wanted to experience as much of life as 

they could and lead a life of excitement 

without being restrained or held back by 

society. 

Young women during the 1920s saw 

a major evolution in the way they 

experienced life as well as in the ways they 

presented themselves to the rest of society. 

Specifically in urban spaces, the flapper 

image and identity came to prominence 

during the 1920s. A flapper has been 

described as “virtually any girl [who] could 

be found ‘deep in an atmosphere of jungle 

music and the questioning of moral codes” 

(Zeitz, 2006, p. 42). Flappers were 

redefining womanhood during the 1920s by 

changing the view and perception that was 

often placed onto women prior to this 

decade. They were women who dressed 

differently and acted differently in 

comparison to women prior to this time. 

Flappers are girls who “wear ‘hand-knit, 

sleeveless’ jerseys… that offer easy access 

to the forbidden regions of their bodies. 

They scoff at their parents’ prudery and 

remind them that ‘Mother, it’s done – you 

can’t run everything now the way you did in 

the early nineties” (Zeitz, 2006, p. 42). 

Young women during the 1920s were 

shifting the gender norms that had been 

placed on them and dramatically changing 

the ways people, but mainly men, viewed 

them as members of society. This flapper 

image and identity did not exist prior to 

“The Roaring Twenties” as F. Scott 

Fitzgerald is actually credited with creating 

the image in his first novel published in 

1920. 

In 1920 F. Scott Fitzgerald published 

and released his first novel called This Side 

of Paradise. This novel is said to be 

semiautobiographical as the main character, 

Amory Blaine, follows a similar life path 

compared to that of Fitzgerald himself. It is 

within this novel that Fitzgerald is said to 

have created the flapper image and identity 

that became widely known and grasped 

during the 1920s and is still widely known 

and even grasped today. However, “by later 

standards, Fitzgerald’s exposé of the flapper 

was tame. But it was provocative enough for 
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its time” as “‘none of the Victorian mothers 

… had any idea how casually their 

daughters were accustomed to be kissed,’ 

opened an oft quoted chapter” (Zeitz, 2006, 

p. 42). The college age generation (the 

youths) living in urban America, mostly, 

were wholeheartedly breaking away from 

the standards and norms that their parental 

generation was setting for them and this 

breaking was increasingly intense and 

deliberate for young women. Young women 

were participating in activities and 

completing different actions that, prior to 

this time, would have never been seen done 

by a woman. In This Side of Paradise, 

“Amory saw girls doing things that even in 

his memory would have been impossible: 

eating three-o’clock, after-dance suppers in 

impossible cafés, talking of every side of life 

with a furtive excitement that Amory 

considered stood for a real moral let-down. 

But he never realized how wide-spread it 

was until he saw the cities between New 

York and Chicago as one vast juvenile 

intrigue” (Fitzgerald, 1920, p. 55-56). 

Flappers went against the traditional moral 

code set for women prior to the 1920s and 

were proud of their new sense of freedom 

and agency that they set for themselves 

within urban society. This identity and 

image coined by Fitzgerald opened a fairly 

brand-new conversation about sex, mainly in 

the city, and women’s sexuality.  

The decade of the 1920s brought 

about an increase in sexual fluidity in terms 

of the lessening of the taboo nature of sex. 

Further, “in a culture saturated in sex, these 

girls knew more than their mothers and their 

grandmothers had at their age, and evidence 

shows that they did in fact engage in more 

sexual activity than their forebears. Later 

research demonstrates that higher numbers 

of women partook in premarital sex in the 

1920s, though for most it was only 

acceptable as a prelude to marriage” (Ryan, 

2018, p. 107). Young women during the 

1920s were much more open about sex and 

their sexuality than the women whom came 

before them. Even though some women still 

decided not to partake in premarital sex 

unless it was considered a prelude to 

marriage, the decade showed an immense 

increase in the numbers of women partaking 

and participating in premarital sex. These 

sorts of changes can be accredited to the 

location that is metropolitan America and 

the accessibility that this locale provided 

young, wealthy Americans.  

The accessibility that urban spaces 

provided young upper-class citizens for the 

various activities they participated in has a 

major impact on what made life in 1920s 

cities so “roaring.” Being that everything in 

cities was so condensed, there was a vast 

spectrum of activities for young men and 

women to participate in. There were dance 

halls, movie theatres and theatres for 

theatrical productions, restaurants, and in 

some places like New York there were 

places of amusement and entertainment like 

Coney Island. This accessibility, in the case 

of urban America, had an immense impact 

on popular media of this times. Specifically, 

literature was incredibly representative of 

leisure activities and was greatly impacted 

by the geography of the locale. Authors like 

F. Scott Fitzgerald and Willa Cather were 

inspired by urban geography (only in some 

cases for Cather) to set their novels and 

other stories.  
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In Fitzgerald’s The Beautiful and 

Damned, Anthony and Gloria Patch both 

hail from urban America where they were 

able to go out nightly and go to elegant 

restaurants, the theatre, or dance halls. 

However, after marrying one another, they 

decided to move out of New York City and 

ended up in the small suburb, north of the 

city, called Marietta. Fitzgerald writes a 

vastly different life for the young couple 

when they move to Marietta in comparison 

to the life they led in the city. Unfortunately 

for the newly married Patches, “Marietta 

itself offered little social life” (Fitzgerald, 

1922, p. 152). Gloria and Anthony were so 

used to seeing friends on a daily and nightly 

basis when living in the city and this made 

the adjustment to rural living that much 

more difficult for them to the point where 

they were forced to move back to the city 

(because of this, but also because of 

financial issues). In opposition, in Willa 

Cather’s short story Coming, Eden Bower!, a 

man named Don Hedger takes the titular 

character Eden Bower on a date to Coney 

Island where “they went to the balcony of a 

big, noisy restaurant and had a shore dinner 

with tall steins of beer” and “after dinner 

they went to the tent behind the bathing 

beach, where the tops of two balloons 

bulged out over the canvas. A red-faced man 

in a linen suit stood in front of the tent, 

shouting in a hoarse voice and telling the 

people that if the crowd was good for five 

dollars more a beautiful young woman 

would risk her life for their entertainment” 

(Cather, 1920, p. 15). Places like Coney 

Island in urban America held such a wide 

array of activities for people to see, do, and 

participate in. These activities provided by 

the condensed nature of metropolises had an 

immense impact on popular literature during 

the 1920s and, in the case of Fitzgerald, 

helped to perpetuate the myth of “The 

Roaring Twenties.” 

Even though is one of the most 

recognizable authors of the 1920s, and one 

of the most profound authors in general, F. 

Scott Fitzgerald is one of the most 

responsible individuals in the perpetuation 

of the myth of “The Roaring Twenties.” 

Fitzgerald is known for mostly only writing 

about the lives of wealthy men and women 

living in major cities during the 1920s. His 

most well-known and widely recognized 

characters like Jay Gatsby, Amory Blaine, 

and Anthony Patch live among upper-class 

society in or near New York City. These 

characters lived in large homes and/or 

apartments, spent most of their time 

drinking at parties or dance halls, and had 

enough money that allowed them to not 

necessarily have to work if they chose not 

to. The inaccuracy and myth that stems from 

this writing is that these characters are set in 

unchanging class standings with no real 

opportunity or need for mobility. It is 

evident that “Fitzgerald clearly establishes 

the emblematic dissimilarity of style and 

taste between the rich and the others, 

arranging it around the habit” (Bechtel, 

2017, p. 118). Fitzgerald’s The Great 

Gatsby is a perfect example of this 

dissimilarity as readers are presented with 

two vastly different main characters: Jay 

Gatsby of the upper class and Nick Caraway 

of the working class. In this novel Fitzgerald 

presents readers with these two characters 

and clearly distinguishes between their 

differing financial statuses through their 
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attire, lifestyles, and homes. With this 

incredibly dissimilar presentation, “thus, 

Fitzgerald shows that the tastes of his 

upwardly mobile working-class men are 

gaudy and ostentatious, yet utterly 

terminable, fulfilling Bourdieu’s definitions 

of cultural incompetence and the vulgar 

manners that reveal underlying social 

conditions in the habitus” (Bechtel, 2017, p. 

119). Fitzgerald’s portrayal of life in the 

1920s was widely inaccurate as he presented 

this erroneous fallacy of the possibility of 

social mobility which is completely 

incongruous with Fitzgerald’s actual 

lifestyle. 

When the works of F. Scott 

Fitzgerald are read, most readers would 

assume that Fitzgerald spent his life living 

like the wealthy characters he created. When 

reading his work, most would assume that 

Fitzgerald held the luxuries of frivolously 

spending money, living in a mansion of 

sorts, and no real need for work. However, 

“his popular reputation as a careless 

spendthrift is untrue. Fitzgerald was always 

trying to follow conservative financial 

principles” (Quirk, 2009). Fitzgerald led a 

life that was vastly incongruous with the 

lives in his most famous characters led. 

Throughout the majority of his life, 

Fitzgerald worked to save as much money as 

he could, until 1929 when his wife, Zelda 

fell ill. This is a perfect example of the 

danger of perpetuating the myth of “The 

Roaring Twenties.” By perpetuating this 

myth, Fitzgerald placed an inaccurate 

assumption onto himself in that most 

readers, and later historians, assumed he 

lived the wealthy, upper-class life of his 

characters which was not the case. Similarly, 

his writing is what leads to people assuming 

that life was the same for everyone in the 

country when that life that is mostly 

associated with the 1920s is only that of 

wealthy youths in metropolitan America.   

Rural America, where one would 

find the slow-moving small towns and farm 

towns. This is where one would find the 

lifestyles that are not commonly associated 

with the moniker “The Roaring Twenties.” 

These rural spaces are where most working 

and lower-class families would call home. 

People in these smaller, slow-moving spaces 

spent most of their time working or could be 

found crowding on neighbors’ porches 

singing, playing games, or engaging in small 

talk. This locale, frequently referred to as 

“Main Street,” is completely disregarded 

when most consider the moniker of “The 

Roaring Twenties” as these spaces were not 

categorized by that nickname. Young people 

living in small town America did not have 

the access to the activities nor, in most 

cases, to the financial frivolity that youths in 

urban America had making life for these 

youths vastly different. This different pace 

of change is most accurately represented 

through the literary works of famed author 

Willa Cather through such characters as 

Claude Wheeler from One of Ours (Cather, 

1922) and Marian Forrester from A Lost 

Lady (Cather, 1923).  

One of the most notable differences 

between life in the urban setting compared 

to life in the rural setting is the type of 

leisure activities young people participated 

in and engaged with. Part of this difference 

also has to do with the accessibility these 

young men and women had to different 
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activities. For those living in rural towns, 

there were less options for a night out in 

comparison to what those living in cities 

had. Family life was heavily emphasized in 

small towns as young men and women often 

spent more time with their parents and 

siblings than the young men and women in 

metropolitan America. Again, most nights 

on Main Street were spent on the lawns or 

porches of one’s neighbor’s home where 

large groups of families and neighbors 

would sing and chat. This was not exclusive 

to any age group, specifically, though as 

“young couples joined in too, and while they 

might drift away momentarily, their evening 

centered on these community gatherings of 

all ages” (Ryan, 2018, p. 2). Youth culture 

in small town America did not revolve 

around independence or separation from 

one’s parents as it did in the city where 

young men and women oftentimes put 

immense effort into separating themselves 

from their previous familial generations. 

This sort of community gathering did 

change, somewhat, during the 1920s as the 

automobile became more commonplace for 

families to own so people in small town 

America would often drive out of their 

towns to participate in other sorts of leisure 

activities that were not offered nor present in 

their hometowns. An example of this begins 

the novel One of Ours by Willa Cather 

where readers are introduced to Claude 

Wheeler as he awoke excitedly one 

morning. Claude waked his younger brother, 

Ralph, and asked him to come help him 

wash the car because they had plans to go to 

the circus (Cather, 1922, p. 1). Claude and 

Ralph would otherwise not be able to see the 

circus without having a mode of 

transportation, in this case their car, to get 

them there. This was the case for most 

Americans living in small towns as leisure 

activities were not readily available nor 

present for them in their towns. 

During the 1920s, the concept of 

youth culture became more distinct and 

prevalent throughout society. Young people 

of the time often sought to distance 

themselves from their parents’ old-fashioned 

morals, ideals, and values and live life in the 

way they chose to live it. However, 

historians have argued and debated where 

this, for the time, new distinction of cultures 

stemmed from. Some locate the origins of 

this culture gap to World War I which was 

the first war of the Machine Age, while 

“others locate its origins in the nation’s 

rapid modernization and industrialization, 

dramatically altered social, racial, and 

gender roles” (Drowne and Huber, 2004, p. 

39). This is also an explanation for why 

leisure activities and youth culture differed 

so noticeably in small town America in 

comparison to metropolitan America. If the 

development of this new youth culture is 

going to be attributed to rapid modernization 

and industrialization, then it is evident why 

this was how youths in cities lived; they 

were directly witnessing and experiencing 

rapid modernization and industrialization. 

Young men and women in small towns were 

not seeing this modernization and 

industrialization, so the new youth culture 

was not as prevalent in these spaces as 

“technological changes came far more 

slowly to homes in rural America” (Drowne 

and Huber, 2004, p. 18). This explanation is 

also relevant and topical for explaining why 

an evolution nor change in terms of women 
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and gender norms cannot be seen as clearly 

in small town America during the 1920s. 

The evolution and newfound 

freedom women felt and expressed in major 

cities was not as prevalent in small towns. 

The flapper image and identity were not 

seen in the same light as it was in the cities. 

People living in small town America tended 

to follow more traditional gender norms and 

this is evident in their views and perceptions 

of flappers. Journalist John Farrer learned 

this when writing an article about one of F. 

Scott Fitzgerald’s collections of short stories 

called Tales of the Jazz Age. In his article, 

he explains how “a young married woman 

recently told me that she detested the 

writings of F. Scott Fitzgerald. ‘Such girls 

don’t exist,’ she affirmed. ‘At least I haven’t 

been able to find them’” (Farrar, 1922, p. 

12-13). Flappers were mainly seen in the 

major urban spaces and were not as 

prominent in rural spaces, even though there 

were some instances of them, as the young 

women on Main Street were not as focused 

on distinguishing themselves from their 

parents and engaging in the new youth 

culture. Furthermore, women in small towns 

did not venture out as much as the young 

women in the cities had the luxury of doing 

as “the great majority of families followed 

traditional sex roles: the husbands were the 

principal breadwinners, while the wives had 

primary responsibility for cooking, cleaning, 

and taking care of the children” (Drowne 

and Huber, 2004, p. 18). Women in rural 

spaces chose to hold onto their 

responsibilities and work in the home, 

primarily, whereas flappers in the cities 

wanted to break away from those traditional 

gender norms and responsibilities. However, 

this way of living was the only option for 

women due to the geographic locale of their 

small towns. 

Small towns did not offer the slew of 

activities comparable to the amount major 

cities offered their inhabitants. Rural towns 

were less condensed and more spaced out 

than cities, architecturally, so there was not 

the available space for places like movie 

theatres, dance halls, and amusement parks 

like Coney Island in small town America. 

This is why people in small town America 

oftentimes would leave their homes for short 

periods of time for simple nights out and/or 

for longer, extended periods of time for 

vacations. Willa Cather’s novel, A Lost 

Lady, takes place in a small town known as 

Sweet Water, located in Nebraska where 

there are little to no options of leisure 

activities for its residents. That is why the 

couple the story follows, Captain Daniel and 

Marian Forrester, leave the town for an 

extended period of time. Specifically, “she 

and her husband spent the winter in Denver 

and Colorado Springs, -- left Sweet Water 

soon after Thanksgiving and did not return 

until the first of May” (Cather, 1923, p. 24). 

Readers can infer that Cather’s Sweet Water 

does not offer much excitement nor any sort 

of change of pace for its residents, therefore, 

it is the type of town where residents who 

are able to decide to take vacations and 

leave town for some time. This can be 

accredited to the regional and geographic 

layout of the town and its location. 

Nebraska, in general, is mostly farmland 

with few major cities, which is evident 

throughout Cather’s novel. Cather is a 

novelist known for her regionalism within 

her writing or her ability to place readers in 



Teaching Social Studies: Vol. 22, No. 1, Winter/Spring 2022 

140 

 

the setting of her novels through in-depth 

descriptions and details. 

Throughout her career, it is evident 

that Willa Cather was heavily influenced by 

the geography and regional style of rural 

America which is the feature setting in a 

variety of her novels and short stories. 

Cather is credited as being one of the 

greatest regionalist authors of the modern 

era of literature. Literary scholars argue that 

“Cather achieves similar effects with fewer 

words, her landscape made vivid through 

metaphors that create picture with 

contrasting images of ‘sea,’ ‘Gothic… 

cathedrals,’ and ‘enormous city.’ Her use of 

color in describing the blooming vegetation 

suggests the influence of Impressionism, an 

improvement over the blur of Hawthorne’s 

‘smokey-hued tracts’” (Murphy, 2021, p. 

302). In her writing, Cather was able to take 

readers and place them in these rural settings 

through her use of descriptive phrases, 

metaphors, and colorful language. Her 

ability to create vivid images of her settings 

within the minds of her readers is why she is 

categorized as one of, if not the best, 

regionalist authors as she is able to present 

her words through a regionalist perspective. 

Cather’s “regional way of thinking 

emphasizes the interconnections between 

places and communities as a larger spatial 

network” (Squire, 2011, p. 48-49). When 

writing, Cather was able to look at her 

settings as a larger space rather than a 

specific region which allowed for her to see 

and write about the connections that specific 

places and communities hold to their larger 

regional space. It is evident that Willa 

Cather was immensely influenced by the 

geography of rural America as that tended to 

be the setting she seemed most comfortable 

writing about. Her writing also provides for 

an accurate perception of what life was like 

for individuals living in rural and small-

town America during the 1920s and 

explained how life was not “roaring” for 

everyone during this decade. Cather’s 

writing also provides reasoning for why the 

phrase “The Roaring Twenties” is an 

inaccurate classification for the decade as it 

completely disregards nor considers life for 

those living in American suburbs. 

Cather was able to write about the 

lifestyle of those living in rural America so 

accurately as she actually lived and grew up 

there. Cather was born in Virginia, but when 

she was only nine years old, her family 

moved to Nebraska (The National Willa 

Cather Center, 2021). When writing, Cather 

was able to draw on her own childhood and 

young adult experiences to give an accurate 

depiction of life in the rural region of the 

country. Critics raved about Cather’s 

writing, praising the “reality and a beauty of 

description in Willa Cather’s treatment of 

the prairie country that must bring a 

wonderful sigh of gratitude from anyone 

who lived there. The pages spill color: 

words sing with life” (De Leeuw, 1922, p. 

7). Cather had the ability, when writing, to 

truly transport her readers from wherever 

they were reading to rural America as her 

portrayal and depiction of what life was 

really like for that large population of the 

country. Critics felt as though this ability 

was remarkable and should have really 

pleased the rural population as Cather was 

letting them truly be seen by the rest of the 

population in metropolitan America. 

Overall, “as one of the greatest American 
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novelists of the 20th century, Willa Cather 

was gifted in conveying an intimate 

understanding of her characters in relation to 

their personal and cultural environments—

environments that often derived from Red 

Cloud” (The National Willa Cather Center, 

2021). Willa Cather is deemed one of the 

greatest authors of the 20th Century because 

of her innate ability to draw on her past 

experiences in rural Nebraska in order to 

accurately depict life in rural America. Her 

writing allowed those living in this region to 

feel seen by those living in the major cities 

and she gives profound reasoning for why 

“The Roaring Twenties” is a misnomer for 

the decade as a whole. 

Conclusively, 1920s, as a decade, 

has historically been referred to as “The 

Roaring Twenties.” When most hear this 

moniker granted to the decade, what 

typically comes to mind is lavish lifestyles 

filled with parties, drinking, flappers, dance 

halls, and many other frivolous activities. 

“The Roaring Twenties” is a misnomer that 

is incredibly inaccurate when describing the 

decade as a whole as it only categorizes the 

lifestyles of those wealthy individuals living 

in urban spaces, like New York City. For 

those working-class individuals and families 

living in rural and small-town America, the 

1920s were far from “roaring.” However, 

even though life was not “roaring” for those 

living in rural and small-town America, their 

lives were not dreary and awful. For 

individuals living in those spaces, the slower 

and more traditional lifestyle was really all 

they knew how to follow since they were 

surrounded by it on a daily basis.  

The unequal representation brought 

on by this misnomer is overtly present 

within the literary works of two well-known 

authors of the 1920s: F. Scott Fitzgerald and 

Willa Cather. Fitzgerald is arguably one of 

the main perpetuators of the myth of “The 

Roaring Twenties” as the major themes of 

his novels and stories revolve around upper-

class society in metropolitan meccas such as 

New York. The main characters his stories 

oftentimes focus, hail from wealthy families 

and have luxuries and opportunities that not 

many were offered during the 1920s. 

Fitzgerald highlights the fast-paced, 

glamourous lifestyle of young, wealthy 

Americans living in major cities. In 

opposition, Willa Cather wrote several 

stories that mostly were set in rural America. 

She is praised for her ability to transport 

readers to the small farm towns where her 

stories are set as well as her ability to 

accurately depict life in these small rural 

towns. Cather’s writing helps to show how 

incomparable life was for those individuals 

not living in major cities and, in turn, how 

and why “The Roaring Twenties” is such an 

inaccurate misnomer for generalizing the 

entire decade. Cather’s writing highlights 

the lack of serious cultural division that was 

prominent in American cities and 

emphasizes the differences in cultural 

identity that the youth population lived in, 

connected to, and promoted. She promotes 

the acceptance and understanding of the 

cultural divide that was growing during the 

1920s and exposes the experiences of 

working-class American young men and 

women to uncover this frequently ignored 

and omitted part of American History. 
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A major issue that needs to be 

amended in regards to this issue of unequal 

representation of all during the 1920s is the 

educational perspective this decade is 

viewed. Most individuals visualize “The 

Roaring Twenties” in the way they do 

because that is how they were taught to see 

the decade. Students are frequently taught in 

the classroom only about the wealthy urban 

lifestyle that was lived during the 1920s and 

associations are often made with places like 

New York City as well as works of popular 

media like The Great Gatsby. The issue with 

this comes in that the entire perspective of 

the working- or middle-class individual is 

completely lost and disregarded by 

educators and, in turn, by students.  

Teachers, at least in New Jersey, are 

not even suggested to teach about rural nor 

small town America in History and Social 

Studies classes. The closest that they may 

come stems from NJ Social Studies 

Standard 6.1.12.D.8.b which falls under the 

“Perspectives” content strand and has 

students “assess the impact of artists, 

writers, and musicians of the 1920s, 

including the Harlem Renaissance, on 

American culture and values.” (New Jersey 

Student Learning Standards for Social 

Studies, 2014). New Jersey students are 

asked to study different artists, writers, and 

musicians of the 1920s and assess their 

impact on American culture, but these 

artists, writers, and musicians almost always 

have some sort of connection to an urban 

space, typically New York. The New Jersey 

Department of Education have laid the 

groundwork for students to learn about 

various perspectives of individuals from the 

1920s with this standard, but the focus 

almost always falls onto and stays on the 

perspective of city inhabitants, with writers 

of the Harlem Renaissance, and authors who 

write about urban life, with F. Scott 

Fitzgerald. If the perspectives of all 

Americans from the 1920s continue to be 

ignored and disregarded in History and 

Social Studies classrooms, the country will 

eventually lose the historically vital stories, 

voices, and perspectives of a large portion of 

the U.S. population, altogether.  

This leads into the devolution within 

History and Social Studies education which 

has, arguably, deteriorated greatly in terms 

of its quality. When asked in an interview 

“How do you think inadequate history 

education plays into what some describe as 

the country’s current “‘post-truth’ moment?” 

author James W. Loewen answered that 

“History is by far our worst-taught subject in 

high school; I think we’re stupider in 

thinking about the past than we are, say, in 

thinking about Shakespeare, or algebra, or 

other subjects” (Wong, 2018). High school 

students have been disserviced in the ways 

they are taught History and Social Studies. 

The reason for this is that “we historians 

tend to make everything so nuanced that the 

idea of truth almost disappears” (Wong, 

2018). Most History and Social Studies 

teachers rely too heavily on fitting as much 

of the vast expanse of History into their 

classes so much so that important topics 

tend to simply be glanced over and taught 

subtly rather than being focused on intently. 

This is the disservice that is done onto 

students and it directly boils down to the 

textbooks used in schools, today.  
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History and Social Studies 

textbooks, that are uses in schools across the 

country, are incredibly biased and one-sided. 

They oftentimes omit certain facts regarding 

an individual, event, or concept or they 

simply omit certain individuals, events, or 

concepts altogether. Individuals like Willa 

Cather and topics like rural America during 

the 1920s are oftentimes omitted from 

History and Social Studies classes and 

textbooks because they are not as enthralling 

or appealing as individuals like F. Scott 

Fitzgerald and topics like cities during the 

1920s. That determination, however, is 

made by the individuals writing the 

textbooks. This is a consideration that 

consumers of textbooks, especially schools, 

need to make as “perhaps we are all dupes, 

manipulated by elite white male capitalists 

who orchestrate how history is written as 

part of their scheme to perpetuate their own 

power and privilege at the expense of the 

rest of us” (Loewen, 2018, p. 304). Those 

who write the textbooks control the narrative 

of what readers learn from the textbook. 

Bias detection is vital for consumers of 

textbooks to utilize especially if the textbook 

is going to be used by students. Loewen 

highlights how “in 1984, George Orwell was 

clear about who determines the way History 

is written: ‘Who controls the present 

controls the past’” (Loewen, 2018, p. 304). 

This is what happens with modern textbooks 

as the major publishing companies 

responsible for our textbooks are the ones 

controlling the narrative of history that our 

students are consuming in their classrooms. 

Money and wealth dominate modern 

American society and since the individuals 

at the top of the corporate hierarchy for 

major publishing companies are presumably 

incredibly wealthy, they control the way 

History is written. What they find interesting 

is what is published in textbooks, but those 

individuals, topics, and concepts are not 

always the vital pieces of history that 

students need to learn while in school. 
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Buried in the Brooklyn: Using Cemeteries to Teach Local History 

 

Alexa Corben, Alexis Farina, Karla Freire, Madison Hamada, Dennis Belen Morales, Anthony Richard, 

Elizabeth Tyree, and Debra Willett

Recommended Resources: 

 “Tomb it may concern”: Visit your 

local cemetery for a multidisciplinary 

(and economical) field trip,” Eric 

Groce, Rachel Wilson, and Lisa 

Polling, Social Studies and the Young 

Learner, 25(3). 

 “Using the cemetery as a classroom,” 

Susan Bonthron, Medium.  

 History Detectives, PBS. 

 History of Greenwood Cemetery 

 Online Guided Tour  

 

Greenwood Cemetery in the Sunset 

Park section of Brooklyn overlooking New 

York Harbor was founded in 1838 and was 

one of the first rural cemeteries in the United 

States. By the 1860s, Greenwood had earned 

a reputation for its beauty and was a sought 

after place to be buried. The cemetery is a 

Revolutionary War historic site, part of the 

Battle of Long Island was fought here in 

August 1776, and a designated site on the 

Civil War Discovery Trail. In 2006, 

Greenwood was designated a National 

Historic Landmark by the United States 

Department of the Interior. Greenwood 

attracts 500,000 visitors a year, second to 

Niagara Falls as the nation’s greatest tourist 

attraction. Greenwood is still an active 

cemetery, serving as the resting place for 

over 570,000 “permanent residents.” In 

addition to being a cemetery, Greenwood 

also serves as a cultural institution that tells 

the history and culture of the borough and 

city.  

In 1862, Green-Wood Cemetery established 

a Soldier’s Lot for the free burial of veterans 

who died during the Civil War. By 1865, 

more than 200 soldiers and sailors were 

buried here. African Americans were 

originally buried, many in unmarked graves, 

along the southwestern edge of the vast 

burial grounds in unmarked graves in what 

was  known as “Colored Lots.” The section 

is now known as the “Freedom Lots.” 

Margaret Pine, who died in 1857, may have 

been the “last slave in the State of New 

York.” Prior to the end of slavery in New 

York State in 1827, she was enslaved by the 

family of Wynant van Zandt. Pine is buried 

in the main section of the cemetery. 

