Forum
Lawrence A. Cremin: Hostage to History'
Sol Coben

Ambition may often resultin a form of sclfdmprisonment, with psychological consequences
that I cannot begin wo fathom. ... Qur chosen vocation can become a compulsion, a form of
entrapment,

Michael Kammen, “Vanitas and the Historian’s Vocation”?

On 4 September 1990, Lawrence Cremin, the most influential American
historian of education of the post-World War II era, died suddenly of a heart
attack. Ile was just shy of his sixty-fifth birthday. His untimely death caught
everyone by surprise. There was so much one wanted to know about him, so
many questions left unanswered.

Cremin never got around to writing a4 memoir or an autobiography. I can
discover only one book review, and that from 1961, and two interviews, neither
by an historian of education.” The few obituaries written by historians of edu-
cation who knew him best ate eulogies, commemorative pieces, encomiums;
they are venatory celebratons of Cremin’s life and career.” The restis a stzange
silence. One would have thought the educational and historiogeaphical waorld
would be filled with Cremin memoirs, appraisals and reappraisals, symposia,
conferences and forums, perhaps a biography; at least a_festsehrift. It has been
almost a decade since his death. It's time to break the silence.

What follows is a reflection on Cremin’s career as an historian. It is personal,
subjective, and partly autobiographical. I should preface it by making my
relationship with Cremin clear: 'm a former student of his, and I did my profes-
sional training in the history of education with him. He was from the latc 1950s
1o the mid-1960s my adviser, and I would say my friend, though we were never,
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until 1988, almost the end, really friendly. I was Larty’s teaching assistant
(although a private, formal person, he insisted on being called “Larry”). I did my
doctoral thesis under him. Upon its completion, he saw to its publication by
Teachers College Press. Larry helped secure all of my faculty positions, first at
the University of Massachusetts, Ambherst, then at Cornell University, and finally
at UCLA.

In writing this, | discovered a different Lawrence Cremin {and possibly a
different Sol Cohen) than I expected. My understanding of Larry the historian
took on life as a narrative in a recognizable literary gente: Larry became an actor
in a familiar kind of story, the romance quest. 1 think the story has an
honcurabie ending, but, as much as T willed it to be othenvise, it is an meffably
sad story. Larty seceived many honours in his lifetime. Viewed conventionally,
his cazeer as an historian was a great success; he was a winner of Bancroft and
Pulitzer Prizes in history. Had everything gone according to plan, this would
have been another homage to Larry. Instead, it has become a meditation on
vanitas, and the privileges and perils of celebrity.”

With The Trangformation of the Schaol: Progressivism in American Fdncation,
18761957 (1961}, winacer of the 1962 Bancroft Prize in American History, Larry
changed the historiographical landscape of American education. At the age of
thirty-seven, he had achieved a kind of fame no historian of education had ever
before enjoyed. Then, in 1964 he accepted an invitation from the Commitree on
the Role of Education in American IHistory to deliver a paper on the historio-
graphy of American education, subsequently published as The Wanderfi! Worid aof
Lithwood Patterson Cubberley: An Fssay on the Historiography of American Fducation,
"T'his led to his acceptance of a commission, that same yeat, to prepare the tilogy
Amertean Fducation. 1 think this was a calamitous mistake. After that, it seems to
meg, Larry’s career as an historian took a downward trajectory. I am ahead of my
story, but 1 have indicated its central theme.

This account concerns primarily Larry’s career as historian, but inevitably
touches his career as admindistzator, first as president of Teachers College,
Columbia University, and then as president of the Spencer Foundation. Tt is
stoking how little we know about the paths academics choose to follow in their
carcers. Larty’s career may suggest lessons for out own professional Hives and for
the historian’s vocation,

I am deeply concerned to rell Larty’s story propetly, but can report only what
I remember, what { learned, and whart I imagine. Memory is fallible, knowledge
partial, and imagination a trickster. Although dealing with real people and real
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events, what follows 1s, in Fayden White's sense, “an image of [a} life that is and
can only be imaginary.” However problematic this account, a beginning has
been made. T believe history is written (and read) against forgetting. I hope this
account will encourage others who knew Latry to share their reflections on his
life, his times, and his work, before they forget.

I O 2

I begin with the personal. After moving to Los Angeles I lost touch with Larry
for some time. Although we exchanged copics of our publications, he said
nothing about my wotk, nor I about his. In the 1970s our correspondence was
episodic and brief. Theze was a letter from me in December 1974 congratulating
Latry on his appointment as president of Teachers College, to which he didn’t
teply. Then, toward the end of 1975 I wrote an article on the historiography of
Ametican education for the Harvard Educational Review. 1 wrote Larry in
December saying I wished I had the dme to interview him and other members
of the “old Committee on the Role of Education in American History, especially
(Bernard] Bailyn,” about their partin the tumultuous events that unfolded in and
around the history of Ametican education in the mid-1950s and easly 1960s. But
Latry never replied, nor did he acknowledge the article when I sent him a copy
after it appeared. In 1981, Larry won the Pulitzer Prize in history for American
Fducation: The National Fxperionce, 1783—1876, the second volume of the trilogy.
1 wrote to cangratulate him. His reply was brief. He thanked me for the letter
and about the Pulitzer said only, “iU’s 4 nice surprise.”” He closed with a hurried
“All best.” We had no further correspondence until the spring of 1988, when a
regular correspondence began.

Sometime in May 1988, I received a warmly inscribed copy of American
Lidiieation: The Metrgpolitan Excperience, 18761980, the final volume of the trdogy.
['responded on 20 June with a long letter. T wrote Larry congratulating him on
a “ternific accomplishment.” The book’s “richness of detail and breadth of
learning,” I said, “give 2 new dignity and interest to all those forms of education
which make up the American educational experience and which have heretofore
not been seen as related and interlocking parts of a whole or of a configuration.”
One implication, I continued, “s that all those who focus exclusively on the
school for whatever project they have in mind have a limited vision of the
altetnative sites for intervention, while overburdening the school.” I added, “I
hope your readers understand that we can enter into the historical record at
different points and that we don’t have to do history as a consecutive natrative.”
Then I mentioned that I was working on the menta) hygiene movement, and was
thinking of studying the movement in the context of “the discursive landscape
of American education.” Larry answered promptly on 27 June thanking me for
the letter, then adding, unexpectedly, “that sounds like fascinating stuff you’re
working on.” He was taken by my phrase, “discursive landscape of American
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education”; “a lovely [his favourite word of praise] phrase,” he called it. And
then came a suzprising close: “Take care.”

In January 1989, 1 was invited by ]. D. Wilson to review American Education:
The Metropolitan Exgperience—1,500 words with “a bit more leeway” as to length
—for Historieal Sindies in Fdueation/ Revwe dhistoive de Déducation. 1 agreed, but was
now stuck. Easy enough to say “We don’t have to do history as a consecutive
nratative,” but how to review a history that precisely illustrates that nice, but
abstract, principle? I was numbed by the book’s length, its lack of a unified
narrative line, the sheer quantity of the materials. I griped to Wilson that The
Metropoliian Lxpertence was “a monster of a book” and that [ was “having diffi-
culty finding the proper voice.” I said I needed more time, more space. After an
awful struggle, T tugned in a review of about 6,000 words, which was accepted
and published in full in autumn 1989.°

In the meantime, on October 31, 1989, Lary wrote from New Yotk to
“wonder if [he] might ask a favor.” He needed a copy of Frances Littlefield
Davenport’s 1946 UCLA PhD thesis, “The Education of Joha Dewey,” which
we had in our library on microfilm. He said he had embarked on a biography of
Dewey and was “having a marvelous time of it.” The “oaly drawback,” he went
on, “is that the archive is in beautiful downtown Carbondale” [Center for
Dewey Stadies, Southern Hlinois University], and “the nightlife leaves much to
be desired.” He hoped that the request wouldn’t prove burdensome. This was
the first I knew of his latest project. On November 13, I wrote Latty to tell him
that the thesis was in the mail, that I had glanced through it, it appeared to be a
competent piece of work, and it would make a few nights in Carbondale pass
quicker,

That same fall of 1989, the History of Education Quarterly carried a “Forum” on
The Metropolitan Experience, with commentaries by Robert L. Church, Michael B.
Katz, and Harold Silver, and an uncharacteristically sharp response by Larty.
Rather casually, I wrote, in that same letter of 31 October, that “one would think
HEQ or someone among the trio of Church, Katz, and Silver would give
readers some idea of the book’s contents before doing their thing”” Since I
gathered from Larry’s response that the “Forum” must have really stung, 1
added: “Is that why your response seemed unusually cross?” Then, with much
trepidation, T informed Larry that I had done a review of The Metropolitan
Lixgperience for HSE/RHE, that it would be available soon, and that he should
look for it, as T wasn’t sure HSFE/RFHE supplied offprints.

