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Introduction

In the past few months, when I have told people that I’m writing abook on happiness and education, more than one has responded
with some puzzlement, “But they don’t go together!” Indeed, the fact
that the two seem increasingly opposed these days is one motive
for tackling the topic. Happiness and education are, properly, inti-
mately related: Happiness should be an aim of education, and a good
education should contribute significantly to personal and collective
happiness.
An interest in biography has increased my concern about the con-

nections among happiness, misery, boredom, and schooling.Why is it
that somanybright, creative people havehated school?Observing this
well-documentedmisery, why do we continue to justify it with the old
excuse, “Some day you’ll thank me for this”? Parents and educators
are sustained in this attitude, in part, because so many adult chil-
dren do thank us for their perceived success – a success, sometimes
questionable, that they credit to their earlier misery. And so, they are
ready, even eager, to inflict a new round of misery on others. Indeed,
many parents and teachers are afraid not to do this, fearing that chil-
dren will be spoiled, unprepared, undisciplined, unsuccessful, and
ultimately unhappy.
Another motivating factor has been disappointment with my

Christian upbringing. I have developed an aversion to the glorifica-
tion of suffering that pervades Christian doctrine, to the fear-based
admonitions to be good, and to the habit of deferring happiness to
some later date. Some readers will be quick to point out that for-
mal religions – even Christianity – also bring happiness to many
lives and that the concept of joy is central to religious life. In the
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Happiness and Education

discussion of religion, I have tried to balance these very different
tendencies.
Through more than five decades of teaching and mothering, I have

noticed also that children (and adults, too) learn best when they are
happy. This is not to say that harsh methods are never effective in
producing rote learning, nor does it mean that intermittent vexation
and occasional failure are absent from a happy student life. On the
contrary, challenge and struggle are part of the quest for knowledge
and competence.However, struggle is an inevitable aspect of learning;
we educators do not have to invent struggles for our students, and
students who are generally happy with their studies are better able to
bring meaning to difficult periods and get through them with some
satisfaction.
Closely related to the observation that happy students learn bet-

ter than unhappy ones is something I judge to be even more impor-
tant. Happy people are rarely mean, violent, or cruel. Having said
that, and I believe it is largely true of individuals, I will immedi-
ately modify it by noting that groups and even whole societies can
be happy, while others suffer under their exploitation and neglect.
We shall have to ask in what sense such people are happy. I will, how-
ever, affirm the initial claim: Happy individuals are rarely violent or
intentionally cruel, either to other human beings or to nonhuman
animals. Our basic orientation to moral education, then, should be
a commitment to building a world in which it is both possible and
desirable for children to be good – a world in which children are
happy.1

These are the major observations that have led me to a study of
happiness and education. But there have been smaller things, too.
Why do we so often defeat our own purposes by choosing means that
are in clear contradiction to our aims? If, for example, we teach poetry
in the hope that it will be a lifelong source of wisdom and delight,
why do we bore students with endless analysis and an emphasis on
technical vocabulary? Why do we tell children to do their best and
then give them low grades when their best is not as good as that of
others? Why, for that matter, do we give grades at all?
I have also wondered why so few educational theorists have writ-

ten about happiness. A. S. Neill has spoken out boldly on the topic,
but most school people find Neill too permissive, and even I pre-
fer more direction than Neill recommends.2 The Japanese educator
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Introduction

Tsunesaburo Makiguchi also makes happiness a primary aim of ed-
ucation, and his identification of happiness with the creation of
value is interesting, but its focus may seem a bit odd to Western
readers.3 Another approach is that taken by Robin Barrow, who
presents an analysis of happiness and some implications of that anal-
ysis for schooling.4 His book, like those of Neill and Makiguchi, is
well worth reading, but some readers may find it too abstract. As my
own investigation proceeds, we will see that a few others have also
discussed happiness in connection with education, but we are un-
likely to find any mention of happiness in current writing devoted to
school reform and standards. (I hasten to add that we find some such
mention in writing that opposes the present movement.)5

In the chapters that follow, I first discuss some important defini-
tions and descriptions of happiness. Is happiness episodic or can a
whole life be described as happy? Is pleasure the main feature of hap-
piness? Can only good people be really happy, and what does it mean
to be good? Is there such a thing as a happy personality? Educators
need not agree on exactly what constitutes happiness in order to agree
that students should be given an opportunity to learn about the va-
riety of views. What could be more important than sorting through
these views to find or modify one’s own?
Teachers should not define happiness for their students and, al-

though I clearly prefer a complex description of happiness, I have
tried to leave the concept open to continued exploration. Similarly,
I have not tried to separate questions about the description of hap-
piness from questions about how to achieve it. Understanding the
possibilities and reflecting on them should in itself make a major
contribution to finding happiness.
As the discussion proceeds, we encounter closely related topics that

require further analysis. For example, one feature of happiness seems
to be the absence of pain or suffering. I will reject the glorification
of suffering so often found in religious traditions, but I will contend
that true happiness requires a capacity to share unhappiness; that is,
to be truly happy, we must be moved to alleviate the misery around
us. We must ask whether there are times when an otherwise happy
person should be unhappy. The analysis offered will not, however, be
a “hair shirt” perspective. With the philosopher David Hume, I have
little admiration for the ascetic virtues unless they are necessary for
the happiness of others, and they rarely are.
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To be happy, human beings must have important needs satisfied
and, in consideringneeds, several fascinating questions arise:How far
should parents and teachers go in satisfying expressed needs (those
that arise in the one who has them)? How far should we press in es-
tablishing andmeeting inferred needs (those that arise externally and
are imposed on the one said to have them)? How do we distinguish
wants from needs? Do we know what makes us happy? Are there
things that should make us happy?
Throughout these chapters, I will refer to two great domains in

which we seek happiness – the private (or personal) and the public
(primarily occupational) – as well as a number of sources of happi-
ness. For example, positive relations with other people are certainly
a source of happiness in both private and public life. Similarly, a
good character seems to contribute substantially to both personal
and occupational happiness. However, despite such overlaps, I have
separated the two large domains to facilitate the analysis. Part 2 looks
primarily at personal life, and Part 3 considers public life.
Before discussing the sources of happiness in personal life, I con-

sider a fundamental question of education – that of aims. Not only
do I suggest that happiness should be an aim of education but also
I encourage the restoration of aims-talk. In the past, great educa-
tors have devoted much thought to the issue of aims, but today we
hear little such debate. It is as though our society has simply decided
that the purpose of schooling is economic – to improve the financial
condition of individuals and to advance the prosperity of the nation.
Hence students should do well on standardized tests, get into good
colleges, obtain well-paying jobs, and buy lots of things. Surely there
is more to education than this. But what? This question is at the
heart of aims-talk. What are we trying to accomplish? For whom?
Why? Closely related to basic aims-talk is discussion of the function
of aims in evaluating all we do. Are our aims consistent with one
another? Are the means we have chosen compatible with our aims?
Aims-talk – the continual dialogue and reflection on aims – is essential
to the thoughtful practice of education.
Armed with some sense of what happiness is, its relation to suf-

fering and the satisfaction of needs, and the centrality of aims-talk
in education, we are prepared to explore several important sources
of happiness in personal life: making a home, love of place and na-
ture, parenting, and the development of personal and interpersonal
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capacities. In this last category, we will consider the development of
character, spirit, intellect, and personality. Throughout all of this dis-
cussion, I ask readers to imagine how rich and satisfying studies of
these topics might be and to wonder with me why we give them so lit-
tle attention in our schools. Why do we insist on teaching all children
algebra and teach them almost nothing about what it means to make
a home? If one’s answer to this is that making a home is properly
learned at home, how do we provide for those children who do not
learn this at home? Moreover, all of us still have much to learn about
this task that is so central to our lives and happiness.
In Part 3, I consider the sources of happiness in the public domain.

It is wonderful to find happiness in one’s work. How can schools help
in this quest? The role of community in supporting happiness is also
considered and, finally, I ask whether happiness is likely to be en-
hanced by life in a democratic society. If democratic life influences
our happiness at all, the effects are probably indirect, but the possi-
bility is worth exploring. Perhaps even more important is a question
of the special requirements exerted on citizens by life in a liberal
democracy. What does it take to be happy in such a society?
In the last chapter of the book, I ask about happiness in education.

Education aimed at happiness cannot be satisfied by simply teaching
students about happiness. Here, again, aims-talk is crucial. If our
means are to be compatible with our ends, then the quality of life in
schoolsmust yield some happiness, and studentsmust be encouraged
to put what they have learned into practice. Moreover, the evaluative
function of aims-talk becomes important. Happiness is not the only
aim of either education or life, but it is a central aim, and it can be
used as an evaluative screen throughwhich to judge everythingwe do.
That sort of evaluation can change the lives of teachers and students.
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PART 1

Happiness as an Aim

of Life and Education

In these opening chapters, I explore various views on happiness, on
the relation between suffering and happiness, and on the satisfaction
of needs as a major aspect of happiness. I then call for a revival of the
discussion on aims (aims-talk) in education and attempt to justify the
establishment of happiness as an aim of education. These chapters
provide a foundation for the discussion of educating for happiness in
personal life (Part 2) and in public life (Part 3).
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1
Happiness

Most human beings want happiness for themselves and their
loved ones. It is reported that the Dalai Lama once said,

“Whether one believes in religion or not, we are all seeking some-
thing better in life – the very motion of our life is toward happiness.”
And William James started one of the chapters in The Varieties of
Religious Experience this way:

If we were to ask the question: “What is human life’s chief concern?”
one of the answers we should receive would be: “It is happiness.”1

As we will see, there are some gloomy souls who deny that happi-
ness is our chief concern and claim something else as a greater good
but, even among the vastmajority who agree with the Dalai Lama and
James, questions arise about what happiness is and where we might
find it. These two questions supply the subject matter of this chapter.
Our ultimate question: Howmight schooling contribute to the attain-
ment of happiness? will only be hinted at in this chapter, but keeping
it in mind will help us to evaluate the views under consideration. I
do not attempt a chronological account of happiness here, but I will
start with classical views because they have been and continue to be
so powerful in educational thinking.

Classical Views

TheGreeks in the age of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle wanted tomake
happiness safe from contingency;2 that is, they wanted to define hap-
piness in a way that makes it independent of health, wealth, and the
ups and downs of everyday life. Happiness, from this perspective, is
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not episodic; rather, it should apply to a whole life or to the tendency
of that life. In this, many religious traditions have agreed. They have
said that human beings cannot count on happiness in their mortal
lives and cannot achieve it by pursuing it directly. But, whereas the
Christian and Moslem traditions posit an afterlife in which some will
attain an absolutely dependable happiness, the Greeks located hap-
piness in the full exercise of rationality. Reason, they argued, is the
essential characteristic of man, and the development and use of rea-
son constitute his genuine happiness.3 In insisting on the primacy of
reason, Greek thinkers believed that the exercise of reason makes it
possible for man to live his life in harmony with the universe, which
itself is characterized by order.
Aristotle gave us two views of happiness, both of which affect our

thinking today. Actually, Aristotle wrote of eudaimonia, which is per-
haps better translated as “human flourishing,” but I will follow the
common practice of calling it “happiness.” In the view that has been
most widely adopted, Aristotle analyzed happiness to find its com-
ponents. This “comprehensive” view allows contingencies such as
health, wealth, reputation, and friendship to enter the picture, but
the exercise of reason is the major component of happiness. In his
attempt to order the components of happiness, Aristotle pointed out
thatwhenwe are ill, health seemsmost important;whenwe are broke,
wealth seems most important; and so on. But, obviously, healthy and
wealthy people can be unhappy. Thus, none of these components (or
others like them) can be the most important factor in happiness. Is
there anything that is both necessary and sufficient for happiness? As
we proceed, we will see that philosophers, social scientists, and or-
dinary people are still engaged with this question. We still ask: What
exactly are the components of happiness?
In his second view, often labeled the intellectualist view, Aristotle

held that theoretical or contemplative thought is happiness, and such
thought is superior to practical wisdom and activity in the world.
Both views claim that the fullest exercise of rationality marks the
divine aspect of human life. We are closest to the divine image when
we are engaged in contemplative thought. In this mental activity, we
are satisfying our god-given function – to think.4

Few of us today accept the intellectualist position. At least, few of us
admit to it or state it publicly, but our school curriculum continues
to be heavily influenced by it. The heavily abstract and theoretical
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subjects are more highly respected than practical, less theoretical
ones. Aristotle created a hierarchy of human activity that devalues
the practical and those who do the world’s practical work. Indeed, he
claimed that it was the function of some to do this sort of work so that
those with greater intellectual capacity could fulfill their function – to
think. John Dewey pointed out again and again the pernicious effects
that this Aristotelian doctrine has had on education.5 It created a
sharp separation of theory and practice, and it artificially branded
some subject matters as superior to others. Dewey liked to point out
that mathematics – thought by Aristotle to be more perfect (next to
theology) than other subjects – can be engaged either intelligently
or stupidly. The same can be said for more practical activities such
as cooking. Therefore, it is not the label or ostensible content of a
subject that matters but how it is engaged or conducted. We should
note, too, that Dewey warned us against making an error opposite to
the intellectualist one. Emphasizing the practical to the exclusion of
the theoretical is just as bad. “We lose rather than gain in change from
serfdom to free citizenship if the most prized result of the change is
simply an increase in the mechanical efficiency of the human tools of
production.”6

It is hardly an exaggeration to say that the view placing intellec-
tual activity over all other forms of activity is still alive today. We
see it active in the elevation of mathematics and physics over poli-
tics and natural history. We see it in the insistence that all students
study algebra and geometry but not parenting, even though most of
us become parents and relatively few use algebra. Oddly, we also see
its influence in the sort of opposite reaction that worried Dewey – in
the worship of purely physical activity such as professional sports.
And, of course, it has been active in recent intellectual life. The great
mathematician G. H. Hardy claimed with pride, “I have never done
anything ‘useful,’”7 and the claim (although demonstrably false) was
made in deference to what he regarded as better – mathematics
that is pure and beautiful. It would not be hard to find other such
cases. Again, the mistake is not in loving the abstract and beauti-
ful but in devaluing the concrete and supposing it “ugly,” as Hardy
claimed.
Equating happiness with the life of pure thought strikes most of us

today as the height of intellectual snobbery, and yet there is some-
thing in it that is not easily brushed aside. Surely the development
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of our human capacities has something to do with happiness, and
rationality is one of our most treasured attributes. When I discuss
happiness as pleasure, I will take seriously pleasures of the mind,8

but I will not evaluate these pleasures as necessarily superior to all
others. Rather, I will note that creating a hierarchy of human at-
tributes puts tremendous pressure on people to “measure up” and
may, thus, create unhappiness in some who would not otherwise be
greatly troubled by their deficiency in a given attribute. There are also
ethical problems in elevating rationality/reasoning over all other hu-
man characteristics. If it is a special form of rationality that gives a
being moral worth, questions immediately arise about the status of
beings, human and nonhuman, who lack this quality. We need not
denigrate the gift of mind, but we must be careful not to make it the
single mark of moral worth.
From this very brief discussion of classical views on happiness, we

extract several things that must be explored further: If happiness is
construed as a comprehensive state, what are its components? In par-
ticular, what are pleasures of the mind, and how are they developed?
What have been the effects on the school curriculum of favoring the
abstract and theoretical over the concrete andpractical? Is it desirable
to espouse a view of happiness free of contingencies? Let’s consider
this last question next.

Religious Views

Another way of escaping the contingencies associated with happiness
in everyday life is to accept misery as our mortal lot and put our hope
for happiness into an afterlife. If we believe in an afterlife and live
so as to merit it, we are assured of happiness; it is a certainty. For
many people, however, religious faith has also had the salutary effect
of relieving earthly misery, indeed transforming it into contentment,
which (they suppose) is the nearest thing to happiness that people
should expect in earthly life.
We enter here an enormously complex area of human life. Belief

in an afterlife of eternal happiness has helped countless individuals
to find purpose in life and to maintain courage and moral goodness
in the face of hardship and disaster. An austere adherence to strict
moral rules and religious rituals does not deny that humans seek hap-
piness above all else; indeed, such obedience confirms the desire for
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happiness, and some people have sacrificed most earthly pleasures in
order to win this eternal happiness. Goodness and obedience – which
seem to be extolled as superior to happiness – are really instrumental
for deferred happiness. In another approach, reminiscent of Greek
thought, a life of “perfect action” is said to bring its own form of
happiness, if only contentment, not pleasure.
For followers of the instrumental version, an enormous problem

arises. There may be no afterlife. As Freud pointed out, unless peo-
ple find some other compensating factor in religion, they may simply
be victims of illusion,9 and intensive immersion in religious activity
often takes a form similar to intoxication. In extreme forms, empha-
sis on living so that heaven is assured may lead to willful ignorance
and a refusal to consider any views that might shake one’s dogmati-
cally held beliefs. The possibility of self-deception is also great. People
convinced of the truth of their unexamined beliefs often claim to be
happy, even though an objective observer may assess their lives as
anything but happy. This observation raises a question to which I
will return in a later section of this chapter: Do people know when
they are happy?
Another negative effect of deferring happiness to an afterlife may

be quietism, which, in its informal sense, leads people to leave every-
thing in the hands of God. In this way, people need make no effort to
improve the physical and social conditions of humanity but simply
be content that all will come right eventually under God’s control.10

A major practical difficulty with this attitude is that it encourages the
control of unscrupulous human beings, not God. People quieted by
religion may not be easily aroused to work toward the betterment
of their own condition. Hence the Marxist claim that religion is the
opiate of the people.
Despite its often negative effects, involvement in religion also has

demonstrably positive effects. Without some form of religious belief,
people are hard put to define the purpose of life. It is comforting to
believe that the purpose of life is, first of all, to know and love God.
On the one hand, this statement of purpose opens the road to happi-
ness for all people, provided only that they are believers. It contrasts
sharply with the Greek notion that only those with significant tal-
ent and adequate leisure can achieve the most divine characteristics
of human life – reason and contemplation. But, on the other hand,
it begs the question of whether there is an a priori purpose of life,
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and it discourages the idea that humans must construct their own
purposes. Some have found happiness in accepting the purpose pro-
mulgated by religious faith; others have found the idea intolerable
and have turned to other avenues of exploration. Whichever decision
is made, it is clear that, although neither is a sure path to happiness,
both have contributed to the happiness of some individuals.
Given the volumes that have been written on religion and its con-

tributions to happiness, it is surprising that much of contemporary
psychology almost ignores it. One prominent volume devotes fewer
than 2 pages (out of 574) to the connection between religion and
happiness, and in those pages it concentrates on the measures of
happiness associated with subjective well-being (SWB).11 SWB is a
definition/description of happiness to which we will give attention
in a later section, and it is fair to say that the information social
scientists have collected under that label rings true in present-day
life. Health, wealth, friendly associations, a sense of purpose, sat-
isfying work, self-esteem, loving intimacies, leisure enjoyment . . . all
contribute to SWB.
Psychological studies are more descriptive than explanatory, how-

ever, and they tend to avoid both normative accounts (what should
make us happy) and reports of joy or ecstatic happiness. Both are
important omissions. We not only learn from accounts of joy and
religious ecstasy (to be explored in a later section), but many of us
achieve a form of happiness from hearing these accounts – even if
we know that we would not be so moved by the reported experi-
ences. On reading C. S. Lewis’s account of his reluctant conversion to
Christianity,12 many of us experience a “pleasure of the mind” while
remaining unmoved by any temptation to accept Christianity.We also
learn something important about deep forms of religious happiness.
They are not instrumental; that is, the convert does not pursue a reli-
gion in order to achieve happiness. In many cases, happiness comes
as a surprising side effect. In Lewis’s case, his conversion provided an
explanation for joy he had already experienced.
Stories of this sort lead us to ask questions that are rarely raised

by psychological/empirical studies: Have I experienced such joy?
Under what circumstances? What is its source? As we consider the
contributions that schooling might make to happiness, we should
remember these stories and ask what might be gained by sharing
them.
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Psychologists have not always neglected religious experience.
William James frankly studied and reported on the rapturous
experiences associated with religious life. For people who undergo
such experiences, it is usually not true that they have been pursuing
happiness directly. Like the classical Greeks, they are seeking “the
good.” When the connection is made, everything changes:

In this state of mind, what we most dreaded has become the habi-
tation of our safety, and the hour of our moral death has turned
into our spiritual birthday. The time for tension in our soul is over,
and that of happy relaxation, of calm deep breathing, of an eternal
present, with no discordant future to be anxious about, has arrived.
Fear is not held in abeyance as it is by mere morality, it is positively
expunged and washed away.13

James’s fascinating study is chock-full of vivid personal reports of
religious joy and ecstasy, but it also contains equally vivid accounts
of suffering, melancholy, and the awareness of suffering. These I will
discuss in the next chapter. Why talk about suffering in a book on
happiness? The simplest answer is that happiness is often equated to
an absence of pain and suffering. Therefore, if we seek happiness, we
must find ways to avoid suffering. To a degree, this is clearly right,
but there is another, somewhat paradoxical, connection between hap-
piness and suffering. Sharing the suffering of others contributes to
our own fulfillment as human beings. As Lewis pointed out, grief can
sometimes bring joy in its wake. Unless we are sadists, we do not get
pleasure from someone else’s pain, so we are not talking here about
happiness as pleasure but, rather, as a longer-lasting sense that we
would not be fully human without the griefs and emotional pains we
share.
So far in this discussion, we have seen that religion sometimes pro-

duces, allows, or encourages misery in the hope of achieving eventual
happiness (in heaven). Few thoughtful religious thinkers today take
this view, recognizing the negative features already discussed, but
there clearly is a normative aspect in all the views under exploration.
There is a sense that, if we want happiness, we should live or think in
a certain way. Usually, what is prescribed is pursuit of the good. Hap-
piness follows. It remains to explore the question What is the good?
We have alreadymet one answer from the Greeks – the contemplative
life and/or the life of perfect action.
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Augustine, in his dialogue with Evodius, makes the connection
between happiness and the good explicit:

Those who are happy, who also ought to be good, are not happy
because they desire to live happily, which even evil men desire,
but rather because they will to live rightly – which evil men do
not.14

For Augustine, happiness cannot be attained, nor is it merited, by
evildoers. In a corrupt form, this view has led to a variety of abuses. It
has been used to justify the eternal punishment of hell. In its Calvinist
interpretation, it has been used to blame people for their ownmisery.
For example, good health and prosperity were often taken as signs
that their bearers must be people who “live rightly.” This, of course, is
a logical error, for neither Augustine nor Socrates before him denied
that evil people sometimes prosper, at least for a time. (That’s why
Augustine needs hell to balance the accounts.) Construing happiness
as a statemerited lands us back in the instrumental view. It is not one
that I will embrace, but versions of it will arise later in our discussion
of education.
That some ways of life are accompanied by happiness, that acts of

goodness often confer a sense of fulfillment on their agents, seems
indisputable, but even this view holds a possibility for corruption.
Self-righteous smugness can masquerade as happiness. We can think
of any number of insufferable characters from fiction (for example,
Dickens’s Mrs. Jellyby and Mrs. Pardiggle) who regarded themselves
as deservedly happy. But what justifies my labeling such an attitude
as a “masquerade” of happiness? Some normative inclination must
nag at me – must say, “This can’t be happiness. Real happiness is . . . ”
We are still searching.
Lewis and James have provided us with accounts of ecstatic reli-

gious experience, but such experiences also occur without specifically
religious content. Abraham Maslow documented events he called
peak experiences,15 moments of transcendent ecstasy triggered by a
great variety of occurrences. A beautiful sunset, a musical passage,
the sight of a baby, the sound of the ocean, light coming through
stained-glass windows – any of these and many more can induce a
sense of transcendence, of great joy.
Martin Gardner also discusses a sense of the numinous, an ap-

preciation of mystery manifested in awe and wonder, and he notes
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that great theologians almost invariably “have a profound sense of
the numinous.”16 But the sense is not confined to theologians and
believers. Albert Einstein expressed his awe of mystery in the uni-
verse, and so did atheists such as Bertrand Russell and H. G. Wells.
Indeed, on reading such accounts and reminiscing on one’s own
experiences, it is hard to understand how some people seem to es-
cape experiences of the transcendent. Those who have had these
experiences treasure them. The questions then arise, What trig-
gers them? How can I live so that these experiences are likely to
occur? Is there anything that schooling can do to encourage their
appearance?
If we are wary of particular strategies and modes of behavior that

are chosen as instruments to effect happiness, we need not deny that
human beings seek happiness. The difficult question is, in essence,
how to ask the question. I can ask, How should I live in order to be
happy? Or I can ask, How should I live? and hope that a committed
answer will be accompanied by happiness, even though happiness
is not the direct object of my quest. If we follow the second path,
we need something like an ultimate concern, as described by Paul
Tillich. An ultimate concern is “a meaning which gives meaning to
all meanings.”17 This meaning is found for some in religious life,
for others in intellectual, artistic, civic, or relational life of another
sort. It is well documented, for example, that people can find rich
spiritual experiences in connection with nature, in physical labor, in
personal intimacy, in all sorts of sensory experience when a relation
is established.
In one sense, some religious views broaden our view of happiness.

Because happiness is not confined to the godlike functions of intel-
lect, it is open to everyone. In another sense, however, the door is
narrower, for in some religions, it is now open only to believers. Per-
haps, instead of trying to define happiness, we should ask what gives
people happiness and, thus, include much of what has been so far
discussed – theoretical/contemplative thought, religious ecstasy, peak
experiences triggered by a variety of events, and a set of fortunate
contingencies such as health, wealth, and reputation (so long as these
are accompanied by virtue).
Readers may suspect, at this stage, that I am making the whole

enterprise too difficult. Why not go straight for pleasure? Isn’t that
the way most of us think of happiness?
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Pleasure

Pleasure was a fundamental concept in nineteenth-century utilitar-
ian thought. In describing the Greatest Happiness Principle, John
Stuart Mill wrote: “By happiness is intended pleasure, and the ab-
sence of pain.”18 Ethical life was to be founded on the idea that
a morally acceptable act would maximize the amount of pleasure
over pain for those affected by the act. The principle is sometimes
made into a slogan: The greatest good for the greatest number. The
“good” here is happiness, andhappiness is pleasure and the absence of
pain.
It would take us too far afield to discuss the strengths and weak-

nesses of utilitarianism as an ethical theory, but it is easy to see that
utilitarian thinking heavily influences social policy today. Why do
we not insist that the legally established minimum wage be a living
wage? Because, it is argued through economic utilitarian theory, such
a wage would have the effect of eliminating many jobs and creating
misery for a greater number. This may well be false, but the thinking
is clear – act so as to create the greatest good for the greatest number.
Misery for a few is to be preferred over misery for many.
If we follow Mill in the frank acceptance of happiness (pleasure)

as the greatest good, we do not entirely escape Aristotle’s empha-
sis on happiness and intellectual life, for Mill carefully describes the
pleasures characteristic of well-developed human beings. In this, Mill
echoes other Greeks, the Epicureans, in extolling pleasure but eval-
uating some pleasures as superior to others. Human pleasures, Mill
says, are different from those of swine:

For if the sources of pleasure were precisely the same to human be-
ings and to swine, the rule of life which is good enough for the one
would be good enough for the other. . . .Human beings have faculties
more elevated than the animal appetites, and when once made con-
scious of them, do not regard anything as happiness which does not
include their gratification.19

Thus Mill, quite as surely as Aristotle, evaluates the pleasures of
the intellect above those of mere sensation, and he points out that no
one who has experienced them would forgo them for the pleasures
of a fool. But at least Mill adds to the austere contemplation of the
Greeks feelings, imagination, and moral sentiments. Thus, we are
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invited to think more broadly about the special human capacities
that contribute to happiness.
Even before Mill, David Hume insisted on the importance of plea-

sure in both social and ethical life. “The very aspect of happiness, joy,
prosperity, gives pleasure; that of pain, suffering, sorrow communi-
cates uneasiness. . . . ”20 Hume urged us to consider the influence of
pleasing personalities, social amenities, enjoyable gatherings, and at-
tractive manners on our moral life. It is far easier to behave morally
whenwe interact with friendly people in pleasant conditions than it is
when we are faced with nasty people and miserable conditions. This
is an argument I, too, have made for giving careful attention to the
conditions in which we live and educate.21

But Hume also reminded us that wise people are able to “resist the
temptation of present ease or pleasure” if, by giving way to that temp-
tation, future happiness is sacrificed. Hume noted a wide variety of
virtues required by those who would be wise, but the reasons he gave
for acquiring these virtues are not those given by more austere or
supernaturally oriented philosophies. The virtues are to be acquired
because they are useful or pleasant or both. They are not obligatory
because they satisfy the divine function of human being, or because
God has decreed them, or because they will earn us a place in par-
adise. They give utility or pleasure, and both are affected to some
degree by the needs and customs of a particular society.
Hume’s analysis praised some self-regarding virtues – cultivation of

talent, physical grace, modesty, wit – because they are pleasing both
to their holders and to onlookers. Other qualities, praised as virtues
in some traditions, left Hume cold:

Celibacy, fasting, penance, mortification, self-denial, humility, si-
lence, solitude, and the whole train of monkish virtues; for what
reason are they every where rejected by men of sense, but because
they serve to no manner of purpose; neither advance a man’s fortune
in the world, nor render him a more valuable member of society;
neither qualify him for the entertainment of company, nor increase
his power of self-enjoyment?22

Humemakes us comfortable in including humor, recreation, enjoy-
ment, and fun in our definition of happiness. Pleasurewas paramount
for Hume, but it is not a selfish or self-indulgent pleasure that he
praised. Every act, every virtue was to be judged on the basis of
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whether it yields pleasure or utility to the self or to the community.
Again, we cannot explore fully the ethical implications of Hume’s
position, and there is rightly some concern that Hume may have
been too optimistic in supposing that the interaction of individual
pleasure/utility and that of society can be counted on to work for the
best. He said little about personal and cultural evil. But his view of
pleasure is attractive to many of us today and, if we are unwilling to
equate happiness and pleasure, few of us would deny that pleasure
plays an important part in happiness.

Subjective Well-Being

Recognizing all the complications we’ve discussed so far, social sci-
entists today often use SWB (Subjective Well-Being) as a definition
of happiness.23 Armed with this definition, they ask people questions
ranging fromHowmuch fun are you having? to Does the future seem
hopeful?24 Answers to questions of this sort can then be correlated
with answers to the straightforward question: Taken all together, how
would you say things are these days – would you say that you are
very happy, pretty happy, or not too happy?25 Now, of course, we
can spot difficulties with this approach immediately. Doesn’t one’s
mood matter? Perhaps that issue can be addressed by repeating the
questions at various intervals or taking large samples so that we can
drop the predictable percentage of people in a bad mood. But can
we use this approach with children? Do people (not only children)
really know what makes them happy? This is a deeper, very difficult
question.
To complicate matters further, Robert Lane notes that, in Western

societies, “income, education, health, and intelligence (!) have all in-
creased since World War II, but they have not made us happier.”26

It is true that an increase in wealth that lifts people out of poverty
makes them happier and, clearly, relief of pain and chronic illness
increases happiness (or, at least, decreases unhappiness), but beyond
poverty, increased wealth does not often bring increased happiness,
and a lot of physically healthy people are unhappy. Well, what does
bring happiness? Here we should be careful about settling on just
one contributor, but Lane provides empirical evidence for compan-
ionship as the main source of happiness.27 If he is right, what does
this mean for education? I’ll return to this question.
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Perhaps we are on the wrong track entirely in identifying happi-
ness with SWB. We all know people who, like Mill’s fool or pig, seem
perfectly happy living in a way that we deplore. How can the sloppy,
beer-guzzling couch potato be happy? Aristotle and Mill would be
aghast at the thought. Yet Mill, at least, would be equally aghast at
telling adults what should make them happy, and this illustrates a
paradox for liberal democracies. The emphasis on choice in such
societies means that we do not interfere in the lives of adults un-
less they are harming others. Yet we cannot bring ourselves to have
genuine respect for the ways of life that proliferate under a sys-
tem of choice. Our only choice seems to be intelligent and sensitive
education.
There is, as we have seen, a normative aspect to definitions of

happiness. SWB cannot be the whole story because, among other
complications, a society just does not approve of many forms of
pleasure-seeking that some people might choose. Moreover, societal
disapproval affects an individual’s SWB. I cannot feel very happy if I
feel the disapproval of those around me and, of course, societal pres-
sures work for both good and ill. They press people into behaviors
and attitudes that may, in the long run, produce greater happiness;
for example, as educators, we believe that good character has some-
thing to do with happiness, and so we continually try to find effective
methods of character education. But social pressures also cause both
temporary and permanent unhappiness by inducing envy, guilt, self-
denial, self-indulgence, greed, and a host of other ills. As a result of
internal and external conflicts, many people are not sure what would
make them happy or why they are unhappy. And a few, nagged by an
overzealous conscience, religion, or family, come to believe that they
have no right to happiness.
Still another complication is that we can be happy in one part (do-

main) of our lives and unhappy in another. One may be happy in
working life and unhappy in family life or vice versa. To have a sub-
stantial effect on overall happiness, the domains assessed must be
considered important in one’s life. For example, Johnmight be some-
what unhappy with his athletic performance but not regard the do-
main of athletics as important in his life. He can shrug off his lack
of physical prowess and, while he recognizes it, the deficiency does
not affect his overall happiness. However, consider the effects that
enormous family pressure might have on John. If, in John’s intimate
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circle, rewards go to those who are athletically competent (and he is
labeled a clutz), John may experience increased unhappiness.
Consider, then, what it means to children when they discover that

intellectual (academic) prowess is valued above all. It must hurt to
learn early on that one is not quite “up to” the best human beings.
Loving families help to cushion this blow. Sensitive teachers help. But
it is small wonder that many young people turn to other domains, say
athletics, where they can achieve some acclaim. Some turn to gangs,
and some escape into alcohol and drugs. Reasonable people deplore
these alternatives (even the athletic one if the student neglects aca-
demics), but we do not ask serious questions about bringing balance
to our evaluations. We don’t do much to help students understand
how societal values affect their SWB.

Subjective, Objective, and Normative Influences

It seems obvious that a judgment of happiness is best made by the
person who claims or disavows happiness. As outsiders, we can say,
“Well, she should be happy!” but we cannot credibly say that someone
is happy if that person says that she is not. Thus, SWB or something
like it is essential for those studying happiness.
However, there are objective features of happiness, and these

have long been recognized. Even Aristotle acknowledged that health,
wealth, reputation, friends, freedom fromworry and fear, and certain
sensual pleasures play a role in happiness. It is unlikely that people
who are desperately poor or miserably ill would claim to be happy.
But surveys have shown repeatedly that increased wealth, beyond
the relief of poverty, does not often bring with it greater happiness.
Sometimes policymakers use the results of such surveys to decide
that not much needs to be done about poverty because “money isn’t
everything.” But enoughmoney to buy necessities and a few luxuries,
enough to achieve relief from financial anxiety, does seem impor-
tant. A living wage, medical insurance, safe housing, and sufficient
resources to hold up one’s head in society are all very nearly essential
for happiness. Only a callous society would ask its poor to rise above
their misery through an effort of will.
The opposite mistake is made in today’s schools. Often we equate

happiness with financial success, and then we suppose that our chief
duty as educators is to give all children the tools needed to get “good”
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jobs. However, many essential jobs, now very poorly paid, will have
to be done even if the entire citizenry were to become well edu-
cated. Thus the answer to poverty cannot be completely formulated
in educational terms. Poverty is a social problem, not merely an
educational one.
Moreover, we do our students (and our society) a significant disser-

vice when we define happiness entirely in terms of financial success.
A good society will make sure that its people do not suffer from a
lack of those resources that constitute objective happiness, but its
educational system will encourage them to explore and appreciate a
full range of possibilities for promoting happiness. Education, by its
very nature, should help people to develop their best selves – to be-
come people with pleasing talents, useful and satisfying occupations,
self-understanding, sound character, a host of appreciations, and a
commitment to continuous learning. A large part of our obligation as
educators is to help students understand the wonders and complexi-
ties of happiness, to raise questions about it, and to explore promising
possibilities responsibly. The greater part of this book will be devoted
to exploration of the connection between education and happiness.
At this point, based on the analysis so far, I reject the notion that the
connection is adequately described in terms of economic opportunity.
Somepositive sense ofwell-being is clearly necessary for happiness.

