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EDUCATION & DEMOCRACY 
Everyone by now has heard about the Florida school board that, having 

been directed by the state to give its students a "multicultural" curriculum, 
tacked on the requirement that teachers should also be certain to say that 
America is the best country, now or ever. 1his caused a veritable fire-storm in 
the media and in academic circles. Such small-mindedness. Such bigotry. 
Such judgmentalism. 

Now, this outrage struck me as somewhat odd since the President at a 
recent D-Day ceremony said much the same fine thing about America. Odd, 
because had the school board said students should learn the equal worth 
and dignity of all cultures, or even if they had proclaimed, on the other 
extreme, the culpability of America for racism, sexism, patriarchy or whatev
er, we probably would have waited in vain for even a peep from the press or 
the professors. 

So this newsletter is about civic education. Schools, especially public 
schools, were meant to serve a public function - not only to raise up educated 
future voters but also to help this country persevere and prosper. Among 
their tasks was teaching the principles, the benefits, and the responsibilities of 
republican citizenship. For, perhaps more than any other way of life, 
democracies always need help. Lacking the force of religion or the armies of 
kings or the respect that comes from ancient traditions on its side, democracy 
needs the support of education. So, why does it seem that our schools are 
happy to teach moral and cultural relativism but not civic virtue? Why is it 
that we seem to teach cynicism about America and its place in the world 
rather than an appreciation of its principles and achievements? 

Of course, none of this denies the shortcomings, lapses and wrongs 
found in our history. (You were all waiting for me to say this-it's become 
obligatory, and predictable.) All nations have feet of clay. But not all teachers 
have to be foot-fetishists. And wouldn't it be interesting if teachers took our 
many faults and helped students figure out which ones are the result of our 
particular way of life and which are the result of our fallen, common human 
nature? Or, as a grade school principal I know once announced: "We have 
to teach a multicultural curriculum. 1his is a good thing. 1his means that our 
students will see that everywhere, in the whole world, all people are the same: 
stupid, crooked and bad." 

One last word on the Florida school board. Perhaps it did the right thing 
but in a flat-footed way. Perhaps we can be more sophisticated. Should students 
in their studies see the superiority of democracy over autocracy? Should 
they see the virtues of liberty and the evils of despotism? Should they 
compare the benefits of prosperity to the degradation of poverty? Should 
they have some knowledge of the truth of equality and the error of human 
subjugation? Should they see that universal education is better than ignorance 
and superstition? If so, then have them look for that country, now or ever, that 
most possesses these fine attributes. Since these are surely among the very 

be't thing,, let oo, then, call thot <0untry "b.,,t." Q.E.:9£' + ./ 



It cannot be doubted 

that in the United States 
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the democratic republic. 

That will always be so 

where the instruction 

which teaches the mind 

is not separated from the 

education which is 

responsible for mores. 
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EDUCATION AND 

DEMOCRACY IN 

AMERICA 

by 
Alexis de Tocqueville 

Anyone trying to find out how 
enlightened the Anglo-Americans 
are is liable to see the same phe
nomenon from two different angles. 
If his attention is concentrated on 
the learned, he will be astonished 
how few they are; but if he counts 
the uneducated, he will think the 
Americans the most enlightened 
people in the world. 

The whole population falls 
between these two extremes, as I 
have noted elsewhere. 

In New England every citizen is 
instructed in the elements of human 
knowledge; he is also taught the 
doctrine and the evidences of his 
religion; he must know the history 
of his country and the main features 
of its Constitution. In Connecticut 
and Massachusetts you will very 
seldom find a man whose knowledge 
of all these things is only superficial, 
and anybody completely unaware of 
them is quite an oddity. 

But what I have just said about 
New England should not be taken 
to apply to the whole of the rest of 
the Union indiscriminately. The 
farther one goes to the west or the 
south, the less public education is 
found. In the states bordering the 
Gulf of Mexico one may find a 
certain number of individuals unin
structed in the rudiments of human 
knowledge, but one would search 
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in vain through the United States 
for a single district sunk in complete 
ignorance. There is a simple reason 
for this: the peoples of Europe started 
from darkness and barbarism to 
advance toward civilization and 
enlightenment. Their progress has 
been unequal : some have run 
ahead, while others have done no 
more than walk; there are some 
who have halted and are still sleeping 
by the roadside. 

Nothing like that happened in 
the United States. 

The Anglo-Americans were 
completely civilized when they 
arrived in the land which their 
descendants occupy; they had no 
need to learn, it being enough that 
they should not forget. It is the chil
dren of these same Americans who 
yearly move forward into the 
wilderness, bringing, as well as 
their homes, the knowledge they 
have already acquired and a respect 
for learning. Education has made 
them realize the usefulness of 
enlightenment and put them in a 
position to pass this enlightenment 
on to their children. So in the 
United States, society had no infancy, 
being born adult. 

The Americans never use the 
word "peasant"; the word is 
unused because the idea is 
unknown; the ignorance of primitive 
times, rural simplicity, and rustic 
villages have not been preserved 
with them, and they have no idea 
of the virtues or the vices or the 
rude habits and the naive graces of 
a newborn civilization. 

At the extreme borders of the 
confederated states, where organized 
society and the wilderness meet, 
there is a population of bold adven
turers who to escape the poverty 
threatening them in their fathers' 
homes, have dared to plunge into 
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the solitudes of America seeking a 
new homeland there. As soon as 
the pioneer reaches his place of 
refuge, he hastily fells a few trees 
and builds a log cabin in the forest. 
Nothing could look more wretched 
than these isolated dwellings. The 
traveler approaching one toward 
evening sees the hearth fire flicker 
through the chinks in the walls, and 
at night, when the wind rises, he 
hears the roof of boughs shake to 
and fro in the midst of the great forest 
trees. Who would not suppose that 
this poor hut sheltered some rude 
and ignorant folk? But one should 
not assume any connection 
between the pioneer and the place 
that shelters him. All his surround
ings are primitive and wild, but he 
is the product of eighteen centuries 
of labor and experience. He wears 
the clothes and talks the language 
of a town; he is aware of the past, 
curious about the future, and ready 
to argue about the present; he is a 
very civilized man prepared for a 
time to face life in the forest, plunging 
into the wildernesses of the New 
World with his Bible, ax, and news
papers. 

It is hard to imagine quite how 
incredibly quickly ideas circulate in 
these empty spaces. I do not believe 
that there is so much intellectual 
activity in the most enlightened and 
populous districts of France. 

It cannot be doubted that in the 
United States the instruction of the 
people powerfully contributes to 
support the democratic republic. 
That will always be so, I think, 
where the instruction which teaches 
the mind is not separated from the 
education which is responsible for 
mores. 

But I would not exaggerate this 
advantage and am very far from 
thinking, as many people in Europe 
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do think, that to teach men to read 
and write is enough to make them 
good citizens immediately. 

True enlightenment is in the 
main born of experience, and if the 
Americans had not gradually 
grown accustomed to rule them
selves, their literary attainments 
would not now help them much 
toward success. 

I have lived much among the 
people in the United States and can
not say how much I admire their 
experience and their good sense. 

