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TEACHING ETHICS 

The teaching of ethics has lately fallen on hard times. What schools 
once took for granted-that students would learn to be better people as well 
as develop sharper minds-is no longer very evident. Maybe it happened 
when we started calling virtues "values," shifting from the value of morality 
to the view that ethical judgments are simply one's own "value judgments." 
Maybe it happened when we reduced the great American principle of 
individual liberty to the notion that all ways of life are equally valid, that 
liberty is only intolerant of judgmentalism. Maybe it happened when people 
confused teaching with indoctrination, somehow thinking that the questioning 
of conventional ethics was the mark of a teacher and the teaching of ethics 
the mark of a thug. Maybe it happened when the idea of cultural relativity 
took hold, with the corollary that ethics is both culturally determined and all 
moral views, therefore, of equal worth and stature. (Sometimes this has 
another corollary-that all cultures are equal, except ours, which is bad.) 
Maybe it happened when the teaching of old-fashioned ethics was seen as 
exactly that, old-fashioned, superseded by a new morality, one more enlightened 
and progressive. In response to the scorn-laden question "And whose morality 
will you teach?" the answer always is, beneath it all, theirs, those more 
advanced, those less "old-fashioned." 

In this issue I have reprinted a number of essays all attempting to 
understand and improve the current situation. Two themes seem to me to be 
constant: First, the simple necessity of public moral education, and second, 
the efficacy of indirect instruction, primarily through the use of stories and 
literature. This last theme has the advantage of not only raising the level of 
goodness, but of encouraging good reading. Yes, I will be the first to admit 
that not all literature is edifying. But it surely would be an advance to hear 
students and teachers talk about the nature of Iago's treachery or the meaning of 
Jim's friendship with Huck and not just the shape of the Globe theater or the 
symbolism of the river. 

This last point is a topic we will come back to in a subsequent newsletter 
on literature, but my guess is that using stories to help teach character might 
well be a real advance both for moral education and for literature, too. 

Sincerely, 

John Agresto 



DIRECTIVE MORAL 

EDUCATION 

by Andrew Oldenquist 

The following, an excerpt of an 
essay that first appeared in The Public 
Interest in 1981, is the beginning of a 
seminal piece by Andrew Oldenquist of 
Ohio State University. Much of what 
has been written since on the teaching 
of ethics draws on these notions of cul
tural preservation and the inadequacy 
of quandary or dilemma ethics . 

If we were anthropologists 
observing members of a tribe it 
would be the most natural thing in 
the world to expect them to teach 
their morality and culture to their 
children, and moreover, to think 
that they had a perfect right to do 
so on the ground that cultural 
integrity and perpetuation depend
ed on it. Indeed, if we found that 
they had ceased to teach the moral 
and other values of their culture, 
we would take them to be on the 
way to cultural suicide: We would 
think them ruined, pitiable, alienat
ed from their own values and on 
the way out. Most of us have simi
lar attitudes toward the educational 
policies of nation states other than 
our own. We expect Japanese and 
Nigerian children to be educated to 
be, among other things, good 
Japanese and Nigerians. We find 
this to be a natural and reasonable 
expression of societal self-interest. 

Some of the very people who 
would be the first to accept all of 
this regarding other cultures are the 
first to deny it regarding their own. 
They are inconsistent, of course, 
unless they desire the death of their 
own culture for reasons that do not 
also apply to other cultures. 
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Private institutions, such as 
families and churches, have a right 
to engage in moral education, but 
public institutions, such as public 
schools, have an obligation to do so, 
because they are the instruments 
non-suicidal societies create to per
petuate what is essential to the con
tinued existence, and therefore the 
continued benefits, of the society. 

We need to distinguish the 
basic moral core that sustains a 
moral community from the contro
versial issues and exceptional cases 
which bewilder adults. In our own 
society the moral core consists of 
principles of social morality such as 
honesty, fairness, willingness to 
work, disavowal of criminal vio
lence, respect for the democratic 
political process, together with per
sonal virtues such as courage, dili
gence and self-respect. It is essen
tial that young people actually 
acquire these attitudes and not sim
ply talk about them. Several points 
need to be made in elaboration of 
the distinction between a basic core 
and moral controversies. 

First, teenagers and adults can 
benefit from reasoning about dilem
mas and hard cases only if they 
have already accepted and internal
ized a basic core of principles. For 
example, one has to accept and take 
very seriously a principle about 
honesty before one can agonize 
over exceptions to it. If students are 
taught dilemmas before or in place 
of principles, they will think that 
morality is nothing but dilemmas; 
and if they discuss exceptions to 
principles without first having 
internalized the principles them
selves, the exceptions, meeting no 
resistance, will come all too easily. 

Second, the inculcation of civi
lized moral habits not only logically 
precedes the study of dilemmas, it 
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is essential to any society even min
imally safe and satisfying. A soci
ety is a moral community, which 
means that it has a shared morality 
that predictably regulates interper
sonal conduct. Habitual, principled 
behavior is simply more important 
than reasoning about controversies, 
though both are important. But 
people do not become principled by 
magic or by heredity, nor is it possi
ble to transmit moral principles to 
children by the use of non-directive 
methods. They must be made so by 
the society's institutionalized civi
lizing agencies-families, churches, 
public opinion and schools. 

Third, acquiring a principle of 
social morality is not just a matter 
of coming to know something or to 
reason in a certain way. A well
brought-up person feels badly at the 
thought of breaking a promise or 
stealing and has to have an awfully 
good reason, or very strong tempta
tion, before he will go ahead and do 
it. Aristotle made the point by say
ing that a morally educated person 
finds virtue to be (relatively) pleas
ant and vice (relatively) disagree
able. In general, American moral 
educators stay as far away as possi
ble from the emotional components 
of moral principles and the emo
tional aspects of moral education. 
This enables them to feign a dispas
sionate moral neutrality. 
Consequently, moral educators 
intellectualize morality and the 
process of moral education, which 
also is paradoxical since many of 
these same moral educators are ethi
cal relativists and do not believe in 
the efficacy of intellect in matters of 
morality. 
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TEACHING INTEGRITY: 

THE BOUNDARIES OF 

MORAL EDUCATION 

by Edwin J. Delattre 

A recent Wall Street Journal 
article on education bore the head
line, "Schoolteachers Say It' s 
Wrong headed to Try to Teach 
Students What's Right." This view 
is not new. Fou r years ago, 
Newsweek magazine described 
"morals education" as a "minefield" 
and asked "whose values" are to be 
taught. 

Teachers and administrators 
w ho object to moral edu cation 
express fear of stirring unwanted 
controversy within diverse student 
populations and families. Some 
refuse, as a matter of principle, to 
teach values--on the grounds that 
moral education destroys separa
tion of church and state. Others 
insist that "it would be dangerous, 
sad, and boring to have one view of 
morality imposed on our people." 

No one familiar with programs 
that h ave been foisted upon 
sch ools, teachers and students 
under the banner of "values" or 
"moral" education can be entirely 
unsympathetic to these fears and 
concerns. 

Some programs, such as "val
ues clarification," are based on a 
mindless reduction of morality to a 
matter of personal and arbitrary 
taste . Students are taught tha t 
whether you like genocide or big
otry is roughly the same as whether 
you like broccoli. Schools are clear-
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ly better off avoiding such danger
ous folly, especially because these 
programs teach students nothing 
about the real nature of principled' 
judgment and conduct. 