It is contradictory to say, “Alice is happy, but she doesn’t know it,” al-
though people often make retrospective comments along these lines:
“I didn’t know how happy I was then.” This suggests that we do not
well understandhappiness in general or even our ownhappy/unhappy
states. Studies of SWB are thus essential to our knowledge about
happiness. But a positive response on SWB is not the last word on
happiness, nor does it tell us howhappiness is achieved or underwhat
circumstances it is likely to be long-lasting. Should we pursue hap-
piness or just hope that it appears? George Orwell once commented,
“Men can only be happy when they do not assume that the object
of life is happiness.”28 If Orwell was right, something like Tillich’s
ultimate concern is a more reliable foundation for happiness than its
direct pursuit.
Are some people just naturally happy? The stereotype is Eleanor

Porter’s excessively optimistic Pollyanna. Not many actual people
come close to Pollyanna in perpetual happiness, but social scientists
have documented a personality type that inclines toward the happy
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side.29 As so often happens in psychology, several competing schools
of thought have been advanced to explain why it is that, in roughly
similar situations, some people will see the good or happy side and
others the bad or unhappy side. William James described the ten-
dency toward happiness as healthy-mindedness and identified two
ways of being healthy minded. In one, the involuntary way, a person
just is happy; he or she naturally looks on the bright side. If we were
to examine the lives of such people, we would probably find some
objective factors contributing to their overall sense of well-being, but
many of these people retain their optimism even through difficult
times. They are what social scientists call happy personalities. James’s
label for them, healthy-minded, is a bit odd because, as his account
goes on, it seems that he has greater regard for the “sick soul” than
for the healthy-minded one.
James gave considerable space to his analysis of voluntary healthy-

mindedness. This cast of mind becomes systematic, James said, and
requires believers to shut out or hush up any signs of evil:

But more than this: the hushing of it up may, in a perfectly can-
did and honest mind, grow into a deliberate religious policy, or
parti pris.30

It then becomes a philosophy of optimism, and it is clear that James
did not admire it, although, with characteristic honesty, he admitted
that “we all do cultivate it more or less” because the realities are sim-
ply unbearable. When happiness becomes a philosophy, it becomes a
duty. Unhappiness, then, is “not only painful, it is mean and ugly.”31 It
is a sign of ingratitude; it is inconsiderate of others, because it makes
bad situations worse. We must discipline ourselves toward the happy
outlook.

But it is impossible to carry on this discipline in the subjective
sphere without zealously emphasizing the brighter and minimizing
the darker aspects of the objective sphere of things at the same time.
And thus our resolution not to indulge inmisery, beginning at a com-
paratively small point within ourselves, may not stop until it has
brought the entire frame of reality under a systematic conception
optimistic enough to be congenial with its needs.32

When the subjective thus overwhelms the objective, we may go
about talking of “best possible worlds” and the unimportance of mere
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bodies. We may, as Dewey feared, lapse into quietism and “let God
run the world,” as though the misery around us were invisible and
we have no obligation to relieve it.
There are difficulties, then – sources of dissatisfaction – with both

subjective and objective descriptions of happiness. We cannot be en-
tirely satisfiedwith an objective description because it seems soulless;
it misses something vital at the heart of the concept. The subjective
is indeed built into the concept. If it is carried to extremes, however,
the subjective loses touch with reality as it appears in everyday life.
To complicate matters further, it is apparent that human beings do

not have complete control over either objective or subjective factors.
People have always recognized their relative incapacity to control
objective factors. We do not choose the conditions into which we are
born, and all sorts of contingencies plague human life. Indeed, it is
our recognition and abhorrence of contingency that have led us to
seek certainty in religion, reason, and magic. As we have seen, there
are also regrettable effects frommoving in the direction of subjective
certainty, and few of us want to submit ourselves to the discipline
required for religious ecstasy, a possibility to be discussed in the next
section. Even if we were so inclined, many of us would reject such
a path as inadequately sensitive to the realities of human suffering.
There is something insufferably smug and decidedly uncomforting in
responding to someone’s tragedy, “Doubtless it is God’s will.”
We lack control over the subjective not only because of weakness of

will and sympathy for the suffering of others but also because norma-
tive factors in our society affect the waywe look at things. As I pointed
out earlier, it is hard not to be affected by the values our society places
on certain capacities.Whenwe express our feelings, teachers and par-
ents may add to our confusion by telling us, “You shouldn’t feel that
way.” When we are unaccountably unhappy, we are told, “Count your
blessings.” We are assured that the wicked will not prosper forever
and that they donot deserve happiness. A natural question then arises:
Do I deserve to be happy? Young people may be understandably torn
between feeling that they do not deserve happiness and feeling that,
paradoxically, they have an obligation to be happy.
Today, when we (in prosperous societies) have more control over

objective factors than ever before in history, we are inclined to
put all our eggs into the objective basket. Schooling reinforces this
temptation by emphasizing education’s role in producing economic
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success. Yet social scientists report that we are not happier as a re-
sult of our increasing prosperity and control.33 Perhaps the appro-
priate response to this phenomenon is, You shouldn’t feel that way!
or Count your blessings! or Pull up your socks! Alternatively, our
response might be more sympathetic and intelligent. Wemight probe
more deeply into what it means to be happy.

Ecstatic Happiness

As we probe more deeply, should we discuss ecstatic happiness? I
said at the start that I would only treat those views that have had
an effect (or should have an effect) on education. We would be hard
put to find a significant form of education that has directed itself
at ecstatic happiness. Well, then, do I believe education should so
direct itself? Not exactly. I believe that children should know about
the various views on ecstatic happiness, especially the so-called peak
experience, and such knowledgemay increase the possibility that they
will themselves have such experiences. They should hear about these
experiences and learn how to evaluate them.
Consider, first, a form that may appear in their own lives. Falling

in love. Niall Williams captures the feeling in his fictional description
of what happens to a young man, Stephen, who is not at all inclined
toward ecstatic happiness. Essentially, he is more like one of James’s
sick souls. But he falls in love with Gabriella:

It was a micro-season of happiness, a blissed-out moment of aban-
doned delight and Stephen Griffin could sit at the table in the
brief pleasure of knowing: this is joy, this is the richness of things,
the brimming sense of the impossible becoming real, when the
Hollywood version of himself might have danced about the table
and taken Mary White [his innkeeper/hostess] in his arms, spinning
her in loops of gaiety, fox trotting and cha-cha-cha-ing out through
the french doors and into the garden. . . .
She had spoken to him.Gabriella Castoldi had spoken to him. . . . 34

Do such things happen to real people? Of course. Are they mere
infatuations? Often. But sometimes they are the beginning of lifelong
devotions. Young people should hear about both possibilities. What
could be more wonderful than to have the impossible become real?
How does one maintain the reality?
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Another form of ecstatic happiness is well documented in religious
history. In his chapter onmysticism, James describedmystical experi-
ences from both Catholic and Protestant Christianity, Hinduism, and
Sufism. Whatever the source, these experiences are characterized by
ineffability, a noetic quality, transience, and passivity. The experience
often calls forth a torrent of poetic language, but thewriter/speaker in-
sists that words are inadequate; the experience is ineffable yetmarked
by certainty. It is not amere feeling; the one undergoing it is filledwith
a knowledge that seems eternal. But, although the certainty remains,
the experience and its affective accompaniments are transient. The
ecstatic moment passes. Finally, it is something that happens to a re-
ceptive mind; there is no sense of active creation on the part of the
one experiencing it.
Although mystical experience is described as passive, it seems that

rigorous discipline usually paves the way. Meditation, orison, music,
and ritual ceremony can set the stage, but the experience itself can-
not be forced. Now and then it even occurs without warning and,
seemingly, without preparation. However, the enlightenment char-
acteristic of mystical experience is very like the “illumination” that
follows active preparation in the intellectual field, followed by a pas-
sive period of “incubation.”35 When illumination (or enlightenment)
occurs, it has the appearance of spontaneity. My guess is that the mo-
ment of religious ecstasy is well prepared whether or not the receiver
acknowledges the preparation.
Students should certainly hear about some of these experiences.

The ones described by James are deeply moving. Years ago, when I
taught high school mathematics, I made it a point to give students
accounts of preparation, incubation, and illumination. Predictably,
many hoped to skip the preparation stage and achieve illumination
straight out of a period of neglect they prayed would serve as incuba-
tion.We laughed about this. The preparation stage cannot be skipped,
but what exactly does it involve? When should one quit “for a while”
and turn things over to God or to mathematical grace?
Another way of avoiding rigorous preparation is to use some sub-

stance that will produce the desired effect. It is common in schools
today to do something along the lines of drug education/prevention.
Unfortunately, the message is always one filled with admonitions –
one designed to induce fear and a resultant commitment to absti-
nence. I am not advocating an endorsement of drug use, but I think
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a reasonable program would let today’s kids know that they are not
the first people in the world to seek altered states of consciousness.
Human beings have long sought substances that would prolong life,
increase sexual pleasure, induce a superconsciousness that connects
to the eternal, enhance creativity, or bring peace to troubled minds.
Moreover, history reveals cycles of societal enthusiasm, tolerance, and
condemnation for various drugs. Freud, for example, was an early
cocaine enthusiast. In our worst moments as a society, we have at-
tached racial or ethnic stereotypes to drug use – the Chinese to opium,
blacks to cocaine, Mexicans to marijuana.36 This is a history of which
students should be aware.
What do we seek when we submit ourselves to the intoxication

of drugs, alcohol, or religious superconsciousness? The list varies.
In addition to the states named previously, many simply want to
be part of the group – everyone’s doing it. Some want desperately
to escape reality, if only for a short time. Men who work hard for
poverty wages and see no possibility of improvement, kids who can’t
measure up in school, women who are dissatisfied with their lives
and the selves they have become – all may turn to a chemical form
of escape. Not everyone who drinks, smokes, or otherwise gets high
is a good-for-nothing, and the stories of those who indulge are not
always accounts of failed willpower. In one of Paulo Freire’s stud-
ies, a group of impoverished workers responded to a picture of sev-
eral men by picking out a drunkard as the most responsible. They
said:

“The only one there who is productive and useful to his country is
the souse who is returning home after working all day for low wages
and who is worried about his family because he can’t take care of
their needs. He is the only worker. He is a decent worker and a souse
like us.”37

Comments such as these should turn us away from self-righteous
calls to willpower and admonitions to “just say no.” The objective
factors in happiness take on a fresh importance. Students need to
understandnot only the awful consequences of addictionbut alsowhy
people seek escape through chemical means. It is not just a personal
message that should be given (don’t get hooked!) but a socialmessage.
One should help to build a society in which it is less likely that people
will feel the need to escape.
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Finally, by way of setting the stage for later chapters, education
should offermany,many opportunities for students to hear about and
participate in activities that may yield minor ecstasies – gardening,
hiking in the wilderness, holding an infant, watching a sunrise or
sunset, cooking a terrific meal, coming home to the companionship
of family, listening to favorite music, surfing an ocean wave, coaxing
a houseplant into bloom, reading poetry, having tea and cookies with
an elderly grandma. . . .

Domains of Happiness

Before discussing domains in which happiness may be found or lost,
I should say just a little about happiness with respect to stages of life.
In education, we are particularly interested in childhood and, cer-
tainly, childhood has figured prominently in accounts of happiness.
Childhood is often identified, too romantically I think, as a period
of innocent and undiluted happiness. Romantic poetry has encour-
aged this view. But even those who think it is a mistake to romanti-
cize childhood feel that there is something especially poignant and
morally suspect about an unhappy childhood. We want childhood to
be happy, but we do not want to secure that happiness at the expense
of future happiness. This too we must keep in mind for later discus-
sion. Here I will concentrate on the domains of activity in which we
seek happiness.
The first task is to choose a set of categories that do not preju-

dice the analysis at the outset. I want to avoid one that separates the
intellectual and manual, cognitive and noncognitive, spiritual and
mundane, and so on. How are our ordinary lives organized? Most
of us recognize a separation (at least in hours) between paid work
and personal life, so let’s name these as two important categories. A
third domain might be labeled civic or community life. In a child’s
life, these three domains might be labeled home, school, and street
or play yard. We know from a multitude of studies that children ex-
perience these domains as sharply separate. As we think about hap-
piness and education, we need to ask where children find happiness
in present experience and also how best to prepare them for future
happiness.
Notice right at the start that public schools in liberal democracies

pay very little attention to preparation for personal life. Most of our
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attention goes to preparation for higher forms of education, and thus
for the world of paid work. We do give some lip service to preparation
for civic life, but most of our attention in this area goes to national
histories, voting rights, and the like. It is preparation for civic life
writ large, not for, say, neighborhood life. Civic life, as interpreted in
school, is not a domain in which many of us seek happiness. Happi-
ness lies closer to home. The domain of community comparable to
the child’s street or play yard is absorbed almost entirely into the cat-
egory of personal life. For most of us, this is the domain of greatest
possibility, anyway, so let’s start there.
Consider one major task faced by every adult – that of making a

home. The historian Theodore Zeldin remarks:

If it [making a home] is one of the great personal and collectiveworks
of art that all human beings spend their lives attempting to raise up
and to keep from falling down, then the art of creating homes, as
distinct from building houses, still has a long way to go, and still
remains within the province of magic. Instinct or imitation are not
enough to make a home.38

One reason that the making of homes is still dependent on
“instinct or imitation” is that we simply do not take preparation for
that great art seriously. It was for a time taken seriously, but for
women only. If women were educated at all in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, most were educated to be homemakers. But, of
course, this form of education was considered intellectually inferior
to that offered men. To count as important, any course or program
of education had to prepare one for the public world, not the pri-
vate world. This legacy exerts its influence today. Courses (few and
far between) in homemaking or child-rearing are rarely accepted for
college entrance credits, and they are widely regarded as courses for
those who do not quite measure up academically.
I am not advocating a semester of sewing and another of cook-

ing. I am asking a deep philosophical question: What does it take to
make a home? And I am asking it in connection with the question
of happiness. If the domain of personal life – in particular, home
life – is one of the great arenas in which happiness may be found,
why do we not give it more attention in schools? One reason, al-
ready suggested, is that homemaking has been considered “women’s
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sphere,” one requiring no special preparation – just the apprentice-
ship of daughters to mothers. Today, when daughters rightly expect
to claim a place in the public world, they need (or, at least, will be
required to undergo) an education exactly like that of their brothers.
Then, it would seem, if homemaking is to grow beyond instinct and
imitation, both sons and daughters may need special preparation for
this great art, since they will be expected to share in its practice.
Another reason – a complex one – for its neglect is the very division

under discussion and how it has been interpreted in liberal demo-
cratic theory. Adults in a liberal democracy are supposed to be free
to pursue their private lives in any way they choose, provided that
their choices do not preclude similar choices by others. The fierce
protection of privacy in home and family life is part of this legacy
of separation. Schools are to concern themselves with preparation
for public life; homes (and religious institutions, if a head of family
chooses to belong) should control and direct preparation for private
life. Of course, this was hypocritical right from the start, because all-
female schools did prepare girls for home life, but the work of these
schools did not threaten the privacy and autonomy treasured bymale
heads of households.
However, once we are convinced that the topic is one of the first

importance for human flourishing, we can begin to explore its intel-
lectual depths. Then the enterprise loses its innocence. It promises
genuine equality. It might well threaten the status and organiza-
tion of the entire school curriculum. Here I confess to being of two
minds. On the one hand, I want to argue that questions of home-
making are profoundly philosophical and worthy of rigorous intel-
lectual study. On the other, I would hate to see the topic subjected to
the tedious and pompous rigmarole characteristic of academic life.
I don’t think schools kill curiosity and creativity in everything they
do, but it is a near thing. Guarding against that result is a topic for
another chapter, but I’ll touch on it toward the end of this one. Let’s
suppose for now that homemaking could be well taught if we chose
to do so.
Gaston Bachelard provides an intriguing start for the phenomeno-

logical study of home and homemaking. He writes of the house:

For our house is our corner of the world. As has often been said, it
is our first universe, a real cosmos in every sense of the word.39
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As Bachelard analyzes the house, it becomes clear that he is talking
about a home and not just a shelter from the elements. He says:

If I were asked to name the chief benefit of the house, I should say:
the house shelters daydreaming, the house protects the dreamer, the
house allows one to dream in peace. Thought and experience are
not the only things that sanction human values. The values that be-
long to daydreamingmark humanity in its depths. . . . It derives direct
pleasure in its own being.40

Thus, a home shelters not just the body, but the imagination. One’s
first home is “physically inscribed in us,” writes Bachelard. “It is a
group of organic habits.”41 It is colored by reality, imagination, long-
ing, actual and created memories. Literature, art, and song are filled
with descriptions of it and longing for it. And what metaphors it
has invited! Bachelard discusses doors, windows, corners, creaking
stairs, cellars, attics, chests, drawers, polished tables, and locks in all
their real and metaphorical meanings. He invites us to think about
our own “Blue Beard” rooms and our fear of cellars.
He speaks of reading a house or room, and this wording leads us

to other similar ideas. John Elder, for example, talks of “reading the
mountains of home” and of “hiking a poem.”42 Edward Casey asks
us to think of rooms (and houses) as extensions of our bodies.43 We
are reminded in all these readings of just how important place is in
our lives. Think for a moment about how we might “read a room.”
How is it read by a detective? By an artist? By a child? By a dog? By
a burglar? By a vampire?
From the utterly practical, through daydreaming, arises the image,

and the image (unanalyzed, warns Bachelard) begets a new being:
“This new being is happyman.”44 He does notmean that one has to be
a poet to be happy or that poets are always happy; often they are not.
But there is something in the image that contributes immeasurably
to human flourishing, and it does not stand in need of scholarship.
“It is the property of a naive consciousness,” writes Bachelard; “in
its expression, it is youthful language.”45 All the more reason to treat
what is close to home with both reverence and wonder. And here we
have uncovered something that adds to our conception of happiness.
It is neither raw pleasure nor philosophical contemplation; it is some-
thing with roots in the earth and branches in the heavens. It includes
the “minor ecstasies” mentioned earlier.
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When we read the poems of Hardy, Frost, Dickinson, Whitman, or
Heaney, we find them filled with ordinary things (oh, there are clas-
sical references, to be sure) – apples, calves, wild roses, gates, fodder,
a spoon bait, beggars, polished linoleum – and everyday activities –
peeling potatoes, mending wall, playing ball, hiking a trail; and or-
dinary jobs – clerking, fishing, farming, laying brick, draining pas-
ture, driving trucks, selling hardware, teaching children . . .Whocould
despise his own work when he sees it celebrated by Walt Whitman?
Here is another preview of what must be considered in educating.
While we give all children opportunities to learn so that they can be
happy in Aristotle’s image (or yours and mine?), we should take care
not to cause them to think less of the lives their parents have led and
of those many of them will also lead. As Whitman put it, we must say
to children: “Why what have you thought of yourself?/Is it you then
that thought less of yourself?”46

Beyond the house and its everyday objects and activities is a re-
gion, and again we find it odd that the love of place so celebrated
in art and so often a factor in both child and adult happiness is ne-
glected in schools. In the United States, our emphasis is on educating
for a global economy; it is an education proudly (and stupidly) de-
signed to transcend place. I visited a classroom recently in which
a teacher told visiting parents, “This is a biology class; in here we
study living things.” Except for the captive human beings, there was
not a living thing (visible) in that room. There wasn’t even a picture
of a living thing! One would never know from its appearance or its
subject matter that this school sits within walking distance of the
Atlantic Ocean and not far from a fascinating natural region called
the pine barrens – an area so interesting that the essayist JohnMcPhee
addressed a whole book to it.47 Today’s schools ignore it, but place
figures prominently in the happiness of individuals, and it is also cen-
tral to creative work. The great Irish poet William Butler Yeats said,
“Creative work must have a fatherland.” I would prefer “homeland,”
but I share the sentiment.
The house and what lies beyond it are clearly places in which hap-

piness is often found. But a home contains people and, if today’s
social scientists are right, companionship is the single greatest fac-
tor in producing the subjective sense of well-being. How well do we
prepare children for companionship? If we can believe the figures
given to us by Lane and other social scientists, the answer has to be
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“not very well,” since years of education do not correlate highly with
happiness and, thus, presumably not with the satisfactions gained
through companionship.
In today’s school, we insist that all children study algebra and ge-

ometry but, in fact, relatively few will use what they learn there in
later life. Indeed, some years ago, the comedian Fran Leibowitz urged
high school students “to remain unconscious in algebra class. I as-
sure you,” she said, “in real life, there is no such thing as algebra.”
Of course, she exaggerated some. Algebra and other forms of math-
ematics are enormously important for some purposes and for some
people. But the majority could get by well with knowledge of only a
few topics in academic mathematics. In contrast, all of us face the
tasks of making a home and finding companionship, and most of us
become parents. When these great tasks are treated at all in school,
they are “add-ons,” designed to address a social emergency such as
teenage pregnancy, and they never achieve the status of respectability
granted to the traditional disciplines.
When we think of preparation for personal life, we think also of de-

velopment of the personwhowill find (or fail to find) happiness in per-
sonal life. Here, again, we move beyond a simple conception of SWB.
Consideration of the person suggests some attention to the spiritual,
ethical, and personality features of life. Schools usually do something
in the line of moral education, but often character education (the ap-
proachmost often used today) concentrates on socialization and con-
trol. Current programs in the United States, for example, emphasize
the inculcation of traditional moral virtues, but they often neglect the
kinds of social virtues identified by David Hume. Hume reminded
us of “a manner, a grace, an ease, a genteelness . . .which catches
our affection,”48 and he insisted that these qualities have some-
thing to do with ethics precisely because they contribute to human
happiness.
Today’s care theorists (ethicists who make the caring relation basic

in moral theory) agree with Hume, and they give some moral credit
to the second member – the cared-for – in caring relations. How good
we can be depends at least in part on how others treat us. It is easier to
parent a sunny, responsive child than a sullen, withdrawn one, easier
to teach agreeable, eager students than resistant ones, easier to treat
hopeful, cooperative patients than those who have given up and fail
to follow directions.
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A thoroughly relational view puts less emphasis on moral heroism
and more on moral interdependence. Recognizing the domain of hu-
man interaction as the principal arena of happiness, it concentrates
on creating the conditions under which people are likely to interact
with others in mutually supportive ways. Insofar as certain agreeable
qualities contribute to these conditions, we value them: politeness,
wit, cultivated taste, unhurried serenity, a talent for listening, hospi-
tality. And we are led to redefine responsibility as response-ability, the
ability to respond positively to others and not just to fulfill assigned
duties. When we think seriously about happiness and education, we
extend the range of qualities we seek to develop.
The themes suggested so far will be expanded when we consider

what might be done in schools. But, as a preview, I should say a bit
about the other great domain in which some of us find happiness –
occupational life. In today’s education, occupational (economic) life is
the focus of our attention.Wewant every child to succeed, and this has
come to mean that every child should be prepared for college and the
sort of work that requires a college education.What of all the children
who will become bus and truck drivers, retail sales clerks, appliance
repair people, construction workers, material handlers, heavy equip-
ment operators, railway engineers and conductors, house painters,
plumbers, bakers, farm workers, beauticians, postal workers, cooks,
waiters, hotel clerks, house and office cleaners, auto mechanics and
salespeople, dog and horse groomers, telephone/electric line workers,
prison guards, hospital attendants, grounds keepers, maintenance
workers, managers of laundromats and dry cleaning shops, installers
of burglar alarms, carpet layers, window washers, steel workers, fish-
ermen, sailors, caterers, cashiers, chimney sweeps, roofers, makers
of china and glassware, decorators, musicians, florists, entertainers,
moving men . . . and what would happen to our society if no one
were willing to do this work? Do these people represent failures of
schooling, or do we fail them when we lead them to believe that only
economic success is success?
Perhaps every child should hear Walt Whitman’s lovely “Song for

Occupations” and be invited to create a new song for the present day
in his or her own place. It is commendable, of course, to give every
child an opportunity to choose college-related study if he or she is so
inclined, but no child should be made to feel that other forms of work
are only for thosewho aren’t up to thework that really counts. This is a
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delicate and difficult issue, but teacherswho think it through carefully
may begin to stretch the standard curriculum so that it includes the
interests and talents of all children and not just the few.

Deeper Than SWB

Education, of all enterprises, cannot neglect what I earlier called the
normative aspect of happiness. In the better of his two conceptions
of human flourishing, Aristotle (like most thoughtful teachers before
and after him) put great emphasis on that component of happiness
that arises from the practice of virtue. According to this view, peo-
ple cannot really be happy unless they have a sound character and
exercise the virtues characteristic of such a character. If we take the
view of those who use SWB as the definition of happiness, Aristotle’s
claim is doubtful. Yet most of us in education believe something like
it. We hope that children will learn to derive some happiness from
doing the right thing, from satisfying the demands of their souls. We
shrink frompeople who are happily untroubled by themisery of those
around them. There is a kind of happiness that creeps through, even
in the presence of pain and misery, when we know that we have done
what we can to improve things. Thus, education for happiness must
include education for unhappiness as well, and that will be the focus
of Chapter 2. Children should learn (something many seem to know
almost instinctively) that sharing the unhappiness of others, paradox-
ically, brings with it a form of happiness. This is a major conclusion
reached by care theorists, who argue that those things we do to im-
prove the relations of which we are part will work for our benefit as
well as that of others.
Finally, I want to say something about the oft-vaunted pleasures of

the mind that we as educators are supposed to promote. These are of
two kinds. The first, familiar to all teachers, is the body of intellectual
work thought to stimulate minds. Our hope is that children will seek
out this material because it promises a form of pleasure. The second
(referred to in note 8) might be called the psychological view. From
this perspective, pleasures of the mind are those memories, anticipa-
tions, associations, and imaginative colorings that add pleasure to or-
dinary events. Both types require further discussion, but here I want
merely to introduce some thoughts on the first (or schoolteacher)
type. For me, these pleasures are real but, like Whitman, I do not
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despise what gives pleasure to others, nor do I insist that others must
get pleasure from what pleases me. However, because I have always
loved learning, reading, thinking, teaching, and discussing, I would
like children to have opportunities to share these pleasures. How can
we provide such opportunities?
For example, should we introduce children to poetry in school?

Poetry can help us to connect the various domains of life. It gives
delight. It helps us to find a bit of happiness in unhappiness and
a core of unhappiness in momentary happiness. It can contribute
through that powerful thing – the image – to happiness now and in
the future. I have never encountered a child under, say, seven who
doesn’t love poetry. But I almost never encounter a teenager who
likes it. What have we done in our schools? We’ve wrecked the
experience of poetry. We have poisoned something that we say we
teach because of the lifelong delight it offers. Whereas the best poetry
connects us to everyday life, school-taught poetry separates us even
further from it. Do kids really have to know the difference between
dactylic hexameter and iambic pentameter? (We might like them to
hear the difference.) Do they have to take apart every phrase and
metaphor? Do we have to give tests on poetry? When we say that we
are offering something to children that should increase their lifelong
happiness, we should take care not to destroy the possibility. Some
things, even in schools, should be offered as gifts – no strings, no tests
attached.
In my own mathematics teaching, and even today in introducing

graduate students to elementary logic, I have often used Alice in
Wonderland for its wonderful examples of logic and illogic. But I don’t
give tests on it! It is a free gift, offered to increase pleasure and the pos-
sibility of incidental learning. G. K. Chesterton, in comments onAlice,
remarked on the proclivity of teachers to wreck that which should be
shared with delight. He wrote:

Poor, poor, little Alice! She has not only been caught and made to do
lessons, she has been forced to inflict lessons on others. Alice is now
not only a school girl but a school mistress. The holiday is over and
Dodgson is again a don. There will be lots and lots of examination
papers, with questions like: (1) What do you know about the follow-
ing: mimsy, gimble, haddocks’ eyes, treacle-wells, beautiful soup?
(2) Record all the moves in the chess game in Through the Look-
ing Glass, and give diagrams. (3) Outline the practical policy of the
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White Knight for dealing with the social problem of green whiskers.
(4) Distinguish between Tweedledum and Tweedledee.49

Not everything can be learned incidentally, but many things can be.
Much of value sticks to us, as Robert Frost said, “like burrs” when we
walk in the fields. There should be lots of free gifts in education, lots
of aimless but delight-filled walks in the fields of learning. Although
we agree that there is more to happiness than SWB, it doesn’t hurt to
pause now and then and ask children and ourselves: How much fun
are you having?

In this chapter, we have discussed several views of happiness and its
pursuit. It seems to occur in different domains of everyday life; I can
be happy in one and unhappy in another. It has a normative aspect
and a spiritual one; I am affected by what my community expects
of me, and I can be deeply affected by spiritual connections or lack
of them. It is influenced by personality. Although it seems to occur
episodically, we seek happiness for our lives as a whole. It involves
pleasure, but there are many forms of pleasure, and some seem less
conducive to long-term happiness than others. Still, pleasure or fun,
if it is not harmful, should be freely enjoyed. Happiness, we saw, is
often identified with the satisfaction of needs and wants and, espe-
cially, with the desire to be free of suffering. If we cannot be sure of
achieving happiness, can we work effectively to avoid suffering and
unhappiness? We turn to that question next.
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2
Suffering and Unhappiness

Mill spoke of happiness as pleasure and the absence of pain. If
we believe that the “motion of our lives is toward happiness,”

then we have to consider ways in which to reduce pain. In a naive
approach, this seems right, and it may seem not only right in a simple
sense but right in a fully justified sense after we have examined and
criticized arguments that give pain and suffering a privileged place in
human life. There are those who argue that pain and suffering do play
a positive role in human flourishing, and those arguments carry into
education and child-rearing. The slogan “no pain, no gain” is heard
in every realm of human endeavor. Should we endorse it?
Throughout this chapter (and the entire book), I will use a prag-

matic test to decide whether or not to adopt a particular position:
What will be the effects of adopting X? Analysis of effects will be
guided by care theory; that is, among the effects considered, I will
be concerned with the effects on caring relations and, especially, on
those we care for.

Suffering and Meaning

Is there meaning in suffering? In some religious traditions, an af-
firmative answer is assumed. Perhaps the most influential school of
thought on the link between suffering and meaning involves the no-
tion of soul-making. I will explore this very important idea in a later
section of this chapter. For now, notice that the question itself may
mislead us.We hesitate to reply straight-out no, butmany of us would
like to avoid the suggestion that meaning inheres in suffering – that
meaning has been implanted there to be found. As we will see, such
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an assumption implies that suffering is inflicted on us so that we will
learn something valuable embedded in the suffering. If this is what
is meant by the initial question, I will respond with a firm no. The
effects of accepting the idea that suffering contains meaning some-
how necessary for human flourishing are likely to be harmful to both
those we care for and our caring relationships.
We can hardly deny, however, that people do often find meaning

in suffering. Rejecting the idea that meaning is inherent in suffering,
one can still consider the question Can we create some meaning out
of suffering? The history of humanity forces us to answer yes. But is
the task of creating meaning from suffering somehow obligatory? Is
it something we should do and can do if we just make up ourminds to
it? Some existentialists, for example, suggest that, whatever happens
to us, we – as essentially free beings – can always choose our attitude
toward it, even ifwe cannot escape the suffering itself. This suggestion
is reminiscent of Greek thought, especially that of the Stoics.
Viktor Frankl, an eminent existentialist psychiatrist, argued this

line. He used as evidence the remarkable variety of behaviors dis-
played by concentration camp inmates. Some gave up and died, some
becamemeanly self-protective, and still others became almost saintly
in their altruism. This suggested to Frankl that human beings are free
to choose their attitude toward situations of great suffering. I will ar-
gue that the undeniable variety of responses to suffering proves no
such thing. Because we are uniquely different beings, with different
pasts and different fears, our situations are never identical, no mat-
ter how alike they seem from the outside. The choices we make in
situations of great stress are never completely free; they are always
at least partly conditioned by our past experiences.
Frankl went so far as to say that

existential analysis recognizes the meaning of suffering, installs suf-
fering in a place of honor in life. Suffering and trouble belong to life
as much as fate and death. None of these can be subtracted from
life without destroying its meaning. . . .Only under the white heat of
suffering, does life gain shape and form.1

Frankl does caution us that a passive acceptance of suffering must
not be chosen too readily. The suffering must be genuinely unavoid-
able. Then the suffering may be endured and “noble.” Suffering un-
necessarily, giving up without a fight, is “ignoble” suffering. But who
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is to say when a person has objectively reached the end of his tether?
One person may suffer nobly under treatment X, while another ex-
hibits multiple signs of human weakness. Change the treatment to Y,
however, and the responses may be reversed.
I think here of Winston Smith in Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four.2

Faced with his greatest fear, deliberately inflicted on him by the evil
O’Brien, Winston betrays both Julia, his beloved, and what he takes
to be his most basic human capacity – to choose. As a result, he is a
thoroughly broken man. In another situation, one that might seem
even more horrendous to others of us, Winston might have suffered
nobly. Frankl asks too much.
The root of conceptual difficulty lies in Frankl’s basic assumption.