Famous and infamous statues and 

monuments in Greenwood Cemetery include 

the Soldier’s Monument, Minerva, and Civic 

Virtue. The Soldier’s Monument was 

dedicated on Battle Hill by the City of New 

York to honor the 150,000 local men who 

served in the Union Army during the Civil 

War. The statue of Minerva, the Roman 

goddess of Arts and War, is also on Battle 

Hill. Minerva, stands on a platform labeled 

“Alter of Liberty” and faces the Statue of 

https://www.socialstudies.org/system/files/publications/articles/yl_250313.pdf
https://www.socialstudies.org/system/files/publications/articles/yl_250313.pdf
https://www.socialstudies.org/system/files/publications/articles/yl_250313.pdf
https://www.socialstudies.org/system/files/publications/articles/yl_250313.pdf
https://www.socialstudies.org/system/files/publications/articles/yl_250313.pdf
https://www.socialstudies.org/system/files/publications/articles/yl_250313.pdf
https://medium.com/communityworksjournal/using-the-cemetery-as-a-classroom-db2d0d604cc0
https://medium.com/communityworksjournal/using-the-cemetery-as-a-classroom-db2d0d604cc0
https://www.pbs.org/opb/historydetectives/educators/technique-guide/cemetery-information/
https://www.green-wood.com/about-history/
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=1lo9Xc07WcetLiw34FZrTraRVPFF_qwy8&ll=40.65180700835093%2C-73.99101995000001&z=15
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Liberty in New York harbor. The statues 

appear to be waving to each other. The 

statue Civic Virtue was originally in City 

Hall Park and in the 1940s it was moved to 

the Queens Borough Hall. It was placed in 

Greenwood because of a public uproar that 

it portrayed women as treacherous creatures 

trying to seduce the virtuous figure that 

resembles Hercules. Greenwood may soon 

be the final resting place for a statue of 

James Marion Sims that was removed from 

New York City’s Central Park because Sims 

had conducted gynecological experiments 

on enslaved African women.  

 

 

 

  
Main Entrance to Greenwood Cemetery Statue of Civic Virtue 

  

Civil War Soldier’s Monument Minerva 
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Thematic Tours of Greenwood Cemetery 

 

Activists 

 

John Cook (1829-1859): John E. Cook was 

a law clerk and ally of militant abolitionist 

John Brown. Cook studied law in 

Connecticut, fought border ruffians in 

Kansas, served as an abolitionist mole in 

Virginia, took white hostages during the 

Harper’s Ferry raid, and almost escaped to 

freedom. After the raid, he was the most 

hunted man in America. When Cook was 

captured and brought to trial, he betrayed 

John Brown and named fellow abolitionists 

in a full confession. Source: 

https://www.amazon.com/John-Browns-

Spy-Adventurous-

Confession/dp/0300180497  

 

Henry Ward Beecher (1813-1887): 

Beecher was born in Litchfield Connecticut 

and attended Amherst College where he had 

his first taste of public speaking and joined 

the ministry. From 1839-1847, Beecher was 

a minister to a small Presbyterian 

congregation in Indiana. In 1847, he was 

appointed minister at Brooklyn’s Plymouth 

Congregational Church. Beecher was a 

staunch abolitionist. When the federal 

Fugitive Slave Law was passed, Beecher 

declared “it was a Christian’s duty to feed 

and shelter escaped slaves.” In 1856, 

Beecher sent rifles, known as “Beecher’s 

Bibles” to help abolitionists fighting to 

block slavery in the Kansas Territory. 

Plymouth Congregational Church, under his 

tutelage, purchased freedom for a number of 

enslaved young women. During the Civil 

War, President Abraham Lincoln sent 

Beecher to Europe to help gain support for 

the Union. Beecher was also an advocate for 

temperance and the women’s suffrage 

movement. After the Civil War he was 

embroiled in a scandal when he was accused 

of an affair with the wife of a church 

deacon. Source: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Ward_

Beecher  

 

 
Henry Ward Beecher with his sister, Harriet 

Beecher Stowe 

 

https://www.amazon.com/John-Browns-Spy-Adventurous-Confession/dp/0300180497
https://www.amazon.com/John-Browns-Spy-Adventurous-Confession/dp/0300180497
https://www.amazon.com/John-Browns-Spy-Adventurous-Confession/dp/0300180497
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Ward_Beecher
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Ward_Beecher
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Samuel Cornish (1795-1858): Samuel 

Cornish was born in Delaware and with 

John B. Russworm, he edited Freedom’s 

Journal, the first black-owned and operated 

newspaper in the United States. Cornish 

became the senior editor and later took on a 

position as an agent for the New York Free 

African schools. He was involved with a 

number of abolitionist organizations 

including the American Anti-Slavery 

Society, the New York City Vigilance 

Committee, and the American and Foreign 

Anti-Slavery Society. Source: 

https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-

history/cornish-samuel-eli-1795-1858/  

  

Elizabeth Cushier (1837–1931): Elizabeth 

Cushier, born in Jamaica, New York, was a 

professor of medicine and one of New 

York’s most prominent obstetricians and 

surgeons. In 1868, Cushier read a medical 

article that sparked her interest in the field 

and she enrolled in the homeopathic New 

York Medical College for Women. A year 

later, Cushier transferred to Elizabeth & 

Emily Blackwell’s Woman’s Medical 

College of the New York Infirmary. 

Following her graduation, Cushier furthered 

her studies at the University of Zurich, 

researching pathological and normal 

histology, a field of research not yet open to 

women in the United States. Upon her 

return, she was employed at the New York 

Infirmary as a resident physician as well as 

at the Woman’s Medical College as an 

obstetrics professor and administrator. 

Cushier also opened a private practice in 

New York City that offered gynecological 

surgery. She published articles and case 

studies for medical journals, becoming 

known as an expert in her field of obstetrics 

and gynecology. During World War I, 

Cushier volunteered for the Red Cross to 

perform relief work for French and Belgium 

women, children, and servicemen. Source: 

https://nyamcenterforhistory.org/2020/10/15

/highlighting-nyam-women-in-medical---

history-elizabeth-martha-cushier-md/  

 

Louisine Havemeyer (1855-1929): 

Havemeyer was a women’s rights advocate, 

suffragette, and  pioneering art collector. 

With her husband, Harry Havemeyer, they 

created a massive art collection which 

included all kinds of world class artwork, 

particularly notable for its representation of 

modern French artists. Many pieces of her 

collection were given to the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art. Source: 

https://www.dailyartmagazine.com/louisine-

havemeyer/  

 

Susan McKinney Steward (1847-1918): 

McKinney Steward was born in Crown 

Heights in Brooklyn and was the third 

African-American woman to earn a medical 

degree in the United States. Steward may 

have decided to become a physician after the 

death of two of her brothers during the Civil 

War. Additionally, in 1866, she witnessed a 

cholera epidemic in Brooklyn, in which over 

1,200 people died. She attended the New 

York Medical College for Women and 

graduated from medical school as 

valedictorian. Her medical career focused on 

prenatal and pediatric care and childhood 

disease. She established a medical practice 

in Brooklyn and opened a second office in 

Manhattan where she worked with patients 

of all races. She was a founder of  the 

https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/cornish-samuel-eli-1795-1858/
https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/cornish-samuel-eli-1795-1858/
https://nyamcenterforhistory.org/2020/10/15/highlighting-nyam-women-in-medical---history-elizabeth-martha-cushier-md/
https://nyamcenterforhistory.org/2020/10/15/highlighting-nyam-women-in-medical---history-elizabeth-martha-cushier-md/
https://nyamcenterforhistory.org/2020/10/15/highlighting-nyam-women-in-medical---history-elizabeth-martha-cushier-md/
https://www.dailyartmagazine.com/louisine-havemeyer/
https://www.dailyartmagazine.com/louisine-havemeyer/
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Brooklyn Women’s Homeopathic Hospital 

and Dispensary which served the African 

American community. Dr. Steward was an 

accomplished public speaker and in 1911 

she addressed the first Universal Race of 

Congress in London, speaking about 

“Colored Women in America.” Source: 

https://www.nymc.edu/school-of-medicine-

som/som-alumni-profiles/alumni-in-

memorium/new-york-medical-college-for-

women/susan-smith-mckinney-steward/  

 

Actors/Movie Industry 

Lola Montez (1821–1861): Montez, born 

Eliza Gilbert in Ireland, became famous as a 

Spanish dancer, prostitute, and mistress to 

King Ludwig of Bavaria. She debuted in 

London in 1843 as “Lola Montez, Spanish 

dancer.” In 1846, Lola arrived in Munich 

and she was discovered by King Ludwig and 

became his mistress. Ludwig made Lola the 

Countess of Landsfeld, granting her 

citizenship and a castle in 1847. Lola 

wielded great political power, which she 

used to favor liberalism and anti-

Catholicism. In 1851, Lola came to the 

eastern United States for a fresh start and 

performed as a dancer and actress. In 1856, 

after a failed tour in Australia, Lola settled 

in New York City and gathered a following 

as a lecturer on fashion, beautiful women 

and courage. Source: 

https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/726/l

ola-montez  

  

Frank Morgan (1890-1949): Francis 

Wuppermann was born in New York City. 

Taking the stage name “Morgan” he 

followed his older brother Ralph into show 

business, first on Broadway and then in 

movies. His first film was the silent movie 

“The Suspect.” His career at Metro-

Goldwyn-Mayer took off when “talkies” 

began and his most stereotypical role was a 

confused but good-hearted middle aged 

man. Morgan is best remembered for his 

performance in the 1939 classic “The 

Wizard of Oz” in which he played five roles: 

the Wizard, Professor Marvel, the Emerald 

City doorman, the Emerald City hack driver 

and the Wizard’s guard. In over 100 film 

appearances, Morgan was nominated for two 

Academy Awards: for Best Actor in 1934s 

“The Affairs of Cellini” and for Best 

Supporting Actor in 1942s “Tortilla Flat.”   

Source: 

http://www.thewizardofozmovie.com/morga

n.html  

  

Artists/Musicians 

Jean-Michel Basquiat (1960–1988): 

Basquiat was born in Brooklyn, New York 

and attended Edward R. Murrow High 

School and City-As-School. While at this 

school, Basquiat became friends with Al 

Diaz and the two of them began spray 

painting graffiti using the pseudonym 

SAMO (acronym for “Same Old S—t”). 

One of their most famous graffiti pieces is 

the three-pointed crown. At age 17, Basquiat 

dropped out of school, his father kicked him 

out of the house. Basquiat slept at friends’ 

apartments or on park benches. In order to 

support himself, he panhandled, dealt drugs, 

and peddled hand-painted postcards and T-

shirts. He often went to downtown clubs 

where he met well-known artists and 

musicians. Through these connections, 

Basquiat made appearances on television 

shows and showcased his artwork in 

https://www.nymc.edu/school-of-medicine-som/som-alumni-profiles/alumni-in-memorium/new-york-medical-college-for-women/susan-smith-mckinney-steward/
https://www.nymc.edu/school-of-medicine-som/som-alumni-profiles/alumni-in-memorium/new-york-medical-college-for-women/susan-smith-mckinney-steward/
https://www.nymc.edu/school-of-medicine-som/som-alumni-profiles/alumni-in-memorium/new-york-medical-college-for-women/susan-smith-mckinney-steward/
https://www.nymc.edu/school-of-medicine-som/som-alumni-profiles/alumni-in-memorium/new-york-medical-college-for-women/susan-smith-mckinney-steward/
https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/726/lola-montez
https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/726/lola-montez
http://www.thewizardofozmovie.com/morgan.html
http://www.thewizardofozmovie.com/morgan.html
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galleries. Basquiat struggled with drug abuse 

and died from a heroin overdose. Source: 

https://www.theartstory.org/artist/basquiat-

jean-michel/life-and-legacy/  

 

 

 

 

 
Graffiti by Jean-Michel Basquiat

 

Leonard Bernstein (1918–1990): Bernstein 

was born in Lawrence, Massachusetts and 

was an American composer, conductor, 

pianist, and music educator. He is 

considered to be one of the most significant 

American personalities in orchestral 

conducting of the 20th century. In 1940, he 

studied at the Boston Symphony Orchestra’s 

summer institute called the Tanglewood 

Music Center. For nearly every summer for 

the rest of his life, Bernstein returned to 

Tanglewood to teach and conduct young 

music students. Bernstein wrote several 

books and helped to found two major 

international music festivals, the Pacific 

Music Festival and the Schleswig Holstein 

Music Festival, influencing and educating 

generations of young musicians. In 1958, he 

was the first conductor to share music on TV 

through his televised concert and lecture 

series, Young People’s Concerts with the 

New York Philharmonic. He became the 

Music Director of the New York 

Philharmonic and was given the lifetime title 

of Laureate Conductor. His best known 

work on Broadway is the musical West Side 

Story which was made into an Academy 

Award-winning film. He has been the 

recipient of many honors, including 11 

Emmy Awards, one Tony Award, 17 

Grammy awards, including the Lifetime 

Achievement Award, and the Kennedy 

Center Honor. Bernstein was also a lifelong 

humanitarian, supporting civil rights and 

issues that ranged from HIV/AIDS 

awareness, advocating for nuclear 

disarmament, protesting the Vietnam War, 

and engaging in international initiatives for 

world peace. Source: 

https://www.leonardbernstein.com/about  

 

George Catlin (1796–1872): Catlin was 

born in Wilkes- Barre, Pennsylvania and as 

a young boy, he was interested in Native 

American life. In 1828, after encountering a 

https://www.theartstory.org/artist/basquiat-jean-michel/life-and-legacy/
https://www.theartstory.org/artist/basquiat-jean-michel/life-and-legacy/
https://www.leonardbernstein.com/about
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delegation of Plains Indians in Philadelphia 

on their way to Washington D.C., he became 

determined to study Native American 

heritage before it was destroyed. Based on 

what he observed from his travels, he made 

more than 500 paintings and sketches. He 

eventually exhibited his pieces in the United 

States and Europe and referred to them as 

the “Indian Gallery.” The Smithsonian 

Institution acquired the bulk of Catlin’s 

Collection for ethnographic and historical 

interest. Source: 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Geor

ge-Catlin  

 

Nathaniel Currier (1813–1888): Currier 

was born in Roxbury, Massachusetts and 

was an American lithographer who headed 

the company Currier & Ives with James 

Ives. Currier attended public school until 15, 

when he was apprenticed to the Boston 

printing firm of William and John 

Pendleton, the first successful lithographers 

in the United States. In 1835, Currier started 

his own lithographic business in which he 

produced standard lithographic products 

such as printing music sheets, letterheads, 

handbills, etc. In 1835, he issued a print 

illustrating a recent fire in New York, 

calling it the “Ruins of the Merchant’s 

Exchange N.Y. after the Destructive 

Conflagration of Decbr 16 & 17, 1835.” His 

print was published in the New York Sun, 

and was an early example of illustrated 

news. Currier & Ives are best known for 

their creation of popular art prints that 

portrayed Christmas scenes and landscapes 

but also produced political cartoons, 

historical scenes, and current events. Source: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nathaniel_Cur

rier  

 

James Merritt Ives (1824–1895): Ives was 

born in New York City and was a self-made 

artist. Ives’ talent as an artist as well as his 

business skills gave him valuable insight 

into what the public wanted, helping to grow 

the company. Source: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Merritt

_Ives  

  

 

 

 
A winter scene in Central Park by Currier and Ives

https://www.britannica.com/biography/George-Catlin
https://www.britannica.com/biography/George-Catlin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nathaniel_Currier
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nathaniel_Currier
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Merritt_Ives
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Merritt_Ives
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Bashar Barakah Jackson (Pop Smoke) 

(1999-2020): Jackson, was born in Canarsie, 

Brooklyn, and was an American rapper and 

songwriter. He recorded his first track, “Mpr 

(Panic Part 3),” in 2018. His rap name is a 

combination of Poppa, a name given to him 

by his grandmother, and Smocco Guwop, a 

nickname from childhood friends. In 2019,  

he released his breakout single, “Welcome 

to the Party” and his debut mixtape “Meet 

the Woo.” In February 2020, Pop Smoke 

was shot during a home invasion in Los 

Angeles. Four men broke in around 4:30 

A.M. and shot him twice in the chest and he 

was pronounced dead at Cedars-Sinai 

Medical Center. Originally, the LAPD 

thought Pop Smoke’s death was gang-

related as he had ties to the Crips, but further 

evidence showed that his death was a 

consequence of a home robbery gone wrong. 

Source: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pop_Smoke   

 

Eastman Johnson (1824-1906): Johnson 

was born in Lovell, Maine and was an 

American painter and co-founder of the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York 

City. He was best known for his paintings of 

scenes from everyday life, called genre 

painting, and was considered the American 

Rembrandt of his time. His attention to 

detail made his work incredibly realistic. He 

established a studio in New York City with 

his ‘Negro Life in the South’, popularly 

called ‘Old Kentucky Home,’ an exhibit at 

the National Academy of Design. The 

painting alludes to plantation life and shows 

a range of domestic activities that took place 

in the slave quarters of a plantation. Another 

significant painting is ‘A Ride for Liberty - 

The Fugitive Slaves’, painted in 1862, based 

on his observations during the Civil War 

Battle of Manassas. It depicts a slave family 

riding to freedom and by placing the former 

slaves squarely in the center of the work, 

Johnson alludes to the idea that the people 

are acting as agents of their own destiny. 

Source: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastman_John

son  

  

 
Eastman Johnson, A Ride for Liberty -- The 

Fugitive Slaves, c. 1862 

Authors/Writers. 

James Weldon Johnson (1871–1938): 

Johnson was born in Jacksonville, Florida 

and received a bachelor’s degree from the 

college at Atlanta University. After 

graduating, he became the principal of 

Stanton School and began studying law. He 

was admitted to the Florida Bar thereafter. 

In 1901, Johnson decided he also wanted to 

pursue a career in writing and moved to 

New York City with his brother where they 

wrote songs for musicals on Broadway. 

Johnson became involved in politics and 

eventually accepted the position of field 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pop_Smoke
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastman_Johnson
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastman_Johnson
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secretary for the National Association for 

the Advancement of Colored People 

(NAACP). As executive secretary, he 

brought attention to racism, lynching, and 

segregation. Johnson’s best known work is 

the lyric to “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” 

which is considered the unofficial Black 

national anthem.Source: 

https://www.naacp.org/naacp-history-james-

weldon-johnson/  

  

Business Leaders/ Newspaper Publishers. 

James Gordon Bennett, Sr. (1795-1872): 

Bennett was born in Scotland, immigrated to 

Canada, and then moved to the United 

States. Starting in 1823, Bennett worked as a 

freelance writer and assistant editor of the 

New York Courier and Enquier. Bennett 

created the New York Herald and shocked 

readers with the front-page coverage of 

sensational crimes. Bennett pioneered a 

cash-in-advance policy for advertisers, using 

the latest technology, and using woodcuts to 

illustrate articles. During the Civil War, 

Bennett and the Herald used racist language 

in articles opposing the war and attacked 

President Abraham Lincoln for trying to 

keep the Union together. Source: 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Jame

s-Gordon-Bennett-American-editor-1795-

1872  

 

Thomas C. Durant (1820-1885): Durant 

was a major force behind the first 

transcontinental railroad and a wealthy land 

speculator. (Section H/Lot 10399/Plot 3679) 

Source: 

https://visitgoreregion.com/2020/02/09/thom

as-clark-durant/  

 

Charles Feltman (1841-1910): Feltman 

was a German-American restaurateur who is 

credited with being the inventor of the hot 

dog. In 1867, Feltman began to sell food to 

beachgoers at Coney Island in Brooklyn and 

came up with the idea of putting a sausage 

on a roll so he could avoid having to provide 

silverware and plates to his customers. They 

were Coney Island Red Hots. In 1916, a 

Feltman employee named Nathan 

Handwerker left to start his own business a 

few blocks away from Feltman’s on Surf 

Avenue. Nathan’s Famous soon became a 

larger attraction than his former employer’s 

restaurant and became a Coney Island icon. 

Source: 

https://www.coneyislandhistory.org/hall-of-

fame/charles-feltman  

 

William Delbert Gann (1878–1955): 

William Delbert Gann was born in Lufkin, 

Texas where he dropped out of school to 

work on his family’s cotton farm. Gann used 

the Bible to learn to read, and in so doing, 

learned about commodities trading in cotton 

warehouses. Gann eventually moved to New 

York City where he worked on Wall Street 

and opened his own brokerage firm, known 

as W.D. Gann & Company, becoming one 

of the most successful stock and commodity 

traders in the world. Source: 

https://www.investopedia.com/articles/inves

ting/091615/mysterious-life-trading-legend-

wd-gann.asp  

  

Horace Greeley (1811-1872): Greeley was 

born in Amherst, New Hampshire where he 

became a printer’s apprentice before moving 

to New York City. In 1834, Greeley founded 

his first newspaper, The New-Yorker, which 

https://www.naacp.org/naacp-history-james-weldon-johnson/
https://www.naacp.org/naacp-history-james-weldon-johnson/
https://www.britannica.com/biography/James-Gordon-Bennett-American-editor-1795-1872
https://www.britannica.com/biography/James-Gordon-Bennett-American-editor-1795-1872
https://www.britannica.com/biography/James-Gordon-Bennett-American-editor-1795-1872
https://visitgoreregion.com/2020/02/09/thomas-clark-durant/
https://visitgoreregion.com/2020/02/09/thomas-clark-durant/
https://www.coneyislandhistory.org/hall-of-fame/charles-feltman
https://www.coneyislandhistory.org/hall-of-fame/charles-feltman
https://www.investopedia.com/articles/investing/091615/mysterious-life-trading-legend-wd-gann.asp
https://www.investopedia.com/articles/investing/091615/mysterious-life-trading-legend-wd-gann.asp
https://www.investopedia.com/articles/investing/091615/mysterious-life-trading-legend-wd-gann.asp
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was aligned with the Whig Party (he would 

print ads and help influence people to vote 

for candidates of this party). Greeley was an 

active Whig, working with New York 

Governor William H. Seward and President 

William Henry Harrison on their campaigns. 

He started The New-York Tribune in 1841, 

where he championed rights for workers and 

women and the abolition of slavery. Greeley 

criticized President Abraham Lincoln during 

the Civil War for not actively opposing 

slavery. Greeley ran unsuccessfully for 

President in 1872 as a Liberal Republican. 

Interestingly, Greeley’s wife died in October 

1872, a few weeks before the election and 

Greeley died a few weeks later on 

November 29. If he had won the election, 

this would be the first time a president-elect 

died before being elected by the Electoral 

College. Source: https://www.green-

wood.com/horace-greeley/  

  

Morris Ketchum Jesup (1830-1908): Jesup 

a banker and philanthropist. He moved to 

New York City in 1842 where he 

established MK Jesup & Company and 

eventually was President of the New York 

Chamber of Commerce and of the Museum 

of Natural History. He worked to improve 

social conditions in New York for poor 

immigrants from Europe and Russia as a 

founder of the Five Points House of 

Industry, a settlement house that taught 

immigrants skills needed to live in the 

United States. In 1905, Jesup was knighted 

by Tsar Nicholas II of Russia for his 

philanthropic work aiding immigrants from 

Russia. Source: 

https://www.lindahall.org/morris-ketchum-

jesup/  

 

Pierre Lorillard IV (1833-1901): 

Lorillard’s great-grandfather founded P. 

Lorillard and Company which processed 

tobacco, cigars, and snuff. Lorillard 

established Tuxedo Park, New York as an 

elite hunting and fishing destination, which 

attracted the world’s rich and famous. He 

helped pioneer the formal dresswear for 

men, the tuxedo. Source: 

https://www.alsformalwear.com/history-of-

the-tuxedo/  

 

Henry Jarvis Raymond (1820-1869): 

Raymond worked for numerous newspapers 

including the New York Tribune and Courier 

and Enquirer as a journalist and associate 

editor and then started The New York Times, 

in 1851. Raymond was a member of the 

New York Assembly as a member of the 

Whig Party (and was elected lieutenant 

governor (1855-1856). He was a strong 

supporter of President Lincoln and served 

one term in the House of Representatives 

from 1865 to 1867. After Raymond retired 

from Congress, he attacked the corrupt 

“Tweed Ring” and advocated for tariff 

reductions and civil service reform. Source: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Jarvis_

Raymond#Biography  

 

Sahadi Family: The Sahadi family 

imigrated from Lebanon to “Little Syria” in 

Manhattan where they launched Sahadi 

Importing to introduce Middle Eastern 

goods in the United States. On Ellis Island, 

an exhibition features a photograph of 

Abrahim Sahadi with A. Sahadi & Co. tins 

and an ordering book from the 1920s. In the 

1940s the Sahadi’s store relocated to 

https://www.green-wood.com/horace-greeley/
https://www.green-wood.com/horace-greeley/
https://www.lindahall.org/morris-ketchum-jesup/
https://www.lindahall.org/morris-ketchum-jesup/
https://www.alsformalwear.com/history-of-the-tuxedo/
https://www.alsformalwear.com/history-of-the-tuxedo/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Jarvis_Raymond#Biography
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Jarvis_Raymond#Biography
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Brooklyn’s Atlantic Avenue where it 

remains. 

Source: https://rapidcityjournal.com/little-

syria/image_052ceb96-719b-5225-bc01-

b721fbad917c.html  

  

Frederick August Otto Schwarz (1836–

1911): Schwarz was born in Westphalia, 

Germany where he served an apprenticeship 

for one of the city’s leading merchants. At 

the age of twenty, he immigrated to the 

United States and initially settled in 

Baltimore. , receiving business training that 

benefited him when he moved to the United 

States at 20 years old. In New York City he 

opened the Schwarz toy bazaar. The F.A.O. 

Schwarz catalog was published in 1876 and 

it became the store’s staple for 

merchandising. Schwarz was the first 

merchant to utilize a live dressed-up Santa 

Claus to promote seasonal sales. In the 

movie, Big, there is an iconic moment where 

two characters play “Chopsticks” with the 

floor keyboard in the flagship F.A.O. 

Schwarz toy store in Manhattan. Source: 

https://www.encyclopedia.com/education/ec

onomics-magazines/schwarz-frederick-

august-otto  

 

Henry Steinway (1797–1871): Henry 

Steinway (Heinrich Steinweg) was born on 

February 15, 1871 in Braunschweig, 

Germany. In the first 30 years of his life, 

Steinweg spent them in Germany making 

pianos in his own home. In June of 1849, his 

son, Carl, became the first family member to 

emigrate to America. A few months later, 

Heinrich prepared him and his family to 

follow suit. The Steinweg family eventually 

settled into a home in New York City, 

luckily, in an area where there were many 

piano manufacturers. In 1856, the Steinway 

& Sons partnership agreement was signed 

and the name Steinway was used instead of 

Steinweg for business purposes. At the 

American Institute Fair in 1855, a Steinway 

piano was honored the best in the show and 

was awarded the first place gold medal. This 

accolade confirmed the quality of the 

instruments produced by their family. They 

used the name “Gold Medal Pianos” to 

advertise their work. The business story of 

the Steinway piano business is exceptional. 

Henry never learned how to speak English 

and did not become an American citizen 

until 1863. Source: 

https://www.andrews.edu/~wkunze/german/

german-

american/notable/S/steinway/heinrich-e.html 

  

Louis Comfort Tiffany (1848–1933): Louis 

Comfort Tiffany is known as one of 

America’s acclaimed artists. He was a 

painter, craftsman, philanthropist, decorator, 

and designer. He was internationally 

recognized as one the greatest forces of the 

Art Nouveau style, which made significant 

contributions to the art of glassmaking. 

Starting his career as a painter, he worked 

under the influence of artists such as George 

Inness and Samuel Colman. In the late 

1870’s, Tiffany began to acquire an interest 

for decorative arts and interiors as well. 

