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What are the main ideas an educated American needs to understand about our country’s history?  What books and writings best explain those ideas? Centennial Institute asked a number of leading scholars and thinkers for their recommendations, in preparation for this year’s intensified course offerings in American history for every freshman at Colorado Christian University.
Survey respondents included David Barton of Wallbuilders, Morton Blackwell of the Leadership Institute, J. Budziszewski and Rob Koons of the University of Texas, Kenneth Cribb of the Intercollegiate Studies Institute, Alan Crippen of the John Jay Institute, Michael Farris of Patrick Henry College, Douglas Groothuis of Denver Seminary, author Peter Marshall, Marvin Olasky of The King’s College and World magazine, Paul Prentice of the University of Colorado, Colorado Springs, and Lawrence Reed of the Foundation for Economic Education.  Compiled on a not-for-attribution basis, their advice to history teachers and students was as follows:
1. 
What main themes and central ideas are essential for a college course                                      in American history?
RESPONDENT A
(1) The nature of the Constitution and the Declaration!

(2) E pluribus Unum
(3) American as "the great experiment" (Abraham Lincoln) of ordered liberty.

(4) The move toward statism since the New Deal and why it is wrong. 
(5) The War of Independence as "a conservative counter-revolution."
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RESPONDENT B
(1)
The theme of “American exceptionalism” as an organizing principle to American identity, purpose, and mission

(2)  The unique contribution of American constitutionalism to sustaining and perpetuating ideals of justice, order, and liberty 

(3)  The cultural transition from early republican high-federalist conceptions of American society and politics to the democratic ideals of the Jacksonian Era

(4)  The constitutional crisis of 1861-65 and its implications for the future character of the republic
(5)  The cultural transition from the democratic ideals of the Jacksonian Era to modern progressivism and the rise of the welfare state and the implications of this shift for the sustainability of the founder’s ideals of justice, order, and liberty

RESPONDENT C

(1) 
Consent of the governed

(2) 
Limited government/rule of law

(3)
Separation of powers, checks & balances

(4)
Federalism (subsidiarity)

(5)
God as the source of duties and rights

(6) 
Original sin and the rejection of utopianism

RESPONDENT D

(1) 
America’s uniqueness among nations and in history as a place founded upon and governed by (at least until recently) the rule of law, individual rights, and private property.

(2) The indispensable role of private, risk-taking entrepreneurship in feeding, clothing and housing more people at higher levels than anyone else has ever done in history, notwithstanding the unfair, ideologically-based claptrap about “exploitation” and “robber barons.”

(3)The indispensable role of what de Tocqueville called “associations” in creating a civil society---private relief organizations, lodges and churches, self-help and self-reliance, strong families and community involvement, and other non-government and non-profit activities. 
How Should An American College Teach American History?                                                                                                              Centennial Institute * January 2010 * Page 3
Students should learn that everything is not either government or business, that there are many other aspect of private life that help explain America’s success.

(4) Students should also see the course of our history through the lens of IDEAS, as opposed to just a series of unconnected events and policy changes. For example, in explaining the Progressive period or the Great Depression, they should understand the ideas that were framing the debates of those days behind the scenes. They should understand that in the course of human affairs, little is “inevitable” or pre-ordained, that what happens is the result of ideas and philosophies that take root, whether they be good ones or bad ones.

RESPONDENT E 

(1)  Rule of law

(2)  Two concepts of liberty -- responsible self-rule vs. getting to do as I please (they meant the former, we tend to mean the latter)

(3) 
Limited government

(4)
Dependence of republics on virtue

(5)
The classical natural law tradition (NOT just early modern thinkers like Locke)

(6) Natural rights (a special theme within the natural law tradition -- not the whole of it)

RESPONDENT F
(1) Christians from colonial times to the present have had to work in alliance with proponents of small government and free enterprise who might not be Christians. Olasky’s book Fighting for Liberty and Virtue helps people understand how that worked in the 18th century.

(2) 
American patterns of republican democracy have helped us to avoid problems of Europe. Excerpts from Alexis de Tocqueville's Democracy in America show how that worked in the 19th century.

(3) Minorities have made progress when they have concentrated on education and economic self-improvement: Booker T. Washington's autobiography, Up from Slavery, makes that point.  