1 was uneasy about my review because it was decidedly mixed and am-
bivalent; I found myself touching practically all the criticisms that Church, Silver,
and Katz had made of The Metropolitan Exgperience and then some, but I was able
to describe the book’s contents at considerable length and I began and ended

“Historital Studies i Education/ Revwe d’bistoire de Pédueation 1 (1989): 307--26.
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the review on a note of tribute. I called The Merrapaditan Excperience 2 “‘seminal
work” T said it opened up a prospect on American educadon that is “inex-
haustibly suggestive of fruitful avenues of research.” 1 said Larry’s discussion of
newspapers, magazines, radio and television, and advertisements and motion
pictures were all worthy of book-length treatments in themselves. I also des-
cribed the volume as shapeless and redundant. T ealled Larry's treatment of ideas
the least satisfactory pact of The Merropolitan Fscperience. At critical moments, I
said, especially in his discussion of change in education, Larry relies on lists and
the quantifiable. I complained that for Larty, “the discipline of education no
longer exists as a distinct, bounded ficld or object of knowledge.” I noted quirky
fapses of judgment. T questioned how he could give the natterings of Margaret
Mead about “Isiand Earth”—the dedication and last word in the volume and the
trilogy is Mead’s—ithe status of educational theory. And, although Larry believed
history should be a “lamp to light the present,” it was a stretch to point out the
relevance of The Metropolitan Experience to the then-contemporary (late 1980s)
debates about schoot reform. But, I went on to say, all the problems of The
Metropoiiian Experience were largely a functon of its ambitons. I called it a
“boldly imaginative and fascinating work.” One finishes The Mesropaditan Eogper-
zence, 1 said, “with the feeling that there are more “transformations’ of American
education that Cremin will yet write about.” I ended the review: “If, as Bugen
Weber states, histotiographical progress is made not in depth ... but in breadth
-2 widening of vision—Professor Cremin has made a seminal contribution to
historiographical progress.” Somewhat tongue-in-cheek, I asked Larry to read
the review backwards, starting with the last paragraph, then going to the
beginning.

On November 20, 1989, Lasry wrote to say he had received a copy of the
Davenportt thesis, that he was grateful for my kindness, and offered o reimburse
me for the costs of xeroxing and posting the manuscript to New York,
Meanwhile, he said, it was good to be in touch and he was eager to catch up on
my work. He ended the fetter: “Take care—and again, my sincere appreciation
[or your great kindness.”

Latry wrote again on January 12, 1990. By now he had read my review of The
Metropolitan Exgperience. He called it “a lovely review.” He was “grateful for the
time and effort thar were patently involved”; it “provided a marvelous Hft.”
Referring to the IHEQ “Forum,” he said T was cottect in my estimate of why he
was “less irenic than usual in [his] response to Silver and Chureh” (sic). He
continued: “disagreement troubles me not in the least--it’s what makes the
world go ‘round, but the kind of insistent misunderstanding and miszepre-
sentation that marked the Silver and Church reviews does trouble me, and it was
that I was responding to.”

A few weeks later, Latry sent me a copy of Popwier Education and Its Dir-
confenis, his last book. 1 replied to say I thought Popwler Education and Its Dic-
conbenis “an essential book,” and there was “no one who ¢an do what you dow
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which is to bring the conversation about public education to higher level, but
who can do it in plain language for the teacher and non-specialist as well as the
specialist.” Larry answered on 9 February 1990, his last letter to me, expressing
gratitude for my kind words about the “little book,” and remarking, ““cssential’
is a lovely word!”

I have to go back in time now, almost to the beginning of my reladonship with
Larry.

I was Larry’s teaching assistant when he was waiting The Transformation of the
Sehool He ragely talked about the book and never asked me to look at draft; all
I knew was that he was writing a histoty of progressive education and that he
was sublimely confident about what he was wrsting. T recalt he once questioned
me about its title. Which did I prefer, he asked, Progressiviem in American Fdwation:
The Transformation of the School, or The Transformation of the School: Progrecsivienm in
American Edwcation?

Finally reading The Transformation of the Sehool was 2 delight but not a surprise.
The book contained little that was new to me; in fact, it was so familiar. The
Transformation of the School was Larty’s lectures in his course in history of
American education for which I was his T.A.

New York intellectuals went mad about Larry. A history of education by a
young, unknown histortan of education ar Teachers College, Columbia, was
deemed important enough to generate encomiums in the New York Post, the
Saturday Review, the Reporter, and the New York Times Book Review. Trs The Reporter,
Martin Mayer called The Transformation of the School “a major work of educational
hustory” by “a first class historian,” and one of the “distressingly few links be-
tween Teachess College and Columbia University, between teacher training and
the intellectual community atlarge.”? Fred M. Hechinger, education editor of the
Times, called The Trangformation of the School “masterful” and a “fascinating tale,”
adding, “it is not the least remarkable fact that this sensitive and brilliant history
comes from a young professor at Teachers College.”™

Historians were almost as enthusiastic. Richazd Hart called The Transformation
of the Schoo/ the “definitive history of the Progressive Education movement,” and
“almost a comprehensive history of education in America [and] an excellent
example of historical scholarship.” Frederick Rudolph called T#e Transformation
of the Sehoo/a “pioneer history of the American school in a period of tremendous
change.” It was a book “that social and intellectual historizns will have to
read”™ Larry’s reputation received a tremendous boost when Arthur Mann
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praised The Trangformation of the School in the American Historical Review as “‘ar im-
portant book by a scholar who is practically alone today in trying to break down

the parochialism separating the fields of education and history.”* Mann catled the

book as a “major contribution to both the substance and the method of social

and intellectual history.”"" Significantly, Latry and The Trangformation wete ham-

mered in some education journals: Educational Theory, Stadies in the Philosophy of
Edueation, and even History of Education Quarterly. 1 putit down to personal pique,
or a narrow-minded “functional” conception of the kind of history historians of
education should be writing, And Larry won the 1962 Bancroft Prize in Ameri-

czn History.

When Larry won the Bancroft Prize for The Transformiation of the School he was
thirty-seven years old and on top of the wotld. 1 was on the faculty of the
Schooi of Education at University of Massachusetts, Ambherst, working on my
doctorate while teaching courses in foundations of education, history of Western
education, and history of American educaton from the colonial beginnings to
the mid-twenteth century, and also responsible for supervision of student
teaching (high school) in western Massachusetts. When Larry won the Bancroft,
it gave me the confidence to inform my Dean, Albert Purvis, that I wanted to
keep History of Western Ed, concentrate on courses in history of American
education, and be releved of the foundations of education course and all
supetvision of student teaching. Drean Purvis acceded to everything.