Later on, both Tiffany and Colman worked 

together to design furnishings and interiors 

for the New York mansion, which was 

completed in 1892. Under various clients, 

Tiffany designed both private interiors and 

public spaces. In the 1890’s, Tiffany built a 

glasshouse in Corona, Queens, New York. 

https://rapidcityjournal.com/little-syria/image_052ceb96-719b-5225-bc01-b721fbad917c.html
https://rapidcityjournal.com/little-syria/image_052ceb96-719b-5225-bc01-b721fbad917c.html
https://rapidcityjournal.com/little-syria/image_052ceb96-719b-5225-bc01-b721fbad917c.html
https://www.encyclopedia.com/education/economics-magazines/schwarz-frederick-august-otto
https://www.encyclopedia.com/education/economics-magazines/schwarz-frederick-august-otto
https://www.encyclopedia.com/education/economics-magazines/schwarz-frederick-august-otto
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His work with leaded-glass brought him 

great recognition. Aside from his various 

artistic nature, Tiffany was knowledgeable 

about jewelry trends through art periodicals, 

international expositions, and his father’s 

firm, Tiffany & Co. Upon his father’s death 

in 1902, he was appointed art director. His 

earliest jewelry designs were exhibited at the 

1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition in St. 

Louis. Enamels, Favrile glass vessels, and 

pottery gained attention and favorable press 

by various art critics during this time period. 

Between 1902 and 1905, Tiffany built his 

Long Island country home in Cold Spring 

Harbor in Oyster Bay, New York. Evidently, 

his work continues to influence Tiffany & 

Co. designs. Source: 

https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/tiff/hd

_tiff.htm  

 

 

Tiffany Lamps at the New York Historical 

Society 

Inventors/Scientists 

Barry Commoner (1917–2012): Barry 

Commoner, born on May 28, 1917 in 

Brooklyn, NY, was an American cellular 

biologist, activist. and environmentalist. He 

received his bachelor’s degree in zoology 

from Columbia University in 1937 and his 

master’s and doctoral degrees in cellular 

biology from Harvard University in 1938 

and 1941. In 1947, he moved to St. Louis, 

Missouri, and joined the faculty of 

Washington University in St Louis where he 

worked as a professor of plant physiology 

for 34 years. In the 1950s, Commoner 

warned of the environmental threats posed 

by modern technology (i.e.: nuclear 

weapons, use of pesticides, and ineffective 

waste management). Commoner was known 

for his opposition to nuclear weapons testing 

and joined a team which conducted the Baby 

Tooth Survey, which found Strontium 90 in 

children’s teeth as a direct result of nuclear 

fallout. This study directly contributed to the 

adoption of the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty of 

1963. Commoner’s publications were 

influential in the Nixon administration’s 

decision to create the Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA) and the Clean Air 

Act. In February 1970, TIME magazine 

named Commoner the “Paul Revere of 

ecology.” Source: 

https://www.nytimes.com/2012/10/02/us/bar

ry-commoner-dies-at-95.html  

 

Peter Cooper (1791-1883): Peter Cooper 

was born on February 12, 1791 in New York 

City. Cooper was an American inventor, 

manufacturer, and philanthropist. He built 

the “Tom Thumb” locomotive, a new 

system for towing canal boats, and founded 

The Cooper Union for the Advancement of 

Science and Art.  

Source: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Cooper#

Business_career  

 

https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/tiff/hd_tiff.htm
https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/tiff/hd_tiff.htm
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/10/02/us/barry-commoner-dies-at-95.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/10/02/us/barry-commoner-dies-at-95.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Cooper#Business_career
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Cooper#Business_career
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Eunice Newton Foote (1819-1888): Foote 

was an American scientist and women’s 

rights activist. She pioneered climate science 

and in 1856, theorized that changes in 

carbon dioxide in the atmosphere could 

affect the Earth’s temperature. Her 

groundbreaking discovery was overlooked 

and eventually forgotten by the scientific 

community. Foote made the discovery by 

conducting a series of experiments that 

demonstrated the interactions of the sun’s 

rays on different gases. She concluded that 

carbon dioxide trapped the most heat of all 

the gases she tested and connected the dots 

between carbon dioxide and global 

warming. Her paper was later published in 

the American Journal of Science and Arts. 

Foote was a prominent feminist and a signer 

of the Declaration of Sentiments at the 1848 

Seneca Falls Convention. She was a 

neighbor and friend of suffragist Elizabeth 

Cady Stanton and was one of the five 

women who prepared the proceedings of the 

convention for publication. old. Source: 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/21/obitua

ries/eunice-foote-overlooked.html  

 
 

Elias Howe (1819-1867): Elias Howe was 

born on July 9, 1819 in Spencer 

Massachusetts. He worked in a textile 

factory in Lowell until it closed in 1837 and 

then for a master mechanic where he had the 

idea for the sewing machine. In September 

1846, he was awarded a United States patent 

for his invention. In 1851, Howe received a 

patent for an “Automatic, Continuous 

Clothing Closure,” now known as the 

zipper. Source: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elias_Howe  

 

Mary Jacobi (1842-1906): Mary Jacobi 

was born in 1843 in London, England to 

American parents. Jacobi studied at the New 

York College of Pharmacy and later 

received her M.D. from the Female Medical 

College of Pennsylvania. In 1866, Jacobi 

moved to Paris and supported co-education 

for men and women. She argued that 

women’s medical schools could not provide 

the same training and clinical practice as 

established universities that were affiliated 

with large hospitals. Jacobi published over 

120 scientific articles and nine books. 

Source: 

https://cfmedicine.nlm.nih.gov/physicians/bi

ography_163.html  

 

Samuel Morse (1791- 1872): Morse was 

born in Charlestown, Massachusetts and 

attended Yale College where he received 

instruction in religious philosophy, 

mathematics, the science of horses, and 

electricity. After graduating, he traveled to 

England to study art and gained a reputation 

as a portrait painter. When he returned to the 

United States, he helped found the National 

Academy of Design in New York City. 

While traveling by ship from Europe to the 

United States, Morse conceived the idea for 

an electric telegraph. Morse was an active 

opponent of immigration to the United 

States and a leading defender of slavery. 

Source: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samuel_Morse  

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/21/obituaries/eunice-foote-overlooked.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/21/obituaries/eunice-foote-overlooked.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elias_Howe
https://cfmedicine.nlm.nih.gov/physicians/biography_163.html
https://cfmedicine.nlm.nih.gov/physicians/biography_163.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samuel_Morse
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Political Figures 

 

DeWitt Clinton (1769–1828): DeWitt 

Clinton was born on March 2, 1769 in Little 

Britain, New York. Clinton was the nephew 

of Governor George Clinton. He served as a 

United State Senator (1798-1802), Mayor of 

New York City (1803-15), Lieutenant 

Governor (1811-13), and Governor (1817-

1823 and 1825-1828). In 1812, he ran for 

president against James Madison and lost. 

As mayor, Clinton advocated for free and 

widespread education. In 1811, Clinton 

proposed a canal to link the Hudson River 

with Lake Erie. In April 1816, the 

legislature agreed to finance the canal, 

which was completed in 1825. Source: 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/DeW

itt-Clinton-American-politician  

Henry George (1839–1897): Henry 

George, a land reformer, economist, and an 

advocate for a single-tax on land. Source: 

https://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/bios/Ge

orge.html  

  

William Livingston (1723-1790): William 

Livingston was born in Albany, New York, 

and studied law at Yale College before 

moving to New York City. He represented 

New Jersey in the First and Second 

Continental Congress, was a delegate to the 

Constitutional Convention in 1787, and was 

the first man elected Governor of New 

Jersey. Livingston, New Jersey, is named in 

his honor—he was reelected 14 times and 

was responsible for the gradual 

emancipation laws of New Jersey. Source: 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Willi

am-Livingston  

  

Alice Roosevelt (1861-1884): Alice (Lee) 

Roosevelt was an American socialite and the 

first wife of President Theodore Roosevelt. 

In 1883, Alice became pregnant and gave 

birth to the couple's daughter. Less than two 

days later, she died from kidney failure 

caused by Bright’s disease. Source: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alice_Hathaw

ay_Lee_Roosevelt  

 

Henry Rutgers (1745-1830): Henry 

Rutgers was born in New York City. After 

graduating from King’s College (now 

Columbia University), he became a 

supporter of independence. During the 

Battle of White Plains, Rutgers served as 

captain of the American forces and then 

later on as a colonel for the New York 

militia. Rutgers committed his fortune to 

philanthropy, donating land for the use of 

schools, churches, and charities. He donated 

to Queen’s College in New Brunswick, New 

Jersey which was renamed Rutgers College. 

Source: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Rutgers  

 

Henry Chadwick (1824-1908): English-

born Chadwick was a sportswriter, baseball 

statistician and historian. He edited the first 

baseball guide and is sometimes called the 

“Father of Baseball.” In 1859, while 

working with the Brooklyn Excelsior club, 

Chadwick created the first modern box 

score. He included runs, hits, put outs, 

assists and errors the letter ‘K’ for 

strikeouts. He is a member of the baseball 

Hall of Fame. Source: 

https://baseballhall.org/hall-of-

famers/chadwick-henry  

https://www.britannica.com/biography/DeWitt-Clinton-American-politician
https://www.britannica.com/biography/DeWitt-Clinton-American-politician
https://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/bios/George.html
https://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/bios/George.html
https://www.britannica.com/biography/William-Livingston
https://www.britannica.com/biography/William-Livingston
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alice_Hathaway_Lee_Roosevelt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alice_Hathaway_Lee_Roosevelt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Rutgers
https://baseballhall.org/hall-of-famers/chadwick-henry
https://baseballhall.org/hall-of-famers/chadwick-henry
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Charles Ebbets (1859–1925): Ebbets was 

born and raised in New York City. He sold 

team tickets, score cards, and peanuts at the 

Brooklyn Baseball Association stadium in 

Washington Park on 5th Avenue and 3rd 

Street. Ebbets bought lots in the Flatbush 

area and opened Ebbets Field at the 

intersection of Empire Boulevard and 

Bedford Avenue. Ebbets received credit for 

many baseball innovations including the rain 

check, uniform numbers, and the way that 

teams should draft in inverse order based on 

their final standings. Source: 

https://sabr.org/bioproj/person/charlie-

ebbets/  

 

Scoundrels 

Albert Anastasia (1903-1957): Anastasia 

arrived in New York City from Italy in 

1919. In the 1920s, Anastasia was an 

executioner for Giuseppe Masseria’s 

Brooklyn gang. Anastasia was charged with 

a series of murders, butin each case 

witnesses either disappeared or refused to 

testify. In the late 1930s, he became the 

leader of Murder Inc., earning Anastasia the 

nicknames “Mad Hatter” and the “Lord 

High Executioner.” In 1942, Anastasia 

joined the U.S. Army and was granted 

United States citizenship. In the late 1940s, 

he became boss of the Gambino Family (one 

of the Five Families of organized crime in 

New York City). Anastasia was murdered in 

1957 in a New York City barber shop by 

rival mobsters. Source: 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Albe

rt-Anastasia  

 

Jane Augusta Funk Blankman (1823–

1860): Better known as Fanny White, she 

was one of the most successful prostitutes 

and wealthiest women in pre-Civil War New 

York City. She managed a brothel where her 

clientele included some of the richest men in 

New York City. In 1859, she married 

Edmon Blankman, a well-known criminal 

attorney. An initial autopsy revealed that 

Jane died as a result of a stroke that caused 

bleeding on her brain, however, rumors 

circulated that her husband poisoned her to 

inherit her wealth. Source: 

https://civilwartalk.com/threads/did-anyone-

cry—when-jane-blankman-died.156198/  

 

Joey “Crazy Joe” Gallo (1929–1972): 

Gallo was born in Red Hook, Brooklyn. His 

father Umberto was a bootlegger during 

Prohibition Gallo became an enforcer and a 

hit-man for the Profaci family and in 1957, 

Gallo and his crew murdered Albert 

Anastasia (boss of the Gambino family). 

After a prison term Gallo set up his own 

gang. In a gangland war, he was murdered 

by a gunman murdered for the Profaci-

Colombo family. Source: 

https://mafia.wikia.org/wiki/Joey_Gallo  

 

https://sabr.org/bioproj/person/charlie-ebbets/
https://sabr.org/bioproj/person/charlie-ebbets/
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Albert-Anastasia
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Albert-Anastasia
https://civilwartalk.com/threads/did-anyone-cry—when-jane-blankman-died.156198/
https://civilwartalk.com/threads/did-anyone-cry—when-jane-blankman-died.156198/
https://mafia.wikia.org/wiki/Joey_Gallo
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Carmine Persico (1933–2019): Persico was 

born in Brooklyn, New York, where he was 

a leader of the Garfield Boys gangs. In the 

1950s, Persico was recruited by the Profaci 

family and he participated in the murder of 

Albert Anastasia and was a rival of Joey 

Gallo. Gallo twice tried to murder Persico 

by bombing his car and shooting him, 

however Persico survived both attempts. In 

1968, Persico was convicted on federal 

hijacking charges and was sent to prison for 

eight years. He was later sentenced to 139 

years in prison. Source: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carmine_Persi

co  

  

William “Bill the Butcher” Poole (1821-

1855): Poole was born in New Jersey, but 

his family moved to New York City in 1832 

where his father opened a butcher shop. 

Poole was a member of volunteer Fire 

Engine Company #34, where he started the 

Washington Street Gang, later known as the 

Bowery Boys. The Bowery Boys were 

nativists and their main rivals were the Dead 

Rabbits, an Irish gang. Poole was also active 

in the anti-immigrant Know Nothings 

political movement. He was immortalized in 

the movie Gangs of New York. Source: 

https://www.historicmysteries.com/bill-the-

butcher/  

 

James Marion Sims (1813-1883): Sims 

was born in South Carolina and started his 

medical career in Montgomery, Alabama 

before moving to New York City. He was 

known as the father of modern gynecology. 

His reputation has changed because he 

developed pioneering tools and surgical 

techniques by experimenting without 

antiseptics or anesthesia on enslaved black 

women. Because of this, a statue of Sims 

was removed from New York’s Central Park 

in 2018 and it is now in storage at 

Greenwood cemetery.  Source: 

https://www.history.com/news/the-father-of-

modern-gynecology-performed-shocking-

experiments-on-slaves  

 

Lynne Stewart (1939–2017): Stewart was 

was a defense attorney known for 

representing economically disadvantaged 

clients and controversial defendants. Her 

most famous client was Sheikh Omar Abdel 

Rahman who was found guilty of leading 

the 1993 plot to blow up New York City 

landmarks including the World Trade 

Center. Rahman was sentenced to a life term 

in solitary confinement and Stewart, as his 

lawyer, was one of the few people 

authorized to visit him. In 2005, Stewart was 

convicted of smuggling messages between 

Rahman and his followers. She was 

disbarred and sent to prison. Source: 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/07/nyregi

on/lynne-stewart-dead-radical-leftist-

lawyer.html  

 

William Maegar “Boss” Tweed (1823-

1878): Tweed was born in New York City. 

In 1851, on his second try, he won the race 

for city alderman and then served in the 

House of Representatives from 1853 to 

1855. He was elected to New York City’s 

Board of Supervisors in 1858. Tweed used 

this position to build the “Tweed Ring,” a 

political network of corruption. In 1863, 

Tweed was chosen to be the head of 

Tammany Hall’s general committee and 

began placing friends into influential 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carmine_Persico
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carmine_Persico
https://www.historicmysteries.com/bill-the-butcher/
https://www.historicmysteries.com/bill-the-butcher/
https://www.history.com/news/the-father-of-modern-gynecology-performed-shocking-experiments-on-slaves
https://www.history.com/news/the-father-of-modern-gynecology-performed-shocking-experiments-on-slaves
https://www.history.com/news/the-father-of-modern-gynecology-performed-shocking-experiments-on-slaves
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/07/nyregion/lynne-stewart-dead-radical-leftist-lawyer.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/07/nyregion/lynne-stewart-dead-radical-leftist-lawyer.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/07/nyregion/lynne-stewart-dead-radical-leftist-lawyer.html
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positions. One of the grandest schemes that 

the Tweed Ring was involved in was the 

construction and furnishing of New York 

City’s courthouse. At a time where the land 

for Central Park cost New York City $5 

million and St. Patrick’s Cathedral cost $2 

million to build, the Courthouse ended up 

costing taxpayers $12 million because of 

inflated bills that provided kickbacks to 

members of the Tweed Ring. As the result 

of an anti-corruption campaign by the New 

York Times and cartoonist Thomas Nast of 

Harper’s Weekly, Tweed was arrested in 

1871 and the Tweed Ring was dismantled. 

Tweed was convicted on 204 counts but 

escaped from custody and fled to Spain 

where he was captured by Spanish officials 

that recognized him from Nast cartoons. 

Source: https://www.green-

wood.com/william-magear-boss-tweed/  

 

 

Cypress Hills Cemetery 

 

History of Cypress Hills Cemetery  

The Cypress Hills Cemetery on Jamaica 

Avenue in Brooklyn near the Queens border 

was founded in November 1848. It is known 

as the “first cemetery in Greater New York 

to be organized under a law that is 

internationally recognized as ‘America’s 

contribution to the civilized burial of the 

dead.’” During the 1800s, many cemeteries 

were located in churchyards. The founders 

of Cypress Hills strayed from the common 

cemetery landscape to “look up unto the 

hills,” instead of using lowlands. Due to the 

size and geographic makeup of Cypress 

Hills Cemetery, it took almost three years of 

work to cut, clean, and properly landscape 

the land. As the work was being done, 

cannonballs and other Revolutionary war 

artifacts from the August 1776 Battle of 

Brooklyn were discovered on the grounds. 

Currently, the cemetery extends over 225 

acres. A detailed map of notables is 

available online at this link.   

A Google Maps tour is located at this link.  

 

Activists 

Elizabeth Jennings Graham (1830-1901): 

Graham was born to free African-American 

parents and became a church organist and a 

teacher at the African Free School in New 

York City. In 1854, Jennings boarded a 

streetcar reserved for whites only at the 

corner of Pearl Street and Chatham Street. 

The conductor ordered to get off, she 

refused, and was forcibly removed by the 

conductor and police officer. Following the 

incident, Jennings wrote a letter, which was 

published in the New York Tribune, 

describing the events. Her letter received 

national attention and motivated the 

African-American community to start a 

movement to end racial discrimination on 

streetcars in New York City. On her behalf, 

Jennings' father filed a lawsuit against the 

conductor. They were represented by future 

U.S. President Chester A. Arthur. The court 

https://www.green-wood.com/william-magear-boss-tweed/
https://www.green-wood.com/william-magear-boss-tweed/
https://www.cypresshillscemetery.org/)
https://cypresshillscemetery.org/maps/CypressHill_NotableMap_May2021.pdf.
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=10uB0tzv1mhZSMvJtarBomIK3ceA6ldpY&ll=40.69547868141447,-73.87543905&z=16.
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ruled in their favor, awarding damages of 

$225. Source: 

https://wanderwomenproject.com/women/eli

zabeth-jennings-graham/  

 

Charlotte E. Ray (1850-1911): Ray was 

born on January 13, 1850, in New York, 

New York. As a student at the Institution for 

the Education of Colored Youth in 

Washington, D.C., she received a law degree 

in 1872. She was the first woman admitted 

to practice law in the District of Columbia 

and the first Black woman to become a 

certified lawyer in the United States. Ray 

attempted to open a law office in 

Washington D.C., however, racial prejudices 

proved too strong and she couldn’t obtain 

enough legal business to maintain a steady, 

active practice. She returned to New York 

City where she taught in public schools. 

Source: 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Charl

otte-E-Ray 

 

Arturo Schomburg (1874-1938): 

Schomburg was born in San Juan, Puerto 

Rico and at a very young age, he 

experienced racism when his grade school 

teacher told him that black culture lacked 

any prominent individuals or noteworthy 

history. This comment disturbed Schomburg 

and ultimately sparked his lifelong 

dedication to debunking this claim. At the 

age of 17, he migrated to New York where 

he was active in movements for Cuban and 

Puerto Rican independence and co-founded 

a political club known as Las Dos Antillas. 

For the rest of his life, he collected historical 

documents such as books, prints, pamphlets, 

and articles produced by Africans in the 

Americas and Europe. He was a founder of 

the Negro Society for Historical Research 

and served as the leader of the American 

Negro Academy. He also wrote articles on 

the history of black culture for “The Crisis,” 

“Opportunity,” “Negro World” and others. 

In 1926, Schomburg sold his collection to 

the New York Public Library. Source: 

https://www.naacpdesmoines.org/post/arthur

-alfonso-schomburg  

 

 

James McCune Smith (1813-1865): Smith 

was born into slavery on April 18, 1813 in 

New York City and set free on July 4, 1827 

by the Emancipation Act of New York. He 

was the first African American to hold a 

medical degree, graduating at the top in his 

class from the University of Glasgow, 

Scotland. He applied to Columbia 

University and Geneva Medical College but 

was denied due to racial discrimination. 

When Smith returned to New York in 1837, 

he opened a practice in Manhattan in general 

surgery, treating both Black and white 

patients and operated the first Black-owned 

https://wanderwomenproject.com/women/elizabeth-jennings-graham/
https://wanderwomenproject.com/women/elizabeth-jennings-graham/
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Charlotte-E-Ray
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Charlotte-E-Ray
https://www.naacpdesmoines.org/post/arthur-alfonso-schomburg
https://www.naacpdesmoines.org/post/arthur-alfonso-schomburg
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pharmacy in the U.S. He was also the first 

Black to publish in American medical 

journals. Smith was a prominent abolitionist 

and wrote essays and gave lectures refuting 

racist misconceptions about race and 

intelligence. After the New York Draft Riots 

in 1863, in which white rioters attacked 

Blacks throughout the city, Smith moved to  

Williamsburg, Brooklyn. Source: 

https://www.nyhistory.org/web/africanfreesc

hool/bios/james-mccune-smith.html  

 

 

Actors/Artists/Musicians 

 

James “Eubie” Blake (1883-1983): Blake, 

an American pianist, lyricist, and composer 

of jazz music, was born on February 7, 1887 

in Baltimore, MD. He was one of the most 

important figures in early-20th century 

African American music, particularly 

ragtime and early jazz music and culture. 

Blake began playing piano professionally 

when he was 16 years old and wrote his first 

composition, the Charleston Rag, around the 

same time. His career took off in 1915 when 

he met his long-time collaborator Noble 

Sissle and together they wrote Shuffle 

Along, one of the first Broadway musicals to 

be written and directed by African 

Americans. The show was a hit, running for 

504 performances with 3 years of national 

tours. By 1975, Blake had received honorary 

doctorates from Rutgers, the University of 

Maryland, the New England Conservatory, 

Morgan State University, Pratt Institute, 

Brooklyn College and Dartmouth and in 

1981, he received the Presidential Medal of 

Freedom from President Ronald Reagan. 

Sources: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eubie_Blake; 

https://www.loc.gov/item/ihas.200038834/  

  

Junius B. Stearns (1810-1885): Stearns is 

most well-known for his five-part painting 

series of George Washington. Washington 

as a Statesman depicts Washington 

addressing the Constitutional Convention 

and was used on a U.S. Postage Stamp in 

1937. Source: https://eazel.net/artists/68  

 

Mary Jane “Mae” West (1893-1980): Her 

mother was an immigrant from Germany 

and her father was the Brooklyn prizefighter 

“Battlin’ Jack” West. At the age of five, 

Mae made her first stage appearance at a 

church gathering. Not long after, Mae was 

performing at amateur night at local 

burlesque theaters as “Baby May.” At the 

age of 14, West began performing 

professionally in vaudeville, impersonating 

adult vaudeville and burlesque performers. 

In 1926, West wrote, produced, directed, 

and starred the Broadway play “Sex,” which 

both got her arrested and made her known 

around the world.  Ten years later, 

Hollywood noticed West’s talent she stared 

in many films. Source: 

https://www.biography.com/actor/mae-west  

 

Sports Figures. 

 

James “Gentleman Jim” Corbett (1866-

1933): Corbett was an American 

professional boxer and a World 

Heavyweight Champion. He is the only 

person who ever defeated John Sullivan in 

the World HeavyWeight Championship in 

1892. “Gentleman Jim”  is considered the 

“Father of Modern Boxing.” Source: 

https://www.nyhistory.org/web/africanfreeschool/bios/james-mccune-smith.html
https://www.nyhistory.org/web/africanfreeschool/bios/james-mccune-smith.html
https://www.loc.gov/item/ihas.200038834/
https://eazel.net/artists/68
https://www.biography.com/actor/mae-west
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https://www.thefightcity.com/fight-city-

legends-gentleman-jim-boxing/ 

 

Jackie Robinson (1919-1972): Robinson 

was born in Georgia and attended college in 

California where he played basketball, 

football, baseball, and ran track. During 

World War II, Robinson left college to enlist 

in the U.S. Army, where he moved up to 

second lieutenant in two years, but then was 

court-martialed when he challenged 

incidents of racial discrimination. Starting in 

1945, Robinson played professional baseball 

in the Negro League. Robinson later signed 

with the Brooklyn Dodgers and broke the 

color barrier in Major League Baseball. As a 

rookie, Robinson led the National League in 

stolen bases and was chosen Rookie of the 

Year. In 1949, he won the National League 

batting championship with a .342 average 

and was voted Most Valuable Player. His 

career batting average was .311 and he was 

the first African-American elected to the 

National Baseball Hall of Fame. In 1997, 

Major League Baseball retired his number 

42. Source: 

https://www.jackierobinson.com/  

 

Scoundrels 

 

Margaretta and Catherine Fox (1833–

1893; 1837–1892): The Fox sisters were 

American spiritualists and performers who 

would pass messages to each other by 

cracking their toes during a seance and 

claimed they could talk to the dead. The Fox 

sisters were eventually exposed as fakes and 

were forced to admit their act was all fraud. 

Source: 

https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/2016/1

1/04/in-the-joints-of-their-toes/  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.thefightcity.com/fight-city-legends-gentleman-jim-boxing/
https://www.thefightcity.com/fight-city-legends-gentleman-jim-boxing/
https://www.jackierobinson.com/
https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/2016/11/04/in-the-joints-of-their-toes/
https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/2016/11/04/in-the-joints-of-their-toes/
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Using Literature to Teach about Race in America 

 

Stephanie Rosvoglou, Debra Willett, and Melissa Wilson

 

African American authors use the 

genre of historical fiction to highlight the 

experiences of their communities, urban, 

suburban or rural. Using short stories and 

novels, ordinary and sometimes not so 

ordinary events are relayed through the 

actions of fictional characters. 

Contemporary authors Colson, Whitehead, 

Walter Mosley and Guy Johnson use 

imaginary people in real-life settings that are 

reflections of African American life past and 

present, as did Zora Neale Hurston writing 

in the 1930s and Toni Morrison in the 

1970s. Throughout these novels, racism and 

the inevitable cycle of abuse and poverty are 

present. Fiction can be used to help students 

develop a better understanding of race and 

racism in the United States past and present. 

These books can either be assigned as 

supplemental reading in a social studies 

class or in an English class paired with 

American history. 

Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora 

Neale Hurston (Lippincott, 1937) 

Zora Neale Hurston, a Columbia 

University trained anthropologist, explores 

racism and gender bias through the eyes and 

voice of her character Janie Crawford. Their 

Eyes Were Watching God is set in 1937 in 

Eatonville, Florida. It serves as a reminder 

of the brutalities that the plantation owners 

once caused to the previously enslaved 

community and how reminders of 

enslavement continue to haunt the 

community. 

Janie’s grandmother was born into 

slavery and was raped by a plantation 

owner. His wife was suspicious and 

questioned why Janie’s mother looked white 

and had yellow hair. The wife threatened to 

whip her and sell her mother. This didn’t 

happen because African Americans were 

freed after the “Big Surrender at 

Richmond.” Janie’s grandmother and 

mother settled in West Florida. At 

seventeen, Janie’s mother was raped by her 

schoolteacher. As a result, Leafy started 

drinking and abandoned Janie. Because of 

the disadvantages that both Janie’s 

grandmother and mother faced, they were 

trapped in a class and cycle of abuse, hard 

labor, and poverty.  

Through her relationships with men, 

especially the affluent Joe Starks, Janie is 

able to break the cycle of poverty and abuse 

that both her mother and grandmother faced, 

however she remained isolated from the 

Black community. After Starks death, Janie 

marries a younger and darker skinned man 

known as Tea Cake. Tea Cake is bit by a 

rabid dog. As he plunges into insanity, he 

attacks Janie who shoots him. Janie is put on 

trial, charged with his death, in a trial 

marked by all of the racial prejudice of the 
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period. Janie is finally acquitted by an all-

white jury. In this novel we learn how race 

prejudice has been absorbed by the Black 

community and fuels resentment against a 

lighter-skinned woman. 

