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The Limits of Master Narratives
in History Textbooks: An
Analysis of Representations of
Martin Luther King, Jr.

by Derrick P. Alridge — 2006

In this study, | argue that American history
textbooks present discrete, heroic, one-
dimensional, and neatly packaged master
narratives that deny students a complex,
realistic, and rich understanding of people and
events in American history. In making this
argument, | examine the master narratives of
Martin Luther King, Jr., in high school history
textbooks and show how textbooks present
prescribed, oversimplified, and
uncontroversial narratives of King that obscure
important elements in King's life and thought.
Such master narratives, | contend, permeate
most history textbooks and deny students
critical lenses through which to examine,
analyze, and interpret social issues today. The
article concludes with suggestions about how
teachers might begin to address the current
problem of master narratives and offer
alternative approaches to presenting U.S.
history.

During my years as a high school history
teacher in the early 1990s, | observed the
extent to which history textbooks often
presented simplistic, one-dimensional
interpretations of American history within a
heroic and celebratory master narrative.l The
ideas and representations in textbooks
presented a teleological progression from
‘‘great men’’ to ‘‘great events,’’ usually
focusing on an idealistic evolution toward
American democracy. Reflecting on these
years, | also remember how heavily teachers
relied on these textbooks, consequently
denying students an accurate picture of the
complexity and richness of American history.

U.S. history courses and curricula are
dominated by such heroic and celebratory
master narratives as those portraying George
Washington and Thomas Jefferson as the heroic
“‘Founding Fathers,’” Abraham Lincoln as the
“‘Great Emancipator,’” and Martin Luther King,
Jr., as the messianic savior of African
Americans. Often these figures are portrayed in
isolation from other individuals and events in
their historical context. At the same time, the
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more controversial aspects of their lives and
beliefs are left out of many history textbooks.
The result is that students often are exposed to
simplistic, one-dimensional, and truncated
portraits that deny them a realistic and
multifaceted picture of American history. In
this way, such texts and curricula undermine a
key purpose of learning history in the first
place: History should provide students with an
understanding of the complexities,
contradictions, and nuances in American
history, and knowledge of its triumphs and
strengths.?

In his highly regarded book, Lies My Teacher
Told Me: Everything Your American History
Textbook Got Wrong, James Loewen argued
that ““Textbooks are often muddled by the
conflicting desires to promote inquiry and to
indoctrinate blind patriotism’’ and that history
is usually presented as ““facts to be learned,”’
free of controversy and contradictions between
American ideals and practice. According to
Loewen, the simplistic and doctrinaire content
in most history textbooks contributes to
student boredom and fails to challenge
students to think about the relationship of
history to contemporary social affairs and life.3

Loewen’s argument is not new. In 1935,
historian W. E. B. Du Bois also noted the
tendency of textbooks to promote certain
master narratives while leaving out differing or
controversial information about historical
figures and events. As an example, Du Bois
noted,

One is astonished in the study of
history at the recurrence of the idea
that evil must be forgotten, distorted,
skimmed over. We must not remember
that Daniel Webster got drunk but only
remember that he was a splendid
constitutional lawyer. We must forget
that George Washington was a slave
owner, or that Thomas Jefferson had
mulatto children, or that Alexander
Hamilton had Negro blood, and simply
remember the things we regard as
creditable and inspiring. The difficulty,
of course, with this philosophy is that
history loses its value as an incentive
and example; it paints perfect men
and noble nations, but it does not tell
the truth.4

The dominance of master narratives in
textbooks denies students a complicated,
complex, and nuanced portrait of American
history. As a result, students often receive
information that is inaccurate, simplistic, and
disconnected from the realities of
contemporary local, national, and world
affairs. When master narratives dominate
history textbooks, students find history boring,
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predictable, or irrelevant. If we continue on
this course of presenting history to students,
we risk producing a generation that does not
understand its history or the connection of that
history to the contemporary world. We also
deny students access to relevant, dynamic, and
often controversial history or critical lenses
that would provide them insight into the
dilemmas, challenges, and realities of living in
a democratic society such as the United States.

In this article, | examine how textbooks
present heroic, uncritical, and celebratory
master narratives of history. In doing so, |
illustrate the master narratives that history
textbooks present of one of America’s most
heroic icons, Martin Luther King, Jr. |
illuminate how high school history textbooks
promote King through three master narratives:
King as a messiah, King as the embodiment of
the civil rights movement, and King as a
moderate. Having shown how textbook master
narratives portray King, | conclude by
suggesting how teachers might move beyond
the limitations of these narratives to offer
students a more complex, accurate, and
realistic view of figures and events in American
history.>

METHODOLOGY AND TEXTBOOK SELECTION

Literary analysis, a primary method in
intellectual history, is the main methodological
approach used for this study. According to
historian Richard Beringer, literary analysis
““involves reading source material and drawing
evidence from that material to be used in
supporting a point of view or thesis.”’® In most
cases, such source material includes poetry,
novels, or short stories, but it may also include
nonfictional material. Beringer presents a
straightforward approach to conducting literary
analysis: (1) read the literature, (2) note the
themes, (3) discuss the themes, and (4) support
your conclusion by example. In this study, high
school history textbooks serve as the source
material. The focal point of this investigation is
the representation of Martin Luther King, Jr.,
in the textbooks. King was chosen as a subject
of analysis because he is a widely recognized
figure in American history whose image has
come to epitomize ideals of democracy,
equality, and freedom in America.

To explore how contemporary textbooks
represent King, | examine six popular and
widely adopted American history textbooks:
The American Pageant (2002) by Thomas A.
Bailey, David M. Kennedy, and Lizabeth Cohen;
American Odyssey: The United States in the
20th Century (2004) by Gary B. Nash; America:
Pathways to the Present (2005) by Andrew
Cayton, Linda Reed, Elisabeth Perry, and Allan
M. Winkler; The Americans (2005) by Gerald A.
Danzer et al.; The American Nation: A History
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of the United States (2003) by John A. Garraty
and Mark C. Carnes; and The American People:
Creating a Nation and a Society (2004) by Gary
B. Nash, Julie Jeffrey, et al.”