The Transformation of the School gave Larty entrée into the world of history’s
and professional education’s elite. At the American Historical Association Lartry
seerned to know all the prominent historians of the day, At the Amertican Edu-
cational Research Association he was treated as a celebrity. A gibe [ vividly recall
had to do with 120th Street being “the widest street in the world” because it
separated Columbia University from Teachers College. Larey turned 120th Street
into a corndor,

Larry’s moment didn’t last long. The Trangformation of the School was a mile-
stone in American educational historiography; its romantic mythos, played from
z death-and-resurrection metaphot, set the stage and became the pivot around
which all subsequent histories of American education would explicitdy or im-
plicitly revolve, either responding to, attacking, defending, ot copying its genre
and general perspective. Thirty-five yeats on we are apt to note the book’s defi-
ciencies. But for reasons I've explained elsewhere, Larry was the right person
and The Transformation of the School the right book for its time, 1961, 2 perfect
match for the histotical profession’s “horizon of expectations.” It remains a
great story and indispensable for interpreting every modern history of American

" American Historical Review 47 {1961): 156-T7.
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education. I think The Tranifermation of the Sehoo! marked the pinnacle of Larsy’s
career as an historian,

In the spring of 1964, Larry and Bernard Bailyn were invited by the Com-
mittee on the Role of Education in American History to organize a symposiam
on historiography of American educaton. At this symposium he presented the
paper later published as The Wonderful Wortd of Fliwood Patterson Cubberley, Larry
was subsequently invited by officials of the American Histotical Association and
the United States Office of Education to prepare a “comprehensive” history of
American education. [He eagerly accepted. This was the beginning of Larry’s fall
as an historian. It began with The Wondesfiul World of Bllwood Pasterson Cubberley,

To understand better the events of 1964, and after, T should fill 1n some
additional context. In December 1954, Clarence Faust, president of the Ford
Foundation Fund for the Advancement of Education, called a conference of
some of the most disinguished historians of the time——aArthur Schiesinger, Sr.,
Merle Curti, Richazd Storr, Paui F. Buck, Ralph Gabriel, Walter Metzger, and
Richard Hofstadter—to explore the possibility of encouraging historical invest-
igation of the role of education in the development of American society.
Although the history of American education as a special field of study by that
time had a long history, the conferees pronounced that the history of education
had been “shamefully neglected by American historians.”” Faust stressed that
none of the historians invited to the confereace could be described as a
“specialist” in history of American education, that is, none was a member of a
professional education faculty, The group held a second meeting in May 1956,
at which time it became the Committee on the Role of Fducation in American
History.

In sprng 1957, the Commitree announced that financial assistance was
available to faculty or graduate students in history departments to support
maonographic studies caleulated to bring “thorough knowledge of education im-
mediately into the mainstream of historical scholarship and instruction,”"* Mean-
time, according to a memoir Richard Storr published in 1976, the Committee
had in 1956 or easly 1957 appointed 2 sub-committee of junior historians to

Plobn L. Rury, “Transformation in Perspeetiver Lawrence Cremin’s Transformation of the
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advise it; the sub-committee included Larry, Timothy Smith of Johns Hopkins
University, and Harvard University’s Bernard Bailyn."

In 1960 Baillyn published his famous critique of Amesican educational
historiography, Edwcation in the Forming of Amerivan Sociery: Needs and Opportunities
Jor Seudy. Bailyn, who was formally invited to join the Committee on the Role of
Education in Amezican History in 1961, flogged “educational missionaries™ ke
Hllwood P. Cubbetley and Paul Montoe, who pioneered the history of education
as a special field and wrote the most influential textbooks—particulasly,
Cubberley’s Public Education in the United States: A Stady and Interpretation of Ameri-
can Educational History (1919). Bailyn’s critique of the Cubberley school of histor-
tography 1s well known. What has to be repeated is Bailyn’s conception of 2 new
history of education in which education would be defined “not only as a formal
pedagogy but as the entire process by which a culture transmits itself across the
generations [and] in its elaborate, intricate involvements with the rest of society.”

Larry, who was formally invited to become a member of the Commitree in
1961 as well, reviewed Ballyn’s Edweation in the Forming of Ametican Society in: the
Mississipps Vadley Historical Review. Latry seconded Bailyn’s criticism of Cubber-
ley’s historiography and applauded his new way, which Larry depicted as “con-
ceiving of education in Platonic terms.” He praised Bailyn’s hypotheses as
“original and imaginative, [pointing] to a vast and hitherte inadequately explored
literature.” Larry hoped “they will prove sufficiently provocative to set in motion
the kind of informed historical scholarship that to date has been all too rare in
the field of American education.”"”

In 1965 Larry published The Wonderful World of Ellwood Patterson Cubberkey.
Although he acknowledged Cubberley’s contributions to professional education,
Larry reconvicted him of the four “cardinal sins against Clio™ anachronism,
parochialism, evangelism, and isolation from the mainstrcam of American
Listoriography. Larry observed, inexplicably, that the book is still read, . . . it has
not been superseded.” Inexplicably, because this was four years after publication
of The Transformation of the Schoof and twelve years after the appearance of R.
Freeman Butts’s and Larry’s A History of Fdueation in American Culture, which had
gone into a second printing in 1953, not to mention Metle Curt?’s essential The
Social Idear of American FEdncators, which had come out in a new edition in 1959,
Who was reading Cubbetley in 19652 Larry declared that a general reinter-
pretation of Cubberley was much needed: the “anachronism and parochialism of
his work require correction, as do its evangelism and its isolation from the
mainstream of American historiography.” (In fact, much of Lamy’s critique of
Cubberley is incomprehensible to me. I have recently reread Cubbertley’s Pubiic

“Richard ]. Storr, “Ihe Role of fiducation in American History: A Memorandum for the
Committee Advising the Fund for the Advancement of Education in Regard to This
Subject,” Harvard Educational Review 46 (1976): 334,
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LEdueation in the United Stares and conclnded that Latry, as well as Baidyn, were
carried away by the occasion, and that both of them flagrantly mistead Pubiic
Edsication in the United S tates; their critique is inaccurate or overdrawn on virteally
every count. Larry’s and Bailyn’s assessment of Cubberley came to be widely
accepted among historians of education for so long precisely because no one
was reading Cubberley.)

Having cleated Cubbetley out of the way, Latry went on to describe his
vision of 2 new history of American education. Recall that Bailyn had urged
historians to consider education “not only as formal pedagogy but as the entire
process by which a culture transmits itself across the generations” and in its
“claborate, intricate involvements with the rest of society.” Larry defined the
scope of history of education even mote expansively, suggesting that historians
consider “what agencies, formal and informal, have shaped American thought,
character, and sensibility over the years, and what have been the sigaificant
relationships between these agencies and the society that have sustained them.”
That question, he said, would project the historians’ concerns “beyond the
schools ta 2 host of other institations that educate: families, churches, libraries,
muscums, publishers, benevolent societies, youth groups, agricultural fairs, radio
networks, military organizations, and research institutes.”

In addition, Larry argued, a new, more inclusive history of education would
allow for cross-fertilization between the history of education and new fields such
as the history of science and the history of communications, borrow from the
social sciences for its methods, and view [history] in 2 “broader Western—
nay—world context,” Larry suggested that this approach would allow historians
to become bolder in enquiring into “the impact of education, broadly conceived,
on the American mind and character,” an enterprise, he cautioned, “fraught with
methodologieal difficulty.” Cubbetley, Larry said, “may well have been correct
in his judgment that at least one clue to the genius of American civilization lay
in education.” “It remains to be seen,” Larry concluded, “whether anyone in our
own time can portray the relationship more accurately, comprehensively, and
imaginatively.” ' To provide that more accurate, comprehensive, and imaginative
history of American education would become Lazry’s quest.

Larty may or may not have been aware of it at the time—aI have to think he
was--—but at that symposium of Committee on the Role of Education in Ameg-
can History he was being auditioned for the lead role in the Committee’s new
history of American education.