Do not lead an American on to 
talk about Europe; he will usually 
show great presumption and a 
rather foolish pride. He will stick to 
those general and undefined ideas 
which, in all countries, are such a 
comfort to the ignorant. But ask 
him about his own country and the 
mist clouding his mind will disperse 
at once; his thought and his language 
will become plain, clear, and precise. 
He will tell you what his rights are 
and what means he can use to exer
cise them; he knows the customs 
that obtain in the political world. 
You will find that he knows about 
administrative regulations and is 
familiar with the mechanism of the 
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law. The citizen of the United States 
has not obtained his practical 
knowledge and his positive notions 
from books; his literary education 
has prepared him to receive them 
but has not furnished them. 

It is by taking a share in legisla
tion that the American learns to 
know the law; it is by governing 
that he becomes educated about the 
formalities of government. The 
great work of society is daily per
formed before his eyes, and so to 
say, under his hands. 

In the United States, education 
as a whole is directed toward political 
life; in Europe its main object is 
preparation for private life, as the 
citizens' participation in public 
affairs is too rare an event to be 
provided for in advance. 

Looking at the two societies, 
one finds quite overt signs of these 
differences. In Europe we often 
carry the ideas and habits of private 
life over into public life, and passing 
suddenly from the family circle to 
the government of the state, we 
may frequently be heard discussing 
the great interests of society in the 
same way that we talk with our 
friends. 

But the Americans almost 
always carry the habits of public 
life over into their private lives. 
With them one finds the idea of a 
jury in children's games, and parlia
mentary formalities even in the 
organization of a banquet. 

Excerpted from: Democracy in 
America, Vol. I, 1835. 
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... we are more and 

more haunted by the 

suspicion that our 

educational theories 

and institutions have 

lost sight of the need 

to perpetuate a lasting 

core of moral and 

civic knowledge that is 

essential to true 

education for everyone. 
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THE LEARNING OF 

LIBERTY 

by 
Lorraine Smith Pangle and 
Thomas L. Pangle 

Currently the United States 
finds itself in a time of grave, ongoing 
public debate over education. It is 
not an exaggeration to say that a 
sense of crisis pervades the contem
porary discussion. It seems to us 
that at the root of the present 
malaise are not simply concerns 
over the shortage of funds, or the 
insufficient number of teachers, or 
the inadequacies of teacher education, 
or, more generally, the incomplete
ness of our knowledge of how to 
implement the goals of education. 
The real seriousness of our situation 
is revealed when we recognize how 
uncertain Americans have become 
as to what the proper goals of educa
tion are. 

We offer a wide array of subjects 
in our schools, and especially in our 
high schools, as we try to equip the 
next generation with skills that it 
may need for careers, many of 
which---given the uncanny character 
of technological development-do 
not yet exist; but we are more and 
more haunted by the suspicion that 
our educational theories and insti
tutions have lost sight of the need 
to perpetuate a lasting core of 
moral and civic knowledge that is 
essential to true education for 
everyone. At the same time, in our 
attempts to articulate this educational 
ideal we sense is being forgotten, 
we become aware that we have 
great difficulty defining the content 
of the ideal, and thus the content of 
the curriculum that deserves to be 
perpetuated. We try to encourage 
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tolerance and openness to all cul
tures, yet we wonder with growing 
uneasiness whether there is not a 
set of distinctly American, republican 
principles that children should be 
taught to believe in. Meanwhile, we 
find ourselves less and less confident 
that such principles can in any way 
be considered as simply and perma
nently true. We look to the schools 
to help solve our thorniest social 
problems, to root out racism and 
sexism, to reduce teenage pregnancy 
and venereal disease, to combat the 
spread of drug abuse, to redress the 
damages of broken homes. Yet 
amidst this profusion of programs 
aimed at specific moral ills, we too 
often stop short of addressing in a 
serious and sustained way the more 
fundamental questions that every 
conscientious parent and teacher 
feels must be at the very heart of 
moral education: What must one do 
to live well? What rights must 
children be taught to claim and 
honor, and what further principles, 
virtues, or habits do they most need 
if they are to become productive 
citizens and good parents? How 
can we help the young to go 
beyond fleeting amusements to find 
lasting and meaningful happiness 
in life? 

Excerpted from: The Learning of 
Liberty. University Press of Kansas, 
1993. Reprinted with permission. 
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I EDUCATION FOR 

DEMOCRACY 

The American Federation of 
Teachers 

A Statement of Principles 

As the years pass, we become 
an increasingly diverse people, 
drawn from many racial, national, 
linguistic, and religious origins. 
Our cultural heritage as Americans 
is as diverse as we are, with multiple 
sources of vitality and pride. But 
our political heritage is one-the 
vision of a common life in liberty, 
justice, and equality as expressed in 
the Declaration of Independence 
and the Constitution two centuries 
ago. 

To protect that vision, Thomas 
Jefferson prescribed a general educa
tion not just for the few but for all 
citizens, "to enable every man to 
judge for himself what will secure 
or endanger his freedom." A genera
tion later, Alexis de Tocqueville 
reminded us that our first duty was 
to "educate democracy." He 
believed that all politics were but 
the playing out of the "notions and 
sentiments" dominant in people. 
These, he said, are the "real causes 
of all the rest." Ideas-good and 
bad-have their consequences in 
every sphere of a nation's life. 

We cite de Tocqueville's appeal 
with a sense of urgency, for we fear 
that many young Americans are 
growing up without the education 
needed to develop a solid commit
ment to those "notions and senti
ments" essential to a democratic 
form of government. Although all 
the institutions that shape our private 
and public lives-family, church, 
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school, government, media-share 
the responsibility for encouraging 
democratic values in our children, 
our focus here is on the nation's 
schools and their teaching of the 
social studies and humanities. 

In singling out the schools, we 
do not suggest that there was ever a 
golden age of education for citizen
ship, somehow lost in recent years. 
It is reported that in 1943-that 
patriotic era-fewer than half of 
surveyed college freshmen could 
name four points in the Bill of 
Rights. Our purpose here is not to 
argue over the past, but only to ask 
that everyone with a role in schooling 
now join to work for decisive 
improvement. 

Our call for schools to impart to 
their students the learning necessary 
for an informed, reasoned allegiance 
to the ideals of a free society rests 
on three convictions: 

First, that democracy is the 
worthiest form of human governance 
ever conceived. 

Second, that we cannot take its 
survival or its spread---or its perfec
tion in practice-for granted. 
Indeed, we believe that the great 
central drama of modern history 
has been and continues to be the 
struggle to establish, preserve, and 
extend democracy-at home and 
abroad. We know that very much 
still needs doing to achieve justice 
and civility in our own society. 
Abroad, we note that, according to 
the Freedom House survey of politi
cal rights and civil liberties, only 
one-third of the world's people live 
under conditions that can be 
described as free. 

Third, we are convinced that 
democracy's survival depends 
upon our transmitting to each new 
generation the political vision of 
liberty and equality that unites us 
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as Americans-and a deep loyalty 
to the political institutions our 
founders put together to fulfill that 
vision. As Jack Beatty reminded us 
in a New Republic article one Fourth 
of July, ours is a patriotism "not of 
blood and soil but of values, and 
those values are liberal and 
humane." 

Such values are neither 
revealed truths nor natural habits. 
There is no evidence that we are 
born with them. Devotion to 
human dignity and freedom, to 
equal rights, to social and economic 
justice, to the rule of law, to civility 
and truth, to tolerance of diversity, 
to mutual assistance, to personal 
and civic responsibility, to self
restraint and self-respect-all these 
must be taught and learned and 
practiced. They cannot be taken for 
granted or regarded as merely one 
set of options against which any 
other may be accepted as equally 
worthy. 