(4) 
Americans made a great contribution in the 20th by defeating totalitarian powers. The first 85 pages of Whittaker Chambers’ Witness will help stiudents understand the Cold War, 

(5) 
Americans working through churches and civic organizations have fought successful wars against poverty. The Tragedy of American Compassion, also by Olasky, shows that, and also shows how governmental welfare systems made things worse rather than better.
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RESPONDENT G

(1)
American Exceptionalism: It is important to note that America has had the greatest liberty, economic development, technological advancement, most inventions, and greatest generosity of any nation in history, but the reason for this is not that the people were special in themselves but rather that the ideas upon which the nation was founded were special – that they were Biblical; these unique Christian ideas of God, man, family, truth, history/creation, education, economics, culture, and government must be taught to continue to secure American Exceptionalism. 

(2)
Providential history: Not only that God had a role in history but that he also had a Divine plan – that He directed the chain of liberty and that the principles of His word have historically proven to be the only lasting source of liberty, both personal and corporate liberty, civil as well as religious liberty. 
A description of a Providential view of history was concisely set forth in 1879 by famous American historian Charles Coffin, who explained: “You will notice that while the oppressors have carried out their plans and had things their own way, there were forces silently at work which in time undermined their plans – as if a Divine hand were directing the counter-plan. Whoever peruses the story of liberty without perusing this feature will fail of fully comprehending the meaning of history. There must be a meaning to history, or else existence is an incomprehensible enigma.” In short, history not only shows God’s workings and plans but it also demonstrates the effectiveness of Biblical principles when applied to church, education, government, economics, family, entertainment, military, or any other aspect of life.) 

(3) Free Market (This would include a free market approach not just to economics but also to religion, education, business, etc. – the free market philosophy is rooted in many Bible teachings and is not limited just to economics.) 

(4) 
Limited Government (as set forth in the Declaration – i.e., that there is a God; that God gives rights; and that government exists to protect God-given rights), secured through Enumerated Powers (as set forth in the Constitution, expounded in the Federalist Papers, and secured through the Ninth and Tenth Amendments; also the Biblical foundations of jurisdictional authority should be demonstrated, showing that God created three Divine institutions of family, government, and church and that while there can be cooperation between them, there can be no usurpation or intrusion of one into the separate and distinct jurisdiction of the others) 
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RESPONDENT H
(1) The religious purpose of America’s Founding: The Pilgrims were not so much fleeing religious persecution, although that was part of it, as they were out to estabilish the New World as God's "New Jerusalem". They were fleeing the Biblical immorality and degeneracy of what had become of European civilization, particularly the "libertine-liberalism" that had taken hold. Along with this, they were out to evangelize the Indians for Jesus Christ.

(2) Private Property: After their early experiments with communal property led to mass starvation, they instituted a system of private property rights. See http://www.independent.org/newsroom/article.asp?id=2378.

(3) 
Creator-endowed Natural Rights: The evolution of Natural Rights through John Locke and Thomas Jefferson, stemming from Cicero's ideas on Natural Law. In particular, John Adams's idea that property rights precondition all other natural rights.

(4) The importance of Adam Smith: Smith's An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations led the Founders to institute a free-market economic system based on the aforementioned property rights.

(5) Liberty is not license: Liberty is freedom tempered by responsibility to God's moral code "Love God above all else, and love your neighbor as yourself." and "Do unto others as you would have them do unto you". This biblical "Law of Liberty" is the moral basis of voluntary exchange that underlies self-government and free-market capitalism.
RESPONDENT I 
 
(1) The first step in doing history as a Christian is understanding why people did what they did. Often Christian students think the first step is to judge historical actors as moral or immoral. That may well be the second step, but you can’t bypass the first one. 

(2) Teachers must identify the “timeless principle” in the lesson and thereby make the class relevant for students. Post-Civil War Reconstruction is really a discussion of government’s proper function. The Mexican War compels us to examine Just War Theory. Andrew Jackson’s presidency leads us consider the difference between a republic and a democracy. The 1950s raises the issue of civil religion. Any of the reform movements (e.g., Progressivism) cause us to ask whether Christians should expend resources in earthly socio-political reforms. The Founding Fathers (and their generation) help us to think about the contours of a Christian worldview.