According to the American Textbook Council,
America: Pathways to the Present, American
Odyssey, and The Americans are widely used in
American high schools. Other textbook studies
cite The American People: Creating a Nation
and a Society as a popular textbook. | chose
The American Nation because of its focus on
political history and because it is a
““bestseller’’ for Allyn & Bacon. The American
Pageant has long been a popular textbook for
high-level and advanced placement students in
high school.8 In addition, the Thomas B.
Fordham Foundation cited The American
Nation, America: Pathways to the Present,
American Odyssey, and The Americans as four
widely used textbooks in U.S. schools.®

Highly respected historians wrote the
textbooks examined in this study, and the
information in them likely represents a broad
spectrum of the ideas that are being conveyed
about King in American classrooms.10
Furthermore, historian Van Gosse, who has
conducted studies on American history
textbooks, stated that textbooks are
““remarkably similar in what is and what is not
included; how an incident, person, or occasion
is described; and in the sequence used to
establish relationships among events.”’11
Gosse’s assertion about the similarity of
content among history textbooks supports my
claim that these six textbooks may be
considered representative of a much larger
selection of high school history texts.

KING AS A MESSIAH

One way that textbooks package information
for students is through the presentation of
messianic master narratives. A messianic
master narrative highlights one exceptional
individual as the progenitor of a movement, a
leader who rose to lead a people. The idea of
messianism has long been a part of American
culture and religion. Rooted in Judeo-Christian
tradition and beliefs, the concept of a
deliverer coming to Earth to free the masses
from evil or oppression has been very appealing
to Americans because of the predominance of
Judeo-Christian beliefs and traditions in the
United States.12

Perhaps more than any other figure in
American history, the preacher has historically
and symbolically been viewed as a messianic
figure in the African American community.
Historian John Blassingame traced this
phenomenon to the institution of slavery,
noting, ‘“The Black preacher had special
oratorical skills and was master of the vivid
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phrase, folk poetry, and picturesque words.”’13
Given the resonance of preachers as messianic
figures, it is understandable that Reverend
Martin Luther King, Jr., evoked a messianic
image during his lifetime, one that the media
and textbook publishers continue to promote
today.14

King understood the power of symbolism and
metaphor and purposefully evoked messianic
imagery and symbolism in placing the struggle
of African Americans within the context of
biblical narratives. During his childhood in the
1930s and 1940s, young King came under the
influence of his minister father, Daddy King, in
Ebenezer Baptist Church, and many other great
preachers throughout the South. These men
influenced him with the biblical style of
storytelling. The preaching that King was
exposed to as a child was only one to two
generations removed from the “‘slave
preaching’’ that black Americans heard during
slavery, which was full of the passion and pain
of a people in bondage.5 King studied and
practiced the language, mannerisms, and
locution of the black preachers and began to
reconfigure the religious metaphors and
symbols for the struggles of his generation.16

King’s use of biblical language and imagery in
both the spoken and written word also
promoted a messianic tone and message that
was appealing to a predominantly Christian
nation such as United States during the 1950s
and 1960s. His merger of messianic and
patriotic symbolism appealed to America’s
patriotic sensibilities and its dominant
Christian demography. King, like many political
and religious leaders before and after him,
understood the power of transcending racial
ideological barriers by attempting to unify
people under American and Judeo-Christian
symbolism.17 His references to the Declaration
of Independence, the U.S. Constitution, the
Emancipation Proclamation, and a “‘promissory
note,’’ juxtaposed with biblical references to
““trials and tribulations,’” ““brotherhood,’’ and
valleys, hills, and ““crooked places’’ helped
illuminate the images of Moses and the Exodus,
Abraham Lincoln, and the Founders.

Given many historians’ focus on King as the
central figure in the civil rights movement, it is
understandable that messianic symbolism
continues to be associated with King. For
example, the titles of some of the most
popular books on King allude to messianic
metaphor and symbolism. They include David
Garrow’s Bearing the Cross; Stephen Oates’s
Let the Trumpet Sound; Taylor Branch’s trilogy
Parting the Waters, A Pillar of Fire, and At
Canaan’s Edge; and Michael Dyson’s | May Not
Get There with You.18

History textbooks today also use messianic
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symbolism in portraying King as a messiah or
““deliverer’” during the Montgomery Bus
Boycott, the Birmingham campaign, and the
March on Washington, and on the day before
King was killed. For instance, four of the six
textbooks portray King as an “‘unlikely
champion’” who would lead his people to the
“‘promised land’’ during the Montgomery Bus
Boycott. The unlikely champion reference
parallels Judeo-Christian stories of Moses, the
unlikely deliverer who was the son of an
Egyptian pharaoh, and Jesus, the unlikely
deliverer who was the son of a humble
carpenter. The American Pageant, for
example, states, ‘‘barely twenty-seven years
old, King seemed an unlikely champion of the
downtrodden and disenfranchised.’” The
American Odyssey says of King, ““short in
stature and gentle in manner, King was at the
time only 27 years old.”” The four texts
referred to above also emphasize King’s youth
or his privileged background as attributes that
made him an ““unlikely deliverer’’ of the
Montgomery Movement.19

Three of the six textbooks identify King’s
December 5, 1955, speech at Holt Street
Baptist Church as a significant event during the
boycott.20 The emphasis on this particular
speech further reinforces the focus on King as a
messiah, because the speech is replete with
symbolic messianic messages and metaphors of
a young, unlikely but charismatic savior.
American Odyssey provides the most extensive
coverage of the speech, including a picture of
King delivering the speech, and quotes the
following passage:

There comes a time when people get
tired. We are here this evening to say
to those who have mistreated us so
long that we are tired—tired of being
segregated and humiliated, tired of
being kicked about by the brutal feet
of oppression . . . If you will protest
courageously and yet with dignity and
Christian love, in the history books
that are written in future generations,
historians will have to pause and say
““there lived a great people—a black
people—who injected a new meaning
and dignity into the veins of
civilization.”” This is our challenge and
our overwhelming responsibility.21

King’s words reflected that of a young messiah
trying to persuade his oppressed people to
endure their trials and tribulations in the short
term because their cause was just and because
they could expect a better future. Such
portrayals evoke the imagery of Jesus and
Moses leading the masses and encouraging their
people to endure temporary hardships for the
long-term benefits of reaching paradise or the
““promised land.”’
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Like many of King’s speeches, the Holt Street
speech shows King in the messianic mission of
delivering “‘God-inspired’’ words to the
masses. America: Pathways, The Americans,
and The American People also quote from this
speech, reinforcing King’s strong words
pertaining to Christian love and the liberation
of the masses from the “*brutal feet of
oppression.”” The Americans provides a block
quotation from the speech and further
reiterates its messianic symbolism, stating that
““the impact of King’s speech—the rhythm of
his words, the power of his rising and falling
voice—brought people to their feet.”’22 The
textbooks” focus on a ““messianic King,”” even
during his early life, denies students an
opportunity to see King as a real person and as
a young man who develops into a leader over
time. Students also lose the opportunity to
study the community leadership in Birmingham
before King and to learn about the many
ordinary citizens, whom King called his ‘“foot
soldiers,’” who also played significant roles in
the civil rights movement.

All the textbooks that | examined also promote
messianic imagery in their presentations of the
Birmingham campaign and the 1963 March on
Washington. For instance, most of the
textbooks evoke messianic symbolism of the
apostle Paul’s letters to the masses by printing,
in part, King’s explanations to Christian
ministers for breaking segregation laws and
advocating for social justice. American
Odyssey, for example, uses messianic
symbolism by preceding King’s “‘Letter from a
Birmingham Jail’” with the following
statement: ‘‘Representing the opposition was
King, who timed the demonstrations to include
his arrest on Good Friday, the Christian holy
day marking the death of Jesus.”’23 Three
other textbooks also provide block quotations
from King’s “‘Birmingham Letter.’” America:
Pathways sets up its section about the
Birmingham Letter and campaign by discussing
King’s answer to a reporter who questioned
him about how long he would stay in
Birmingham. America: Pathways states that
King ““drew on a biblical story and told them
he would remain until ‘Pharaoch lets God’s
people go.” *24

While The American Pageant and The American
People both discuss the Birmingham campaign,
neither mentions King’s letter. However, they
more than compensate for their minimal
messianic symbolism of King in Birmingham
with their overly messianic portrayals of King
at the March on Washington. The American
Pageant and The American People further
illuminate this imagery by providing a color
picture of King waving before the multitude of
people. The textbook images of King are
reminiscent of Hollywood portrayals of Jesus’
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Sermon on the Mount, in which Jesus is often
portrayed with outstretched arms before a
multitude of his followers.25

America: Pathways quotes extensively from the
“‘| Have a Dream’’ speech and provides
messianic symbolism by featuring a photo of a
long processional of marchers, also symbolic of
the crowds that gathered to hear Jesus’
Sermon on the Mount. American Odyssey, The
Americans, and The American Nation discuss
and highlight the March on Washington to a
lesser extent but still evoke similar examples
of symbolism and imagery. However, The
American Nation largely resists the more
flowery or symbolic messianic language of the
other texts.

Most of the textbooks address the last two
major campaigns of King’s life—the march to
Selma and his final days in Memphis. In all
cases, the authors continue a type of messianic
passion play, concluding with King’s famous
““I’ve Been to the Mountaintop’’ speech. The
Selma campaign was the Southern Christian
Leadership Conference’s (SCLC) march from
Selma, Alabama, to Montgomery to further
heighten the national intensity of the
movement and to help push the Voting Rights
Act of 1965 through Congress. American
Odyssey provides a half-page black-and-white
photo of a long processional of people
marching from over the horizon, approaching
from the Edmund Pettus Bridge outside of
Selma on the way to the state capital of
Montgomery, Alabama.26 This may easily be
seen as symbolic of Moses and the Israelites
crossing the Red Sea.

All the texts that mention the Selma march
deliver an Exodus-type narrative in which
King’s last “‘plague,’’ the march, eventually
forced a ““Pharonic’’ President Johnson to push
for the passage of the Voting Rights Act of
1965. Moreover, the authors of America:
Pathways believed that Johnson’s use of the
language and symbolism of the civil rights
movement was so important that they quoted a
passage from a speech given by the president
shortly after the Selma march. America:
Pathways quotes Johnson’s use of the civil
rights anthem: ““And . . . we . . .shall . ..
overcome.’’27 Like the biblical pharaoh who
eventually acknowledged the Hebrew God in
the Exodus, The Americans’ portrayal of
Johnson’s co-option of ““We shall overcome”’
con- jures up the messianic story of Moses in
the Exodus and parallels Pharaoh Rameses’s
acknowledgement of the power of Moses’ God—
in this case, the momentum and energy of the
civil rights movement.