Other programs are imposition~ 
al, in the sense that they make pro
nouncements about morality that 
are ill-informed, dogmatic and 
highly questionable. I have seen 
students told that there are clear lit
mus tests for identifying decent 
people- including where they 
stand on the rightness of abortion, 
of homosexuality or of specific U. S. 
foreign policies. 

Such pronouncements thwart 
students' learning the undeniable 
fact that decent and conscientious 
people can disagree about complex 
questions of conduct and policy. 
They are therefore a n affront to 
intellectua l honesty and do not 
belong in schools. Programs with 
this tone mislead in another way: 
Students deserve to learn that no 
matter what views individuals hold 
on complex questions, they may 
still be deplorable people in their 
habits of d aily life and therefore 
unworthy of respect and admira
tio n . After all, a person w h o 
betrays the trust of others through 
insider trading is contemptible no 
matter where he or she stands on 
abortion. 

What this array of harmful and 
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benighted programs shows is that 
"moral education" can be and fre
quently has been done badly. But 
since virtually everyone knew that 
already, this was never one of the 
fundamental questions about moral 
education. 

The fundamental questions for 
centuries have been these: 

• What is morality? 
• Can morality be taught? 
• Can morality be learned? 
• Can adults possibly avoid 

influencing the moral habits and 
attitudes of the children and youths 
who keep company with them? 

Despite popular prejudices and 
confusions, these are not unanswer
able questions. Broadly put, moral
ity is the achievement of good char
acter and of the aspiration to be the 
best person you can be. But what is 
good character and what kind of 
person should one aspire to 
become? 

The answers are that a good 
person is one who has integrity and 
that a ll of u s should aspire to 
achieve integrity as fully as we can. 
Literally, integrity means whole
ness-being one person in public 
and private, living in faithfulness to 
one set of principles whether or not 
anyone is watching. Integrity is to a 
person as homogenization is to 
milk- a single consistency through
out. 

But this answer remains too 
general, because a p e rso n can, 
unfortunately, have bad character in 
both public and private; a person 
can be rotten in dealing with 
str an ge rs and family a like. So, 
what kind of wholeness is genuine 
integrity and thus worthy of 
respect and emulation? 

First, it is the habit of treating 
other people fairly-giving them 
equ al initial consideration- jus t 
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because they are people, and with
out regard to race or ethnicity or 
gender. The habit of recognizing 
other people as important in them
selves-and not as objects to be 
used merely for our own gratifica
tion-is called justice. It means 
being able to see things from inside 
the skin of other people, and no one 
can do that who hates others 
because of their skin. It also means 
making decisions from the princi
ple that everyone deserves to be 
treated fairly by our daily conduct. 
Where the habit of justice becomes 
second nature, it inspires the habit 
of compassion-the habit of real 
sensitivity to the pain or suffering 
of others. 

Second, it is the habit of control
ling ourselves amid promises of 
pleasure, and of confining our
selves to healthful pleasures that 
are not selfishly sought at the 
expense of others. This habit is 
called temperance. 

Third, it is the habit of control
ling ourselves amid threats of pain 
or loss- facing up to clear duties 
even when doing so risks adverse 
peer pressure or loss of some other 
kind. This is the habit of courage, 
and it must be distinguished from 
cowardice and also from the reck
lessness to which the young are fre
quently inclined. 

Fourth, it is the habit of gather
ing evidence conscientiou sly and 
rely ing on it in reaching conclu
sions and decisions, and the habit 
of not using deception to manipu
late other people for ulterior pur
poses. These are the habits of intel
lectual and moral honesty. 

N ow, suppose that a person 
achieves such habits, achieves a 
substantial degree of integrity . 
Where will that person stand on 
abortion? Is it right? Is it wrong? 
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Should it be illegal? Where will the 
person stand on affirmative 
action-on the ascription of rights 
to individuals and of rights to 
groups? 

We cannot know where the person 
will stand. We can know only that 
the person will take such questions 
seriously and seek to answer them 
conscientiously and with rigorous, 
logical reasoning and deliberation. 
We can know that the person will 
extend humility toward others who 
are likewise decent enough to be 
serious. We can know that a person 
of integrity will understand that 
morality is above all a matter of 
taking life and its conduct seriously 
and will feel kinship toward others 
who show such seriousness in their 
lives. This, students should have a 
chance to witness and to grasp. 

Can morality be taught? Can it 
be learned? Since achieving integri
ty or character excellence is a mat
ter of forming habits, and since 
both good and bad habits can be 
formed only by repeating actions 
over and over again, morality can
not be taught. But because people 
can become habituated by repeated 
behavior under responsible and 
loving training and supervision, the 
habits of morality can be learned. 

Moreover, it is only when such 
habits have been learned, when the 
habit of giving consideration to 
other people has become second 
nature, that anyone can recognize 
moral problems worthy of attention 
and reflection. For a person who 
has achieved no habits of justice or 
temperance or courage, questions 
of whether to take unfair advantage 
of others, where to stand on abor
tion, whether to use illegal drugs, 
whether to go along with the pre
vailing fashion of peer pressure and 
so on, are not questions at all. At 
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most, conversation about them will 
be only a word game-perhaps a 
contest to see who can be most 
clever-insubstantial and without 
meaning or consequence. 

It is for this reason that putative 
moral education consisting of class
room discussion of controversial 
issues and putative dilemmas begs 
all questions of moral decency and 
moral motivation. Real moral 
deliberation presupposes learning 
habits of integrity; what can be 
taught is the principles of intellectu
al rigor and reliable thought as they 
are applied to questions of all 
kinds-in philosophy, the sciences, 
history, literature, theology and all 
the other disciplines of inquiry and 
discovery. This, surely, no admin
istrator, teacher, or school worthy 
of the name would ever seek to 
evade. Neither would any respon
sible educator shirk teaching that 
respect for pluralism and disagree
ment does not embrace mindless 
tolerance of behavior and attitudes 
that are transparently unjust (such 
as racist supremacism of any kind) 
or selfishly intemperate (such as 
violent criminality against others) 
or manipulatively dishonest (such as 
cover-ups of corruption) and so on. 

Finally, is it possible for adults 
to be value neutral, to avoid all 
influence in the formation of the 
moral and intellectual habits and 
attitudes of the young? The answer 
is obviously no. As the great classi
cist and teacher, Gilbert Highet, put 
the point, "It is impossible to have 
children without teaching them. 
Beat them, coddle them, ignore 
them, force-feed them, shun them 
or worry about them, love them or 
hate them, you are still teaching 
them something, all the time." 

Most teachers know that they 
teach about right and wrong by the 
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way they behave. Teachers who behave as if they were value neutral in the 
presence of the young succeed only in teaching their students that they are 
being deceptive, probably manipulative. Some students will infer, perhaps 
unjustly, that their teachers are both liars and cowards. And the most astute 
students will soon see that attempting to convey value neutrality as an 
appropriate way to believe and behave condemns life to triviality and edu
cation to insignificance, thereby becoming as thoroughly impositional as any 
other uncritical dogmatism. 

It is, after all, possible to train and habituate the young with respect, 
generosity of spirit and intellectual honesty. It is possible to help the young 
learn habits of integrity without "imposition" and it is possible to teach them 
and help them learn to think with real acumen and rigor. 