The Bluest Eye by Toni Morrison (Holt, 

Rinehart and Winston, 1970) 

Toni Morrison also exams how racial 

prejudice is absorbed by the Black 

community. The novel takes place in Ohio 

during 1940 and 1941 and is told through 

the voice of Claudia McTeer, the foster-

sister of Pecola Breedlove. Pecola endures 

hatred, prejudice, and racism, including 

from the Black community, because she is 

dark skinned and considered unattractive. 

She dreams of having blue eyes, which 

symbolize whiteness. When Pecola goes to a 

candy store, the owner of the store looks at 

her with disgust. Pecola wonders how a 

white immigrant storekeeper could possibly 

understand a little black girl. Pecola is 

eventually raped and impregnated by her 

drunk and abusive father. The baby is born 

prematurely and dies as Pecola drifts into 

insanity. The abuse of Pecola and her 

insanity are attributed to racism that infests 

the Black community because of the racial 

hierarchy in American society. 

Always Outmanned and Always 

Outgunned by Walter Mosley (Norton, 

1997) 

Walter Mosley is a bi-racial author 

born in California in 1952. His mother is of 

Russian Jewish linage and his father is 

African American World War II veteran 

from Louisiana. Mosley grew up in South 

Central L.A and witnessed many of the 

situations he writes about. His family 

eventually moved to a middle-class 

community bordering on affluent west L.A. 

Mosley is not only an award- winning 

author of crime novels, but he has also 

written for young adults, produced and 

written for motion pictures and television. 

Always Outnumbered, Always 

Outgunned follows the life of Socrates 

Fortlow, an ex-convict who battles to live a 

moral life in the city of Los Angeles. In the 

1990s, 5.7 million people in the United 

States were under a form of correctional 

supervision. About 30% were white, 38% 

were black and 27% were Hispanic, but 

blacks made up only 12% of the general 

population. Overwhelmingly these jail 

sentences were due to drug arrests. Mosley 

uses an incident with a drug dealer to 

highlight Fortlow’s violent but moral code 

of life. 

The setting for the novel is the poor 

L.A. neighborhood of Watts. Fortlow, who 

is now fifty-eight, has been released from 

prison after serving a sentence for a double 

homicide. He has been living in LA for the 

past eight years still encumbered by guilt 

and regret. He occasionally thinks about 

what transpired and what could have 

occurred if he made a different choice. 

Walter Mosley gives a sympathetic and 

compassionate account of Fortlow’s 

experience. We see him grow from a hard 

criminal to a person who tries to live the 

years he has left with moral conviction. He 

makes decisions and handles situations 

using methods that are unorthodox but 

necessary for the greater good of his 
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neighborhood. Along the way, Fortlow 

meets young Darryl, an eleven-year-old 

that reminds him of himself. He feels 

obligated to save Darryl from a life of 

hardship and crime to ensure that he does 

not spend his life in prison. While 

struggling with the idea that he still viewed 

himself as a murderer, Fortlow mentors 

Darryl to keep him out of trouble. He 

ultimately saves Darryl and eventually 

finds self-identity, self-love, and self-

confidence.  

Mosley pulls you into the story with 

the astonishing developments of his main 

character, Socrates Fortlow. The reader can 

see the character transformation from a 

murder convict into a compassionate man 

that finds himself while helping others. I 

would have high school students read and 

study this novel to better understand the 

experiences of some African Americans 

living in poor neighborhoods and the 

struggles they go through throughout much 

of their lives. The teaching of this novel gets 

easier once the use of some of the difficult 

language is discussed, so that the students 

may better understand what terms are used 

and the context of those terms.  

The Hate You Give by Angie Thomas 

(Balzer Bray, 2017) 

Starr Carter is a sixteen-year-old 

Black girl who lives in the poor 

neighborhood of Garden Heights while 

attending an all-white preparatory school 

across town. She decides to attend a party 

with her friends and runs into Khaill, a long-

time childhood friend. They began to hang 

out and he offers her a ride home. While on 

the way, a white police officer pulls them 

over. Khaill gets out of the car awaiting the 

return of the officer. Khalil then opens the 

car door just to check on Starr and he was 

immediately shot and killed by the officer, 

badge number One-Fifteen. Khalil’s death 

makes national news and Starr wants justice. 

She wants people to know who he really 

was, not what the media is portraying him to 

be. While fighting for justice, Starr realizes 

that no one can shut her up. Her voice can 

be used as a weapon. She ultimately finds 

her voice and uses it to inform others of 

what really happened to Khalil and what 

happens to many black men and women in 

today’s society. Justice must prevail.  

This book gives the reader the felt 

experience of Starr and how she deals with 

seeing her best friend get shot right in front 

of her. She has to deal with the implications 

of the media and police trying to dictate who 

he was and to justify the need to kill him. 

Starr’s greatest challenge is using her voice 

to bring justice to Khalil. It is often taught 

that black voices don’t matter, but through 

risk taking, bravery, and extreme strength 

and power, she finally recognizes the 

importance of speaking up for who you are 

and what you believe in, no matter the 

consequences. I would definitely allow my 

high school students to read and study this 

book. It gives an account of Starr’s 

experiences and the struggles she went 

through to speak to the world about who 

Khalil was and to get him true justice. Never 

stop using your voice and never give up.  
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The Nickel Boys by Colson Whitehead 

(Doubleday, 2019) 

The Nickel Boys follows the life of 

Elwood Curtis, a business owner living in 

New York City. In the present day, an 

investigation takes place into the Nickel 

Academy that had been closed for several 

years. The investigation exposes the school's 

hidden history of brutalities, including many 

bodies that were secretly buried on the 

grounds. Many men who were jailed at 

Nickel Academy are deciding to come 

forward to share their experiences of what 

happened there. Elwood Curtis is forced to 

tackle the long-term impacts of his 

experiences.  

In 1960s Tallahassee, Elwood Curtis 

is a hardworking high school student with an 

idealistic sense of justice. Motivated by 

Martin Luther King Jr. and the civil rights 

movement, he always tried to speak out 

about injustices. When he was chosen to 

attend a university to start earning credits for 

college, he was very excited. However, on 

the first day, he decides hitchhike with an 

African American man. When they are 

pulled over, it is revealed that the vehicle 

was stolen. Elwood is arrested and 

convicted. He is sent to Nickel Academy, a 

juvenile detention center. Most boys at 

Nickel Academy receive poor education, are 

made to perform hard labor, and regularly 

receive harsh physical reprimands. The staff 

ignores and conceals sexual abuse and visits 

to the "White House," from which some 

boys never come back. The children are 

segregated by race, with black boys facing 

the worst treatment. Elwood makes friends 

with another boy by the name of Turner. 

Turner has been in the Nickel Academy for 

a while and knows how everything works. 

Elwood tries to serve his time while keeping 

his head down but is gravely beaten on two 

instances: once for interfering when a young 

boy was being attacked by sexual predators, 

and once after writing a letter to inspectors 

describing the facility's inadequate 

conditions and mistreatment. Turner 

overhears the administration’s plan to have 

Elwood killed and they decide to try to 

escape. Elwood is shot and killed while 

Turner avoids being captured. We then 

discover that Turner has been using 

Elwood's name and tried to live up to his 

principles. In the present day, he finally 

exposes his history and real name, Jack 

Turner, to his wife, then heads back to 

Florida to tell his friend’s story.  

Colson Whitehead reveals the truth 

about a reform school that operated for 111 

years. He revealed the harsh and unjust 

treatment of young black boys that 

destroyed their lives. This book gives very 

descriptive imagery on how these boys 

were treated and the condition they were in. 

If this book is taught, students could see the 

harsh treatments that these black children 

faced. It also shows how in society today, 

hanging out in a wrong crowd, or being in 

the wrong place at the wrong time, could 

ruin your entire life in just an instant. It 

shows the injustices of what happens to 

black children. They are not even given a 

chance. They are sent straight to jail 

without anyone defending them and 

without anyone telling judges and authority 

figures who they really are as a person, or 

who they can be.
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Local History: Albany High School Students Weigh Philip Schuyler’s Legacy 

 

Matt Hunter

 
 

Reprinted by permission from Spectrum 

Local News, Albany NY.  

Albany High School is partnering with the 

Underground Railroad Education Center to 

teach students about social justice through 

the lens of history. Students in the school’s 

Young Abolitionists Leadership Institute 

meet once a week after school to explore the 

legacy of the slave-owning Revolutionary 

War general, Philip Schuyler and examine 

the public debate over statues and other 

commemorations. Schuyler was also 

Alexander Hamilton’s father-in-law. A 

statue of Schuyler in front of Albany City 

Hall has stoked controversy and discussion 

and the city administration has announced it 

will be moved. The students are compiling a 

report that city leaders will consider when 

deciding what to do with the statue. 

The school day had wrapped up 

less than a half hour before, but Franz 

Gopaulsing and his peers were only 

getting started on their discussion about 

one of the more well-known and, now, 

controversial figures in Albany history. 

“Some were servants, but it was mostly 

enslaved people that did most of the 

work,” Gopaulsing told the group about 

his visit to the historic Schuyler 

Mansion over the summer. “They are 

kind of shown as heroes and stuff, but 

when you actually go in the mansion and 

take the tour, you see that they actually 

had a lot of slaves.” 

The sophomore is a member of 

Albany High School’s Young 

Abolitionists Leadership Institute, which 

is discussing and debating the legacy of 

https://spectrumlocalnews.com/nys/capital-region/news/2021/11/19/albany-high-school-students-weigh-philip-schuyler-s-legacy
https://spectrumlocalnews.com/nys/capital-region/news/2021/11/19/albany-high-school-students-weigh-philip-schuyler-s-legacy
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Philip Schuyler during their weekly 

after-school sessions this fall. “It 

changed my view on him because I 

thought, if this guy got a statue, he 

must’ve been someone who was perfect, 

he never did something bad in his life,” 

Gopaulsing said. 

More specifically, the students 

are exploring what to do with the statue 

of Schuyler that has stood in front of 

City Hall for decades. It became a 

controversial symbol earlier this year, 

when it came to light the Revolutionary 

War general owned and housed slaves at 

his Albany mansion. 

“It wasn’t shocking,” said senior 

Junique Huggins, who’s been part of the 

group for the past few years. “I mean, 

it’s known that back in that time for a 

white man to have slaves, so it wasn’t 

something that was shocking to me.” 

During their own breakaway 

discussion, Huggins and sophomore 

FranZhane Gopaulsing, Franz's twin 

sister, agreed getting to discuss the topic 

more in depth is enlightening. 

“It’s interesting to see everybody 

have different perspectives on the statue, 

or even Philip Schuyler himself, and to 

learn more about it,” Huggins said. “I 

didn’t get taught about Phillip Schuyler 

in school, so to learn it here was really 

good,” FranZhane Gopaulsing said. 

The program is overseen by Mary 

Liz Stewart, the co-founder and 

executive director of the local 

Underground Railroad Education Center. 

“This program is intended to create an 

environment in which teens can learn 

history that they are not learning in 

school and look at it from a social 

justice perspective, relating that history 

to themselves today,” Stewart said. By 

digging deeper into local topics like the 

Schuyler debate, and more global social 

justice discussions like the death of 

George Floyd, Stewart says the students 

are learning how to affect change in 

their own community. “I want you to 

think back to the protests that have been 

going on, especially since George 

Floyd’s murder,” Stewart said during the 

group discussion. “Think about what you 

picked up across the airwaves and in 

news reports related to statues.” “I 

became more interested in it after 

George Floyd’s death because there was 

a whole protest and everything that 

sparked up after his death,” FranZhane 

Gopaulsing said. 

The group will eventually write a 

report that city leaders will consider 

when deciding what to do with the 

statue. “It feels kind of cool because it 

feels like we are being heard and that we 

are kind of important,” Franz 

Gopaulsing said. Only a couple weeks 

into the program, most in the group have 

yet to make up their mind, but they’re 

already debating a number of 

alternatives. “We should have the 

together hands that would show, like, 

unity of people of color and other races 

coming together as one,” Huggins 

proposed during her discussion with 

FranZhane Gopaulsing. 
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Regardless of the outcome, group 

members say the discussions definitely 

have them thinking about the issue and 

their own experiences in a whole new 

light. “It’s sort of got me thinking about 

which historical things are celebrated 

and do they really need to be 

celebrated?” Franz Gopaulsing said. “It 

feels good to leave a positive impact and 

even bring change into the city itself, it 

actually feels good,” Huggins said.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Teaching Social Studies: Vol. 22, No. 1, Winter/Spring 2022 

172 

 

 

Using Court Cases to Teach Social Studies and History 

 

Bruce Dearstyne

Key decisions of state and federal 

courts can be useful sources for students in 

civics, social studies, and state and U.S. 

history courses.  Textbooks often include 

references to well-known, historic U.S. 

Supreme Court decisions, but students 

seldom read the actual opinions. Moreover, 

cases that make their way through state 

court systems rather than the federal system 

can be very useful in education because they 

illustrate important home-state issues and 

how they were resolved at the state’s highest 

courts. Those courts were often the forum of 

last resort, the place where issues that 

impacted people’s lives were finally hashed 

out and settled.   

Some of the most interesting and 

important cases, including the two described 

later in this article, made their way through 

state courts but were appealed to the U.S. 

Supreme Court for final reckoning. 

Carefully selected cases and decisions 

can illustrate these themes and lessons: 

 Fundamentals of constitutional law – 

how constitutions represent the 

fundamental will of the people, how 

they are written and amended, how 

laws are based on them, and the role 

of the courts in deciding the 

constitutionality of the laws. 

 The arguments that attorneys make 

in favor of or against the 

constitutionality of the laws that are 

the focus of key cases. 

 The factors that judges consider and 

weigh in deciding on the 

constitutionality of the laws, 

including their interpretations of 

what the relevant constitutional 

provisions meant when written, how 

they have been interpreted by other 

courts over the years (called judicial 

precedent), and how they should be 

applied in a particular case. 

 The impact of decisions, including 

the precedents they set and the 

degree to which those precedents 

hold up or are modified or altered in 

subsequent court decisions. 

 The insights and implications of the 

cases for citizen rights and civic 

responsibilities under our 

constitutional government. 

Teaching constitutional history is both 

challenging and rewarding. Teachers have a 

good deal of leeway in the issues and cases 

they select and how they guide students in 

understanding and drawing conclusions 

from them.  Cases might be chosen to 

illustrate how the courts have interpreted, 

circumscribed, or expanded civil liberties; 

law-and-order and criminal justice issues; 

the role of government in regulating 

businesses, organizations, and people’s 
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lives; and complex issues involving race, 

gender, diversity and social justice. These 

are critical issues at this time when there is 

widespread recognition of the need for more 

and better civics education to prepare young 

people to be responsible adult citizens. 1  

Students can be assigned to read about 

the issues and summaries of the decisions 

but then should go on to read the court 

decisions themselves. Some court opinions 

may be challenging to follow because of 

their complex legal language, but most are 

clear and straightforward. Judges 

intentionally compose major court decisions 

so that their principles are understandable by 

the public, not just attorneys and judges.  

Judges cite constitutional provisions, laws, 

legal principles and precedents, but the gist 

of their decisions should be clear.  They 

hope that the concerned public will read 

their decisions, and not just summaries by 

media commentators or legal experts.  

Teasing out the judges’ fundamental judicial 

principles and explanations is a way for 

students to gain an understanding of the role 

of the courts and constitutional law.  

It is also a useful type of documentary 

analysis, interpretation, and writing 

assignment, making for additional 

connections with state and local educational 

standards.  

Teachers might also consider assigning 

students to write their own legal briefs or 

have a debate between students playing 

counsel for contending viewpoints. 

The history-making Lochner case, 1904-

1905 

A good example of a case that is 

readily adaptable by educators is what is 

commonly referred to as the Lochner case. 

This famous case was decided by the New 

York State Court of Appeals in 1904 

(People v. Lochner) in a decision that was 

reversed by the U.S. Supreme Court the next 

year (Lochner v. New York), 1905.2  The 

case involved an 1895 New York State law 

limiting the hours of employees working  in 

bakeries to 10 hours per day or 60 per week 

and imposing sanitary regulations.  It was an 

early example of progressive-era regulation. 

That time period, ca. 1895-1920, was an era 

when governments enacted multiple laws to 

regulate businesses and laboring conditions 

and hours. The New York law was intended 

to protect bakeshop workers from fatigue 

and possible harm to their health from 

working overly-long hours in dusty, 

sometimes unsanitary, conditions.  

 

Advocates called it sensible, 

justifiable regulation. Opponents of the law 

– and other restrictions on businesses and 

regulations governing labor -- rallied against 

it behind the concept of “substantive due 

process.” The U.S. Constitution's 14th 

Amendment proscribed state laws abridging 

"life, liberty, or property, without due 

process of law.” The amendment had been 

adopted in 1868 to help protect the rights of 

formerly enslaved people after the Civil 

War. The New York State constitution had a 

similar, but briefer, provision.  

Years after the amendment passed, 

business attorneys began to argue that it also 

applied to the rights of employers to run 

their businesses without state interference 

and to employees' rights to contract to work 
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as they pleased. They contended it trumped 

the state’s “police power” – the power to 

regulate social and economic affairs for the 

general welfare, health, and safety of the 

people. In the closing years of the 19th 

century and the opening years of the new 

one, the "substantive due process" shield 

was pressed into service by the business 

community to forestall or overturn incipient 

state regulatory intervention. Usually, 

lawyers attacking regulatory laws in New 

York courts cited the 14th amendment, 

occasionally referencing the state 

constitution provision as well. 

 

Joseph Lochner, a Utica bakery 

owner, believed that New York State could 

not tell him how to operate his business.  He 

and his employees had the right to contract 

for whatever work hours they pleased. 

Lochner defied the 1895 law was arrested 

for employing a baker for more than the 

permissible hours. He challenged the law as 

a violation of his constitutional rights.  

 

New York State Court of Appeals: the 

law is constitutional 

 

The New York State Court of Appeals 

upheld the law in January, 1904. Its decision 

has been neglected by historical scholars 

even though it was issued by what was then 

arguably the nation’s most important court, 

second only to the U.S. Supreme Court. The 

decision had additional gravitas because it 

was written by the court’s Chief Judge, 

Alton B. Parker, who was one of the most 

prominent legal statesmen in the nation and 

who ran (unsuccessfully) for president in 

November 1904, eleven months after his 

court decided the case.   

 

The Court reasoned as follows: 

 

The 14th amendment to the U.S. 

Constitution, and a comparable clause in 

the New York State Constitution, were not 

intended to infringe the state’s police power.  

Parker cited several Supreme Court 

decisions “sustaining statutes of different 

states which…seem repugnant to the 14th 

amendment but which that court declares to 

be within the policy power of the states.” He 

emphasized the Supreme Court’s 1898 

decision in Holden vs. Hardy, which upheld 

a Utah law limiting the number of hours of 

work for miners as a legitimate exercise of 

state police power. New York State case law 

was “all in one direction,” too, the chief 

judge said, in support of broad state 

intervention.  

Changing conditions warrant changing state 

regulations. The Constitution must be read 

in light of changes in society and the 

economy. “…by the application of legal 

principles the law has been, and will 

continue to be, developed from time to time 

so as to meet the ever-changing conditions 

of our widely diversified and rapidly 

developing business interests.” 

Courts should not second guess the 

legislature. “The courts are frequently 

confronted with the temptation to substitute 

their judgment for that of the legislature,” 

the Chief Judge wrote. But whether the 

legislation is wise “is not for us to consider. 

The motives actuating the legislature are not 

the subject of inquiry by the courts, which 
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are bound to assume that the law-making 

body acted to promote the public good.” 

Where interpretation is needed, “the court is 

inclined to so construe the statute as to 

validate it.”  

The public interest is served by 

sanitary bakeries. “That the public generally 

are interested in having bakers and 

confectioners’ establishments cleanly and 

wholesome in this day of appreciation of, 

and apprehension on account of microbes, 

which may cause disease and death, is 

beyond question,” Parker asserted. The 

statute is designed “to protect the public 

from the use of the food made dangerous by 

the germs that thrive in darkness and 

uncleanness.”20  

Regulating working hours is tied to 

public health concerns.  Judge Parker went 

on to assert that “the legislature had in mind 

that the health and cleanliness of the 

workers, as well as the cleanliness of the 

work-rooms, was of the utmost importance 

and that a man is more likely to be careful 

and cleanly when well, and not overworked, 

than when exhausted by fatigue, which 

makes for careless and slovenly habits, and 

tends to dirt and disease.”  

Three judges concurred with Parker, 

making a majority of four in support of the 

law. But three dissented, arguing that 

Lochner was right. The state had no business 

regulating bakers’ hours or conditions, and 

the law violated Lochner’s right to contract 

with his workers as he pleased. They said it 

was inconsistent in that it applied to bakery 

employers but not to proprietors. A worker 

could evade the hour limitation requirements 

by working for more than one bakery. The 

connection between bakers’ work hours and 

public health seemed tenuous.  

U.S. Supreme Court: the law is 

unconstitutional 

Lochner appealed to the U.S. 

Supreme Court. In its 1905 decision, the 

majority of that in effect agreed with the 

New York dissenters.  

The high court was more 

conservative than its New York counterpart 

and had a track record of striking down state 

labor laws. The Lochner decision was 

written by Associate Justice Rufus Peckham, 

originally from Albany, New York, and a 

former member of the New York Court of 

Appeals before joining the U.S. Supreme 

Court in 1895.  

Peckham posed a central question: 

“Is this a fair, reasonable and appropriate 

exercise of the police power of the State or 

is it an unreasonable, unnecessary and 

arbitrary interference with the right of the 

individual to his personal liberty or to enter 

into those contracts in relation to labor 

which may seem to him appropriate or 

necessary for the support of himself and his 

family?” 

The judge asserted that the New York 

bakeshop law clearly fell into the second 

category. Bakers are not “wards of the state” 

and he said and went on to ridicule the 

assertion that their work was dangerous. The 

law did not constitute a legitimate exercise 

of police power and contravened Lochner’s 

and his employees' right of contract. “…no 

state can deprive any person of life, liberty, 

or property without due process of law,” 

said the judge. “There is no reasonable 
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ground for interfering with the liberty of 

person or the right of free contract by 

determining the hours of labor in the 

occupation of a baker….Clean and 

wholesome bread does not depend upon 

whether the baker works but ten hours per 

day or only sixty per week.”  

Four Supreme Court judges agreed 

with Peckham, giving him a majority of 

five.  But four of his colleagues dissented, 

contending that that the liberty to contract is 

subject to reasonable regulations and 

restrictions imposed by the state. In effect, 

the four dissenters were aligning with the 

views of the four-judge majority on the New 

York Court of Appeals a year earlier. 

Lochner in historical perspective 

Historians have extensively analyzed 

Lochner v. New York but have overlooked 

its New York predecessor, People v. 

Lochner. 3  The reasoning in both decisions 

(and the dissents in both cases) are worthy 

of study. Between the two high courts, nine 

judges held the law was constitutional and 

seven held it was not, showing a near-even 

division of judicial opinion on the issue. 

That is another feature that makes the case 

useful for study by students. 

For several years after Lochner v. New 

York, Justice Peckham’s views held sway 

and outdistanced Chief Judge Parker’s. The 

Supreme Court – and many state courts -- 

cited Lochner in repeatedly striking down 

regulatory measures.  

But public criticism mounted over 

the years that the courts were obstructionist 

and too inclined to use their narrow views 

of constitutional safeguards to kill much-

needed reforms. The criticism intensified 

when the court struck down a number of 

laws that were part of President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt’s New Deal recovery and reform 

program to combat the Great Depression in 

the early 1930’s. The courts gradually 

relented and Parker’s philosophy of 

supporting reasonable regulatory oversight 

eventually made a comeback.   

In the 1937 case of West Coast Hotel 

vs. Parrish, an opinion written by Chief 

Justice Charles Evans Hughes 

(coincidently, a former New Yorker 

himself) held that a Washington State 

minimum wage law was constitutional. 

“Liberty implies the absence of arbitrary 

restraint,” Hughes wrote, “not immunity 

from reasonable regulations and 

prohibitions imposed in the interests of the 

community.”   He continued that “the 

Constitution does not recognize an absolute 

and uncontrollable liberty….the liberty 

safeguarded is liberty in a social 

organization which requires the protection 

of law against the evils which menace the 

health, safety, morals and welfare of the 

people.” 4  

In effect, West Coast Hotel v. Parrish  

superseded Lochner v. New York as the 

predominant judicial philosophy about 

government regulation. For the most part, 

courts since then have leaned toward 

Parker’s and Hughes’ expansive reviews and 

away from Peckham’s narrow, constraining 

concept. But the Lochner case illustrates two 

contending perspectives on government’s 

role in social and economic affairs which 

still undergird and shape discussions today: 
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Governments have an inherent obligation to 

regulate organizations and protect people’s 

welfare. This includes regulating working 

conditions, hours, and wages to ensure that 

workers’ health and rights are protected.  

Constitutional guarantees of life, liberty, 

and property and the requirement that 

governments proceed in line with due 

process of law, should be interpreted and 

applied in light of this larger, inherent 

government role. 

Versus 

People have inviolable rights guaranteed by 

the U.S. and state constitutions. The 

provision in the U.S. Constitution’s 14th 

Amendment that forbids governments from 

depriving any person of life, liberty, or 

property, without due process of law, should 

be construed broadly. It is a bulwark against 

governments’ unwarranted overreaching 

and meddling in social, economic, and 

personal affairs.  

The two Lochner decisions provide a 

good basis for discussion and debate of 

these two contrasting viewpoints, in part as a 

way of shedding light on similar issues 

under public discussion today. These two 

case opinions, and other like them, can help 

teachers guide students in considering these 

issues: 

 What is included in state 

constitutions and how do they relate 

to the U.S. Constitution? 

 What do citizens need to know about 

the federal and state constitutions 

and their rights and obligations under 

them? 

 

 How should constitutions, written 

hundreds of years ago, be interpreted 

and applied by courts to modern 

conditions and issues? 

 How should legislators (Congress, 

state legislatures) and chief 

executives (Presidents, governors) 

make sure that the laws they pass are 

constitutional? 

 What criteria and processes should 

courts use in determining whether a 

law is constitutional or not? 

 How and why do courts’ viewpoints 

and decisions change over time? 

 How should citizens react to court 

decisions on constitutionality that are 

controversial or unpopular? 

 

Sources for teaching constitutional 

history 

Websites 

 American Bar Association 

(https://www.americanbar.org) includes 

information on civic education 

 American Society for Legal History 

(https:/aslh.net). A useful source for 

scholarship and teaching in the field of 

legal history. 

 CASETEXT (http://www.casetext.com) 

and CASEMINE 

(http://www.casemine.com) present the 

texts of most important cases, including 

summaries of the issues and decisions.   

Many of the cases can be accessed by a 

simple Google search. 

 Center for Civic Education 

(https://www.civiced.org) provides 

information for understanding and 

participating in a constitutional republic. 

 Cornell University Legal Information 

Institute (https://www.law.cornell.edu ) 

https://www.americanbar.org/
http://www.casetext.com/
http://www.casemine.com/
https://www.civiced.org/
https://www.law.cornell.edu/
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has a slogan that “everyone should be 

able to read and understand the law.” It 

is an invaluable source of information on 

legal concepts and key cases.  

 Historical Society of the New York 

Courts (https//history.nycourts.gov) has 

a wealth of information online, including 

court histories and biographies of judges 

of the supreme, appellate division, and 

Court of Appeals. There are also 

analytical essays on key cases. 

 iCivics. (https://www.icivics.org). 

Sources for engaging students in civic 

learning. 

 New Jersey State Bar Association 

(https://tcms.njsba.com) is an excellent 

source for legal issues in that state. 

 New York State Bar Association 

(https://nysba.org), particularly its Law, 

Youth and Citizenship program, which 

promotes citizenship and law-related 

education, has useful information.  

 Ohio Supreme Court, Under 

Advisement: Ohio Supreme Court Cases 

on Demand (2019)  

(https://www.supremecourt.ohio.gov/Vis

itorInfo/CivicEd/educationResources/un

derAdvisement/default.asp) is designed 

for high school students. It follows 

selected cases through the state court 

system. 