History and the Humanities as 
the Core of Democratic Education 

We regard the study of history 
as the chief subject in education for 
democracy, much as Jefferson and 
other founders of the United States 
did two centuries ago. In revamping 
the social studies curriculum, we 
should start with the obvious: 
History is not the enemy of the 
social sciences, but is instead their 
indispensable source of nourish
ment, order, and perspective. We 
aim at nothing less than helping the 
student to comprehend what is 
important, not merely to memorize 
fact and formula. 

Of all the subjects in the cur
riculum, history alone affords the 
perspective that students need to 
compare themselves realistically 
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with others-in the past and else
where on earth-and to think criti
cally, to look behind assertions and 
appearances, to ask for the "whole 
story," to judge meaning and value 
for themselves. History is also the 
integrative subject, upon which the 
coherence and usefulness of other 
subjects depend, especially the 
social sciences but also much of 
literature and the arts. 

We also ask for wider reading 
and study in the humanities. For 
we are concerned, again, with values, 
with every citizen's capacity for 
judging the moral worth of things. 
In this, courses in "values 
clarification" do not get us very far. 
They either feign neutrality or 
descend to preachiness. Values and 
moral integrity are better discovered 
by students in their reading of 
history, of literature, of philosophy, 
and of biography. Values are not 
"taught," they are encountered, in 
school and life. 

The humanities in our schools 
must not be limited, as they so often 
are now, to a few brief samples of 
Good Things, but should embrace 
as much as possible of the whole 
range of the best that has been 
thought and said and created, from 
the ancient to the most recent. 
Otherwise, students have little 
chance to confront the many varied 
attempts to answer the great ques
tions of life-or even to be aware 
that such questions exist. The quest 
for worth and meaning is indis
pensable to the democratic citizen. 
The essence of democracy, its reason 
for being, is constant choice. We 
choose what the good life is, and 
how our society-including its 
schools-may order its priorities so 
that the good life is possible, 
according to what we ourselves 
value most. That is what de 

LETTERS from Santa Fe 

Tocqueville meant by the "notions 
and sentiments" of a people. 

Education for democracy, then, 
must extend to education in moral 
issues, which our eighteenth century 
founders took very seriously 
indeed. This is hardly surprising. 
The basic ideas of liberty, equality, 
and justice, of civil, political, and 
economic rights and obligations are 
all assertions of right and wrong, of 
moral values. Such principles impel 
the citizen to make moral choices, 
repeatedly to decide between right 
and wrong or, just as often, 
between one right and another. The 
authors of the American testament 
had no trouble distinguishing 
moral education from religious 
instruction, and neither should we. 
The democratic state can take no 
part in deciding which, if any, 
church forms its citizens' con
sciences. But it is absurd to argue 
that the state, or its schools, cannot 
be concerned with citizens' ability 
to tell right from wrong, and to prefer 
one over the other in all matters 
that bear upon the common public 
life. This would be utterly to misun
derstand the democratic vision, and 
the moral seriousness of the choices 
it demands of us. 

"Education for Democracy" is a joint 
project of the American Federation 
of Teachers, the Educational 
Excellence Network and Freedom 
House. This "Statement of Principles" 
was published in 1987 by the 
American Federation of Teachers. 
Excerpted and reprinted with per
mission. 
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EDUCATION, CULTURAL 

RELATIVISM, AND THE 

AMERICAN FOUNDING 

by 
Charles R. Kesler 

My freshman seminar in 
American politics always begins 
with a discussion of the Declaration 
of Independence. Invariably, there 
are loads of bright freshmen who 
know all about it and who can dis
course plausibly on the 
Declaration's roots in the 
Enlightenment, John Locke's influ
ence on its authors, the economic 
interests that actuated its signers, 
and so forth. What these students 
have trouble with is the most basic 
question: Is it true? Are men creat
ed equal and endowed with certain 
unalienable rights? The question 
never fails to floor them. After all, it 
seems impossibly naive. Who 
would have thunk it, as Pogo might 
say, that a college professor would 
ask such a question? "In their [the 
founders'] opinion, it was true," a 
freshman will volunteer, finally. 
When students understand that this 
revelation is not the end but the 
beginning of the discussion, their 
education has begun. 

It takes a while before students 
recognize that the really interesting 
question is precisely whether the 
proposition at the heart of the 
Declaration is true or not. It is only 
the concern with such ultimate 
questions that justifies paying seri
ous attention to everything else 
there is to know about the docu
ment. Who can blame students for 
not remembering the dates of the 
American Revolution, for example 
if they have been taught not that 
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the Declaration is "that immortal 
emblem of humanity" (Lincoln's 
words), as previous generations 
learned, but that it is (ho-hum) an 
eruption of Enlightenment opti
mism, a footnote to Locke's Second 
Treatise, or a hostile takeover bid by 
some greedy colonials? 

Now I wish to make clear that 
this is not an indictment of contem
porary students. The fault, I am 
tempted to say, is not in them, nor 
in their stars, but more likely in the 
star faculty of their universities. 
Students today labor under the 
weight of the accumulated dogmas 
of the modern academy, supersti
tions that are crushing the life out 
of modern education as well as pol
itics-chief among them, something 
nowadays called "cultural rela
tivism." 

"Value" Judgments 

"Relativism" is the notion that 
all judgments of right and wrong, 
of noble and base, are relative to the 
person or persons making them. 
"Cultural relativism" modifies this 
definition by suggesting that per
sons do not in fact, at least regard
ing the most serious "value" ques
tions, judge relative to themselves 
alone-as if everyone could create 
his own "values" out of the depths 
of his self. Instead, men receive 
their most important "values" from 
a larger and more comprehensive 
authority, from a "culture," which 
is, as the name suggests, a kind of 
growth. 

Accordingly, every culture 
stands in relation to other cultures 
as one self does to other selves, 
each building and dwelling in its 
own world of meaning. From this 
fact cultural relativism concludes 
that all cultures are equal and also, 
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quite illogically (about which more 
in a moment), that toleration of all 
cultures is the appropriate moral 
policy. This sentiment, of course, 
forms the basis of students' reluc
tance to evaluate the Declaration of 
Independence, not to mention the 
contrary claims made by 
Communism and other forms of 
government. In the ethics of the 
contemporary academy, passing 
value judgments on other ways of 
life or governments is a mistake 
typically inspired by "ethnocen
trism," which means here not the 
excessive or unjustified love of 
one's own group, but, in principle, 
any preference for one's own over 
others-the assumption being that 
any preference for one's own is by 
definition irrational. 

* * * * * 

For all of its talk of openness, 
what is most characteristic of the 
contemporary academy is its 
unwillingness to hear of rela
tivism's alternative. There is a con
stituency within American universi
ties for "diversity" in virtually 
every area except this, the vital one. 
(Republicans also need not apply.) 
Yet the argument against the radi
cal separation of facts and values 
must be heard if American educa
tion is ever to be able to recapture 
its self-respect and its purpose. 

This calls for the reading of 
great books, as Allan Bloom has 
argued eloquently, but not merely 
for the reading of great books. 