In the spring of 1964, soon after he presented his paper on Cubberley, as
Larry describes it, “there occurred one of those unexpected events that give
decisive direction to a person’s life and work.” W. Stull Holt, secretary of the

“The Wonderfie! World of Eltwood Patterson Cubberdey: An Fisay on the Historiography of
Auwsertcan Education (New York: Teachers College, 1965), 52.
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American Historical Associaton, asked Lasry whether he would be willing to
prepare “a comprehensive history of American education” under the jomt spea-
sorship of the Associatnon and the U.5. Office of Education for the latter’s
approaching centenary in 1967. Larry’s reply was “enthusiastically affirmative.”"
Subsequently, Holt and United States Commussioner of Education Francis
Kleppet obtained a “gencrous grant” for the profect from the Carnegie Corpora-
tion of New York, then led by John Gardner."™ Larty agreed to produce three
volumes in seven years, He managed to produce the first volume in six years, the
first two volumes in fifteen years; it took another eight years for the third. In the
end, American Education took Larry twenty-three years to compilete,

Larry was fond of aphorisms. He liked one that goes something like thas: “The
only thing more tragic than a person who does not get his heart’s desire is
one who does.” The commission must have been a dream come true for Larry,
his heart’s desire. But it was a Faustian pact. Larry abandoned a field he com-
manded—the history of progressive education; still mostly unexplored teritory,
the foundation of his reputation and of his professional identity as an historian
«=-only o be trapped by an impossible publishing commitment and a hopelessly
unconstrained and unfocused conception of education.

What had Larry gotten himself into? Why? T can’t believe Larry had clearly
thought this through. The potential rewards in prestige and fame, even the
monetary rewards, may have been obvious, but so, to Larry or someone, should
have been the potential problems.

The most obvious problem was the extraordinary definition of education to
which Larry was commitied: “the deliberate, systematic, and sustained effort to
transmit or evoke knowledge, attitudes, values, skills, and sensibilities.” The
wazning signs were clear. And this is not hindsight. According to Storr’s truly
startling memoir, it turns out that neither Baityn nor Cremin were all that in-
ventive. Their new approach to the history of education—to consider the role
of educaton “not in its institutional forms alone, but in terms of all the
mfluences that have helped shape the mind and character of the rising gen-
eration”—was first broached to the Committee on the Role of Education in
American History in December 1954 by Arthur Schlesinger, Sr., and was then
modified by Storr before being circulated to the entire Committee.

The Committee seems to have been bouncing ideas around untl it got to
Schlesinger’s “seminal” idea—inspized by de Crévécoeur’s question, “What then
is the Ametican, this new man?”’—which had to do with the role of education in

" A merican Edweation: The Colonial Fxperience, 1607-1783 (New York: Harper & Row,
1970}, xif.

¥'he astounding sum of $200,000, according to a former colleague, John 8, Brubaches
of the Univessity of Michigan, in his review of The Wonderful World of Efbwood Patterson
Chrbbertey in Teachers College Record 67 (19053 237.
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“the formation of American character as a conscious work of art.” Whatever
Schiesinger had in mind, Storr thought he knew exactly what it was. “T'o com-
prehend American character,” now this is Storr explicating Schlesinger, “one
must grasp the meaning of the sum total of the intellectual, emotional, and ather
influences that have poured in upon Americans to make them what they ate.”
Education, Stozr continued, “might be defined, objectively, as the sum of these
influences ot, subjectively, as the reaction of human beings 1o them [but] the
touchstone of education is the intent to shape intellectual traits.”"

Some time later, in December 1955 or catly 1956, Storr recalls, Schlesinger
complained that he, Stozz, had “left the definition of education fugzy.” Still later,
Stozr and Larey sparred over Storr’s definition of “education.” Storr recalls that
Larty thought the final report of the Committee {1957} “did not leave the
distinction between education and other kinds of formative expetiences suffi-
ciently clear to show what the historian of education was o/ committed o
study” (italics mine). Storr thought both Schlesinger and Latry agreed with his
“generous” conception of education but that they were concerned lest the
histordan of education bite off more than anyone could chew.?

If Storr’s memory is accurate, it is striking that Larry would subsequently
define education even mote expansively to include “any effort to transmit,
evoke, or acguire knowledge, values, attitudes, skills, or sensibilities, as well as any
learning that results from the effort, direct or indirest, intended or umintended”
(tralics mine). And all three volumes would be concerned with the emergence
and modification of “the American paideia,” which Latry defined as “a vision of
life itself as deliberate, cultural, and ethical aspiration.” Larty went even further
with this opaque concept by attempting to encompass within it a vatiety of
efforts to shape public opinion, influence political action, and “export American
culeure and civilization to other regions of the world.” As Douglas Sloan notes,
“Cremin’s and Bailyn’s definition of education is so abstract and encompassing
that it raises the question: what is educational history and what isn’t?” Sloan
asked: “Where do the educationally significant strands of the total social cultural
network begin, interweave, and end? If everything can educate, and if everything
affects education, what is educational history about?* Then, what historian
could live up to the challenge Larry set in the conclusion of The I snderfir! World
of Elbwood Patierson Cubberiey? (According to Bllen Lagemann, in the course of a

¥Storz, ““I'he Role of Bducation in American History,” 332

Hbid., 334. At the time, Storr dismissed theis rescrvations as “conservative.” Com-
menting on these events two decades Jater, Storr admitted that he may have been recom-
mending an approach to skew research away from “conservatism and established and more
readily definable modes of education [that] may have been more important than his
memorandum {of 1957) implicd.”

*“istoriography and the Historian of Liducation,” in Review of Research in Edseation, od.
Fred N. Kedinger, vol. 1 (1973): 259,
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memorial tribute, Larry wrote American Education “in the hope that it would long
be regarded as the magisterial, definitive work of scholasship.™)

Why was Larry chosen for the project? (Was Bailyn offered the project?
Bailyn would seem as logical 2 choice as Larry. Did he get first refusal?) Why did
Larry think he could do it? True, the eatdly 1960s were Larry’s moment. No
historian of education was held in higher esteem. He was by far the country’s
pre-eminent historian of education. But sdll. Larry was just a young historian
with a bright future. His reputation as a historian rested on just one book, The
Transformation of the School, But, if, as 1 propose, the symposium at which ke
presented The Wonderjul Worid of Ellwood Patterson Cubberfgy was an audition, Larry
passed the audition with flying colouts.

“Less is more,” is anathet aphotism of which Latry was fond. Why three
{huge; none less than 600 pages) volumes? Why so immodest a project? Why not
one volume, which could appear in 1967, the U.S. Office of Education’s
centennial year? If three volumes, why wasn’t the assignment distzibuted among
three historians; say, Robert Middlekauff, John Demos, Gordon S. Wood, or
Bailyn for volume 1, Wilson Smith, Thomas Bender, or Daniel Calboun for
volame 2, and Larry for volume 37 Why did Larry take on all three volumes?
Why did Larry think he could do it? Who, if anyone, was advising Larry? Bailyn?
Schlesinger? Hofstadter? Someone must know the answers to these questions,
Or maybe they are unknowable and unanswerable.

Larry was trying to cross over from history of American education to Amez-
ican cultural history, to redefine himself as an historian of American culture
from the European Renaissance to the beginnings of setdement in the New
World. T'o be blunt, 1 think Larry was out of his element. Larry knew mote than
anyone about the history of American education, from the colonial beginnings
and its antecedents in antiquity to the present. He had been teaching it for yeats
and he had co-authored with R. Freeman Butts the comptehensive A4 History of
Education in American Culture (1953), but he was no specialist in any subject or
chronological period except the Common School Movement of the mid-
nineteenth century and the Progressive Movement in the twentieth century.
History of American cultuze was not his forte; Larry was erudite but did not
possess the temperament, habits of mind, or, as it would soon turn out, the tdme
to keep abreast of developments in historiography, American or European.
Larry’s forte was the good story about American education with 2 strong nasra-
tive line situated within a broad context of social and intellectual phenomena, as
epitomized in The Transformation of the Sehool, ot the “little book,” exemplified by
Poputar Educaiion and Ite Discontents.

