
The State Board of Education: A Defense

Thomas Franks, a few years ago, asked, “What’s the matter with Kansas?” Many people on the 
Left, looking at recent actions of the Texas State Board of Education, have been asking, “What’s 
the matter with Texas?” They see the Board’s actions as benighted attempts by ultra-religious 
yahoos to force their views on the public at large. FOX News, in contrast, sees the Board as 
standing courageously in defense of Western civilization against radical forces that seek to use 
public education as a tool of political indoctrination. Neither side has it right, though I confess I 
think FOX News is closer to the truthb. There would be no controversy, I suspect, if Left-wing 
groups weren’t having trouble fund-raising in the age of Obama. The Board’s actions are, 
overall, entirely reasonable. They rest on solid philosophical and historical foundations.

Over the past few months, the Texas Education Agency has suggested hundreds of changes to the 
Texas State Standards for Social Studies. The State Board of Education has proposed hundreds of 
amendments. Few of them have raised any controversy. Some are simply updatings. The vast 
majority move historical figures between two categories in the standards. Some names follow the 
word ‘including’; they are, in effect, required. Others follow ‘such as’; they are, in effect, 
suggested. Most of the Board’s amendments have moved historical figures from the suggested to 
the required list for elementary and middle school students, and from the required to the 
suggested list for high school students. The thought, apparently, is that students should have as 
similar academic experiences as possible in lower grades, to create a common basis for further 
coursework, but that high school teachers and students should have more flexibility to tailor 
courses as they choose. That seems like good pedagogy. The Board has to structure an entire 
curriculum extending through all of K through 12, and most of their actions are geared to 
promote the proper balance between structure and flexibility at various grade levels.

Without getting into details, let me note that several of the amendments mentioned in news 
accounts are in fact of this or closely related types. Some figures dropped from the suggested or 
required lists at the high school level have been moved to the required list for elementary or 
middle-school students.

In general, the Board has done a good job. The New York Times Magazine—not exactly a right-
wing source!—wrote, “Over all, the TEKS guidelines make for impressive reading. They are 
thoughtful and deep; you can almost feel the effort at achieving balance. Poring down the long 
columns and knowing that the 1998 version of these guidelines served as the basis for textbooks 
in most U.S. states, you even begin to feel some hope for the future.”

But let’s focus on what brought you here today: the few amendments that allegedly tip Texas 
education in a conservative and religious direction—that, in the words of The New York Times, 
“put a conservative stamp on history and economics textbooks, stressing the superiority of 
American capitalism, questioning the Founding Fathers’ commitment to a purely secular 
government and presenting Republican political philosophies in a more positive light.” Are those 
charges true? And are the Board’s actions justified?
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In response to the first question, it would be quite remarkable if the Board could “put a 
conservative stamp on history and economics textbooks”—textbooks that are already heavily 
tilted to the left. U.S. history textbooks typically present some version of what I call “the 
narrative,” the view that the United States has progressed from a rural republic to a world power 
largely by casting aside the Constitutional restrictions developed by the Founders and expanding 
the conception of rights from the purely negative and procedural rights enumerated in the Bill of 
Rights—rights to speech and assembly, free exercise of religion, keeping and bearing arms, 
security from unreasonable searches and seizures, etc.—by way of a stress on procedural 
equality stemming from the fight against slavery, to a vision of indefinitely expanding 
substantive rights to welfare, housing, medical care, employment, and equality of outcomes. The 
narrative, that is, maintains that American history is to be understood as a march toward 
socialism as our true manifest destiny. Critics of the Board typically accept the narrative 
themselves and act as if Board members and supporters are too stupid to understand it. In fact, 
they understand it—and they reject it. The curriculum standards, after these amendments, will 
not present an alternative, conservative narrative; they might include enough to suggest, 
however, that there are facts that don’t fit the narrative, and that there are alternative perspectives 
that reasonable people defend.

Similarly, is the Board injecting a religious perspective into social studies curricula? The New 
York Times Magazine wrote about that question: “There is, however, one slightly awkward issue 
for hard-core secularists who would combat what they see as a Christian whitewashing of 
American history: the Christian activists have a certain amount of history on their side.” Most of 
the Founders were religious and though religion essential to the health of the republic. The 
American Revolution itself was so influenced by religious ideas that it was referred to as “the 
Presbyterian rebellion.” The Abolition and Civil Rights movements were largely religious in 
motivation. Whether adding information about the role of religion in history is a good idea 
depends on the extent to which its role is recognized now. I haven’t done a detailed study of the 
textbooks. But my sense is that it receives very little attention, partly because it is (correctly!) 
perceived as controversial. So, adding some recognition moves the curriculum toward an 
accurate balance.

My goal here is not to argue the amendments in detail. I want to present three broad 
philosophical arguments in favor of the Board’s general perspective. There are, I think, not just 
factual and political disagreements, but fundamental philosophical disagreements, between the 
Board and those who criticize their decisions. Perhaps clarifying them will go some way toward 
making each side realize that those opposing them are not sinister or foolish but people with a 
different set of philosophical assumptions.

My first argument for the Board’s stance is Aristotelian. What are schools for? A primary purpose 
is educating students for virtue. The Founders recognized that a republic requires a virtuous 
citizenry, both because the citizens largely have freedom to order their affairs as they see fit and 
because they have the power to elect their representatives and replace them. In educating our 
young people not just to be good scientists or farmers or engineers or doctors or artists or 
machine operators but to be good people, we must remember that the rules are different from the 
rules we use to interact as adults.