If their teachers, who are supposed· to care about them, and their par
ents, who are supposed to love them, do not take life that seriously, then the 
young will learn their habits from the streets, from demagogues, and from 
entertainment and commercial media that neither care about them nor love 
them. That is a consequence no adult of integrity can be willing to tolerate. 

From Education Week, September 5, 1990. Edwin J. Delattre was president of St. John's 

College, Annapolis and Santa Fe, from 1980-85. He is now adjunct scholar at the American 

Enterprise Institute and the Olin Scholar in Applied Ethics at Boston University's School of 

Education. 
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STORYTELLING AND 

VIRTUE 

by William Kirk Kilpatrick 

In After Virtue Alasdair 
Macintyre observes that in all clas
sical and heroic societies, "the chief 
means of moral education is the 
telling of stories." In a real sense the 
heroes of The Iliad and The Odyssey 

were the moral tutors of the Greeks. 
Likewise, Aeneas was the model of 
heroic piety on which young 
Romans were nurtured. Icelandic 
and Irish children were suckled on 
sagas . And the Christian world, 
which reaped the inheritance of 
both classical and heroic societies, 
carried on this tradition of moral 
education with Bible stories, stories 
from the lives of saints and stories 
of chivalry. To be educated proper
ly was to know of Achilles and 
Odysseus, Hector and Aeneas, and 
later to know of Beowulf and 
Arthur and Percival and the 
Christian story of salvation. 

The telling of stories does not 
seem to hold a place of much 
importance in contemporary 
attempts at moral education. The 
closest approximation to a story is 
the presentation of a moral dilem
ma: a man contemplates stealing a 
drug for his dying wife; passengers 
on a foundering lifeboat decide 
whether to toss their fellows over
board and who should be sacri
ficed; survivors in a fallout shelter 
debate whether to admit outsiders 
to their sanctuary. 

It will be apparent at once that 
there are important differences 
between these modern "fables" and 
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the old ones. And the differences 
give us, in turn, a clue to the differ
ences in thinking that animate the 
modern as opposed to the classical 
and Christian approaches to moral 
education. The first difference is 
that no attempt is made to delineate 
character in the moral dilemma, 
whereas character is everything in 
the heroic story. In the saga or epic 
everything revolves around the 
character of the hero - whether he 
exercises or fails to exercise the 
virtues. But the characters in the 
dilemmas have no characters, only 
decisions to make. Both Heinz (the 
man in the purloined drug dilem
ma) and Ulysses must aid their 
wives, but there the compari-
son ends. Heinz is no 
Ulysses. He is a blank, a 
cipher. He is there 
because he is needed 
to present a dilemma. 
We have no interest 
in him, only in his 
case. One cannot 
imagine parents pass
ing down to their chil
dren the saga of Heinz 
and the stolen drug. 

The second difference is 
this: The actors in the dilemmas are 
not tied to any social particularities 
- traditions, loyalties, locations, or 
histories. True, Heinz is attached to 
his wife, but there is no indication 
why he should be. We know why 
Ulysses is loyal to Penelope, since 
her virtues are carefully enumerat
ed. As in all the old stories, the 
hero's deeds are rooted in loyalty 
not only to homeland and tribe but 
also to hearth - essential details 
that are absent from the dilemmas. 

It might be objected here that 
the modern dilemmas are intended 
not to tell stories but to embody 
principles or, more properly, the 
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clash of principles: property rights, 
for example, versus the value of a 
human life, with the nod presum
ably going to the more universal 
value. But this is precisely the point 
I wish to make, for what is implied 
in this approach is that particular 
loves and loyalties - the kind that 
make for a good story - are largely 
irrelevant to moral issues. One can 
somehow dispense with the pre
lude of moral particularities and 
leap right into the arena of univer
sal principles. The assumption is 
that the kernel of good moral judg
ment lies in abstract devotion to 
abstract principles. Moreover, there 
is the suggestion that devotion to 
father and mother or attachment 
between wife and husband may 
have nothing to do with the pursuit 
of justice. As in so much contempo
rary psychology, the central con
cern is with the autonomous indi
vidual. 

The third difference between 
the old stories and the new dilem
mas is that the new stories, proper
ly speaking, do not have endings. 
They are open-ended, unfinished. 
They await your judgment. What 
should the shelter survivors do 
next? You decide. Was Heinz right 
to steal the drug? You decide. There 
is, in short, no sense that the story is 
ever complete or definitive. It's up 
for grabs and will be again n ext 
year with the next class. You can do 
what you want with these stories; 
you cannot with The Odyssey. There 
is no sense of a life fully lived or a 
mission completed. All of w hich 
amounts to saying that they are not 
stories after all. The old storytelling 
approach to moral education has 
been replaced with something new. 

The new approach is one from 
which the concepts of character and 
virtue are entirely missing. From its 
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point of view, the life of a man is 
envisioned not as a personal story 
in which accumulated habits and 
actions may eventually harden into 
virtue or vice, but as a disconnected 
series of ethical and other dilemmas 
- all amenable to rational solution. 
If we return to the heroic, classical, 
and Christian stories, we can see 
how stark this contrast is and how 
radically novel the new approach 
is. And although the current tech
niques of moral education are 
largely the offspring of psycholo
gists, we may note that the ancients 
had a more profound grasp of the 
psychology underlying moral edu
cation. 

The telling of stories - as 
opposed to the presentation of 
open-ended dilemmas - implies 
first of all that adults have some
thing to pass on to children, a valu
able inheritance that children might 
not come by on their own. This is 
easy enough to accept about other 
cultures ... but when it comes to 
our own, a certain inhibition 
against cultural transmission sets 
in. A pervasive mentality of nondi
rectiveness and subjectiveness dic
tates that we don't have the right to 
impose our values on our children. 
And consequently, we are forced to 
create the fiction that each child is 
in his own right a miniature 
Socrates. 

The traditional view is tha t 
adults do possess a moral treasure, 
and that to deprive children of it 
would in itself show a lack of 
virtue. We do not, to draw a rough 
analogy, wait until our children 
have reached the age of reason 
before suggesting that they brush 
their teeth. But sooner or later chil
dren will be able to figure out for 
themselves that brushing is a pru
dent practice. This is not necessarily 
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true of moral practices. The moral 
treasure can be acquired only in a 
certain way . And if it is not 
obtained in that way, it is not pos
sessed at all. This is why Aristotle 
said that only those who have been 
well brought up can usefully study 
ethics. And why Plato maintained 
that the well-bred youth is nurtured 
from his earliest days to love the 
Good and the Beautiful "so that 
when Reason at length comes to 
him, then bred as he has been, he 
will hold out his hands in welcome 
and recognize her because of the 
affinity he bears to her." 

Just Sentiments 
There is little chance that one 

who does not learn proper affec
tions and just sentiments as a child 
will ever fully comprehend them. 
His knowledge, in short, will 
always be limited. What he can 
know will be determined by his 
sentiments, by dispositions and 
inclinations learned in childhood. A 
person who is not well habituated 
to virtue may come upon the funda
mental ·principles of ethics, but he 
may never be able to grasp them 
properly. He comes upon them like 
an anthropologist stumbling upon 
tribal customs . He can describe 
them, write about them, analyze 
them, but he does not know them 
as an initiate knows them - even 
though the things he observes are 
his own cultural values. One cannot 
begin to understand the moral life 
until one begins to live it. 
Consequently, the autonomous 
moral explorer, because of his 
detached stance, is in no position to 
appreciate the practice of virtue, let 
alone practice it himself. 