He says, “Three factors characterize human existence as such: man’s
spirituality, his freedom, his responsibility.”3 Where do these charac-
teristics come from? Frankl draws on a long tradition of supposing
that truly “human” characteristics must differentiate the human ani-
mal from all others. But why? Even if we can identify characteristics
that belong either in kind or degree exclusively to human beings, why
are not those we share with others in the animal kingdom just as fun-
damental? Why not list susceptibility to suffering, mother love, the
instinct for self-defense, our need for social interaction, and all the
physical needs with which we are so familiar? Further, it seems rea-
sonable to question the concept of essential freedom (behaviorists
have denied it entirely),4 and today’s care theorists define responsi-
bility as response-ability, a capacity neither essential nor innate but
learned and developed in actual life with other beings. From this
latter perspective, there is limited freedom, and response-ability is
largely (but not entirely) dependent on how one has been treated by
others.5

Can we imagine human life without suffering? Pointing to the re-
ality of loss and death, Frankl is certainly right to say that suffering
is part of natural life. But should it be given a “place of honor” or
should we dedicate ourselves to eliminating as much suffering as we
can? The worry here is that, in glorifying suffering, we will inflict it
too easily on one another and fail to help in time of trouble. Some
suppose their misery is merited (we’ll discuss this next) and others
that they must seek meaning in it. Among the latter, some construct
an answer that lifts them out of suffering; others sink into it as though
no happiness were ever theirs.
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What are we to make of the contradictory stories we hear from
some great thinkers? Frankl cites Goethe approvingly. Said Goethe:
“There is no predicament that we cannot ennoble either by doing or
enduring.”6 But that same Goethe – often considered an optimist –
also said:

I will say nothing against the course of my existence. But at bottom it
has been nothing but pain and burden, and I can affirm that during
the whole of my 75 years, I have not had four weeks of genuine well-
being. It is but the perpetual rolling of a rock that must be raised up
again forever.7

This statement is so completely at odds with Goethe’s work and
other commentsmade even in his old age that onewonders again how
greatly people are affected in their assessments by moods, recent dis-
appointments, minor failures, and the like. Juxtapose his own gloomy
description of his life as “pain and burden” with this description by
an admiring critic:

The restoration of peace, the hope for a new era of national great-
ness bring back to the septuagenarian all the joyfulness and vigour
of his youth. . . .His whole being seems illumined, and he seems
to illumine whatever comes within his ken. . . . [This is] a man
who to the very end of his life drinks in the joys of existence, in
whom the sunset, the clouds, the winds, the glance of a beautiful
eye, the sound of a gentle voice, call forth melodies of the deepest
power.8

Goethe obviously cultivated pleasures of the mind, not only the
pleasures of learning, thinking, expressing, but also the pleasures
added to bodily sensations by attitudes of appreciation, memories,
and pleasing associations. However, we can now discern something
sinister in pleasures of the mind construed in the latter way. If appre-
ciation and pleasant associations can add significantly to the plea-
sure of an event, so may dislikes, fears, and unpleasant associations
change an otherwise pleasant experience into an unhappy one. Thus
we are faced with what might be called pains of the mind. And just
as pleasures of themind are not all in themind, neither are such pains.
Both are rooted in disposition as well as past experience. Goethe, a
prototypically joyous artist, suffered pains of themind. If he did, what
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can we demand of ordinary people? How much control do we have
over our personalities and casts of mind?
As James points out, one cannot bring someone struck with gloom

out of it by saying, “Stuff and nonsense, get out in the open air!” or
“Cheer up, old fellow, you’ll be all right ere-long.”9 James says, “Our
troubles lie too deep for that cure. . . .We need a life not correlated
with death, a health not liable to illness, a kind of good that will not
perish, a good in fact that flies beyond the Goods of nature.”10 This,
we have already seen, is what the Greeks sought; it is also the Good
sought by the great religions. I have rejected this approach (as James
did), and I agree with James that the melancholy soul is not entirely
unrealistic but merely more deeply affected by that which inevitably
occurs in “the normal process of life.”11

Escape from melancholy seems to involve a deliberate effort to re-
member the joys that are also part of most lives. Is Frankl right, then,
after all? Is it up to us to choose a noble attitude? It does seem right to
look fairly on the world and one’s own life, remembering joys as well
as pains. But Frankl goes too far. It is not always possible to choose
our attitude; circumstances or evil-doers may foreclose what free-
dom we might have had, physical or emotional illness may prevent
us from feeling joy, our constitution may not be a happy one, or we
may simply need time to recover from a disappointment. Finally, if we
give suffering a “place of honor,” we may contribute to its occurrence
and continuance.
Young people should learn about the ways in which others have

looked at suffering. They should hear heroic tales of noble responses
to suffering, but they should also hear about unrelieved suffering
and make a commitment to compassion. They should hear about
ways to capture small joys, to escape melancholy without damaging
the possibility of future happiness, to avoid the extremes of seeking
perfect happiness on the one hand and of glorifying suffering on the
other. Perhaps most important of all, they should learn to feel some
social responsibility to reduce suffering.
Frankl glorified suffering because he believed that, without it, life

would losemeaning. Religionists have glorified it because they believe
that it will somehow be turned about – that greater happiness will
be the eventual reward of those who undergo unmerited suffering.
The philosopher Nietzsche glorified it as a way to become stronger
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and more powerful. Consider what he wished for his disciples:

To those human beings who are of any concern to me I wish suf-
fering, desolation, sickness, ill-treatment, indignities – I wish that
they should not remain unfamiliar with profound self-contempt, the
torture of self-mistrust, the wretchedness of the vanquished: I have
no pity for them, because I wish them the only thing that can prove
today whether one is worth anything or not – that one endures.12

Nietzsche follows this dreadful passage with two sections on edu-
cation. He advocates a hard school and hard discipline, a school so
designed that

much is demanded; and sternly demanded; that the good, even the
exceptional, is demanded as the norm; that praise is rare, that indul-
gence is non-existent; that blame is apportioned sharply, objectively,
without regard for talent or antecedents.13

He goes on to insist that both soldier and scholar are best shaped
by this hard discipline. He is wrong, and we have access to many
life stories to show that he is wrong. Moreover, the soldier is shaped
mainly by external discipline, the true scholar by internal discipline
that is often engendered by love and gentleness.
Oddly, if we make small changes in Nietzsche’s statement on the

hard school, we can find similar statements pervading today’s rec-
ommendations on education. Both Nietzsche and some present-day
policymakers overlook the obvious fact that making the exceptional
the norm simply changes the definition of what is exceptional and
leaves even more students feeling inferior. Those who were inferior
before are still inferior. A beneficial change would require abandon-
ing any personal use of words like exceptional in favor of occasional
use for specific acts and in special domains – domains chosen by the
students. Moreover, it is not the purpose of schooling to make all chil-
dren into either soldiers or scholars. And it is certainly not our hope
that all children will learn “obeying and commanding.”14

Nietzsche extolled suffering because he believed that the mean-
ing of life is best described in the will to power. Frankl often quoted
Nietzsche favorably because he believed that the purpose of life is to
exercise an essential freedom – a form of power over ourselves. But
Frankl did not recommend, as Nietzsche did, the deliberate inflic-
tion of suffering. Having himself suffered so horribly at the hands of
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others, he soughtmeaning in that suffering. He supposed,mistakenly,
that the inevitability of some suffering in human life implies a loss
of meaning if we somehow escape most of it. If we reject the views
of both Nietzsche and Frankl, we must find some other approach to
meaning. I have already suggested serious consideration of Tillich’s
ultimate concern, but I have not yet explored fully what might be
meant by this. As we continue the search, we will see that an ulti-
mate concern takes many forms and that it may even take a sort of
comprehensive form – that is, it may be described as a set of smaller
concerns that, taken together, constitute an ultimate concern. This
possibility will help us to put the idea of an ultimate concern into the
hands and minds of all children, not only those with a deep religious
commitment or an existential-heroic cast of personality.
I have not rejected entirely the notion that we can construct some

meaning from suffering. If the construction of new meanings con-
tributes to a happier life, it is certainly worth trying to do. When
we are able to do this, however, it is because some meaning already
exists for us and makes it possible to use the suffering in its service. I
want to insist that suffering is a bad thing – something to be avoided,
relieved, and never deliberately inflicted on another. I will argue in
the next section that there is a form of suffering, healthy guilt, that
should be accepted and even cultivated in ourselves, but we will still
prefer to avoid it by behaving in ways that do not bring it on. Suffer-
ing is not essential tomeaning, and we do not risk losing our essential
humanity if we reduce it to a minimum.

Merited Suffering

Here I will take, and try to defend, a bold position: No one deserves
the deliberate infliction of pain or suffering by another. I am not the
first to make such an assertion, of course, but today we seem to hear
it even less often than fifty years ago.15 Self-infliction of the suffering
of guilt should be encouraged under appropriate conditions, and I
will say more about this later, but the deliberate infliction of pain
on those who do wrong simply does not pass the pragmatic test. Its
effects seem to be harmful overall, and it certainly does not help in
establishing relations of care and trust.
There is no convincing evidence, for example, that capital punish-

ment deters murder, and it inflicts considerable suffering on both
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those who undergo it and those who must inflict it.16 Similarly,
there is little evidence that corporal punishment helps to keep order
either in a community or in an individual soul. Many, if not most,
American schools maintain order without it, and professional opin-
ion is strongly against its use by parents.When people are a clear dan-
ger to others, they must be imprisoned or otherwise restrained but,
even then, there is no reason beyond vengeance to deprive them for
long periods of sunshine, fresh air, and companionship. The suffering
of imprisonment should not be deliberately inflicted as suffering, but
it may well be an unavoidable side effect of society’s need to protect
itself. If we reject the notion that suffering is deserved, we may find
more enlightened ways than we now employ to protect society and
restore its deviants to useful citizenship.17

In addition to physical suffering, some communities deliberately
inflict psychic suffering on wrongdoers in the form of shame. Indeed,
there are those today who would like to see an increase in the use of
shame to socialize young people. However, experienced psychiatrists
often argue against shaming those who commit infractions. James
Gilligan, for example, provides persuasive evidence that shame di-
minishes the self and generates violence.18 Similarly, the philosopher
Bernard Williams argues that shame tends to be narcissistic; it turns
the attention of one shamed to her own condition and away from that
of her victim.19 Guilt, in contrast, keeps the focus on those who have
been harmed and begs for restitution.
It is useful to distinguish between healthy guilt and unhealthy guilt.

Healthy guilt is earned in the sense that we really have done some-
thing to harm or wrong another, and we sincerely want tomake what-
ever restitution is possible. Further, there is something we can do;
we are not helpless. Unhealthy guilt is guilt that persists even when
objective outsiders see no reason for it or when either no attempt at
restitution ismade or none can bemade. In the latter cases, unhealthy
guilt is similar in its effects to shame – it focuses on the wrong party
and nurses its own unhappiness without helping the one wronged. If
we give up the idea that the deliberate infliction of pain on others is
sometimes justified, it will be necessary to encourage the cultivation
of healthy guilt. We should want to live so as to merit as little guilt as
possible and, when we deserve it, to make restitution.
I said earlier that the idea of merited suffering (inflicted from the

outside) does not pass the pragmatic test. How does it fail? First,
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the threat of pain as punishment does not seem to be effective, and
those who suffer such punishment often become more angry and
dangerous as a result. When the threat is directed at young people, it
is dramatically ineffective, in part because the young mistakenly see
themselves as invulnerable and, even more important, because many
have not developed a reflective cast of mind that would use the threat
of punishment as a deterrent. The possibility of being tried as an adult
or even caught and tried at all just does not enter their thinking.
Second, the idea of merited suffering has led to widespread anxiety.

Many sufferers who deserve comfort and support (from themselves
and others) go about asking themselves:What did I do to deserve this?
When the suffering is clearly unconnected to any act of the sufferer,
this question and its accompanying mental agony are less than help-
ful; they are harmful. When there is a connection, reflection can help
to prevent future occurrences. We do sometimes bring unpleasant
things on ourselves by carelessness, refusal to take advice, or some
other lapse of prudence or virtue. Even then, we do not deserve what-
ever actual pain results, but we do have to recognize our role in in-
curring it. We should emerge wiser from such experience. Injuries to
ourselves induce feelings of regret and resolutions to exercise greater
prudence, but they do not usually create guilt. However, when our
lapses hurt others, we do feel guilt and recognize the attendant suf-
fering as merited. Then it makes sense to accept the pain of guilt and
work toward a concrete form of restitution. There is no absolution,
and forms of promised absolution that excuse us from restitution only
make it more likely that we will lapse again. A good part of virtue is
self-protective. We do not welcome the merited suffering of guilt.
The challenge is to get the cause–effect relation in proper order.

When we have done something that harms or wrongs another, we
deserve the pain of guilt. When we have done something careless or
stupid, we may bring unwelcome consequences on ourselves, but we
do not deserve the resulting pain. However, when we experience an
episode of suffering, it is not necessarily (or even usually) the case
that we have done something to deserve the suffering or to bring it on
ourselves.20 Other good people should not increase that suffering by
suggesting that it is somehowmerited (remember here Job’s “friends”
who self-righteously suggested that possibility to him), or that it con-
tains a meaningful message, or that the experience will make the
sufferer stronger. What the sufferer needs is comfort, consolation.
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The religious traditions – I refer here to the three great
monotheisms – are not innocent in the perpetuation of suffering.
True, they also offer consolation and urge charity and compassion,
but both the Jewish penitential tradition and the Christian doctrine of
original sin lay a heavy burden of guilt on humankind. Paul Ricoeur
comments:

The harm that has been done to souls, during the centuries of Chris-
tianity, first by the literal interpretation of the story of Adam, and
then by the confusion of this myth, treated as history, with later
speculations, principally Augustinian, about original sin, will never
be adequately told.21

This legacy provides another powerful reason for rejecting the
notion that we deserve our suffering. Believing that we are sinful by
nature and that every episode of suffering has somehow been earned
is debilitating. It also makes us feel godlike when we inflict suffering
on others. We feel both powerful and justified.
The distinction drawn between healthy and unhealthy guilt seems

basically right but, as we delve a bit deeper, we see a more complex
picture. Sometimes unhealthy guilt is unavoidable. It is our guilt (we
have done something we regard as bad), but it is inflicted nonetheless
by external forces. Anthony Cunningham discusses the case of Sethe
in Toni Morrison’s Beloved.22 Sethe decided in desperation to kill her
children rather than have them subjected to the pain and humiliation
of slavery, and she succeeded in killing the baby, “Beloved.” Ever after,
she suffered guilt, and the suffering did not diminish with the years. It
didn’t help for others to tell her to shake it off, to get onwith her life. As
Cunningham so effectively analyzes the situation, Sethe would have
suffered guilt no matter what decision she had made. Contrary to the
Kantian insistence that a moral agent can always choose according
to themoral law and shrug off as “nothing tome” those consequences
beyond her moral control, human beings – good human beings – are
just not built that way.23 Sethe, like all good parents, accepted the
responsibility for protecting her children and, when she was unable
to do so, she suffered inconsolable grief and guilt.
Was the guilt unhealthy? Of course. It accomplished nothing and

mademany thingsworse. But notice that it was Sethe’s essential good-
ness that made her vulnerable to such guilt.24 A parent who cared less
might have justified her act and moved on.
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Consider another suffering mother, Sophie, in William Styron’s
Sophie’s Choice.25 In this story, a cruel Nazi officer forces Sophie to
choose one of her children to accompany her to freedomand leave the
other to die in a concentration camp. AKantianmight say that Sophie
should have refused the choice. Both children would have died, but
Sophie would not be at all culpable morally. The only thing under her
control as a moral agent was to make the moral choice, refusing to
comply with the Nazi’s order. Could she have escaped guilt this way?
Trapped in such a horrible situation, Sophie was not thinking of guilt
but of love and loss. Guilt was an inevitable side effect. In tragedies of
this sort, the victim is not trying to preserve herself as a moral agent.
She is trying to protect her loved ones. There may be no greater evil
ever committed than to destroy at one blow both a loved one and the
moral agency of one who loves.
That observation leaves us with a challenge to my original bold

assertion. Do I really believe that no one deserves to have pain delib-
erately inflicted on him? Doesn’t basic justice cry out for the perpe-
trator of cruelty to suffer as he has made others suffer? I will reaf-
firm my assertion. To begin with, if we are decent people, we cannot
possibly inflict suffering that comes even close to what these moral
monsters inflict. We could not bear the “weight of filthy images” that
accompanies the deliberate infliction of such suffering.26 The practice
still does not pass the pragmatic test. It does not make things better.
Indeed, psychopaths sometimes welcome cruel punishment, not be-
cause they feel guilty but because it somehow proves that others (the
decent folks) are not so very different from themselves.
What we have to do instead is to help all children develop the

dual capacity for caring and for healthy guilt when they violate
their responsibility as carers. Beyond that – beneath it, perhaps, as a
foundation – we must provide the conditions under which children
can be truly happy. Happy people are not cruel and violent and, be-
cause they do suffer with others, they will act to prevent or alleviate
that suffering.

Soul-Making

We must return briefly to the idea rejected earlier – that mean-
ing is somehow inherent in suffering. The difficulty in denying this
is that one must deny a central premise of almost every form of
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religion – namely, that there is purpose in the universe and that this
purpose must somehow be pointed at the good. One could, of course,
accept the possibility of purpose in the universe and still reject the
notion that the purpose (whatever it is) has anything at all to do with
the well-being of human beings, or one could even argue that the
purpose is not directed at human good but, rather, at human misery.
Logically, we can neither deny nor affirm that there is purpose in the
universe. Its order suggests that there may be purpose. But what can
this purpose (if there is one) have to do with human beings? This is
the question that the great religions have tried to answer and that
skeptics have answered by saying, Nothing! And we had better band
together to help ourselves!27

In Hinduism and Buddhism, suffering is sometimes considered
illusionary; that is, there would be no suffering if we perceived things
rightly. This can be a cruel attitude, suggesting that sufferers can over-
come their pain – just “cheer up” – if they take the trouble to acquire
the appropriate knowledge. But there is a compassionate side, too.
Even if suffering is, at bottom, illusionary, it is acknowledged that the
suffering is real for individual sufferers. Good peoplewill try to relieve
that suffering. Still, there is a lingering stigma attached to suffering.
Sufferers either deserve their pain (for past transgressions) or bring it
on themselves through lack of knowledge and discipline. Those who
suffer are guilty, at least, of ignorance.
Suffering is a major topic for every religion. In Christianity, theodi-

cies have been developed to explain the problem of evil. The basic
question is, How can there be an all-good, all-knowing, and all-
powerful God when evil and suffering surround us? It would take
us too far afield to explore this question fully,28 but one solution is so
embedded in questions of happiness and suffering that we must con-
sider it. This is the idea that the purpose of human life is soul-making
and that suffering is somehow necessary to this purpose.
Its simplest expression is found in C. S. Lewis’s response to his

wife’s dreadful pain in dying of cancer:

But is it credible that such extremities of torture should be neces-
sary for us? Well, take your choice. The tortures occur. If they are
unnecessary, then there is no God or a bad one. If there is a good
God, then these tortures are necessary. For no even moderately good
Being could possibly inflict or permit them if they weren’t.29
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Lewis overlooks several possibilities. There may be a creator-God
(as discussed by Spinoza and Einstein) who has no relation to us as
individuals. There may be strong competing evil forces in the uni-
verse responsible for suffering (the Manichaean solution); that is,
God may be powerful but not omnipotent. Alternatively, God may
be fallible or still struggling toward a better self;30 he (she, or it)
may be sorry for the harms inflicted. There may be many gods, only
some of whom are benevolent. In any case, Lewis has not answered
the question of why such extremes of suffering are necessary for
some of us and not others. When the question Why me? is asked,
the answer seems to be You need it more than others, and we are
left with the awful feeling that, after all, we do somehow deserve the
suffering.
Lewis’s simple answer is inadequate in other ways. It does not con-

sider the problemof animal pain. Inwhatway is thisnecessary? Lewis
does treat the problem in another volume.31 Like somanyother apolo-
gists for innocent suffering, he first questionswhether and towhat de-
gree animals suffer. He points out that their lives are not wholly char-
acterized by the terror of being killed and devoured. Finally, realizing
that he has begged the question – why an all-good God would create
a world in which its creatures must eat one another to stay alive –
he suggests that Satan or some other fallen angel introduced this evil
feature into the world and that “man’s” fall helped to perpetuate pain
in the animal kingdom.
John Hick, in struggling with the same problem, has suggested that

the better question is, Why were the lower animals created at all?32

In this line of thinking, all of creation points toward human life, and
suffering in the animal kingdom serves an instrumental purpose in
teaching humans about their special place and obligations.
None of these answers is satisfactory. When we add to the ques-

tion of animal pain the suffering of little children, the problem is
insurmountable. In Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov, Ivan gives
a devastating (and irrefutable) argument against the notion that an
all-good God created or watches over the world.33 Recounting stories
of horrible childhood pain, Ivan asks his brother under what condi-
tions he might, if he had the power, accept or establish such a world
of pain. Alyosha cannot answer but insists that somehow (through
Christ) all will eventually come right. Alyosha lives by faith, Ivan by
logic and evidence.
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The only weak spot in Ivan’s argument is that the examples he of-
fers involve cruelties inflicted on children by human beings. These
are acts of moral evil, and one could argue that human beings are en-
tirely responsible for them. To make the argument stronger, we need
to consider natural evil – all the illnesses, accidents, birth defects,
starvation, and pains of deprivation that children suffer. One cannot
argue that a three-year-old dying of some painful disease is gaining a
more worthy soul. One can at best say that the child will go directly to
heaven without having to earn anything through soul-building. But
what of the nine-year-old who supposedly has attained the age of
reason? Is she supposed to struggle for the meaning of her suffering?
To endure and earn stars in her crown?
We see also a connection between the suffering of natural evil and

that inflicted by moral evil. If the suffering inflicted by natural evil
can be justified, then perhaps that which is deliberately inflicted by
human beings can also be justified. Perhaps such pain, fully justified
by the behavior of its victims, is not a moral evil. Perhaps it is a moral
obligation to inflict such pain. This is the position I have rejected.
The point of this discussion on religion and suffering is not to teach

agnosticism or atheism, although it is important that young people
come to understand that many good people have rejected religion
not only for logical reasons but, perhaps more important, for ethical
reasons.34 The point, in a discussion of happiness, is to find ways
of alleviating suffering. When we believe that suffering is necessary
for the purpose of soul-making, we may become too accepting of
suffering in both ourselves and others. When we believe, instead, that
there is neither purpose nor meaning in the suffering that arises in
the natural world, we move toward the freedom to seek happiness.
Moreover, we should be even less tolerant of the moral evils by which
human beings inflict suffering on others. We reject entirely the idea
that the deliberate infliction of suffering can be justified.
I should make it clear that my rejection does not imply a lack of

admiration for those who endure unavoidable suffering with courage
and optimism. Such people set noble examples for all of us, but it is
their vital capacity to find what happiness they can that should move
us, not their ability to stand more and more pain.
I have not, either, rejected the obvious truth that some people find

or, better, “construct” meaning out of their suffering. There are count-
less examples of wonderful people who turn their own pain and
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suffering into channels of service to others. It can be argued, how-
ever, that these people already had meaning in their lives – meaning
usually derived from caring relations – and now that meaning has be-
comemore focused as a result of their suffering. It is not the suffering
itself that held meaning.

Unhappiness and the Loss of Meaning

We saw in Chapter 1 that, despite growing prosperity and better
health care, people in market democracies are less happy than they
were some years ago.What accounts for this?We could argue, as Paul
Tillich did in the mid-twentieth century, that we are living in an age
characterized by the fear of meaninglessness and that such fear can
be traced to loss of connection to God.35 But the loss documented
by Lane and others is still more recent. If the problem is spiritual
longing,36 it has been aggravated in the past two decades. It would be
a mistake to brush this possibility aside, and I will devote some space
in a later chapter to the possibility of spiritual renewal.
Let’s consider here another set of possibilities. Perhaps the informa-

tion age is justwearingus out. InAlanLightman’s novelThe Diagnosis,
we are reminded forcefully of what we experience daily:37 technical
medicine without human touch, constant pressure to pile up mate-
rial acquisitions, e-mail, voice mail, FedEx, message centers, phones
ringing (even on trains and boardwalks), constant checks on time,
traffic jams, road rage, machine failures, choking smog, airline de-
lays, artificial sounds mimicking nature, television drowning us in
drug ads while the nation fights a war on drugs, sex, and violence-
soaked entertainment, brief “quality time” for the children in our
lives, overscheduled children, acute body consciousness in an age of
increasing obesity, junk food. . . .
These things are bound to take a toll. Newspapers are filled with

bizarre stories in addition to international concerns and the usual
human tragedies: Aman dressed like Elvis stalksWillie Brown,mayor
of San Francisco; an artist produces a photograph of herself as a nude
female Christ presidingwith twelve black disciples at “YoMama’s Last
Supper”; youngworkers inClinton’s administration remove all theW’s
fromWhite House keyboards; a man surrenders to police after being
accused of deceiving women into removing their shoes (a spider!) so
that he can stroke their feet.
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There is a general erosion of trust. We don’t believe our political
representatives or the stories we are told about national and inter-
national events. In schools, we demand “accountability” because we
no longer know the teachers of our children and, too often, it is clear
that the school does not know our children. We endorse (and then
find embarrassingly foolish) zero-tolerance rules, we tolerate (even
insist upon) metal detectors in our schools, random drug testing and
locker searches, armed or unarmed police in the corridors, locked
doors that present clear hazards in case of fire, high-stakes tests
that terrify our kids and remove the joy from learning, ridiculously
short (twenty-minute) lunch “hours” that sometimes start as early as
10:30 in the morning, lists of rules and penalties that have displaced
near-universal acceptance of general civility, a pathological level of
competition in our “best” schools, building designs (e.g., the panopti-
can) that make every nook and cranny visible for surveillance, video
equipment donated with the agreement that ads will be displayed,
an overemphasis on winning at sports and participation for the sake
of having something on one’s college application, closed campuses,
and parking lot violence.
None of the things listed in the previous paragraphwere common in

schools fifty years ago. They can be listed among both the causes and
effects of a widespread malaise attributable at least in part to techno-
logical changes. If we pause long enough to reflect on these changes,
we realize that the sweeping recommendations of some scholars –
for example, David Myers – may not address our problems at the ap-
propriate level. To say, for example, that our culture should welcome
children, reward initiative without encouraging exploitive greed, bal-
ance liberties, and take care of the soul gains easy assent but just
doesn’t accomplish much.38 We need much more specific help in the
formof options, and that iswhat Iwill explore in the chapters to come.
Jean Baudrillard, the French social/media critic and semiologist,

has said that we live in an age dominated by the object and by
spectacle.39 He contends that the objects are now, in a significant
sense, in charge; it is almost as if they had plans and purposes and
we have become objects to be used and pushed around by these new
subject-objects. We are no longer subjects. Certainly the unfortunate
Bill Chalmers of The Diagnosis feels this way, and most of us feel
this way from time to time. For example, I really do not care at all
who reads my e-mail. Why would anyone want to read it? But I am
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now forced by my university to add password security to protect my
e-mail. Forced. I will not be able to access my own e-mail unless I do
this. I understand that, if hackers can get into my account, they can
(somehow) more easily get into those of others, so I should comply
willingly. Is this not exactly what Baudrillard is talking about? I, the
once unique locus of existential valuation, am now an object directed
by technology. It is the subject; I merely obey.
On his second claim, that we are spectators enthralled by specta-

cle, there can be scarcely any argument. Some of us resist, but the
vast majority (in technologically developed nations) have given in.
Baudrillard writes:

The only real pleasure in the world is to watch things “turn” into
catastrophe, to emerge finally from determinacy and indeterminacy,
from chance and necessity, and enter the realm of vertiginous con-
nections, for better or worse, where things reach their end with-
out passing through their means, where events attain their effects
without passing through causes. Like wit, like seduction – where
things proceed not by the detours of sense but via the speedways of
appearance.40

Can Baudrillard be right? I watch very little television – typically
a half hour of news each night. Tonight I will almost certainly see
violence between Israelis and Palestinians, the misery of refugees in
Afghanistan and Guinea, the further misery of earthquake victims in
El Salvador and India, and a political scandal or two. Am I looking
forward to the show? Will I sip coffee or a cordial as I watch? Will
you? Will we achieve a form of pleasure and, yet, become more
unhappy? These are important questions.
Baudrillard points out, too, that even our vacations often deepen

our unhappiness:

A human being can find in a vacation a greater boredom than in ev-
eryday life – a redoubled boredom, because it is made up of all the
elements of happiness and distraction. The important point is the
predestination of vacations to boredom, the bitter and triumphal
foreboding that there’s no escaping this. How could we suppose that
people were going to disavow their daily life and look for an alterna-
tive to it? On the contrary, they’ll make a destiny out of it: intensify
it while seeming to do the opposite, plunge into it to the point of
ecstasy, seal the monotony of it with even greater monotony.41
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What a gloomy picture. This does not always happen. Some people,
at least sometimes, enjoy their vacations and come home refreshed,
but Baudrillard’s main point is well taken: How can we disavow our
daily lives and hope to find happiness? As we continue our study of
happiness, we will give much attention to everyday life as a source
of joy and contentment.

I will end this chapter with a reminder. Suffering is not to be glori-
fied, not to be installed in “a place of honor.” It is to be eliminated,
reduced, relieved. Sufferers should be helped and consoled, not re-
garded with suspicion. There is no purpose behind the suffering of
natural evil, and there is no justification for the deliberate infliction
of pain. Perhaps the well-documented recent reduction in happiness
is more a result of technological changes than of an increase in real
suffering. We have to consider both as we seek the freedom to move
toward happiness.
Because the satisfaction of needs, including the need to be relieved

of pain, is fundamental to well-being, and because I have acknowl-
edged that well-being has something to do with happiness, we must
discuss needs. What distinguishes needs from wants and desires? We
turn to that discussion next.
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3
Needs and Wants

We saw in Chapter 1 that happiness is often identified with the
satisfaction of needs, wants, or desires. In this chapter, we

will explore the nature of needs and how needs differ from wants. I
will not try to distinguish between wants and desires but will use the
terms synonymously.1 Other related terms – impulse and instinct –will
arise, and we will see how they fit into the web of needs and wants.
Needs, wants, desires, impulses, and instincts may all be thought

of as expressions – verbal or bodily – of subjective longing. It is cus-
tomary, however, to label some biological needs (and some instincts,
if they are recognized at all) as objective because they appear in all
human beings and survival depends on their satisfaction. It is rea-
sonable to call the need for food, shelter, and protection from harm
objective, but this label neglects the personal intensity of my hunger,
cold, and fear. It may also cause us to draw an arbitrary line between
needs that should receive public attention and those that can be left
as mere wants to be satisfied in the private realm or not at all.
Needs are considered more fundamental than wants. We can at

least imagine living a reasonably happy life in which our wants are
few, our desires confined to pleasures of the mind, and our cravings
rationally repressed. We cannot, however, imagine living a happy life
if certain of our needs are not met. Among these are the basic needs
common to all human beings. I’ll start the analysis with these.

Basic Needs

All human beings have certain biological needs. David Braybrooke
refers to these as course of life needs,2 and they include food, shelter,
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and adequate clothing, protection from harm, affection (at least in
infancy), and some form of affiliation or connection to other human
beings. It is tempting to call these objective needs because they do
not depend on anyone’s feelings to identify them and no reasonable
person can deny their reality. However, even these needs are open to
interpretation, and priorities among them shift with circumstances.
Moreover, these are needs so keenly felt – so subjective in their
manifestations – that no outsider has to suggest such a need to
one who obviously has it. I prefer, therefore, to classify them with
expressed needs – those needs that arise within the one who needs.
Such needs may be verbally expressed or, unarticulated, they may be
expressed through forms of body language.
By classifying basic biological needs this way, we complicate the

analysis, because other expressed needs may not be matters of life
and death. There is a temptation to keep basic needs in a very special
category and, perhaps, to limit a society’s responsibilities to meet-
ing just these needs. However, I will argue that, as a society, we can
no longer be content with the identification and minimal satisfac-
tion of these needs. Nancy Fraser has argued persuasively that there
are several discourses on needs, each incorporating a different in-
terpretation of the concept and its place in social thought.3 Here we
are interested in how the satisfaction of needs contributes to happi-
ness and, because we have already acknowledged that a deep form
of happiness involves a sympathetic response to the joys and suffer-
ings of others, we cannot ignore a public consideration of needs. We
face two complications that might be avoided by a simpler analy-
sis. First, because our happiness is bound up with that of others, we
must listen to others as they express needs. We can’t decide a priori
what others need. Second, for those who live in liberal economies,
needs may go well beyond course of life needs. When a liberal demo-
cratic public considers needs, it must move beyond basic biological
needs.
It is worrisome but useful to see that there is no longer a sharp

line between basic needs and other expressed needs. Alison Jaggar
acknowledges that people “want and need far more than physical
survival,”4 but she thinks that social philosophy must start with basic
biological needs. She is certainly right that these needs cannot be
ignored, but it might be better to start the discussion more holisti-
cally. In the best homes, for example, we do not usually start with
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separate, easily identified biological needs. We think of family mem-
bers in this time and place, with these available resources. Children
are immersed from the start in a set of practices and expectations
that both generate and evaluate needs. No good parent would settle
for having each of her child’s biological needs satisfied in a differ-
ent place by different people. There is some holistic need that would
remain unsatisfied under such a plan.
We see this need dramatically in homeless adults. Theymay receive

breakfast in one place, dinner in another, shelter for the night in still
another. A home, in contrast to mere shelter, is not often listed as
a basic biological need. Yet a home serves an integrating function;
it gathers needs under one roof and gives its members an essential
form of identity.5 Under an adequate interpretive analysis, a home
becomes a basic need.
When we evaluate the need for a home as basic, we begin to see

other associated needs that may also be considered basic. A home
provides part of a person’s identity. What must it be like to have no
answer to the questions Where do you live? What is your address?
A home is also a place where we keep our belongings. We take so for
granted having a place for our things that the idea of such a place
as a basic need might never occur to us. Home is a place, too, that
provides some privacy, a place where we bathe, take care of our bodily
needs, and engage in socially approved sex.
It is useful, too, to consider other deprived adults as we conduct

an analysis of needs. The conditions of those who are imprisoned
suggest further needs that we may overlook because we take their
satisfaction for granted. Is there, perhaps, a basic human need for
sunshine and some connection to the natural world?6 If it is true that
such a need is basic, should a society’s prison policies take it into
account?
If we are sensitive to context from the start, we see that needs in

contemporary liberal democracies are different from needs in ear-
lier societies and from those in today’s preindustrial cultures. When
we include self-respect in a list of basic needs, we are immediately
made sensitive to cultural contexts. In today’s liberal democracies,
people are hard pressed to maintain self-respect if they have no med-
ical insurance or income security. Are these, then, basic needs? They
are certainly expressed needs in such societies and, as such, their
satisfaction plays a role in attaining happiness.
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Resistance to this way of thinking has a long history. Social theo-
rists have traditionally confined needs to the private realm. In public
(in liberal democracies), we speak of rights, not needs, but it can
be shown historically that rights have arisen from expressed needs.
The concept of needs precedes and underlies that of rights. One great
problem, a reason for resisting emphasis on needs, is that they are
indeed sensitive to context. They proliferate in prosperous societies.
What may start out as a privilege or mark of wealth may become a
need expressed by many and, if the expression is backed by enough
power and sympathy, it may even become a right. Some forms of
discourse promote this kind of discussion, and others seek to stifle it.
Sometimes expressed needs develop from inferred needs. The latter

are needs that arise externally and are then imposed on those said
to have the need. Vaccinations, childhood discipline, and schooling
are all examples of inferred needs. In many cases, the great hope of
parents and educators is that inferred needs will become expressed
needs. We hope, for example, that children will feel a need to read, to
be polite, to help others, and so on.
As we will soon see, some inferred needs create internal conflicts

between wants and needs. Children can internalize needs that are
morally bad as well as some that are morally good. They can accept
inferred needs, such as the pursuit of wealth and fame, that may
wreck their chances of happiness instead of enhancing them.
Different people infer different needs for their children, for fellow

citizens, and even for people in far-flung parts of the world, and we
spend too little time in discussing and analyzing these needs. Tomake
matters worse, needs are manipulated. If I believed everything I see
and hear in advertisements, I might express needs that would other-
wise not occur to me. Are these properly called needs, or should
we refer to these as wants, and what’s the difference? I will return
to the analysis of needs because muchmore should be sorted out, but
before we can do that, we must say something about wants.

Wants

It seems right to classify the host of urges aroused by advertising as
wants. They are certainly not survival needs, and their satisfaction
seems to contribute little to happiness. Moreover, if we are going
to submit needs to public interpretation, we have to find a way to
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distinguish between wants and needs. We cannot put the society in
a position where it feels compelled to respond positively to every
expression of wants.
Life in the best homes may give us some help in making the needed

distinction. When do good families acknowledge wants (or desires)
as needs – that is, as wants that should be met by persons other than
the one who wants? I have offered these criteria:

1. The want is fairly stable over a considerable period of time
and/or it is intense.

2. The want is demonstrably connected to some desirable end or,
at least, to one that is not harmful; further, the end is impossible
or difficult to reach without the object wanted.

3. The want is in the power (within the means) of those addressed
to grant it.

4. The person wanting is willing and able to contribute to the
satisfaction of the want.7

Under these circumstances, we say, “Jack really needs a new violin”
(to play in the school orchestra); “Patty needs new soccer shoes”
(to join a team); “Mother needs a food processor” (to save time in
preparing meals); and so on. When a need is acknowledged, a good
family works toward its satisfaction. An acknowledged need places an
obligation on those who have acknowledged it. That obligationmight
be one of direct responsibility to satisfy a family member’s need or
one of indirect responsibility, say, to vote in a way that will promote
satisfaction of the need for all who express it.
Many of us use the criteria just listed in determining our own needs.