The reading of great books, 
although necessary, is not suffi
cient. They must be read with a 
view to the students' own good as 
human beings and citizens; they 
must be read with an eye for some
thing outside the texts. For the aim 
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of education is not simply the 
imparting of facts or an apprecia
tion of great books, but wisdom
uniting theory with practice, 
knowledge with character, ideas 
with consequences. The recognition 
that the pursuit of knowledge, 
shorn of its moral and political 
responsibilities, becomes a kind of 
spiritless game, lies behind the fre
quent calls in our time for schools 
to teach "values." Facts are not 
enough. Students need something 
more. The demand has been taken 
up by both liberal and conservative 
candidates in the last few elections. 
A movement called "cultural con
servatism" has sprung up explicitly 
to fight cultural relativism by 
encouraging attention to "values." 
But to speak of conserving cultural 
"values" is already to make a cru
cial, and disabling, concession to 
the relativist position. "Values" are 
not "truths," because "values" are 
by definition subjective. To invoke 
"absolute values" is to do no more 
than to announce that one feels par
ticularly strongly about them. That 
the distinction is not merely verbal 
may be gathered from cultural con
servatism's answer to the pointed 
question, Why ought we to conserve 
the "values" of Western civiliza
tion? Because "they work," cultural 
conservatives often reply. To which 
the relativist may fairly rejoin, 
"What do you mean, work?" The 
"values" of cannibals work very 
well for them. 

Suppose then that the conserva
tive were to say, "Look, no sane 
man doubts that the West's tradi
tional values work, inasmuch as 
they produce today's material pros
perity, political freedom, and peace 
among nations." "But what of those 
who despise luxury, who hunger 
for power, who grumble at the 
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peace imposed on them by the will 
of other nations?" the relativist will 
respond. "Why shouldn't their val
ues count?" To call men like 
Robespierre, Lenin, Hitler, and Mao 
"insane," absent a major refinement 
in cultural conservatism's argu
ment, is simply to say that conserv
atives do not like such men's "val
ues." It is not to say that they are 
wrong. And if a skeptic were to 
add, "Suppose that tomorrow the 
stock market plunges and a deep 
depression begins, or that war 
breaks out on the central front in 
Europe," what then becomes of 
those conservative "values" whose 
only justification was that they 
used to work? 

Our forefathers did not claim 
that the United States was based on 
such "cultural values." They 
declared that the new nation was 
founded on self-evident truths. A 
self-evident truth is one that con
tains its own evidence, that packs 
the evidence for itself within its 
own terms. The proposition "Man 
is a rational animal," Aquinas 
teaches, is such a truth, because he 
who says "man" has already said, 
by definition, "rational animal." 
The predicate is contained in the 
idea of the subject. "That all men 
are created equal" is also such a 
truth, since he who says "men" 
says "a group of beings each of 
whom is equally a man." "Created 
equal" therefore adds nothing to 
the definition of "all men," but 
draws attention to what men are 
not-created so unequal that one 
man might legitimately rule anoth
er without his consent. 

By knowing what men are, the 
Declaration argues, we may know 
how we ought to treat one another. 
The "is"-created equal and 
endowed with certain rights-
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implies the "ought"-that we 
should institute government, oper
ating with the consent of the gov
erned, to secure men's rights. So far 
removed from the radical separa
tion of "facts" and "values" is the 
Declaration, in fact, that it does not 
feel obliged to use the language of 
"ought" or "should." It speaks, in 
its majestic opening section, in 
straightforward declarative sentences: 
"When in the course of human 
events, it becomes necessary ... a 
decent respect to the opinions of 
mankind requires .. . We hold these 
truths to be self-evident, that all 
men are created equal, that they are 
endowed by their Creator with cer
tain unalienable Rights, that among 
these are Life, Liberty, and the pur
suit of Happiness. That to secure 
these rights, governments are insti
tuted ... That whenever any form 
of government becomes destructive 
of these ends ... ," and so forth. 
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Signing the Declaration of Independence 

The authors of the Declaration 
do not suggest that this is the way 
things ought to be, but that this is 
how things are. Men are created 
equal, endowed with rights, and 
government exists to secure those 
rights. I do not mean to imply that 
Jefferson and the others imagined 
that in most countries such princi
ples and institutions actually exist
ed, nor yet that the leaders of the 
Revolution did not wish to see civil 
governments established wherever 
possible. What I am saying is they 
understood that the rightness of 
their principles did not arise from 
any act of their, or for that matter of 
any man's, will. The moral impera
tive contained in those principles 
arises from nature itself. In sum, the 
Declaration is a document of natur
al right, which means that the "is" 
(nature) and "ought" (right) belong 
together as two aspects of the same 
reality. 

LETTERS from S anta Fe 

It is of the utmost importance, 
then, to help raise our own and our 
young people's sights from the 
dehumanizing world of cultural rel
ativism. In the quest for educational 
reform, we would do well to turn 
not only to the great books, but to 
the great exemplars of wisdom with 
which our own country is blessed. 
To help reclaim our destiny as 
human beings and as citizens, we 
need to rediscover the generation 
that really can claim to be the best 
and brightest in American history, 
at least from the moral and political 
point of view: the founders of the 
American republic. 

This article appeared in the 
"Intercollegiate Review," Vol. 24, 
No. 2, Spring 1989. Excerpted and 
reprinted with permission. 
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MULTICULTURAL 

AND CIVIC EDUCATION 

Can they IJVe together? 

by 
Paul Gagnon 

The answer is, as usual, that it's 
up to us. Can we keep two ideas in 
our heads at once? One, that we all 
(not only schoolchildren) need to 
understand American diversity and 
its necessities, foremost of which is 
liberal democracy? Two, that we 
need to possess a common vision of 
democracy and its necessities, of 
which respect for diversity is one 
among many? 

If this truism is not already 
evident to educators, we are in bigger 
trouble than a hundred articles 
could fix. But for the sake of argu
ment, let us assume that most of us 
realize that in our pluralist society, 
multicultural and civic education 
very much need each other, that the 
health of each depends upon the 
health of the other. Both history 
and common sense tell us that a just 
and civil multicultural society is 
possible only among people with a 
common liberal vision and with the 
political sophistication to turn 
vision into reality. 

Let us also assume that we 
know the difference between multi
cultural education and Afrocentric, 
Eurocentric, or any other "centric" 
indoctrination. The latter are not 
pluralistic but segregationist, not 
democratic but elitist and exclusive. 
They are divisive, and, by disarming 
Americans for common public dis
course, are profoundly reactionary, 
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playing into the hands of those who 
do not believe in democracy, or fear 
its power to reform itself. 

Having said this, are we any 
closer to putting multicultural and 
civic education into daily practice? 
Far from it, for as soon as we spell 
out the real changes required in the 
curriculum, objections arise on 
every side from educators who are 
happy with the status quo, or are 
resigned to it. Of the many obstacles 
thrown up by people who talk so 
much of innovation, two stand out. 

First is their refusal to accept 
the much greater time required in 
the social studies curriculum for 
serious, historically-centered study 
of the several diverse cultures and 
world civilizations at issue, and for 
an equally serious study of the 
ideas, the institutions, the successes, 
and failures of democracy, wherever 
on earth people have struggled for 
it. A year each to rush through 
United States and world history are 
not enough for either multicultural 
or civic studies alone, and impossible 
for both together. The sea-changes 
required in the American curriculum 
have been made utterly clear by the 
Bradley Commission's report, 
Building a History Curriculum, and 
by the National Commission on the 
Social Studies' report, Charting a 
Course. But both are opposed by 
much of the social studies establish
ment. 