What, then, is the proper form 
of education in regard to morality? 
It is, necessarily, an initiation, "men 
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transmitting manhood to men," as 
C. S. Lewis puts it. And this is best 
accomplished not by direct moral 
exhortation but indirectly through 
example and practice. One cannot 
have classes in moral education. It 
is, rather, more like an apprentice 
learning from a master. "Lewis, like 
Aristotle," writes Gilbert Meilander, 
"believes that moral principles are 
learned indirectly from others 
around us, who serve as exemplars. 
And he, again like Aristotle, sug
gests that it will be extremely diffi
cult to develop virtuous individuals 
apart from a virtuous society." 

Yet, even in the most virtuous 
of societies, adults, recognizing 
their own shortcomings, have seen 
the need to point to examples of 
moral wisdom and moral courage 

beyond themselves . Hence the 
reliance on heroic stories as the 
embodiment of cultural ideals. 
When virtues have fallen into 
desuetude, the need for stories 
about virtuous and courageous 
men, women, and children becomes 
more acute. A ware of this, Lewis 
created in The Chronicles of Narnia a 
literature of virtue of the type that 
can be considered both exemplar of 
and preparation for a mature 
morality. The Narnia Chonicles cer-
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tainly seem to embody Aristotle's 
dictum that the aim of education is 
to make the pupil like and dislike 
what he ought. 

But if heroic stories provide 
examples, we need to ask examples 
of what? It would be a mistake to 
look upon the heroes of myth and 
epic as examples of autonomous 
moral agents or inventors of new 
moralities (as Nietzsche did), just as 
it would be a mistake to look upon 
them as stoic rule-abiders. The 
heroes of such stories are not moral 
philosophers, nor are they stoic. 
They are virtuous, or they strive to 
be virtuous. For classical and heroic 
societies and for those that sustain 
those traditions, morality is not a 
matter of following rules or making 
rules; it has to do with acquiring 
virtue. The virtues displayed by 
Achilles are what hold our atten
tion, not any set of maxims he may 
expound. It is his loyalty to his 
friends that matters, not his loyalty 
to principle. Virtues are displayed 
in his actions, not only in what he 
says. The heroic man is not a moral 
pioneer who charts new ethics; 
rather, he is someone who does 
what ought to be done. 

Even in the Gospel stories, the 
heroic theme is predominant. As I 
have written elsewhere, "there is 
nothing in Christ's attitude about 
himself to suggest that he saw him
self mainly as a teacher. There is a 
strong suggestion that Jesus looked 
upon himself as someone who had 
a job to do. And the quality of that 
task was not unlike the quest of a 
Greek or Roman hero." Christ does 
what is required. He comes to do 
the will of him by whom he was 
sent. He lays down his life for his 
friends, not for the sake of a principle. 

Indeed, in the heroic literature 
there is usually very little question 
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about what has to be done (most of 
the moral dilemmas in the Gospels 
are posed by the Pharisees); the 
question is whether the hero can 
resist temptation and do what he 
ought to do. Will his training in the 
virtues see him through? 

What is revealed in heroic 
stories is a profoundly realistic 
appraisal of behavior under condi
tions of combat when it is danger
ous to act as one ought or a price 
will have to be paid. When the hero 
is weary, outnumbered or alone, 
when his resources are depleted or 
temptation is overwhelming, he 
does better to rely on his acquired 
virtue than on his knack for moral 
philosophy. Likewise, most of us 
are thrown into situations where 
there is little time to weigh the 
moral pros and cons. Then, the best 
question we can ask is, what do 
good men and women do in such 
situations? We are more likely to 
find an answer to that question if 
our training includes a thorough 
exposure to stories of virtue. 

A Vision of Life 
Stories of virtue, courage and 

justice can and should play a cen
tral part in the formation of good 
habit, that is, in the formation of 
character. Stories provide a way of 
habitua ting children to virtue. 
They help to instill proper senti
ments. They reinforce indirectly 
the more explicit moral teaching of 
family, church and school. They 
provide also a defense against the 
relentless process of desensitization 
tha t goes on in modern societies. 
And they provide a standard 
against which erosion of standards 
can be measured. 

In addition, stories expand the 
imagination. Moral development is 
not simply a matter of becoming 
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more rational or acquiring decision
making skills. It has to do with 
vision, the way one looks at life. 
Indeed, moral evil and sin are 
sometimes described by theolo
gians as an inability to see rightly. 
Conversely, moral improvement is 
often described (by very ordinary 
people as well as theologians) as 
the result of seeing things in a dif
ferent light or seeing them for the 
first time. "I was blind but now I 
see" is more than a line from an old 
hymn; it is the way a great many 
people look at their moral growth. 
It is therefore entirely inadequate to 
explain morality in terms of devel
opmental stages. The transforma
tion of the moral life is rarely effect
ed without a transformation of 
imagination. It follows that one of 
the central tasks of moral education 
is to nourish the imagination with 
rich and powerful images of the 
kind found in stories, myths, 
poems, biography, and drama. If 
we wish our children to grow up 
with a deep and adequate vision of 
life, we must provide a rich fund 
for them to draw on. 

Pure Hearts and Kindly Kings 
Not just any stories will do, 

however. Though realistic stories 
about boys and girls just like one
self probably do no harm, they fail 
to enlarge the imagination in the 
way that heroic stories do. But we 
must also be clear about what we 
mean by a hero. Heroic stories link 
strength or cunning or resourceful
ness with virtue. Galahad's 
strength is as the strength of ten 
because his heart is pure. Beowulf, 
who has the strength of thirty men 
in his grip, is also renowned as the 
"kindest of worldly kings." The 
cunning of Ulysses is used in the 
service of loyalty to his men. In the 
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old epics the superheros' qualities 
do not end with raw power. 

Moral literature need not be of 
epic proportions. There is also a 
place for stories of manners and 
duty, decency and virtue, loyalty 
and friendship on a less epic 
scale-stories that say, in effect: 
However ordinary people actually 
behave toward one another, this is 
how they ought to behave. The 
Little House on the Prairie, The Wind 
in the Willows, and The Hobbit (a 
combination of heroism and horni
ness) come to mind as examples of 
this type of literature. Younger 
children need stories that are simi
lar but much shorter and can be told 
orally. 

It might be a mistake to inun
date a child with too many stories. 
But it is important that the right 
kind of stories be repeated over and 
over until they are nearly learned 
by heart. After all, if repetition 
were not such an effective tech
nique in the education of habits, we 
can be certain that the advertisers 
would long since have ceased to 
employ it. 

William Kilpatrick is professor of 
education at Boston College. His latest 
book, Why Tohnny Can't Tell Right 
from Wrong (Simon & Schuster, 1992) 
may well be one of the most powerful, 
and depressing, books of this decade. 
This is an excerpt of an article printed 
in Policy Review. 
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TEACHING THE VIRTUES 

by Christina Hoff Sommers 

Not very long ago, I published an article called "Ethics without 
Virtue" in which I criticized the way ethics is being taught in American col
leges. I pointed out that there is an overemphasis on social policy questions, 
with little or no attention being paid to private morality. I noted that stu
dents taking college ethics are debating abortion, euthanasia, capital punish
ment, DNA research, and the ethics of transplant surgery while they learn 
almost nothing about private decency, honesty, personal responsibility, or 
honor. Topics such as hypocrisy, self-deception, cruelty or selfishness rarely 
came up. I argued that the current style of ethics teaching which concentrat
ed so much on social policy was giving students the wrong ideas about 
ethics. Social morality is only half of the moral life; the other half is private 
morality. I urged that we attend to both. 