 Rutgers University/New Jersey Center 

for Civic Education 

(https://civiced.rutgers.edu). Curriculum 

guides and other materials to foster 

student understanding and engagement 

in a democratic society. 

 University of Pennsylvania/Annenberg 

Public Policy Center/Annenberg 

Classroom 

(https://www.annenbergclassroom.org). 

Information on the constitution and 

constitutional issues and cases. 

Books 

 Bergan, Francis. The History of the New 

York Court of  Appeals, 1847-1932.New 

York: Columbia University Press, 1985 

 Bernstein, David E. Rehabilitating 

“Lochner:” Defending Individual Rights 

Against Progressive Reform. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2011 

 Dearstyne, Bruce. The Spirit of New 

York: Defining Events in the Empire 

State’s History. 2nd ed., Albany: SUNY 

Press, 2022 

 _______. The Crucible of Public Policy: 

New York State Courts in the 

Progressive Era. Albany: SUNY Press, 

2022 

 Friedman, Lawrence M. A History of 

American Law. 4th ed., New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2019 

 Galie, Peter J. Ordered Liberty: A 

Constitutional History of New York. 

New York: Fordham University Press, 

1996 

 Gilman, Howard. The Constitution 

Besieged: The Rise and Demise of 

Lochner Era Police Power 

Jurisprudence. Durham, N.C.: Duke 

University Press, 1995 

 Hall, Kermit L., Editor-in-Chief., The 

Oxford Companion to American Law. 

New York: Oxford University Press, 

2002 

 Karsten, Peter. Heart Versus Head: 

Judge-Made Law in Nineteenth Century 

America. Chapel Hill: University of 

North Carolina Press, 1997 

 Nelson, William. The Legalist 

Reformation: Law, Politics and Ideology 

in New York, 1920-1980. Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 2001 

 Stewart, Ted. Supreme Power: Seven 

Pivotal Supreme Court Decisions That 

https://www.icivics.org/
https://tcms.njsba.com/
https://nysba.org/
https://civiced.rutgers.edu/
https://www.annenbergclassroom.org/
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Had a Major Impact on America. Salt 

Lake City: Shadow Mountain 

Publishing, 2017 

 White, G. Edward. Law in American 

History. Volume II: From 

Reconstruction Through the 1920’s. 

New York: Oxford University Press, 

2016 

 Winkler, Adam. We, the Corporations: 

How American Businesses Won Their 

Civil Rights. New York: Liveright, 2018 

 

Notes 

1. Educating for American Democracy, 

Educating for American Democracy: 

Excellence in History and Civics for all 

Learners (New York: Educating for 

American Democracy, 2021) 

2.  New York State Court of Appeals, The 

People of the State of New York, Respondent 

v. Joseph Lochner, Appellant. 175 NY 145  

January 12, 1904 and U.S. Supreme Court, 

Lochner v. New York  198 U.S. 45  April 16, 

1905. This discussion draws on the analysis 

of the case in my book, The Crucible of 

Public Policy: New York Courts in the 

Progressive Era (Albany: SUNY Press, 

2022)   

3. Paul Kens, Lochner v. New York: 

Economic Regulation on Trial (Lawrence, 

KS: University Press of Kansas, 1998); 

Howard Gilman, The Constitution Besieged: 

The Rise and Demise of Lochner Era Police 

Power (Durham, NC: Duke University 

Press, 1995); Cass Sunstein, “Lochner’s 

Legacy,” Columbia Law Review 87 (June 

1987) , 873-919; David E. Bernstein, 

“Lochner vs. New York: A Centennial 

Retrospective,” Washington University Law 

Quarterly 83 (2005), 1474-1527. 

4.  U.S. Supreme Court, West Coast Hotel 

vs. Parrish 300 US 379  March 29, 1937 
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Origin and Meaning of Critical Race Theory  

 

Alan Singer 

On a November 2021 CNN 

broadcast, host Chris Cuomo interviewed 

comedian/commentator Bill Maher about a 

supposed leftwing peril threatening the 

United States, feeding him a series of 

softball questions and responding with “Oh 

my God” facial expressions. After 

acknowledging “I’m not in schools” and “I 

have no interaction with children,” Maher 

announced that he has heard from people all 

over the country that “kids are sometimes 

separated into groups, oppressor and 

oppressed” and being taught “racism is the 

essence of America.” He derided this practice 

as “just silly, it’s just virtue-signaling” and 

accused people advocating for curriculum 

revision of being “afraid to acknowledge 

progress,” a psychological disorder he 

alternately labeled “wokeness” and 

“progressophobia.” Maher’s comments on 

“wokeness” and “progressophobia” reminded 

me of a 19th century medical condition 

described by Dr. Samuel Cartwright from 

Louisiana in DeBow's Review in 1851 as 

“Drapetomania, the disease causing Negroes 

to run away from slavery.” 

 https://nypost.com/2021/11/18/bill-

maher-rails-against-critical-race-theory-

argues-its-just-virtue-signaling/  

 https://twitter.com/CuomoPrimeTime/stat

us/1461162923259215877  

 

I kept waiting for Chris Cuomo to ask Maher 

to provide an example, any example, to 

support his claims, but Cuomo never did and 

Maher never felt compelled to offer any 

evidence. On his television show, Maher 

promotes a group of contrarians that want to 

start their own college where they will be free 

to present offensive ideas and dismiss 

objections without having to provide 

supporting evidence or answer to anyone. 

Cuomo never asked Maher about that either. 

 https://nypost.com/2021/11/18/bill-

maher-rails-against-critical-race-theory-

argues-its-just-virtue-signaling/  

 https://twitter.com/CuomoPrimeTime/stat

us/1461162923259215877  

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t33p

ow_AK4E  

 https://www.politico.com/news/magazin

e/2021/11/17/university-austin-bari-

weiss-pinker-culture-politics-522800  

In August 2021, the Brookings 

Institute reported that at least eight states 

had passed legislation banning the teaching 

of Critical Race Theory, although only 

Idaho actually used the phrase. The modern 

iteration of Critical Race Theory began in 

the 1980s when legal scholars followed by 

social scientists and educational researchers 

employed CRT as a way of understanding 

the persistence of race and racism in the 

United States. Kimberlé Crenshaw, who 

https://nypost.com/2021/11/18/bill-maher-rails-against-critical-race-theory-argues-its-just-virtue-signaling/
https://nypost.com/2021/11/18/bill-maher-rails-against-critical-race-theory-argues-its-just-virtue-signaling/
https://nypost.com/2021/11/18/bill-maher-rails-against-critical-race-theory-argues-its-just-virtue-signaling/
https://twitter.com/CuomoPrimeTime/status/1461162923259215877
https://twitter.com/CuomoPrimeTime/status/1461162923259215877
https://nypost.com/2021/11/18/bill-maher-rails-against-critical-race-theory-argues-its-just-virtue-signaling/
https://nypost.com/2021/11/18/bill-maher-rails-against-critical-race-theory-argues-its-just-virtue-signaling/
https://nypost.com/2021/11/18/bill-maher-rails-against-critical-race-theory-argues-its-just-virtue-signaling/
https://twitter.com/CuomoPrimeTime/status/1461162923259215877
https://twitter.com/CuomoPrimeTime/status/1461162923259215877
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t33pow_AK4E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t33pow_AK4E
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/11/17/university-austin-bari-weiss-pinker-culture-politics-522800
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/11/17/university-austin-bari-weiss-pinker-culture-politics-522800
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/11/17/university-austin-bari-weiss-pinker-culture-politics-522800
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teaches law at UCLA and Columbia 

University and was an early proponent of 

critical race theory, described it as “an 

approach to grappling with a history of 

white supremacy that rejects the belief that 

what’s in the past is in the past, and that the 

laws and systems that grow from that past 

are detached from it.” Basically, Critical 

Race Theory disputes the idea of 

colorblindness or legal neutrality and argues 

that race and racism have always played a 

major role in the formulation of American 

laws and the practices of American 

institutions. It is a study of laws and 

institutions that sifts through the surface 

cover to look for underlying meaning and 

motivation. In my work as a historian, I 

traced the current debate over “citizen’s 

arrest” back to its implementation in the 

South during the Civil War when it was used 

to prevent enslaved Africans from fleeing 

bondage. It essentially empowered any 

white person to seize and hold any Black 

person they suspected of a crime, stealing 

white property by stealing themselves As an 

academic discipline CRT does not claim that 

everything about the United States is racist 

or that all white people are racist. The CRT 

lens examines laws and institutions, not 

people, certainly not individual people.  

What has come to be known as a 

CRT approach to understanding United 

States history and society actually has much 

deeper roots long before the 1980s. A 19th 

century French observer of American 

society, Alexis De Tocqueville, in the book 

Democracy in America published in 1835, 

wrote: “I do not believe that the white and 

black races will ever live in any country 

upon an equal footing . . . But I believe the 

difficulty to be still greater in the United 

States than elsewhere . . . [A]s long as the 

American democracy remains at the head of 

affairs . . . [I]t may be foreseen that the freer 

the white population of the United States 

becomes, the more isolated will it remain. 

In an 1852 Independence Day speech 

delivered in Rochester, New York, 

Frederick Douglass rhetorically asked, 

“What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?” 

Douglass then answered his own question. 

“The blessings in which you this day rejoice 

are not enjoyed in common. The rich 

inheritance of justice, liberty, prosperity, and 

independence [given] by your fathers is 

shared by you, not by me . . . What to the 

American slave is your Fourth of July? I 

answer, a day that reveals to him more than 

all other days of the year, the gross injustice 

and cruelty to which he is the constant 

victim. To him your celebration is a sham; 

your boasted liberty an unholy license; your 

national greatness, swelling vanity; your 

sounds of rejoicing are empty and heartless; 

your denunciation of tyrants, brass-fronted 

impudence; our shouts of liberty and 

equality, hollow mockery; your prayers and 

hymns, your sermons and thanksgivings, 

with all your religious parade, and 

solemnity, are, to him, mere bombast, fraud, 

deception, impiety, and hypocrisy — a thin 

veil to cover up crimes which would 

disgrace a nation of savages.” 

In the 19th century, a reverse CRT 

lens was openly used by racists to justify the 

laws and institutions derided by Alexis De 

Tocqueville and Frederick Douglass. In the 

majority opinion of the Supreme Court in its 

1857 Dred Scott decision, Chief Justice 
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Roger Taney claimed, and the Court ruled, 

that “A free negro of the African race, 

whose ancestors were brought to this 

country and sold as slaves, is not a ‘citizen’ 

within the meaning of the Constitution of 

the United States” because “When the 

Constitution was adopted, they were not 

regarded in any of the States as members of 

the community which constituted the State, 

and were not numbered among its ‘people or 

citizens.’ Consequently, the special rights 

and immunities guaranteed to citizens do not 

apply to them.”  

The deep roots of racism were 

recognized by the United States Congress 

when it drafted the 13th, 14th, and 15th 

amendments after the American Civil War. 

Abolitionist and civil rights proponent 

Congressman Thaddeus Stevens issued a 

warning in December 1865. “We have 

turned, or are about to turn, loose four 

million slaves without a hut to shelter them 

or a cent in their pockets. The infernal laws 

of slavery have prevented them from 

acquiring an education, understanding the 

common laws of contract, or of managing 

the ordinary business of life. This Congress 

is bound to provide for them until they can 

take care of themselves. If we do not furnish 

them with homesteads, and hedge them 

around with protective laws; if we leave 

them to the legislation of their late masters, 

we had better have left them in bondage. If 

we fail in this great duty now, when we have 

the power, we shall deserve and receive the 

execration of history and of all future ages.” 

Stevens was right. Enforcement legislation 

was gutted by the Supreme Court making 

way for Jim Crow segregation, Klan 

terrorism, and the disenfranchisement of 

Black voters for the next 100 years. The 

power of racism was so great that in 1903, 

W.E.B. DuBois wrote in the forethought to 

The Souls of Black Folk that “the problem of 

the Twentieth Century is the problem of the 

color-line.” 

The legal system recognizing the 

legitimacy of racial distinction was affirmed 

by the Supreme Court in the 1896 Plessy v. 

Ferguson decision. Although the Supreme 

Court reversed itself with the Brown v. 

Topeka Kansas ruling in 1954, legal action 

to change American society really started 

with the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the 

Voting Rights Act of 1965, both designed to 

enforce the 14th Amendment prohibition 

that states could not make or enforce laws 

that “abridge the privileges or immunities of 

citizens of the United States.” Section 2 of 

the Voting Rights Act, as amended in 1982, 

outlawed laws and practices that had the 

result of denying a racial or language 

minority an equal opportunity to participate 

in the political process, even if the wording 

of the law did not expressly mention race. A 

racist result was racism. 

The New York State Court of 

Appeals also argued that under Title VI of 

the Civil Rights Act a law could be 

challenged as discriminatory if the "practice 

has a sufficiently adverse racial impact--in 

other words, whether it falls significantly 

more harshly on a minority racial group than 

on the majority . . . Proof of discriminatory 

effect suffices to establish liability under the 

regulations promulgated pursuant to Title 

VI.” Governments have the obligation to 

demonstrate that “less discriminatory 
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alternatives” were not available. This is the 

modern origin of Critical Race Theory. 

According to the Texas Tribune, the 

“new Texas law designed to limit how race-

related subjects are taught in public schools 

comes with so little guidance, the on-the-

ground application is already tying 

educators up in semantic knots as they try to 

follow the Legislature’s intent.” In one 

Texas district, a director of Curriculum and 

Instruction notified teachers that they had to 

provide students with “opposing” 

perspectives on the World War II era 

European Holocaust, presumably Holocaust-

denial voices. It remains unclear if science 

teachers will now have to legitimize social 

media claims that the COVID-19 virus 

arrived on Earth from outer space. 

In her blog, Heather Cox 

Richardson, an American historian and 

professor of history at Boston College, 

focused on subjects that were crossed out of 

the law, which listed topics permissible to 

teach. The dropped topics included the 

history of Native Americans, the writings of 

founding “mothers and other founding 

persons,” Thomas Jefferson on religious 

freedom, Frederick Douglass articles in the 

North Star, William Still’s records for the 

Underground Railroad, the Fifteenth 

Amendment to the United States 

Constitution, documents related to women’s 

suffrage and equal rights, and documents on 

the African American Civil Rights 

movement and the American labor 

movement, including Martin Luther King 

Jr.’s “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” and 

his 1963 “I Have a Dream” speech. The 

Texas legislature also crossed out from the 

list of topics that are permissible to teach the 

“history of white supremacy, including but 

not limited to the institution of slavery, the 

eugenics movement, and the Ku Klux Klan, 

and the ways in which it is morally wrong.”  

What caught my attention more 

though was what the Texas legislators 

decided to include on the permissible list, 

documents that they apparently had never 

read. The “good” topics and documents 

include the Declaration of Independence, the 

United States Constitution, the Federalist 

Papers “including essays 10 and 51,” 

excerpts from Alexis de Tocqueville’s 

Democracy in America, and the transcript of 

the first Lincoln-Douglas debate from 1858 

when Abraham Lincoln and Stephen 

Douglas ran against each other for Senator 

from Illinois. When you read these 

documents through a Critical Race Theory 

lens or any critical lens, they expose the 

depth of racism in America’s founding 

institutions.  

The Declaration of Independence 

includes a passage that has stuck with me 

since I first read it as a high school student 

in the 1960s. “That whenever any Form of 

Government becomes destructive of these 

ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or 

to abolish it, and to institute new 

Government, laying its foundation on such 

principles and organizing its powers in such 

form, as to them shall seem most likely to 

effect their Safety and Happiness.” I was 

always impressed by the vagueness of the 

passage. Who has the right to abolish a 

government? Did they mean the majority of 

the people, some of the people, or did the 

decision have to approach near unanimity? 
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Did enslaved Africans share this right to 

rebel? Very unlikely. 

The words “slave” and “slavery” do 

not appear in the United States Constitution 

until passage of the 13th Amendment in 

1865 that banned slavery. However, a 

number of clauses in the original document 

were intended to protect the institution. The 

three-fifths compromise, which refers to 

“other Persons,” gave extra voting strength 

to slave states in the House of 

Representatives and the Electoral College.  

Another clause forbade Congress from 

outlawing the trans-Atlantic slave trade for 

at least twenty years. A fugitive slave clause 

required that freedom-seekers who fled 

slavery to states where it was outlawed had 

to be returned to slavery if they were 

apprehended. The Constitution also 

mandates the federal government to 

suppress slave insurrections and the Second 

Amendment protected the right of 

slaveholders and slave patrols to be armed. 

Both Federalists 38 and 54, which 

were most likely written by future President 

James Madison, himself a slaveholder, 

justified slavery. Madison first mentioned 

slavery in Federalist 38 where he defended 

the right of the national government to 

regulate American participation in the trans-

Atlantic slave trade. In Federalist 54, 

Madison explained the legitimacy of the 

Constitution’s three-fifths clause and of 

slavery itself. According to Madison, “In 

being compelled to labor, not for himself, 

but for a master; in being vendible by one 

master to another master; and in being 

subject at all times to be restrained in his 

liberty and chastised in his body, by the 

capricious will of another, the slave may 

appear to be degraded from the human rank, 

and classed with those irrational animals 

which fall under the legal denomination of 

property. In being protected, on the other 

hand, in his life and in his limbs, against the 

violence of all others, even the master of his 

labor and his liberty; and in being 

punishable himself for all violence 

committed against others, the slave is no less 

evidently regarded by the law as a member 

of the society, not as a part of the irrational 

creation; as a moral person, not as a mere 

article of property. The federal Constitution, 

therefore, decides with great propriety on 

the case of our slaves, when it views them in 

the mixed character of persons and of 

property.” 

In the first Lincoln-Douglas debate 

on August 21, 1858, Stephen Douglas 

accused Lincoln of trying to “abolitionize” 

American politics and supporting a “radical” 

abolitionist platform. Lincoln responded that 

he was “misrepresented.” While Lincoln 

claimed to hate slavery, he did not want to 

“Free them, and make them politically and 

socially our equals? My own feelings will 

not admit of this; and if mine would, we 

well know that those of the great mass of 

white people will not . . . We cannot, then, 

make them equals . . . anything that argues 

me into his idea of perfect social and 

political equality with the negro, is but a 

specious and fantastic arrangement of words 

. . . I have no purpose, directly or indirectly, 

to interfere with the institution of slavery in 

the States where it exists.” Lincoln then 

added in words that show the depth of 

American racism, “I have no purpose to 

introduce political and social equality 
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between the white and the black races. There 

is a physical difference between the two, 

which, in my judgment, will probably 

forever forbid their living together upon the 

footing of perfect equality.” 

The real question is why the big 

outrage about Critical Race Theory today? A 

group of traditional historians was infuriated 

by claims in the New York Times 1619 

Project that race and racism have played a 

significant role in throughout American 

history, including as a motivation for the 

War for Independence. Whatever you think 

about that claim in the 1619 Project, I don’t 

think anyone seriously believes that 

opposition by a small group of historians is 

the basis for the assault on CRT. The much-

criticized opening essay by Nikole Hannah-

Jones does not even mention Critical Race 

Theory. 

I believe the public attacks on 

Critical Race Theory, including in school 

board meetings, are a rightwing response to 

challenges to police actions following the 

murder of George Floyd and to the Black 

Lives Matter movement’s demands for 

racial justice. They have nothing to do with 

what or how we teach.  

CRT became controversial when 

President Trump denounced it in an effort to 

rally his supporters during his re-election 

campaign. Trump declared, without any 

evidence, that “Critical race theory is being 

forced into our children’s schools, it’s being 

imposed into workplace trainings, and it’s 

being deployed to rip apart friends, 

neighbors and families.” According to 

Professor Crenshaw, acknowledging racism 

was being defined by President Trump and 

his supporters as racism. Racial equity laws 

and programs were called “aggression and 

discrimination against white people.”  

We don’t teach CRT in the Pre-K to 

12 curriculum because we don’t teach 

theory. We certainly don’t teach children to 

hate themselves or this country. What we do 

teach is critical thinking, and a critical race 

theory approach is definitely part of critical 

thinking. 

Critical thinking means asking 

questions about text and events and 

evaluating evidence. It is at the core of 

Common Core and social studies education. 

I like to cite the conservative faction of the 

Supreme Court that claims to be 

“textualists,” meaning they carefully 

examine the text of laws to discover their 

meaning. Because they will need to become 

active citizens defending and extending 

democracy in the United States, we want 

young people to become “textualists,” to 

question, to challenge, to weigh different 

views, to evaluate evidence, as they 

formulate their own ideas about America’s 

past, the state of the nation today, and the 

world they would like to see. 

The Texas anti-CRT law also 

includes more traditional social studies 

goals, “the ability to: (A) analyze and 

determine the reliability of information 

sources; (B) formulate and articulate 

reasoned positions;  (C) understand the 

manner in which local, state, and federal 

government works and operates through the 

use of simulations and models of 

governmental and democratic processes; (D) 



Teaching Social Studies: Vol. 22, No. 1, Winter/Spring 2022 

187 

 

actively listen and engage in civil discourse, 

including discourse with those with different 

viewpoints; (E) responsibly participate as a 

citizen in a constitutional democracy; and 

(F) effectively engage with governmental 

institutions at the local, state, and federal 

levels.” It also includes an appreciation of 

“(A) the importance and responsibility of 

participating in civic life; (B) a commitment 

to the United States and its form of 

government; and (C) a commitment to free 

speech and civil discourse.” 

Given these very clearly stated civics 

goals, I recommend that Texas social studies 

teachers obey the civics legal mandate by 

organizing with their students a mass 

campaign to challenge restrictions in the 

Texas law, including classroom “civil 

disobedience” by reading the material that 

was crossed out of the law. Maybe someday 

Texas students can share Martin Luther 

King’s “dream.” 

AIM: How enlightened was the European 

Enlightenment? A CRT Lens Lesson 

This lesson on the European 

Enlightenment is for the high school World 

History curriculum. The European 

Enlightenment is one of the first topics 

explored in the New York state 10th grade 

social studies curriculum. This lesson uses a 

CRT lens to build on understandings about 

the Scientific Revolution and the trans-

Atlantic slave trade that were studied in the 

9th grade. It establishes themes that 

reemerge in units on European Imperialism 

in Africa and Asia and lessons on Social 

Darwinism. Many scholars credit the 

European Enlightenment with establishing 

modern ideas like liberty and democracy. 

But it also defended gender inequality and 

attempted to establish a scientific basis for 

racism. Students are asked to take a closer 

look and decide: “How enlightened was the 

European Enlightenment?”  

Do Now: The European 

Enlightenment is often known as the Age of 

Reason because Enlightenment thinkers 

tried to apply scientific principles to 

understand human behavior and how 

societies work. Many of the earliest 

Enlightenment thinkers were from England, 

Scotland, and France but the idea of using 

reason and a scientific approach spread to 

other European countries and their colonies. 

In the United States, Thomas Jefferson and 

Benjamin Franklin are considered 

Enlightenment thinkers. While there are no 

firm dates, most historians argue that the 

European Enlightenment started in the mid-

17th century building on the Scientific 

Revolution, and continued until the mid-

19th century. Some historians have pointed 

out that the Age of Reason in Europe was 

also the peak years of the trans-Atlantic 

slave trade when millions of Africans were 

transported to the Americas as unfree labor 

on plantations. 

One of the first major European 

Enlightenment thinkers was John Locke of 

England. Read the excerpt from Locke’s 

Second Treatise on Civil Government, 

written in 1690, and answer questions 1-4. 

John Locke: “Liberty is to be free from 

restraint and violence from others . . . 

Good and evil, reward and punishment, 

are the only motives to a rational creature: 
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these are the spur and reins whereby all 

mankind are set on work, and guided . . . 

Man . . . hath by nature a power . . . to 

preserve his property - that is, his life, 

liberty, and estate - against the injuries 

and attempts of other men . . . The end of 

law is not to abolish or restrain, but to 

preserve and enlarge freedom . . . All 

mankind . . . being all equal and 

independent, no one ought to harm 

another in his life, health, liberty or 

possessions.” 

Questions 

1. According to Locke, what is the most 

important human value? 

2. How does Locke believe this value is 

preserved? 

3. What document in United States history 

draws from Locke? Why do you select 

that document? 

4. In your opinion, why is John Locke 

considered a European Enlightenment 

thinker? 

Activity: You will work with a team 

analyzing a quote from one of these 

European Enlightenment thinkers and 

answer the following questions. Select a 

representative to present your views to class. 

After presentations and discussion, you will 

complete an exit ticket answering the 

question, “How enlightened was the 

European Enlightenment?” 

Questions 

1. Where is the author from? What year did 

they write this piece? 

2. What is the main topic of the excerpt? 

3. What does the author argue about the 

topic? 

4. Why is this author considered a 

European Enlightenment thinker? 

5. In your opinion, what do we learn about 

the European Enlightenment from this 

except? 

 David Hume (Scotland, Dialogues 

Concerning Natural Religion, 1779): 

“What truth so obvious, so certain, as the 

being of a God, which the most ignorant 

ages have acknowledged, for which the 

most refined geniuses have ambitiously 

striven to produce new proofs and 

arguments? What truth so important as 

this, which is the ground of all our hopes, 

the surest foundation of morality, the 

firmest support of society, and the only 

principle which ought never to be a 

moment absent from our thoughts and 

meditations? . . . Throw several pieces of 

steel together, without shape or form; they 

will never arrange themselves so as to 

compose a watch. Stone, and mortar, and 

wood, without an architect, never erect a 

house.” 

 

 

Baron de Montesquieu (France, The Spirit 

of the Laws, 1748): “Political liberty in a 

citizen is that tranquility of spirit which 

comes from the opinion each one has of 

his security, and in order for him to have 

this liberty the government must be such 
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that one citizen cannot fear another 

citizen. When the legislative power is 

united with the executive power in a 

single person or in a single body of the 

magistracy, there is no liberty, because 

one can fear that the same monarch or 

senate that makes tyrannical laws will 

execute them tyrannically. Nor is there 

liberty if the power of judging is not 

separate from legislative power and from 

executive power. If it were joined to 

legislative power, the power over life and 

liberty of the citizens would be arbitrary, 

for the judge would be the legislator. If it 

were joined to executive power, the judge 

could have the force of an oppressor. All 

would be lost if the same man or the same 

body of principal men, either of nobles or 

of the people exercised these three 

powers: that of making the laws, that of 

executing public resolutions, and that of 

judging the crimes or disputes of 

individuals.”  

 

Marquis de Lafayette (France, The 

Declaration of the Rights of Man and of 

the Citizen, 1789): “Therefore the 

National Assembly recognizes and 

proclaims, in the presence and under the 

auspices of the Supreme Being, the 

following rights of man and of the citizen:  

1. Men are born and remain free and 

equal in rights. Social distinctions may 

be founded only upon the general 

good.  

2. The aim of all political association is 

the preservation of the natural and 

imprescriptible rights of man. These 

rights are liberty, property, security, 

and resistance to oppression.  

3. Liberty consists in the freedom to do 

everything which injures no one else; 

hence the exercise of the natural rights 

of each man has no limits except those 

which assure to the other members of 

the society the enjoyment of the same 

rights. These limits can only be 

determined by law.” 

 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau (France, Emile, or 

Education, 1762): “Women have ready 

tongues; they talk earlier, more easily, and 

more pleasantly than men. They are also 

said to talk more; this may be true, but I 

am prepared to reckon it to their credit; 

eyes and mouth are equally busy and for 

the same cause. A man says what he 

knows, a woman says what will please; 

the one needs knowledge, the other taste; 

utility should be the man's object; the 

woman speaks to give pleasure. There 

should be nothing in common but truth . . 

. The earliest education is most important 

and it undoubtedly is woman's work. If 

the author of nature had meant to assign it 

to men he would have given them milk to 

feed the child. Address your treatises on 

education to the women, for not only are 

they able to watch over it more closely 

than men, not only is their influence 

always predominant in education, its 

success concerns them more nearly, for 

most widows are at the mercy of their 

children, who show them very plainly 

whether their education was good or bad.” 
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Mary Wollstonecraft (England, A 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman, 

1792): “Till women are more rationally 

educated, the progress in human virtue 

and improvement in knowledge must 

receive continual checks . . . The divine 

right of husbands, like the divine right of 

kings, may, it is to be hoped, in this 

enlightened age, be contested without 

danger . . . It would be an endless task to 

trace the variety of meannesses, cares, and 

sorrows, into which women are plunged 

by the prevailing opinion that they were 

created rather to feel than reason, and that 

all the power they obtain, must be 

obtained by their charms and weakness . . 