Another symbolic messianic moment that four
of the six textbooks present is King’s legendary
““I’ve Been to the Mountaintop’’ speech,
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delivered on April 3, 1968, the night before his
assassination. The Americans, America:
Pathways, The American People, and American
Odyssey provide quotations from this final
speech, delivered while King was in Memphis
helping striking garbage workers. The
Americans also alludes to the night before
King’s death as a kind of Gethsemane?28 for
King. It states that “‘Dr. King seemed to sense
that death was near,’’29 while American
Odyssey reports,

The night before his death King spoke
at a church rally. He might have had a
premonition when he said, ‘“We’ve got
some difficult days ahead. But it
doesn’t matter with me now. Because
I’ve been to the mountaintop . . . |
may not get there with you, but | want
you to know tonight . . . that we as a
people will get to the promised
land!’°30

The messianic master narratives of King in
textbooks make him seem like a superhuman
figure who made few (if any) mistakes and who
was beloved by his Christian brethren.
Textbooks largely fail to present King as
experiencing any personal weaknesses,
struggles, or shortcomings, nor do they convey
the tensions that he encountered among other
civil rights leaders and some Christian
organizations. A more humanizing portrayal of
King and the events surrounding him would
address these issues and help us move beyond
his larger-than-life image. Taking King out of
the messianic master narrative and presenting
him within the context of his full humanity
provides a much more accurate, historically
contextualized image of the man and what he
stood for.

A critical presentation of King would provide
insight into the life of an ordinary man who,
along with others, challenged extraordinary
forces and institutions to gain full citizenship
rights for all. Such a strategy presents a more
complex, genuine, and interesting knowledge
base that would likely excite students about
history. It might also make history

“‘real’” to students in a way that will help
them see themselves as ordinary citizens who
could bring about positive and progressive
social change in American society.

KING AS THE EMBODIMENT OF THE CIVIL RIGHTS
MOVEMENT

A second master narrative prevalent in the
textbooks is King as the embodiment of the
civil rights movement. This type of master
narrative allows textbook writers and
publishers to condense a large body of
information within the life of an individual,
event, or series of events. Historians often
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portray social movements and events in a ““‘top-
down’’ or ““Whiggish’” manner that promotes a
‘‘great man’’ or “‘great event’’ narrative of
progress.31 Herbert Butterfield characterized
Whiggish history as the ““tendency in many
historians . . . to emphasize certain principles
of progress in the past and to produce a story
which is the ratification if not the glorification
of the present.”’32 While the term is British,
one need only think about the narratives of
American history to see that the United States
has its own history of Whiggism.

For example, Christopher Columbus is
portrayed as “‘discovering’’ the Americas
despite the evidence that others likely came
before him, and more important, that the
Arawaks and other Native Americans did not
view themselves as having been discovered.33
We are equally familiar with the history of the
““Founding Fathers,’’ such as Jefferson,
Washington, Madison, Hamilton, Franklin, and
others as symbols of American democracy, and
Abraham Lincoln as the ““‘Great Emancipator’’
and symbol of freedom. However, we are
rarely exposed to stories of countless other
men and women whose actions were also
instrumental in bringing about democracy and
freedom in the United States. While efforts
have been made in the field of social history to
tell the stories of the common folk, narratives
of ““‘great’” men and events pushing America
toward an ideal of progress and civilization
continue to constitute the standard way in
which many historians and history textbooks
disseminate information.

In telling the story of the civil rights
movement, many scholars and the media have
used the Whiggish approach, with King as the
primary architect of and spokesman for the
movement. Even during King’s lifetime, the
media focused primarily on King and his agenda
when covering the movement. This
overwhelming focus on King has had a lasting
effect on the present-day tendency to view
King as the sole impetus for and sustainer of
the movement. In fact, many historians
periodize the movement beginning with Brown
v. Board of Education in 1954 and Rosa Parks
and the emergence of King as a leader in 1955,
and ending with King’s assassination in 1968.
All the textbooks examined use the 1954/1955-
1968 time period—or what some call the *“King
years’’—to frame their discussions of the civil
rights movement.

Historian Peniel Joseph argued that the
emphasis on King and this ““heroic’’ period of
the movement silences many other voices
before, during, and after 1954/1955-1968. As a
result, the more radical or militant voices of
the civil rights movement, such as the Black
Panthers, North Carolina militant Robert
Franklin Williams, Leroi Jones (Amiri Baraka),
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and others are muffled or silenced.34 The
popular media and high school history texts
provide a master narrative portraying a linear
progression in which King helped move the
country toward a ““colorblind’” society, despite
some bumps in the road.

The American Pageant first brings up King as a
major figure in discussing desegregation in the
South during the Eisenhower years. The master
narrative begins here as the text describes King
and his wife, Coretta, having to spend their
wedding night in a black-owned funeral parlor
because of segregation laws. The text then
covers key moments of the movement, such as
the murder of Emmett Till, Brown v. Board of
Education, and the Little Rock Crisis. The
emergence of King as a leader in 1955 is
considered a pivotal event. While The
American Pageant acknowledges that after
King’s assassination ““the job was far from
completed,’’ the book implies that the civil
rights movement was over by shifting away
from civil rights to a focus on Vietnam, and
ending the chapter in the year 1968.35

America: Pathways follows a similar format,
setting the stage for the movement by
discussing Jackie Robinson’s integration of
major league baseball, Brown v. Board, Little
Rock, and the Montgomery Bus Boycott.
America: Pathways presents King “‘as the
Movement’’ and introduces the movement with
a picture of what appears to be the
Montgomery Bus Boycott.36 While America:
Pathways pays some homage to a variety of
civil rights organizations and activists such as
the Student Nonviolent Coordinating
Committee (SNCC), the Congress on Racial
Equality (CORE), James Baldwin, Fannie Lou
Hamer, Malcolm X, and the Black Panthers,
King remains at the center of its discussion.
America: Pathways portrays King’s image and
cites his speeches and writings far more than
any other person or organization involved in
the movement.

