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ISTORY IS A WEAPO

Excerpt from A People's History of The United States

By Howard zinn

(From the chapter "Robber Barons and Rebels")

This was not just a whim of the 1880's and 1890's -it went back to the founding
fathers, who had learned their law in the era of Blackstone's Commentaries,
which said: "So great is the regard of the law for private property, that it will not
authorize the lest violation of it; no, not even for the common good of the whole
community."
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Control in modern times requires more than force, more than law. It requires that
a population dangerously concentrated in cities and factories, whose lives are
filled with cause for rebellion, be taught that all is right as it is. And so, the
schools, the churches, the popular literature taught that to be rich was a sign of
superiority, to be poor a sign of personal failure, and that only way upward for a
poor person was to climb into the ranks of the rich by extraordinary effort and
extraordinary luck.

In those years after the Civil War, a man named Russell Conwell, a graduate of
Yale Law school, a minister, and author of best-selling books, gave the same
lecture, "Acres of Diamonds," more than five thousand times to audiences across
the country, reaching several million people in all. His message was that anyone
could get rich of he tried hard enough, that everywhere, if people looked closely
enough, were "acres of diamonds." A sampling:

I say that you ought to get rich, and it is your duty to get rich. . . The
men who get rich may be the most honest men you find in the
community. Let me say here clearly . . . ninety-eight out of one
hundred of the rich men of America are honest. That is why they are
rich. That is why they are trusted with money. The is why they carry
on great enterprises and find plenty of people to work with them. It
is because they are honest men. . . . I sympathize with the poor, but
the number of poor who are to be sympathized with is very small. To
sympathize with a man whom God has punished for his sins . . . is to
do wrong. . . . let us remember there is not a poor person in the
United Stated who was not made poor by his own shortcomings. . .

Conwell was a founder of Temple University. Rockefeller was a donor colleges
all over the country and helped found the University of chicago. Huntington, of
the Central Pacific, gave money to two Negro colleges, Hampton Institute and
Tuskegee Institute. Carnegie gave money to colleges and to libraries. Johns
Hopkins wan founded by a millionaire. Cornelius Vanderbilt, Ezra Cornell,
James Duke, and Leland Stanford created universities in their own names.

The rich, giving part of their enormous earnings in this way, became known as
philanthropists. These educational institutions did not encourage dissent; they
trained the middlemen in America system-the teachers, doctors, lawyers,
adminisstrators, engineers, technicians, politicans-those who would be paid to
keep the system going, to be loyal buffers against trouble.

In the meantime, the spread of public school education enabled the learning of
the writing, reading and arithmetic for a whole generation of workers, skilled and
semiskilled, who would be the literate labor force of the new industrial age. It
was important that these people learn obedience to authority. A journalist
observer of the schools in the 1890's wrote: "The unkindly spirit of the teacher is



strikingly apparent: the pupils, being completely subjugated to her will, are silent
and motionless, the spiritual atmosphere of the classroom is damp and chilly."

Back in 1859, the desire of mill owners in the town of Lowell that their workers
be educated was explained by the secretary of the Massachusetts Board of
Education:

The owners of factories are more concerned than other classes and
interests in the intelligence of their laborers. When the latter are
well-educated and the former are disposed of deal justly,
controversies and strikes can never occur, nor can the minds of the
masses be prejudiced by demagogues and controlled by temporary
and factious considerations.

Joel Spring, in his book Education and the Rise of the Corporate State, says:
"The development of a factory-like system in the nineteenth-century schoolroom
was not an accidental."

This continued into the twentieth century, when William Bagley's Classroom
Management became a standard teacher training text, reprinted thirty times.
Bagley said: "One who studies educational theory aright can see in the
mechanical routine of the classroom the educative forces that are slowly
transforming the child from a little savage into a creature of law and order, fit for
the life of civilized society."

It was in the middle and late nineteenth century that high schools developed as
aids to the industrial system, that history was widely required in the curriculum
to foster patriotism. Loyalty oaths, teacher certification, and the requirement of
citizenship were introduced to control both the educational and the political
quality of teachers. Also, in the latter part of the century, school officials-not
teachers-were given control over textbooks. Laws passed by the states barred
certain kinds of textbooks. Idaho and Montana, for instance, forbade textbooks
propagating "political" doctrines, and Dakota Territory ruled that school libraries
could not have "partisan political pamphlets or books."
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'..these innocent people (whites)...are still
trapped in a history which they do not
understand; and until they understand it, they
cannot be released from it. They have had to
believe for many years, and for innumerable
reasons, that black men are inferior to white
men. Many of them, indeed, know better, but,
as you will discover, people find it very
difficult to act on what they know. To act is to
be committed, and to be committed is to be in
danger. In this case, the danger, in the minds of
most white Americans, is the loss of their
identity.'

©James Baldwin