Moreover, there was never a disclaimer from Lartry that what he was doing
was a reconnaissance of the field following up on a recommendation of the
Committee on the Rale of History in American Education or Schlesinger or
Storr or Bailyn. Nor did Larty ever protect himself with any sense of the con-
tngency or provisionality of history. (“Magisterial, definitive”? it makes me want
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to shout, “Larry, don’t say things like that. It sounds so old-fashioned, so
nineteenth-century.””) Or did he think the project unassatable with that tearmn—
the Committee on the Role of Education in American History, the American
Histarical Association, the 1.8, Office of Education, and the Carnegie Cotpor-
ation of New York-—behind him? In 1965, the Committee on the Role of
Education in Amesican History disbanded; Schiesinger, Storr, Holt, Bailyn,
everyone involved forgot all about Latty and the “new” history of education.?

It’s bewildering to think about, Even senior historians seldom try anything
so immodest as a three-volume “comprehensive” history of anything. Did Larry,
after he finished The Transformation of the Schosl, ask himself: “What do I do next?”
Of course. It 1s well-known that Larry was a compulsive worker who didn’t
betieve in vacations. Bug, again, the history of progressive education was his
domain and still very much unexplored territory and unfinished business. Was
Awerican Fdueation, the project, just a cateer move? The opportunity of a
lifetime? An offer Larry couldn’t refuse? His ticket to fame and fortune? Clearly
these are rthetorical questions, and to raise them here is (provisionally) to answer
them i the affirmative. After The Trangformation of the School, Larry aspired to be
more than just a historian of education and a university professor. Larry began
to enjoy the culture of lavrels.

American Fducation: The Colonial Escperience, 1607-1783 finally came out in 1970.
Whatever reservations anyone might have had about the project were excised by
the reviews. There were positive reviews by Arthur G, Powell and Theodore R.
Sizer, both on the faculty of the Harvard University Graduate School of
Education—Sizer its Dean™—as well as by Merle Borrowman, Dean of the
School of FEducation at the University of California, Berkeley. !

"The reviews by specialists in colonial history must have given Larry special
satisfaction; they were an historian’s dream come true, No other history of eatly
American education, said Robert Middlekauff, who would himself win the
Bancroft Prize in American History in 1971, “begins to approach Lawrence A.
Cremin’s study in breadch of knowledge, in imaginative definition of the
problems of coleaial educational histoy, ot in insight in discussing them.”
Middlekauff goes on to say that “much in Cremin’s method, his research and his
conclusions, is fresh and original ” e “confronts in a major way ... the rela-

“Bailyn’s involvement in history of cducation was ephemeral, a brief firtation, over in
1963, when he contributed “Liducation as a Discipline: Some Historical Notes” to The
Disciplive of Edueation, ¢d. John Walton and James 1. Kucthe {(Madison: University of
Wisconsin, 1963). Tn his presidentiat address to the American Historical Association in 1982,
“The Challenge of Modern Historiography,” there is no mention of the “new” history of
education, of any history of education, or of Larry: Amerscan Histarica! Review 87 (1982): 124,

B arvard FEdweational Review 41 (1971): 250--85; Saturday Review, 20 March 1971, 50-1,

HTeachers College Record 73 (19713 117--20.
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tionship of education to society.” Cremin’s achicvement is “especially important
for American social history as well as for the history of American education.”
Middickauff concludes by calling American Edwcation: The Calonial Exiperience “‘a
detached reconstruction of the history of eatly American education-——massive in
research, monumental in range, and penetrating in assessments.”™ Jack P.
Greene exclaimed that “{Cremin’s] inclusive conception of education is broad
encugh to have enabled him to produce the most comprehensive study ever
published of seventeenth and eighteenth century Angle-American culture.” The
book was “remarkable for its scope and for the author’s impressive mastery of
a vast and mtricate subject.” Greene lauded the volume as a “major work of
synthesis and analysis™ and “‘a necessary starting point for all subseguent sudies
of the fisst two centuries of American education.”™

iohn Demos also registered his admiration for The Colowial Escpertence: “There
1s no way o fault the erudition, the thoroughness, and the sheer sweep of irall.
Simply, to have mastered such a huge range of historical materials is a major
personal four de force.” Then Demos, in a chilling foreshadowing of things to
come, went on to depict several problems with The Colonial Excperience. For one,
“if earlier historians have defined education too narrowly, [Cremin] has tried to
encompass too much.” Cremin “ends by claiming for ‘education’ virtually the
entire range of cultural history. The result is frankly bewildering.” And two, “it
is tronic . . . that Cremin begins from a set of ‘revisionist’ premises, and proceeds
to write in the manner of an catlier generation of histortans.” But Demos was
hopeful that in subsequent volumes Cremin would “be able to sharpen his view
of the subject, break free from the old conventions of structure and styie, and
adopt a more vigorously analytic posture towards his evidence.” If so, Demos
concluded, “we may yet have the definitive history of American education that
he—and perhaps onfy he—is qualified to write” {sic).

Larry had got dwmerican Fducation off on the right foot, but the first volume
had taken him almost the whole seven years allotted for the completion of the
entire trlogy. Then, in May 1974, Larry was clected president of Teachers
College. Ths 1s the view from hindsight, but it is ¢lear that Larry should have let
go of the project then, the perfect time, with those reviews as repayment to his
sponsors. After that, the project no longer had much relation to Lary’s primary
intetests and responsibilities and less to his time.”

I think Larry wanted to be president of Teachers College more than he
wanted anything, But now he was embarked upon a new career. Once he be-
came president of Teachers College, his prionties had to ¢hange. There was a
whole different rhythm to his working life as an historian; he had a life other

“onrnal of American History 58 (1971): 4324,

Reviews in Anserican Fistory 2 (19733 1837,

1 have found Rbythws of Academic Life, ed. Peter |, Frost and M. Susan Taylor (Fhousand
Oaks: Sage Puablications, 1996) dluminating.
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than books. The rigours of historical scholarship meant less to him as his career
shifted. His wotking days could no longer be dedicated to Clio. Theze wese ad-
ministrative duties—governance, policy planning, curricula reform, mentoring,
and monitoring faculty; dealing with numnerous constituencies, internal and
external; responsibilities for fund-raising; ceremonial functions; public appear-
ances; working with policy makers, and so forth.

Larsy was perpetually in motion, never at rest. In the 1970s he lectused at
Harvard, Stanford, the University of Wisconsin, Southern Illinois Umniversity, the
University of London, and other univessities. In 1976, he flew to UCLA to
deliver the John Adams Lecture and spent three full days in Los Angeles. He
gave invited lecture series, which resulted in two books: Prbdic Education (1976)
and Traditions of Ametican Education (1977). He led a delegation of American edu-
cators that visited China during the summer of 1978, He served on the Board of
Directors of a half-dozen major organizations, all the while continuing to teach
and to edit his Classics in Education series. Larry was now a full-time admini-
strator and a part-time historian. In the meantime, in 1973, Larry secured addi-
tional funds from the Carnegie Corporation and soldiered on with the second
volurne of American Bducation whenever he had a spare moment. Then, in the
late 1960s, the radical revisionist movement erupted. Tt came too soon. Lazry
didn’t have very long to enjoy his status as president of Teachers College and the
country’s premiere histotian of education.