We assess the stability and intensity of our want, its connection to
something we deem worthwhile, the feasibility of satisfying it, and
our own willingness to work for it. When we consider whether it is
within our power to fulfill it, we are forced to consider competing
wants that may, of course, include the needs of others.
Must a want rise to the level of need before it is satisfied? Warm,

loving families respond generously to many wants that are not needs.
Indeed, we might say that everyone has a need to have at least some
wants (non-needs) satisfied. It would be a cold world if every one of
our wants had to be approved as a need before it was met. In contem-
porary Western societies, it seems right to say that the satisfaction
of some wants is itself a basic need. If we are in a position to satisfy
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our own wants, of course, we don’t usually worry about a distinction
between needs and wants.
Most of us agree that the satisfaction of some wants occurs regu-

larly in good homes. Both givers and receivers are delighted by the
occasional satisfaction of wants. Is there anything that can be said
about such satisfaction at the public level? Should a society try to
satisfy some wants that are not recognized as needs? If our answer
is yes, a positive move would be to ensure every worker and family a
living wage. With that basic resource, people should be free to make
choices about the satisfaction of wants. However, there is more that a
conscientious society might do. It might try to educate people so that
they have a better understanding of their needs and wants. A major
aim of this book is to discuss the possibilities of doing this.
Educating people to understand their wants and needs is surpris-

ingly controversial. A market economy thrives on consumer spend-
ing, and capitalist governments have an economic reason, as well as a
political one, to allow prolific advertising. Freedomof speech protects
advertising, but so does good economic sense.Wants drive consumers
to spend and thus support a growing economy.But ifwe are convinced
that a dramatic increase in wants is partly responsible for the decline
in happiness, should we do something to reduce these wants? No rea-
sonable personwants the stockmarket to collapse, butmany of us are
uneasy about the constant barrage of ads that manipulate our wants.
If we agree that censorship should not even be considered, is there
anything else we can do? This question lies at the heart of much of
our later discussion about education.
Liberal democracies today are also market economies, and we may

find ourselves caught in a situation well described by Isaiah Berlin.
Berlin pointed out that it is almost certainly impossible to attain all
the goods we value at one time – as a package, so to speak. Indeed,
any two great positive goods may come into conflict at a particular
time. Berlin said, “To admit that the fulfillment of some of our ideas
may in principle make the fulfillment of others impossible is to say
that the notion of total human fulfillment is a formal contradiction,
a metaphysical chimaera.”8

Suppose, for example, that I decide to live a life of utter simplicity.
I read Thoreau, the Nearings, Wendell Berry, and a host of books on
living close to the land and farming for self-sufficiency.9 I may be-
come convinced that this is the life for me. But there is no escaping
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the fact of interdependence in the twenty-first centuryWestern world.
I still must buy some things, use public roads occasionally, seek med-
ical advice, and probably use energy for fuel and light. Moreover, not
everyone can live this way (or would want to), and so I certainly can-
not suggest that the schools educate all children for a life of extreme
simplicity. Yet there is no reason why a life of simplicity should not
be presented as a possibility, and it would almost certainly be a good
thing if students were encouraged to modify their wants and reduce
their demands as consumers. Or would such moves be good? There
remains that worry about supporting a thriving economy. Perhaps
living a simple life andmaintaining a thriving economy are two goods
that cannot be realized simultaneously.
Let’s consider another extreme approach to the management of

wants and desires. One can try (spiritually) to overcome all desires
and deny all wants. Berlin refers to this move as a retreat to the inner
citadel. He writes:

This is the traditional self-emancipation of ascetics and quietists, of
stoics or Buddhist sages, men of various religions or of none, who
have fled the world, and escaped the yoke of society or public opin-
ion, by some process of deliberate self-transformation that enables
them to care no longer for any of its values, to remain, isolated and
independent, on its edges, no longer vulnerable to its weapons.10

It is obvious that most people are not attracted to the idea of giving
up all wants and desires. It is too high a price to pay for the promised
freedom from longing. Recall DavidHume’s attack on the cold, ascetic
virtues (Chapter 1). Most of us would prefer the company of Hume to
that of the ascetic in his hair shirt, and wemight well find it annoying
that some of thosewho have ostensibly given up theworld still depend
on others for food and other basic needs. A permanent and universal
retreat to the inner citadel is impossible.
We may all occasionally feel the need for such retreat, however,

and then it is hoped that an inner citadel exists. When the “world
is too much with us,” we seek escape into solitude and inner re-
sources. Because that need arises, although it may not always be
recognized, some attention should be given to building that inner
self. What a horror it would be to retreat to an inner citadel and find
it empty. This fear reflects what is widely believed to be a postmodern
malady.
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If we reject both the idea of a total personal (spiritual) retreat and
an ordinary life of utter simplicity as described by Thoreau, can we
come to someacceptable compromise?As citizens of amarket democ-
racy, we cannot brush aside the issues of consumerism. Consumption
is necessary to economic growth, even to economic stability. In the
early 1940s, Joseph Schumpeter wrote, “It remains to notice what to
many economists is the postwar problem par excellence: how to se-
cure adequate consumption.”11 Schumpeter went on to criticize the
idea that saving is somehow incompatible with investment and that
the main problem is to get people to spend more freely. In persuasive
terms, he argued that people usually save with an investment (or a
major expenditure) in mind. This suggests that intelligent saving and
intelligent consumption go hand in hand. They are not antithetical.
Schumpeter acknowledged that people sometimes express a “desire

to save unaccompanied by a desire to invest – a desire to hoard” – but
he insisted that this desire has to be “explained by special reasons”
and not by any general law of psychology.12 When people have expe-
rienced the shock and uncertainty of severe economic depression, for
example, they may react with a desire to hoard whatever resources
they acquire. The fear is that even basic needsmay be unmet in a time
of continuing or growing deprivation. The more general tendency,
Schumpeter argued, is for people to save and invest, not to hoard.
Thus, Ms. Jones may not be running up credit-card debt with con-
stant consumption, but she may nevertheless contribute significantly
to the economy by a major expenditure funded by careful savings.
If, as we saw in Chapter 1, consumption does not in itself bring

happiness, and if intelligent consumption does not necessarily imply
doom for a market economy, it makes sense to ask how we might
educate so that consumption does not work against individual happi-
ness. Ordinary wants, well considered, should serve to maintain the
economy. Instead of issuing a wholesale condemnation of the con-
sumer culture, it makes better sense to ask what might be meant by
intelligent participation in that culture.
How much of our wanting is rational? On this, we could side with

Hobbes, who insisted that all wants are pre-rational and, in fact, stim-
ulated by the environment, hence conditioned, or with Kant, who
argued that our very freedom consists in submitting pre-rational
desires to the examination of reason. Hobbesian persons, we might
say, are free when they get what they want; Kantian persons are free
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when their wants are brought into line withmoral reason.13 There are
problems with both positions at the extremes. Experience tells us
quite clearly that many wants are nonrational (not necessarily irra-
tional), but some do seem to arise from reason. The latter sort emerge
when we have thought for a bit (sometimes reluctantly) about what
we should do or about what it is reasonable to do given an assessment
of our situation. In the next section, I will discuss inferred needs and,
in that analysis, we will see that one of the great hopes of educators is
that the young will eventually make the needs we infer for them their
own; that is, inferred needs will become expressed needs. In the same
vein, we hope that their pre-rational wants will be, when appropri-
ate, subjected to rational analysis. The qualifier “when appropriate”
will be very important, because there are wants that need no such
analysis. Character, affection, generous inclinations, nonviolent exu-
berance, and many other habits, attributes, and moods can often be
trusted to generate wants that need not be analyzed, that may indeed
be diminished by such analysis.
The rational analysis of wants is basic to liberal thought. The free-

dom to do what one wants to do is the defining characteristic of what
Berlin has called negative liberty.14 On this view, no one should inter-
fere with anyone else’s free pursuit of wants so long as that pursuit
does not hinder a comparable pursuit by others. Positive freedom,
in contrast, is described as the freedom to do what one ought to do.
Since Kant, these two views of freedom have been in considerable
tension. For Kant, freedom consists in doing what reason instructs
should be done. This is not the negative liberty described by later lib-
eral philosophers, but neither is it the positive freedom that would
allow the community to dictate what should be done.
Despite the great emphasis on choice and fulfillment of wants in

liberalism, few liberal philosophers defend the notion that all wants
that are not incompatible with the freedom of others are to be equally
respected as signs of autonomy.15 It is clear that almost no one be-
lieves this in connection with the young, and most of what we do
in education denies any such assumption. Hobbes’s wanting thing is
thought to need, if not external control, at least education in order
to want the right things.16 The character traits described by John
Stuart Mill – responsible exercise of reason, cultivation of noble feel-
ings, a preference for “higher” pleasures – are not easily acquired
and maintained.17 Mill insisted that mature people – those in full
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possession of their rational faculties – should be entirely free to sat-
isfy their legitimate wants, but that insistence does notmean thatMill
did not distinguish among admirable, foolish, and deplorable wants.
We must, then, ask how we should promote admirable wants and

discourage the foolish and deplorable. Answering that question will
be the major work of the following chapters. My task in this section
has been to make the education of wants both desirable and ethically
appropriate. It seems reasonable at this stage to believe that, to be
happy, we need to know when wants can be freely indulged and when
they should be subjected to rational analysis. Intelligent wanting will
almost certainly contribute to individual happiness. It should also
contribute to the general social good, not only by sustaining a viable
economy but also by promoting the satisfaction of wants in others.
Recall that, in an earlier discussion, we recognized that our own hap-
piness depends at least in part on the happiness of others. Therefore,
as we seek an intelligent approach to the satisfaction of wants, we
have to consider the wants of others.
Whatever we decide to do by way of education, it is clear that we (a

we somehow to be defined) will have decided that others, perhaps all
people, need to be so educated. The need to have one’s wants educated
is not likely to be expressed either verbally or in signs of severe bodily
stress, although the latter can happen in extreme cases. It would seem,
then, that the need we have now uncovered is an inferred need, one
that is identified externally and imposed on those said to have it.

Inferred Needs

When we speak of children’s needs for schooling, discipline, green
vegetables, and more hours of sleep, we are referring to what I have
called inferred needs. Children rarely express such needs, although
adults may detect certain bodily signs that make it possible to classify
the needs as either expressed or inferred. The important point for now
is that an inferred need is not consciously recognized by the one who
is supposed to have it. Indeed, inferred needs and wants often clash,
and adults sometimes have to deny children’s wants in order to satisfy
what they (the adults) have inferred are real needs.
Children are not alone in experiencing conflicts between needs and

wants. Adults often undergo such conflicts, but both the needs and
wants are felt to be theirs. The needs are expressed needs in that
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important sense. Ms. Smith may feel a real need to attend a meeting
that conflicts with something she wants to do even more. Her need
might arise as part of a deeper need to be a moral person – to keep
promises, fulfill obligations, and so on. Or itmight be an instrumental
need – to keep her job, get a raise, prevent an opponent from launch-
ing an ill-conceived project. Conflicts such as these abound in adult
life, but adults are conscious of most of the conflicts, and often there
is no other human being against whom they can direct an objection.
In some cases, of course, the self becomes its own opponent.
In contrast, the conflict between inferred needs and the wants of

children is marked by a difference in origin and locus of feeling. It is
an adult who has identified the need and the child who has the want.
The child can often shrug off the responsibility to analyze want and
need by identifying the adult as the opponent. If the opponent can be
defeated or sweet-talked out of her conviction that X is really a need,
the child can escape coming to grips with X.
Pressing inferred needs on children (or on anyone) often involves

coercion. Adults insist, for example, that children attend school, go
to the dentist, and come at least close to a reasonable bedtime. Some-
times children see and accept the need easily, and sometimes they
resist strongly. When and how should we use coercion?
From the perspective of an ethic of care, the use of coercion raises

a question. It is not that care theorists believe coercion is always
wrong. There are occasions in which coercion is necessary. But coer-
cion damages the caring relation. AsMartin Buber said in connection
with the teacher’s presentation of school studies, coercion “divides
the soul in his care into an obedient part and a rebellious part.”18 If a
need can be met without it, it is better to avoid coercion. If not, then
the act of coercion must be followed by explanation, discussion, and
perhaps consolation. The child should be allowed to express his un-
happiness or fear, and the adult should respond with understanding
and sympathy.
There aremany situations in which coercion can be avoided. Some-

times the inferred need can just be discarded; it is not really a need
after all. With older children, persuasion is sometimes effective. How-
ever, one should not attempt to use persuasion just to forestall using
coercion. If Mother knows at the outset that she will not allow Jimmy
to stay home from school, it is better to admit this at the start and then
add an explanation. Persuasion suggests an openness on the part of
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both participants in the dialogue. The adult hopes that the child will
accept the inferred need, but she must be open to the possibility that
the child will persuade her that the need is not crucial – perhaps even
mistaken. When adults enter dialogue on inferred needs with chil-
dren, the outcome should be genuinely in doubt. Otherwise, children
will feel used and manipulated, and the caring relation will again be
damaged. When that happens, an important source of happiness is
weakened.
If coercion is thought to be necessary, it can be softened by ex-

planation, negotiation, and sympathy. Suppose Mr. Jones insists that
his teenage son, Dan, take a third year of college preparatory mathe-
matics in preparation for possible admission to an elite college. Dan
hates mathematics and, in fact, is not even sure that he wants to go
to an elite school. But he is uncertain; he has not yet decided – even
in broad terms – what he wants to do as an occupation. Mr. Jones
might have been persuaded to let the math go if Dan had been ready
to argue passionately for a future in trade or art but, detecting Dan’s
uncertainty, he gently presses the case for a third year of math. He
promises help, too, and emotional support. “Your mom and I won’t
get on your case if you can’t make A’s. Just try.” Then, seeing obvious
signs of misery on his son’s face, he adds, “Look, son, I’m sorry. I don’t
understand, either, why someone who will probably study literature
or history needs a third year of algebra. You’ll have my sympathy all
the way.”
Allowing a child to express his misery over a conflict between the

needs inferred by adults and his own wants is important for emo-
tional health. Alice Miller has written persuasively on the distortion
of character that often results when children are coerced “for their
own good” into doing things they hate or accepting punishment with-
out expressing their pain.19 When the coercion is followed by adult
insistence that the hated act or punishment is indeed in the child’s
best interest, the damage is even greater. Instead of an external op-
ponent, the child now faces an internal one. He is at war with him-
self and may come to believe that cruelty really can be justified by
declaring that it is in the best interest of the victim. In her retrospec-
tive analysis of members of the Nazi high command, Miller found
that all of them had suffered highly moralistic upbringings. As a
result, they seemed unable to distinguish between needs foisted on
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them by authority and their own wants. Freud, too, pointed out the
psychological upheaval caused by clashes between civilization
(the demands of authoritative society) and instinct or wants.20 Some
such conflict is necessary to instill conscience, but much of it is an
unnecessary source of unhappiness.
In his discussion of the conflict between civilization and instinct,

Freud said that guilt is a product of this conflict. Freud’s emphasis
on guilt reflects his “intention to represent the sense of guilt as the
most important problem in the development of civilization and to
show that the price we pay for our advance in civilization is a loss of
happiness through the heightening of the sense of guilt.”21

In Chapter 2, however, I described a healthy form of guilt that con-
tributes to the maintenance of caring relations. I said there that we
should feel guilty if we have hurt another and have not yet made resti-
tution. Unhealthy guilt is guilt that persists when there is nothing that
we can do or that turns in upon oneself. The latter is the kind of guilt
discussed by Freud. It arises from andmaintains a battle between the
ego (often in defense of the id) and the superego. Its object is not the
harm done to another but some deprivation inflicted on the self. As
seekers of happiness, we have to ask whether this sort of guilt can be
minimized.
Parents and teachers can reduce this form of guilt considerably by

respecting children’s wants and sympathizing when these wants con-
flict with inferred needs. There is no reason for a boy to feel guilty
because he doesn’t want to study math, go to school on a given day,
analyze poetry, or go to college. On the contrary, his expressed want
should trigger reflection in the adult who has inferred the need. Per-
haps the boy should be allowed to stay home today; perhaps he does
not even need to go to college. But if the inferred need holds up under
scrutiny, the adult’s job is to offer help and consolation.
Discussion of the conflict between inferred needs and wants sug-

gests another question for consideration: Do we knowwhat we want?
It is common for adults to say that children do not know what they
need, and that is reason enough for adults to press inferred needs on
them. Sometimes we even assert that another person does not know
what he or she wants. Once in a while, in a fit of malaise, we even
say this of ourselves. If we understand ourselves reasonably well, we
may respond to the concerns of others, “I don’t knowwhat I want. I’m
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just grumpy. Leaveme alone.” Suchmoments occur as part of moods,
andwe need notworry about their occasional appearance. The deeper
question is more general: Beyond a vague search for happiness, do
we know what we want?

Understanding our Wants

It is understandable that people who have, from childhood, been de-
prived of their own feelings and opinions would also be unclear about
what they want. Such people are unable to express their wants even
to themselves. Often they take the attitude that “life is earnest, life is
real” and seek only to do what they regard as their duty. Happiness is
rejected as an impossible goal. Indeed, these people often condemn
the pursuit of happiness in others as though all happiness is a selfish
indulgence in pleasure.
In the contemporaryUnitedStates, even thosewho escape theworst

forms of moralistic upbringing usually suffer a bit from our puritan-
ical heritage. We have been warned against too much laughter and
gaiety – “Laugh before breakfast, cry before dinner” – and we may
moderate our delight as though a jealous god might snatch it from
us. In these cases, we knowwhatwewant, butwe are afraid to show it.
Flitting unreflectively from one activity to another is also a sign

that people do not know what they want. John Dewey counseled that
adults make a mistake when they arbitrarily cut off the impulses of
children, but they also err when they let impulses act without direc-
tion. “Impulse is a source,” Dewey wrote, “an indispensable source,
of liberation; but only as it is employed in giving habits pertinence
and freshness does it liberate power.”22 In a note on the same page,
Dewey says that he has intentionally used the “words instinct and
impulse as practical equivalents.” With this usage, he wants to show
that instincts are neither fixed nor limited in number. Rather, they
represent primitive wants that can be directed toward “serviceable”
action. Properly directed, they can work to satisfy both needs and
more stable wants.
Freud makes a similar point:

Actually the substitution of the reality principle for the pleasure prin-
ciple implies no deposing of the pleasure principle, but only a safe-
guarding of it. A momentary pleasure, uncertain in its results, is
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given up, but only in order to gain along a new path an assured
pleasure at a later time.23

Children must learn how to manage impulse (or instinct) and be
convinced that deferred gratification may yield great satisfactions.
This process involves guided experimentation, reflection, and gener-
ous support. What do you really want? A test is how much one is
willing to work toward what one professes to want, but there is no
disgrace in deciding that the thing initially wanted is no longer of in-
terest. This, too, is important learning. How long the trial should be,
how much encouragement should be given to persist, and whether
extrinsic rewards should be offered are all difficult questions that
have no formulaic answers. Agreeing with Emerson, Dewey says this
is difficult work. As Emerson said, it involves “immense claims on
the time, the thought, on the life of the teacher. It requires time, use,
insight, event, all the great lessons and assistances of God; and only
to think of using it implies character and profoundness.”24

To use methods that both respect and direct the impulses of chil-
dren requires skills that many adults have not developed. To help
children assess their wants and develop the power that is potential in
their impulses, we should be able to direct our own impulses, and we
should understand our own wants.
Many of us – even those whose self-understanding has not been

distorted by pathological parenting – are unsure of what we want
or how to assess our wants. We make the mistake of supposing that
happiness can be a sort of steady state of pleasure. Those who make
this error are in constant pursuit of “highs.” Freud advised us to re-
member that happiness construed as pleasure is necessarily episodic;
there are no permanent highs. On the other hand, he said, unhappi-
ness can be more or less permanent; it may be episodic, of course,
but it may also be a state of mind. Indeed, Freud – like James’s sick
soul – seemed to think we would be reasonable to accept as a fact that
life is basically unhappy. If we are fortunate and wise, we will aim for
happiness as contentment. Contentment allows for some pleasure,
but it also accepts the inevitability of unhappiness. Again, we may be
suspicious of contentment because it may lead to quietism or to an
easy avoidance of developing our own capacities.
Those who are unsure of what they want sometimes seek help in

magic, astrology, or other forms of fortune telling. Themain character
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in one of Steinbeck’s books gazed at the stars as he thought about a
recent tarot card reading:

What is the saying – “The stars incline, they do not command”? . . .Do
the cards incline but not command?Well, the cards . . . inclinedme to
give more thought than I wanted to, to a subject I detested. . . .Could
I incline to want what I didn’t want?25

Ethan Hawley, the speaker, wanted his family to be happy, and that
led him to consider goals in which he was otherwise uninterested.
Pushed into wants that were alien to him, he did things that he de-
spised and later regretted. One might argue that, for all his musings,
he did not really understand himself or his wants.
There are times, too, when whole groups of people suffer malaise,

not knowingwhat theywant orwhy they are unsatisfiedwith lives that
society evaluates as happy. Betty Friedan shocked American society
when she exposed the roots and the extent of women’s unhappiness in
traditional roles.26 Since then, it has almost certainly become easier
for women to choose professional lives, and many women may be
happier at home, knowing that they have chosen this way of life. At
least it is now recognized that individual womenmaywant something
for themselves that is different from the wants society has prescribed
for them.
Although we can be mistaken or confused about what we want,

most of us have some insight into how our wants fluctuate. We may
want ice cream today, for example, but if we were offered it every day,
we know our want would diminish. Similarly, we may hate salt pork
and peas (the diet of seventeenth-century sailors), yet understand
that we could get used to it and, perhaps, even look forward to such
a meal. Social scientists have found that we are not very accurate
in assessing the degree of these changes in wants, but at least we
usually get the direction right.27 Practice in assessing present wants
and subjecting them to the criteria suggested earlier might lead us in
the direction of moderation and even contentment.

We are ready now to move toward a discussion of how we might edu-
cate for happiness. I have suggested that happiness is found in various
domains of contemporary life, and we must look at these. Happiness
has a normative aspect; that is, it is connected to the norms by which
we are guided. It is affected by the satisfaction of needs and wants,
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but we have some control over what we want, and understanding our
wants may contribute to moderation and contentment. It also has
something to do with our personalities and, although we may have
little control in this area, understanding can help. Happiness depends
greatly on being free of suffering, and I have argued that it is amistake
to glorify suffering or to suppose that we are ever justified in delib-
erately inflicting it. It depends, perhaps most importantly, on loving
connections with others – intimate relations with a few and cordial,
cooperative relations with most of those we meet regularly.
I have argued that the tension between expressed needs (and/or

wants) and inferred needs must always be treated sensitively. Self-
understanding helps, but parents and educators must reflect contin-
ually on the needs they infer for children. Coercion raises a question,
and answering the question demands our best thinking.
Finally, our most fundamental and general question is how educa-

tion may contribute to happiness. Can we aim at it directly? What
aims might be associated with happiness? We consider next the role
of aims in educational planning.
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People want to be happy and, since this desire is well-nigh uni-
versal, we would expect to find happiness included as an aim

of education. Its failure to appear among the aims usually stated
might be a sign that Western society is still mired in a form of
Puritanism or, more generously, it may be generally believed that, as
Orwell said, happiness cannot be achieved by aiming at it directly. If
the latter is so, what should we aim at that might promote happiness?
Until quite recently, aims-talk figured prominently in educational

theory, and most education systems prefaced their curriculum docu-
mentswith statements of their aims.What functions have been served
by aims-talk, and what have we lost (if anything) by ceasing to engage
in it? What has taken its place?
I will start this chapter by arguing that we need to talk about aims,

and I will fill out that argument with a discussion of aims-talk and
the purposes it served in earlier educational thought. Looking at con-
temporary educational policymaking, we’ll see that talk of aimsmight
be considered a missing dimension in the educational conversation.
Finally, by discussing aims in some depth, I will set the stage for ex-
ploring ways in which education might actively support the pursuit
of happiness.

Aims-Talk and Its Purposes

Suppose we visit an algebra class and watch a lesson on the fac-
toring of trinomials. The learning objective is clear. The teacher has
listed several familiar types of trinomials, and the students are occu-
pied in identifying them and performing the factorizations. If we ask
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Ms. A (the teacher) why she is teaching this topic, she will probably
reply that the next topic is combining algebraic fractions, and one
cannot easily find the appropriate common denominator without a
knowledge of factoring. Now, of course, one could proceed by sim-
ply multiplying denominators, but the expressions quickly become
unwieldy and, to get the required answer, one would eventually have
to factor. Ms. A’s response is entirely appropriate if (1) we have al-
ready found good reasons for teaching algebra to these students and
(2) we have agreed that algebra consists of a certain sequence of
topics. When a teacher is asked about a lesson objective, she or he
almost always responds with an explanation of how this learning
objective fits with others that come before and after it. Today most
mathematics textbooks are organized in this way.
An observer might get a somewhat deeper response from Ms. A to

the question Why are you spending so much time on this topic? To
this, Ms. A might reply that her course of study (or textbook) empha-
sizes solving equations; many of these involve rational expressions
that need simplification – factoring again – and so this topic requires
much attention. This answer is unsatisfactory in its apparent circu-
larity, but it does point at a larger goal and not just at the next skill to
be mastered.
Without trying to draw a sharp line of demarcation, I will asso-

ciate objectives with lessons and goals with courses or sequences of
courses.1 Most of our “why” questions are answered within the pre-
scribed system; that is, we explain why we are doing something in
terms of other objectives or, occasionally, in terms of goals.
Such answers assume, as noted previously, that we have good

reasons for teaching algebra to these particular students and that the
course of study we are presenting as algebra will be recognized and
approved by mathematics educators. The second criterion is easily
tested by submission to a group of experts who are in a position to
say whether a given course of study is adequate as algebra. Experts
may, of course, differ on whether the course is appropriate for gifted,
average, or slow learners, but that analysis brings us back to the first
question: Do we have a good reason for teaching algebra to these
students?
Discussion of aims, in contrast to that of objectives and goals, cen-

ters on the deepest questions in education. What are we trying to
accomplish by teaching algebra? Who benefits? Should our efforts be
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designed to enhance the society (or state) or should they be directed
at benefits for the individual? If we are concerned with something
like self-actualization, what does this mean? Do we have to say some-
thing about human nature? If we are concerned with the welfare of
the state, must we describe the sort of state in, and for, which we will
educate? Is there an inherent conflict between individuals and soci-
eties? This is just a sample of the questions that must be considered
when we engage in aims-talk.
Some people object to wasting time on aims-talk. Wasn’t all this

settled long ago? People have been debating questions concerning the
aims of education since the days of Plato and, in our times (within a
century or so), talk of aims has not changed schooling dramatically.
Why not avoid such useless talk and get onwith the practical business
of educating children? Even teachers talk this way and seem to have
little patience for conversations that do not culminatewith something
useful for tomorrow’s lessons.
In response, one might argue that aims-talk is to education what

freedom is to democracy. Without freedom, democracy degenerates
into a form quite different from liberal democracy. Similarly, with-
out continual, reflective discussion of aims, education may become
a poor substitute for its best vision. Moreover, just as freedom takes
on newer and richer meanings as times change, so must the aims
of education change. Even if they might be stated in fairly con-
stant general terms, the meaning of those constant words will take
on new coloring as conditions change. To be literate today, for
example, is different from being literate in the days of Charlemagne
(who could read but not write) or in colonial America, where people
did not need the forms of visual literacy required by present-day
media.
It has always been one function of philosophers of education to

critique the aims of education in light of their contemporary cultures.
It has been another of their functions to criticize the society with re-
spect to a vision of education. In the next section, we will see that
some philosophers have started with a description of ideal or actual
states fromwhich they have derived recommendations for education.
Others have started with a vision for the education of individuals and
asked what sort of state might support that vision. Simply accepting
the state as it is and the system as it is (merely pushing it to per-
form its perceived functionmore vigorously) is a dangerous (and lazy)
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strategy. I will argue that this is the policy we have followed for the
past two decades, and it is likely to prove ruinous.
Another objection to aims-talk is that it often culminates in ask-

ing too much of schools.2 This was an objection raised against the
aims suggested in 1918 by Clarence Kingsley in the famous Cardinal
Principles Report.3 Herbert Kliebard comments:

By far the most prominent portion of the 32-page report was the
statement of the seven aims that would guide the curriculum:
“1. Health. 2. Command of fundamental processes. 3. Worthy home-
membership. 4. Vocation. 5. Citizenship. 6. Worthy use of leisure.
7. Ethical character.”4

Oddly, while more radical educators such as David Snedden
thought the report was still far too academic, later critics blamed
it for laying the foundation of life adjustment education, asking the
impossible of schools, and making the academic task of the schools
more difficult. People in the latter camp wanted to reduce the re-
sponsibility of the schools to academic learning. They insisted that
no institution could take on such a broad array of responsibilities.
Whether the task is possible depends on how it is understood, and

it is a function of aims-talk to deliberate and come to a useful under-
standing on this. I have always found the Cardinal Principles quite
wonderful. Indeed, I do not see how schools can operate as educa-
tional institutions without attending to at least these aims, and obvi-
ously I want to add another – happiness. Everything depends on the
next step: How shall we employ these aims in guiding what we do
in constructing a curriculum, in classroom teaching, in establishing
interpersonal relationships, in designing school buildings, in man-
agement and discipline, and in community relations?
If we were to proceed in the way advocated by scientific curriculum

makers (for example, Franklin Bobbitt),5 the task might indeed be
impossible, because our next step would be to derive objectives from
our aims. Imagine the work required to establish learning objectives
for each of these large aims! Where would each objective be placed,
andwhowould teach it? It is not necessary, however, to proceed in this
fashion. We might even argue that it is a mistake to do so; specifying
the entire curriculumas objectives before teachers and students begin
to interact forecloses the freedom of students to participate in the
construction of their own learning objectives.

77



Happiness as an Aim of Life and Education

As we engage in aims-talk, we have an opportunity to question the
role of objectives in general. Do our aims suggest that every lesson
should have a stated objective and, if so, what form should it take?
Must each lesson have a specific learning objective, or is it sometimes
appropriate to describe what the teacher will do and leave open what
the students might learn?6 In the midst of our aims-talk, we would
pause also to note that some objectives might well be prespecified.
When should this be done? By whom?
In earlier chapters, I suggested that Orwell and others might have

been right when they said that happiness cannot be attained by pur-
suing it directly. The same can be said of several other aims in the
Cardinal Principles. This does not mean, however, that they cannot
function at all as aims. It means, rather, that we must continually
reflect upon, discuss, and evaluate what we are doing to see if our
objectives and procedures are compatible with our aims.
A little later, I will try to show that failure to engage in vigorous

discussion of educational aims has marked the movement toward
standardization and high-stakes testing. In that discussion, we will
ask what the movement’s advocates are trying to do and whether the
systems and procedures they have recommended are likely to support
or undermine their tacit aims. First, however, to get a better sense of
how aims-talk might assist current thinking, let’s look briefly at how
it has functioned in the past.

Aims in Earlier Educational Thought

Plato’s discussion of education is embedded in his analysis of the just
state. As Socrates and his companions in dialogue try to create the
design for a just state, they inevitably encounter issues concerning
education. Plato does not start with the individual; that possibility
with respect to the meaning of the term just is discarded early in the
dialogue as too difficult. Talk shifts from the justman to the just state.7

Thus, when education becomes the topic of analysis, the needs of the
state are paramount. As the discussants consider the needs of the state
and its collective people, they decide that the kinds of people needed
fall into three categories: rulers, guardians (auxiliaries or warriors),
and artisans (tradespeople and other workers).
Plato does not ignore individuals, but he treats them as represen-

tatives of classes organized according to their natures. Children are
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to be watched and tested to identify their talents and interests, and
then they are to receive an education compatible with their demon-
strated natures. Positions in the just state are not inherited; they are
distributed through a procedure of diagnosis and education. Poor
children from the artisan class may exhibit the “golden” attributes
required of rulers, and children of rulers may show the “bronze”
qualities typical of artisans.
Socrates brings the needs of the state and the individual together

by noting that people will care for what they love. Thus, if the state
needs people who will do their jobs well, it should be sure that they
are trained effectively in occupations to which they are well suited.
Thosewho love certain forms ofworkwill care deeply about thatwork
and become competent at it. Further, Socrates scorns the dilettante
and the jack-of-all-trades. Everyone in the just state is to perform one
essential job and do so expertly.
In his comments about the Platonic scheme of education, John

Dewey commends the practice of providing different forms of
education for children with different interests:

We cannot better Plato’s conviction that an individual is happy and
society well organized when each individual engages in those activ-
ities for which he has a natural equipment, nor his conviction that
it is the primary office of education to discover this equipment to its
possessor and train him for its effective use.8

But Dewey draws back from Plato’s organization of human beings
into three classes. For Dewey, “each individual constitutes his own
class,”9 and the processes of education must be dynamic and flexible.
Dewey’s discussion of education is embedded in that of a democratic
state/community, whereas Plato’s aims at a perfect (some say
totalitarian) state that is unchanging and hierarchically organized.
Plato had two great aims in mind for his system of education. First,

for the benefit of the state, hewanted to educate the three large classes
he identified, each group trained to the highest degree. Second, for the
benefit of the individual, he insisted that education should be aimed
at improvement of the soul, and by soul Plato meant the harmonious
development of three parts: appetite (impulse or desire), reason, and
spirit (energy).10 The parallel to the three classes constituting the
population of the just state is striking. In the individual, the three
parts are also properly organized hierarchically, and a just soul places
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reason in the role of ruler, spirit in the role of guardian-auxiliary, and
appetite in the role of artisan – one who is necessary to the whole but
must be controlled by a wise ruler (reason).
We can draw a limited parallel between Plato’s educational aims

and those of today’s reformers in the United States. First, the
standards/testingmovement is driven primarily by an aim that speaks
to the welfare of the nation. Here the similarity is clear. If anything,
the current goal in the United States is even narrower than Plato’s
because it concentrates almost entirely on the economic status of the
country. Second, we see in Plato’s plan the elements of what we now
call a meritocracy. Offices and occupations are to be filled by those
qualified, not by inheritance or political preference. This practice is
also espoused (if not always enacted) by contemporary democracies.
With respect to individuals, however, the aims diverge. Plato was

clear in the way he valued the three classes of individuals, and the
high value he placed on rulers came directly from his underlying phi-
losophy. The theory of forms made reason and theory superior to
action and practice. Those who work with their minds were thought
to be superior to those who work with their bodies. Our own society
pretends to reject this ordering on the grounds that it is repugnant to
a democratic society, but our actual social ordering suggests a con-
siderable degree of hypocrisy, if not schizophrenia on the issue. The
Platonic legacy is still strong, even if kept below the surface of dis-
cussion. We say we value all honest, necessary contributions equally,
but we allow people who do essential manual work to live in poverty
or near-poverty, and we embrace as an educational aim to prepare all
children so that they will not have to do such work. We fail to ask an
essential question: If we were to succeed in this effort, who would do
the work so necessary and yet so despised today?
Not only do we fail to educate children along lines congruent with

their natural equipment, but we insist that natural differences are so
minimal that all children can profit from the education once reserved
for a few. Unlike Plato, we do not even ask whether that education
is appropriate for anyone, much less for everyone. The use of demo-
cratic language suggests that the same education for all is a generous
and properly democratic measure when, in fact, it may well be both
undemocratic and ineffective. It will be ineffective if Plato was right
when he said that people will care for (and do well at) work they love.
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Many will fail in schools because they are forced to do work they hate
and are deprived of work they might love.
Plato’s entire discussion of education in The Republic is pervaded by

aims-talk. He and his companions eventually accept the broad com-
ponents of a traditional curriculum – music (which then included all
forms of literature) and gymnastic – but not without significant mod-
ification. They do not simply turn the details over to experts in music
and gymnastic. Rather, they ask why these subjects should be taught;
that is, they continually return to primary aims – improvement of the
soul and benefit to the state. Socrates, Plato’s spokesperson in the dia-
logues, does not want rulers and guardians to become muscle-bound
athletes from single-minded concentration on gymnastic, nor does he
want them to become effeminate (his unfortunate label) through over-
concentration on music. Improvement of the soul requires harmony
among the three aspects of self.
Referring to those aims directed at establishing and maintaining

the just state, Socrates recommends certain constraints on the stories
and poems to be heard by children. A discussion of Plato’s plans for
censorship would take us too far afield. For present purposes, what
is important is his continuous attention to aims. The question What
shall be taught? is never answered definitively without a thorough
exploration of the companion question Why?
Plato also looked at elements of private life that contribute to hap-

piness; he was concerned about how we should live – what virtues
should be cultivated andwhat tastes developed. Today’s reformers say
little about forms of personal well-being that are aimed at neither the
country’s nor the individual’s economic status. Plato at least argued
for a form of happiness that arises in doing one’s chosen work well,
and Dewey also noted this aspect of happiness. But neither Plato nor
Dewey said much about homemaking, parenting, or a host of other
everyday occupations significant in personal life. I will argue that
these must be included in our discussion of educational aims if we
are concerned with the happiness of individuals.
Before leaving this brief account of aims in Plato, I want to empha-

size again that I am not defending a hierarchical sorting of children
according to specific academic criteria, but I will strongly defend dif-
ferent forms of education for children with different interests and
talents. It seems entirely right for a democratic society to reject the

81



Happiness as an Aim of Life and Education

elitist scheme offered by Plato, but the rejection must be honest and
carefully argued. Have we really rejected Plato’s ordering when we
decide that all children will be prepared (in effect) for the category
once classified as best? By our very designation of that curriculum as
best, we may have aggravated the denigration of interests and capac-
ities that do not require traditional academic preparation. At its most
arrogant, this attitude says to others, “Now you will have a chance to
be just like me, and then you will be worth something.”
Another approach to educational aims is found in the work of

Rousseau. I will limit the discussion of Rousseau’s philosophy of edu-
cation drastically because my main point is to contrast his approach
to aims with that of Plato and to emphasize once again the centrality
of aims-talk in any fully developed theory of education.
In contrast to Plato, Rousseau begins his Emile with the individ-

ual, not the state.11 The aims of education are derived from the basic
premise that the child is born good and will develop best (as nature
intends) if education by people and education by things are well coor-
dinated with the education provided by nature. With this basic aim –
to produce the best possible (natural) “man” – Rousseau sets out to
describe how education by people and things (the forms over which
we have some control) should take place. Everything suggested for
Emile’s education is tested against this aim.
Rousseau does not ignore the needs of the state or society. Recog-

nizing that Emile must live in association with others, he asks how
best to prepare him as both a citizen and aman. The citizen Emile will
become should be as little different from the natural man as possi-
ble.Making enormous assumptions about the naturalman, Rousseau
aims to produce men who will think for themselves, be models of
civic virtue, understand and practice justice, and in general become
whatever they are able and willing to become.
The concept on which Rousseau depends so heavily, Nature, is both

ambiguous and notoriously problematic as he interprets it. Men and
women are “naturally” different, Rousseau declares, and therefore
their education should be different. Sophie, Emile’s female counter-
part, should be obedient, amiable, and useful. She should not think
for herself but always seek the approval of proper men and society.12