The Americans gives some coverage to often
overlooked activists such as E. D. Nixon, but
the text is dominated by images of King and
references to and quotations from his
speeches. The chapter on the civil rights
movement ends with the death of King in 1968,
in a section titled ‘‘Legacy of the Civil Rights
Movement.’” Such a title implies that the civil
rights movement was over after King’s death
and that it was time to assess the movement.37

The American Nation focuses less on King and
covers the civil rights movement under the
broadly formatted chapter titled ‘“From
Camelot to Watergate.’” Thus, this text differs
from the others by placing King in a larger
context and by subsuming King and the civil
rights movement within the extensive coverage
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of the Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon
administrations. The book does situate King
during his later years, 1965-1968, within the
context of the Vietnam War, but without much
discussion of King’s participation in the antiwar
movement.38

The periodization of the movement in the
popular media and in textbooks to correspond
with the years of King’s leadership has
contributed to a linear and shallow framework
from which students learn little about the true
breadth and depth of the movement. As a
result, texts examine briefly (or ignore
entirely) events and activists before and after
the ““King years.”” For example, some of the
textbooks ignore or give only a cursory
treatment to the role of Booker T. Washington,
W. E. B. Du Bois, Anna Julia Cooper, E. Franklin
Frazier, Ida B. Wells, Mary McLeod Bethune,
Benjamin E. Mays, and A. Phillip Randolph in
helping establish the fertile ground from which
massive nonviolent direct action blossomed
during the 1950s and 1960s.

These and other black leaders, along with
numerous events during the first half of the
20th century, helped formulate the
philosophical and theoretical foundations of
arguments for black economics, civil and
human rights, pan-Africanism, and other
pertinent issues that were the linchpins of
1950s and 1960s mass social activism. An
example of an event that predates the
1954/1955-1968 periodization and that is not
mentioned in any of the texts is the ““Don’t
Buy Where You Can’t Work’’ campaigns of the
1930s. These campaigns were organized by
blacks in Chicago, New York, and other cities in
an effort to force white-owned businesses to
hire black workers. Even prior to these
campaigns, W. E. B. Du Bois, Marcus Garvey,
and others debated the concept of black
economic cooperation and black consumer
power as means of promoting civil rights for
black Americans.39

Even within the 1954/1955-1968 time frame,
most of the texts portray SNCC, CORE, and
individuals such as Fannie Lou Hamer, Ella
Baker, Robert Moses, and E. D. Nixon as
supporting cast members for ““King’s
Movement,”” if they discuss them at all. By
downplaying the voices of many people
involved in the movement, the textbooks make
it appear as though King dominated the
discourse until the emergence of militant
groups during the mid- to late 1960s.

However, black women such as Ella Baker were
critical of King’s male chauvinism and his
failure to advocate forcefully for female
leadership in the movement. As one of the
matriarchs of the movement, a founder of
SNCC, and one-time executive director of SCLC
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(of which King was president), Baker earned
her place in history as an important guiding
force in the movement. However, she is
minimally covered because the textbooks
spotlight King as the focal point. The same can
be said of Fannie Lou Hamer, Septima Clark, Jo
Ann Robinson, and many other women who
played critical roles in the movement.40 This
maternal frame of reference4! denies women’s
significance as primary initiators of the
movement. The minimal coverage and
maternal representation of women in
leadership roles perpetuate stereotypical,
biased, and inaccurate views of women in
American history. Textbook writers need to
respond to this problem by integrating women
into textbooks not as supporting cast members,
but rather as primary leaders in order to
provide a more accurate picture of women’s
participation in the movement.42

From a practical standpoint, it is
understandable that textbook writers have
difficulty giving equal attention to all who
participated in the black freedom struggle.
However, textbook writers have an opportunity
to distribute more balanced and comprehensive
information about the movement. They also
have a chance to show the roles that many
people and events played in the overall
realization of greater equality for African
Americans during the decades before and after
the so-called King years. In addition, if
textbook publishers would reconceptualize the
manner in which textbooks periodize
information and present a more fluid history,
students would see greater connections
between the past, present, and future.

Vincent Harding discussed this problem of
linearity in studying the black freedom struggle
and suggested an alternative framework that
highlights the contributions of many to the
movement. Using the analogy of a river,
Harding suggested that we view the struggle of
black folk as a winding, tumultuous, and
continuous river in which there are high tides
and low tides. In this analogy, Harding sees all
people involved in the struggle for equality as
active contributors, with the low tides as
precursors to the larger waves and vice versa,
but with all the waves and the events
recognized for their significance.43

Textbooks could benefit from using such a
perspective in presenting the civil rights
movement and other eras of history.44
Textbook writers and teachers might benefit
from loosening rigid time periods to help their
students see more clearly the connections
between people and events over time and their
significance to the present. Such connections
tend to make history more interesting and
relevant for students, who are better able to
see the relationship between the civil rights
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movement and our present struggles for
equality, democracy, and freedom.

KING AS A ““MODERATE””

A third master narrative prevalent in history
textbooks is that of King as a ‘‘moderate’’
spokesperson for African Americans. This
theme is also dominant among contemporary
scholars and the popular media, who label King
as a conservative, a moderate, or an
integrationist without presenting a broad
picture of his ideas over time. Such labels
downplay King’s radicalism and have allowed
King to be used for causes that do not reflect
his progressive ideas. For instance, California
conservative Ward Connerly has often offered
ahistorical presentations of King as a
““prophet’’ for a ““colorblind’’ society in which
affirmative action-type programs are evil and
cause reverse discrimination, despite King’s
own words to the contrary.45

The symbolism of moderation, as opposed to
radicalism, is not new to American history and
literature or to African American history. In the
past, scholars have perpetuated this master
narrative in portrayals of Frederick Douglass
versus Alexander Crummell, W. E. B. Du Bois
versus Booker T. Washington or Marcus Garvey,
and even today with Jesse Jackson versus Colin
Powell. Even during their lifetimes, the media
portrayed King as a moderate in opposition to
the radical Malcolm X.

During the early years of King’s activism, Time
magazine celebrated King’s organizing abilities
and his credentials as a thinker. The magazine
portrayed King as a moderate voice in contrast
to more radical calls to address the race
problem in America.46 In listing the social
philosophers whom King studied in college,
Time omitted the name of Karl Marx. The
magazine also dealt with King’s more
““radical’’ positions as functions of his Christian
belief in peace and love. Time eventually
named King ‘“Man of the Year’” in 1964.47
During the later years of King’s life, however,
major news magazines and other media
criticized their ““moderate icon’s’’ opposition
to the Vietnam War and his plans to lead a
class-based coalition called the Poor People’s
Campaign to march on Washington, D.C., to
demand a larger piece of the American
economic pie.