Where will we ever find the 
time, they ask. They could begin by 
looking at other democratic nations, 
whose curricula include six or 
seven consecutive years of history, 
geography, and civics. Mainly this 
is because their students' time and 
minds are not wasted on "social 
stew," that flavorless concoction of 
courses (ranging from Consumer 
Ed to Futures Learning) supposedly 
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injecting American students with 
instant skills and positive attitudes, 
especially those students deemed 
"unready" or "learning resistant," 
labels too quickly applied according 
to class or race. 

If we are to respect all of our 
students' equal rights to know who 
we Americans are, who we are 
becoming, why we think the way 
we do, and what some healthy 
alternatives might be, we must 
allow them the time, in commonly 
required courses, to learn together a 
wholly candid historical view
down to the present and its contro
versies-of the many people and 
ideas that have continually trans
formed American society, of the 
world civilizations that have 
shaped us and with whom we must 
play out the future, and of the 
adventures of democracy, for good 
and ill, at home and abroad. 

This last, however, runs into a 
second major obstacle at hand. 
Education in the origins, the evolu
tion, the advances, and defeats of 
democracy must by its nature be 
heavily Western and also demand 
great attention to political history. 
Both, of course, are fiercely out of 
fashion . We cannot say Western 
without accusation of Eurocentrism, 
of slighting the sensibilities of non
European Americans (no matter 
how Western are their aspirations). 
We cannot stress liberal democracy 
without hearing that we are ethnocen
tric and bent upon indoctrinating 
the young (no matter that the rest of 
the world's people, and especially 
the young, are choosing democracy 
whenever they can). And we cannot 
press political history without 
charges of elitism, of ignoring the 
"common people" (as if they' d 
never made political history!) and 
of oppressing students with the 
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ideas and actions of Dead White 
European Males. 

What to do? Since both modern 
democracy and its most virulent 
enemies have in fact emerged from 
the European past, and since-.for 
reasons admittedly unhappy and 
unfair-most (not all) of their 
authors and activists were white 
males and dead by now, our choices 
are limited. We can teach it honestly 
as it is and was, from the ancients 
to the Nazis, from Locke and Marx 
to the triumphs and horrors of the 
twentieth century, as the new, multi
cultural California framework tries 
to do. The alternative, to avoid the 
germs of Eurocentrism, elitism, and 
the dead, is to drop the subject alto
gether-or, as in the current New 
York State Global Studies program, 
relegate Western civilization to the 
final quarter of the tenth grade 
course (an absurdity still not 
absurd enough to save it from cries 
of Eurocentrism). 

Choosing to avoid or water 
down the political history of the 
Western world is as reactionary as 
anti-Western educators can hope to 
get. By promoting political illiteracy, 
it disarms the very students whose 
causes they profess, for knowing 
political history is the absolute pre
condition for political sophistication, 
which in turn is the absolute pre
condition for free choice and the 
exercise of political power. Only in 
the last half-century have we 
achieved democracy in legal terms, 
under court laws and court decisions 
on equality of rights and opportunities 
for people hitherto excluded. What 
a betrayal it would be for schools now 
to undermine their chances to acquire 
the political sophistication and power 
they need to extend their still-fragile 
rights, and to contribute their own 
strengths to American society. 
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We may regret that political 
history is demanding, but political 
prowess never did come cheap. We 
may even regret that politics is the 
only way we can turn our values 
and hopes into reality. But there it 
is. Which leads to the final pair of 
ideas we must keep in our heads at 
once. Multicultural education relies 
heavily on social history. Education 
for democracy relies heavily on 
political. Ignoring either kind of 
history guarantees misunderstanding 
of ourselves and the world. Unless 
social and political history are well 
integrated, neither is of much use to 
us as members of a society that is 
pluralist and, we hope, democratic 
at the same time. Can multicultural 
and civic education live together? 
Of course, but we have a lot of 
work to do, and minds to change. 

This article originally appeared in 
"Basic Education," Vol. 35, No. 9, 
May 1991. Reprinted with permission. 
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MULTICULTURAL 

EDUCATION : 

WHY WE NEED IT AND 

WHY WE WORRY 

ABOUT IT 

by 
Conway Dorsett 

We worry about the impact on 
our children of multiculturalism 
not because of its evident need and 
merits, but because of the form it 
takes. And also because it emerges 
at a time when so many American 
educators are still repeating their 
mantra that there is no particular 
body of knowledge more worth 
teaching than any other. They still 
decry the idea of a required common 
core of knowledge on three 
grounds. 

First, that American culture is 
now too fragmented . It would be 
oppressive and insulting, they say, 
to teach any particular historical 
past or any particular moral, cultural 
or intellectual tradition to a multi
cultural student population. 
Second, that a common core of 
academic learning is elitist, and 
unsuited and unnecessary to "non
traditional" students of minority, 
immigrant, or working-class status. 
Third, that the explosion of 
knowledge and the rapid pace of 
change in modern society render 
any particular knowledge obsolete, 
so schools should focus on teaching 
how to learn-{)n skills and modes 
of inquiry-rather than on any 
given subject matter. 

Such arguments betray massive 
intellectual confusion. They ignore 

LETTERS from Santa Fe 

the different, distinctive needs of 
the three basic purposes of education: 
for work, citizenship and personal 
culture. Each relates to the others, 
but each also has its own style and 
methods. The idea of a common 
core of learning applies most directly 
to education for citizenship, where 
the arguments against it do not 
hold. Instead, they point to contrary 
conclusions. 

First, in our increasingly multi
cultural society, citizens need to 
know all they can about our common 
political heritage-and its mainly 
Western intellectual, cultural and 
moral sources-which allows us the 
freedom to be different from each 
other, which impels us to respect 
those differences and to live together 
in liberty and equality. 

Second, is a common core of 
academic subjects elitist? On the 
contrary, no democratic society 
would dare fail to offer its children 
as much as possible of whatever 
subject matter it saw as necessary 
for those expected to govern. 
Nothing has been more elitist than 
our tracking systems, largely along 
class, ethnic and racial lines. We 
have offered equal access to drasti
cally unequal education, to an array 
of "life adjustment" courses that do 
nothing for students' development 
as critical, competent citizens. In the 
name of free choice, we have 
played the old game of "different 
but equal," and left the mass of 
young people unarmed for public 
discourse. 

It is obvious that wherever the 
curriculum in history, literature 
and ideas is truncated or optional, 
schools violate their students' right 
to know, and democratic education 
is betrayed. There is something 
wrong when the learning thought 
necessary for university-bound 
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"leaders" is treated as unnecessary 
for the great number, that sovereign 
people whose education Jefferson 
said should be "chiefly historical" 
so that everyone can "judge for 
himself what will secure or endanger 
his freedom." 

Finally, there is the oft-cited 
knowledge "explosion" and rush of 
change, supposedly making any 
particular subject matter obsolete, 
and any curriculum as good as any 
other. In those studies needed to 
prepare democratic citizens, that is 
nonsense. The quicker the pace of 
change, the higher the flood of 
"knowledge" and "information," 
the more critical it will be for all of 
us to understand the ideas, institu
tions and events that have shaped 
us and the world. The more complex 
our society becomes-the more 
anxious and troubled-the less 
obsolete and the more relevant will 
become the principles of the 
Declaration of Independence, the 
Bill of Rights, Lincoln's Second 
Inaugural, the Atlantic Charter, the 
Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights. And the more needed is the 
historical and literary knowledge 
required to understand these 
visions and to recognize the forces 
that have nourished, or assaulted, 
such visions throughout history up 
to our own time, and across the 
world. 