Book V of Emile is a feminist nightmare. But, although Rousseau’s
interpretations of nature are questionable and even inconsistent, he
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is consistent in referring to his stated aims involving nature. We can
challenge him intelligently today precisely because we find his an-
swers to the “why” questions unsatisfactory and objectionable. Even
if Rousseauwere to experience a sort of feminist epiphany and decide,
as Socrates did, that there are no relevant intellectual differences be-
tween men and women so far as citizenship is concerned, we would
still be able to criticize him with respect to the basic aim he has
adopted – the natural man (or woman).
When John Dewey discussed aims in education, he said that his

account of education “assumed that the aim of education is to enable
individuals to continue their education – or that the object and re-
ward of learning is continued capacity for growth.”13 He then went
on to claim that such a view of educationmakes sense and can only be
implemented in a democratic society. It takes a book-length discus-
sion to support these claims and to show what they might look like
in practice. But Dewey was careful later in the discussion to insist
on a multiplicity of aims that change with the needs and beliefs of a
society. Not only must these aims be considered together for coher-
ence but each must be judged, we assume, in light of the overriding
aim: Is the adoption of Aim X likely to further growth or impede it?
Under what conditions?
At a similar level of abstraction, Alfred North Whitehead said that

the aim of education should be to produce people “who possess both
culture and expert knowledge in some special direction.”14 A bit later,
he wrote, “There is only one subject-matter for education, and that is
Life in all its manifestations.”15 Again, such statements demand full
and lengthy discussion, but they give us a starting point to which we
continually return.
As I try to promote happiness as an aim of education, I have to offer

a convincing account of happiness, how it connects to human needs,
what it means in the society we inhabit, how it might transform that
society into a better one, and how it fits with a host of other legitimate
aims. LikeDeweywith growth andWhiteheadwith life, I have to show
howhappiness can be used as a criterion bywhich to judge other aims
and the value of our aims-talk. Indeed, an important function of aims
is to encourage the aims-talk that enriches both educational thinking
and the wisdom of the race. We continually ask, If you are aiming at
X, why are you doing Y? How does Y fit with X?
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The Missing Dimension Today

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, educational discussion is
dominated by talk of standards, and the reason given for this empha-
sis is almost always economic. The underlying aims seem to be (1) to
keep the United States strong economically and (2) to give every child
an opportunity to do well financially. There is something worrisome
about both of these aims, if indeed they are the aims that drive the
standards movement. First, the idea that schools play a role in mak-
ing our economy competitive is cast in intemperate language that
charges the schools with failure on this task. Why should the schools
be accused of undermining the American economy during a time
of unparalleled prosperity? The aim of keeping our economy strong
seems reasonable, but the demands for accountability and standards
at such a time seem oddly out of place. They make us suspect that
something else is operating. Second, we should be deeply troubled
by the suggestion that economic equity can be achieved by forcing
the same curriculum and standards on all children. The question of
what is meant by equity is answered hastily and with little justifica-
tion. Finally, of course, the aims (with no debate) are far too narrow.
There is more to individual life and the life of a nation than economic
superiority.
The standards movement had its effective start in 1983 with the

publication of A Nation at Risk.16 Published toward the end of
a significant recession, the report used alarmist language to rouse
the American public to the great danger posed by a supposedly
failing school system. It spoke of “a rising tide of mediocrity” and
went so far as to say, “If an unfriendly foreign power had
attempted to impose on America the mediocre educational perfor-
mance that exists today, we might well have viewed it as an act
of war.”17 Response to the alarm was nationwide, and by 2000
every state but one (Iowa) had established new (arguably higher)
standards for the achievement of school children at all levels of K-12
education.
It is interesting to note that, without a discernible change in scores

on most standardized tests of achievement, the United States moved
quickly into a period of unprecedented prosperity – despite its sup-
posedly abysmal schools. Indeed, several careful analysts have chal-
lenged the claims of A Nation at Risk,18 but it is not my purpose here
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to argue the strength of their case. Rather, I want to show what has
been missed by failing to engage in a discussion of aims.
One prominent claim of the alarmists was that achievement scores

had fallen badly since the late 1960s. This might be something to
worry about, and critics of the report set about finding explanations
for the drop. For example, it was argued that many more students
now take the SATs (one measure of academic achievement) and that,
with a substantially different population, we should expect different
scores and norms adjusted accordingly. This is entirely reasonable
from a statistical perspective.
The debate could have been more thoughtful. Had our aims

changed during the period of decline? Clearly, we were trying to pre-
pare many more students for college. Why were we doing this? Did
the society need more people with a college education? With a tra-
ditional college education? The reason most often offered was that
everyone in a liberal democracy should have a chance to obtain the
goods of that society. That seems right. But does such a commitment
imply that access to those goods must come through successful com-
petition in traditional schooling? What happens, then, to those who
do not do well in the only form of schooling we now make avail-
able in the name of equity? Suppose instead that we created rich
alternative curricula and provided guidance to those students who
might welcome and succeed with them? Questions such as these go
to the very roots of what we believe about democracy and democratic
schooling.
When we neglect these questions, a narrow educational focus is

encouraged, and we distract ourselves from the social problems that
cannot be solved by schools. For example, all people need adequate
medical insurance, livable and affordable housing, safe neighbor-
hoods, and nonpoverty wages for honest work. It is shortsighted and
even arrogant to suppose that all people can escape these problems
through better education, particularly if that education favors those
with specific academic talents or resources. The jobs that today pay
only poverty wages will still have to be done and, so long as we mea-
sure success in schools competitively, there will be losers.
One can see the value of aims-talk vividly here. When advocates

of uniform standards claim that everyone will benefit, we can raise
reasonable doubts. As we have seen, it is one function of aims-talk to
challenge the existing rules by which a society has organized itself.
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Can poverty be traced to a lack of good education, or is the causal
relation inverted? Why should anyone who works a full week at an
honest job live in poverty? If everyone gets a college education, who
will do today’s poverty-level work? When we ask these questions, we
begin to doubt the main argument offered by advocates of uniform
standards. We may even be led to ask: What are these people really
aiming at?
If the aim is justice – to provide all students with an education that

will meet their needs – the solution is likely to involve the provision of
considerable variety in school offerings and to include material that
might contribute to personal as well as public life. Offering a variety
of curricula does not mean putting together a set of courses labeled
easy, average, and hard and then equating hard with best. It means
cooperatively constructing rigorous and interesting courses centered
on students’ interests and talents. It means that the schools should
show the society that a democracy honors all of its honest workers,
not just those who finish college and make a lot of money.
John Dewey, in lines often misappropriated, said, “What the best

and wisest parent wants for his own child, that must the community
want for all its children. Any other ideal for our schools is narrow
and unlovely; acted upon, it destroys our democracy.”19 Dewey did
not mean, however, that the community should give all children
exactly the same program of studies. Indeed, he argued so often and
so insistently against sameness in the choice of content and curricula
that it is hard to understand how anyone could read him this way.
The best and wisest parent, Dewey believed, would want an educa-
tion that is best for each individual child. In direct contradiction to
Dewey’s hopes, the standards movement keeps pressing for the same
education for all.
At the same time, sensitive educators have attacked the tracking

system that has been in place for so long in our schools. This system,
in which children are placed in tracks according to their perceived
academic capacities, has had pernicious effects. No reasonable ob-
server could deny this.20 However, the problem may not be tracking
itself but rather the hierarchical values we put on the tracks. There is
no obvious reason why students in a commercial or industrial track
cannot develop “both culture and expert knowledge in some special
direction,” asWhitehead advised. The soul-destroying discrimination
arises when we regard one track as better than another and place the
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one loaded with academic information and skills at the top. A bad
situation is made worse when we refer to the students in the top
track as the “good kids,” and teachers often do this. We add insult
to injury when we assign the least competent teachers to work with
students in the “lower” tracks.
So long as schools value only academic achievement (narrowly de-

fined as success in standard school subjects), this problem will be
intractable. I have considerable sympathy for those who, observing
the suffering of lower-track students, recommend total abandonment
of tracking, but surely this cannot be the answer if our aim is to
educate each student to a standard compatiblewith his or her abilities
and purposes. Students who seek careers that require knowledge and
skills very different from the standard academicmaterial are not given
a fair chance by simply placing them in academic courses with those
who actually want these courses. How fair is it to ignore students’
own legitimate interests and coerce them into competing with stu-
dents whose interests lie in the area of coercion? This issue goes to
the very heart of democratic education, and I will devote consider-
able space to it in later chapters. The questions asked here are simply
skipped over in the rush to standardized solutions.
Consider the way in which the National Council of Teachers

of Mathematics (NCTM) begins its draft of Standards 2000.21 No
Socrates-like character asks “And shall we teachmathematics?” Even
if the answer is a preordained “Of course, Socrates,” asking the ques-
tion raises a host of others: To whom shall we teach mathematics?
For what ends? Mathematics of what sort? In what relation to stu-
dents’ expressed needs? In what relation to our primary aims? And
what are these aims?
After a brief statement on “a time of extraordinary and acceler-

ating change”22 and the widespread use of technology, the docu-
ment launches into “principles,” the first of which is “The Equity
Principle.” It is worthwhile to examine this principle in some de-
tail. It states as a basic assumption that “all students can learn to
think mathematically.”23 It does not even try to make a convincing
argument for this claim. It does not tell us what this means or why
students should do so. Instead, it says:

An emphasis on “mathematics for all” is important because of the
role that school mathematics has historically played in educational

87



Happiness as an Aim of Life and Education

inequity. A student’smathematical proficiency is often used as a basis
for decisions regarding further schooling and job opportunities. Fur-
thermore, mathematics has been one of the subjects frequently as-
sociated with “tracking,” a practice in which students are sorted into
different instructional sequences that often results in inequitable
opportunities and outcomes for students.24

Therefore, everyonemust become proficient inmathematics. With-
out further argument, this is a non sequitur. Writers of the report do
not pause to consider other, more generous ways of alleviating the
inequity that has historically been associated with mathematics. For
example, why not abandon the requirement that all college-bound
students, regardless of their interests and abilities, present academic
credits in mathematics? Why not consider ways to improve non-
college courses so that the mathematics actually needed is taught
sensitively and practically within those courses? Why decide that the
road to equity is established by coercing everyone into becoming pro-
ficient in mathematics? A thorough discussion of aims might lead in
a different direction.
We need a careful analysis of what ismeant by equity, andwe need a

discussion of educational aims that moves in two directions – toward
the aims we hold as a liberal democracy and into the actual activities
we will provide in classrooms. Educational aims always reflect the
aims – explicit or implicit – of the political society in which they are
developed. A totalitarian state will engender educational aims that
primarily benefit the state. A liberal democracy should generate aims
more focused on the needs of individuals. Indeed, it must do this
because it depends for its legitimacy on the capacity of its citizens to
freely endorse andmaintain it. And how is such a capacity developed?
Surely, it grows, at least in part, out of guided practice in making
well-informed choices. Thus we have an important argument against
coercion right from the start.
Another argument against coercion is that coercion makes people

resistant and unhappy. If we are serious about promoting happiness,
we will recognize that every act of coercion raises a question. There
are times when, after considering the question raised, we will still
have to use coercion, but there aremany timeswhen, becausewe have
paused to think, wewill be able to use persuasion or even abandon the
end toward which we planned to coerce. As we consider whether or
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not to coerce, our deliberation will almost always involve an analysis
of needs and a commitment to negotiation.

Reviving Aims-Talk

I have argued that we need to talk about aims because aims provide
criteria bywhichwe judge our choices of goals, objectives, and subject
content. Aims-talk can also be directed at the larger society and its
policies. Both functions are important.
During the twentieth century, wemade considerable progress in hu-

manizing our schools. Corporal punishment has fallen into disfavor
(and is illegal in many states), more students go to high school and
more graduate, girls are encouraged to take courses in mathematics
and science, programs are designed for children with disabilities, and
meals are provided for poor children.
American education can be rightly proud of these attainments and

aspirations. Still, we could do better in securing these goals and others
by analyzing the aims that gave rise to them. Why, for example, have
we decided to encourage young women to study math and science?
Well, because it’s the fair thing to do! Equity seems to require it. If
equity is the aim, however, why are we not concerned that so few
young men become nurses, elementary school teachers, social work-
ers, early childhood teachers, and full-time parents? The response to
this is that equity refers to equitable financial opportunities, and the
occupations traditionally available to women do not pay well. But are
they important? Well, of course. Why not pay appropriately for them,
then, and strive for a balanced form of equity?
As we ask deeper questions about our aims – why are we doing X? –

we uncover newproblems and newpossibilities for the solution of our
original problem. In the case under consideration here,we are also led
touse caution in encouraging youngwomen to choose careers inmath
and science. If they want to study in these areas, our encouragement
should be backed by generous support, but very bright young women
are sometimes led to believe that any other choice is beneath them.
Some girls interested in elementary school teaching, for example,
have been told, “You’re too good for that!” Their self-worth comes to
depend on their rejecting traditional female roles. Inferred needs and
internal wants are then in conflict, and the joy of doing something
wholeheartedly may be lost.
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Consider next the goal of providing a free, appropriate education to
every child in the least restrictive environment compatible with that
goal.25 Trying to meet this goal has turned out to be enormously ex-
pensive, and it has also led to a proliferation of services and demands
for services. Are too many children now labeled learning disabled?
Why did we establish such a goal? Again, the answer seems to be
equity. But what is meant by equity in this area?
Unless we ask this question, we are likely to engage in foolish

and harmful practices. For instance, in some states, children labeled
learning disabled (even those in special classes) must now take the
standardized tests required of students in regular classes. It certainly
makes sense tomonitor the progress of these students and to ask con-
tinually whether we are doing the best possible job with them. Are
we catching errors in labeling? Are we working hard enough to move
capable students out of special education – to relieve them of any
possible stigma attached to the label?26 Are all the children learning
something? Granted that these questions should be answered con-
scientiously, forcing all children to take these tests seems counter-
productive. Some probably should be encouraged to take them, with
only positive stakes attached. It is outrageous, however, to force these
tests on all students in special education. From all over the country,
we hear stories of sick stomachs, trembling hands, and wet pants.
If by equity we mean providing an appropriate education for every
child, it is dead wrong to expect the same performance from each
child. Having forgotten our aim, we act as though all children are
academically equal and can be held to the same standard.
We could analyze each of the goals I listed as admirable from the

perspective of underlying aims, and it would be useful to do so. Some-
times the goals themselves require such analysis (as in the two cases
just discussed). In other cases, we have to look at the outcomes as-
sociated with the goals and then go back to the original aim to see
where we might have gone wrong. It seems entirely right, for exam-
ple, to forbid corporal punishment and sexual harassment in schools,
but does that mean that a teacher should never touch a student? Are
appropriate hugs ruled out? Is a firm restraining hand on an angry
arm ruled out? In the widespread use of zero-tolerance rules, good
judgment is often sacrificed. The original aim is forgotten.
Even in the matter of feeding hungry children, we too often lose

sight of our aim. Many people claim that we feed children because
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“hungry children can’t learn.” A better answer would be this: We feed
hungry children because they are hungry! That answer helps us to
direct attention to social problems beyond the classroom. Should we
stop feeding hungry children if, after being well fed, they still do not
learn as well as we think they should?
I want to turn now to an examination of practices that should raise

questions about the aims of education. It is often helpful to see a
familiar scene through the eyes of an intelligent and sympathetic
stranger,27 so let’s pretend that a visitor from another world has
visited our schools and wants to share his or her observations with
us. The visitor talks with a representative educator, Ed.

Visitor: It struckmeas odd that, although your people spendmuchof
their time in homemaking, parenting, and recreation, these topics
are rarely addressed in your schools.

Ed: That’s because we regard the school as a somewhat specialized
institution. Its job is to teach academics – the material that cannot
easily be taught at home. Homemaking, parenting, and worthwhile
forms of recreation are taught at home. Indeed, most of us believe
that it would be an improper intrusion into family life for schools
to teach such topics.

Visitor: Ah, yes. This is part of your liberal heritage, is it not? But
what is done about the childrenwho come from homes where these
matters are not taught well? From what I’ve seen, there are many
such children.

Ed: You’re right, and this does worry us. However, we believe that
people who have a thorough command of the fundamental pro-
cesses will be able to learn these other matters on their own. They
will have the skills to do so. And they will qualify for good jobs, so
they will be able to provide the material resources characteristic of
good homes.

Visitor: Hmm. Well, of course, there is something to that. But if chil-
dren from poor homes (not necessarily poor in the financial sense,
you understand) have great difficulty learning, it would seem that
a society ought to attack the problem at all levels – do something
to eliminate poverty, encourage adult interest in homemaking and
parenting, and teach these things in school.

Ed: But parents don’t want us to do this! They don’t want the schools
to prescribe methods of parenting or to pronounce one way of
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homemaking better than another. We have a hard time teaching
any sort of values in our schools.

Visitor: You would not want to indoctrinate, I understand. But these
topics need not be presented dogmatically. In your English classes,
high school students could read and discuss children’s literature.
In social studies, they could study the development of the home
and forms of housing. In art, they might study the aesthetics of
homemaking. In science, child development. In foreign language,
patterns of hospitality might be studied. In mathematics, they
might look at statistical studies that show the high correlation
between socioeconomic status and school achievement. These are
just examples, of course.

Ed: And very good examples! However, our schedules are already so
full that I don’t see how we could make room for all these things.

Visitor: Perhaps, if you will forgive my saying so, you haven’t thought
deeply enough about what you are trying to do.

Ed: We want to give all children the opportunity to learn what they
need to succeed in our society. All children!

Visitor: That is commendable, very fine. But how do you define suc-
cess? Have the schools failed a child if he wants to become an auto
mechanic? Do they help a girl who wants to be a beautician?

Ed: We believe they should make those choices later. First, get a
sound, basic education.

Visitor: In watching many classes and talking to many students, it
seems that – because their interests and talents are ignored in
school – many young people fall into these occupations instead
of choosing them proudly. They feel they are not good enough for
more desirable work. There is an injury inflicted on them.

Ed: We are getting off the subject. What has this to do with teaching
homemaking and the like?

Visitor: It has to dowith happiness, and that wasmy reason for bring-
ing up those topics in the first place. If happiness is found in do-
mains other than salaried work, shouldn’t those other domains be
treated in education? And since one’s occupation also influences
happiness, that too should be included in education. But I was just
getting started. . . .

Ed: I hesitate to ask.
Visitor: It seems that your society, your government anyway, has been
waging a losing war on drugs, –
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Ed: Now I’ve got you! We do teach about the dangers of drug abuse.
Visitor: Yes, yes. But your television commercials are filled with ads
for drugs, some of them quite dangerous. Do you help students to
see how they are being manipulated?

Ed: Well, we worry most about illegal drugs.
Visitor: Have you noticed that many teenagers from low socio-
economic status neighborhoods wear expensive name-brand cloth-
ing? They could clothe themselves for far less money and perhaps
avoid taking part-time jobs that keep them from their studies.

Ed: So youwant us to engage in consumer education aswell as home-
making, parenting, and – you’re not finished, are you?

Visitor: Perhaps we should let it be for now. It just seems so sad
that, when everyone seeks happiness, the schools do so little to
promote it.

Ed: Well, I promise to think more about it. (Shaking his head) I just
don’t see what we can do.

In this chapter, I have argued that aims-talk plays a vital role in sus-
taining a rigorous and relevant program of education, and I’ve tried
to show how it has done this in the past. Today, with recent changes
in social thought and massive changes in technology, it is more im-
portant than ever to consider why we are promoting certain goals in
schooling and why we continue to neglect education for personal life
and for happiness in our occupations.
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PART 2

Educating for

Personal Life

At the end of Chapter 4, Ed promised to think about the Visitor’s ideas.
That is what we will do now. Almost no one would argue against the
claim that personal life offers our greatest opportunities for happi-
ness. What can education contribute to the enhancement of personal
life?
One of the most important tasks for every human being is that

of making a home, and much of a child’s fortune depends on the
sort of home into which he or she is born. Our visitor from another
world is baffled by our educational neglect of homemaking. How
did it happen that something so central to our lives has been so
consistently ignored in schools? If we were to redesign our curricula,
what might we include about homemaking?
In addition to making a home, most of us also become parents, and

that task is another one that is largely ignored by schools. If one’s
home and parents are more important than any other aspect of life in
predicting school success or failure, it seems odd that schools do not
teach something about parenting so that more children can have a
better start in life. Today we seem to take the attitude that the schools
should help all children learn enough for economic success. Then, it is
supposed, they will be able to provide better homes for their own chil-
dren. It is not clear, however, that mere economic improvement will
guarantee better homes. Further, children from poor homes now in
school have a difficult time learning, and so the odds are against their
improving either their economic condition or their future home lives.
Again, many of us derive deep pleasure from our connections to a

place and its natural forms, and yet the study of natural history has
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fallen off – displaced by the systematic study of special sciences such
as biology, physics, and chemistry. Instead of educating for love of
place, we educate for a global economy.
Then there are matters of spirit and character that we have already

identified as significant in attaining happiness, but it is a struggle to
include even these in the regular curriculum. Character education is
experiencing a revival today, but its advocates make the mistake of
supposing that character can be taught directly, virtue by virtue. In
fact, the development of character may be very like the attainment
of happiness itself; it may have to be aimed at indirectly.
Finally, we know that peoplewith certain social virtues and pleasing

personalities are likely to be happier than those lacking such quali-
ties. It makes sense, then, to consider whether these virtues can be
cultivated through education. These are the topics to which we turn
in Part 2.
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Making a Home

A s we observed in Chapter 1, homemaking has never figured
prominently in the general education of Western societies, al-

though home life is a major source of happiness for most people.
Because educational programs were designed by men, they were di-
rected at preparation for public life – male life. Homemaking was
taught at home and in some schools exclusively for women. The
widely held belief that homemaking is women’s work helps to explain
why it has been so neglected in public education. It also explains
why, when homemaking has been taught to girls, the subject has
been treated superficially and technically. The deepest philosophical
questions have not been engaged.
What does it mean to make a home? What does it mean to have

a home? Wallace Stegner describes one of his characters, agoniz-
ing over a coming move, as she looks at “the Franklin stove which
had been their hearthstone.” On it, she reads, “O fortunate, o happy
day/When a new household finds its place/Among the myriad homes
of earth.”1 A few sentences later, Stegner’s narrator muses, “Home is
a notion that only the nations of the homeless fully appreciate and
only the uprooted comprehend.”2 Surely, home is a topic worthy of
serious study.

Home as a Basic Need

Whether people dwell as residents or wanderers,3 they associate
themselves with some physical and social attributes called home.
Nomadic tribes carry their homes with them as they move from place
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to place. People, animals, implements, tents, customs, and usually
routes of travel then define home. In Western society, many people
move about but, at any one time, all but the homeless possess a phys-
ical location they call home. Some transients in Western society have
a weaker sense of home than nomadic peoples who never settle in
one place. This observation leads us to wonder about what makes a
home.
Although home is rarely listed as a basic need, I claimed (in

Chapter 1) that it should be. Home is the place where all the other ba-
sic needs are gathered under one roof and where, in addition, many
wants are satisfied. Not every basic need is completely met in the
home;we have to go outside formedical care and the purchase of food
and clothing. But needs are identified and planned for in the home.
Appointments are made, shopping lists created, advertisements stud-
ied, wants evaluated, and dreams shared. The home is a place where
needs are unified. Without a home, an individual has to seek a
different source for the satisfaction of each basic need.
Does this unifying function provide a sufficient reason for classi-

fying the need for a home as a basic need? One can survive without
a home so long as food, water, medical care, and shelter are avail-
able when needed. However, a home also gives us a safe place to
store our possessions, and some homeless people reject public shel-
ters precisely because their belongings are not safe in these places.
Sometimes we make the mistake of supposing that homeless people
do not really want a home. They seem to prefer living on the street. If
we listen more closely, we may be convinced that most of the home-
less do indeed want a home, but they associate homewith a place that
is safe for them and their possessions. As Robert Coates has pointed
out, “A street is not a home,”4 but it may meet the safety criterion
better than some of our shelters.
A home has some stability in addition to its function in unifying

needs. One not only has a place to store possessions but one has the
same place to do so over an extended period of time. Further, one’s
entrance and exit are not questioned by strangers. Family members
or others who share the home space may raise questions, but usually
such questions are induced by their concern for us and by our own
carelessness. We have forgotten to say where we will be, how we can
be reached, or what time we will be home. The stability of a home
is maintained in part by the responsible behavior of its occupants.
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Having a place for our possessions, for example, may entail keep-
ing them there and not leaving them all over the house. It also re-
quires us to respect the possessions of others and keep their spaces
inviolate.
To many of us, an important feature of a home is its provision for

privacy. We enter home with a sigh of relief, shutting out the larger
world. This is a relatively new feature of homes, and it shocks us
to read of as many as four couples in the Middle Ages sharing one
huge bed and surrounded by various individuals sleeping on straw
mats.5 In sharp contrast, byVictorian times, privacywas even equated
with morality, and public rooms were sharply separated (usually by
a whole floor) from bedrooms and other private spaces. Larry Ford
comments:

Victorian domestic architecture emphasized the relationship be-
tween proper spaces and proper behavior. Parlors, music rooms,
dining rooms, and children’s play areas were included in the
Victorian house to encourage desired middle-class activities and
etiquette. French apartments, on the other hand, were criticized as
amoral, if not immoral, because they lacked hallways and usually
had bedrooms on the same floor as more public rooms.6

Lack of privacy does not signify immorality, of course, and this is
probably a lesson that all students should learn about homes and the
ways of other cultures. Today, many immigrant families, out of neces-
sity, share space in ways that wouldmake others of us uncomfortable.
If the desire for privacy is culturally prescribed, we cannot regard

it as a universal or basic need. However, we human beings do not live
in a universal social environment; we live in a particular time and
place. In today’s liberal democracies, it is likely that even children
will express a need for some privacy, and home members should try
to satisfy this need.
Possibly the most important feature of a home – one that surely

makes it a basic need in contemporary Western society – is that it
supplies us with an address and thus an identity. Home is a place
where people can find us and from which we can reach out to com-
municatewith others. Consider how enormously difficult it is to apply
for anything – a job, food stamps, mail catalogs, appointments –
if one does not have an address. In our society, the address is even
more important than stability or privacy. Without it, one cannot hope

99



Educating for Personal Life

to acquire a place that possesses the other desirable features we have
discussed. A home, however shabby, crowded, and unstable, gives us
an identity. The need for an identity and the impossibility of separat-
ing this from an address is enough in itself to classify the need for a
home as a basic need.
Consideration of the home and personal identity will lead us to a

discussion of the physical home (or house) as an extension of self
but, before addressing that topic, we should note that the material
so far discussed has some bearing on education and happiness. We
cannot be happy if our basic needs are unmet; that much is clear. We
have already suggested, however, that we cannot be entirely happy
if those around us suffer unmet basic needs. The fundamental aim
for education in this regard, then, is a social or civic one – to under-
stand how basic needs are in part culturally determined and to guide
students toward a sense of discomfort when other members of the
society suffer.

The Home as Extension of the Self

Built places may be regarded as extensions of our bodies, and the
things with which we surround ourselves are part of our selves.7

Even the poorest home may have a geranium blooming on a win-
dowsill, and we know as we look at it that the woman who lives
there is projecting an inner beauty. Traveling through poor rural ar-
eas, we are likely to see a proliferation of green and blooming plants
thriving in old tin cans.8 In some settings, these plantings are espe-
cially beautiful and strike us as authentic. In others, they seem con-
trived. What makes the difference? The answer seems to be that, in
one case, the plantings are an extension of an authentic self –
in another, a poor copy. We’ll have to explore this more deeply as
we move along.
Almost from the beginnings of a substantial middle class, writers

have mocked the bourgeoisie. These people are supposedly (and of-
ten, in fact) concerned with property values, convention, and their
own public reputation. If we believed in true selves, we might say
that the bourgeois has sacrificed that self for a reputable but false
self. I think it is a mistake to look at it this way. All selves are true or
real selves, and there is no true self lurking somewhere within.9 The
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question is what sort of self is under construction. Hermann Hesse
said, “The bourgeois is . . .by nature a creature of weak impulses,
anxious, fearful of giving himself away and easy to rule.”10 This is
an important criticism and worthy of extended time in educational
discussion, but it is not the whole story.
Communist philosophy was merciless in its attack on the bour-

geoisie, accusing it – as a class – of contributing to the exploitation of
the proletariat (working class) through its acquisitiveness and will-
ingness to toady to the upper class. One does not have to embrace
communism to see that there is some truth in this criticism. John
Kenneth Galbraith has argued persuasively that a society marked by
widespread economic prosperity is unlikely to enact the legislation
required to relieve the misery of its poor.11 Contentment, marred
only by the nagging desire for still more material goods, is not a
promising base from which to launch major social changes. This
issue is worth extensive study fromhistorical, political, and economic
perspectives.
We are interested here in the connections between home and self

and, although it is important to study society and social classes, it is
also important to look at individuals andhow they differ.HarryHaller,
the protagonist of Hesse’s Steppenwolf, hates the bourgeois life, yet
is drawn to it. He wants to live in a clean, fresh-smelling house that
is orderly and comfortable. He rents rooms in such houses. But his
own room is a mess, with books, papers, and wine bottles scattered
everywhere. The messiness, we are encouraged to believe, is a sign
of Harry’s wolfishness – something wild, lonely, and different from
the rest of the house and neighborhood. The particular content of
Harry’s mess – books and papers – reveals him as an intellectual, a
special form of lonely wolf.
Harry recognizes that he contains two warring selves, each con-

sumed by hatred of the other. To reconcile them seems impossible,
and he is driven to thoughts of suicide. Other characters in the novel
try to teachhim that every humanbeing is a bundle of contradictions –
that indeed he contains a great manymore selves than two in conflict.
Because, despite his hatred of it, he is drawn to bourgeois life –
especially what passes for bourgeois intellectual life (another hor-
rible contradiction) – he can see no way out. As he prepares to pay a
visit that he both wants and does not want to make, he broods over
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the average way of life and the choices people make:

Without really wanting to at all, they pay calls and carry on conver-
sations, sit out their hours at desks and on office chairs; and it is all
compulsory, mechanical and against the grain, and it could all be
done or left undone just as well by machines; and indeed it is this
never-ceasing machinery that prevents their being . . . critics of their
own lives and recognizing the stupidity and shallowness, the hope-
less tragedy and waste of the lives they lead, and the awful ambiguity
grinning over it all.12

Harry’s condition is very like that of Bill Chalmers in Lightman’s
The Diagnosis but, whereas Bill’s body more or less decides on sui-
cide with no conscious reflection, Harry clings to a hopeless but crit-
ical autonomy. Neither can analyze his situation in a way that might
bring happiness without hypocrisy. Here we see an opportunity for
education to confer a great gift. It can encourage the analysis that
Bill and Harry so completely avoided. Indeed, in his condemnation
of bourgeois hypocrisy, Harry ignores his own. Dependent on certain
middle-class amenities, Harry has contempt for those who provide
them. The desire to get away from trivia such as cleaning, shopping,
andworking set hours is in tensionwith his recognition that, as things
are, someone has to do all of these things. One avenue of escape for
the Steppenwolf is the world of drugs, and this too is important for
teenage discussion. Can students see another way to resolve the con-
flict? Why might they want to escape from their own homes? What
would they miss if they did so?
Communist philosophers, Hesse, and social critics in general often

bring critical insight to the large social scene, but they miss the joy
and goodness hidden in the details of everyday life. If it is true that the
typical bourgeois is easy to rule and lives a boring life, it is also true
that the woman who keeps the fresh-smelling house so admired by
Harry Haller often loves her children unselfishly, cares sincerely for
her husband, tends a few plants that add beauty to her rooms, nurses
an elderly parent, and sustains a church that would fall down with-
out her. Her harried husband sometimes completes work that does
matter, and there are nights when he comes home satisfied. There is
joy in watching children grow, in tending a garden, in watching the
seasons change, in assisting a neighbor or coworker.
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Not allmembers of the bourgeoisie are alike. Eachhas an individual
life, an individual character, even if it is pressed and twisted by the
forces rightly identified by the critics. The everydayness of bourgeois
life – the loss of intensity – so condemned by Hesse is, for some,
a way of life to be celebrated. The bourgeois home with its clean
curtains, lavendered sheets, and kitchen fragrances dominates loving
memories and imaginative longing. Fiction, poetry, and biography
abound in images of the life so easily castigated by social critics. Nor
is it a single way of life. There are dirty homes and clean homes; kind
fathers and cruel ones; competent mothers and stupid, lazy ones;
meals to remember and food eaten only to prevent starvation; houses
that stay forever in memory and houses from which the occupants
flee as soon as they are able to do so.
The task of educating for home life is enormously complex. The

material is easy to come by; it is all around us in great literature, in
the vulgar profusion of advertising, and in stories in the tabloids. The
question is where to begin and how to proceed, and we encounter
difficulties at every turn. Suppose, for example, that a teacher, Ms. A,
decides to start a unit (must it be a unit?) on homes and homemaking
with the reading of a few pages from Proust’s Remembrance of Things
Past. Most likely her choice would be the few pages in which Proust’s
remembrances are triggered by tea and madeleines – a marvelous
episode that reveals the power of our senses to evoke memories.13

After the reading, discussion of similar events in personal experience
or remembered stories should flow easily. But everything is against
us here.
In schools today,we rarely use bits of literature to launch discussion

of existential questions. The system insists either that a work must
be completely read (and often analyzed to its ruin) or that its author
must simply be matched to a work, with no time at all given to the
content. Success at the latter task is sometimes offered as proof of
cultural literacy. The first way, complete reading, is often infinitely
worse. Not long ago, I watched a class of teenagers suffer through
an entire semester “studying” The Scarlet Letter. By the end of the
semester, they hated the book, their teacher, and reading in general.
Thus, an immediate question arises: Would the system as it is now
constructed allow Ms. A to read a few pages of Proust, tell a bit more
about the work, and invite discussion?
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Another difficulty involves the real potential for personal harm
when we encourage students to speak of their own experience. When
we look at the school scene through the eyes of our Visitor from an-
other world, we cannot imagine genuine education that neglects per-
sonal experience, and certainly there are educational theorists today
who insist on its importance.14 Personal experience is of central im-
portance, but it is notmere stupidity that causes its neglect in schools.
As students begin to discuss the homes they live in and the homes they
dream of, they need assurance that they are not compelled to speak
and even that their choice of silence on some things is admirable.
We cannot know, when such discussions are encouraged, what will
come out or how greatly a student might later regret having spoken.
It takes sensitivity and pedagogical skill to conduct these discussions
effectively.15

A similar caution is required, however, in conducting discussions
on the topics of class, race, or gender. A great worry for critical
theorists – one that should receive far more attention than it does at
present – is that the efforts of critical pedagogues may induce anger,
alienation, and hopelessness instead of wisdom and practical action.
“Discussion” can deteriorate into venting and blaming, thus causing
increased separation between groups.16 From the perspective I am
taking here, perhaps the greatest worry is the actual obliteration of
personal experience. If identity is defined only in terms of class, race,
gender, or ethnicity, individual personal experience is lost. Not only
is memory distorted to fit the favored class description, so also are
accounts of a hoped-for future. Still, critical theorists are basically
right in wanting to open classrooms to discussion of class, race, and
gender, but we must find ways to preserve personal experience as we
analyze the conditions of oppression. Moreover, we must learn how
to do these things more skillfully and sensitively.
Personal experience must be acknowledged, but it cannot be sub-

jected to the standard forms of educational evaluation. If we use liter-
ature as a starting place, students should feel comfortable in staying
with the literary experience, perhaps creating their own fictional sto-
ries. A teacher might tell her students that they will never be forced
to say whether the stories they tell are autobiographical or fictional.
This might relieve some anxieties.
Having recognized some of the difficulties we face, let’s consider

now what might be included in a study of homes as extensions of our
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bodies. We might start by asking what can be learned about various
literary characters from a study of their rooms and possessions.What
can we say about Harry Haller? About Proust? About Bill Chalmers?
We can pick characters fromalmost any richly detailed book and infer
much about them through theways inwhich they have extended their
bodies into built places and possessions. Somewhere along the way,
students should be invited to explore the question, What do your
rooms and possessions say about you?
Readers of David McCullough’s biography of John Adams will no-

tice that the descriptions of the houses and possessions of Adams and
Thomas Jefferson contrast sharply. Adams lived a life of moderation
and frugality, always as nearly as possible in situations similar to his
origins on the Massachusetts coast. Jefferson spent money liberally
and ended his life deeply in debt. Jefferson left behind a property and
grounds still visited by tourists and students of architecture, and his
property clearly demonstrated his aesthetic vision, but we know from
an examination of his possessions that he was neither frugal nor pru-
dent. Adams’s possessions demonstrate both love of home place and
the virtues so often associated with New England.17

An exploration of this kind brings the study of personal experience
and the study of class up close andmakes it, too, personal. Mention of
class could be avoided, of course, but what if a student mentions it?
Should onebe proudor ashamed to be amember of theworking class?
How about the bourgeoisie? The upper class? It helps to have more
stories at hand. On reading Aunt Arie (a Foxfire Portrait), students
may feel that poverty is not the measure of a life.18 In her story, we
encounter flowering plants in old tin cans, a hand-cultivated vegetable
garden, a woodsy location, exuberant hospitality, and a wondrous
mixture of wisdom and superstition. There is no poverty of spirit.
On one level, there is charm and a primitive romance about Aunt
Arie’s life, but how many of us would have the stamina and spunk to
replicate it? Can we find stories of material poverty and rich spirit in
urban America?
Whether students belong to the middle class or just aspire to be-

long to it, they need to know the weaknesses identified by Hesse
and others. They also need to know that personal memories cross
all class lines. Detailed descriptions of childhood homes, Grand-
mother’s kitchen, and Grandfather’s barn or study abound in lit-
erature. From poor, tiny houses to the fine grandparental house,
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Laufzorn, described by Robert Graves,19 houses are embedded in our
memories.
We identify not only with our houses but also with other posses-

sions. What does it mean if a teenager does or does not wear top
name-brand clothing? Why do people spend their money on well-
advertised clothing? What would people learn about you by looking
at your room and belongings? What would you like them to think?
What are your dreams for a future house and possessions?
Before the rise of bourgeois domesticity, living places (those that

were not rude shelters or huts) were built to reflect the wealth of their
owners. Little thought was given to what we today call comfort,20 and
the impressionmadeby ahousewasmore important than the comfort
of its occupants. The tendency to build and decorate for the purpose
of impressing others is still with us, and writers like Hesse would
criticize the tendency as a characteristic of the bourgeois desire to
conform. That desire, paradoxically, is often accompanied by a de-
sire to stand out, but only as an exemplary case of what is already
approved. How much of what students possess and exhibit can be
explained in this way?
When we enter a living space that is built and decorated to im-

press, we often say that it doesn’t look lived in, that we could not be
comfortable there. What sort of people live in houses that reflect an
advertised model rather than a family? Casey remarks, “As we feel
more ‘at home’ in dwelling places, they become places created in our
own bodily image.”21 Perhaps people who live in model homes never
really feel at home, and perhaps too they have not yet acknowledged
the selves they are becoming. This sends a challenge to people of every
class: Am I just a thin image of my class – a paper doll of sorts – or
am I a distinctive, interesting self? Perhaps both an acceptance of
admirable qualities in one’s class and genuine effort in building a
distinctive self offer a special form of happiness.