The portrayal of King as a moderate is not
without some historical validity. During the
years of the movement, King and his advisors
were aware of the need both to appear
moderate at times and to distance King from
the rhetoric of Malcolm X and other radicals.
One of King’s associates, Andrew Young,
commented that he often played the role of
the conservative protagonist whose job it was

http://www.tcrecord.org/Content.asp?Contentl D=12365 (14 of 29)1/16/2007 5:43:06 PM



TCRecord: Article

to balance the stances of King’s more radical
lieutenants, such as James Bevel and Hosea
Williams.48 This ““balancing’’ tactic reflected
King’s moderate stance on many issues and his
political strategy of appealing to a large cross-
section of the American populace. At the same
time, evidence that King was perceived as a
radical can be found in his surveillance by
government agencies. For instance, attorney
general Robert Kennedy authorized the FBI to
wiretap King’s phones in the interest of
national security, and King was hounded under
the FBI’s Counter Intelligence Program
(CONINTELPRO).49

Historian August Meier acknowledged King’s
radicalism and his attempt to place his
message at the ‘‘center’’ of the body politic.
Meier bestowed upon King the dialectical title
of a ““conservative militant.”” The duality of
conservative and militant positions allowed
King to appeal to a wider audience than his
counterparts in the movement who polarized
themselves on the extremes of ideas for
change (i.e., the Black Panthers or the
gradualists).50 For the most part, the
conservative militant duality translates to the
type of moderation that King was able to
portray in order to make the movement
palatable to a wide cross-section of Americans.
By barely mentioning or not acknowledging at
all the U.S. government’s surveillance of King,
textbooks portray a King who appears
noncontroversial and conciliatory rather than
the radical and controversial figure he was
during his lifetime.

Textbooks reinforce the image of King as a
moderate by providing excerpts from his
speeches that either skim over or omit his
critiques of American capitalism or his
advocacy of a radical economic and political
transformation of American society. Moreover,
King’s critiques of poverty and the Vietnam
War and his support for a strong black economy
are ignored or minimally discussed in nearly all
the textbooks under examination. For instance,
the textbooks make few references to King’s
harshest critiques of American society in his ‘I
Have a Dream’’ and ‘*Mountaintop’’ speeches.

The American Pageant, for example, quotes
passages from “‘I Have a Dream’’ that evoke
American idealism and patriotism and visions of
the classic ‘“melting pot’” metaphor of a
multiracial and multicultural society:

When the architects of our great
republic wrote the magnificent words
of the Constitution and the Declaration
of Independence they were signing a
promissory note to which every
American was to fall heir. This note
was a promise that all men, yes, black
men as well as white men, would be
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guaranteed the unalienable rights of
life, liberty and the pursuit of
happiness.>!

American Odyssey, The Americans, The
American Nation, and America: Pathways also
quote from the most popularized and uncritical
parts of the speech. While The American
People quotes the same well-known passages
as the other texts, it offers the most critical
perspective of the March on Washington by
recounting the thoughts of civil rights activist
Anne Moody:

Not all were moved. Anne Moody, who
had come up from the activist work in
Mississippi to attend the event, sat on
the grass by the Lincoln Memorial as
the speaker’s words rang out. “*Martin
Luther King went on talking about his
dream,’’ she said. “‘I sat there
thinking that . . . we never had time to
sleep, much less dream.’’52

By discussing Anne Moody’s perspective, the
authors of The American People attempt to
balance their presentation of the ““Dream’’
speech by showing that not everyone who
heard the speech perceived it to be a
messianic moment or the pinnacle of the civil
rights movement.

Contemporary popular media and the textbooks
examined have nearly solidified King and his
words in time on that sweltering day in August
over four decades ago. However, most of us do
not read the words containing King’s critique of
American democracy, nor do we read his
analogies of African Americans still bound by
the ““chains’’ of American slavery. The master
narrative of King’s “‘Dream,’’ as a moderate
plea for the expansion of the American Dream,
has overshadowed his more radical critique of
poverty in the midst of substantial U.S.
economic growth during the 1950s and 1960s
and his insistence that America live up to the
democratic principles it claimed to hold so
dear.

In fact, the ““Dream’’ speech that catapulted
King to the national and international stage
and solidified his image as the moderate
spokesperson for the movement also contained
passages that revealed a more radical King.
Even the well-known passage from King’s
““Dream’’ speech in which he tells his audience
that ‘“America has given the Negro people a
bad check which has come back marked
‘insufficient funds’’” alludes to a shift in King’s
message toward discussing issues of poverty
and American capitalism as major reasons for
the sustained oppressive conditions of blacks.53
Unfortunately, high school students reading the
most popular textbooks are rarely exposed to
these aspects of that famous speech in which
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King stated,

But one hundred years later [after the
Emancipation Proclamation] the life of
the Negro is still sadly crippled by the
manacles of segregation and the chains
of discrimination; one hundred years
later the Negro lives on a lonely island
of poverty in the midst of a vast ocean
of material prosperity; one hundred
years later, the Negro is still
languished in the corners of American
society and finds himself an exile in his
own land.%4

All the textbooks appear cautious in dealing
with King and his increasing radicalism after
the Selma campaign of 1965. Most, in fact,
attempt to negotiate the issue by holding on to
the moderate King, grasping for the more
patriotic and messianic King of the early years,
and showing the tension between King and a
new generation of black radicals. The American
Pageant, for instance, states, ““The pious
Christian moderation of Martin Luther King, Jr.,
came under heavy fire from this second wave
of younger black leaders, who privately
mocked the dignified Dr. King as ‘de lawd.” **55