. It is justice, not charity, that is wanting 

in the world. . . . How many women thus 

waste life away the prey of discontent, 

who might have practiced as physicians, 

regulated a farm, managed a shop, and 

stood erect, supported by their own 

industry, instead of hanging their heads 

surcharged with the dew of sensibility, 

that consumes the beauty to which it at 

first gave lustre.” 

 

Immanuel Kant (Germany, 1761, quoted 

in Achieving Our Humanity): “All 

inhabitants of the hottest zones are, 

without exceptions, idle . . . In the hot 

countries the human being matures earlier 

in all ways but does not reach the 

perfection of the temperate zones. 

Humanity exists in its greatest perfection 

in the white race. The yellow Indians have 

a smaller amount of Talent. The Negroes 

are lower and the lowest are a part of the 

American peoples . . . The race of the 

Negroes, one could say, is completely the 

opposite of the Americans; they are full of 

affect and passion, very lively, talkative 

and vain. They can be educated but only 

as servants (slaves), that is they allow 

themselves to be trained. They have many 

motivating forces, are also sensitive, are 

afraid of blows and do much out of a 

sense of honor.” 

 

Thomas Jefferson (British North America, 

Preamble, Declaration of Independence, 

1776): “We hold these truths to be self-

evident, that all men are created equal, 

that they are endowed by their Creator 

with certain unalienable Rights, that 

among these are Life, Liberty and the 

pursuit of Happiness. That to secure these 

rights, Governments are instituted among 

Men, deriving their just powers from the 

consent of the governed, -- That whenever 

any Form of Government becomes 

destructive of these ends, it is the Right of 

the People to alter or to abolish it, and to 

institute new Government, laying its 

foundation on such principles and 

organizing its powers in such form, as to 

them shall seem most likely to effect their 

Safety and Happiness.” 

 

Thomas Jefferson (Virginia, Notes on the 

State of Virginia, 1785): “The first 

difference which strikes us is that of 

colour. Whether the black of the negro 

resides in the reticular membrane between 

the skin and scarf-skin, or in the scarf-skin 

itself; whether it proceeds from the colour 
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of the blood, the colour of the bile, or 

from that of some other secretion, the 

difference is fixed in nature, and is as real 

as if its seat and cause were better known 

to us. And is this difference of no 

importance? Is it not the foundation of a 

greater or less share of beauty in the two 

races? Are not the fine mixtures of red 

and white, the expressions of every 

passion by greater or less suffusions of 

colour in the one, preferable to that eternal 

monotony, which reigns in the 

countenances, that immovable veil of 

black which covers all the emotions of the 

other race? . . . Their griefs are transient. 

Those numberless afflictions, which 

render it doubtful whether heaven has 

given life to us in mercy or in wrath, are 

less felt, and sooner forgotten with them. 

In general, their existence appears to 

participate more of sensation than 

reflection . . . Comparing them by their 

faculties of memory, reason, and 

imagination, it appears to me, that in 

memory they are equal to the whites; in 

reason much inferior, as I think one could 

scarcely be found capable of tracing and 

comprehending the investigations of 

Euclid; and that in imagination they are 

dull, tasteless, and anomalous.” 

Exit ticket: “In your opinion, how 

enlightened was the European 

Enlightenment?” 

What did Thomas Jefferson Buy in 

October 1803? 

The Louisiana Purchase is generally 

presented to students as a land deal between 

the United States and France. Napoleon’s 

hope for a French New World empire 

collapsed when formerly enslaved Africans 

on the western third of the Caribbean island 

of Hispaniola defeated French forces and 

established an independent republic. The 

United States was anxious to purchase the 

French port of New Orleans near the mouth 

of the Mississippi River to open up the river 

to U.S. settlers west of the Appalachian 

Mountains.  Napoleon made a counter-offer 

and for $15 million the U.S. acquired over 

800,000 square miles of land stretching from 

the Mississippi River to the Rocky 

Mountains. Or did it? 

In middle school, students generally 

trace the expansion of American territory on 

maps and may read a biography of explorers 

Meriwether Lewis and William Clark and 

their First Nation guide and translator 

Sacagawea. Sacagawea was a Shoshone 

woman who had been kidnapped by another 

tribe. At the time of the expedition, she was 

married to a French fur-trapper and 

pregnant. Her baby, a son, was born during 

the expedition. 

In high school students often 

examine the constitutional debate 

surrounding the purchase. President Thomas 

Jefferson was generally a strict 

constructionist who believed in limited 

federal authority. Although the Constitution 

did not expressly authorize the federal 

government to purchase territory, Jefferson 

and his special envoy James Monroe argued 

it was permissible under the government’s 

power to negotiate treaties with foreign 

powers. Parts or all of the present day states 

of Arkansas, Missouri, Iowa, Oklahoma, 

Kansas, Nebraska, North Dakota, South 
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Dakota, Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, 

Minnesota, New Mexico, Texas, and 

Louisiana, were acquired by the United 

States. 

However, despite claims to the 

territory between the Mississippi River and 

the Rocky Mountains by both Spain and 

France, there were very few European 

settlers in the region outside of the area near 

New Orleans where the non-native 

population was about 60,000 people, 

including 30,000 enslaved Africans. During 

the expedition west, Lewis, Clark, and 

Sacagawea encountered members of at least 

fifty different Native American tribes, some 

of whom had never met Europeans before, 

most of whom had never heard of France or 

Spain, and none of whom recognized 

Spanish, French, or American sovereignty 

over their homelands. The Native American 

population of the region included the 

Quapaw and Caddo in Louisiana itself, and 

the Shoshone, Pawnee, Osages, Witchitas, 

Kiowas, Cheyenne, Crow, Mandan, 

Minitari, Blackfeet, Chinook, and different 

branches of the Sioux on the Great Plains. 

The reality is that for $15 million the 

United States purchased French claims to 

land that belonged to other people and was 

not France’s to sell and then used military 

force to drive the First Nations into 

restricted areas and instituted policies 

designed to destroy their cultures. Middle 

school students should consider how they 

would you feel if someone from someplace 

else who they had never met knocked on 

their door and told their family that they all 

had to leave because a King across the ocean 

or a President thousands of miles away gave 

them ownership over their house and the 

land it stood on? High school students 

should discuss whether Manifest Destiny, 

American expansion west to the Pacific, was 

a form of imperialism, and how it was 

similar or different from European 

colonization in the Americas, Africa, and 

Asia? High school students should also 

discuss whether United States treatment of 

the First Nations constitutes genocide and 

what would be an appropriate recompense 

for centuries of abuse. 

As many areas of the United States 

shift from celebrating Columbus Day to 

Indigenous People’s Day, a good question to 

start with is to ask students exactly what did 

Thomas Jefferson buy in October 1803? 
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Should Chief Daniel Nimham Be Honored or Erased? 

 

Peter Feinman

This article is reprinted with permission from the 

Institute of History, Archaeology, and Education.  

 

“Chief Daniel Nimham was the last grand 

Sachem of the Wappinger Confederacy. While 

Nimham and other Wappingers fought against the 

French in the French and Indian War, their lands 

[in what became] Putnam County [NY] were 

usurped by Adolph Philipse. In 1766, Nimham 

traveled to England to challenge these fraudulent 

land titles in the British courts. In 1774, the 

Stockbridge Indians—a community of Wappinger, 

Munsee and Mohicans living in Massachusetts—

organized a militia or community defense an in 

solidarity with the American cause of independence. 

Capt. Daniel Nimham and his son Capt. Abraham 

[they were Christians], along with the rest of the 

Stockbridge Militia, served in every major 

campaign in the eastern theater of the Revolution. 

By the summer f 1778, the Stockbridge Militia was 

stationed at an outpost near Fort Independence in 

the Bronx. This area—between British-occupied 

Manhattan and the main American forces in White 

Plains—was a no man’s land and the scene of 

constant skirmishes and ambushes from both sides. 

On August 31, 1778, Chief Nimham and the 

Stockbridge Militia were surrounded and killed by 

British Dragoons and Hessians under the command 

of Lt. Col. John Graves Simcoe [best known as an 

evil villain in the AMC series “Turn” and as a hero 

and founder in Toronto].” Source: DAR/SAR 

Brochure 

Daniel Nimham has been honored. A cairn 

of boulders and plaque at Indian Field in Van 

Cortlandt Park in the Bronx near the site of 

Nimham’s death, honors him and his fellow 

warriors. In 1906, the Westchester Historical 

Society and the Mount Vernon Chapter of the 

Daughters of the American Revolution created this 

historical honor. On August 31, 2021, there was a 

ceremony at the Nimham Monument (which I 

attended). The event was organized by the Col. 

Benjamin Tallmadge Bronx Chapter of the 

Daughters of the American Revolution, the 

Albuquerque Chapter of the Sons of the American 

Revolution, and the Knightsbridge Historical 

Society. In the dedication of Seven Wappinger 

Stones, the following nations within the 

Confederacy were honored: Wappingers 

(Wappingers Falls, Dutchess County); Nochpeem 

(Carmel, Nimham Mountain, Putnam County); 

Siwanoy (Bronx, Hunters Island); Weckqueskee 

(Dobbs Ferry, Westchester County); Sink Sink 

(Ossining, Westchester County); and Rechewani 

(Manhattan). 

As you can see from the list, there is a 

mountain in Putnam County named after Nimham. 

It is near where the Nimham Mountain Singers hold 

an annual pow-wow in August for the public. The 

headquarters for the organization is located on 

Chief Nimham Drive in Carmel, NY. By 

coincidence, I had alerted a colleague in Fishkill 

about the event in the Bronx. He arranged to have 

https://ihare.org/2021/12/14/should-chief-daniel-nimham-be-honored-or-erased/
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the municipality present at the event and to 

participate. They did so because Nimham had either 

had been born there or lived there. The municipality 

is arranging to dedicate an eight-foot tall bronze 

statue in his likeness probably in the spring, 2022. 

The statue will be located in the hamlet of 

Wiccopee, in East Fishkill, named after a 

Wappinger sub-tribe. So there are multiple ways in 

which Chief Daniel Nimham has been honored. But 

would you name a school after him and have him as 

your school mascot? 

At the same time Nimham has been honored 

and in the same area of the Wappinger 

Confederacy, there also has been an ongoing effort 

to erase the Indian presence from school mascots. 

True the examples of the dispute are not for 

Nimham himself or either for the Wappingers. It is 

not my intention here to chronicle chapter-and-verse 

the various community fights over the maintenance 

or removal of Indian mascots particularly as they 

relate to high school football teams and other sports. 

These include the  

Cross River John Jay High School Indians, the 

Mahopac Indians, the Nyack Indians, and the 

Wappinger Roy C. Ketcham Indians. According to 

a student petition in Wappinger: “The Roy C 

Ketcham High School and Wappingers Junior High 

School both have the mascot the Wappinger 

Indians. A human being should not be a mascot. 

This is offensive and damaging to students and 

community members who are Indigenous people.” 

This is an example of teenage idealism at its 

purest. However, an adult version of these 

sentiments has been proposed as well in the state 

legislature that would ban New York schools from 

using Indian names, logos, and mascots beginning 

in 2024. Dr. Ian Record of the National Congress of 

American Indians said in July 2021: “The use of 

Native American sports mascots, logos or symbols 

perpetuates stereotypes of American Indians that are 

harmful. The ‘warrior savage’ myth has plagued 

this country’s relationship with the Indian people as 

it reinforces the racist view that Indians are 

uncivilized and uneducated.” 

Heather Bruegel, a historian and cultural 

affairs director of the Stockbridge-Munsee 

community now based in Wisconsin said the people 

were not honored by names such as “Chiefs,” 

“Warriors,” and “Braves” which are offensive. She 

would prefer that the history would be taught 

accurately in the schools. 

The Stockbridge Indians are aware of the honoring 

of Chief Nimham for his actions as a presumably 

brave warrior. To the best of my knowledge they 

have launched no campaign to topple the monument 

and markers to Nimham and his fellow warriors in 

the Bronx and Putnam nor to the statue to him being 

planned for the spring. 

It seems that words like “warrior,” chiefs,” 

and “braves” only apply to Indians and to no other 

peoples. Apparently Achilles was not a warrior. It 

remains to be seen what would happen if a school or 

sports team kept the warrior name and changed the 

mascot. Klingons anyone? One suggestion made in 

the discussion was that Nyack Indians become the 

Nyack Lenape after the people who lived 

there.  That suggestion failed. The dominant 

decision is the best Indian is an erased Indian. 

Consider for example, the Tappan Zee 

Bridge. It famously combines the Dutch and Tappan 

Indian heritages in its name – the name of a people 

and the Dutch word for “sea” at this wide point in 

the Hudson River. However the mascot of the 

Tappan Zee High School recognizes the Dutch 

heritage but ignores the Tappan. They have been 

erased. The Village of Ossining, named after one of 

the people part of the Wappinger Confederacy, is 
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debating removing the Indian profile from its seal. 

It already changed the nick name of the high school 

from Indians. While the erasure of the Indian 

heritage is not complete in the village, one can 

anticipate that it will occur. Most likely the same 

fate awaits the Lenape, the Stockbridge Indians, and 

the Wappinger Confederacy wherever the name 

changes have occurred. The purification process 

leaves no trace behind. Perhaps Sing Sing, 

Wappingers, Wiccopee, Tappan, and Katonah will 

have to change their names as well when the next 

generation of idealistic teenagers finds a cause. 

The Chicago Blackhawks are a hockey team 

named after an individual named “Black Hawk.” 

According to a team statement: “The Chicago 

Blackhawks' name and logo symbolizes an 

important and historic person, Black Hawk of 

Illinois' Sac & Fox Nation, whose leadership and 

life has inspired generations of Native Americans, 

veterans and the public. We celebrate Black Hawk's 

legacy by offering ongoing reverent examples of 

Native American culture, traditions and 

contributions, providing a platform for genuine 

dialogue with local and national Native American 

groups. As the team's popularity grew over the past 

decade, so did that platform and our work with 

these important organizations.” Needless-to-say the 

team is under pressure to change the name and 

mascot. 

The Spokane Indians, a minor league 

baseball team, has a similar experience to the 

Chicago Black Hawks except it is named after a 

people and not an individual. At one time, the 

Indian mascot had nothing to do with the actual 

Spokane Indians located approximately 40 miles 

away. Now there are regular meetings between the 

tribe and the team. The mascot has been changed to 

a trout for a traditional food source of the people. 

The name on the team uniform is in Salish the 

language of the Spo-ka-NEE. Exhibits of the culture 

and history of the people have been placed in the 

stadium. An advertisement on the scoreboard 

depicts a traditional Spokane tribe person in 

headdress. And the nickname of the high school on 

the Spokane reservation is “Redskins” which does 

not seem to bother the people there. Obviously both 

the team and the people are in major need of 

cleansing and purification to meet Woke standards. 

A reporter spoke to the chairwoman of the Spokane 

Tribal Business Council, Carol Evans: “she 

expressed great pride in the partnership and 

emphasized the fundamental difference between the 

Spokane Indians baseball club and other 

teams. “We are not their mascot,” she said. 

“They’re named after our tribe.” 

The Florida State University provides 

another example of a win-win solution. From 

its website:  

“In the late 1960s and early 1970s, FSU’s 

campus became a learning ground with regard to 

the Florida Seminole Indians. Several key people 

were directly responsible for the new awareness. 

Joyotpaul “Joy” Chaudhuri, an American Indian 

expert and FSU professor of political science, and 

his wife, Jean, an American Indian activist, came to 

the university during this period. They helped 

establish an American Indian Fellowship at FSU. 

This influential group led the campus and the 

community toward a better understanding of Native 

Americans in general and the Florida Seminoles in 

particular. The group was instrumental in 

mediating between the university and the Florida 

Seminole Indians. There were several meetings 

between the two, and problems were addressed to 

the satisfaction of both. As a result, FSU retired 

certain images that were offensive to the tribe, and 

began consulting with the tribe regularly on all 

such matters. 
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By the late 1970s, FSU’s campus, like the 

rest of country, had become more educated about 

Indians in general and the Florida Seminoles in 

particular. Along with this new understanding came 

major changes in the university’s mascots. It 

became very important to portray the university’s 

namesake with dignity and honor, and to do it with 

the graces of the Florida Seminole tribe. This 

attitude culminated in a mutual respect between the 

two institutions, and further tied their futures to one 

another. 

In 1978, FSU embarked upon a new 

tradition — one that had the full endorsement of the 

Seminole Tribe of Florida. A Seminole warrior 

riding a horse, to become known as Osceola and 

Renegade, was introduced at FSU home football 

games, and soon became one of the most enduring 

and beloved symbols of the university. For more 

than 30 years, FSU has worked closely with the 

Seminole Tribe of Florida to ensure the dignity and 

propriety of the various Seminole symbols used by 

the university. The university’s goal is to be a model 

community that treats all cultures with dignity while 

celebrating diversity.” 

A recent article provided these quotations: 

“Florida State University’s official use of the 

Seminole name is different from other names in that 

it does not perpetuate offensive racial stereotypes 

nor is it meant to diminish or trivialize any Native 

American or indigenous peoples. Instead, it is used 

with explicit tribal permission and involvement to 

honor and promote the Seminole Tribe of Florida’s 

unconquered history and spirit that persists to this 

day,” Elizabeth Hirst, FSU’s chief of staff and 

liaison to the Seminole Tribe, told the Tampa Bay 

Times in 2020. 

“The Tribe views the relationship as a multi-

dimensional collaboration that provides meaningful 

educational opportunities and other positive 

outcomes,” tribe spokesman Gary Bitner told The 

Times. 

  One would think that the same such 

partnerships could be created elsewhere even at the 

high school level. The fact that such partnerships 

are never even considered is a sign of how the 

dialog has degenerated. 

During all these confrontations over Indian 

logos, they remain quite common for Indian 

organizations and colleges. Two observations come 

to mind here. One big difference between 

Americans and Indians in logos relates to 

individuals. Americans love individual symbols. 

Think of Uncle Sam and Liberty as symbols of the 

country as examples. Even our nation’s capital is 

named after an individual. By contrast the Indian 

logos seem more symbolic or metaphorical. I 

suspect there is a real cultural difference here. That 

is why in the land of Daniel Nimham a school can 

be named after fellow American Revolution hero 

John Jay but not after Nimham. 

Second, all these Indian organizations are 

still named “Indians.” By contrast when Negroes 

became African American, all Negro organizations 

were obligated to change their names accordingly. 

Apparently white people have yet to be as 

successful in getting Indians to abandon their names 

and become “Indigenous.” Dr. Ian Record of the 

National Congress of American Indians used the 

term “Indians” three times in two sentences (above). 

On the other hand as the student petition suggests 

(above), idealized (white) teenagers have now been 

educated to never use the word “Indian.” 

In a previous blog,  (What Are You Doing 

for the Indian Citizenship Act (1924) Centennial?), 

I suggested that the Indian Citizen Act centennial 

provided a convenient opportunity to discuss the 

ongoing problems related to the place of Indian 

https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fihare.us14.list-manage.com%2Ftrack%2Fclick%3Fu%3Dcaecf23b68658f6ec3c01eb9d%26id%3D0c5fa66b16%26e%3Dfd9bd749c3&data=04%7C01%7Calan.j.singer%40hofstra.edu%7C91767b29ab2d43ff7dda08d9c0905a7b%7Ce32fc43d7c6246d9b49fcd53ba8d9424%7C0%7C0%7C637752549589275298%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C2000&sdata=uQIypfC3y8CZ6ogrsw8jLGYtxHrl05yXphGyWKF5KkM%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fihare.us14.list-manage.com%2Ftrack%2Fclick%3Fu%3Dcaecf23b68658f6ec3c01eb9d%26id%3D0c5fa66b16%26e%3Dfd9bd749c3&data=04%7C01%7Calan.j.singer%40hofstra.edu%7C91767b29ab2d43ff7dda08d9c0905a7b%7Ce32fc43d7c6246d9b49fcd53ba8d9424%7C0%7C0%7C637752549589275298%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C2000&sdata=uQIypfC3y8CZ6ogrsw8jLGYtxHrl05yXphGyWKF5KkM%3D&reserved=0
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Nations and Indian individuals in America. Lord 

knows, there is plenty to discuss. As I read the 

plethora of news articles from my local paper about 

mascots, I realize that such discussions are a 

farfetched pipedream. There can be no “come-let-

us-reason-together” in a moral cultural war. There 

can be no healing in zero-sum confrontations. The 

stories of Daniel Nimham, Chief Katonah, and the 

Wappinger Confederacy provide an excellent 

example of the potential opportunity to begin such a 

dialog. The absence of his name from the mascot 

discussions which have been held so far reveal that 

there is no chance of such healing discussions even 

being started yet alone succeeding. 
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Columbus Day or Indigenous Peoples Day? 

 

On October 11, 2021, cities across the 

United States celebrated Indigenous 

People’s Day. The idea of a day celebrating 

the indigenous peoples of the Americas was 

first introduced at the United Nations in 

1977. In 2007, a UN Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous People declared that 

October 12 would be an International Day of 

Solidarity with the Indigenous Peoples of 

the Americas. On October 12, 2021, New 

York Governor Kathy Hochul signed a 

proclamation recognizing Indigenous 

Peoples’ Day. However, Hochul also 

marched in a Columbus Day parade. 

President Joe Biden issued a similar 

proclamation declaring that “On Indigenous 

Peoples’ Day, our Nation celebrates the 

invaluable contributions and resilience of 

Indigenous peoples, recognizes their 

inherent sovereignty, and commits to 

honoring the Federal Government’s trust 

and treaty obligations to Tribal Nations.” 

 

In New Jersey, legislation was 

introduced in the State Assembly to replace 

Columbus Day with Indigenous People’s 

Day as an official state holiday but it did not 

pass. Newark has recognized Indigenous 

People’s Day since 2017 and Princeton since 

2019. New Jersey has three state-

recognized tribes, the Nanticoke Lenni-

Lenape Tribal Nation, the Powhatan 

Renape Nation, and the Ramapough 

Lunaape Nation. It also has the largest 

concentration of people of Italian ancestry in 

the United States. Columbus Day has been 

celebrated since 1937. Jameson Sweet, a 

Rutgers University professor, argues that 

switching from Columbus Day to 

Indigenous People’s Day is “about 

acknowledging this difficult past that is 

usually erased.” Joseph Pennacchio, a 

Republican state senator from Morris 

County, responds that Columbus’ voyages 

“The bottom line is that little flicker of 

flame started what we now know as 

America." 

 

Lisa DuBois, New York–based artist 

curator and photojournalist, Social 

Documentary Network: “We are at the start 

of a new age in American history, one in 

which the past will be examined more 

closely. Thirteen states do not observe 

Columbus Day as a public holiday. 

Indigenous Peoples' Day or Native 

American Day is observed and celebrated in 

Alaska, Hawaii, Iowa, Louisiana, Maine, 

Michigan, New Mexico, North Carolina, 

Oregon, South Dakota, Vermont, 

Washington, D.C., and Wisconsin and South 

Dakota instead of Columbus Day. For 

centuries, we have been misled by skewed 

interpretations of historical events, and 

fiction has turned into perceived facts. We 

as a society recoil when confronted with 

unpleasant realities, and a minority must 

bear the responsibility of enlightening others 

with the truth, due to multigenerational 

impressions carried along with the fervor of 

religious and or political convictions on 

topics such as slavery and Native American 

genocide. Columbus Day will evolve into an 

Italian American appreciation day as the 

https://socialdocumentary.net/exhibit/Lisa_DuBois/5879
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focus shifts to the magnificent contributions 

that Italian Americans have made to the 

diversity of a new multicultural America, 

and Columbus will claim his rightful place 

in history as a ruthless explorer.  

 

Karla Freire, Metropolitan 

Expeditionary Learning School, Queens, 

New York: “I firmly believe that Columbus 

Day should be permanently renamed 

“Indigenous Peoples Day” in order to 

commemorate the millions of lives that were 

lost in the Americas during European 

conquest in the 15th and 16th centuries. 

Additionally, it should be a day to openly 

acknowledge and reflect upon the traumatic 

effects of colonialism that are still felt by 

Indigenous peoples and people of 

indigenous descent, today. The name 

“Columbus Day'' needs to become a remnant 

of the past. It should be referred to as 

“Indigenous Peoples Day'' on a national 

level. To continue to honor Columbus, as a 

country, is deeply harmful and offensive to 

indigenous peoples of the United States, as 

well as some within the Latinx community, 

like Latinx people of indigenous descent. As 

a Latina of indigenous descent, it pains me 

to think about anyone honoring Columbus or 

when people are upset regarding its name 

change. Many people in “defense” of 

Columbus Day do not realize or fully 

process the horrific, dishonorable behavior 

Columbus and his men carried out in the 

Americas after 1492. According to historical 

accounts, written by Columbus himself, the 

peoples Europeans first encountered were 

peaceful, gentle, and even generous towards 

them. Yet, Columbus and his men, fueled by 

greed and cruelty, tortured and murdered 

them. They brutally raped women and 

young girls. Dogs, trained to kill, were 

brought from Spain to attack and murder 

any “disobedient” or “rebellious” indigenous 

peoples. To defend Columbus and regard 

him as a man that deserves statues and a 

holiday dedicated to him, demonstrates a 

fundamental lack of historical knowledge, 

depth, and empathy.  

For those that state it is unfair to 

Italians, it denies them an opportunity to 

celebrate their heritage – I ask the following 

questions: Do you really want to celebrate 

your heritage using a despicable person, like 

Columbus, as your cultural representative? 

There are so many other Italian figures who 

can be honored and used to represent your 

culture, who are not problematic–why not 

pick someone, like Mother Cabrini, to honor 

instead? Finally, the most important 

question for Columbus Day defenders is: 

Why are you still so willing to celebrate 

your heritage through Columbus, even 

though he was a man who tried to erase my 

own heritage and culture?” 
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Book Reviews 

 

 

 

The 1619 Project: A New Origin Story, by 

Nikole Hannah-Jones, Caitlin Roper, 

Ilena Silverman, and Jake Silverstein  

(Review by Alan Singer) 

 

 The 1619 Project was released as an 

issue of the Sunday New York Times 

Magazine on August 18, 2019, 400 years 

after the arrival of the first slave ship at the 

British Virginia colony. It is now published 

in book formats. According to the Times, the 

project’s goal is to “reframe American 

history by considering what it would mean 

to regard 1619 as our nation’s birth year. 

Doing so requires us to place the 

consequences of slavery and the 

contributions of black Americans at the very 

center of the story we tell ourselves about 

who we are as a country” (4-5). The 

introductory essay by project director Nikole 

Hannah-Jones opens with a full-page bold-

faced headline, “Our founding ideals of 

liberty and equality were false when they 

were written. Black Americans fought to 

make them true. Without this struggle, 

America would have no democracy at all” 

(14). For the essay, Hannah-Jones received a 

2020 Pulitzer Prize for Commentary. 

Other essays in the issue covered the 

role capitalism played in the establishment 

of chattel slavery and the plantation system 

in British North America; persistent racism 

after the Civil War that continues to shape 

the current era including Jennen Interlandi 

on unequal health care; Jamelle Bouie on 

undemocratic democracy; Brian Stevenson 

on mass incarceration; Trymaine Lee on the 

racial wealth gap; and African America 

contributions to America, especially 

American culture.  

The 1619 Project has been criticized 

from across the political spectrum since it 

was released. Former President Donald 

Trump denounced it as anti-American 

propaganda in his call for “patriotic history,” 

former Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos 

described it as “insidious lies,” and the 

World Socialist website branded it as a 

“politically motivated falsification of 

history” The New York Times Magazine 

printed a letter from five prominent 

American historians along with a response 

by the magazine’s editor-in-chief. The 

historians, who demanded corrections be 

made in the 1619 Project, applauded “efforts 

to address the enduring centrality of slavery 

and racism to our history,” but were 

“dismayed at some of the factual errors in 

the project” that “suggest a displacement of 

historical understanding by ideology.” Their 
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claims, however, were at least as ideological 

in nature. The historians charged the 

“project asserts that the United States was 

founded on racial slavery, an argument 

rejected by a majority of abolitionists and 

proclaimed by champions of slavery like 

John C. Calhoun.” Actually, that was the 

position taken by William Lloyd Garrison, 

who publicly burned a copy of the United 

States Constitution on July 4, 1854, a 

document he called “a covenant with death, 

and an agreement with Hell.” The group also 

ignored Frederick Douglass’ 1852 

Independence Day speech where he calls the 

Fourth of July a day that reveals the “gross 

injustice and cruelty” of American society. 