Comfort

When we think of happiness at home, we usually think of warm and
loving personal relationships. These are, of course, basic to our hap-
piness unless we live alone by choice. All of us, however, whether
living alone or in company, desire comfort, and comfort is closely
associated with domestic happiness.
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Comfort as we think of it today is a relatively new concept. Witold
Rybczynski tells us that it originated with the bourgeois home.22 Be-
fore that, comfort referred to consolation; a little later, comfortable
indicated an adequate level of material resources. Our idea of com-
fort was not familiar to people in earlier times. Medieval dwelling
places might have been ostentatious, for example, but most of us
would not have found them comfortable. Too hot near the open fire,
too cold everywhere else, even castles and manor houses were poorly
ventilated, ill-lighted, and infested with rats and fleas. Furniture was
not comfortable, and it was the custom for many people to sleep in
one huge bed. Those who could not be accommodated in beds slept
on a pallet of straw.
Even today people do not entirely agree on what is meant by com-

fort. Rybczynski points out that people in the Western world prefer
to sit on chairs, while those in the East often prefer to squat or sit
on the floor. Each is uncomfortable when forced to adopt the ways of
the other. Despite our differences, however, it is clear that our physi-
cal selves are involved when we speak of comfort. We want to avoid
physical discomfort.
The desire to impress others is sometimes at odds with the wish to

be comfortable. The history of comfort reveals that wealthy landown-
ers often put appearance over the comfort of a house’s occupants. For
centuries, of course, there was no feasible way to achieve comfort
with respect to light and temperature, but it is hard to understand
why people did not seek comfort in designing furniture and cloth-
ing. In a very real sense, the much maligned bourgeoisie opened the
door to consideration of comfort, and it wasmiddle-class womenwho
drew attention to the relationship between efficiency and comfort.23

If we cannot agree on exactly what is meant by comfort, we may
come close to agreement on the factors involved. Temperature is cer-
tainly one, and it is hard on the occupants of a home when some like
it hot and others like it cold. Bachelard writes, as we noted earlier,
that “the house we were born in is physically inscribed in us. It is a
group of organic habits.”24 Starting in different houses, with differ-
ent parents, we develop different organic habits, and amajor problem
for all couples beginning their adventure in shared housekeeping is
just how to manage the differences in organic habits. Helping each
other to achieve comfort with respect to temperature is one such
problem.
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Another is light. There are thosewhoprefer a vampire-like existence
in perpetual twilight. Others blithely ignore fading carpets and uphol-
stery, happily bathed in the light from many windows. Some pull the
shades or blinds as soon as dusk falls, and others let their light shine
out into the darkness. Lamps and lighting fixtures have become im-
portant in home decoration, and nothing is a more obvious symbol
of poverty than the naked light bulb. Certainly, appropriate lighting
is necessary to our comfort in work areas. We can hardly imagine the
struggle to read and write by candlelight. On the other hand, some of
us find comfort in candlelight at the dinner table.
Our sense of comfort in work areas cannot be separated from effi-

ciency, and here female domestic scientists made significant contri-
butions. Work counters constructed at the right height for average
women, the proximity of counters to stove and refrigerator, ade-
quate ventilation, and efficient use of household appliances were
all promoted by women as part of a thriving program in domestic
engineering.25 Today both women and men are interested in comfort
while working at desks and computers, and there is much discussion
of how to avoid the discomforts associated with repetitive motions
such as those required by long hours at the computer.
Physical comfort surely is an important factor in our happiness at

home, but so is psychological comfort. Because it does seem natu-
ral for us to make our living spaces into extensions of our bodies,
we come to need a certain kind of housing environment in order to
be psychologically comfortable. Many writers have described the fea-
tures of rooms in which they work, but the need for a comfortable
environment is not restricted to writers. We know more about the
preferences of writers because they tell us about them in writing.
Pearl Buck said that she had to have fresh flowers on her desk, and
Robert Frost liked a rural environment for his writing; Sartre disliked
greenery and preferred working in the city.
Artists and other creative people (and perhaps all of us) develop

routines that add to our psychological comfort. Descartes did his best
thinking while lying in bed in the morning. Winston Churchill read
communiqués and signed memos on a movable tray in his morning
bath. Pablo Casals started each day by playing Bach fugues. A few
great artists seem to have been able to work under any conditions.
Alexander Borodin, for example, worked effectively on either music
or chemistry in conditions of near chaos.26 The essential point is that
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the routinesmust be ours, the ones that give us psychological comfort.
Copying the routines of others in order to acquire their powers doesn’t
work. James R. Newman, in discussingmathematical creativity, com-
ments: “Alas, the habits of famous men are rarely profitable to their
disciples. The young philosopher will derive little benefit from being
punctual like Kant, the biologist from cultivating Darwin’s dyspep-
sia, the playwright from eating Shaw’s vegetables.”27 It seems likely,
however, that the men who had these habits would have been less
comfortable if the habits had been interrupted. Even Darwin’s dys-
pepsia provided a measure of comfort since it gave him an excuse to
avoid unpleasant confrontations.
Education might profitably include many of the things just dis-

cussed. Students should be encouraged to think about what makes
them comfortable and what makes others comfortable. What helps
them to learn? What is their vision for a future home? These are
important questions, but it is also worthwhile to study the history
of homes and comfort. Why is this part of human history so often
neglected?

Domestic Science

Housekeeping . . . is an accomplishment in comparison to which, in
its bearing on women’s relation to real life and to the family, all
others are trivial. It comprehends all that goes to make up a well-
ordered home, where the sweetest relations of life rest on firm
foundations. . . . It ought to be absorbed in girlhood, by easy lessons
taken between algebra, music and painting.28

This quotation froman1891 book onpractical housekeepingmakes
it clear that housekeeping was regarded as women’s work. It was also
regarded as important and complicated work. Today housekeeping
chores are much eased by tools and appliances of all sorts and by the
availability of inexpensive ready-made clothing. Not many women
in the Western world spend all day Monday on laundry and ironing,
another day on bread making, and every spare moment on sewing.
Some of us still can or freeze our own vegetables and fruits, but we
do this more for pleasure than from necessity. Given the enormous
changes that have occurred over the past century, it is reasonable
to ask whether anyone now needs the kind of preparation once
recommended for girls.
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One way to find out what every homemaker needs to know is to
survey successful homemakers or to call a convention of such peo-
ple. What do they all know? Surely, this is the material that should be
part of the domestic science taught in schools. There exists a strong
possibility, however, that important knowledge might be missed this
way, and educators would be in the position of merely reproducing
homemakers exactly like those preceding them. It seems reasonable,
therefore, to seek review and additional recommendations from
experts in the field.
Why not start with experts? This is the mistake we make too of-

ten with other school subjects. We allow experts to establish what
all people should learn in every subject. It is a mistake because sub-
ject matter experts cannot control their passions. Even when they
start out reasonably enough, they quickly move to recommendations
that reflect their own interests and not the needs of their students.
A combination of the material known and used by happy, competent
homemakers and that suggested by experts who see room for im-
provement should provide the foundation for the curriculum. This
approach should be used whenever we claim that all people should
learn a set of topics. It provides a check on the passions of experts,
and it allows room for surpassing the current knowledge of practi-
tioners. I have often argued that it is the method we should use in
constructing the mathematics curriculum.
We can be fairly sure that certain broad topics would be included in

a domestic science curriculum for all students: nutrition (meal plan-
ning, basic cooking skills to preserve food values and taste, identifi-
cation and selection of fresh foods); safety (checks on wiring, smoke
detectors, child-proofing electrical outlets, storage of dangerous ma-
terials; knowledge about lead, asbestos, molds, and radon); care of
pets; cleanliness and order; budgets and shopping; light and ventila-
tion; basic home repairs, including the repair of minor appliances;
care of clothing and linens.
In the quotation at the beginning of this section, it is recommended

that youngpeople get housekeeping lessons from their early years “be-
tween algebra, music and painting.” When we teach domestic topics
in schools, the risk is that each item will be assigned to a particu-
lar subject and grade, learned long enough to pass a test, and then
promptly forgotten. Learned at home in a well-ordered household,
lessons aremarked by continuous practice. In schools, wewould have
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to think seriously about a spiral curriculum that would be designed
to repeat and deepen themost important concepts, and teachers of all
courses should be asked to consider how their subjects can contribute
to competence in the skills and concepts involved in homemaking. I
have already suggested that the topics to be included should come
from the repertoires of happy, successful homemakers, guided (and
perhaps augmented) by experts in domestic science. As we construct
the curriculum itself, we would do well to keep inmind the important
suggestion made by Jerome Bruner:

Wemight ask, as a criterion for any subject taught in primary school,
whether, when fully developed, it is worth an adult’s knowing, and
whether having known it as a child makes a person a better adult.
If the answer to both questions is negative or ambiguous, then the
material is cluttering the curriculum.29

We have to be careful with such a criterion. Indeed, we might do
better to think of it as a guide to reflection on curriculum making. As
such a guide, it should be useful at every stage of curriculum work.
For a given topic X, it might not be the case that X is essential in some
form for every adult. Still, X might make a significant contribution
to the growth of some adults. X might then be offered, and students
who express interest might pursue it more fully. Others would go on
to different topics.
This observation suggests that the methods we use as well as the

topics we choose should be submitted to a Bruner-like criterion. For
life in a liberal democracy, the capacity tomakewell-informed choices
is paramount. Developing this capacity must start in childhood and
grow into adulthood. Therefore we might add a corollary to Bruner’s
criterion: Looking at the curriculum as a whole, are there opportuni-
ties for significant student choice? If not, the curriculum should be
revised.
One more question should be asked in connection with Bruner’s

criterion. Are there topics and activities that are appropriate, per-
haps even essential, for children even though they are of no interest
or use to adults? Surely there is more to childhood than preparation
for adulthood. Here we have to do some thinking at what might be
called themeta-level. A particular topic or activity might be of specific
interest or value to children, not to adults, but the spirit accompany-
ing it or the attitude toward a whole family of activities might be of

111



Educating for Personal Life

great value to adults, and this Bruner recognized. The childhood ac-
tivity, while not in itself relevant to adulthood, might facilitate a more
competent (or happier) adulthood.
It begins to look as though Bruner’s criterion is not so easy to use

and may not sort topics out faultlessly. As we saw in our analysis of
aims, however, the kind of discussion induced by invoking Bruner’s
criterion and my suggested corollary is enormously valuable. We
are led to ask: Is this topic or activity essential for everyone? If the
answer is yes (and that answer must be rigorously supported), the
topic becomes a requirement. If not, we still ask, is it valuable for
some people? How can we provide exposure without undue coercion,
so that students can make choices on this and other topics? Finally,
what lasting educational aims are satisfied by activities specific to
childhood?
The reason for this brief discursion into curriculum theory should

be clear. If we are serious about educating for homemaking, we have
to employ methods of curriculum construction that are compatible
with the ends we seek. This is demanding, exciting work. I am not
suggesting a one-semester course in domestic science for seventh
graders but, rather, a full curriculum to provide continuous growth in
knowledge and practice throughout the precollege years.
I’ll conclude this part of the discussion with an example of

the kind of thinking that seems necessary. There was a period in
American education in which adolescents were taught specific adult
skills such as budgeting, reading an electric meter, writing checks,
and the like.30 These were largely futile exercises. Children of middle
school years seldom write checks, do not have extensive budgets, and
will not worry about the electric meter for several years. It is not spe-
cific adult-level skills that should be taught. It is basic principles and
attitudes.
In an age of mass advertising, children should be helped to un-

derstand how they are being constantly manipulated. Even small
children can understand that certain wants do not arise naturally,
and they can be led to sympathize with children who live in poverty.
As they get older, they can study more formally the effects of adver-
tising, of movies and television, of peer pressure. Eventually, they
can be involved in discussions of the sort I started earlier: How im-
portant is consumer spending in a capitalist economy? Are there
ways to live that avoid both profligacy and wholesale condemnation
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of capitalism? What skills and virtues are needed to develop such
a life?
Education for wise consuming and sales resistance may seem a bit

removed from traditional domestic science, but today it is central.
As I write, a major issue in the news is consumer indebtedness.
Americans have greater debts now than ever, and yet representatives
of our current federal government are urging people to spend the tax
rebate they have received. This situation reminds us that the con-
cerns Schumpeter tried so hard to dismiss are still with us. On the
one hand, it is frightening to think what will happen to an already
shaky economy if consumers cut spending drastically. On the other,
it is even more alarming to think of what families and individuals
will suffer if they continue the current pattern of spending. Serious
consideration of these issues is important at every stage of life and
brings with it the deeper study of many traditional topics in domestic
science and economics.
In this discussion of domestic science, we must return to a consid-

eration of efficiency. Many educators are quick to identify any talk
of efficiency with factories and assembly lines, and I certainly do not
want to promote the so-called factory model of education. But effi-
ciency itself is not a bad thing. In an earlier section, we discussed the
facilitative routines of some highly creative people. To teach children
something about efficiency is very different from employing efficient
methods to teach them. We still use a bit of caution; we do not want
students to sacrifice reflective thought, exploration, and artistry in a
quest for efficiency. Rather, efficiency should serve these higher pur-
poses. Structuring one’s life so that routine tasks are done efficiently
provides more time for the activities we value and want to savor.
Domestic scientistsmade contributions to the efficiencymovement.

Lillian Gilbreth extended her husband’s time and motion studies into
an analysis of housework, and Ellen Richards emphasized the ser-
viceability of a house and its arrangements.31 The distinction be-
tween efficiency as facilitative, as a way of handling routines so that
higher activities can be engaged, and efficiency for its own sake is
illustrated in the attitudes of Gilbreth and Richards as contrasted
with those of the male architect Le Corbusier.32 Both women thought
that style should be a matter entirely separate from efficiency and
that women and their families should be free to choose their own
styles, whereas Corbusier advocated a standard style that in itself
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represented efficiency. A lesson in the history of domestic science
would be very helpful here. It involves a lesson in the appropriate or-
dering of means and ends. A practical exercise might involve exami-
nation and discussion of real estate advertisements. Why do so many
newhouses look alike?What impression is the builder trying tomake?
Today, when both girls and boys must be concerned with establish-

ing and running a home, efficiency should be amatter of great interest
to everyone. A careful study of time management should be part of
general education; it is a topic that can be useful in every part of one’s
life, including student life. People who are efficient in routine tasks
need not be robotic. Indeed, they may be more relaxed, flexible, and
reflective than less structured people because they are not haunted
by tasks undone. I often find it a relief to renew my to-do list and see
that each of the many tasks awaiting me has been, roughly, assigned
a time. My free time is delightfully free – not stolen, not riddled with
guilt.
Women have not always been on the “right” side with respect to

efficiency, however. Laura Shapiro argues strongly that many female
domestic scientists were carried away with ideas of efficiency and
standardization, and she claims further that American cuisine suf-
fered a regrettable setback as a result.33 Not only were the meals sug-
gested by thesewomenoften unappetizing – appealingmore to the eye
than the palate – but some women derived little pleasure from eating
them. Their cookery and their concern for their figures were in con-
siderable conflict. Under such practices, preparing and eating food
contributed little to happiness. Again, it might be helpful for young
women today to learn that they are not the first people tempted to
starve themselves for the sake of some female ideal of beauty.
Greater skill and efficiency, more reflective thought, and the devel-

opment of virtues such as frugality and moderation are all called for
in current domestic science. In helping us to avoid pain, they are part
of our pursuit of happiness. However, homemaking is not simply a
matter of efficiency and the avoidance of pain; it is also an arena of
pleasure. We turn to that possibility next.

Pleasure in Homemaking

Books with titles like The Joy of Cooking remind us that homemaking
can yield pleasure.34 Homemaking is not just a set of dreary tasks.
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For those who love cooking, gardening, entertaining, or decorating,
homemaking can be an enterprise in which the lines between work
and play become blurred. It is not necessary today to grow one’s own
vegetables, can tomatoes, make soups from scratch, or bake bread,
but many women and men gain enormous satisfaction from doing
these things. Further, the connections between food and place, food
and art, and food and season are all worth exploring. I can imagine
schools offering an interdisciplinary unit on food that would involve
cooking, art, geography, history, mathematics, biology, religion, bio-
graphy, and chemistry. Every classroom should contain maps and at
least a few cookbooks to be discussed and enjoyed.
As I look over the cookbooks in my own collection, I spot Monet’s

Table.35 Children can be introduced to many standard-like questions
during an examination of such a book: Who was Monet? When did
he live? What school of painting did he bring to its heights? Where
is Giverny? What are the names of some of his great paintings? Be-
yond the standard questions, however, there are wonderful points to
ponder. Monet was “a demon for punctuality,”36 and he insisted not
only on having lunch served at the appointed time but even that his
vegetables be picked exactly at their prime. He rose early and went
to bed early, making best use of the light that was essential for his
painting. Was his penchant for punctuality and efficiency unusual in
an artist or is it a myth that efficiency and creativity are somehow
in opposition? Students should be invited to study other biographies
(some mentioned earlier) to answer the question. Depending on the
interests of teacher and students, a great variety of issuesmight be dis-
cussed. Monet enjoyed roasted or stewed venison, partridge, pigeon,
and rabbit. Is hunting ethically acceptable? Should we eat meat at
all? Do students find a double-page photograph of a whole poached
pike attractive or repulsive? Why?
Hospitality is another topic triggered by Monet’s Table. Our cus-

toms of hospitality differ widely, but few of us consider ourselves ob-
ligated to provide hospitality to strangers. Yet it was once the custom–
virtually everywhere – to do so. Theodore Zeldin writes, “This kind of
hospitality [opening one’s house to strangers] has been admired and
practiced in virtually every civilization that has existed, as though
it fulfills a basic human need.”37 Perhaps it did fulfill a basic human
need centuries ago.Nowagenerous giving and receiving of hospitality
adds immeasurably to our pleasure, but it is no longer a basic need.
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The brief history of hospitality provided by Zeldin is both interest-
ing and instructive. Because travel was once so difficult and travelers
so scarce, strangers were enthusiastically welcomed. By the twentieth
century, however, hospitality was either purchased or offered only to
and by acquaintances. Zeldin comments:

Therewere few places left where all comerswere entitled to take fruit
from orchards, as they once could in colonial Virginia, where it was
an honour to give, a pleasure to see a new face. The pedlar who sold
unusual goods, the wanderer who told amazing stories, the stranger
who brought interesting news, were no longer needed in the age of
television and supermarkets.38

Zeldin points out, however, that a new, deeper form of hospitality
arose as travel and communication became rapid. Now hospitality in-
volved “admitting new ideas and emotions”39 into one’s mind. Need-
less to say, we have not yet mastered this deeper hospitality, and we
have lost many features of the old, more personal forms. The phys-
ical hospitality of individual homes is no longer a basic need, and
the intellectual hospitality described by Zeldin rarely appears as an
expressed need. Home is now a private place for regular residents, a
place to be opened occasionally to chosen visitors.
Not all household tasks give pleasure in the doing. Although many

of us enjoy cooking and providing hospitality, we may not enjoy
cleaning bathrooms and vacuuming. Still, pleasure may arise in en-
joying the result of work that itself often seems drudgery. The sight
of gleaming fixtures, the fragrance of a stack of freshly folded laun-
dry, sparkling counter tops, clean rooms are all deeply satisfying. Of
course, we might – like Hesse’s Harry Haller – experience enjoyment
of these things without doing the jobs ourselves and even with some
contempt for those who think these jobs important. Some people
do undergo Steppenwolf-like conflicts, and they need a form of
education that puts greater emphasis on self-knowledge.
One of the great pleasures of homemaking is the creation of beauty.

Most of us are not content to live in merely efficient surroundings;
we want our homes, rooms, or corners to be attractive. As we noted
earlier, our living places become extensions of our bodies and selves.
Our homes are not just shelters for our bodies. Bachelard said that
the house is a shelter also for the imagination.40 It is the place where
we daydream, engage in privileged conversation, pursue our hobbies,
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and growmore skillful in the activitieswe value. Beauty is best created
not fromaphotograph or blueprint but from the thingswe love. Those
who love books, plants, children, and pets can create lovely homes,
but those homeswill not look like unlived-inmodels.Where in schools
do we ask these questions: Does it matter if our surroundings are
lovely or ugly? How would you describe a room you would like to live
in? What makes a home attractive?
In addition to the real pleasure experienced in some tasks, in hos-

pitality, and in the creation of beauty, happiness is often identified
with the privacy and informality of home. Peace and quiet are sought
at home as safe and respectable escapes from the noise and con-
tention of public life. It is obvious that physical comfort plays a role,
and informality augments that role. Not only should the furniture be
comfortable but our bodies can be shoeless, formal garments hung
away, sleeves rolled up, ties and makeup abandoned. At home we can
relax – soak in a hot tub, put our feet up, enjoy physical pleasure.
Not every home, however, is free of noise and contention. Formany

centuries, it was thought to be the special task of wives to maintain a
serene home, and when husbands or children went astray, the house-
wife was blamed. Today we are not so quick to blame women for
everything that goes wrong in homes, but we have done little to edu-
cate boys and girls in the ways required to maintain cooperative and
loving relationships. This will be a topic for a later chapter.

I did not set out in this chapter to develop a full and coherent cur-
riculum on homemaking. Rather, my intention was to identify sig-
nificant topics and questions that might be addressed in a variety of
school settings. There is a civics lesson, for example, in recognizing
home as a basic need, and there are history lessons in tracing the
development of the modern Western home. The discussion of home
as an extension of our bodies and selves is filled with possibilities
for the examination of class differences, individual taste and authen-
ticity, self-knowledge and conflict. Even comfort, so highly valued
today, has a history, and it too is a concept holding much potential
for self-analysis. Efficiency and the employment of facilitative rou-
tines were suggested as highly useful topics of study, and they too
are ideas that can be explored in history and biography. Throughout
the chapter, problems of curriculum making and teaching were con-
sidered as they became relevant. Finally, we talked about pleasure in
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homemaking and, after identifying several of its sources, left open
the door for fuller discussion of some topics closely associated with
happiness in home life. These topics, centered on the establishment
of caring relations, will be the focus of later chapters.
Before turning to those topics, let’s consider another large source

of happiness – love of place. Our personal dwelling places are located
in larger communities or regions with which we identify. Just as our
houses become extensions of our selves, our selves shape and are
shaped by the regions in which we live. How important is place to
our happiness?
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A t the beginning of the twenty-first century, policymakers are
promoting globalization and a strong global economy. Schools

are urged to adopt “world-class” standards and to produce graduates
who will maintain the status of the United States as an economic
leader. Where does a love of place fit into this picture? Should schools
teach for an understanding and love of place or should they now offer
curricula designed to transcend place? Is there a way to avoid the
dichotomy built into these questions?
We’ll start this chapter with a brief discussion of love of place and

how that love has so often contributed to human happiness. Then
we’ll move to a more general level and explore the human connection
to nature. Finally, we’ll consider how schools might balance the tasks
of preparing students for a global economy and of promoting the love
and care of place that figure so importantly in human flourishing.

Love of Place

Many of us associate home more with a geographical region or com-
munity than with a house. Love of place is a theme that runs through
fiction, poetry, and biography. John Adams, for example, had a life-
long love of Braintree and the Massachusetts coast where he was
born. His biographer, David McCullough, writes:

Recalling his childhood later in life, Adams wrote of the unparal-
leled bliss of roaming the open fields and woodlands of the town, of
exploring the creeks, hiking the beaches. . . .The first fifteen years of
his life, he said, “went off like a fairytale.”1
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Years later, departing from London and his grueling diplomatic
duties, he eagerly anticipated his return home:

Adams is not known to have recorded any of his thoughts during the
voyage home, but earlier he had said his great desire was “to lay fast
of the town of Braintree and embrace it with both arms and all my
might. There live, there to die, there to lay my bones, and there to
plant one of my sons in the profession of law and the practices of
agriculture, like his father.”2

Love of place adds to pleasure in everyday living, and it also con-
tributes to pleasures of the mind. Everything associated with the
beloved place yields a special pleasure. Thus, during their years in
France and England, John and Abigail Adams found woods, fields,
and gardens that reminded them of home especially beautiful. Sim-
ilarly, Pearl Buck recounts how her mother, a missionary’s wife, cre-
ated an American garden in China.3 It was not national chauvinism
that led the Adamses and Buck’s mother to favor such gardens
(although some of that was present in them) but lasting love of a
home place.
Stegner’s narrator speaks of his grandmother as a nester – a person

who makes a home and stays put. “Grandmother wanted her son to
growup, as she had, knowing some loved place down to the last wood-
chuck hole.”4 A bit later he says, “I wonder if ever again Americans
can have that experience of returning to a home place so intimately
known, profoundly felt, deeply loved, and absolutely submitted to? It
is not quite true that you can’t go home again. I have done it. . . .But
it gets less likely.”5

It becomes even more unlikely when schools insist on teaching to
transcend place. The idea, not bad in itself, is to prepare students
for economic life anywhere in the developed world. We can’t teach
narrowly for life in Vermont or West Virginia because our students
are very likely to leave these places and seek employment elsewhere.
But economic success is not everything in life; moreover, there seems
to be no cogent reason why preparation for occupational life should
be at odds with an education that respects and recognizes joy in the
very place where it is undertaken. We need not insist that students
love the region in which they grow up, but we should acknowledge
the possibility and help them to develop an appreciation that may
well bring them a lifetime of joy.
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Much great literature reflects and is bound to a particular place. In
a review of the poetry of Robinson Jeffers, Brad Leithauser writes,
“No American poet seems more tightly bound to a fixed landscape
than he to the California coast. . . . It’s impossible to conceive of his
career removed from the land associated with it.”6 Still, it is also hard
to separate Robert Frost or Emily Dickinson from New England or
James Dickey from the southern backwoods, and most poets have
been at least in part inspired by particular places. The same is true of
novelists.
It is not only great literature that reflects the widespread love for

particular places. Cookbooks and gardening books do also. Many fine
cookbooks are regional, and they contain stories, pictures, and folk-
lore alongwith recipes. People who find pleasure in gardening usually
also find pleasure in looking at seed catalogs. I say looking at because
there is a pleasure of mind in looking at an illustrated seed catalog
that is quite different from reading it and composing an order. Sim-
ilarly, a well-illustrated cookbook is a pleasure to look at, and one
containing stories is a pleasure to read. One may or may not actually
use the recipes.
Love of place often marks a happy childhood. Bachelard describes

the wonder children feel on finding a nest:

This wonder is lasting, and today when we discover a nest it takes us
back to our childhood or, rather, to a childhood; to the childhoods
we should have had. For not many of us have been endowed by life
with the full measure of its cosmic implications.7

What are these cosmic implications? Among other things, the nest
represents a refuge. Bachelard quotes the painter Vlaminck:

“The well-being I feel, seated in front of my fire, while bad weather
rages out-of-doors, is entirely animal. A rat in its hole, a rabbit in
its burrow, cows in the stable, must all feel the same contentment
that I feel.” Thus, well-being takes us back to the primitiveness of the
refuge.8

Finding a nest, thinking of a nest, returns us to the safest places of
our childhood. Sometimes the places are real, sometimes imagined,
but they are always suffusedwith the feeling of contentment andwell-
being. Tofind anest requireswandering forth, but the finding itself is a
comforting reminder that one has a nesting place of one’s own, a place

121



Educating for Personal Life

to which we continually return in dreams. Perhaps our fascination
with cookbooks and garden catalogs serves a similar purpose. It is at
once a reflection of interest in real meals and seedlings and a longing
for dreamed-about kitchens and gardens.
From the utterly practical, through daydreaming, arises the image,

and the image, says Bachelard, begets a new being. As we noted in
Chapter 1, Bachelard said, “This new being is happy man.”9 There
is something in the image that contributes immeasurably to human
flourishing, and it does not require deep forms of scholarship. Recall
Bachelard’s further claim: “It is the property of a naive consciousness;
in its expression, it is youthful language.”10 Here we have discovered
something that adds to our conception of happiness. It is an invitation
to see that which is right in front of us, to go beyond in imagination,
and to return to the everyday with deepened appreciation.
How can schools preserve and enhance the pleasure that children

seem naturally to find in the places they love? Obviously, acknowledg-
ing and sharing this pleasure offer a starting point.We have to include
happiness as an aim of education, and then we have to recognize all
the major sources of that happiness and establish aims consonant
with them. If we want children to be happy now and continue to de-
rive happiness from their love of places, then somehow our curricula
have to provide for this aim.
Like good parents, we can share poetry, fiction, music, art, and bi-

ography that enhance the knowledge and pleasure associated with
places. In today’s schools, however, sharing knowledge and pleasure
is not easy and may even be actively discouraged. All teacher and
student activities are supposed to be aimed at specific learning objec-
tives. The idea is that children will do certain things as a result of our
teaching, and there isn’t much room for the more flexible parental
approach that says, in effect, here’s something you might enjoy, or
see what you think about this, or let’s listen and have fun together.
Everything a teacher does has to aim at some fact or skill that will
appear on a test, and the overriding goal of teaching has become
higher test scores.11 The reason for these pedagogical objectives is
the acceptance of a still more pervasive educational aim – financial
success.12

If, however, we were to take seriously the idea of happiness as
an educational aim, we would establish very different guidelines for
teaching. We would have more respect for incidental learning and for
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differential learning. Teachers would be encouraged to read stories
and poems to their students with the understanding that a great vari-
ety of outcomesmight be expected. Some studentsmight simply come
to love poetry (but there would be no insistence that theymust); some
might increase their vocabularies; some might learn the meaning of
metaphor (but there would be no test on this); somemight be inspired
to write a poem or story of their own; some might want to paint or
draw a picture; somemightwant to learnmore about thewriter; some
might find and share related music; some might seek a loved place
comparable to one described in the shared work; and some might
“merely” feel that they have a teacher who cares for them.
I am not suggesting that all education should be conducted in an

informal way or that we can depend entirely on incidental learn-
ing. A problem that has plagued educational theory for decades is
the search for one best method to be used for everything. Thus we
have taken polarized positions (you must, you must not) on the use
of drill in arithmetic, phonics in reading, multiple-choice testing,
tracking, homogeneous grouping, standardized testing, cooperative
learning, student-centered learning, the use of rewards, project-based
learning, direct instruction, open classrooms, interdisciplinary stud-
ies, social promotion, and a host of other topics. We have not done
what we say students should do: think problems through carefully
and match means reasonably with ends.
Should we use drill in arithmetic, spelling, and grammar? Of

course, but not for everything in these subjects! Drill should be used
judiciously – to routinize skills that will make the learning of impor-
tant concepts easier and more enjoyable. The principle we used to
argue for efficiency should be our guide in using drill as a pedagogi-
cal tool. Whenever we choose a topic or method, we should consider
what it is we are trying to do and in what ways the choice might
further our aim.
With happiness as an aim, there will bemany free gifts in our teach-

ing.Wewill not wreck the experience of poetry – which is supposed to
bring us enjoyment and wisdom – by coercing students to memorize,
by overanalyzing it, and by insisting that all children learn the names
of rhythmical patterns and the exact meanings of metaphor, simile,
and analogy. We will share the folklore of place, tell stories, and offer
opportunities for students to describe their favorite places. We will
restore a sense of the sacred to our teaching. By sacred I mean all
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those things that contribute to lifelong happiness and thus deserve to
be preserved and encouraged. Love of place is, in this sense, sacred.
Even more sacred is the expectation of children that adults will care
for them and for their happiness.
Although we do not think deeply enough about educating for love

of place, we do give some thought to teaching ecology and environ-
mental sensitivity. What is the aim of such teaching? Is it to preserve
the earth or to satisfy something innate in children? Both?