The American People distances King from the
radicalism of the 1965-1968 era and ignores
King’s more radical views during his final years.
It states, ‘“King still adhered to non-violence
and interracial cooperation.’”5¢ Although King
was becoming increasingly vocal in his criticism
of American capitalism and the country’s
gradualism toward eliminating poverty, The
American People and most of the other texts
defuse King’s radicalism during his later years
by juxtaposing his moderate image with the
more vocal cries for ‘*Black Power’’ of the
young radicals.>7

American Odyssey acknowledges King’s stand
against the Vietnam War and even mentions
King’s economic concern that the war was
stifling the Johnson administration’s Great
Society and War on Poverty. After briefly
mentioning King and Vietham, American
Odyssey quotes from the ‘‘“Mountaintop’’
speech in which King speculated about the
future, the ““difficult days ahead,’” and his
people making it to the “‘promised land.”’58
These quotes allude to the resiliency of black
people in overcoming oppressive conditions,
rather than offering a critique of the system
that oppressed them. The American Nation and
The Americans also overlook King’s increased
radicalism during his later years. All the texts
focus on the moderate aspects of King’s
message in his ““Mountaintop’’ speech.

Perhaps to avoid acknowledging King’s
increased radicalism later in life, most of the
textbooks highlight King during the early years
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of his participation in the civil rights
movement. The books focus on the cogency of
his message of American ideals that could be
embraced by all Americans, but few of them
present King’s scathing critiques of American
capitalism. For instance, in a piece of rare
video footage of King, recorded just weeks
before his death in 1968, he offered an analysis
of American capitalism that in tone is unlike
anything portrayed in the textbooks:

At the very same time that America
refused to give the Negro any land,
through an act of Congress, our
government was giving away millions
of acres of land, in the west and the
mid-west, which meant that it was
willing to undergird its white peasants
from Europe with an economic floor.
But not only did they give the land,
they built land-grant colleges with
government money to teach them how
to farm. Not only that, they provided
county agents to further their
expertise in farming. Not only that,
they provided low interest rates in
order that they could mechanize their
farms. Not only that, many of these
people are receiving millions of dollars
in federal subsidies not to farm. And
they are the very people telling the
black man that he ought to lift himself
up by his own bootstraps.59

Such views on black poverty during King’s later
years are almost always skimmed over or
ignored in the textbooks. In particular, none of
the books mentions that while King abhorred
the linguistic connotations of Black Power, he
supported the Black Power advocates’ concept
of blacks pooling their economic resources to
improve their conditions. He stated, ““Black
Power, in its broad and positive meaning, is a
call to amass political and economic strength
to achieve legitimate goals. No one can deny
that the Negro is in dire need of this kind of
legitimate power.’”60

Another symbolic representation of King as a
moderate is the juxtaposition of King’s words
and activities with those of Malcolm X. The
American Pageant, for instance, provides the
classic picture of Malcolm, with furled lips,
pointing his finger toward his audience. The
text of The American Pageant helps readers
further grasp this image of Malcolm: ““Malcolm
X trumpeted black separatism and inveighed
against the ‘blue eyed white devils.””” In
contrast, with regard to King’s death, The
American Pageant states, “‘A martyr for
justice, he [King] had bled and died against the
peculiarly American thorn of race. The killing
of King cruelly robbed the American people of
one of the most inspirational leaders in their
history.’’61 No such praise is noted of Malcolm
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after his death. Instead, The American Pageant
bluntly states, ““in early 1965, he [Malcolm]
was cut down by rival Nation of Islam gunmen
while speaking to a large crowd in New
York.”’62

While The American Pageant acknowledges
Malcolm’s break with the Nation of Islam and
observes that Malcolm began to “*temper his
separatist creed,’’ it holds strongly to the
Martin/Malcolm dichotomy of the moderate
versus the radical. Almost every text contrasts
a moderate, magnetic, and inspirational King
with an angry and militant Malcolm.63 The
power of these images of King and Malcolm
help reinforce, for students reading these
textbooks, the moderate master narrative of
King and the prevailing dichotomy of these two
men, which remains pervasive in popular
culture and society.

American Odyssey follows suit in dichotomizing
King and Malcolm. Under a section entitled
““Malcolm X and Black Separatism,’’ the
authors state, “‘Black separatism was the
antithesis of the civil rights movement’s goal of
racial integration.’’64 Like The American
Pageant, American Odyssey features a picture
of an angry Malcolm and acknowledges that
Malcolm later “‘softened’’ his views, but it
does not let go of the Malcolm/Martin
dichotomy:

Though Malcolm X’s views on
separatism gradually softened toward
the end of his life, he never supported
King’s nonviolent methods. Instead, he
advocated the use of weapons for self-
defense, believing that African
Americans’ nonviolence simply
emboldened violent white racists.
Shortly before his death, Malcolm X
pointed out in a speech at Selma,
““The white people should thank Dr.
King for holding black people in
check.”’65

All the other texts take a similar view to that
of The American Pageant and American
Odyssey. The American People uses the same
classic “‘angry’’ picture of Malcolm. The
American Nation shows a photo of Malcolm X
and the “‘radical’’ Muhammad Ali, who
opposed American involvement in Vietham and
refused to join the military after being drafted.
This picture is juxtaposed with King’s moderate
and calming “‘Letter from a Birmingham Jail.”’
The American Nation also quotes from some of
Malcolm’s more vitriolic speeches, in which
Malcolm advises blacks to ““send him [a violent
white man] to the cemetery,’” in contrast to
King’s moderate pacifist position.6 Similarly,
America: Pathways provides a picture of
Malcolm talking with the “‘radical’’ Elijah
Muhammad, leader of the Nation of Islam.67
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Not surprisingly, none of the textbooks
presents the now-classic picture of King and
Malcolm shaking hands at the U.S. capital in
1964. This image, of course, would have
weakened the King/Malcolm dichotomy.68