Livenas Larry was finishing American Education: The Colonial Egpervence there came
another great change in Ametican educational historiography. Radical revision-
ism represented a new, exciting, and morally imperative approach to the history
of American education, one that I favoured for a time.® I found the radical
revisionists’ conflict approach to histotiography compeliing, but I could not
stomach their hyperbolic anti- Americanism, hostility to liberalism, and ad homi-
nem adversarial style. Radical revisionism was polarizing the history of education
community in the United States and in Canada. The atmosphere of intimidation
at the annual meetings of the History of Education Society and Division F of
the AERA m the seventies was such that mundane calls for civility {I was on the
Board of Directors of HIS in these years) were greeted by some members of
HES and Division F as acts of heroism. I remember how [ felt; 1 was convinced

#The Industrial Bducation Movement,” Amenican Quarterly 20 (1968): 95-110; “Urban
School Reform,” History of Edueation Orarterty 9 (1969): 298-304; “A Humanistic History of
American Vdueation,” in Hupanistic Foundations of Education, ¢d. Carl Weinberg {(Englewood
Chiffs, NJ.: Prentice-Hall, 1972), chap. 2; “New Perspectives in History of American
Education, 19601970, Histery of Education 2 (1973): 7996,
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that the radical revisionists were trying to take over the History of Education
Society and Flistory of Edwcation Quarteriy®

During most of the controversy, Larry was an absent presence. He seemed
unaware or indifferent. Larry maintained a stance of massive aloofness while
everything he stood for was challenged, not only his romance emplotment of
educational historiography, but civility in discourse, comity among colleagues,
and a non-pastisan HES and HEQ. The field of history of American education
he had struggled so mightily to revive in the late 1950s was going down around
him, With a few words, publicly spoken or written, Larry could have restored
cwvility in discourse and elevated the debate over radical revisionism from the
level of politics and power to issues of historiography. The radical revisionists
had raised questions about the histotiography of American education that could
no longer be ignored. Larty could have seized the moment to undertake a
defense or reappraisal of progressive historiography of education, or a reap-
praisal of radical revisionist scholarship, ot, in response to the new set of critical
perspectives and approaches, even to rethink American Fiducation. He did none of
these things. Whether because of the constraints of office, or because he abhor-
red controversy, or because he was intellectuatly isolated, for 2 long time Larry
did nothing.

At some pointin 1976 or 1977 Larry realized that something had to be done;
the radical revisionists had to be taken on. Larry never offered his own jadgment
on the controversy but instead chose Diane Ravitch, a former stadent and pro-
tégé, for the assignment; she became his spokesperson in the revisionist affair.
Lavry saw to it that her The Rewsionists Revised: Studies in the Hictoriggraply of
American Fdusation (1977) was solicited and then published by the National
Academy of Hducation, of which Larzy was a founding member and a former
President (1969-1973). The Rewisionisis Revised helped alter the intellectual climate.
it stopped the momentum of radical revisionism cold and created a space to
think. Thanks to Ravitch, everyone who had heard only one side of the con-
troversy learned there was another side—in effect, Larty’s side—of the contro-
versy.™ Ravitch paid the price in public vilification by radical revisionists.

#Same historians of education who survived this decade may have mixed feclings about
Harvey Graff's reminiscence: “By 1970 . . the scjuvenated Misiory of Edneation Qearterly,
newly under the editordal direction of Paul Mattingly, became for a decade the journal of
recordd for the ficld in North America and 2 major site for revisionist scholagship and its best
eriticism” (sic); “Lowards 2000: Poverty and Progress in the History of Bducation,” Histerient
Studies in Edveation] Reviee d'bistolve de Péducation 3 (1991): 195.

#I'he Revisionists Revised: Studics in the Historiography of American liducation™ was
subsequenty revised and published as The Revisonists Revised: A Critigae of the Radical Attack
on the Sehools (New York: Basic Books, 1978). Tt was answered by Michael Katz, “An Apology
for American liducational History,” Harvard Educational Review 49 (1979): 256-66. Larry
finally responded, to Katz anyway, in 1980 in the course of a long foomote in Awerican
Edncation: The National scpertence. “ My own interpretation,” Larey briefly remarked, “suggests
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{Whether it was wise ot prudent of her (o have accepted the assignment, along
with its citocumstances and consequences, are topics about which I hope she will
soon speak.) Larry paid 2 price as well. In part due to his refusal to engage
personally and publicly the radical revisionist controversy, Larry’s status as the
pre-eminent historian of American education was eroded. ™

Awserican Edusation: The Natiotial Excperience, 1783—-1875 finally appeared in 1980.
It was too long in the making; its historical moment had passed. American
Education was conceived in and meant for a different age and a different au-
dience. Larty’s theoretical framework and conceptional language were formed in
the late 1950s and eatly 1960s. What was new in the caily 1960s or even in 1970
had become passé by 1980. Larty's conception of cducation as culture or
caculturation and the questions and “probiematics” he posed in the early sixties,
which then seemed fresh and promising, could not survive the passage of time.
They had, as it were, a built-in expiration date for their usefulness. Everyone
involved in the Committee on the Role of Education in American [History had
moved on, except Lasty. (Larry forgot Carl Becker’s admonition that each
generation writes its own histoty, which he was fond of quoting in his classes.)
And Larry could not or would not come up with any different questions o
problematics. By 1980, when The National Eiscperience came out, most of the
audience of historians had left. The day of the American-centred grand natrative
written in the romance genre was over. The historiographical mainstream had
moved on, but Latry was never able or willing to change course.™ Larry was
convinced he was on the right course.

If the reviews of The Colonial Fisgperienze weze a dream come true, those of The
Nationial Experience were a nightmare. They ranged from outright rejection to
lukewarm acceptance, from the dismissive to the critical, but with some balance,

Larry was always afraid of being tarred with the same brush he used against
Cubberley. Latry prefaced The National Esperience with the advice that he had
“tried steadfastly to avoid the related sins of Whiggishness and anachronism.” In
the American Hivtorical Review, Michael Katz dismissed The National Experience.
“Cremin does not set his history within any systematic exposition of American
social and economic development. . . . His book reads as though the work of 2

that Katz overgeneralizes from specific findings” (pp. 549-50,

*He became marginalized, to use the current terminology.

#Its heyday was the turn of the century; by the late 19505, when the postwar/Cold War
generation of historians began to write, it was already in trouble. Dorothy Ross, “Grand
Narrative in American Historical Writing: From Romance to Uncertainty,” American Historical
Rewiew 100 (1995): 651-77.

MSee “A Note on Problematics and Sources” in Larey’s Traditions of American FEdweation
(New York: Basic Books, 1977), or aay of the Prefaces to American Bducation,
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generation of social historians on his period barely exists.” Cremin “presents
his story as the emergence of a liberal and liberating tradition.” From reading
this book, Katz continued, “one would have little hint of the violence, poverty,
corruption, and racism that matked late nineteenth and early twentieth century
Amenca.” Katz concludes: “Thus Whiggism and anachronism are avoided.”™
‘The reviews in Teachers Coliege Record and the New York Times make painful
reading. Bennington College historian Rush Welter, in Teachers College Record, no
less, starts out with praise for Larry: “There is no doubting the scope of
Cremin’s research, the seriousness of his purpose, or the significance of his
achievement.” Welter goes on: “As many reviewers of the first volume noted,
his history will undoubtedly dominate inquity in the field for many years to
come, just as Ellwood P. Cubbetley’s wotk dominated it previously.” Itis clearly
a major study, Welter continues, “one that makes room for the whole range of
contemporary scholarship and incorporates it into a definitive account of the
American experienice conceived as an educational quest.” Then: “Butitis also a
monument to that quest, one strikingly similar to the Cubbetley-inspired vol-
umes that Cremin has sought to repudiate, and one that seems to me to warrant
a stmilar fate” Cremin “shares Cubberey’s unexamined belief that the devel-
opment of American educational institutions has been inherently progressive.”
The National Escperience 1s, “at bottom, establishment history [and] establishment
history is also likely to be Whig history, and Cremin’s is no exception.” Cremin
“incorporates criticisms of common schooling made by modern revisionist hist-
orians only te smother them.” Welter rubbed it in: “Cremin largely ignores ques-
tions of pedagogical practice and pays scant atteation to pedagogical theory.”
If Welter’s review wasn’t hurt enough, there came Johas Hopking University
historian Kenneth S. Lynn’s brutal review of The National Experience in the New
York Times, Lazry's New Yorg Times, Lynn began by praising The Transformation of
the Schoo/ as “one of the freshest, most beautifully focused books on the history
of American education that has ever been published.” Then the blows. Cremin,
Lynnwrote, was himself transformed by Bernard Bailyn’s Edweation iu the Forming
of Awserican Society, and became Bailyn’s “disciple.” Cremin’s review of Fducation
i1 the Forming of American Saciety, Lynn declared, “was more than a rave; it testified
1o a conversion experience.” Thenceforth, “Mr. Cremin was no fonger his own
masn, he was another man’s disciple.”” Then:
1t would be a pleasuze to say that volume two was worth waiting for, but such is not
the case. Instead, it confirms the suspicion engendered by volume one that Mr.
Cremin is engaged in an impossible wsk... One of the many unfortunate
conscquences of [Cremin’s] quixotic effort at comprehensiveness is that neither the
child nor the schoolhouse receives adequate attention, and another is that the bool
15 s0 incoherent as to be almost unreadable.