The Nature Connection

There is some evidence that a connection between people and nature,
beyond the need for food, is inherently necessary. The biophilia hy-
pothesis holds that human beings have a genetically based need to
affiliate with nature.13 For those of us who feel a strong affiliation
with other life forms, water, rocks, and geophysical phenomena such
as tides and sunrises, the biophilia hypothesis sounds right. We have
to acknowledge, however, that there are people – increasingly many –
who seem to feel no need to connect with nature and prefer to live
as far from it as possible.14 That so many people do feel the need
and that others might if given the appropriate educational exposure
is reason enough for us to explore how education should approach
the human–nature relationship.
I have chosen to start with the human need and the joy many of us

experience in connection with the natural world rather than the doc-
umented needs of the earth and our responsibility to reduce threats to
its flourishing. Environmental movements are extremely important
but, instead of starting with these, I think we might accomplish more
by starting with our own needs and the happiness we experience in
healthy relationships with nature.
One difficulty in starting our study of nature with environmental

problems and responsibilities is that the approach is so quickly and
easily made into standard lessons, andmost kids hate lessons. White-
head counseled that directed learning should start with romance, a
period of exploration and delight that provides the intrinsic moti-
vation to push further into study. At this stage, we are grabbed by
something, having fun, raising questions. Whitehead says:

This general process is both natural and of absorbing interest. We
must often have noticed children between the ages of eight and
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thirteen absorbed in its ferment. It is dominated by wonder, and
cursed be the dullard who destroys wonder.15

The stage of romance is followed, Whitehead says, by a stage of –
a need for – precision. The questions that have been raised in the
first stage must be answered by careful planning and investigation.
In one sense, then, the delights of the first stage are instrumental in
providing motivation for the second, more systematic stage of learn-
ing. This is an insight used effectively by open educators and their
successors.16 Dewey certainly agreed with Whitehead on this, but he
pointed out that we cannot easily tell when “messing about” expresses
a real interest, and we cannot suppose that stage two will always nat-
urally follow stage one. It takes considerable shared time and effort
to know when to guide students into a second stage that will follow
their interests.
For that reason, many impatient educators would simply scrap dis-

cussion of stages and go directly to a coerced set of lessons that resem-
ble the stage of precision. Just teach them the facts, skills, and habits
that should emerge in the stage of precision! The problem here is that
the most important intellectual habits – curiosity, wonder, problem
finding, hypothesis testing, and evaluation – may well be lost. Fur-
ther, as facts become ends in themselves, they begin to clutter the
curriculum.
Wise curriculummakers and teachers analyze situations and try to

match aims, topics, and methods. When we ask Why are we doing
this? we may well respond with more than one answer. Surely, we
want to produce young citizens who will care for the places in which
they live and for the earth itself. We want them to be aware of the is-
sues and debates surrounding globalization and environmentalism,
andwewould like them tounderstand someof the scientific principles
involved in studying the earth and its living organisms. In addition,
however, we would like to contribute to the lifelong happiness many
of our students might experience in connection with nature. When
happiness is so directly involved, it makes sense to start with expe-
riences that recognize and enhance the delight children find in the
natural world.
Ideally, we would spend part of the day outside exploring with

our students, but that isn’t always possible. In this litigious age, it
isn’t only finding time that holds us back. We worry constantly about
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allergies, injuries, and threats frommolesters. Whenwe can’t actually
get out, we can bring nature in. We can show really good films, find
and display collections, bring in small logs, branches, leaves, rocks,
soil samples, shells, and seeds. We can provide magazines such as
National Geographic, Dolphin Log, Natural History, Ranger Rick, and
the like; then, of course, wemust provide time for the children to read
these publications. We can direct kids to library books that focus on
topics in natural history and display such books in our classrooms.
Sustained observation and study should be encouraged. It is im-

portant to preserve wonder and delight, but it is also important to
guide students beyond messing about. Not long ago, I read about a
science teacher who set out to teach ninth graders about observation.
She set up six stations (each containing a live creature), at each of
which groups of three or four students were to spend five minutes
and then write up their observations. There were no plans to follow
up through reading or further observation. What could this teacher
have been thinking? She seemed to be suggesting that scientists look
at things and write down what they see. Our classrooms are cluttered
with such busy work, and Bruner was right to suggest that clutter
of this sort should be cleaned out. In this case, the observations are
worse than clutter because they give a faulty impression of scientific
work.
What might the teacher have done instead? One of the creatures to

be observed was a cockroach. Suppose a group of four or so (maybe
more) decided to learn more about cockroaches. Before making their
decision, they would have been told to choose one of the six creatures
displayed. “Which would you like to study?” Progressive educators
(except for A. S.Neill) never said that teachers should leave kids alone.
On the contrary, they talked at length about the need for teacher
guidance, for sensitivity in deciding when to push a bit, for caution
in giving or withholding instruction. So we press a bit. Which would
you like to study?
One hopes that students who choose the cockroach would learn

something about the evolutionary success of cockroaches. Despite
human efforts to exterminate them, they have survived while many
other creatures have disappeared. How long does a cockroach live?
How do they reproduce? What do they eat? Do they bite human be-
ings? Are they dirty? Is it true that if you put pots away wet, you’ll
“get” cockroaches? Why are we so bent on eliminating them?
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For all of the students, whether their choice was cockroaches or
ladybugs, we hope there will be encouragement to read the biogra-
phies of great naturalists and some essays on nature. We would also
like them to hear about religious beliefs that forbid the deliberate
killing of any creature. Think of the lively discussion that could be
engendered by a consideration of Albert Schweitzer’s “reverence for
life.” Schweitzer did not deny the necessity of killing some creatures
to save others, but he regretted that necessity. A person who takes
seriously the reverence for life “injures and destroys life only under a
necessity which he cannot avoid, and never from thoughtlessness.”17

Because such a person regrets the injury, he or she will try to find a
way to avoid it. Because this is not always possible, such a person de-
velops a tragic sense of life, and that sense may, paradoxically, deepen
the happiness one can find in relating to nature.
In insisting that nature study actually involve study, have I deserted

the camp of those who see the child–nature relation as pure romance?
Well, yes. For a thoughtful teacher, there is no pure relation, stage,
or life. That doesn’t mean that we ignore the romance of childhood. I
am as charmed by anecdotes describing it as any nostalgic romantic.
I love Robert Paul Smith’s accounts of childhood freedom and ritual.
Speaking of the folly of stuffing facts into kids, Smith writes:

They don’t want science. They want magic. They don’t want hy-
potheses, they want immutable truth. They want to be, they should
be, in a clearing in the jungle painting themselves blue, dancing
around the fire and making it rain by patting snakes and shaking
rattles.18

But someone has to be sure that the blue paint does not contain
lead, that the fire is not too big (or full of poison ivy), and that the
snakes are not poisonous. And at the end of the dance, lucky kids leave
the jungle and go home to a good meal, a bath, and the assurance
that home is not a jungle. This suggests, metaphorically, the kind
of exquisite balance required by competent teaching. We treasure the
wonder but guide it safely to knowledge and thoughtful appreciation.
Smith is fundamentally right, however. Children seem to need wild

places or, at least, places that seemwild to them.19 I can remember as
a child crawling under a huge blackberry bush to retrieve a baseball.
It was stickery torture to get in there but, once inside, it was like a
cave. I didn’t want to come out, and there was the feeling that nothing

127



Educating for Personal Life

could get me. Such spots have served as wild places for generations
of children.
Many children like gardens, too, if the gardens are not too formal

and they are not made to work too long at tedious jobs. Every child
should have opportunities to plant seeds and watch plants grow. In
one of Rumer Godden’s novels, a tough little girl, Lovejoy, longs for
a real home and someone to care for her. Living in a poor section of
post-blitz London, she discovers a hidden place in which to plant a
garden. With her interest awakened, she begins to see pots and boxes
of flowers everywhere. Near one of the houses, “a whole vegetable
garden grew in boxes.”20 Receiving little care for herself, Lovejoy was
determined to care for something that would respond to her longing
for beauty.
As in so many areas of education, parents and teachers often make

the mistake of putting responsibility for plants and gardens ahead
of delight. “If you plant it, you have to take care of it” is the peren-
nial parental warning. It is true that, for seedlings to thrive, someone
must care for them, but this can be a shared task. Children love to
walk around a garden and learn the names of plants. They often spot
new growth or insect life before adults, and they make observant
companions in the garden.
This “walking around” in the garden is a wonderful time to learn

how to identify various insects, to admire spiders and their webs, to
overcome a fear of bees and learn to work serenely among them. It
is a time to feel the silkiness of poppy petals, the stickery stems of
pumpkin vines, the puffiness of seed capsules from love-in-a-mist.
We do not specify a set of learning objectives before starting our walk
andwe are not sure what will catch our attention, but these “untaught
lessons” may last for a lifetime.21

The same approach should be taken with pets – start with delight
and move to responsibility. Parents will have to remind a child that
“Boots is hungry” or “Lucky needs to go for a walk,” but the animal
is never left to suffer, and wise parents do not threaten to “get rid of
that animal.” Through our own care and delight, we show children
that the relationship between human beings and pets can be a lifelong
source of happiness. I’ll say more about this relationship in the next
section on environmentalism.
Experiences with nature are often tied closely to a home place.

Flowers, trees, dog, cat, and brambles form an integral whole with
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a remembered home. Just as we want to preserve this home place
in our memory, the educational hope is that we will act to preserve
actual places that we and others love, and commit ourselves to care
for the earth.
An intimate connection with the natural world is a continuing

source of happiness for many people, and it is possible that the bio-
philia hypothesis is right – that we are genetically disposed to need
this connection. The natural world is not all fun and joy, however. It
is loaded with fear, pain, and horror as well. William James writes:

The lunatic’s visions of horror are all drawn from the material
of daily fact. Our civilization is founded on the shambles, and
every individual existence goes out in a lonely spasm of helpless
agony. . . .Crocodiles and rattlesnakes and pythons are at this mo-
ment vessels of life as real as we are; . . . and whenever they or
other wild beasts clutch their living prey, the deadly horror which
an agitated melancholiac feels is the literally right reaction on the
situation.22

I would not press the horrors of nature on children but, as they get
older, I would acquaint them not only with the suffering of animal life
in the wild but also with philosophical views that culminate in pes-
simism or asceticism. Although I wouldn’t emphasize the fearful side
of nature with young children, I wouldn’t deny it either. When chil-
dren see natural calamities, we should discuss them honestly. While
writing this, I was interrupted by a grandchild who had just rescued
a baby mouse from our cat. This cat is the gentlest of creatures – a
cuddler who never scratches a human being or even a curtain. But
she would certainly have killed the little mouse, and it probably will
die. It is lying on a bed of damp grass now under a steamer basket.
An eye dropper lies next to it, ready to use in feeding it, if it lives for
even an hour. (It struggled for thirty-six hours to live. How does one
explain this to children?)
This is the sort of incident from which children learn about the

paradoxes and conflict in our relations with nature. We do not want
mice in our house or even in the brush pile behind the compost bin
(where this little one was caught). Sometimes we have to exterminate
them. And yet one baby rodent lying helpless with its small heart
beating visibly calls forth a response of care. How else canwe respond
when a child watches and whispers, “We can save it, can’t we?”
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In working with children and their connection to nature, we have
to ask ourselves questions, pragmatic questions: What good does it
do to adopt the view we are considering, for example, to save a little
mouse? Can we do something to relieve the pain we observe? Should
the existence of suffering destroy our happiness or make us more
keenly aware of its fragility?
As Smith said of children, they tend to want absolutes, not hypothe-

ses. As they grow into adolescence, many are led to extremes in the
interest of great causes. Thinking only of the trees they love, they treat
logging communities with callous disregard for both a way of life and
economic suffering. Seeing only pain in our domestication of animals
for food, they fail to see that the alternative would be no life at all for
these creatures. Amajor question for education is how to educate for a
sensitive environmentalism that will extend care to all those involved
and, at the same time, preserve and enhance human happiness. As
Isaiah Berlin warned us, it may not be possible to realize all of our
treasured values at once.

Responsibility and Happiness

In the Afterword to his popular The Unsettling of America, Wendell
Berry tells us that people who love the land and want to preserve it
think differently from high-level policymakers:

They think so differently, I believe, because their motives are dif-
ferent. Their thinking does not begin with a set of predetermining
ideas but rather with particular places, people, needs, and desires.
This book’s friends and allies began to think and to work not be-
cause they had careers to make or ideologies to serve but because
they loved certain places, people, possibilities, and ways that they
could not indifferently see destroyed.23

Berry speaks of motives, but his pattern of argument is very like
mine in emphasizing aims-talk. Two groups may state the same aim –
in this case, to feed the hungry – but they should be prodded to say
what other aims they seek, and the next step is a check on compati-
bility among aims. After that, we have to defend our choice of means
with respect to the stated aims. If a major aim is tomake large profits,
we should be alert for rationalizations on shoddy means.
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Berry may be wrong in claiming feasibility for the methods he rec-
ommends, but if he is right on aims and in his critique of contempo-
rary agribusiness, then his methods deserve a trial. It is frightening
to hear a potato farmer admit that he does not eat potatoes freshly
dug from his own fields – that, for his family’s use, he plants a small
area without chemicals.24 Commercially grown potatoes are soaked
in poisons, and the soil in which they are grown is a grayish powder,
not the rich loam we usually associate with soil.
For our purposes, however, one of Berry’s recommendations is

especially interesting. He writes:

I am convinced that the present concentration of the best educated
and most able people in centers of power, industry, and culture is a
serious mistake . . . the best intelligence and talent should be at work
and at home everywhere in the country. And therefore, mywishes for
our schools are opposite to those of the present-day political parties
and present-day politics of education and culture. Wes Jackson has
argued that our schools – to balance or replace their present single
major in upward mobility – should offer a major in homecoming. I
agree.25

And I agree with Jackson and Berry. We must educate for love of
place, and then we must gather and disseminate the knowledge re-
quired to preserve the places we love. Love alone is not enough be-
cause, through ignorance, we can unintentionally destroy what we
love. With happiness as a primary aim of education, we have another
strong incentive to teach for both love and knowledge of place.
One of the most interesting and useful things we could teach in

suburban schools is, in the words of Sara Stein, “restoring the ecol-
ogy of our own back yards.”26 Huge and useless lawns that require
gas-guzzling machines to mow them and poisons to keep them free
of weeds could be, at least partially, replaced by trees, shrubs, thick-
ets, vegetable gardens, and wild flowers, and these plantings would
provide homes for birds and other wild life. They would also provide
the wild places so loved by children and now largely missing in the
suburban landscape.
When children live in contact with nature, they gradually come to

know that the relations among living things and their environments
are enormously complex. The gentle, much loved cat becomes a killer
when mice appear. Some seedlings fail to thrive even though we have

131



Educating for Personal Life

not neglected them. Some plants will not do well in the presence of
certain others. Killing one set of marauders may deprive a beneficial
insect or spider of food. An ugly, scraggly plant may be the main food
for the larvae of a beautiful butterfly. Problems are seldom simple, and
we have to work observantly and thoughtfully in the environment we
wish to preserve.
Understanding the complexity, observing themixture of beauty and

horror, and accepting the feelings of happiness and sadness engen-
dered by their connections to nature, young people should be less
prone to either carelessness or fanaticism. To cultivate our happi-
ness, we must enjoy situations and relationships that are less than
perfect but, as we are open to them, yield moments of great joy. Our
commitments should not turn us into grouches, violent protestors,
or single-minded proselytizers. For example, a young woman com-
mitted to conserving water may insist on taking short showers, but
she may make everyone else miserable by harping on her virtue and
the vice of others. A hot shower is a sensuous luxury to be enjoyed.
One can avoid excessive use but still take delight in what she is using.
Similarly, one can be dedicated to recycling without going into fits of
guilt over occasional lapses.
The joylessness of some activists reminds us of Augustine’s pro-

nouncement on sex – the act is acceptable so long as one keeps inmind
the original purpose and doesn’t enjoy it too much. That attitude per-
sists as an Augustinian legacy into today’s efforts to be responsible.
It emphasizes responsibility and remains suspicious of happiness.
The message in this book is that the possibility of happiness is more
likely than the self-congratulation of grim duty to attract converts to
worthwhile causes. We’ll see evidence for this in the next chapter on
parenting.
Young people today face environmental problems that were rarely

discussed years ago. (One could argue, of course, that if they had been
discussed and treated effectively, the problems of today would not be
so acute.) Some of today’s more tender attitudes would have worked
against survival years ago. The cat would have been congratulated on
her kill then, and not only that – we would have tracked down the
nest and destroyed mother and brood before they could invade our
grain supply.
If the problems of today are in part products of prosperity and

leisure, they are not entirely so. We have the time now to recognize
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and ponder the lives of animals, for example, but their suffering has
always been part of the natural condition. Our relationship to non-
human animals is a topic that education can no longer avoid, but it
should be guided by the quest for balance. Raging sentiment, even on
the “right” side of things, risks harm to some and may alienate more
than it convinces.
How should ethical people relate to nonhuman animals? Many

young people today are leading the campaign for vegetarianism. Is
this the product of sheltered, even pampered, lives, or is it the precur-
sor ofmore enlightened relationships betweenhumanandnonhuman
animals? How should this topic be approached in schools?
One might start with horror stories likely to convert many of us to

vegetarianism, or one might start with a careful analysis that leaves
open a later examination of the horrors but also identifies the com-
plexities involved in human interaction with nonhumans. Suppose
we were to start with a quotation from George Adamson:

A lion is not a lion if it is only free to eat, to sleep and to copulate.
It deserves to be free to hunt and to choose its own prey; to look for
and find its own mate; to fight for and hold its own territory; and to
die where it was born – in the wild. It should have the same rights
as we have.27

What can the writer mean by the last sentence? Surely lions are
not to be granted meaningless rights such as freedom of speech and
suffrage. What rights should they have, then? Any right that requires
capacities that an organism does not possess is irrelevant for that
organism. Can we agree on this? Rejecting highly sentimental and
emotional beginnings, we might arrive at characteristics shared by
lions and humans. Both feel pain and avoid it whenever possible.
Both exhibit a will to live. Both care for their young. Both seek plea-
sure as well as sustenance in food, rest, and sex. Both need a home
place that provides for basic needs and, possibly, the sort of growth
characteristic of it as an ideal type.
An analysis of capacities should forestall much of the emotion and

exaggeration we hear today in talk of rights. Indeed, students might
abandon the doubtful idea of natural rights and proceed from the
understanding that rights arise from needs and capacities.28 This be-
ginning still leads us to agree with advocates of animal rights that
the infliction of unnecessary pain on sentient beings is wrong, that
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confinement in small, unnatural housing is wrong, and that the pre-
mature separation of mothers and babies is wrong.
Careful study of contemporary farming methods uncovers many

abuses, but the situation is complicated. If we were all to become
vegetarians, it seems clear that farm animals would – except for a
specimen few – become extinct. People would cease to breed these an-
imals, and almost certainly their natural breeding would be severely
curtailed.Much sufferingwouldbe eliminated, but sowouldwhatever
happiness accompanies the natural lives of these animals. Humans
could avoid suffering in roughly the sameway; that is, we could delib-
erately reject the will to live and refuse to reproduce.29 However, even
humans capable of making such a decision would protest if it were
made for them, and most of us find life worth living. Might animals
feel the same way if they were capable of making the choice? If the
horrors of factory farming were abolished, might animals choose to
live and reproduce even though their ultimate fate were to be, as it is
now, to provide food for humans and other animals?
Students should consider, too, questions of natural habitat. When

herds of deer multiply and their habitat becomes too crowded, we kill
some of them (for the good of the greater number, we say). We rarely
consider expanding their territory. In contrast, when humans multi-
ply, we think it not only necessary but right to expand their territory.
None but the most vicious misanthropes would consider “culling”
the herd of humans. Some do advocate limiting population through
birth control, of course, and it is possible that similar methods could
be used on nonhuman animals. Notice, however, that the decision
would necessarily be ours, not theirs.
Just as students must come to grips with racism, classism, and sex-

ism, so must they at least explore what might be meant by speciesism.
Peter Singer writes:

Speciesism . . . is a prejudice or attitude of bias in favor of the interests
of members of one’s own species and against those of members of
other species.30

A statement like this can be adopted too easily without thought.
Even those of us who agree wholeheartedly with Singer that cruelty
should be condemned and that animals should not be made to suffer
for trivial human interests should encourage careful analysis of his
definition. To associate speciesism with racism, sexism, and classism
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is a powerful emotional move, but it may involve a category mistake.
At least in principle, each of the big human “isms” applies to all the
entities involved – all human beings. We usually think of racism in
connection with the oppression of blacks by whites, but clearly, if
power relations were reversed, the oppression of whites by blacks
would still be racism. The same can be said of sexism and classism.
Such a reversal is, however, meaningless with respect to species. All
species give special consideration to their own, and we would not
think of criticizing nonhuman animals for this preference, nor would
it make sense to accuse them of speciesism. They are not capable of
such discrimination.
The generous convictions of animal rights advocates may blind

them to the truth that, no matter how respectful and gentle our han-
dling of nonhuman animals, we humans remain in charge. It is we,
not they, who decide when there are too many of them, and it is we
who decide to limit their reproduction. Humans who advocate the
forced infertility of other humans are accused of violating their rights,
and this is true even when the victims of our coercion are as unable
as nonhuman animals to make a rational choice. Students should
notice that this argument can be carried into several conclusions:
(1) Perhaps the right to reproduce should be granted to all animals;
(2) perhaps there is no “right” to reproduce, and rationally competent
humans should control the reproduction of mentally incompetent
humans as well as that of nonhuman animals (with their interests in
mind); (3) perhaps there are irreconcilable differences with respect
to moral issues across species, and humans must therefore be treated
differently from nonhumans.
Our relationship to nonhuman animals is one of the most perplex-

ing and important problems in contemporary moral life. Perhaps
people centuries from now will look back on our times as a period
of incredible moral obtuseness. Or perhaps people will still blithely
consume meat with little or no concern for the suffering of the live
creatures whose bodies are killed and eaten. It is not the job of consci-
entious teachers to convert their students to vegetarianism. Rather,
it is their job to present the issues with full attention to their com-
plexity and significance. If, as Smith said, children want absolutes,
educated adults should have developed a tolerance for unresolvable
ambiguity and a tragic sense that we cannot always be sure of what
is right or best. The hope is that students will agree with Peter Singer
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and Tom Regan that the interests of animals should not be callously
disregarded – that, at least, their lives should not be made miserable
and that their desire to live should outweigh trivial human interests
such as improvements in cosmetics.31

They should also consider themounting evidence that factory farm-
ing and large-scale agribusiness are polluting our waters, destroying
the soil on which we all depend, and wrecking the places with which
many of us identify. Love of place cannot in itself overcome this trend,
but it can provide the motivation for serious study and responsible
action. Concern for our own happiness requires us to accept respon-
sibility for the natural world.
Before closing this chapter, we should return to the question with

which we started: Should schools teach for a love of place or should
they now offer curricula designed to transcend place? My answer is
to reject the dichotomy and to embrace an inclusive sense of or. I
respond with a wholehearted yes to the first part of the question; we
should teach enthusiastically for love of place and the happiness that
accompanies it. The second part is more difficult, and my response
is a cautious yes, but. . . .Many of our students will live and work
in a global environment, and schools must prepare them for such
life. Appropriate education for a particular place may play an impor-
tant part in modifying our ideas about globalization. It may make
us more sensitive to the effects of our economic activities on other
environments and people.
What should students learn about the growing conflict over free

markets and globalization? What do the governments of rich coun-
tries claim as benefits? Is there some truth to these claims? What do
the protestors claim?Which of their objections seemmost warranted
and cogent? Can we find a nonviolent way to settle the dispute, pre-
serve local integrity, and share economic benefits? What stands in
the way?
It is somewhat disheartening to reread today Charles Reich’s 1970

The Greening of America. It would be wrong to say that nothing has
improved since then. The ocean waters along the Atlantic coast of
the United States are far cleaner, many states have worked hard to
reduce air pollution, more young people are entering postsecondary
educational institutions, and a valiant effort has been made at affir-
mative action to redress abominations of the past. This last effort,
however, is now under attack. The larger picture is not a happy one.
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Consciousness III, identified by Reich as a celebration of individual
acceptance and excellence, not only failed to develop, its constitut-
ing ideas – the refusal to evaluate people by general standards . . . to
classify or analyze them, acceptance of “freaky friends” in the
community32 – have all been rejected. Instead of the Corporate State,
we now have the Corporate World in which children are judged by
world-class standards andmany feel so left out that violence is chosen
as a way of getting attention.
Reich ends his paean to Consciousness III (the new generation)

this way:

We have all been persuaded that giant organizations are necessary,
but it [C. III] sees that they are absurd. . . .Wehave all been induced to
give up dreams of adventure and romance in favor of the escalator
of success, but it says that the escalator is a sham and the dream
is real. . . .For one almost convinced that it was necessary to accept
ugliness and evil, that it was necessary to be a miser of dreams, it
is an invitation to cry or laugh. For one who thought the world was
irretrievably encased in metal and plastic and sterile stone, it seems
a veritable greening of America.33

Perhaps it is this lost vision that the protestors against world trade
are trying to regain. At the disastrous meeting in Genoa (2001), it was
reported that French President Chirac commented that the presence
of 150,000 protestors must signify something of importance. Perhaps
we should listen.

In this chapter, I have considered the role of place and nature in
human flourishing. I have explored the fascination of cookbooks and
garden catalogs, children’s apparent need for wild places, and the
possibility that we are genetically predisposed to affiliate somehow
with nature. With respect to education, I suggested that joy should
usually precede responsibility and that we should have more faith in
both incidental learning and the choices children make in exploring
the world. I gave considerable space to our relationship to nonhuman
animals because they bring us happiness and because their suffering
from human cruelty calls forth a sense of responsibility. Finally, I
discussed the present trend toward globalization and suggested that
the trend may be a real threat to human happiness.
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P ossibly there is no human task more demanding, more reward-
ing, and more universal than parenting, and yet our schools

apparently think that algebra and Shakespeare are more important.
Parenting is supposed to be taught at home but, as our Visitor pointed
out, if parents are not very good at the job, how will they teach it to
their children? How will parenting improve?
In this chapter, we will consider three large topics associated with

parenting and happiness. First, we will look at birth and the mira-
cle of parental love. Second, we will consider the growing child and
his or her relationship to parents. Finally, we will discuss parents as
educators.

Birthing

Romance and love, at least in today’s Western world, usually precede
pregnancy and birth, but for many centuries love had little to do with
marriage, and often the first great love in a woman’s life was that for
her child. A vestige of this attitude remains even today. Increasing
numbers of women are having children through artificial insemina-
tion, and many teenagers have confessed to engaging in sex not for
love of their partner but out of longing for a baby to love. None of this
suggests that romantic love between women andmen is a thing of the
past, and we will look at romantic love in Chapter 9, but relationships
have changed and continue to do so. Here we will concentrate on that
special love of mother for child.
The biology of sex and pregnancy is fairly well taught in today’s

schools, although critics complain that not nearly enough attention
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is given to ethics and values in sex education. I would add that schools
neglect the history of birth practices and the influence of religion and
politics on birthing. Still, we can be glad that the number of teenage
births has started to fall, and there is some evidence that prenatal
and postnatal care have improved. We have a long way to go on the
latter; many young women still do not have medical insurance and,
therefore, suffer inadequate care.
When we consider that giving birth is nearly a universal experience

among women and that being born is a universal experience for all
human beings, it seems odd (astonishing and baffling to our Visitor
from another world) that schools give it so little attention. Birthing
has a fascinating history – at least as interesting as the history of great
battles and the succession of kings.
From the care perspective and our concern for happiness as the

reduction of suffering, the shift from female attendants (midwives)
to male physicians as birth assistants is especially interesting. Before
the seventeenth century, most women in childbirth were attended by
women who performed this service regularly. When male physicians
began to invade the field, puerperal fever became a virtual epidemic.
This devastating disease was transmitted to the mother by the un-
clean hands of the physician who delivered the child. It is not that
men’s hands were more obviously soiled than women’s, but physi-
cians came to the birthing directly after treating others for a variety
of communicable diseases. Their handswere dirty in the epidemiolog-
ical sense. Further, they moved quickly from one patient to another,
spreading germs as they worked. In contrast, midwives tended to stay
with their patients from the start of labor well into recovery. In telling
this tale, Adrienne Rich points out thatmidwifemeans literally “with
woman.”1

This history yields an important message for today’s practitioners.
Physicians no longer bring dirty hands to the birthing experience,
but they are often hurried and impersonal in their attitudes. In con-
trast, nurse practitioners more often get to know their patients and
stay with them. Moreover, they seem more willing to empower their
patients and listen to their life histories.2 Establishing a relationship
between practitioner and patientmay even reduce the number ofmal-
practice suits brought by unhappy patients because one doesn’t sue
someone who is liked and trusted. If something goes wrong, a tragic
outcome is mourned by both mother and practitioner.
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The story of physicians and dirty hands is filled with suffering. Not
only did thousands of women die unnecessarily, but one physician
who diagnosed the problem and informed his colleagues about it
suffered scorn and calumny. Ignaz Philipp Semmelweis was driven
from his post in Vienna after writing a book on the problem. Perhaps
Semmelweis was too sensitive, too passionate in his convictions. He
died in the Vienna Insane Asylum. Some years later, when his theory
was shown to be true, a statue was erected in his honor.3

Students should hear, also, about the role of religion in adding to the
suffering of childbirth. When anesthesia became available to relieve
the pain of childbirth, some religious leaders and physicians objected
to its use on the grounds that the suffering of childbirth was ordained
by the Bible. This history and analysis must be handled carefully. It is
easy to say that the objectors were wrong and that no one subscribes
to such a position today, but the problem is much deeper. The Bible
(Gen. 3:16–19) does say thatGodwouldmultiply the sorrowofwomen
in childbirth and condemn men to endless toil in feeding themselves
and their families. Does this mean that men should not be allowed
to use powerful technology in farming and husbandry? Such verses
raise important questions about a God who is held to be all-good
and all-knowing. Would a good human parent inflict lasting pain on
his or her child for one act of disobedience? On all children for the
disobedience of one? Do students know that the doctrine of original
sin was invented by Augustine (it is not in the Bible) and has caused
untold human suffering?4

It should be possible to discuss the Adam and Eve story as a pow-
erful myth.5 Although such discussion is fraught with difficulty, it
is important to find a way to do this. So much of the oppression of
women has been supported by this story that analysis and critical dis-
cussion of it should be considered essential to the education of free
and happy people. Teachers need not say, “Now here’s the truth” in
either defense of or opposition to the biblical account. Instead, they
should refer to what many reputable scholars have said and leave the
conclusion open to student judgment. The rich and conflicting stories
should become common knowledge.
Our Visitor might well ask how we dare to say that critical think-

ing is taught in our schools when we rarely allow it to be used on
matters central to our lives. Thus, the first thing to be gained by
an analysis of the Adam and Eve story is a true exercise in critical
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thinking. Students will learn that there are good thinkers within
traditional religions who accept the mythical status of such sto-
ries. They should also hear from those who, while accepting such
great stories as powerful myths, reject religion entirely.6 Can any-
one reconcile logically the existence of an all-good God with that
same God’s decision to inflict lasting punishment on generations and
eternal punishment on some unfortunate souls, or does one have to
move beyond such beliefs in order to live happily with (or without)
religion?
Another thing to be gained by critical study of the Adam and

Eve story is a deeper understanding of myth. Myth should not be
taught as falsehood but rather as a powerful symbolic construction
designed not only to explain natural phenomena but, more impor-
tant, to bind people together in communal ritual and celebration.
Here again teachers might read (or just tell about) three or four
pages from Frazer’s The Golden Bough.7 Open-minded listeners can-
not avoid seeing that Christianity shares a long, long tradition of
mythswith earlier religions.Might young people “lose their faith” as a
result of such study? Theymight but, alternatively, theymight deepen
it in a realization that they are connected to a host of human beings
who preceded them and their own religious faith. In a sense, criti-
cal thinking can contribute to the rebirth of more rational religious
life.
What I am trying to show is that, when we start on a topic that

is centrally related to human happiness – in this case, birth – we
quickly connect with many other topics of deep existential interest.
As we study the story of Adam and Eve, we see a dramatic rever-
sal of the natural order. It is women who give birth; yet, in this story,
woman is created fromman (who is anesthetized during the “birth”!).
Then a question arises as to why this creation story rather than the
first (Gen. 1:26–28) has been so widely accepted. This question was
raised by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and answered forcefully: The sec-
ond story – the Adam and Eve story – better served the political pur-
poses of men who wanted to maintain the subordination of women.8

The first suggests strongly that there is a feminine aspect to God’s
image and that much of Christian theology has been politically con-
structed and used for nonreligious purposes.
The male construction and use of religion is vividly illustrated

in an astonishing omission in the Ten Commandments. There is
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no commandment that Thou shalt not rape.9 The commandment
against adultery does not forbid rape, and its primary aims are to
protect men’s property and overcome the inferential nature of pa-
ternity. Historically, women have been much more severely pun-
ished than men for adultery, and there are places in the Bible where
rape seems actually to be endorsed. Young men and women need
to know about this history and the culture that has grown up with
rape at its center – a culture that allows the powerful to take what
they want even if it means leaving women and nature in degrada-
tion and ruination.10 Half the human population cannot live hap-
pily if it must fear for its dignity and safety; nor can any of us live
happily if the attitude of rape shapes our relation to the natural
world.
Because women’s lives and bodies have been controlled for millen-

nia, the present determination of women to control their own bod-
ies is important. Abortion has to be discussed from both practical
and historical perspectives. There will be no consensus on this issue
in the foreseeable future. Those of us who favor giving women the
choice to abort or to carry a fetus to birth can still agree heartily that
abstinence be taught and endorsed. But young people should also
be well informed on methods of contraception and where to turn
if those methods fail. They should also be aware that governments
have used (and continue to use) women shamefully for their own
purposes – some forbidding the production of children during times
of overpopulation and others urging continuous pregnancies when
the state needs more soldiers.
In addition to topics in the history of medicine, feminism, and re-

ligion, students may become interested in the psychology of gender.
They should hear and discuss at least the basic ideas of Freud, Jung,
and Erikson, and they should be introduced to feminist psychology. Is
mothering an instinctive female response? Is the production of babies
the main purpose of female life?
Certainly motherhood has brought great joy into the lives of many

women, and some have found birth an almost mystical experi-
ence. In recent years, female educators have begun to talk about
birth, mothering, and maternal influences in education.11 Madeleine
Grumet writes: “What is most fundamental to our lives as men and
women sharing a moment on this planet is the process of reproducing
ourselves.”12 She speaks of the transformation that many women
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experience when they bear a child:

“This child is mine, this child is me” is an index of relation that
will vary with every speaker. What it means to be mine, to be me,
depends on the way each speaker knows herself. The maternal ego
reaches out to another consciousness . . . and self-knowledge grows
in this process of identification and differentiation with this other,
this child, “my child.” The process of thinking through the world for
and with the child invites a mother to recollect her own childhood
and to inspect the boundaries of her own ego.13

We’ll say much more about the process of “thinking through the
world” in the section on parents as educators. For now, staying close
to the theme of birth, wemust admit that the experience is not always
a joyous one. Grumet worries about the inexperienced mother who
is herself a child; Rich documents the violent feelings and actions
that sometimes displace maternal love in even very good mothers;
and Sara Ruddick, in describing a tradition of nonviolence among
mothers, admits that there are numerous exceptions both in individ-
ual women and in the course of any one woman’s mothering.14 I, too,
have discussed the effects of heavy responsibility and frustration on
the responses of mothers to their children’s demands and behavioral
infractions.15

Thus, when we talk about birth and infant care, we have to avoid
both the romantic picture of rapturous maternal perfection and the
one of pregnancy as barbaric, the very root of women’s oppres-
sion. The latter view has been passionately expressed by Shulamith
Firestone.16 Whereas somewomenhave been persuaded to trynatural
childbirth (methods that rely on exercise and psychological support –
no painkillers), many have rejected it, and Firestone states simply,
“Childbirth hurts.”17 It does indeed, butmanywomen find the result –
“my child” – worth it.
At this point, we should return briefly to the biblical verse in which

God is said to have instituted the pain of childbirth. This story has
all the earmarks of a myth designed to explain a frightening natu-
ral phenomenon. Sometimes that function of myth is harmless and
even charming. In this case, however, it has laid the foundation for
the destructive notion that our suffering can always be traced to our
own sin – that we “did something to deserve this.” An education for
happiness must reject this pernicious notion.
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If we set aside both the “pregnancy is bliss” and the “pregnancy
is hell” views, we can find convincing evidence that many women do
experience awonderful sense ofwell-being duringmuch of pregnancy
and that the majority of us also experience considerable pain and
discomfort. Young women who are not well informed about these
ups and downsmay feel odd or even guilty when discomfort threatens
what was advertised as a blessed experience.
Education on pregnancy and birth should give special attention to

the perils of postpartum depression. Many new mothers experience
periods of “feeling blue” and may break into tears for no apparent
reason; they need both reassurance and real help with the tasks of
mothering when this happens. Real depression, however, is serious
and may have tragic consequences for mothers, babies, and other
family members. Recently, the country was shocked by the case of
Andrea Yates, a young mother who killed all five of her children by
drowning them in the bathtub. Rereading Rich’s Of Woman Born re-
minded me of a similar case – that of Joanne Michulski – in 1974.
Michulski killed the two youngest of her eight children and left their
chopped-up bodies on her front lawn.
The similarities between the two cases should awakenus to the need

for education and timely help for struggling mothers. Both Yates and
Michulski, middle-class women, were known as good mothers who
kept their children clean and safe; neither, apparently, used physical
punishment. But both kept incredibly messy houses, lost track of
what was in the refrigerator, gave up real cooking, and often found
it impossible to “get going.” Both have been described as “quietly
desperate.” A reasonable, compassionate society would see that the
depression of these women made it impossible for them to cope. It
was not some moral weakness in them that made coping impossible
and led to depression.
It is disheartening to realize that our society has become less un-

derstanding and compassionate over the thirty-year period from the
Michulski case to the one of Yates. Michulski was tried for voluntary
manslaughter, acquitted by reason of insanity, and committed to a
mental institution. Prosecutors for the state of Texas say that they
will seek the death penalty for Yates. She may, of course, yet win
acquittal on grounds of insanity, but the decision to make hers a cap-
ital case is horrifying. No morally decent society would allow capital
punishment for any crime.18 For a crime so obviously the product
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of despair, the decision shakes one’s faith in the rationality of our
criminal justice system.
It is possible that these desperately unhappy women could have

been helped if someone had told them that many other mothers have
experienced fatigue, that others have occasionally felt hatred for their
children. Depressed mothers are not entirely different from unde-
pressed mothers. They need not suffer self-loathing in addition to
exhaustion, but they do need special help. If young women come to
understand that feelings defying the notion that motherhood is bliss
are quite common but may be signs of depression, they will not be
ashamed to seek the help so badly needed.