Why do we need all this and a 
serious multicultural education, 
too? Alexis de Tocqueville 
answered in the 1830s. A diverse 
and d emocratic p eople require 
three attributes. First, extensive 
knowledge of history and ideas, of 
politics and economic life. Second, a 
deep sense of civic morality, of 
obligation to each other a nd to 
posterity. Third, a high level of 
political sophistication, the skill of 
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exerting power and making things 
work. All three are needed. None 
alone is enough, each alone is futile. 
Knowledge alone is arid; morality 
alone is defenseless; sophistication 
alone is corrosive and corrupting. 
There is simply no way for 
Americans to acquire these attributes 
without an education, both in and 
out of school, that holds multicultural 
and civic education in balance, and 
that respects the needs of the worker, 
the citizen, and the private person 
in each of us. It is worth wanting 
and worth worrying about. 

This article originally appeared in 
"Network News and Views, " Vol. 
XII, No. 3, March 1993. Reprinted 
with permission. 
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THE ENNOBLING 

OF DEMOCRACY 

by 
Thomas Pangle 

In his 1990 State of the Union 
Address, President George Bush 
restated the themes and commit
ments enunciated at the "Education 
Summit" he had held a half year 
before with the governors of the 
United States. He spoke of expanding 
programs to prepare disadvantaged 
preschool children to learn; he set 
as a goal a sharp increase in the per
centage of students who complete 
high school; he spoke of the need to 
assess student performance at critical 
stages in education, in order to 
make "diplomas mean something"; 
he called for school discipline. Each 
of these goals is worthy and was 
worth stressing. But surely some
thing was missing from this 
attempt to outline the goals of a 
proper educational policy. What 
was striking was how little the 
president had to say regarding the 
content of education. What was 
remarkable was his almost complete 
silence about which sorts of lessons 
were or ought to be considered 
truly important. On only one point 
was there specificity-and there the 
clarity was unmistakable: "By the 
year 2000, U.S. students must be 
first in the world in math and science 
achievement." There was indeed a 
single passing reference, in the 
context of a call for literacy, to the 
fact that education must somehow 
prepare Americans to be citizens. 
But otherwise the education being 
discussed might well be regarded 
as an education aimed simply at the 
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acquisition of the skills needed to 
work and compete well in a modem, 
technological world economy. 

Nothing testifies more vividly 
to the loss, in American democracy, 
of clarity about the most important 
goal of public education in a republi
can society. I say "the most important 
goal." For of course the concern for 
an education that prepares men 
and women to be effective, useful 
members of the work force is an 
essential and even a noble concem
if, or insofar as, it is placed in a 
proper republican perspective. 
After all, skilled workers can be 
well-trained slaves. What makes 
the difference between a well
trained, efficient slave and a free 
human being? Does not education 
of a certain kind play an important, 
even the critical, role in this regard? 

To this last question, the classical 
republican tradition delivers a 
resounding affirmative answer. It is 
"liberal education" that makes the 
difference between a free human 
being and a slave. But what is '1iberal 
education?" So fluffy and banal has 
this expression become in our time 
that we need to exert some effort to 
recover the original meaning of this 
"liberal" educational ideal. ... To 
quote Plato's Athenian Stranger, 
liberal education is "the education 
from childhood in virtue, that 
makes one desire and love to 
become a perfect citizen who 
knows how to rule and be ruled 
with justice" (Laws 643b-644a). 

Now it is only fair to note that 
the president's State of the Union 
Address did, contrary to initial 
appearances, and unlike the declara
tions made at the time of the 
"Education Summit," make room 
for some substantial and serious 
reference to liberal education in this 
classical republican sense. But what 
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is remarkable-and yet so familiar has been told-a central part of the 
to, and indeed characteristic of, our curriculum of our public schools? 
world-is that the president treated To this kind of suggestion I 
the themes of moral education, not foresee a powerful objection, coming 
in the context of his discussion of especially from thoughtful conser- . . . the nation still 
public schooling, but rather in his vatives. What reason is there to 
peroration, where he dwelt on the suppose that we can entrust so recognizes the need to 
themes of "faith and family." There important a task to the teachers of communicate to our 
the president exhorted grandparents, today-whose spirits have been 
"our living link to the past," to "tell formed in substantial part by a children a reverence for the 
the story of struggles waged, at higher education many of whose 

past that incorporates home and abroad. Of sacrifices guiding lights are anything but 
freely made for freedom's sake." sympathetic to this kind of rootedness us into a society whose 
He reminded parents that "your in, and reverence for, republican 

I ' children look to you for direction tradition, patriotism, piety, property freedom is more than the 
and guidance." "Tell them," he rights, and family? Will not the 

freedom of individuals 
urged, "of faith and family. Tell effectual upshot be just more subtle 
them we are one nation under God. indoctrination in the corrosive intel- hermetically sealed into 
Teach them that of all the many lectual and moral fashions that 
gifts they can receive, liberty is pervade the academic elite and the personal sphere, the 
their most precious legacy. And of seep thence through every college present time, the immediate 
all the gifts they can give, the classroom? Will not moral education 
greatest-the greatest is helping be conveyed through "values clari- place. There still lives 
others." fication," with its hidden agenda of 

But as the recent words of apparent skepticism, actual rela- a heritage of civic virtues, 

President Bush's State of the Union tivism, and hidden, only semicon- virtues of gratitude and of 
Address indicate, the nation still scious, but all the more dogmatic, 
recognizes the need to communicate radical egalitarianism and individu- generosity, of struggle at 
to our children a reverence for the alism? Will not history be taught in 

home and abroad, of sacrifice past that incorporates us into a such a way as to debunk or even 
society whose freedom is more defame the Founders, and all subse- for freedom rather than mere 
than the freedom of individuals quent leaders who did not rebel 
hermetically sealed into the personal against the American tradition as a enjoyment of freedom, of 
sphere, the present time, the immedi- racist, capitalist, sexist, Eurocentric faith in the one God whose 

I' 
ate place. There still lives a heritage conspiracy to dominate and exploit 
of civic virtues, virtues of gratitude the "forgotten of history"? Will oneness inspires and helps 

., and of generosity, of struggle at private enterprise, will the rootedness 
weld our oneness as a nation. home and abroad, of sacrifice for of human dignity in private property 

freedom rather than mere enjoy- that has so indelibly marked the And there still lives the 
ment of freedom, of faith in the one American republican tradition, be 
God whose oneness inspires and treated with anything like the confidence that these 
helps weld our oneness as a nation. respect it deserves? Will not every 

virtues can be taught, And there still lives the confidence American war and war hero or 
that these virtues can be taught, in ordinary soldier be treated as the in part through "telling the 
part through "telling the story." veterans of the Vietnam War have 
May it not be time to make a more generally been treated-pitied, story" 
deliberate and determined effort to where they are not condemned, 
make this telling- and, in addition, their military achievements forgotten, 
practices or habits reflecting what where they are not excoriated? Will 
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not the religious traditions of 
America be treated as the last gasps 
of benighted ages and darkened 
minds? Will the American family 
and American womanhood be 
celebrated for the hard and self
abnegating choices they made as 
they bowed to the stern laws of 
nature and the harsh edicts of 
destiny-or will their strength in 
adversity be seen as the stubbornness 
of "false consciousness under 
oppression"? In how many advocates 
of contemporary feminism do the 
principles and commitments of a 
feminist like Emma Willard still 
live? 