(3) Whenever possible, place American history into its global context. A good U.S. History course will make constant references to what is going on elsewhere. When talking about the new Republic, compare it to the new Latin American republics of the early 1800s. When talking about the black Civil Rights Movement, compare it to the apartheid story in South Africa. When talking about Progressivism, compare it to the more left-leaning social democracy movements in Western Europe. When talking about the American Civil War, compare it to the wars of national unification in German and Italy. Global contextualization defuses a lot of liberal criticism of America's past. 
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(4) My opinion: the instructor should prepare for each class by asking himself, “My students came to a Christian college, not a secular one. They are expecting a Christian perspective. Accordingly, how does a Christian look at today’s material differently from a non-Christian?” If my class is no different from one at the state university, then I am not upholding my college’s mission. This doesn’t mean that every class is a Bible study. Explicitly Christian perspectives may occupy only 20 percent of the class. However, a good Christian historian shouldn’t have to try hard to bring faith perspectives to bear on his subject matter. The problem (I think) is that most of us history Ph.D.s were trained in secular grad schools, so we default to the kind of teaching we receive. We don’t deliberately try to think Christianly about our subject.

(5) Recurring themes that inform many of my class meetings: the universality of human sin, the utopian and secular assumptions of many reformers, the God’s ability to bring good out of bad (or less than good) situations, assessing whether or not God’s standards of justice were upheld or ignored, the difference between a pragmatic ethic and a biblical ethic.
RESPONDENT J
(1)  America is a divine experiment in self-government, the first society since the Sinai wilderness and the Israelites under Moses (with the exception of some European cities during the Reformation) that was formed on the basis of Biblical principles of government and ratified by the consent of the governed. 

(2)  So, we are a self-governing republic, founded on the idea that all men are created equal, and endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights. When these rights become the operating basis of any society, that society can become one that includes liberty and justice for all. And in turn, that society becomes an example to the rest of the world – as Lincoln put it: “the last, best hope of earth.”
(3)  This divine experiment was based on a covenant entered into between the first Christian settlers that came to North America and God, based on their Christian faith and their commitment to practice the commandment of Christ to love their neighbors, which is necessary to create justice.

(4)  The history of America, properly understood, is really a morality tale. The story of American progress in creating a just society (or the lack of it) should be told in terms of how much we have lived up to that covenant to implement Biblical principles of justice. 

(5)    Every social crisis in American history from our very beginning – the American revolution, the anti-slavery movement, the women’s rights movement, the Civil Rights movement, the pro-life movement – all of these and more have always had at their core this basic issue: Are we Americans going to truly live by the God-given truth that all men are created equal, or is that just pious talk?

(6)  We Americans are not “better” morally and spiritually speaking than any other people on earth; we are not some superior breed of humanity. Actually, we are made up of all peoples – we are a nation of immigrants, the representative nation that is called by God to prove to the rest of the world that any people can live by these Biblical principles that apply to everyone 
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equally. If it can be done in North America by people from everywhere else, it could possibly be done anywhere else as well. So, we are not better than others, but we are different – we have a special mission in world history. We have something to prove.

(7)  God has watched over this nation from its earliest days, and intervened throughout our history to ensure that we had a chance to fulfill our calling. Not only has He worked miracles to preserve us in times of crisis, but He has raised up leadership in those times. George Washington and Abraham Lincoln are the two most obvious examples.

2. What books and writings belong in the syllabus for such a course?  

The Federalist Papers (Madison, Hamilton and Jay) recommended twice

The Anti-Federalist (ed. Herbert Storing) recommended twice

Bennett, William J., America: The Last Best Hope 

Buckley, William F., Up From Liberalism
DiLorenzo, Thomas, How Capitalism Saved America
Folsom, Burton, The Myth of the Robber Barons
Guinness, Os (editor), The Great Experiment 
Guinness, Os The American Hour 

Schaeffer, Francis, A Christian Manifesto.