There’s a sharp contrast here with liberalism, which, as Ronald Dworkin and Thomas Nagel 
characterize it, is the view that the government should remain neutral among conceptions of the 
good. That makes sense over a significant sphere when we think about government’s role in 
regulating the behavior of adults. It does not make sense when we think about government’s role 
in educating our children. Pace Plato, that does not require that we tell them lies. But it does 
require that we offer them role models, encourage in them the right habits, create in them a sense 
of identity and of moral purpose, and develop in them moral sensibility. Is religion required for 
that? I don’t know, but it certainly helps. Iris Murdoch argues that “religious thinking... needs to 
be taken back into moral philosophy, where it used to have a home in the past.... We have many 
kinds of accessible wisdom” (Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals, 496). In recent decades we’ve 
greatly restricted the sources and kinds of wisdom we convey. We have banished religion not 
only from the public square but also from the schoolhouse. We have taught, both explicitly and 
by omission, a naked naturalism. Are we then surprised that our students, like our philosophers, 
can find no place for norms, ethical or otherwise, within that naturalistic worldview? We have 
forbidden discussion of what Wilfrid Sellars termed “the space of reasons,” and then wonder that 
our young people behave unreasonably. It’s a long way from Handel to hip-hop, from Lady Day 
to Lady Gaga, but we’ve traversed it in a very short time.

My second argument is Rawlsian, or, really, Ciceronian. Our republic is not Plato’s, but Cicero’s, 
in which res publica res populi (De Re Publica, 65)—the republic is the people’s. As Lincoln put 
it, it is of the people, by the people, and for the people. A people, as Rawls understands it, is not 
only a “space of reasons,” but “a regime of common reasons” (Philip Pettit, “Rawls’s Peoples,” 
in Martin and Reidy (ed.), Rawls’s Law of Peoples, 50). We together craft our identity, in part by 
telling our history, by explaining who we have been and who we are. Rawls emphasizes “a 
people’s proper self-respect of themselves as a people, resting on their common awareness of 
their trials during their history and of their cultures with its accomplishments” (John Rawls, The 
Law of Peoples, 34). This is why it’s so important that we keep decisions about the history we 
teach in the hands of the people. History is too important to be left to historians. The question of 
what we teach our students about our history is in part the question of who we are, what we’ve 
accomplished, and what reasons we, together, take to be valid reasons. That last is a normative 
question. There are facts that must be respected, of course, but the real question is which facts 
are to be selected as representing who we have been and are, and what norms we ought to adopt, 
and those are not questions of professional expertise. In Texas, the people elect representatives to 
decide those matters, and that’s exactly as it should be. There’s frequent controversy over what 
those representatives decide, and that, too, is as it should be. Who we have been, who we are, 
what we’ve done, and what we count as a good reason for doing something—those are central 
questions of politics, and, if there’s any place where political conflict, debate, and deliberation 
belong, it’s here.

Again, there’s a sharp contrast between the Board and its critics. The critics scoff at the idea of 
American exceptionalism, and seem to assume an attitude of liberal cosmopolitanism that Rawls 
formulates as the view that political association is morally irrelevant; my obligations toward 
fellow citizens are just my obligations to other people in general. Rawls rejects that view, and for 
good reasons. We are educating students to be good citizens of the United States, not good 
citizens of the world—a notion which, I would argue, has no intrinsic meaning at all.



My final argument is Burkean. I’ve already said that part of the goal of education is virtue, or, 
from another point of view, to create a space of reasons—indeed, a space of common reasons 
that can govern our political association and give us grounds, not only for interacting with one 
another, but for self-respect, individually and as a people. My final point is that that space of 
common reasons is necessarily historical. Burke stresses  that we “derive all we possess as an 
inheritance from our forefathers” (Reflections on the Revolution in France, 27-28). “When 
ancient opinions and forms of life are taken away,” he writes, “the loss cannot possibly be 
estimated. From that moment we have no compass to govern us; nor can we know distinctly to 
what port we steer” (68-69). Our manners, our civilization, our “spirit of religion,” Burke 
contends, are essential to our political life. The central point is that there is no reliable way of 
constructing a space of common reasons apart from our shared history, our shared civilization, 
and the sensibilities they have been able to generate in us. We are not free to make up any set of 
rights we like. Talk of rights under such circumstances is no better than “nonsense on stilts,” to 
use Bentham’s phrase. We have certain rights as an inheritance from our forefathers, and their 
justification, as well as their meaning, is intimately entwined with that inheritance.

For decades—certainly since the 1960s, but, really, at least since the time of Dewey, and now 
especially given the influence of Gramsci—those in charge of educating the young have sought 
to set aside Western civilization, or even undermine it; set aside religious belief, or even 
undermine it; and set aside any sense of pride in being American, or even undermine it, all in the 
name of “rights,” “social justice,” “cosmopolitanism,” “sophistication,” “universalism,” or 
“equality,” all ripped away from any meaning they might have had in our original Constitutional 
framework. They’ve sought to create a new space of common reasons out of whole cloth, and are 
surprised to be left with little more than the conflicting clamor of interest groups.

It’s up to us to reclaim our history, and remind ourselves that our civilization already contains a 
space of common reasons, grounded in that history, that is far richer than anything dreamt of in 
their philosophy.