I cannot offer reassuring 
answers to these questions. But I 
think Aristotle is correct in insisting 
that private and familial moral or 
religious education lacks the 
authority to sustain itself without 
direct public reinforcement: I do 
not think we can leave things 
where they are and expect them not 
to get worse. As is evident even 
from such superficial indicators as 
opinion polls, the mass of the 
American citizenry, and especially 
those who choose the burdens of 
parenthood, seem more sensible, 
more responsible, and wiser in civic 
matters than the elites who dominate 
the universities; and teachers in the 
public schools, since they tend to 
live among ordinary folk and only 
spend a few years under the direct 
tutelage of the higher education 
establishment, remain somewhere 
in between. On the whole, I am 
inclined to think reasonable the 
hope that primary and secondary 
schoolteachers are not as alienated 
from the educational principles I 
have sketched as is sometimes sug
gested by the pronouncements of 
their "spokespeople." At the very 
least, I think we have to hope that 
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men and women who devote their 
lives to teaching will be willing to 
listen to and reflect upon calls for a 
return to our civic educational 
heritage, enlarged and enriched by 
a new infusion of classical republican 
inspiration. 

* * * * * 

In turning to higher education, 
we are brought face to face with the 
full complexity and challenge of the 
idea of liberal education. For while 
higher education is indeed important 
as a continuation of, and source of 
teachers for, the liberal civic educa
tion that ought to begin at the lower 
levels, higher education as we 
know it in the modern university 
has other and more direct functions 
and goals. At its "highest," higher 
education aims at liberal education 
in a second sense, a sense that 
encompasses, but goes beyond, 
citizenship education. But just what 
this transcivic goal of higher edu
cation might be has become 
increasingly difficult to articulate in 
contemporary America. The problem 
is not simply the steady pressure on 
the universities to provide very 
sophisticated vocational preparation 
and technical scientific expertise. 
This pressure, after all, is inevitable 
and by no means altogether 
improper in the context of modern 
democracy. We need highly skilled 
lawyers, engineers, doctors, social 
workers, and technicians and scien
tists of all kinds . But to keep the 
pursuit of technical expertise within 
its proper bounds, there is required 
a counterpressure exerted by a 
reasonably clear articulation of the 
hierarchy of goals in the modern 
university. This articulation is the 
responsibility, above all, of the 
"humanities," including the more 
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"humane" branches of the social 
sciences. 

Unfortunately, however, 
among the custodians of the 
humanities in today's universities 
there reigns profound confusion or 
despair regarding the very possibility 
of articulating a clear conception of 
"humanity" in its most "liberal" or 
liberated spiritual fulfillment. I sug
gest we try to recover our bearings 
by returning, again, to the original, 
Socratic articulation of liberal educa
tion-but now to the transcivic 
dimension of Socratic liberal educa
tion. 

* * * * * 

A liberal education that is truly 
liberating in the Socratic sense is an 
education that brings us face to face 
with disturbing challenges to our 
deepest and apparently surest 
moral commitments. It is an educa
tion that compels us to rethink our 
most cherished convictions-to 
their very roots, thereby to redis
cover and refertilize, and, if need 
be, replant, those roots. The aim of 
such a probing, if sympathetic, 
scrutiny of our treasured beliefs is 
not, of course, to subvert those 
beliefs; the aim is to transform our 
beliefs from mere opinions into 
such grounded moral knowledge as 
is available to human beings. The 
knowledge in question is partly 
inspired by, but is not the same as, 
the knowledge achieved in the 
mathematical sciences. It provides 
us with awareness of the genuine 
strengths of our principles, precisely 
by forcing us to deal with the most 
telling actual and potential challenges 
to those principles. The aim of 
dialectical education is to leave the 
subjectivity of "values" behind, by 
reenacting for ourselves, accepting 
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or modifying, and therefore making 
truly our own, the great reasonings, 
the great choices rooted in argument, 
that ushered in our modem civiliza
tion. This kind of approach to the 
truth, or what Socrates calls his 
"human wisdom," is the opposite 
of all dogmatism. Such human 
wisdom or understanding always 
includes some skepticism, even as 
regards our most precious beliefs, 
because it always includes an acute 
awareness of the limits of our 
knowledge as well as firsthand 
experience of the power of the 
arguments that can be mustered 
against our beliefs. 

In the present time and place, 
this means that we need to 
encounter disquieting critics of 
democracy, of human rights, of 
individualism, of toleration, of the 
free market and economic growth, 
o f sexual liberation a nd sexual 
equality, of secularism, of monothe
ism, of modern science (including 
everything from atomism to evolu
tion), of creativity, of art conceived 
of in terms of "the aesthetic." To 
achieve this sort of bracing con
frontation, we cannot possibly rest 
satisfied with the sorts of challenges 
that originate in our own age and 
culture, because what we seek is 
precisely critics whose spiritual 
footholds are outside our cave, out
side our own time, outside the basic 
matrix of our moral outlook. 

Yet we must avoid the tempta
tion of supposing that liberation 
means losing ourselves in the merely 
exotic, the strange, the provocative. 
Our goal is neither titillation nor 
escapism nor romanticism. It may 
help a bit to study the silent and 
deeply mysterious cultural artifacts 
of alien peoples, or the ways and 
beliefs of cultures that have no 
relation to our own; but such study 
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face to face with 

disturbing challenges 

to our deepest and 

apparently surest moral 

commitments. It is an 

education that compels us 

to rethink our most 

cherished convictions

to their very roots, 

thereby to rediscover 

and refertilize, and, if 

need be, replant, those 

roots. 
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will not suffice as the core of a liberat
ing education. Such artifacts and 
cultures, however rich, are too distant 
and inarticulate to provide serious 
and lucid alternative conceptions of 
the good that we might find our
selves compelled to embrace and in 
whose terms we might have to 
begin to reorient our lives. 

In short, we seek serious and 
thoughtful critics whose arguments 
draw us, and are 
intended to draw us, 
into a true dialogue, 
in which the very 
meaning and pur
pose of our lives is at 
stake. We seek critics 
who challenge us to 
the core, compelling 
us to rethink our 
own foundations, 
and eliciting from us 
some genuine, if 
grudging, admira
tion for the alterna
tive they represent or 
pose. 

Now such critics, 
and such confronta
tions, are to be found 
especially through 
the simultaneous 
study of two sorts of 
great books: on the 
one hand, those, like 
the ancient Greek 
and Roman, or the medieval 
Muslim, Judaic, or Christian books, 
which elaborate a rich and philosoph
ically well defended non-liberal and 
non-democratic conception of law, 
freedom, virtue, beauty, and love; 
on the other hand, those books that 
are the most original, the broadest, 
and the deepest sources of our own 
scientific, liberal, and democratic 
worldview. In almost every case, 
these latter primary sources of our 

pa ge e i g h t ee n 

own spiritual horizon will be found 
to have blazed their new path by 
way of a shattering argument with 
the previous, and especially the 
Greco-Roman and biblical, authori
tative traditions. 