A colleague of mine did not like what I said. She told me that in her 
classroom she would continue to focus on issues of social injustice. She 
taught about women's oppression, corruption in big business, multinational 
corporations and their transgressions in the Third World-that sort of thing. 
She said to me, "You are not going to have moral people until you have 
moral institutions. You will not have moral citizens until you have a moral 
government." She made it clear that I was wasting time and even doing 
harm by promoting bourgeois morality and the bourgeois virtues instead of 
awakening the social conscience of my students. 

At the end of the semester, she came into my office carrying a stack of 
exams and looking very upset. 

"What's wrong?" I asked. 
"They cheated on their social justice take-home finals. They plagia

rized!" More than half of the students in her ethics class had copied long 
passages from the secondary literature. "What are you going to do?" I asked 
her. She gave me a self-mocking smile and said, "I'd like to borrow a copy of 
that article you wrote on ethics without virtue." 

A Hole in the Moral Ozone 
There have been major cheating scandals at many of our best universi

ties. A recent survey reported in the Boston Globe says that 75 percent of all 
high school students admit to cheating; for college students the figure is 50 
percent. A U.S. News and World Report survey asked college-age students if 
they would steal from an employer. Thirty-four percent said they would. 
Of people forty-five and over, six percent responded in the affirmative. 

Part of the problem is that so many students come to college dogmatical
ly committed to a moral relativism that offers them no grounds to think that 
cheating is just wrong. I sometimes play a macabre game with first-year stu
dents, trying to find some act they will condemn as morally wrong: 
Torturing a child. Starving someone to death. Humiliating an invalid in a 
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nursing home. The reply is often: "Torture, starvation and humiliation may 
be bad for you or me, but who are we to say they are bad for someone else?" 

Not all students are dogmatic relativists; nor are they all cheaters and 
liars. Even so, it is impossible to deny that there is a great deal of moral 
drift. The students' ability to arrive at reasonable moral judgments is severe
ly, even bizarrely, affected. A Harvard University professor annually offers 
a large history class on the Second World War and the rise of the Nazis. 
Some years back, he was stunned to learn from his teaching assistant that 
the majority of students in the class did not believe that anyone was really to 
blame for the Holocaust. The graduate assistant asserted that if these 
Harvard students were sitting in judgment at Nuremberg they would have 
let everyone off. No one was to blame. In the students ' minds, the 
Holocaust was like a natural cataclysm: It was inevitable and unavoidable. 
The professor refers to his students' attitude about the past as "no-fault history." 

How Ethics Courses Have Changed 
First, a bit of history. Let me remind you of how ethics was once taught 

in American colleges. In the nineteenth century, the ethics course was a high 
point of college life. It was taken in the senior year, and was usually taught 
by the president of the college who would uninhibitedly urge the students to 
become morally better and 
stronger. The senior ethics course 
was in fact the culmination of the 
students' college experience. But 
as the social sciences began to 
flourish in the early twentieth 
century, ethics courses gradually 
lost prominence until they 
became just one of several elec
tives offered by philosophy 
departments. By the mid-1960s, enrollment in courses on moral philosophy 
reached an all-time low and, as one historian of higher education put it, "col
lege ethics was in deep trouble". 

At the end of the '60s, there was a rapid turnaround. To the surprise of 
many a department chair, applied ethics courses suddenly proved to be very 
popular. Philosophy departments began to attract unprecedented numbers 
of students to courses in medical ethics, business ethics, ethics for everyday 
life, ethics for lawyers, for social workers, for nurses, for journalists. More 
recently, the dubious behavior of some politicians and financiers has added 
to public concern over ethical standards which in turn has contributed to the 
feeling that college ethics is needed. Today American colleges and universi
ties are offering thousands of well-attended courses in applied ethics. 

I too have been teaching applied ethics courses for several years, but my 
enthusiasm for them tapered off when I saw how the students reacted. I was 
especially disturbed by comments students made again and again on the 
course evaluation forms, "I learned there was no such thing as right or 
wrong, just good or bad arguments." Or, "I learned there is no such thing as 
morality." I asked myself what it was about these classes that was fostering 
this sort of moral agnosticism and skepticism. Perhaps the students them-
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selves were part of the problem. Perhaps it was the high school experience 
that led them to become moral agnostics. Even so, I felt that my classes were 
doing nothing to change them. 

The course I had been giving was altogether typical. At the beginning 
of the semester we studied a bit of moral theory, going over the strengths 
and weaknesses of Kantianism, utilitarianism, social contract theory and rel
ativism. We then took up topical moral issues such as abortion, censorship, 
capital punishment, world hunger, and affirmative action. Naturally, I felt it 
my job to present careful and well-argued positions on all sides of these 
popular issues. But this atmosphere of argument and counterargument was 
reinforcing the idea that all moral questions have at least two sides, i.e., that 
all of ethics is controversial. 

Perhaps this reaction is to be expected in any ethics course primarily 
devoted to issues on which it is natural to have a wide range of disagree
ment. In a course specifically devoted to dilemmas and hard cases, it is 
almost impossible not to give the student the impression that ethics itself has 
no solid foundation. 

The "Plain Moral Facts" 
It will, I think, be granted that the average student today does not come 

to college steeped in a religious or ethical tradition in which he or she has 
uncritical confidence. In the atmosphere of a course dealing with hard and 
controversial cases, the contemporary student may easily find the very idea 
of a stable moral tradition to be an archaic illusion. I am suggesting that we 
may have some responsibility here for providing the student with what the 
philosopher Henry Sidgwick called "moral common sense." (Sometimes he 
spoke of "established morality" as it is commonly understood and accepted.) 
More generally, I am suggesting that we should assess some of the courses 
we teach for their edificatory effect. Our responsibility as teachers goes 
beyond purveying information about the leading ethical theories and in 
developing dialectical skill in moral casuistry. 

The Philosophy of Virtue 
If one accepts the idea that moral edification is not an improper desidera

tum in the teaching of ethics, then the question arises: What sort of course in 
ethics is effective? What ethical teachings are naturally edificatory? My own 
experience leads me to recommend a course on the philosophy of virtue. 
Here, Aristotle is the best place to begin. Philosophers as diverse as Plato, 
Augustine, Kant and even Mill wrote about vice and virtue. And there is an 
impressive contemporary literature on the subject. But the locus classicus is 
Aristotle. 

Students find a great deal of plausibility in Aristotle's theory of moral 
education, as well as personal relevance in what he says about courage, gen
erosity, temperance and other virtues. I have found that an exposure to 
Aristotle makes an immediate inroad on dogmatic relativism, indeed the 
tendency to dismiss morality as relative to taste or social fashion rapidly 
diminishes and may vanish altogether. Most students find the idea of 
developing virtuous character traits naturally .appealing. 