For Douglass, “There is not a nation of the 

earth guilty of practices more shocking and 

bloody than are the people of these United 

States at this very hour.” 

 

The Dawn of Everything, by David 

Graeber and David Wengrow 

 

According to this new book, “for 

generations, our remote ancestors have been 

cast as primitive and childlike―either free 

and equal innocents, or thuggish and 

warlike. Civilization, we are told, could be 

achieved only by sacrificing those original 

freedoms or, alternatively, by taming our 

baser instincts.” David Graeber and David 

Wengrow argue that these “theories first 

emerged in the eighteenth century as a 

conservative reaction to powerful critiques 

of European society posed by Indigenous 

observers and intellectuals. Revisiting this 

encounter has startling implications for how 

we make sense of human history today, 

including the origins of farming, property, 

cities, democracy, slavery, and civilization 

itself . . . The Dawn of 

Everything fundamentally transforms our 

understanding of the human past and offers 

a path toward imagining new forms of 

freedom, new ways of organizing society. 

This is a monumental book of formidable 

intellectual range, animated by curiosity, 

moral vision, and a faith in the power of 

direct action.” David Graeber was a 

professor of anthropology at the London 

School of Economics. David Wengrow is a 

professor of comparative archaeology at the 

Institute of Archaeology, University College 

London. 

 

Ages of American Capitalism: A History of 

the United States, by Jonathan Levy 

 

 
 

A leading economic historian traces 

the evolution of American capitalism from 

the colonial era to the present—and argues 

that we’ve reached a turning point that will 

define the era ahead. Levy reveals how 

capitalism in America has evolved through 

four distinct ages and how the country’s 

economic evolution is inseparable from the 

nature of American life itself. “Wealth is 

power, and power is wealth. The aphorism 
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commonly attributed to the Englishman 

Thomas Hobbes, author of the great political 

philosophical treatise Leviathan (1651), was 

later invoked by Adam Smith in the greatest 

treatise ever written on commerce, An 

Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the 

Wealth of Nations (1776). Smith was a Scot, 

not an American, but up until 1776, Scots 

and Americans shared something in 

common: both were subjects of the British 

Empire. In the Age of Commerce, empire 

and capitalism grew up together.” The Age 

of Commerce spans the colonial era through 

the outbreak of the Civil War, and the Age 

of Capital traces the lasting impact of the 

industrial revolution. 

The volatility of the Age of Capital 

ultimately led to the Great Depression, 

which sparked the Age of Control, during 

which the government took on a more active 

role in the economy, and finally, in the Age 

of Chaos, deregulation and the growth of the 

finance industry created a booming 

economy for some but also striking 

inequalities and a lack of oversight that led 

directly to the crash of 2008. Jonathan 

Levy is a professor in the Department of 

History at the University of Chicago. His 

book, Freaks of Fortune: The Emerging 

World of Capitalism and Risk in America, 

won the Organization of American 

Historians’ Frederick Jackson Turner 

Award, Ellis W. Hawley Prize, and Avery 

O. Craven Award. 

 

 

 

 

 

Immigration Matters: Movements, Visions, 

and Strategies for a Progressive Future, 

edited by Ruth Milkman, Deepak 

Bhargava, and Penny Lewis 

 
According to the editors of this 

collection of sixteen timely essays, “during 

the past decade, right-wing nativists have 

stoked popular hostility to the nation’s 

foreign-born population, forcing the 

immigrant rights movement into a defensive 

posture. In the Trump years, preoccupied 

with crisis upon crisis, advocates had few 

opportunities to consider questions of long-

term policy or future strategy. Now is the 

time for a reset.” Immigration Matters offers 

a new, actionable vision for immigration 

policy. It brings together key movement 

leaders and academics to share cutting-edge 

approaches to the urgent issues facing the 

immigrant community, along with fresh 

solutions to vexing questions of so-called 

“future flows” that have bedeviled policy 

makers for decades. The book also explores 

the contributions of immigrants to the 

nation’s identity, its economy, and 

progressive movements for social change. 

Immigration Matters delves into a variety of 

topics including new ways to frame 

immigration issues, fresh thinking on key 
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aspects of policy, challenges of integration, 

workers’ rights, family reunification, 

legalization, paths to citizenship, and 

humane enforcement. 

The perfect handbook for 

immigration activists, scholars, policy 

makers, and anyone who cares about one of 

the most contentious issues of our 

age, Immigration Matters makes accessible 

an immigration policy that both remediates 

the harm done to immigrant workers and 

communities under Trump and advances a 

bold new vision for the future. In a review, 

Julián Castro, U.S. Secretary of Housing and 

Urban Development (2014–2017), argues 

“For too long, politicians have stoked 

nativism and weaponized our immigration 

system to divide people. Democrats and 

progressives shouldn’t be afraid to put 

forward a bold, forward-thinking vision for 

immigration that is rooted in common sense 

and compassion, instead of 

cruelty. Immigration Matters helps 

illuminate that vision and provides a path 

forward for achieving it.” 

The book includes essays by 

immigration activists from People’s Action, 

the National Immigration Law Center, 

United We Dream, UNITE HERE, and 

Congressional Representative Pramila 

Jayapal (Dem-WA). Ruth Milkman is a 

Distinguished Professor of Sociology at the 

CUNY Graduate Center and the CUNY 

School of Labor and Urban Studies. Deepak 

Bhargava is a Distinguished Lecturer in 

Urban Studies at the CUNY School of Labor 

and Urban Studies and was previously 

president of the Center for Community 

Change. Penny Lewis is an associate 

professor of labor studies at the CUNY 

School of Labor and Urban Studies. 

 

Heroes of Ireland’s Great Hunger, edited 

by Christine Kinealy, Gerard Moran, and 

Jason King 

Review by Alan Singer (originally published 

at The History News Network) 

 
 

Christine Kinealy, professor of 

history and the founding director of 

Ireland’s Great Hunger Institute at 

Quinnipiac University in Connecticut, has 

created an impressive academic juggernaut 

for the study of the mid-19th century Great 

Irish Famine and for bringing the famine to 

the attention of a broader public. Her more 

recent published work includes The Bad 

Times. An Drochshaol (2015), a graphic 

novel for young people, developed with 

John Walsh, Private Charity to Ireland 

during the Great Hunger: The Kindness of 

Strangers (2013), Daniel O’Connell and 

Anti-Slavery: The Saddest People the Sun 

Sees (2011), and War and Peace: Ireland 

Since the 1960s (2010). She recently 

released a collection of essays, prepared 

with Jason King and Gerard Moran, Heroes 

of Ireland’s Great Hunger (2021, co-

published by Quinnipiac University Press 

https://historynewsnetwork.org/article/181173
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and Cork University Press). In Ireland, it is 

available through Cork University Press. In 

the United States, it is available in 

paperback on Amazon. Co-editor Jason 

King is the academic coordinator for the 

Irish Heritage Trust and the National Famine 

Museum in Strokestown, County 

Roscommon, Ireland. Co-editor Gerard 

Moran is a historian and senior researcher 

based at the National University of Ireland – 

Galway. 

Sections in Heroes of Ireland’s 

Great Hunger include “The Kindness of 

Strangers,” with chapters on Quaker 

philanthropy, an exiled Polish Count who 

distributed emergency famine relief, and an 

American sea captain who arranged food 

shipments to Ireland; “Women’s Agency,” 

with three chapters on women who “rolled 

up her linen sleeves” to aid the poor; 

“Medical Heroes,” with five doctors who 

risked their own lives to aid the Irish; and 

sections on the role of religious orders in 

providing relief and Irish leadership. Final 

reflections include a chapter on “The 

Choctaw Gift.” The Choctaw were an 

impoverished Native American tribe who 

suffered through the Trail of Tears 

displacement to the Oklahoma Territory. 

They donated more than they could afford to 

Irish Famine Relief because they understood 

the hardship of oppression and going 

without. Kinealy, King, and Moran managed 

to enlist some of the top scholars in the field 

of Irish Studies from both sides of the 

Atlantic to document how individuals and 

groups made famine relief a priority, despite 

official government reticence and refusal in 

Great Britain and the United States. In her 

work, Kinealy continually draws 

connections between the Great Irish Famine 

and current issues, using the famine as a 

starting point for addressing problems in the 

world today. The introduction to the book 

opens with a discussion of the global 

response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Readers meet powerful individuals 

who deserve a special place in the history 

books. James Hack Tuke, a Quaker, not only 

provided and distributed relief, but he 

attempted to address the underlying issues 

that left Ireland, a British colony, 

impoverished. His reports from famine 

inflicted areas highlighted pre-existing 

social conditions caused by poverty, not just 

famine related hunger. His reports 

challenged the stereotype popularized in the 

British press that the Irish were lazy and 

stressed the compassion the Irish showed for 

their neighbors. While working with famine 

refugees in his British hometown of York, 

Tuke became ill with typhus, also known as 

“Famine Fever,” a disease that caused him 

to suffer from debilitating after-effects for 

the rest of his life. After the famine subsided 

in the 1850s, Tuck continued his campaign 

for Irish independence from the British 

yoke. 

Count Pawl de Strzelecki of Poland 

was an adopted British citizen who 

documented the impact of the Great Irish 

Famine so that British authorities could not 

ignore what was taking place and who spoke 

out against the inadequacy of British relief 

efforts. Strzelecki was a geographer, 

geologist, mineralogist, and explorer. As an 

agent for the British Association for the 

Relief of Distress in Ireland and the 

Highlands of Scotland, he submitted reports 

https://www.corkuniversitypress.com/Heroes-of-Ireland-s-Great-Hunger-p/9781736171202.htm
https://www.amazon.com/Heroes-Irelands-Hunger-Kinealy-Christine/dp/1736171208/ref=asc_df_1736171208/?tag=hyprod-20&linkCode=df0&hvadid=509360428262&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=10260824140681086991&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=9002415&hvtargid=pla-1349664678848&psc=1
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on conditions in County Donegal, Mayo and 

Sligo. The reports challenge the British 

government’s effort to minimize the impact 

of the famine on the Irish people. On a 

personal level, Strzelecki provided direct aid 

to impoverished Irish children and lobbied 

before Parliamentary committees for 

increased governmental and institutional 

attention to their plight. He later worked to 

provide assistance to women who were 

emigrating to Australia. 

The chapter on Asenath Nicholson 

was written by my colleague at Hofstra 

University, Maureen Murphy, Director of 

the New York State Great Irish Famine 

Curriculum and author of Compassionate 

Stranger: Asenath Nicholson and the Great 

Irish Famine. Nicholson was an American 

Protestant evangelical who traveled the Irish 

countryside delivering relief packets and 

sending reports home to the United States in 

an effort to raise more money. While she 

distributed Bibles, she did not make 

participation in Protestant services a 

condition of aid, unlike a number of British 

aid workers. Murphy describes Nicholson as 

a “woman who was ahead of her time – a 

vegetarian, a teetotaler, a pacifists, and an 

outdoor exercise enthusiast” (96). 

Nicholson’s achievements were largely 

ignored by a male-dominated world until 

brought to public attention by Murphy’s 

work. 

Daniel Donovan was a workhouse 

medical doctor in Skibbereen, perhaps the 

hardest hit town in County Cork and in all of 

Ireland. I consider him one of the most 

significant heroes included in the book. As 

epidemic diseases devoured the countryside, 

Dr. Dan, as he was known locally, treated 

the poor and documented conditions for the 

outside world. Donovan’s diary reported on 

the impact of the famine in Skibbereen was 

published in 1846 as Distress in West 

Carberry – Diary of a Dispensary Doctor 

and sections were reprinted in a number of 

newspapers in Ireland and England, 

including The Illustrated London News. Dr. 

Dan, who became a major international 

medical commentator on famine, fever, and 

cholera, continued to serve the people of 

Skibbereen until his death in 1877. 

I do have one area of disagreement 

with the editors. I would have included a 

section on the leaders of Young Ireland and 

the 1848 rebellion against British rule, 

including William Smith O’Brien, John 

Blake Dillon, John Mitchel, and Thomas 

Meagher. Rebellion, as well as relief, was an 

important and heroic response to the Great 

Irish Famine. 

 

Teaching Climate History: There is No 

Planet B, by Alan Singer 

 
Welcome to the Anthropocene. Since 

the start of the Industrial Revolution, 

human-caused climate change has impacted 

the globe with the burning of fossil fuels. 

http://www.nysed.gov/curriculum-instruction/great-irish-famine-curriculum
http://www.nysed.gov/curriculum-instruction/great-irish-famine-curriculum
https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/review-compassionate-stranger-asenath-nicholson-and-the-great-irish-famine-by-maureen-o-rourke-murphy-1.2385552
https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/review-compassionate-stranger-asenath-nicholson-and-the-great-irish-famine-by-maureen-o-rourke-murphy-1.2385552
https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/review-compassionate-stranger-asenath-nicholson-and-the-great-irish-famine-by-maureen-o-rourke-murphy-1.2385552


Teaching Social Studies: Vol. 22, No. 1, Winter/Spring 2022 

206 

 

The debate in classrooms and the political 

realm should not be whether climate change 

is happening or how much it places human 

civilization at risk but over how societies 

and individuals should respond. This 

interdisciplinary book offers an in-depth 

examination of the history of the Earth’s 

climate and how historians and citizens can 

influence contemporary climate debate and 

activism. The author explains climate 

history and climate science and makes this 

important subject matter accessible to a 

general audience. Chapter topics include 

examining the Earth’s geological past, the 

impact of climate on human evolution, the 

impact of climate on earlier civilizations, 

climate activism, and the need for 

international cooperation. Presenting climate 

history, human history, and climate science 

in a readable format and featuring resources 

for students, this book is meant for use by 

teachers in high school elective or an 

introductory college course setting. 

Chapters include “Our House is on 

Fire”; Tipping Points; Great Climate 

Migration; Earth’s Past Climates; Climate 

Change and Human Evolution; Extreme 

Heat; Four Billion Years of Climate 

History; Mass Extinctions; "Clocking" 

Climate Change; Diseases Carried by 

Mosquitoes or Hidden in the Ice; Climate 

Change Deniers and Minimizers; A Short 

Cold Snap of about 500 Years; Power of 

Ice; Climate Repercussions; Water Scarcity, 

Water’s Vengeance; Technology 

Debate; Saving the Amazon Rainforest; 

Capitalism vs. the Climate; and Climate 

Activism. There is an annotated 

bibliography and a list of resources for 

teaching about climate change. 

 

Social Studies for a Better World: An 

Anti-Oppressive Approach for 

Elementary Educators, by Noreen 

Naseem Rodriguez and Kathy Swalwell  

 
“In the wake of 2020, we need 

today’s young learners to be prepared to 

develop solutions to a host of entrenched 

and complex issues, including systemic 

racism, massive environmental problems, 

deep political divisions, and future 

pandemics that will severely test the 

effectiveness and equity of our health 

policies. What better place to start that 

preparation than with a social studies 

curriculum that enables elementary 

students to envision and build a better 

world? In this engaging guide two 

experienced social studies educators 

unpack the oppressions that so often 

characterize the elementary curriculum—

normalization, idealization, heroification, 

and dramatization—and show how 

common pitfalls can be replaced with 

creative solutions. Whether you’re a 

classroom teacher, methods student, or 

curriculum coordinator, this is a book that 

can transform your understanding of the 

social studies disciplines and their power 
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to disrupt the narratives that maintain 

current inequities.” Noreen Naseem 

Rodríguez is an Assistant Professor of 

Teacher Learning, Research, and Practice 

at the University of Colorado, Boulder. 

Katy Swalwell is Lead Equity Specialist 

for the Equity Literacy Institute and 

founder of Past Present Future Media & 

Consulting. 

 

Teaching For Black Lives and Teacher 

Unions and Social Justice 

 

Teaching for Black Lives, edited by 

Dyan Watson, Jesse Hagopian, and Wayne 

Au, grows directly out of the movement for 

Black lives. The editors recognize that anti-

Black racism constructs Black people, and 

Blackness generally, as not counting as 

human life. They provide resources and 

demonstrate how teachers connect 

curriculum to young people’s lives and root 

their concerns and daily experiences in what 

is taught and how classrooms are set up. 

They also highlight the hope and beauty of 

student activism and collective action. 

Teacher Unions and Social Justice, edited 

by Michael Charney, Jesse Hagopian, and 

Bob Peterson, is an anthology of more than 

60 articles documenting the history and the 

how-tos of social justice unionism. 

Together, they describe the growing 

movement to forge multiracial alliances with 

communities to defend and transform public 

education. 

 

Suffrage and Its Limits: The New York 

Story, edited by Kathleen M. Dowley, 

Susan Ingalls Lewis, and Meg Devlin 

O'Sullivan 

 
Suffrage and Its Limits offers a 

unique interdisciplinary overview of the 

legacy and limits of suffrage for the women 

of New York State. It commemorates the 

state suffrage centennial of 2017, yet arrives 

in time to contribute to celebrations around 

the national centennial of 2020. Bringing 

together scholars with a wide variety of 

research specialties, it initiates a timely 

dialogue that links an appreciation of 

accomplishments to a clearer understanding 

of present problems and an agenda for future 

progress. The first three chapters explore the 

state suffrage movement, the 1917 victory, 

and what New York women did with the 

vote. The next three chapters focus on the 
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status of women and politics in New York 

today. The final three chapters take a 

prospective look at the limits of liberal 

feminism and its unfinished agenda for 

women’s equality in New York. A preface 

by Lieutenant Governor Katherine Hochul 

and a final chapter by activist Barbara Smith 

bookend the discussion. Combining diverse 

approaches and analyses, this collection 

enables readers to make connections 

between history, political science, public 

policy, sociology, philosophy, and activism. 

This study moves beyond merely celebrating 

the centennial to tackle women's issues of 

today and tomorrow.   

Kathleen M. Dowley is Associate 

Professor and Chair of Political Science and 

International Relations, Susan Ingalls Lewis 

is Professor Emerita of History, and Meg 

Devlin O’Sullivan is Associate Professor of 

History and Women’s, Gender, and 

Sexuality Studies, at SUNY New Paltz. 

Sense of Origins: A Study of New York’s 

Young Italian Americans by Rosemary 

Serra, translated by  

Scott R. Kapuscinski 

 

In Sense of Origins, Rosemary Serra 

explores the lives of a significant group of 

self-identified young Italian Americans 

residing in New York City and its 

surrounding areas. The book presents and 

examines the results of a survey she 

conducted of their values, family 

relationships, prejudices and stereotypes, 

affiliations, attitudes and behaviors, and 

future perspectives of Italian American 

culture. The core of the study focuses on 

self-identification with Italian cultural 

heritage and analyzes it according to five 

aspects—physical, personality, cultural, 

psychological, and emotional/affective. The 

data provides insights into today’s young 

Italian Americans and the ways their 

perception of reality in everyday interactions 

is affected by their heritage, while shedding 

light on the value and symbolic references 

that come with an Italian heritage. Through 

her rendering of relevant facets that emerge 

from the study, Serra constructs 

interpretative models useful for outlining the 

physiognomy and characterization of 

second, third, fourth, and fifth generations of 

Italian Americans. In the current climate, 

questions of ethnicity and migrant identity 

around the world make Sense of 

Origins useful not only to the Italian 

American community but also to the 

descendants of the innumerable present-day 

migrants who find themselves living in 

countries different from those of their 

ancestors. The book will resonate in future 

explorations of ethnic identity in the United 

States. Rosemary Serra is Associate 

Professor of Sociology at the University of 

Trieste, Italy. Scott R. Kapuscinski teaches 

English at Queens College, City University 

of New York. 
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Teaching Critical Thinking in the Context 

of Political Rhetoric: A Guide for 

Classroom Practice, by Joseph Sanacore 

 
During the past several decades, 

there has been a blitz of information, 

sometimes referred to as the knowledge 

explosion, and students have struggled in 

their attempts to distinguish true, fake, and 

terribly biased information, especially 

regarding political issues. This book 

highlights the value of critical thinking as a 

way to navigate this difficult and frustrating 

terrain, so that students grow and develop as 

knowledgeable, independent thinkers. To 

promote this growth, the book offers 

thoughtful, evidence-based advice for 

teachers to support students’ deep thinking 

as it relates to real-world contexts. Strategies 

presented include student reflection based 

on experience, moving from narrow to 

broader perspectives, and using graphic 

organizers to build and activate knowledge 

before, during, and after instructional 

activities. With the instructional guidance 

and activities presented in this short, easy-

to-apply volume, teachers can give students 

the tools they need to negotiate the often-

murky waters of political. Chapters include: 

The Need to Teach Critical 

Thinking; Promoting Critical 

Thinking; Application and Transfer of 

Learning; Other Strategies and Activities 

That Support Transfer of Learning; The 

Value of Hard Work; and Reflections on 

Critical Thinking. 

In a review, Alina Reznitskaya, 

Professor, Department of Educational 

Foundations, Montclair State University, 

New Jersey, writes “Written at a time when 

news can be fake and facts can have 

alternatives, this book provides teachers 

with innovative research-based instructional 

strategies that help students learn how to 

think through complex questions in a 

deliberate and informed way. It is a timely 

and valuable resource for practitioners who 

are looking for effective ways to address a 

pressing educational priority: teaching 

students how to critically evaluate various 

types of information and reach a sound 

conclusion. Importantly, the book treats 

teachers as co-inquirers, who reflect on their 

own thinking and continue to learn with 

their students.” 

Joseph Sanacore is a journalist, 

researcher, and professor in the Department 

of Teaching and Learning at the Post 

Campus of Long Island University, 

Brookville, NY. He has authored more than 

100 articles, essays, and book chapters. He 

also was an elementary, middle, and high 

school teacher and a K-12 Director of 

Language Arts and Literacy. 
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Unlearning the Ropes, by Denise M. 

Bressler 

(Reviewed by Hank Bitten) 

 

“I now understand that schools are designed 

for someone like me, but schools are not 

designed well for the majority of the 

population.  This is deeply concerning…and 

it impacts every facet of our society. 

School should work well for everyone, but it 

doesn’t. Our country’s acute focus on 

grades pushes students to lose their 

motivation, enthusiasm, and confidence.” 

(Preface) 

I became a teacher a half century ago 

to make a difference in the lives of my 

students by using simulation games to 

engage students in problem solving and 

decision making as part of their education in 

world and United States history.  In my 

tenure as a teacher and administrator, I 

taught numerous classes on learning styles, 

differentiated learning, and assessments. 

Unlearning the Ropes provides 

substantial evidence and a new perspective 

for bringing about change in the culture of 

the local school district. There are 1.28 

million students in public schools in New 

Jersey and 57,486 in charter schools 

(Source).  With a dropout rate of 1%, there 

are approximately 13,000 students who drop 

out of school each year. There is an annual 

income gap of $10,000 between a student 

with a high school diploma and one without 

one. With two million high school dropouts 

in the United States in 2019, the amount of 

lost revenue is $20 billion and $400 million 

in lost taxes at 20% (Source).  Our goal is to 

educate productive citizens.  

Dr. Bressler provides a fresh 

perspective on the chronic problems of the 

rigid culture in most schools and local 

districts, the decision-making process for 

determining what to teach and how to teach 

it, and the blind acceptance of the cookie-

cutter model of grade-based education. The 

debates over cognitive and affective 

learning, cultural literacy and discipline-

based literacy, and the authority of the 

teacher’s grade book over differentiated 

instruction continue to be the victim of 

educational gridlock even though the 

educational research definitively supports 

choice and activity-based instruction.  

The call to action is in Chapter 2: 

“Instead of focusing on performance, we 

can help them concentrate on mastery and 

developing a more positive reaction to 

failure”. To place this in the context of a 

meeting of the faculty, department, or 

Principal’s Cabinet, I will focus my 

application to the teaching of social studies. 

The impact of Covid-19 and virtual learning 

environments is exponentially decreasing 

student motivation, cognitive abilities, and 

test scores. While this is an immediate cause 

the long-range causes of this trajectory are 

in the rapid cultural and technological 

https://www.nj.gov/education/doedata/fact.shtml
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/article/by-the-numbers-dropping-out-of-high-school/
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developments of the 20th century, which are 

currently at a heightened level of visibility. 

As teachers deemphasized papyrus in 

favor of video, digital, and oral platforms 

over the past two decades, the process of 

transforming information into deep memory 

was diminished. The steps to thinking 

involve gathering and organizing 

information, making notes, and converting 

text to visual memory to stimulate thinking 

and deeper memory.  Education is not a 

strategy for memorizing information and 

performance is not an assessment with letter 

or number grades. It is about thinking, 

experiencing, and solving.  Educators teach 

students how to learn and the historical 

content in the learning standards becomes 

the catalyst for learning.  

Dr. Bressler in Unlearning the Ropes 

directly addresses the benefits of ‘games’ as 

part of the learning process. The benefits of 

collaboration, decision-making, problem 

solving, engagement, and scaffolding 

learning at higher levels of cognition are 

clearly explained. My thesis was in 

simulation games in 1969 and I have 

observed the benefits of them with my 

students, children, and grandchildren over 

five decades. My grandchildren look 

forward to Fridays when their teacher 

engages them in Kahoot!  Although I 

believe their teachers use this as a diversion 

from the structured curriculum activities, my 

grandchildren are engaged because the 

activity is competitive, collaborative, and 

challenging. 

Although games work, students 

cannot play games in school every day and 

in the six or seven classes they are taking. If 

they did, games would have diminishing 

returns.  However, teachers should be 

mindful of the benefits of physical 

education, art, music, and electives where 

they are standing, participating in 

movement, and processing information.  For 

social studies teachers, it is essential to plan 

a variety of differentiated instructional 

activities.  Activity-designed instruction 

includes the familiar strategies of 

cooperative learning, student presentations, 

structured debates, independent research, 

cross-disciplinary activities, partnerships 

with discipline-based resources (colleges, 

local museums, virtual field trips, experts, 

civic leaders, senior citizens, etc.) and 

simulations, educational games, and virtual 

reality experiences.  

Unlearning the Ropes helped me to 

realize that teachers know what works 

effectively and they have access to excellent 

resources.  The missing links are the current 

limitations of how we assess what students 

are learning, parental or community 

understanding and support for active and 

engaged learning, and leadership from 

school administrators. Our current culture in 

most schools prevents teachers and 

departments from implementing 

differentiated instruction, academic literacy, 

and what I am suggesting is activity-

designed learning.   

How to begin? 

For educators who are serious about 

implementing the evidence-based changes 

proposed by Dr. Bressler, let me suggest the 

following: 

1. An audit of student grades on report 

cards, state assessments, and national 
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tests. This needs to be done K-12 with 

an independent analysis of skills, 

performance-based assessments such as 

essays, research papers, and 

presentations. If this cannot be 

conducted as a school or district, begin 

the audit in the social studies 

department. 

2. Gather and organize data on what 

students are doing with problem solving, 

decision-making, and thinking.  Collect 

anecdotal evidence from teachers and 

students, in addition to the evidence of 

rubrics. 

3. Conduct professional development with 

experts in the field through professional 

learning communities, staff 

development, or a consortium of social 

studies departments in schools in your 

area. 

 

4. Identify schools which have previously 

implemented (or are in the process of 

considering) differentiated and active 

learning lessons and performance-based 

assessments. 

5. Develop a model curriculum in core 

courses (K-12 if possible) that includes 

engaging activities, observations by 

other teachers or independent 

consultants (retired teachers and 

supervisors, instructional coaches, etc.), 

and alternative and performance-based 

assessments. 

6. Educate parents and stakeholders in the 

community on what is being considered, 

provide support from local college 

professors and admission counselors 

from local, state, regional, and ivy 

league colleges and universities, reveal 

your plan for quality control and 

continuing evaluation, and examples of 

performance-based assessments. If 

possible, include the voices of your 

students and teachers.  

It is best to move in this direction 

incrementally. Unlearning the Ropes 

presents examples of what meaningful 

learning is and how and why it is effective. 

