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Have We Explained the Relationship between 
Curriculum and Capitalism? An Analysis of the 
Selective Tradition* 

By Daniel I? Liston 

Marxist analyses of schooling assert that the public school curriculum is a product of 
a “selective tradition.” In these accounts the knowledge included in and excluded from 
the curriculum represents a selected body of information and skills that is “connected” 
to the reproduction of class domination. Those who outline this connection between 
curricula and capitalism generally assert the presence of a functional relationship. The 
curriculum is constrained by the requirements of a capitalist society. While several 
studies have critically examined the schools’ curricula, these analyses have not 
adequately connected the presence or absence of curricular topics to capitalism.’ The 
connection to the logic of Capital is asserted but not substantiated. Without an indication 
of how this functional relationship is maintained, we are left with an interesting thesis 
but without an adequate appraisal of whether or not this functional nexus actually 
exists. These assertions must now become the object of disciplined examination. This 
essay will not attempt to prove that the curricula-capitalism connection exists. It will, 
however, provide a conceptual and methodological framework whereby these crucial 
assertions can either be adequately substantiated, qualified, or discarded. 

There are two interrelated claims contained within the analyses of the selective 
tradition. First, there is the assertion that a functional relationship exists between the 
schools and capitalism. The curriculum is functional for the maintenance and progress 
of capitalism. However, this functional relationship is of a peculiar type. The 
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efforts to explain what is Neither the conceptual nor the methodological 
problems have been confronted within the curriculum literature. 

There are areas to which we can look for help in this matter. Bachrach and Baratz3 
have analyzed comparable dilemmas in their studies of community power, and Claus 
Offe‘ has highlighted similar conceptual and methodological issues in his study of State 
power. In particular, Offe‘s analysis identifies a number of conceptual reconstructions 
and methodological tools that can be used to explain the selection of curricular elements. 
It will therefore prove helpful to examine Offe’s analysis so as to reconstruct the 
conceptual basis and then construct the methodological strategies conducive to an 
explanatory account of the selective tradition. 

Having outlined the basic focus of this article, the analysis will proceed as follows. 
First a critique of the existing literature will be offered; my criticism is that assertions 
are substituted for explanations. Two theses are then offered as a basis for transforming 
these assertions into a plausible explanatory account. The first thesis states that when 
claims of a functional relationship are made, it is necessary to identify the probable 
mechanisms which maintain the functional connection. The mechanisms must point to 
the linkages between schools and capitalism. The second thesis states that the most 
useful way to conceptualize and identify these mechanisms is through viewing schools 
as State institutions. Within this framework, the potential exists for a more adequate 
identification of the exclusionary mechanisms and therefore of the connection between 
Capital and the schools. 

Finally, with the critique outlined and the theses stated, Offe’s analysis will be 
employed to construct the framework for a functional explanation. His analysis provides 
the skeletal approach for investigating the claims of selectivity and for remedying the 
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THE SELECTIVE 
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as it is differentiated along lines of class.“ Joel Taxel has noted the selective nature 
of children’s literature according to 
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In his Karl Marx’s Theory of History: A Defence, Cohen states that mechanisms do 
not have to be outlined 
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more adequately than existing approaches.’“’ Such an assertion requires careful 
inspection, and yet I agree with Dale that an analysis of the State-schooling nexus will 
provide more satisfactory conceptual tools than either a casual disregard of this 
apparent context or a conception which places schools within a distinctly different 
setting. 

With these two theses stated, the construction of 
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the mechanisms through which negative selection occurs. At the most general level, 
selection occurs as a result of the structural connections between the State and Capital. 
Because of the State’s dependence upon capital accumulation for its own revenue, 
certain selections will be made. If the dysfunctional elements are not excluded by the 
structural mechanisms, they may be filtered at the level of ideology. That is, due to the 
assumptions people have about their social world, their relationship to this social world, 
and the everyday practices which engender these assumptions, a selective perception 
is generated. A third level of selection occurs at a procedural level. The institutional 
rules and processes establish an agenda where[c generamad7a 
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interests in local and state school governance bodies (e.g., in the United States, school 
boards and state legislatures); and where corporate publishers of texts and curriculum 
materials interact with the local and state identification of curricular guidelines. All three 
sites of the connection between schools and a capitalist economy will be considered 
briefly. 

It has been noted that smaller business and larger corporate entities concern 
themselves with the individual teacher. In his article “Curricular Form and the Logic of 
Technical Control,” Michael Apple begins his discussion by outlining a corporate strategy 
known as the “Ryerson Plan.”20 The stated goal of this plan is the eradication of a 
purported antibusiness and anti-free-enterprise bias in American society. Through the 
“education” of school teachers in summer workshops, corporate representatives 
attempt to influence the curriculum. Although it is not Apple’s purpose to highlight this 
connection, it is clear that here a linkage exists between the schools and the class- 
based corporate structure. Another example of this type of connection can be found 
in the non-educationally based corporate production of low-cost, and at times free, 
curricular materials. Multiple examples of this type of curriculum production can be 
found in Shelia Harty’s Hucksters in the Classroom: A Review of Industry Propaganda 
in the S~hools .~’  Both of these examples highlight one type of linkage between a 
capitalist economy and the schools: business organizations focus on the individual 
teacher. 