Johnson, Paul, A History of the American People recommended twice

Kendall, Willmore, and George Carey (editors), The Basic Symbols of the American Political Tradition

King, Martin Luther, Letter from Birmingham Jail
Kirk, Russell, The Roots of American Order  - recommended twice

Levin, Mark, Liberty and Tyranny. 
Lincoln's Collected Speeches

McPherson, James, Battle Cry of Freedom
Novak, Michael, On Two Wings: Humble Faith and Common Sense at the American Founding
Schweikart, Larry, and Michael Allen, A Patriot’s History of the United States – rec. twice

Stedman, David (editor), Our Ageless Constitution 
Tindall, George, and David Shi, America: A Narrative History

Tocqueville, Alexis, Democracy in America - recommended twice

Washington, Booker T., Up from Slavery
West, Thomas, Vindicating the Founders: Race, Sex, Class, and Justice in the Origins of America
Woods, Thomas, The Politically Incorrect Guide to American History
See also comments, next page
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One Comment: I'd use only primary sources, and besides The Federalist and The Anti-Federalist (especially the letters of Brutus) I'd include brief selections from lots of others, including the older thinkers who influenced the Founding generation.

A Second Comment: I have not been able to isolate any single text that I would especially recommend for such a course. From what I have seen, I am much more inclined to an eclectic approach, or an anthology of significant readings/studies.

A Third Comment: I am not sure about a general text for American history. What would be possible would be to pick six or eight books for different periods of our history that would serve as textbooks (James McPherson’s Battle Cry of Freedom is the best Civil War single volume treatment I’ve seen, but it ignores the hugely important spiritual aspect of the whole thing). I’m almost of the persuasion that a professor would be better off cobbling together an assortment of reading assignments in various primary and secondary sources, rather than trying to find a single text. This would entail more work, but might well make for a much more solid treatment. By the way, I am strongly in favor of using as many primary source documents, diaries, memoirs, etc. as possible, because this gives the student more opportunity to form his own opinions, rather than simply to react to the secondary source author’s opinions. 
A Fourth Comment: If you are talking about a college freshman U.S. History survey course, I know of no textbook or “main text” that I can recommend wholeheartedly. The textbooks that are written from an explicitly Christian perspective tend to be at the high school level in terms of rigor. Even Bill Bennett’s recent U.S. History textbook is not sufficiently analytical (in my opinion) for college use. Paul Johnson’s textbook is politically conservative but not a good comprehensive text; it’s too quirky and uneven. Most college level textbooks are both liberal politically and unfriendly to Christianity. Perhaps the most moderate (or middle-of-the-road) college-level textbook is Tindall and Shi’s America: A Narrative History. This is by no means a Christian textbook, but [a] it is sufficiently analytical for college students and [b] it is not unfriendly to Christianity. If I had to use one main text for a rigorous U.S. history course, it would be Tindall and Shi. In my courses, I do not use a main text. I use my lectures (which I have written out as text documents) as the course’s de facto textbook. Students read some supplementary books and write essays on them, but these are not comprehensive textbooks.
A Fifth Comment: You might consult ISI's  online course in American History at http://www.firstprinciplesjournal.com/articles.aspx?article=33&theme=amexp .  In the same location you will also find courses on Western Civilization, Economics, National Security/International Affairs, and Higher Education.
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AMERICA IN WORLD HISTORY: TWO LENSES

Endnote by John Andrews

The history of the American people since 1607 and of the United States since 1776 tends to be interpreted nowadays through one of two academic and political lenses.  

One lens is objective, fact-based, and hence realistically admiring though not adulatory.  The other is ideological, selective, utopian in its premises, and hence harshly condemning of who we are and have been.  

Call them America the Exceptional and America the Exploitive.  Here, in no particular order, are contrasting lists of attributes and descriptors for Lens 1 and Lens 2.  

Lens 1

America the Exceptional

open

productive

providential

generous

enterprising

welcoming

freedom

opportunity

self-correcting

flawed as all societies are

flower of Western civilization

“almost-chosen”

highly religious

moral

innovative

restless

brash

over-confident

idealistic

unselfish

one culture

built on ideas not blood and soil

adaptive

expansionist

liberating
Lens 2

America the Exploitive

racist

materialistic

hypocritical

decadent

bigoted

superstitious

immoral

selfish

manipulative

stained

dishonest

self-deluded

fatally and unforgivably flawed

multicultural

end point of the West at its worst

case study of Marx’s darkest predictions

class-ridden

guilty

greedy

earth-raping

wasteful

oppressive

soul-deadening

anti-intellectual

ennobling
enriching