Once the student becomes engaged with the problem of what kind of 
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person to be, and how to become that kind of person, the problems of ethics 
become concrete and practical and, for many a student, morality itself is 
thereafter looked on as a natural and even inescapable personal undertak
ing. I have not come across students who have taken a course in the philos
ophy of virtue saying that they have learned there is no such thing as moral
ity. The writings of Aristotle and of other philosophers of virtue are full of 
argument and controversy, but students who read them with care are not 
tempted to say they learned "there is no right or wrong, only good or bad 
arguments." 

Is There Moral Knowledge? 
Is there really such a thing as moral knowledge? The reply to that is an 

emphatic "Yes." Have we not learned a thing or two over the past several 
thousand years of civilization? To pretend we know nothing about basic 
decency, about human rights, about vice and virtue, is fatuous or disingenuous. 
Of course we know that gratuitous cruelty and political repression are 
wrong, that kindness and political freedom are rightand good. Why should 
we be the first society in history that finds itself hamstrung in the vital task 
of passing along its moral tradition to the next generation? 

Some opponents of directive moraFeducation argue that it could be a 
form of brainwashing. That is a pernicious confusion. To brainwash is to 
diminish someone's capacity for reasoned judgment It is perversely mis
leading to say that helping children to develop habits of truth telling or fair 
play threatens their ability to make reasoned choices. Quite the contrary: 
Good moral habits enhance one's capacity for ration.al judgments. 

The paralyzing fear of indoctrinating children is even greater in high 
schools than it is in elementary schools. One favored teaching technique, 
allegedly avoiding indoctrination, is dilemma ethics. Children are presented 
with abstract moral dilemmas: Seven people are in a lifeboat with provisions 
for four-what should they do? Or Lawrence Kohlberg's famous case of 
Heinz and the stolen drug. Should the indigent Heinz, whose dying wife 

WHY SHOULD WE BE THE FIRST SOCIETY IN 

HISTORY THAT FINDS ITSELF HAMSTRUNG IN THE VITAL 

TASK OF PASSING ALONG ITS MORAL TRADITIONS TO 

THE NEXT GENERATION? 

needs medicine, steal it? When high school students study ethics at all, it is 
usually in the form of pondering such dilemmas or in the form of debates on 
social issues: abortion, euthanasia, capital punishment and the like. 
Directive moral education is out of favor. Storytelling is out of fashion. 
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Let's consider for a moment just how the current fashion in dilemmas 
differs from the older approach to moral education which often used moral 
tales and parables to instill moral principles in students in the primary 
grades. Saul Bellow asserts that the survival of Jewish culture would be 
inconceivable without the stories that gave point and meaning to the Jewish 
moral tradition. One such story, included in a collection of traditional 
Jewish tales that Bellow edited, is called "If Not Higher." I sketch it here to 
contrast the story-approach with the dilemma-approach in primary and sec
ondary education, but the moral of the contrast also applies to the teaching 
of ethics at the college level as well: 

There was once a rabbi in a small Jewish village in Russia who vanished 
every Friday morning for several hours. The devoted villagers boasted that 
during these hours their rabbi ascended to Heaven to talk with God. A 
skeptical newcomer arrived in town, determined to discover where the rabbi 
really was. 

One Friday morning the newcomer hid near the rabbi's house, watched 
him rise, say his prayers and put on the clothes of a peasant. He saw him 
take an ax and go into the forest, chop down a tree and gather a large bundle 
of wood. Next the rabbi proceeded to a shack in the poorest section of the 
village in which lived an old woman and her sick son. He left them the 
wood which was enough for the week. The rabbi then quietly returned to 
his own house. The story concludes that the newcomer stayed on in the vil
lage and became a disciple of the rabbi. And whenever he hears one of his 
fellow villagers say, "On Friday morning our rabbi ascends all the way to 
Heaven," the newcomer quietly adds, "If not higher." 

In a moral dilemma such as Kohlberg's Heinz stealing the drug, or the 
lifeboat case, there are no obvious heroes or villains. Not only do the charac
ters lack moral personality, but they exist in a vacuum outside of traditions 
and social arrangements that shape their conduct in the problematic situa
tions confronting them. In a dilemma there is no obvious right and wrong, 
no clear vice and virtue. The dilemma may engage the students' minds; it 
only marginally engages their emotions, their moral sensibilities. The issues 
are finely balanced, listeners are on their own and they individually decide 
for themselves. As one critic of dilemma ethics has observed, one cannot 
imagine parents passing down to their children the tale of Heinz and the 
stolen drug. By contrast, in the story of the rabbi and the skeptical outsider, 
it is not up to the listener to decide whether or not the rabbi did the right 
thing. The moral message is clear: "Here is a good man-merciful, compas
sionate and actively helping someone weak and vulnerable. Be like that per
son." The message is contagious. Even the skeptic gets the point. 

Stories and parables are not always appropriate for high school or college 
ethics courses, but the literary classics certainly are. To understand King 
Lear, Oliver Twist, Huckleberry Finn or Middlemarch requires that the reader 
have some understanding of (and sympathy with) what the author is saying 
about the moral ties that bind the characters and that hold in place the social 
fabric in which they play their roles. Take something like filial obligation. 
One moral of King Lear is that society cannot survive when filial contempt 
becomes the norm. Literary figures can thus provide students with the 
moral paradigms that Aristotle thought were essential to moral education. 

L E TTERS fro m S a n t a Fe Fa ll 1992 



I am not suggesting that moral 
puzzles and dilemmas have no 
place in the ethics curriculum. To 
teach something about the logic of 
moral discourse and the practice of 
moral reasoning in resolving con
flicts of principles is clearly impor
tant. But casuistry is not the place 
to start, and, taken by itself, dilem
ma ethics tends to give the student 
the impression that ethical thinking 
is a lawyer's game. 

Three Steps Towards Virtue 
What I am recommending is 

not new, it has worked before, and 
it is simple: 

1. Schools should have behav
ior codes that emphasize civility, 
kindness and honesty. 

2. Teachers should not be 
accused of brainwashing children 
when they insist on basic civility, 
decency, honesty and fairness. 

3. Children should be told sto
ries that reinforce goodness. In , 
high school and college, students should be reading, studying and discussing 
the moral classics. 

I am suggesting that teachers must help children become acquainted with 
their moral heritage in literature, in religion and in philosophy. I am suggest
ing that virtue can be taught, and that effective moral education appeals to the 
emotions as well as to the mind. The best moral teaching inspires students by 
making them keenly aware that their own character is at stake. 

Christina Hoff Sommers is Associate Professor of Philosophy , Clark University. 
This article is taken from Imprimis, November 1991 . 
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LEARNING GOODNESS 

by James Bond Stockdale 

The best education, the best 
preparation for a full and success
ful life surely entails a proper blend 
of classical and contemporary stud
ies. While we pursue the keys to 
the kingdom of modernity-studies 
in political science and economics 
and high technology-we need to 
understand the importance of a 
broad background in the readings 
of antiquity, those readings that 
form the basis of our civilization. 
In times of duress, in war especial
ly, is that classical background 
important. 

The Stoics said that "Character 
is fate." In my life, education has 
been fate. I became what I learned, 
or maybe I should say I became the 
distillation of what fascinated me 
most as I learned it. Only three 
years after I left graduate school, I 
participated in the refounding of 
my own civilization after dooms
day, when the giant doors of an 
Old World dungeon had slammed 
shut and locked me and a couple 
hundred other Americans in-in 
total silence, in solitary confine
ment, in leg irons, in blindfolds for 
weeks at a time, in antiquity, in a 
political prison. 