For Americans, this implies that 
we should emphasize, on the one 
hand, those works that laid down 
the original stratum of our deepest 
presuppositions as regards justice, 

science, religion, art, and morality: 
for example, in political philosophy, 
the Federalist Papers and 
Montesquieu; in philosophy of sci
ence, Bacon and Descartes; in theol
ogy, Spinoza and Locke; in litera
ture, Defoe and Fielding. And on 
the other hand, guided by these 
books that laid down our spiritual 
foundations, we should bring them 
into confrontation with the great 
opposing works and authors 
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against which they directed their 
epoch-making innovations. 

The Federalist Papers and 
Montesquieu speak with severe, if 
sympathetic, criticism of the classical 
republics portrayed in Plutarch, 
Thucydides, and Xenophon; Bacon 
carries on a continuous argument 
with Aristotle's anti technological, 
teleological conception of science 
and its relation to nature and society; 

Spinoza and 
Locke engage in a 
cautious, but 
searching, critique 
of the Bible and its 
great medieval 
interpreters like 
Maimonides and 
Thomas Aquinas; 
Defoe's plumbing 
of the depths of 
individualism in 
Robinson Crusoe is 
partly inspired by, 
and written in 
direct and sharp 
contrast to, Ibn 
Tufayl's Hayy the 
Son of Yaqzan . 
These are, of 
course, only select
ed illustrations
strategic points of 
entry, if you will, 
to the sorts of jux-
tapositions and 

arguments that would allow us to 
begin to examine our most basic pre
suppositions from a radically crit
ical perspective. 

What are these more profound 
and abiding issues that ought, in a 
truly liberal education, to take 
precedence-if only by remaining, 
looming, in the background? A 
beginning or provisional list, culled 
from the most obvious surface of 
the great books, would include: 
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What are, or should be, the goals of 
a healthy and decent society? What 
is freedom? What is excellence or 
virtue? What constitutes human 
dignity-is it freedom, or virtue, or 
the capacity to love? To what 
extent, and how, should govern
ment foster freedom, virtue, love, 
and dignity? What is love? Who or 
what is worthy of love? What is 
friendship, and what is a good 
friend? What are the relations of 
love and friendship to civic duty? 
Do God and divine law exist? If so, 
or if not, what is implied for the life 
of the citizen and the human being? 
What is the relationship between 
the obligations, the virtues, and the 
fulfillment of the citizen or states
man, and the obligations, virtues, 
and fulfillment of the human being 
simply? What is the moral responsi
bility or civic obligation of the 
artist? What is a philosopher, and 
what is the moral responsibility or 
civic obligation of the philosopher? 
And, speaking comprehensively, 
what are the deepest alternative 
answers to these questions; how is 
the debate among these alternatives 
articulated? 

Even from this incomplete list, 
it is obvious that a study of great 
books cannot be confined to the 
texts traditionally labeled "works of 
political theory." The poets, the 
dramatists, the theologians, the 
scientists (especially insofar as they 
have transcended the narrow and 
artificial limits of so much contem
porary science) must also be attended 
to with painstaking care. The study 
of great books is necessarily, then, 
in tension- I would say, in a fruitful 
and invigorating tension- with the 
artificially exaggerated boundaries 
of specialization that so unfortunately 
sunder the contemporary "university" 
into a kind of congeries of intellectual 
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ghettos. Among other things, the 
inclusion of great books in the reading 
lists of courses compels colorless or 
self-satisfied technicians and special
ists to come into an arena where 
they must justify-and therefore 
transcend-their "specialties" in 
the light of questions that ought to 
provide the framework and struc
ture for all specialization, within 
the manifold and dynamic dialecti
cal unity that ought to constitute 
the "university." 

Yet, to repeat, I do not mean for 
one moment to suggest that the 
pressing concrete issues of contem
porary life are to be left behind. 
Indeed, one of the major purposes 
of studying politics and society, 
love and death, religion and science, 
in the light shed by the classic 

works is to escape the fashionable 
academic abstractions of excessively 
scientistic or "theoretical" social 
science and literary theory. Truly 
great books are never abstract, in 
the sense of abstracting from the 
gripping questions of human fate 
and existence. Truly great books 
vindicate, while enlarging and 
deepening, the good citizen' s per
spective on the issues that really 
count. 

Excerpted from: The Ennobling of 
Democracv. The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1992. Reprinted 
with permission. 

If anyone's interested, we have back copies of all past issues except the very first. 

These cover: Political Correctness; Teaching Ethics; "Oneness and Otherness"; 
Liberal Education; Diversity and Accreditation; Diversity, Multiculturalism and 
Liberal Education; Business and Liberal Education; Research and Teaching. 

Just write us. Or call 505/984-6104. 

Fellowships Available 
For College Faculty 

St. John's College is now offering partial fellowships of up to $2900 
for summer graduate study, thanks to a major grant from the Lynde and 
Harry Bradley Foundation. Fellowship recipients will attend summer 
sessions of the St. John's College Graduate Institute in Santa Fe. 

The fellowships provide the opportunity for college faculty from 
other institutions to immerse themselves in a great books curriculum 
and in the St. John's method of teaching. 

To be eligible, a college must propose at least two faculty members 
to attend each summer and cover part of the instructional costs. For further 
information, please contact The Graduate Institute, St. John's College, 
Santa Fe, NM 87501-4599; (505) 984-6082. 
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PROFILE 

St. John's College: 
An independent, non-sectarian, four-year liberal arts college. 

Founded: 
Established in 1696 in Annapolis, Maryland, as King William's School and chartered in 1784 as St. John's College. Great Books 
Program adopted 1937. Second campus in Santa Fe opened in 1964. 

Curriculum: 
An integrated, four-year, all-required liberal arts and science program based on reading and discussing, in loosely chronological 
order, the great books of Western civilization. The program also includes four years of foreign language, four years of mathematics, 
three years of laboratory science, and one year of music. 

Approach: 
Tutorials, laboratories, and seminars requiring intense participation replace more traditional lectures. Classes are very small. 

Student/Faculty ratio is 8:1. 

Degrees Granted: 
Bachelor of Arts in Liberal Arts, Master of Arts in Liberal Studies, Master of Arts in Eastern Classics. 

Student Body: 
Enrollment is limited to about 400 students on each campus. Current freshman class is made up of 55% men and 45% women, 
from 37 states and several foreign countries. Sixty-five percent receive financial aid. Students may transfer between the Santa Fe 
and Annapolis campuses. 

Alumni Careers: 
Education - 21 %, Business - 20%, Law - 10%, Visual and Performing Arts - 9%, Medicine - 7%, Science and Engineering - 7%, 
Computer Science - 6%, Writing and Publishing - 5%. 

Graduate Institute: 
The Graduate Institute in Liberal Education is an interdisciplinary master's degree program based on the same principles as the 
undergraduate program. Offered on both campuses year-round. Readers of the newsletter may be especially interested in applying 
for our summer session. For more information please contact the Graduate Institute in Santa Fe 505/ 984-6082 or in Annapolis 
410/626-2541. 

Graduate Program in Eastern Classics: 
A three-term course of study in the classic texts of India and China, leading to the Master of Arts in Eastern Classics. Offered on 
the Santa Fe campus only. For more information please contact the Graduate Program in Eastern Classics at 505/984-6064. 
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