In some ways this is ‘old school’ and yet 

educators, who are convinced that learning 

needs to be enjoyable and collaborative, 

need revolutionary steps to overcome the 

inherent barriers in their school district.  The 

lesson learned in Malcolm Gladwell’s The 

Tipping Point is that the first 20% of 

schools embracing the new direction will be 

the most difficult.   

“As a graduate student and an educational 

researcher, I have seen the standard lecture 

format prevail in teacher education. If 

preservice teachers are trained in settings 

that don’t promote agency, how are they 

supposed to know how to support agency in 

their classrooms? In-service teachers realize 

they lack these skills citing professional 

development as essential to learning to 

promote agency” (p. 98). 

Pre-service teachers should also read 

this book and become familiar with 

strategies that effectively measure learning 

rather than teaching. Consider the example 

below asking students to analyze the Battle 

of Long Island from the perspective of 

different choices. This was the first and 

largest battle in the Revolutionary War 

involving more than 40,000 soldiers. The 

date is August 27, 1776. 
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Could General Washington and the 

Continental Army have won the Battle of 

Long Island? 

How would each of these strategies change 

history? 

Washington should 

have attacked 

General Howe 

immediately after 

the signing of the 

Declaration of 

Independence on 

Staten Island. 

Washington had an 

army equal to or 

perhaps greater than 

that of the British in 

July. (Offense was 

the preferred 

option.) 

Washington should 

have negotiated an 

agreement with 

General Howe 

realizing that the 

20,000 British and 

Hessian forces 

were stronger and 

better equipped 

than the 

Continental Army. 

(Fighting was not 

an option.) 

Washington’s 

decision to position 

some troops on 

Long Island 

(Brooklyn Heights), 

maintain a reserve 

force along the East 

River in Manhattan, 

and station backup 

forces in New 

Jersey along the 

Hudson. (Defense 

was the preferred 

option.) 

Let the British take 

New York and 

control the New 

England colonies 

while regrouping 

and defending 

Philadelphia and 

the Middle and 

Southern colonies. 

Use the area of 

New Jersey to 

gather intelligence 

and monitor the 

British forces. 

Blockade New 

York Harbor and 

cut off supplies to 

the British army. 

(Creating a new 

scenario.) 

 

“When students are given control over 

their learning, the outcomes range from 

improved achievement to enhanced 

motivation, enthusiasm, and confidence” 

(p. 95) 

Research the experts!  Which 

interpretation do you think caused the 

American Revolution? 

What caused the 

American 

Revolution? 

Supporting a 

Claim with 

Evidence 

Democratic 

Movement (Robert 

Brown, Michigan 

State Univ.) 

Ideological 

Influences 

(Bernard Bailyn, 

Harvard) 

Economic Causes 

(Andrew Hacker, 

Queens College) 

Class Struggles 

(Merrill Jensen, 

Univ. of 

Wisconsin) 

 

The models above allow students to 

ask questions, investigate the geography, 

engage with research, learn from each other, 

make a claim, and understand the historical 

account of what actually happened and why 

it happened. Similar options for learning 

other issues and events can follow this 

general model. For example, in Civics, 

engage students with Project Citizen, in U.S. 

History, use a Model Congress or press 

conference, in World History, consider the 

Model UN or creating a tapestry of social 

and cultural history. 

http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/teachers/lesson_plans/pdfs/unit1_14.pdf
http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/teachers/lesson_plans/pdfs/unit1_14.pdf
http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/teachers/lesson_plans/pdfs/unit1_14.pdf
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The advice of Albert Einstein 

supports problem solving and decision-

making lessons, “I never teach my pupils.  I 

only provide the conditions in which they 

can learn” (p. 85). The conditions for 

student engagement and thinking include 

taking risks and learning from mistakes, the 

independence to be creative, collaboration 

with peers and adults, and learning by 

enjoying.  Schools and classrooms do not 

need to provide the magical kingdom of a 

Disney World but they should provide the 

differentiated experiences of animal 

kingdom, Epcot, the Wild West, and the 

Hall of Presidents! The ‘Disney experience’ 

provides differentiated activities with lots of 

fun. 

In addition to providing explicit 

insights into differentiated learning 

experiences, Unlearning the Ropes provides 

personal reflections about parenting, school 

culture, and adolescent psychology. The 

book is easy to read and prompts serious 

discussion about student productivity, the 

efficient distribution of academic content, 

and redesigning the traditional model of 

cultural literacy into academic literacy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You Are Where You Go: A Traveler’s 

Coming of Age Journey through 70 

Countries and 7 Continents During 

College, by Caitlyn Lubas 

(Review by Hank Bitten) 

 

My first visit, at age ten, to the 

Rivoli Theatre on Main Street in Paterson 

was to see the Jules Vernes movie Around 

the World in 80 Days.  My knowledge of the 

world at age ten was limited to a globe, map 

of the world, and pictures in Life magazine. 

In 1957, travel was still mostly by propeller 

powered airplanes.  The turbulence made 

travel by air bumpy, there were frequent 

fueling stops, and pressurized cabins were 

just being installed. 

 

The movie opened my eyes to places 

in Africa, Asia, and South America that 
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were new to me.  The scenes of the physical 

geography of place were amazing and my 

exposure to culture motivated me to study 

anthropology years later at N.Y.U.  The 

book, All I Really Needed to Know I learned 

in Kindergarten by Robert Fulghum is 

another reminder of the influence of teachers 

and their lessons.  When we engage students 

in thinking, we are nurturing more than 

historical content, disciplinary concepts, or 

skill sets. When students think about what 

they are learning, the brain redirects 

knowledge from their eyes to their hearts.  

This is how visual memory deepens and 

changes lives.  

Caitlyn Lubas was my student and 

took my class on the Global Economy at 

Indian Hills High School. The wisdom and 

insights in her book, is a reminder of the 

influence that teachers have in the lessons 

they teach – especially in social studies. 

“Before travel, my worldview was 

like an old radio tuned into a channel that 

was only producing static-uninformed and 

lacking any key message.  Each unique 

experience abroad allowed me to tune into a 

clearer signal of what the world is really 

like-dynamic, vibrant, and enlightening” (p. 

5). 

Caitlyn’s experience at New York 

University was transformative. As a high 

school student Caitlyn communicated with 

other teenagers from a variety of countries 

developing an international network of 

social capital. Through social media, video 

channels, and books, she was able to talk 

with different people about culture, issues, 

family, and school. In high school, we 

traveled to Europe and provided 

opportunities for meeting students from 

Japan, Germany, and Denmark in our study 

of global business, the environment, and 

human rights. In the first chapter of her 

book, she provides tips on how to make a 

decision that prioritizes travel as a tutorial 

for the academic literacy needed for every 

21st century student. The globalization of 

education has become an essential 

component of academic literacy in 

understanding the common values and 

experiences we share, the relationship 

between the individual and the state, and our 

responsibility to protect our planet. As I was 

reading Caitlyn’s book, I was reminded that 

I have students working on six continents 

(Denmark, Uganda, Ukraine, Switzerland, 

Germany, Argentina, Brazil, Israel, etc.) and 

others who talk with people in other 

countries every day. Caitlyn’s book has 

relevance because it provides a cultural and 

visible connection to places and people. 

I was able to identify with her 

personal stories about her visits to many 

places in Europe, although I found some of 

her insights and information to be new and 

interesting.  Her chapter on Vietnam, Laos, 

Japan, and Singapore offered unique 

perspectives to me regarding her leg injury 

in Vietnam, cubicle hostel with pod beds in 

Japan, self-discovery of people and scenery 

in Laos, and uncomfortable encounters of a 

young Asian girl having dinner with an 

older man in Singapore, even though the 

man was her father.  I learned about new 

perspectives of culture, traveling in 

inclement weather, coping with Google 

translator, and navigating the Mekong River. 

Teachers should be reminded that their 



Teaching Social Studies: Vol. 22, No. 1, Winter/Spring 2022 

216 

 

teaching of geography involves more than 

place or name recognition as holidays, street 

culture, food, beliefs, and gender roles are 

equally important. When traveling inside 

another culture, our behaviors and attitudes 

are observable. Caitlyn discovered that she 

was the outsider. 

This was very evident in the chapter 

on the Middle East and her experiences in 

Jordan, Dubai, and Abu Dhabi.  I remember 

when New York University developed this 

global education program and what I learned 

from Professor of History David L. Lewis as 

the program was evolving and taking shape 

in 2008-10. The unique experience of NYU 

Abu Dhabi and NYU Singapore is how 

students experienced the diversity of a 

global community. I had two students 

graduate from this academic opportunity.  

When Caitlyn stepped off the plane and 

entered one of the most luxurious and 

spacious airport terminals on the planet, she 

sat alone in a taxi in shorts and quickly 

stood out in an environment of long 

garments and face coverings. 

 

 

Abu Dhabi 

In my high school Global Issues 

class, we partnered with Keio Academy in 

Purchase, NY for an overnight stay in a 

dormitory based Japanese high school.  We 

attended classes in Japanese, played 

Japanese style dodge ball, and discussed 

international issues. For my Bergen County 

students, this was their first experience 

immersed in a new culture and paired with a 

student they had only been introduced to 

through emails and letters. Caitlyn was my 

student and experienced this as a freshman.  

Now, at NYU, her roommates were from 

three different countries and cultures. 

However, they shared a common interest in 

travel and adventure. 

I learned more in this chapter on the 

Middle East about how our eyes 

communicate messages to our brains than in 

the other chapters. Reading about Caitlyn’s 

observations of her independence in New 

York City with her new understanding of 

how young girls in Abu Dhabi and the 

Middle East feel liberated as their long 

garments conceal their sexuality and 

feminism from public observation and 

comment.  

 

I also learned that the familiar TV 

monitor on the back of the seat on the 

airplane includes an arrow pointing to the 

east for Islamic prayers during the day.  Her 

experiences with food, visiting a Bedouin 

community, the demographic diversity of 

Dubai and other cities, and the inaccuracy of 

the stereotypes portrayed in the American 

media and classrooms are valuable lessons 

for everyone who reads her book.  The 

familiar phrase of the book, All I Really 
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Needed to Know I learned in Kindergarten, 

might be rephrased by “All I Really Need to 

Know about People, I Learned in My Global 

Classroom in College.” 

The chapter on Africa (Kenya, 

Tanzania, and Malawi) gives the reader a 

perspective of time and place by returning to 

the Bronze Age or perhaps the last century 

of the Neolithic Age. This is the birth of 

civilization and we are taken back in time to 

life on the safari before asphalt roads and 

power lines. This is the world of the Maasai, 

the open sky of the Serengeti plains, and 

swarms of insects.  It is a place without Wi-

Fi connectivity, stocked shelves of 

supermarkets, and the traffic on urban 

highways and city streets. In our teaching of 

geography we neglect, or intentionally 

avoid, the experiences of millions of people 

who have no experience with flush toilets, 

access to hot water for washing hands or 

drinking from a faucet.  It is worth the read 

because it is from the perspective of a 

youthful college student! 

If your time is limited to reading 

only one chapter, it would have to be 

Caitlyn’s experience of traveling across the 

Drake Passage to Antarctica for a camping 

trip, without the campfires. The journey 

begins shortly after the December solstice 

when the sun is directly over the Tropic of 

Capricorn. Her experience of being 

immersed in total sunshine with brilliant 

images on the white snow and icebergs. 

However, it is the challenges of protecting 

the environment without leaving any human 

or carbon footprints, digging ditches to 

make a bed for protection against the 

fiercest winds and coldest temperatures on 

the planet, and learning how to excrete 

bodily fluids and solids during a blizzard.  

Antarctica is a beautiful landscape of white 

and perhaps the only place on the planet 

where the sounds of silence are heard…or 

not heard. 

The book is readable for middle and 

high school students and adults. It is her 

personal reflection about life, traveling 

alone, and experiencing culture and the 

harshness of geography. Teachers who value 

perspectives will want to include Caitlyn’s!  

___________________________________ 

 

Conflicted Vision: Thomas Jefferson and 

the University of Virginia, by Alan Taylor 

(Review by James J. Carpenter) 

 In any discussion of early America 

and public education, Thomas Jefferson 

inevitably plays a central role. For many, he 

“remains one of democratic education’s 

founding fathers” (Neem, 2013, p. 3). 

Jefferson’s Bill for the General Diffusion of 

Knowledge called for a three-tiered system 

of public schooling that would, according to 

Wagoner (2004), “elevate the mass of 

people to the moral status necessary to 

insure good government and public safety 

and happiness” (p. 34). Jefferson’s vision for 

Virginia schools would fall victim to the 

political realities of that state, save for the 

eventual establishment of the University of 

Virginia in 1819. Indeed, the university is 

one of three accomplishments Jefferson had 

engraved on his tomb, along with being the 

author of the Declaration of Independence 
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and of the Virginia Statute for Religious 

Freedom.  

 Like most of Jefferson’s life, there is 

a considerable volume of literature on his 

educational views and his plans for 

improving education in his beloved Virginia 

(e.g. Addis, 2003; Conant, 1962; Gilreath, 

1999; Heslep, 1969; and Wills, 2002). I was 

curious, therefore, to read Alan Taylor’s 

latest work entitled Thomas Jefferson’s 

Education. Was this a description of 

Jefferson’s personal educational odyssey or 

was this another discourse on his 

educational philosophy and plans for public 

schooling in Virginia?  I was pleasantly 

surprised to find it was both and more. 

Taylor successfully weaves Jefferson’s fight 

to advance public education in Virginia with 

stories of a wide variety of individuals who 

supported or resisted his goals. Furthermore, 

he situates these often bitter political 

struggles in the context of a stratified 

Virginia society built on a foundation of 

enslaved labor.   

Indeed, Taylor’s description of a 

complicated social milieu often seems to be 

the real subject of his book. At first, as a 

reader, I was distracted by the many 

anecdotes and stories Taylor offers as 

illustrations for the contesting forces that 

impacted Jefferson’s goal of free public 

education for white males. It is only when 

the reader sits back and focuses on the entire 

mosaic rather than on the individual tesserae 

that Taylor’s story becomes clear. He rather 

quickly addresses the failure of Virginia’s 

legislature to approve Jefferson’s plans for 

publicly funded elementary and secondary 

schools and focuses on Jefferson’s goal for a 

public university that would rival Harvard 

and Yale.  

 Taylor places this struggle to create 

the University of Virginia in the context of 

powerful cultural forces within the state – 

and by extension throughout the South – and 

thereby creates a fascinating subtext for his 

book. The primary forces at work were the 

increasingly rigid attitudes regarding slavery 

and the strict adherence to the gentry’s 

belief in their privileged status including 

their preference for drinking, gambling, and 

dueling in defense of their honor. Taylor 

masterfully posits these societal flaws 

against Jefferson’s wishes to create a 

university which would train leaders who 

would reform Virginia. Jefferson envisioned 

this next generation of leaders would further 

republicanism by adopting “a more 

democratic state constitution for white 

men,” by embracing his goals for public 

education for all white children, and by 

emancipating but deporting slaves (p. 307). 

Jefferson’s hopes for the future evolved 

during a period where regional bitterness 

was hardening at an alarming rate, an 

extreme bitterness Joanne Freeman (2018) 

has described as a violent “cultural 

federalism” (p. 50). Southern politicians 

increasingly saw the Union as endangered 

by northern political and economic interests 

which would put the South at a distinct 

disadvantage. Southern fathers did not want 

their sons attending northern institutions of 

higher learning for fear they would be 

corrupted by antislavery ideas and 

dangerous democratic ideas of equality. 

Instead, southern “gentlemen attended 

college to hone social skills and cultivate 

social networks” (p. 82). Additionally, 
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“fathers wanted sons to develop a robust 

sense of honor,” including choosing dueling 

over accepting insults (p. 83). And, as 

Taylor describes, their sons whole-heartedly 

bought into their privileged status; to the 

extent that they believed themselves exempt 

from obeying rules and policies 

implemented by those they believed to be of 

inferior status including their professors. 

Indeed, according to Taylor, this strategy at 

times worked all too well. Most of 

Virginia’s young gentlemen “became petty 

tyrants” to the state’s enslaved population 

(p. 83). 

 It was in this social and cultural 

milieu that Jefferson and others in Virginia’s 

founding generation tried to re-establish that 

state’s prestige. As other states, especially in 

the North, gained in population and in 

political influence, these aging leaders 

identified education as the means to restore 

Virginia to what they believed to be her 

rightful status. The College of William and 

Mary was in decline since the state capitol 

had moved from Williamsburg to Richmond 

and Jefferson saw this as an opportunity to 

build a new university, one that would 

embody his philosophical beliefs and be free 

from any religious connections. Taylor 

describes Jefferson’s reliance on his chief 

lieutenant in the state legislature, Joseph C. 

Cabell, and his efforts to thwart other 

attempts to construct a university in 

locations other than Charlottesville. Many 

personalities are presented in this account; 

some famous like James Madison, Patrick 

Henry, and James Monroe and others less 

so, such as the Scottish teacher James 

Ogilvie, the mercurial John Randolph, and 

Jefferson’s rival for controlling the fledgling 

university, John Hartwell Cocke.  

In detailing how he secured his 

beloved university, Taylor sheds light on 

Jefferson’s complex personality. For 

example, in constructing the university 

Jefferson dismissed the idea of sharing state 

education allocations with two other 

campuses he ridiculed as “’local interests’” 

while remaining oblivious to the parochial 

nature of his own plans (p. 198). Believing 

“that only architectural grandeur could 

attract many students” (p. 211), Jefferson’s 

construction costs exceeded both the state 

appropriations and private monies raised 

through subscriptions leaving the university 

with no money for scholarships for 

deserving students. As a result, only sons of 

the wealthiest Virginia families could afford 

to attend causing the university to “suffer 

from their homogeneity and sense of 

entitlement” (p. 214).  

 Known for his pleasing manners and 

hospitable nature, Jefferson could also be 

sharp and intransient on issues he deemed 

important. His insistence that the university 

be free from religious influence and that 

there be no professor of divinity alienated 

many Virginia Christians, especially 

Evangelical Episcopalians and 

Presbyterians, leading to contentious 

struggles with the university’s Board of 

Visitors and state political leaders. Though 

he expressed a faith in the free expression of 

ideas, Taylor describes how Jefferson 

“assumed that the free pursuit of truth 

always led to his conclusions.” His 

university would be a bastion of republican 

orthodoxy free from “Federalist 

“’heresies.’” For example, Jefferson selected 
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political readings that “favored states’ rights 

over national consolidation” as texts for the 

professor of law to use (p. 238, emphasis 

added to first quote). Republicanism was the 

litmus test in hiring for Jefferson. Therefore 

“no Federalist need apply to become 

professor of law at the University of 

Virginia,” regardless of his qualifications (p. 

239). Far from promoting a democratic 

education, Jefferson often endorsed a more 

authoritarian approach in managing the day 

to day issues at his university.  

 Today the University of Virginia is 

one of the most respected public universities 

in the United States. It is fondly referred to 

as Mr. Jefferson’s university. The picture 

Taylor paints of the early days of the 

university is at odds with what it has 

become. Plagued by low enrollments and 

financial problems, it initially housed a 

student population more dedicated to 

drinking, gambling, and carousing than to 

studying. Students accustomed to privilege 

and power frequently fought, rioted, 

mistreated slaves, and disrespected faculty, 

with one student actually fatally shooting a 

professor. Following Jefferson’s death in 

1826, things began to change, albeit slowly. 

By the mid-1840s, the university could 

afford to grant scholarships to deserving but 

less affluent students. Increasing 

enrollments led to greater numbers of 

Christian students who would have been 

unacceptable to Jefferson. Faculty hires 

became less political and rule changes on 

campus led to less violent and more sober 

student behavior. By the eve of the Civil 

War, the University of Virginia was 

becoming a major academic institution 

though not as envisioned by its famous 

founder. 

 The evolution Taylor describes 

contains many ironies. For example, while 

largely ignoring the need to educate women 

beyond what was required to be a good wife 

(though he did promote learning for his own 

daughters and granddaughters), it was 

Jefferson’s daughters and granddaughters 

who became “teachers of a new generation 

of women” and who managed to save their 

family financially after the Civil War (p. 

315). And Taylor masterfully describes the 

problematic relationship between Jefferson’s 

primary objectives for students who 

attended the University of Virginia. One 

goal was to produce republican leaders who 

would protect the rights of states against 

what he perceived as an increasingly 

threatening union controlled by northern 

politicians. His second objective was that 

these more enlightened leaders would 

reform Virginia, especially by first ending 

slavery and then deporting the formerly 

enslaved out of the United States, thereby 

ridding the country of its original sin. 

Jefferson failed to see these two goals as 

being contradictory. As Taylor 

demonstrates, the next generation did defend 

states’ rights in ways Jefferson could not 

have imagined. And rather than seeing 

slavery as a sin to be abolished, Virginia 

leaders promoted slavery as a positive 

institution which protected an inferior race. 

Ultimately, the university students did not 

“uproot slavery as Jefferson had hoped,” but 

instead “defended it and served the 

Confederacy in the Civil War” (p. 307). In 

delineating this progression to the potential 

dissolution of the union Jefferson had helped 
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create, Taylor not only has made a valuable 

contribution to the literature on Thomas 

Jefferson’s impact on education but also to 

that of the history of education in the United 

States and to that of sectional development 

in ante-bellum America.      

 

References 

 

Addis, C. (2003). Jefferson’s Vision for 

Education, 1760-1845. New York, NY: 

Peter Lang. 

Conant, J. B. (1962), Thomas Jefferson and 

the Development of American Public 

Education. Berkeley, CA: University of 

California Press. 

Freeman, J. B. (2018). The field of blood: 

Violence in Congress and the road to civil 

war. New York NY: Farrar, Straus and 

Giroux. 

Gilreath, J. (Ed.). (1999). Thomas Jefferson 

and the Education of a Citizen. Washington, 

D. C.: The Library of Congress. 

Heslep, R. D. (1969). Thomas Jefferson & 

Education. New York, NY: Random House.  

Neem, J. (2013). Is Jefferson a founding 

father of democratic education? A response 

to “Jefferson and the ideology of democratic 

schooling.” Democracy and Education, 21 

(2), Article 8. Available at 

https://www.democracyandeducationjournal.

org/home/vol21/iss2/8.  

Wagoner, J. L., Jr. (2004). Jefferson and 

education. (Monticello monograph series). 

Chapel Hill, NC: University of North 

Carolina Press. 

Wills, G. (2002). Mr. Jefferson’s University. 

Washington, D.C.: National Geographic 

Society. 

 

 

 

https://www.democracyandeducationjournal.org/home/vol21/iss2/8
https://www.democracyandeducationjournal.org/home/vol21/iss2/8


Teaching Social Studies: Vol. 22, No. 1, Winter/Spring 2022 

222 

 

 

About the Authors: 

 Erin Adams is Associate Professor of Elementary Social Studies Education at Kennesaw State University. A former 

middle grades teacher, her work primarily explores the social implications of teaching and learning K-12 economics. 

Her work can be found at https://erinonecon.net/.  

Dean Bacigalupo is a social studies teacher at Lincoln Orens Middle School in Island Park, NY, and an adjunct at 

Hofstra University working with student teachers. 

Dennis Belen-Morales is a first year teacher at the Taft Educational Complex, Bronx, New York.  

Michael Broccolo is an educational specialist who previously served the Niagara Falls Underground Railroad Heritage 

Center as a Visitor Experience Guide. Broccolo plans on teaching social studies in New York State. 

Lisa Buchanan is an Associate Professor of Education at Elon University where she teaches courses in the School of 

Education. 

Victoria Burd is a preservice social studies educator at Rider University. 

Tara Burk is a lecturer in the Women’s Gender Studies department at Rutgers University and a secondary school 

social studies educator. 

Pete Burkholder is professor of history at Fairleigh Dickinson University in Madison, NJ.  

Christopher Connell is a freelance writer, working with the Piedmont Journalism Foundation.  

Alexa Corben teaches in the Northport-East Northport, NY School District. 

Bruce W. Dearstyne taught New York history at SUNY Albany, SUNY Potsdam, and Russell Sage College. He was also a 
professor at the College of Information Studies, University of Maryland, where he continues to teach as an adjunct 
professor. 

David Edelman is a social studies teacher and instructional leader at Union Square Academy for Health Sciences in 

New York City. 

Alexis Farina is an elementary school teacher and a graduate student in the Hofstra University teacher education 

program. 

Peter Feinman is the founder and president of the Institute of History, Archaeology, and Education.  

Emily Festa is an elementary education student at Molloy College, Rockville Centre, NY. 

Abigail Fisch is a preservice social studies educator at Rider University. 

Sean Foley is a preservice social studies educator at Rider University. 

https://erinonecon.net/


Teaching Social Studies: Vol. 22, No. 1, Winter/Spring 2022 

223 

 

Karla Freire teaches at the Metropolitan Expeditionary Learning School, Queens, New York.  

Melanie Gallo is a preservice social studies educator at Rider University. 

Ellen Gruber Garvey is Professor of English at New Jersey City University in Jersey City. 

Madison Hamada is a recent graduate of the Hofstra University teacher education program. 

Charles F. Howlett retired as social studies chair at Amityville High School and as a social studies educator at Molloy 

College, Rockville Centre, New York.  

Matt Hunter is a reporter for Spectrum Local News in Albany, NY.  

Sarah Johnson  teaches at Westlake Middle School in Thornwood, NY. 

Adam Laats is an education and history professor at the State University of New York at Binghamton 

David Levine is an award-winning editor and writer based in Albany, NY. 

Megan McGlynn is a preservice social studies educator at Rider University. 

Dennis Belen Morales teaches at the Dreamyard Preparatory High School, Bronx New York.  

David Morris is a retired New York City social studies teacher and high school principal, and an adjunct at Hofstra 

University working with student teachers. 

Marion Palm is an archivist for the Metro New York Synod of the Evangelical Church of America and poet in residence 

for Trinity Lutheran Church. 

Anthony Richard teaches at North Shore Middle School, Glen Head, New York. 

Leah Rosenzweig is a free-lance journalist and a graduate student at Hofstra University.  

Stephanie Rosvoglou teaches in the Herricks School District and is a graduate student at Hofstra University.  

Daniel Saperstein, Esq. is an attorney and a former adjunct professor of history. 

Evan Saperstein is an adjunct professor at William Paterson University and a high school social studies teacher. Evan 
holds an Ed.D. in Curriculum, Teaching, Learning, and Leadership from Northeastern University.   

Nora Sayed is a preservice social studies educator at Rider University.  

Dana Faye Serure, Ed.D. is an Assistant Professor of history and social studies education. Dr. Serure teaches secondary 

social studies methods and graduate courses.  

Dana Schaffer is deputy director of the American Historical Association. 

Kevin Sheehan retired as social studies chair at Oceanside High School and as a social studies educator at Molloy 

College, Rockville Centre, NY. 



Teaching Social Studies: Vol. 22, No. 1, Winter/Spring 2022 

224 

 

Alan Singer teaches social studies education at Hofstra University, Hempstead, NY. 

Emily Sloan is an elementary education student at Molloy College, Rockville Centre, NY. 

Will Spector is a preservice social studies educator at Rider University. 

Michael Tomasulo is a preservice social studies educator at Rider University. 

KellyAnn Turton is an elementary education student at Molloy College, Rockville Centre, NY. 

Elizabeth Tyree teaches at Lavelle Prep High School on Staten Island, NY. 

Cara Ward teaches a variety of elementary and secondary education courses in the Watson College of Education 

at the University of North Carolina Wilmington. 

Deborah Willett is a Special Collections librarian at Hofstra University, Hempstead, New York. 

Teresa Ann Willis is a New York City public school teacher, a Restorative Practices trainer/consultant for K-12 schools, 

and a curriculum developer for the Morningside Center for Teaching Social Responsibility. 

Melissa Wilson is a graduate student at Hofstra University.  

Lawrence S. Wittner is Professor of History Emeritus at SUNY/Albany and the author of Confronting the 

Bomb (Stanford University Press).  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

https://www.amazon.com/Confronting-Bomb-Disarmament-Movement-Stanford/dp/0804756325/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1440554214&sr=1-1&keywords=confronting+the+bomb
https://www.amazon.com/Confronting-Bomb-Disarmament-Movement-Stanford/dp/0804756325/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1440554214&sr=1-1&keywords=confronting+the+bomb