That refounded civilization 
became our salvation. Stripped to 
nothing, nothing but the instincts 
and intelligence of the ancients, we 
improvised a communication sys
tem dredged up from inklings of a 
distant past (actually the tap code 
of Polybius, a second-century 
Greek historian with a fl air for 
cryptography), and lived on com
radeship in a polity tha t would 
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have been a credit to Polybius' 
Athens. The spiritual power (not 
necessarily religious) that seeped 
into us as we surreptitiously joined 
forces against our common enemy 
came as a surprise. 

In my solitude the impact of 
this unexpected spiritual power 
sometimes caused me to wonder. 
Does modernity deaden our noblest 
impulses? Does it smother or atro
phy the power of the human spirit, 
the power of human nature? Do 
the readings of ancient times, the 
classics, serve merely to give us 
insight into the events of the past? 
Or do not the texts of those self-con
tained cultures of antiquity portray 
human power in all its vibrant 
potential? Do they not contain evi
dence of a more imaginative and 
fundamental grasp of the essence of 
being human than can be found 
even in 20th century texts that have 
since joined the classics on the 
humanities shelves? 

In Homer's immortal epic, The 
Iliad, as Hector is about to leave the 
gates of Troy to fight Achilles
knowing, as he must have known, 
that he would lose and he would 
die-he says goodbye to his wife 
and baby son at the gates, and the 
baby starts to cry, frightened by the 
nodding of the plumes on his 
father' s shining helmet. Some 
would think the tale of the Greek
Trojan War to be an irrelevant relic 
of bygone days. Some would think 
it should be stricken from the read
ing list because it glamorizes war. 
Some would think that now at last, 
with reason to guide us, we can 
scoff at a warrior's suicidal obliga
tions. But others of us react quite 
differently, seeing in that scene a 
snapshot of the ageless huma n 
predicament: Hector's duty, his 
wife's tragedy, Troy's necessity, the 
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baby's cry .... 
My reaction, of course, is the 

latter, not only because I am a 
romantic by nature, but because by 
the time I first read The Iliad I had 
lived in antiquity (and I am not 
referring to the lack of electricity or 
plumbing). I had lived in a self
contained culture, a prison culture I 
watched grow among men of good
will under pressure. I knew what it 
was to be a human being who 
could be squashed like a bug with
out recourse to law, and I knew 
that the culture, the society, that 
preserved me had to be preserved 
or nobody had anything to cling to. 
I knew that civic virtue, the placing 
of the value of that society above 
one's personal interests, was not 
only admirable, it was crucial to 
self-respect. And I knew that to 
preserve that culture, symbolic bat
tles had to be fought before real 
battles could start. I knew that 
obligations, particularly love and 
self-sacrifice, were the glue that 
made a man whole in this primitive 
element, and I knew that under the 
demands of these obligations being 
"reasonable" was a luxury that 
often could not be afforded. 

I also knew during this prison 
existence that I was being shown 
something good-that life can have 
a spiritual content one can almost 
reach out and touch. I suppose it 
can always have that, but I was 
used to the idea of it being fuzzed 
up, powdered, fluffed, and often 
ridiculed here in man made moder
nity, where changing the world 
takes precedence over understand
ing it, understanding man himself. 

The same message comes 
through in the writings of Fyodor 
Dostoyevski, Arthur Koestler, and 
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn. They' ve 
been where I've been. So had 
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Miguel Cervantes. This future 
author of Don Quixote was a young 
officer in the Spanish army taken 
prisoner after the Battle of Lepanto 
in the 16th century. He spent seven 
years in an Algiers political prison. 
Same story: "Confess your crimes," 
"Discredit yourself," "Disavow your 
roots." He was tortured to disavow 
Christianity and would get 
amnesty and go home if he would 
disavow it. I was made much the 
same offer. I was to disavow 
"American Imperialism." Good boy, 
Cervantes, you hung in too. You 
knew how this age-old game is 
played. Political prisons are not 
just sources of fables of the past. 
They could just as easily inspire the 
literature of the future. Unable to 
tolerate dissent, totalitarian govern
ments must have them. How else 
to suppress and discredit their ene
mies within? 

You know, the life of the mind 
is a wonder-the life of the mind in 
solitude, the life of the mind in 
extremis, the life of the mind when 
the body's nervous system is under 
attack. If you want to break a 
man's spirit, and if your victim's 
will is strong, you've got to get 
physical. Sometimes you might 
think that you can unhinge strong 
people with psychological mumbo 
jumbo. Sorry, there is no such 
thing as brainwashing. But even 
physical hammering will not alone 
change all hard-set attitudes. The 
real method to jellify those atti
tudes, that is, to extract those seem
ingly heartfelt "confessions," is the 
artful and long-term imposition of 
fear and guilt. Solitary confinement 
and tourniquet-tight rope bindings 
are mere catalysts for the fear and 
guilt conditioning. Remember, I'm 
talking about strong-willed victims. 
They're going to make you hurt 
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them. They know from experience 
that the compliance extracted by 
brute force is in no way so spiritu
ally damaging as that given away 
on a mere threat. And they have 
learned from experience that in the 
end it is a spiritual battle. The leak 
in the dike always starts from with
in. 

How does the mind of the vic
tim respond to these challenges? 

First, regarding the loneliness, 
the solitude: It's not as bad as you 
think. Don't forget, the time factor 
is stretched out way beyond most 

three to four weeks. It ends when it 
suddenly dawns on him that he'll 
have no such luck; he's stuck with 
himself. Almost everybody then 
sets himself up in a ritualistic life. 
Something deep-seated in human 
nature likes, feels safe with, repeti
tion-a time for this, and a time for 
that, repeated regularly every day. 
You get to thinking about how 
liturgies of worship must have got
ten started in some prehistoric clan. 

Your mind drifts to many 
anthropological questions. How do 
institutions and governments get 

"THE CHALLENGE OF EDUCATION IS NOT TO 

PREPARE A PERSON FOR SUCCESS, BUT TO 

PREPARE HIM FOR FAILURE." IT IS IN 

DISASTER, NOT SUCCESS, THAT THE HEROES AND 

THE BUMS REALLY GET SORTED OUT 

psychological experiments. There 
was a professor at Stanford who 
got national attention several years 
ago for locking some students in 
the basement of a library for a few 
days, and then writing a book 
about his observations of their 
behavior. I laughed when I read it. 
You don't know the first thing 
about a person until he has been in 
the cooler for a couple of months. 
He has to first go through the stage 
when he is preoccupied with going 
insane. That's a normal prelude 
without lasting significance. Figure 
on that phase lasting for the first 
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started? Are they the product of a 
man on a white horse? Does some 
powerful person impose rule: "We 
gotta get organized; here are the 
tribe's rules; break'em and I'll cave 
your skull in." I doubt it. When 
you're scared, you don't feel the 
urge to take charge. And when 
you 're expected to, by virtue of 
heredity in clan or tribe, or seniori
ty, for sure, among military prison
ers, on first contact you seem com
pelled to say something becoming a 
well-brought-up American boy, 
like: "In these circumstances when 
you are being threatened or tor-
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tured to do things that offend your 
very being, I can't bring myself to 
order you to do this or that. 
Everyone must have the autonomy 
to choose the best alternatives fac
ing him. Do the best you can and 
God bless you." 