By portraying King solely as a moderate,
textbooks risk solidifying a presentisté9
framework that overlooks critical aspects of
King and his ideas. For instance, during the
1960s, many southern politicians and FBI
director J. Edgar Hoover did not view King as a
moderate, but rather as a radical who had
communist ties, or at the very least was
influenced by communists. The FBI was so
concerned about King’s radicalism and
potential for inciting a black revolution that it
deemed his activities a threat to national
security and subjected him to surveillance and
wiretaps throughout the period of his
involvement in the movement.?0 As can be
seen in the FBI files on King, there was concern
among some whites during the 1960s that while
King may have been to the political right of
other activists, his ideas and activities were
radical and, according to many entities at the
highest levels of government, potentially
dangerous. This fact, along with the numerous
threats that King received on his life and his
eventual assassination, calls into question the
moderate portrayals of King provided by most
of these textbooks.

While King offered more radical critiques of
black Americans’ economic conditions during
his later years, he also more explicitly
connected American involvement in Vietnam
and other countries with oppressive conditions
of the poor in the United States, much like Du
Bois and Malcolm X had done during the latter
years of their lives. Only a few of the textbooks
even briefly or peripherally discuss King’s views
on Vietnam or make reference to his ideas on
American militarism and American poverty. In a
speech in 1967, a week before King’s famous
“‘coming out’’ speech about the Vietnam War
delivered at the Riverside Baptist Church in
New York, he warned,

This confused war has played havoc
with our domestic doctrines. Despite
feeble protestations to the contrary,
the promises of the Great Society have
been shot down on the battlefield of
Vietnam. The pursuit of this widened
war has narrowed domestic welfare
programs, making the poor, white and
Negro, bear the heaviest burdens both
at the front and at home.7!

These textbooks” minimal or nonexistent
coverage of King’s anti-Vietnam stance, Poor
People’s Campaign, ideas about compensation
for historically oppressed groups, and
perspectives on black labor exploitation
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diminishes King’s message and deprives
students of the totality of the vision of a truly
democratic, poverty-free, and peaceful society
that King vigorously called for during his later
years. While textbooks cannot extensively
cover all aspects of history, it is important for
textbook writers and teachers to offer a more
balanced history that includes information that
may not fit nicely into predominant master
narratives prevalent in textbooks.
Incorporating more complex, complicated, and
““radical’’ viewpoints into the teaching of
American history makes history not only more
interesting but also more accurate and
pertinent. It also fosters ongoing critiques of
important issues, such as poverty, capitalism,
and war, that students would likely find
relevant to contemporary issues facing the
United States.

CONCLUSIONS: WHAT CAN TEACHERS DO?

Collectively, the three master narratives of
King discussed in this article offer a sanitized,
noncontroversial, oversimplified view of
perhaps one of America’s most radical and
controversial leaders. They hide King’s
humanity, submerging his struggles and
weaknesses and the depth of his ideas. They
paint a picture of the civil rights movement as
a period far removed from the present,
disconnected from contemporary problems of
racism, discrimination, and poverty in
American society. As a result, students are
denied an opportunity see King’s true message
and its relevance to poverty, discrimination,
and global conflict today.

When students are exposed to only the typical
master narratives of King and other individuals,
they are deprived of a conceptual lens that
would help them better comprehend the world
around them. Because textbooks remain the
main source of historical information for most
students, teachers must play a more significant
role in moving beyond master narratives to
provide their students with critical, relevant,
and more accurate history. As a former high
school history teacher, | have three
recommendations as to how teachers may
address the problem.

One recommendation is that teachers move
away from textbooks as primary source
material. Given many students’ ability to
access the Internet in their schools and public
libraries, teachers could assign lessons that
offer counterviews to the master narratives in
history textbooks. For instance, in studying the
master narrative of King as a moderate,
teachers could have students examine primary
sources, such as government files on King, to
see how the government viewed him as a
radical. Such information can be found readily
online.”2 By exposing students to such primary
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sources, teachers encourage them to see the
conflicting interpretations of King and allow
them to construct their own interpretations.
Such an approach also can easily be used with
other well-known historical figures and events.

A second approach is for teachers to encourage
students to make connections between figures
and events of the past and those of the
present. For example, teachers might have
students compare the political ideals of
Franklin Roosevelt, who was considered a
liberal Democrat, with George H. W. Bush, who
is considered a conservative Republican. Of
course, such a comparison presents some
temporal limitations, but this project would
force students to extend their thinking about
the master narratives of Roosevelt and Bush by
undertaking a dynamic and critical examination
of these portrayals. Through such an exercise,
students might find counterinformation
regarding some presidents’ categorizations as
liberal and conservative, and they may
discover that such master narratives are rigid
and limiting, whereas historical reality is much
more fluid.

Finally, teachers could begin to address the
problem of master narratives by integrating a
bottom-up approach to history into their
lessons. Top-down and Whiggish history
approaches to history typically result in the
‘‘great men’’ master narratives found in many
history textbooks. An alternative approach is to
introduce students to historical events through
the lives of ordinary or “‘everyday’’ people.
For example, to obtain an understanding of
what life was like for African American women
during the civil rights period, students might be
encouraged to interview women who lived
through that period. This approach moves
students beyond master narratives by allowing
them to take active roles as historians instead
of merely being the passive recipients of top-
down interpretations.

Ultimately, we must remember that educating
students about the history of their country has
long been recognized as a vital aspect of
preparing the next generation to participate in
a democratic society. This commitment is
grounded in the belief that a keen
understanding of our collective past will
provide students with insights into present
challenges and dilemmas and help them avoid
repeating past mistakes in our present and
future. If we are truly determined to build a
more democratic society that learns from the
mistakes of its past, we must jettison
prescribed textbook master narratives that
prevent critical analyses and interpretations of
our history. In doing so, we harness the power
of history to help build a more democratic
society.
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