M Gamerican Historical Review 86 (1981): 205-6.
BSee also Micheel W. Scdlal’s review in Jowrnal of American Histery 67 (19813 1256,
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Lynn continued, derisively:

In his next volame, Mr. Cremin wil presurably attempt to embrace radio and

television and al! the other educational components of 20th-century American

civilization. At the slowing rate at which he is turning out his history, we can lock

for volume three about the year 2000.%

Lynn advised that “in liew of completing Amerizan Fducation, Mr. Cremin ... im-
medsately return to writing more manageable books of the sort he offered us 20
years ago.”

The Nationa! Experience received some balanced reviews, notably Daniel
Howe’s in the History of Education Luarterly, which, though critical, assessed the
book’s strengths and contributions as well as its shortcomings.” Howe praised
The National Exiperience as 2 “magisterial work” and its publication a “major event
in the field.” Howe fauded its “extraordinary breadth™ and called it “magnificent
in scope.” Cremin’s volume, he said, “comes closer to being a comprehensive
textbook of American cultural history during the first century of independence
than anything else we have.” “Its massive bibliography,” he continued, “wilt be
of lasting benefit to scholars.” But, Howe noted, the breadth of Cremin's con-
ception entails sacrifice: “There is too little on the schools and colleges them-
selves.” His allusions to politics “are typically vague, brief, and unzelated two
ideas.” Cremin ignores theories of social change. Cremin does not pursue con-
sisteatly o systematically the thesis he lays out. Nevertheless, Howe found The
National FEsgperience “an impressive accomplishment.” In his penultimate assess-
ment of the volame, Howe observed: “If it is not altogether satisfying as a
history of education, it is an indispensable prolegomena to any future one.”

‘That he won the Palitzer Prize in history for The National Experience must
indeed have come to Larry as a “nice surprise,” and as solace and reaffiemation.

But there was still one more volume to go. Howe concluded his review of
The National Experience with these words:

Cremin has another volume in his set to produce and some of the problems pointed

out can be remedicd there. Unfortunately, the difficulty of his task increases with

cach volume, for his subjcct becomes ever vaster and more complex as it moves
through time. Cne cannot withhold sdmiration from so ambitious an CALCIPEISe ay
this.*®

That was very gencrous of Howe. But I think one could. 1 think for Larry to
carry on with the project was folly.

Now it was 1980. It may be that none of us has enough time to read, let
alone to reflect about historiography, but Larry had even less time than most.

*New York Times Book Reviow, Javuary 25, 1981: 23,

Daniel Howe, “The History of Education as Cultural History,” FHistery of Eiducation
Lrnarterly 22 (1982): 205-14. Sce also the review by David Tyack and Theodore Mitchell in
Auierican Jonrnal of Edcation 110 (1982): 175-81, and Masvin Lazerson, “Lawrence Cremin’s
Demaocracy in America,” Reviews in American History 9 (1981): 382-6.

Bbid., p. 214,
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‘Then, again, a moment came, another opportunity for Larry, or someone, to say,
enough. In 1984, Larry tesigned as president of Teachers College and in April
1985 was elected president of the Spencer Foundation. That was the other
moment. I wonder if anyone—his closest friends and colleagues ot the sponsors
of the project, the American Historical Association, the U.S. Office of
Education, and the Carnegie Corporation of New Yotk, oz his publisher, Haxper
& Row—ever said to him: “Larty, you wete supposed to take seven years, it's
going on twenty, you've won a Pulitzer, youw've done enough.” Probably not. In
any event, [ don’t think Larry was pressured to finish American Education, 1 think
he chose to finish it That The Natiosial Fiperienes won the Pulitzer Prize in all
likelithood staved off doubts about the continued viability of the project and kept
the juices flowing.

Amnzerican Edwcation: The Metropo/itan Fscperience, 1876—1980 finally came out in
1988. Working on The Metrgpolitan Facperience all those yeats in the 1980s must
have been drudgery. {The volume doesn’t seem part of the project; it has no
connection to or continuity with volumes 1 and 2. And it was unnecessary.
Lverything that needed to be said, all the arresting ideas, Larry had already said
in two other “little books™: the aforementoned Public Education, and Traditions of
American Fdweationy” The reviews of The Metropolitan Experience, as he implies in
his letter to me of November 20, 1989, referring to the History of Fducation
Quarterly “Forum”on the volume, baffled and frustrated Larry.

In the Awmerican Fistorical Review, Laugence Veysey began by saving of
American Fducation, the trilogy, that it “has unveiled itself in splendid isolation
from most scholarship in the field.” The Metropoditan Fxperience was the best of
the three volumes, Veysey conceded, but “has no real bite.” Cremin’s definition
of education was so broad “that schooling itself has had to be nearly left out.
The book has everything but the main thing” The thrust of the book is
“celebration of divessity,” but Cremin’s “avoidance of all sharp-edged notions
of conflict makes his story scem unreal” Veysey claimed that Larry was deeply
influenced by Daniel Boorstin, but “Cremin lacks Boorstin’s grace.” Veysey
concludes: “Those secking a broad account of American culture in the last
century . . . would do better to read Boorstin, "

In the Jowrnal of American History, Thomas James of Brown University gave
The Metrapolitan Fixperience a more sympathetic review. He noted that Cremin
handled his “capacious conception of education with extraordinary skill and

¥ Larry begins his “Bibliographical Fssay” in the first volume of American Bdweation: The
Colonied Experience with  richly self-revealing quotation from Eeclesiastes: “Of making many
books there is no end; and much study is a weariness of the flesh.”

“ Anserican Flistorieal Review 95 (1990): 285. Larry did need a model ITe may have
borrowed two of his ttdes—The Americans: The Colonial Experience (New York: Random
House, 1958, and The Americans: The National Expeticnce (New York: Random Fouse,
1965)-from Boorstin,
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breadth of learning.” James called T7e Metropolitan Experience a “virtuoso perfor-
mance everywhere alive with intellectual interest.” Cremin, he said, may be
disinclined to ironic dissection of motives, and less attentive to domination and
inequality as enduring aspects of American education than to appreciative recon-
struction. Still, James concluded, “it will be difficult to imagine anyone
attempting o understand the history of American education without attending
closely to Cremin’s work, not only to disagree with him, as will be inevitable
given his consensual and idealistic frame of reference, but also to grasp the
centrality of education in this nation’s quest for cultural self-definition, !

In Edneational § tudies, Neil Sutherland of the University of British Columbia,
Vancouver, reproved the strain of American exceptionalism running through The
Metropolitan Experience. He found Cremin’s portrait of New York City a salutary
antidote to much of what appears in the popular culture. But, he continues,
since it plays down those clements that might contribute to a darker view of it,
“we see New York not as it has been so much as how it should have been, and
so for much of the views of America in the book as a whole.” Nevertheless,
Suthesland concluded, The Metropolitan Fperience is “major book,” the
“culmination of a great work, an outstanding historical accomplishment,” and
the “final installment of an exemplary work of iberal humanism,”"

Larty wrote his mastetpiece the first time out. The Transformation of the School
profoundly modified our view of the history and histotiography of American
education. His posthumous teputation 1s assured by The Transformation of the
School, American Fiducation has been consigned, in Macauley’s phrase, to “the dust
and silence of the upper shelf.” The fate of American Fdycation is cause for
reflection.