How civilized and compassion
ate! But it will never sell. Those 
fine young people in trouble won't 
let you get away with that. Their 
response is sure to be something 
like this: "You have no right to 
piously tell us each to seek out the 
good, and then back out of the pic
ture . You are in charge here, and 
it's your duty to tell us what the 
good is. We deserve to sleep at 
night, feeling that at least we're 
doing something right in all hewing 
to what our leader says . We 
deserve the self-respect that comes 
with knowing we are resisting in an 
organized manner. We expect you 
to tell us to take torture before we 
comply with any of their demands. 
Give us the list!" There's nothing 
rational about such a reaction. 
Anybody could see that we proba
bly weren't going to win the battle. 
But on the other hand, as the veter
an prisoner Fyodor Dostoyevski 
aptly noted, "Man's most deep 
desires in life under pressure are 
not for a rationally advantageous 
choice, but for an independent 
choice." 

But believe it or not, as time 
wears on in solitary you get better 
at dealing with these matters. The 
ultimate accommodation with them 
comes from focusing intensely on 
leading a very, very clean and hon
est life, mentally and otherwise
and you find yourself being con
sumed in a strange, lasting and 
unexpected highmindedness. By 
this, I don't mean "joyfulness," and I 
particularly don't mean "optimism." 
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What I mean by the setting in of 
highmindedness is the gradual ero
sion of natural selfishness among 
people of goodwill facing a com
mon danger over time. The more 
intense the common danger, the 
quicker the "me-first" selfishness 
melts. In our situation, at about the 
two-year point, I believe most of us 
were thinking of that faceless friend 
next door-the sole point of contact 
we had with our civilization, that 
lovely intricate human thing we 
had never seen-in terms of love in 
the highest sense. By later compar
ing notes with others, I found I was 
not alone in becoming so noble and 
righteous in that solitude that I 
could hardly stand myself. People 
would willingly absorb physical 
punishment rather than let it fall to 
their comrades; questions arose in 
my mind about the validity of the 
much-talked about instinct of self
preservation. Solzhenitsyn describes 
his feelings of high-mindedness in 
his Gulag writings in words like 
these: 

It was only when I lay there 
on the rotting prison straw 
that I sensed within myself 
the first stirrings of good. 
Gradually it was disclosed 
to me that the line separat
ing good and evil passes 
not between states nor 
between classes nor 
between political parties 
but right through every 
human heart, through all 
human hearts. And that is 
why I turn back to the 
years of my imprisonment 
and say, sometimes to the 
astonishment of those 
about me, "Thank you, 
prison, for having been in 
my life." 
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Was I a victim? Not when I 
became fully engaged, got into the 
life of unity with comrades, helping 
others, and being encouraged by 
them. So, many times, I would find 
myself whispering to myself after 
an exhilarating wall-tap message 
exchange: "I am right where I 
belong; I am right where I was 
meant to be." In all honesty, I say to 
myself, "What a wonderful life I 
have led." No two of us are the 
same, but to me the wonder of my 
life is in escaping the life Captain 
McWhirr had programmed for 
himself in Joseph Conrad's 
typhoon: "to go skimming over the 
years of existence to sink gently 
into a placid grave, ignorant of life 
to the last, without ever having 
been made to see all it may contain 
of perfidy, of violence, of terror." 
And the author adds, "There are on 
sea and land such men thus fortu
nate-or thus disdained-by des
tiny .. . " 

Phil Rhinelander, my philoso
phy mentor at Stanford, died a 
short time ago. We were preparing 
a book together, and consequently I 
was with him almost every day at 
the last. One of the last things we 
talked about was our agreement on 
a point we had each separately stat
ed publicly: "The challenge of edu-
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cation is not to prepare a person for 
success, but to prepare him for fail
ure." It is in disaster, not success, 
that the heroes and the bums really 
get sorted out. 

Always striving for true educa
tion is the best insurance against 
losing your bearings, your perspec
tive, in the fact of disaster, in the 
face of failure. I came home from 
prison to discover something I had 
forgotten; in my old Webster's col
legiate dictionary I had pasted a 
quotation from Aristotle: 
"Education is an ornament in pros
perity and a refuge in adversity." I 
had lived in the truth of that for all 
those years. 

Vice Admiral James Bond Stockdale 
served for 34 years as a Navy officer. 
Shot down over North Vietnam, he was 
the senior Navy prisoner of war in 
Hanoi for eight years. He is a former 
president of the Naval War College and 
currently a Senior Research Fellow at 
The Hoover Institution. Recently a 
candidate for the Vice President of the 
U. S., Adm. Stockdale was on the St. 
John's College Board of Visitors and 
Governors from 1981 to 1987. This is 
an excerpt of a speech he gave in 1987. 
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ANNOUNCEMENTS 

Institute for the Study of Eastern Classics 
at 

St. John's College 
Santa Fe, New Mexico 

The institute offers a one-year, graduate level, certificate 
program in the classic texts of India and China. Among the 
many works to be read are: Rgveda, Mahabharata, 
Upani~ads, Bhagavadglta, Analects of Confucius, I Ching, 
Tao-te Ching, Writings of Mo Tzu, Chuang Tzu, and Han 
Pei Tzu. Participants will also choose a language tutorial in 
Classical Chinese or Sanskirt. All classes will be conducted 
by discussion and are scheduled twice weekly in the late 
afternoon and evening. Tuition is $1,500 for each semester. 

For further information write to: 
Institute for the Study of Eastern Classics 

St. John's College 
1160 Camino Cruz Blanca 

Santa Fe, New Mexico 87501-4599 
"Zr 505/988-4361, Fax 505/989-9269 

What college has 
produced two Rhodes 
Scholars in three years 
from a student body of 
less than 1000? 

We are proud to 
announce that St. John's 
College senior Jeffrey 
Seidman has been awarded 
a Rhodes Scholarship. Mr. 
Seidman is the second 
Rhodes Scholar selected 
from the college in the past 
three years. Mr. Seidman 
will study philosophy, eco
nomics and politics at 
Oxford and intends even
tually to teach philosophy 
at the college level. 

We are very grateful to the Laurel Foundation for their generous support of LETTERS from Santa Fe. 

r---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------, 
To our readers, 
If you know someone who might be interested in receiving information regarding the programs offered at St. 
John's College please fill out this form and return it to St. John's College, 1160 Camino Cruz Blanca, Santa Fe, 
New Mexico 87501-4599. 

Name of interested person (s) 

Address 

Possible area(s) of interest- D Undergraduate D Graduate D Eastern Studies 

Thank you, 

f}L f~ / 
John Agresto 
President, Santa Fe 
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PROFILE 

St. John's College: 
Is 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 requires 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. 

Student Body: 
Enrollment is limited to about 400 students on each campus. Current freshman class made up of 55% men and 45% 
women, from 30 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 prin
ciples as the undergraduate program. Offered on both campuses year-round. Readers of the newsletter may be espe
cially interested in applying for our summer session. For more information please contact the Graduate Institute in 
Santa Fe (505) 982-3691 ext. 249 or in Annapolis (301) 263 - 2371. 

LETTERS from Santa Fe 
St. John's College 
1160 Camino Cruz Blanca 
Santa Fe, New Mexico 87501-4599 

ADDRESS CORRECTION REQUESTED 

Bulk Rate 
U.S. Postage 

PAID 
Non-Profit 

Organization 
Permit No. 231 
Santa Fe, NM 