A second type of connection can be seen in the class-backed organizational 
attempts to exclude particular texts and formulate broad curricular aims. These political 
strategies are usually focused on the local school boards and the state legislatures. 
The class character is readily apparent for some of these struggles, but for other 
initiatives more careful examination is necessary. The history of the successful exclusion 
of Harold Rugg’s extremely popular social studies text from the public schools during 
the 1930s and 40s is one example where the class connection is apparent. Viewed by 
the Advertising Federation of America and the National Association of Manufacturers 
as a highly subversive textbook, the repeated publication of their charges of sedition 
reduced the use of the text to a point where it was no longer published. School boards 
did not want to purchase seditious texts. While in the late 1930s the series was used 
in over half of the public school systems in the United States, it had disappeared from 
the market by the late 1940s.= This example illustrates the connection between class- 
based organizations and the local and state school governance bodies. 

Another link between the curriculum and the capitalist economy can be seen where 
the corporate production of textbooks and curricular materials connects with the state 
and local guidelines for curriculum selection. Frances Fitzgerald has noted that the 
guidelines for textbook adoption have a marked effect on the corporate production of 
te~ts.2~ Publishers produce books that meet the perceived guidelines and attempt to 
copy previously adopted texts. Once a text is adopted by a “super” state (e.g., Texas, 
Florida, or California), it is frequently adopted by other states.*‘ Michael Apple has 
noted that in this process there are positive economic gains for both the publisher and 
the local school d is t r i~ ts .~~ Publishers benefit from the adoption of their textbooks, and 
where a state subsidization of approved texts exists, the monetary benefits are shared 

20. Apple, “Curricular Form,” 248. 
21. See Shelia Harty, Hucksters in the Classroom: A Review of Industry Propaganda in the 

Schools (Washington, D.C.: Center for the Study of Responsive Law, 1979). 
22. Alexander S. Rippa, “The Textbook Controversy and the Free Enterprise Campaign,” 

History of Education Journal 9, no. 3 (1958). 
23. Fitzgerald, America Revised. 
24. For various accounts of textbook publishing, see Hillel Black, American Schoolbooks (New 

York: William, Morrow, 1967); Paul Goldstein, Changing the American Schoolbooks (Lexington, 
Mass.: D. C. Heath, 1979); Thomas Lawler. Seventy Years of Textbook Publishing - A  History of 
Ginn and Company (Boston: Ginn, 1938); and James Reid, An Adventure in Textbooks (New Yo& 
R. R. Bowker, 1969). 
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the structural linkages between schools and Capital. If the schools and their curricula 
are to be identified as aspects of the systematically selective State, the schools must 
not only be linked to Capital but also be shown to select out those events that are 
dysfunctional to the creation of the conditions for the reproduction and production of 
a capitalist system. Two types of dysfunctional selection are important. It must be 
shown that curriculum topics which would damage or harm the long-term accumulation 
process of Capital are excluded and that the curriculum topics which are divisive or 
oppositional to the legitimation of capitalist production are also excluded.*’ 

THE MECHANISMS 

Systematic selection can be analyzed as operating through a system of four kinds 
of mechanisms. Offe’s claim is that these mechanisms are organized as a nested set 
of filters in a sorting process. As noted earlier, the mechanisms operate at four different 
levels: structural, ideological, procedural, and repressive. Through this hierarchical layer 
of filters the curricular topics that are dysfunctional to Capital could be excluded. To 
understand how these mechanisms operate, two steps must be taken. In this section 
I will describe each level of filtration pointing to the possible class connection. I will 
not adequately to the i
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exactly, does it operate in a capitalist ~ociety?~’ Where are 
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Throughout this century, school officials and parents have illegally taken materials out 
of the school libraries. Active or threatened repression excludes curricular options. 

METHODOLOGICAL DILEMMAS 

These four levels of selection illustrate the possible mechanisms of exclusion, but 
as noted 
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beyond the basic, rudimentary skills. The employers’ organizations wanted to limit the 
curricula of the public schools to the “Three R’s.” In both of these areas of conflict, 
labor pressed for an extension of offerings to working-class students, while the business 
organizations pushed to limit the aims and content of the working-class schools. 
Workers did not want their children’s futures tied to the needs of Capital, and the 
capitalists did not want an ill-trained and dissatisfied work force. 

What is important for our purposes is Wrigley’s identification of a selective 
mechanism which was created to limit the educational programs. The original site of 
class conflict was the open political arena of the community, and the conflict focused 
on the decision-making status of the school board. Due to the initial defeat of the 
employers’ proposals, the business groups altered their strategies, and “instead of 
provoking direct conflict, as the Commercial Club had done, the business groups in 
most cases attempted to work with middle class civic organizations to secure revision 
of the structure of the school system. The goal of ‘efficient’ school administration was 
common to both and provided justification for many changes that met with business 
approval.”38 In this account, bureaucratic procedural mechanisms were instituted as a 
result of the conflict between labor and business organizations. Defeated in the open 
political arena, business organizations joined forces with the “middle-class civic or- 
ganizations” to create procedural mechanisms which accomplished their procapitalist 
goals. 

Wrigley’s study emphasizes both the class conflict and the creation of a procedural 
mechanism. The connection between selection and class is accomplished by linking 
the empirically identifiable class antagonism to the institutionalization of a procedural 
selective mechanism. The business groups achieved their goals and excluded labor’s 
opposition by instituting a plan of “efficient” school administration. As such, Wrigley’s 
account provides an example of how the curriculum can be viewed as a product of 
systematic selection. The selection is shown to be functional for Capital as it excludes 
labor’s dysfunctional opposition, and the mechanism is identified and connected to 
class interest. 

SUMMARY 

In this article I have attempted to reconstruct the conceptual and methodological 
framework of the selective tradition. I have formulated a conceptual and methodological 
approach whereby the claims of a capitalist curriculum can be confirmed, disconfirmed, 
or reformulated. In general, my presentation, with its use of substantive examples, has 
given limited credence to the claim 