What happened to the historian who wrote The Transformation of the Scheol?
Questions of motive, career rhythm, research methods, reading and wiiting
practices, and intellectual influences will, T hope, be taken up by others closer to
Larry and American Education than I was. But I think Pve suggested some part of
the answer. After 1974, Larty became a full-time administrator and a patt-time
historian.  His questions and problematics  became  outdated.  His
historiographical horizons never expanded; Latry’s Prefaces and references to
“standard works™ in social and intellectual history scarcely change from 1970 to
1988. Latry had no time to read, let alone to reflect on the presuppositions that
shaped his thinking on histotiography, nor to rethink and pethaps to revise,

Ina review of Poprtar Education and It Discontenss, | ask the question, “Who
exactly did Larry write American Fducation for? 1 make the point that history is

" fosrnal of Anrerican History 75 (1989): 13-40.

Edneational Sindres 21 (1990): 318, And see Jurgen IHerbst's more fully rounded
“Cremin’s Amerdcan Paideia,” American Scholar 61 (1991): 128-40. Sec also Jennings 1.
Waggoner, jr., “Historical Revisionism, liducational Theory, and an Amezican Paideia,”
History of Education Onarterly 18 (1978): 20110,
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written for some particuiar audience, for some particular community of
discourse, and that the reception of a history s determined by, in Hans-Robert
Jauss’s evocative term, that particular audience’s “hotizon of expectations.”™*
From this perspective, misteadings occur when there is a lack of fit or a bad fit
between a history and the horizon of expectations of its intended audience. Jauss
helps us to understand the reception of Lary’s work: its early canonization and
its later fall from grace. In the case of American Lducation, there was a bad fit, too
great a distance, between it and its audience; that is fo say, its audience of
historian-reviewers. (Which still begs the question: what audience did Larry think
he was writing for?)

American Edueation is a grand narrative emplotted in the rhetorical mode of
romance—the “celebration of the quest,” not irony, satre, or tragedy. Larry
could not conceal his belief that America was in the midst of an extraordinary
and noble experiment in educating the populace of a vast, heterogeneous, and
pluralistic society. Larry’s histories are stories of consensus rather than conflict;
they are celebratory. With Dewey, Larry believed that education is the funda-
mental method of social progress and reform. Larry believed completely in the
idea of progress and the inevitable triumph of democtacy. He had a boundiess
faith in what America could be and in the power of popular education to make
what Jurgen Herbst calls “Cremin’s American paiderd” 2 reality. He believed
completely in America’s unique mission in the world. Larry had no use for
gloomy reflections on the state of the nation or the state of American education;
no use for what he called “the neo-Marxian literature of alienation.” “A renais-
sance s coming,” Larry predicted tn 1975.

In the late 19505 and carly 1960s the grand narrative in the romance gente
was still credible. By 1980, Larry’s American triumphalism and Progressive op-
timism had been drained of its credibility, while Larry was stll writing for a
1960s reader. By 1980, what reviewers of Amerian FEduation expected, de-
manded, as the only approptiate emplotment for the representation of the past,
was the thetorical mode of irony, satite, or tragedy. But there was something else
on the teviewers’ hotizon of expectations. Michel de Certeau’s discussion of the
context of the “historiographical operation” is useful here. Our practice as
historians is axticulated in and circumscribed by a social place——an institution, a
position in an instituton, a field of professional study, a community of
discourse——and therefore “ruled by constraints, bound to privileges, and rooted
in a particular situation.” Here was Lawrence A. Cremin, #be historian of Amer-
ican education, e Frederick A. Barnard Professor of Education at Teachers
College, Columbia University. What reviewers {myself included) expected,
wanted, and indeed demanded of Larry was 2 history of American education, not
a history of American culture. Larry was writing an anti-history of education,

B istorical Stuches in Educatton Revwe d'histolre de lédication 4 (1992): 144-5.
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and he was not open to trial and revision. Larry was committed to a particular
way of viewing America, American education, and the history of American
education. He would never make a mid-course concession. This was another
source of the note of querulous frustration that comes out in so many zeviews
of American Edwcation. Although I believe Latry’s nemesis was the proiect, not
the reviewers, I sense something else at work, some personal animus, I cannot
ever recall such gratuitously nasty reviews, by Ametican historians, of so distin-
guished a colleague.

It may be, as Dianc Ravitch says, that Larty wrote to please himself and was
indifferent to what others thought, But one doesn’t publish to please oneself.
And Harper & Row didn’t publish Amerizan Edweation to please Larry, With the
one exception I know of—the HEQ “Forum”—Larry never responded to his
erifics (nor, so far as [ know, did anyone ever answer for him), so it may have
scemed that he didn’t care about what they thought. But, as Ravitch also informs
us, Larry “remembered every critical review that he ever received.” If anyone is
wondering what might have been the repressed content of Larry’s feelings about
his reviewers, they have only to turn to the “President’s Comments” in the
Spencer Foundation _Annual Repart, 1990, Larry’s last report. In the context of
some observations about the shortcomings of peer review, Larry delivered
himself of these poignant sentences:

Individuals who disagree on substantive, methodotogical, or ideological questions

can casily transform those disagreements into criticisms of quality. .. . Then, beyond

that, one must watch out for the kind of “killes” review one sees from time to time

in the book review sections of newspapers, of in theater or music columns—the

kind of review that manages to be meanly destructive without being even minimally

informative. Good reviewing demands qualities of character and sensibility as well

as depth of expertise-—the capacity to savor excellence without cavy.™
What finally is there to say? Much, hopefully, from others who knew Larry. But
in the meantime, can I bring some moral resolution to my story? I think Michael
IKammen’s observation in “Vanitas and the Historian’s Vocation” holds up well
as a means of making some sense of Larry's carcer as an historfan, post-
Transformation of the School There was something in Larry’s character, some great
personal ambition—vanitas—--that motivated Larry to undertake American
Elducation and 10 which he devoted a quarter of a century, But there was also
something valiant, even heroic in Laxry’s character. I think of Alasdair Mac-
Intyre’s observation that “the unity of human life is the unity of a narrative
quest.”* The quest, as Nozthrop Frye points out, is also the archetypal theme of
romance. The romance-quest theme runs through Latry’s histories and I find it
helpful in characterizing Latry’s dedication to finishing American Education,

"The Spencer Foundation, Aumnal Report, 1990, P9
B Afrer Virtwe: A Study in Moral Theory (Notre Dame:Univessity of Notre Dame, 1981,
219,
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Quests sometimes fail, are frustrated, or are even abandoned; sometimes the
wheel of fortune comes around and the central character, the protaganist ox
heto, once on top of the wheel, becomes 4 tragic figure. Sometimes the prota-
gonist never develops but persists fot years, going through an endless sesies of
adventures until the author himself collapses. There is also in the romance quest
an emphasis on struggle and ultimate success or completion of the quest.

In marked contrast to The Transformation of the School, American Ldusation is
neither discussed nor read today. At the time of his death, Larry had ceased to
be a major voice in the historiography of American education. (And his name,
as I write, doesn’t grace one honour, prize, or award in history of education )
wonder if somewhere along the long and winding road he travelled as a
historian, Latry ever asked himsetf whether the project, American Fducation, Ins
quest, was worth doing, was worth the effort. I wonder if he ever had any
regrets at not having devoted himself entirely to history {or to administration).
Did he really think it was all “insistent misunderstanding and misrepre-
sentaton”? My guess is that Larry, ever the optimist, never lost hope of ultimate
triumph and redemption to come. No matter. If Awerican Edueation started out
as vanitas, it became a moral obligation. Larry stuck to his contract. This was
Lazry’s achievement: he accepted his responsibility; he honoured the project. He
finished American Education, at peace with himself, free to return to John Dewey,
and to place the school and the history of education once more at the centre of
his concerns.
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