The Growing Child

As Grumet points out, parenthood invites us to revisit our own child-
hood and think through the world with our children. I’ll talk specifi-
cally about the parental role as educator in the next section, but let’s
think here about what teenagers might profitably learn concerning
the growth of children and even their own development as adoles-
cents. I suggest here that the study of child development may be an
especially effective way to get teenagers to think about their own lives
and well-being.
In developing a curriculum on the growing child, we have to be

careful not to commit the Bobbitt-like sin of requiring the mastery of
particular tasks that are as yet irrelevant to young adolescents. These
are probably best learned in practice situations, and opportunities
should be provided for teenagers to care directly for young children
under the supervision of competent adults.
The classroom experience should be organized at a somewhatmore

abstract level. Categories of the sort offered by Sara Ruddick are
especially useful and rich with potential material for discussion.
Ruddick suggests that maternal interests arise from three great needs
of children: preservation, growth, and acceptability.19 Parents must
first preserve the child’s life and see to its physical and psychologi-
cal health. Next, they must promote the child’s growth and, finally,
they must shape the child’s behavior by some pattern of acceptabil-
ity. The initial reaction of some liberal-minded people (both adults
and teenagers) to this last is that such efforts violate the child’s free-
dom. However, honest parents admit that they want their children to
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be good people. Some of us are more specific and rigid than others
about themeaning of good, but we all have some vision of goodness in
mind.
To maintain life, basic needs must be met; for example, chil-

dren need food. Oddly, satisfying this basic need – feeding their
children – often causes modern parents some confusion. Should the
baby be on a schedule? Must children eat everything on their plates?
Will a child become malnourished if he refuses all vegetables? How
many sweets should a child be allowed?
This is a good place to illustrate the basic pedagogical principle of

avoiding the kinds of specific information that are best left to practice.
What iswanted here is an attitude or a basic outlook. Food is a lifelong
source of pleasure that requires both freedom and self-control. We
want to eat food that tastes good to us, but we also want our bodies to
be strong and attractive. It seems reasonable to start out by following
a baby’s lead on when to nurse. Not only does such a practice help to
avoid an obsession with food, it may also increase babies’ sense that
they have some control over their environment – that their caregivers
can be summoned when needed.
Students should hear about the confusion caused by the recom-

mendations of experts. When my mother was young, experts recom-
mended forcing a feeding schedule on babies. Some time after that,
demand feeding became all the rage. When I hadmy babies, Dr. Spock
more or less argued against both practices.20 The sensible way, he
said, was to feed babies when they are hungry but, at the same time,
to work toward regular feeding times. Parents might play with or sing
to a baby who cries too early for food; they might gently awaken a
baby who threatens to miss a feeding and, as a result, scream in the
middle of the night.
Teachers should encourage stories and discussion, and this is a

good place to emphasize the role of fathers. For example,my husband
always took over the last feeding of the night so that I could go to sleep
early. He tried to make that feeding as late as possible. When it was
still around 10 P.M., I usually had to respond to a call for food at
2 A.M., but this did not last long. Our babies usually slept through the
night after only three or four weeks. Dad was up late, and Mom was
up early, but no one was disturbed in the middle of the night. Does
this always work? Of course not! Again, the point of such stories and
discussion is to establish an attitude of respectful solicitude toward
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the child and each other, to reduce blind dependence on experts, and
to remind one another that parenthood is a source of happiness.
Instead of talking about specific formulas for infants and precise di-

ets for young children, it is probably better to talk aboutwise and plea-
surable eating for everyone. Teenagers often indulge in junk food, and
manymay have little experience with family meals and well-balanced
menus. Preaching doesn’t helpmuch on this topic, but the exploration
of cookbooks, discussion, and practice in planning meals may con-
tribute to real interest. Here again is an opportunity to discuss histor-
ical, geographical, and economic aspects of meeting basic needs.21

If teenagers become interested in food and the various customs sur-
rounding mealtimes, they may well seek out the specific information
they need when the time comes for them to exercise responsibility.
In discussing responsibility, I would be inclined to invite explo-

ration of the widespread interest of human beings in alcoholic bev-
erages and other mind-altering substances. Instead of talking in-
cessantly against the use of alcohol and demanding abstinence, we
should study the history of its use. In the Middle Ages, for example,
something called mead was widely imbibed, particularly in regions
where it was difficult or impossible to grow grapes.22 How and from
what was mead concocted? What other drinks are made through fer-
mentation? How did people invent distillation? From what familiar
fruit did the pioneers in the American Midwest make an alcoholic
beverage?23

The history of apple growing in America is especially interesting.
Until the end of the nineteenth century, apples weremore often drunk
than eaten. Cider was the drink of preference, and without refriger-
ation, the adjective hard was meaningless. As Michael Pollan points
out, “virtually all cider was hard,”24 andmost people – even children –
drank it. Protestants, who often condemned the use of wines (because
of their association with Catholicism), welcomed cider and made
themselves feel more righteous by noting that the Bible has nothing
bad to say about the apple. Pollan writes:

It wasn’t until this century that the apple acquired its reputation for
wholesomeness – “An apple a day keeps the doctor away” was a mar-
keting slogan dreamed up by growers concerned that temperance
would cut into sales. In 1900 the horticulturist Liberty Hyde Bailey
wrote that “the eating of the apple (rather than the drinking of it)
has come to be paramount. . . .”25
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Everyone understood, however, that the earlier lively interest in
apples derived from their use in cider making:

When Emerson, for instance, wrote that “man would be more soli-
tary, less friended, less supported, if the land yielded only the useful
maize and potato, [and] withheld this ornamental and social fruit,”
his readers understood it was the support and sociability of alcohol
he had in mind.26

John Adams, a sober and somewhat puritanicalman, is said to have
drunk a gill (about half a cup) of hard cider every morning before
breakfast, and this “salubrious” habit started in his college days at
Harvard, where everyone seems to have done likewise. Later in life,
he developed a taste for fine wines.27

No reasonable teacher will suggest that students rush home to con-
struct a still or begin the process of fermenting hard cider. Indeed,
part of the discussion should focus on the reasons why the Women’s
Christian TemperanceUnionwas founded.Were thesewomen (Carrie
Nation in particular) just moralistic prudes, or did they have impor-
tant arguments? Is alcohol abuse a symptom or a cause of social
disorder? Might it be both a symptom and a cause? How should we
approach the problems associated with the use of alcohol? Can the
same arguments be applied to, say, marijuana?
This may be a good place to introduce a topic to which I will

return repeatedly. If we value critical thinking, if we commit our-
selves to encouraging it, then we must allow it to be exercised on
critical matters – that is, on issues of keen interest to students. Cer-
tainly students should hear about the value of abstinence with re-
spect to alcohol, drugs, and sex, but they should also hear about the
long and fascinating history of human interest in these activities.28

Drugs far more dangerous than marijuana are prescribed regularly
by physicians, and it is simply not true to say that, despite their dan-
gerous potential, they are somehow safer simply because they are
prescribed by doctors. If we really believe that knowledge and critical
thinking contribute to living fuller public and private lives, then we
must allow the study and discussion of such critical and controversial
issues.
The discussion should also include consideration of what our stu-

dents might want for their own children. Do they want their children
to be fully and critically informed or to be protected from realities
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that might frighten them or lead them astray? In this last part of the
discussion, they should hear about Plato’s recommendations for cen-
sorship. Was Plato right or wrong? What about the people today who
insist on “abstinence only” in school-sponsored programs? Is this cen-
sorship of material students need? Students might want to consider
other types of censorship.What about those whowould removeHarry
Potter from the school library?
It may seem a bit odd to spend so much time on food and alcohol

in a chapter on parenting. However, both are sources of pleasure in
human life, and full discussion is relevant to the present lives, as well
as the future lives, of teenagers. Because of this double relevance,
the topics here have special importance. It makes sense, in preparing
students for eventual parenthood, to work through topics that are
important to them now and through which they may develop lasting
attitudes that can contribute to their happiness.
Another topic that holds this double relevance is the conflict be-

tween preservation and growth. Every good parent worries about
how to protect children without impeding their growth.When should
Susie be allowed to climb trees? When it is safe to allow Jake to cross
a street on his own? What competencies signal growth, and what
experiences associated with being a grownup are best avoided?
Itwas once considerednormal for late-adolescent boys to gain some

sexual experience. At the same time, such experience was forbidden
to youngwomen, and the boyswho bragged of their experiencewould
not consider marrying girls who had any prior sexual experience. For
many young men, an introduction to sexual activity was considered
a rite of passage, part of growing up. Students should now be encour-
aged to ask: Is such activity a genuine sign of growth? If it is, should
young women be admired for engaging in it?
After the discussion has proceeded for a while, teachers should ask

whether students would want their own children to experience pre-
marital sex as part of growing up. My guess is that many will say
no. Some may add unhappily, “But they probably will anyway.” The
important issue here is why adolescents might hope that their chil-
dren will abstain from sexual activity. There might be a pregnancy.
They might catch a sexually transmitted disease. They might be
emotionally hurt. They are not ready for the responsibilities that
accompany sexual activity. Now we can ask about the nature of these
responsibilities, and we can ask also what is meant by growth.
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Growth, we might decide, is a manifestation of competence that
leads to fuller and richer experience. John Dewey used the compe-
tence of a burglar as an example that does not represent growth.29

Although a burglar may increase his skill at picking locks, choos-
ing victims, and escaping with valuable loot, he risks shutting down
opportunities for the future, and few of us would predict a “richer,
fuller” life for him. On roughly similar grounds, perhaps held only in-
tuitively, adolescents might fear that early sexual activity (for others)
does not represent growing up in a way that forecasts a fuller, happier
life.
Discussion of this sort avoids preaching, and it avoids a direct as-

sault on the behavior of adolescent students. With a shifting focus
from their future lives as parents to their lives now and back again,
they may figure out for themselves what constitutes growth and what
impedes it. The discussion should, of course, include issues other
than sexual activity. Is the child who spends most of her time at the
computer growing?Howabout onewhowatches television for hours?
How much hanging out is compatible with growth?
The opposite side of the issue must also be examined. Can par-

ents be overprotective? Lots of examples and complaints are likely to
arise here, but many students may agree with protective parents that
children should not be allowed to wander freely about their neigh-
borhoods. This claim presents an opportunity to do an analysis of the
safety and dangers in a given community.With careful study, students
might conclude that their own communities are surprisingly safe and
that children are actually deprived of valuable experiences by being
so closely supervised. They might even read Robert Smith’s book and
debate whether such experiences would be safe for children now.30

Were they safe even then? For whom?
It is obvious that these discussions will vary greatly in different set-

tings. Some neighborhoods are demonstrably unsafe, and students
should be invited to explore how they might be made safer. What
would you do if you were a parent now? In other settings, students
might well complain about being oversupervised and restricted. In
some affluent communities, students might come to see that their
parents’ ambitions for them and their own “grade grubbing” are ac-
tually impeding growth – producing a distorted increase in apparent
competence that promises more and more stress, not happiness.31
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Studentsmight begin by defending their parents – “they want the best
for me” – but, encouraged to imagine how they themselves would be-
have as parents, they might be more open and honest in analyzing
their own situations. In turn, the hope is that they will guide the
growth of their own children more intelligently and sensitively.

Parents as Educators

So far, we have discussed the birth experience and the growth of chil-
dren. On the latter topic, I suggested a powerful technique – getting
at the problems of teenagers by posing problems for them as future
parents. Now I want to discuss more directly the role of parents as ed-
ucators. Facilitating the growth of children, sharing knowledge with
them, and learning with them are among the great joys of parenting.
Parents do some direct, formal instruction, but most of what we

do is informal, and often our “teaching” has no clear objective. We
may spontaneously recite a poem or piece of doggerel, tell a story or
joke, identify an insect, suggest a book we loved as children, invite
participation in the kitchen, criticize a film, select a video for family
viewing, play a game of pinochle. Most of us can tell stories about
the effects of such informal learning in our own lives. I know, for ex-
ample, that a cousin and I became whizzes at division of whole num-
bers by playing dice-baseball and keeping batting averages. We both
learned something about negative numbers by playing pinochle with
our grandmother – who certainly could not have explained the formal
operations with negative numbers. I am not sure what we learned
from countless games of Monopoly, but I suspect there were many
benefits beyond counting money – among them, estimating spaces,
planning ahead to buy houses, plotting deals with other players, and
negotiating changes in the rules.
I remember learning the names of flowers from my mother and

grandmother, and it was a special delight to pass on this information
to my children and then to watch them pass it on to their children.
I remember, too, learning the names of many insects because my
children were interested in them. I don’t recall having such interest
as a child, but – thanks to my children – I now find many insects both
interesting and beautiful, and I have taught my grandchildren how
to work happily, and without fear, among bees.
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Sometimes at the dinner table, we take turns reciting the lines of a
poem. One person will say, “Whose woods these are I think I know,”
and someone else will give the next line. And kids seem to like it when,
as we are walking on the boardwalk, I recite, “A wonderful bird is the
pelican/Its beak can hold more than its belly can. . . .”
In none of these situations do we establish learning objectives or

give tests afterward. We exchange gifts and delight in the sharing.
The effects on children are incalculable. Dinner table conversation
has long been recognized as educational, but recently I read an ac-
count that criticized praise for the dinner table model as insensitive to
the fact that many families do not eat together. Many children have
no experience with conversation at the dinner table. Such criticism
is rather like criticizing a nutritious diet on the grounds that some
people are not fortunate enough to have a good diet. If there is some-
thing valuable in dinner table conversation, then parents should be
advised to make room for it in their busy days or to think creatively
about a worthy alternative.
Some years ago, when my own children were young, I fell into con-

versation with a neighbor who had just one young son. As neighbors
do, we commiserated over the cost of clothing, dental bills, future
education, and the like. Then I mentioned that it was also expensive
to take the kids camping, on trips to museums, and to participate
in various recreational and educational activities. “I never thought
of that,” she said, and indeed it was clear that she had not. While
our kids went everywhere with us (and added tremendously to our
enjoyment), her little boy stayed home with a babysitter. Her idea of
parent-as-educator was one of controlling her child’s behavior and
saving money for his college education.
There are cultural differences, too, in parenting, and discussion of

such differences has become a sensitive topic. So-called deficit mod-
els are properly frowned on today. Educators should not assume that
students whose native language is not English are therefore suffer-
ing a cultural deficiency. Nor should we assume that youngsters who
use Black English are lacking in intelligence. But we should not be
afraid to advise students and parents that some lacks do represent
deficiencies with respect to particular purposes and goals. To avoid
giving this advice is not a sign of respect but of moral weakness.
Children should not be told that their cultural knowledge is a deficit;
it is a resource, sometimes even a treasure. But lack of proficiency
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in standard English is a deficiency, and children’s cultural resources
should be used in overcoming the deficiency.
Similarly, in contemporary liberal societies, certain parenting styles

aremore effective than others.We need not claim that one style is bet-
ter than another in an absolute sense, but an authoritative style seems
better for educational purposes than either authoritarian or permis-
sive styles.32 An authoritarian style keeps control in the hands of par-
ents and insists on obedience from the young; the parent makes all
important decisions unilaterally. A permissive style allows the young
to do as they please, with little interference or guidance. In contrast,
the authoritative style requires guidance, shared activities, and lots
of practice in both talking and listening. As we teach parenting in
schools, we should not be afraid to promote this style. We need not
say that it is absolutely best, butwe certainly can say that theweight of
evidence favors it at this time for successful life in a liberal democracy.
Language figures prominently in authoritative parenting. Authori-

tative parents talk with their children, not just at them. Here again,
there are cultural differences. In some cultures, adults and children
do not engage in conversations. They exchange needed information
and give and take orders, but they do not share words in the ways that
seem to prepare children well for the usual patterns of schooling.33

Teachers have to learn how to draw on the individual and cultural
strengths of children without labeling either a culture or a parenting
style deficient. At the same time, we should find a way to educate
children for parenting so that they are aware of the effects of various
styles and patterns of conversation.
We know that the informal learning characteristic of rich home

environments provides many children with a good part of what the
school regards as cultural literacy – knowledge highly regarded by
the dominant culture. These children are ready for school learning.
E. D. Hirsch, a strong advocate of cultural literacy for all children,
comments:

The readiness-to-learn principle cries out for generalization: In a
democracy, all students should enter a grade ready to learn. True,
the requisite skills, background knowledge, and vocabulary for such
readiness are very unequally provided by the children’s home en-
vironments. But precisely for that reason, it is the duty of schools
to provide each child with the knowledge and skills requisite for
academic progress – regardless of home background.34
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Hirsch would use direct instruction as a remedy for the differences
in readiness. However, it is not at all clear that this will work. Parents
as well as teachers run into resistance when they insist that their
children learn particular skills or bits of information as a result of
planned activities. There seems to be something of great importance
in selecting what one wants from certain experiences and in feeling
that he or she is participating in shared life. Moreover, children learn
much more than facts and skills from parents and teachers.35 At best
they acquire – without real awareness – an attitude of openness to
learning and a sense of control over their own learning. They adopt
habits of mind quite different from those who see learning as a set
of specific tasks. I grant that this difference is somewhat mysterious,
but I am quite sure it exists. If I am right, immersion in an atmo-
sphere of shared exploration, rich in language and opportunities for
decision making, should provide the basic framework. Within this
framework, direct instruction would be used judiciously, just as it is
in good homes.
One of the activities that has tremendous potential for shared plea-

sure is reading aloud. Most children love to have someone read to
them, and I’ve found that even older children enjoy such sessions, es-
pecially if the listeners include people of different ages. On summer
evenings, we often hold such sessions. Whoever is visiting our sea-
side house joins the group of listeners. After reading Thurber’s The
Thirteen Clocks (a favorite of kids in the six to thirteen age group),
the kids may run about threatening to “slit you from the guggle to
the zatch,” but the end result is hilarity, not slaughter. Other favorites
include E. B. White’s The Trumpet of the Swan, May Sarton’s The Fur
Person, and T. H. White’sMistress Masham’s Repose. The Pooh books
(A. A. Milne) delight younger children, and all of our kids insisted
on playing “Pooh sticks” after hearing the stories. Participants find
sticks near a stream and simultaneously drop them on the upstream
side of a bridge. Then everyone runs to the downstream side to see
whose stick comes through first. (Often, having failed to distinguish
them in any way, we have no idea how to match stick with player.)
We read poetry, too, and the younger children recite poems they

have learned in school. But poetry is not just for children. One
evening, after discussing World War I poetry with adults, I remarked
that it was hard to understand how any further war could be waged
after the publication of that poetry. How could reasonable people not
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be moved by the terror, horror, insanity, destruction, and waste de-
scribed in that poetry? A child who had been listening said, “But,
Grandma, maybe lots of people didn’t read that poetry.” Indeed. Per-
haps, also, schools do not treat poetry in theway families do.We listen
to and imagine the fear and horror, whereas schools focus on rhyme,
meter, stanza construction, and metaphor. Who does the better job of
educating?
Parents have an advantage over school teachers. They can work ef-

fectively in the mysterious realm of informal and incidental learning.
I have used the wordmysterious before, and we should say a bit more
about the mystery. Why do we learn some things better informally
than formally? And what do I mean by better? Consider grammar. If
we set aside the poorest schools, most children receive roughly the
same instruction in grammar. Many people who use poor grammar
in their speech can probably identify correct constructions on paper –
although this is by no means certain. Recently, I overheard a conver-
sation in the post office between a postal clerk and a construction
contractor. Both are (at least) high school graduates. The contractor
was asking about a neighbor:

Clerk: If you came up from the beach, you should have saw him.
Contractor: No, I didn’t. Oh, well, it don’t matter.

I suspect that both know better, but their informal education has
not been consonant with the formal. In contrast, people (even fairly
young children) from homes in which the match is isomorphic are
likely to adopt correct usage. Years of formal instruction may have
little effect on everyday language. This familiar result casts significant
doubt on the wisdom of Hirsch’s recommendation to teach directly
to “deprived” youngsters that which lucky children get indirectly.
We really do not understand why some things are learned so much

more effectively in informal settings. One could argue that it is a mat-
ter of practice, and surely practice has something to do with it. But
practice does not explain the myriad trivial and disconnected facts
that we pick up informally and remember. There is something else
operating. Perhaps we are, paradoxically, more attentive in informal
settings. Perhaps the freedom to select what we wish contributes to
our remembering. Perhaps the happiness that often accompanies in-
formal learning helps to make that learning more nearly permanent.
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In any case, the power of informal learning is clear, and schools
might do well to provide settings in which it can occur more often.
I am not suggesting that everything can be taught this way. Many
important concepts and skills must be taught formally, but a foun-
dation of cultural literacy may best be established through informal
learning. Teachers and students should live together in the time al-
lotted by the school. Lunch time could be used as an educational
opportunity – one that would be satisfying in conversation as well
as nutrition. Similarly, shared experience on the playing field, in ex-
tracurricular activities, and service learningmight all add to the store
of knowledge built up in informal learning.
Educators need to think carefully about how schools might

increase opportunities for informal learning. They also should ask
whether their interactions with parents increase or decrease the
informal learning characteristic of good homes. The practice of
involving parents in their children’s homework may, for example,
actually reduce the parents’ enthusiasm for informal learning. Forced
to act as taskmasters, parents may begin to feel that their proper
role is to enforce formal learning instead of enjoying moments of
shared experience with their children. I am not suggesting that
parents should not help their children with homework if children ask
for help. Children who see their parents as congenial companions
and facilitators may indeed ask them for help. I would be cautious,
however, in enlisting parents in the role of enforcers. I would be
more than cautious and say right out: Don’t do it! Encourage parents
and children to enjoy their time together.

In this chapter, we have discussed the history and experience of
birthing and both the joys and trials of caring for infants. Then I
suggested a form of education for parenting that might help us to
get at the current problems of teenagers without preaching or direct
instruction. Finally, we looked at the role of parents as educators and
explored the wonders of informal learning. So far, I have said noth-
ing about what is possibly the most important task for parents as
educators – that of raising their children as good people. In an earlier
chapter, we discussed the connection of goodness and happiness. Just
as there are differences of opinion on the meaning of happiness, so
there are differences on what constitutes goodness. We turn to that
topic next.
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P hilosophers have long insisted that a measure of goodness is
necessary for happiness or humanflourishing. These days, how-

ever, we hear many cynical comments about the purported unhappi-
ness of the rich and wicked. “I’d like to be so unhappy,” a scoffer may
comment on the wealth and high-living style of some enormously
rich, not very nice person. Still, we know that the rich are not always
happy, and the forms of happiness we admire – those derived from
mutual relationships, respect in public life, inner serenity – require a
depth of character and spirituality. As parents, we want our children
to be good, not only so that they will succeed financially but, even
more, because we believe in the connection between goodness and
happiness.

Caring Relations and Character

Character education – the deliberate attempt to inculcate virtues – is
the oldest and best-known mode of moral education. Now, at the be-
ginning of the twenty-first century, after a lapse of just a few decades,
it has oncemore become popular.1 There aremany thoughtful people,
however, who object to the movement. Some dissenters doubt (with
Socrates) that virtues can be taught at all; others object to how they
are often taught – by indoctrination.2 Still others, while sharing the
doubts just mentioned, feel that most efforts at character education
start with a mistaken view of moral life. Character educators seem
to assume that virtues are possessions, that they are acquired and
practiced by individuals in whom the accumulation of virtues even-
tuates in character. Sometimes character educators even advocate
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stern measures to discipline children so that the virtues will indeed
be acquired.
In contrast, those of us who work from an ethic of care regard

moral life as thoroughly relational. From this perspective, even the
self is relational.We are, of course, individual physical organisms, but
our selves are constructed through encounters with other bodies, ob-
jects, selves, conditions, ideas, and reflective moments with our own
previous selves.3 A relational view weakens and blurs the distinction
between egoism and altruism, becausemuch of what we do for others
strengthens the relations of which we are part and, thus, our selves.
We believe that virtues are best learned in strong, happy relations.

Happy children rarely become violent or cruel. One need not go so
far as A. S. Neill, who said, “I believe that it is moral instruction that
makes the child bad.”4 We might agree, however, that some forms of
moral instruction do indeed make children bad, and we can usually
predict the badness to come by observing that children so instructed
are unhappy.5 Happiness seems to be connected at both ends tomoral
character; it is a good start for moral life, and it is a welcome
by-product of leading a moral life.

Happiness is construed here in the full sense that has been discussed
so far. We are not talking aboutmere pleasure and certainly not about
satisfying the restless flitting about so characteristic of children who
seek to be continually entertained. Helping children to attain hap-
piness involves guiding their intellectual and moral growth. It also
involves helping them to develop a pleasing and well-integrated per-
sonality, and we will consider that task in the next chapter. For now,
it is enough to recognize that a person may be highly developed in-
tellectually and even have a deep and appreciative understanding of
moral principles and still behave in ways that both he or she and soci-
ety find abhorrent. This seems to have been true, for example, of the
talented philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce. Louis Menand writes
of him:

He had a better nature, but he knew, even at twenty, that his person-
ality was his enemy, and his entire adult life was a continual cycle of
self-indulgence and self-rebuke.6

Peirce was not a happy man. His father taught him a great deal
about thinking but, apparently, little about interacting positively with
others.
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Most conscientious parents are deeply concerned that their chil-
dren develop the capacity to maintain caring relations. They show
children first what it means to be cared for, and then they teach them
how to care for others. Parents and teachers who use this caring al-
ternative to character education do not give lectures on kindness, for
example. Instead, they show what it means to be kind by modeling
it. They also give specific, concrete lessons in kindness, but these are
not lessons planned in advance and carried out as part of a formal
curriculum. When a child is observed in an act that is causing pain,
such parents intervene immediately and say, “You must not do that.
That hurts.” They make clear to the child that his or her act is wrong,
and then they show the child a better way to interact – how to pick up
a kitten, how to ask another child for an object, how to get Mother’s
attention.7 All of this can be done in a firm but friendly manner.
Children treated this way learn that some of their acts are bad
(harmful, rude, hurtful), but they are not made to feel that they them-
selves are bad. Rather, they are treated as valued companions and, as
Aristotle said, valued companions or friends help us to become better
people.
So far in this discussion, I have assumed that the connection be-

tween happiness and good character is well established and widely
accepted. But what exactly is the connection? We can start our
search for an answer to this question by considering several generally
approved virtues.

A Sample of Virtues

Let’s start with honesty. Can we take it as obvious that chronic lying
will almost certainly lead to poor human relations and thus to un-
happiness? If this were a Socratic dialogue, my interlocutors would
promptly answer yes. We can’t be sure which is cause and which
is effect, but we can say with some confidence that habitual liars
are unhappy people. At the other extreme, however, those who are
rigidly and unfailingly truthful may be difficult to live with, and
they too may be unhappy. Who would want to live with the ancient
Church Father who said, “I would not tell a willful lie to save the
souls of the whole world”?8 What sort of person would not lie to
save the world, or his own child, or even the life of an innocent
neighbor?
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Neither the chronic liar nor the ruthless truth-sayer appeals tomost
of us. We do not trust the liar, and the ruthless truth-sayer makes us
uncomfortable, especially if he continually reminds us of our own
shortcomings. As Hume put it, “Who would live amidst perpetual
wrangling, and scolding, and mutual reproaches?”9 That is what life
might become in the company of those who fail to exercise honesty
in crucial situations or those who overexercise honesty. Both Hume
and Aristotle argued that overzealous exercise often turns a virtue
into a vice. The reason is that such vigorous displays of virtue tend to
wreck human relationships, and our relationships are fundamental
to our happiness. Unless we become hermits, seeking happiness in
a relation only with God or nature, we need other human beings in
order to be happy. Here is Hume again:

A perfect solitude is, perhaps, the greatest punishment we can
suffer. . . .Let all the powers and elements obey one man: Let the
sun rise and set at his command: The seas and rivers roll as he
pleases. . . .He will still be miserable, till you give him some one per-
son at least, with whom he may share his happiness, and whose
esteem and friendship he may enjoy.10

To be happy, then, children must learn to exercise virtues in ways
that help to maintain positive relations with others, especially with
those others who share the aim of establishing caring relations. They
must be honest in the sense that they are trustworthy, but they must
not hurt people by being brutally or priggishly frank. When someone
tells the truth, we must grant that she is honest, but we do not have
to grant that her honesty is virtuous.
Consider next the virtue of courage. This virtue has long been as-

sociated with military bravery, but an alternative to physical courage
is “strength of mind, capable of conquering whatever threatens the
attainment of the highest good.”11 Courage, to retain its priority as a
virtue, must be joined to wisdom. Wisdom helps us to separate brav-
ery from foolhardiness and, also, to make appropriate evaluations so
that we exercise the virtue in pursuit of things that are worthwhile.
The difficulty with this analysis, of course, is that wise people can dif-
fer on what they regard as worthwhile. Rationalists such as Aquinas
andKantwould insist that the right use of reason is not amatter of dis-
pute, but the real world reveals a different picture. In the year 2001,
we experienced wave after wave of terror, deliberately inflicted on
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innocents in the name of great causes. Can we call the acts of suicide
bombers cowardly? Surely we have to grant them great courage of a
sort. Are they, then, lacking in wisdom?Most of us would say yes, but
there are those who would defend them even on this – insisting that
faith is a mark of ultimate wisdom.
To get a more satisfactory analysis, we must turn again to a

relational perspective. If an act requiring physical or mental or social
bravery tends tomaintain caring relations with those immediately in-
volved and does not destroy or greatly weaken relations in the larger
web of care, then we may rightly say that the courage exercised is a
virtue. But notice that, once again, this virtue does not seem to be the
possession of an individual, one simply brought out and exercised at
an appropriate moment. Rather, the label virtuous is better attached
to the relational interaction.12 An act is not virtuous, no matter how
courageous the agent, if it deliberately or negligently harms others.
At this point, readers may object that my analysis denies the virtue

of many acts of military courage. It does indeed. It does not deny the
courage, but it suggests strongly that this form of courage should not
be regarded as virtuous. War is not a virtuous activity. William James
comments:

Yet the fact remains that war is a school of strenuous life and hero-
ism; and, being in the line of aboriginal instinct, is the only school
that as yet is universally available. But whenwe gravely ask ourselves
whether thiswholesale organization of irrationality and crime be our
only bulwark against effeminacy, we stand aghast at the thought, and
thinkmore kindly of ascetic religion . . .whatwenowneed to discover
in the social realm is the moral equivalent of war: something heroic
that will speak to men as universally as war does, and yet will be as
compatible with their spiritual selves as war has proved itself to be
incompatible.13

James, like Hume, however, had little regard for the ascetic virtues.
Happiness, from the ascetic perspective, is a desirable state for the
soul, not the body, and I have already rejected this route to happiness.
The paragraph from James raises another question: Must the moral
equivalent of war avoid effeminacy? If by effeminatewemean too soft
or self-indulgent, wemight agree that effeminacy is best avoided. The
problem is that theword alsomeanswomanish, and this suggests that
the moral equivalent of war – if such an enterprise can be found – will

161



Educating for Personal Life

not include qualities usually associated with women. From a rela-
tional perspective, such a decision is disastrous. It means persistently
neglecting or avoiding the qualities that women have brought to
caring relations.14 It also multiplies the difficulties we face in over-
coming violence because it suggests maintaining the masculinities
that may lie at the root of violence.15

Without denying the heroism of warriors, educators interested in
the happiness of their students must allow them to raise critical ques-
tions about war. For centuries, young men have been told that it is
“sweet and seemly” to die for one’s country.16 Even mothers have
urged their sons to bring honor on their families and nations by
offering their lives in battle.17 Appeals to honor have been highly ef-
fective, but they have often been backed upwith powerful threats, and
young soldiers have had to choose between risking their lives on the
battlefield or being shot as cowards by their own troops. With respect
to courage as a virtue, the question might be asked: Does a particular
young man go into battle because he is courageous or because he is
terrified of the alternative?
Teachers must handle this topic with exquisite care and balance.

Nothing must be subtracted from the stories of heroism. Nothing
should be omitted from the accounts of cruelty and destruction. Both
warriors and war evaders can be credited with courage, but the virtue
of war itself must be called into question. One can imagine the topic
of courage taught through juxtaposition of strongly opposed views –
leaving it to students to make their own carefully guided judgments.
It is careful guidance that is so difficult, requiring teachers to ask:
Have you considered X? Do you have the correct figures here? Have
you read the biography of Y? Is there corroborating evidence for your
claim?
How are teachers to do this? At present, and certainly for the fore-

seeable future, social studies teachers are tied to textbooks and a pre-
specified curriculum. The textbooks are very expensive, and there is
rarely any money left over for supplementary texts. Further, although
educators and parents extol the virtue of honesty and insist that chil-
dren acquire and exercise it, they allow gross dishonesty to masquer-
ade as objective knowledge in the school curriculum. Students today
do hear about the evils of American slavery and our betrayal and
destruction of Indians, but they are led to believe that these hor-
rendous events were aberrations, uncharacteristic of the American
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way. Moreover, there are powerful voices that object to “too much
emphasis” on even these well-documented episodes. It is risky and
almost impossible for teachers to talk honestly to students about the
horrors of present-day warfare and the ways in which the news
media are forced (or choose?) to distort and underreport the realities
of war.
Instead of slogging through dull texts, teachers should be encour-

aged to supply excerpts from outstanding books, excerpts that would
help students to understand just how horrible war is and how mili-
tary training coupled with actual combat experience can deaden or
even destroy human moral resources. One chapter from Jonathan
Glover’s Humanity might do more toward genuine education than
most “approved” texts could hope to accomplish.18 It is not a matter
of demonizing our own culture – and I agree with those who object
to presenting our young with only the bad side of our culture – but of
admitting with great sadness and some humility that, collectively, all
humans have often behaved abominably toward other humans. No
one can read Glover’s account and come away with the notion that
war is virtuous – nomatter how virtuous the activatingmotivesmight
have been.
What we need to do, and I have emphasized this again and

again, is to educate the moral sensibilities, what Glover calls human
responses.19 Brought up and educated in an environment that
promotes happiness, young people will remain in touch with those
human responses we associate with caring: sympathy, motivational
displacement (the desire to help and to share), tenderness, outrage
and disgust at cruelty, generosity, awillingness to listen and bemoved.
They must also learn, however, that these human responses can be
killed and that it has traditionally been part of military training to do
just that. If there is no way to educate our children honestly and
also to maintain a defensive military, we need to rethink what a
defensive military might mean. No choice that sacrifices educational
honesty should be acceptable.20 Glover ends his informative and
heart-rending work with these words:

To avoid further disasters, we need political restraints on a world
scale. But politics is not the whole story. We have experienced the re-
sults of technology in the service of the destructive side of humanpsy-
chology. Something needs to be done about this fatal combination.
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The means for expressing cruelty and carrying out mass killing have
been fully developed. It is too late to stop the technology. It is to the
psychology that we should now turn.21

Yes, to psychology but, more important, to education.
If happiness is connected tomoral goodness, it is also influenced by

intellectual virtue – by open-mindedness, critical thinking, and gen-
erosity of spirit. Thomas Paine said that he was committed to “doing
justice, loving mercy, and endeavoring to make our fellow creatures
happy.”22 He advocated nonviolence. To be nonviolent does not imply
living in ignorance or allowing injustice to stand. One must seek the
truth and recognize it even when it appears on the side less favored.
This is possibly the hardest task of education – to bring students to
a tolerance for ambiguity that will not paralyze them and prevent
them from making commitments. Paine was castigated for his stand
against violence. Many years after Paine’s influential work was pub-
lished, Theodore Roosevelt referred to him as a “filthy little atheist.”23

In early 2002, we were faced again with a situation in which our
leaders insisted that all others must be “with us or against us.” Can
education help people to understand that it is possible to be on both
sides, seeing good and bad in each? We haven’t made much progress
on this. One reason is that, in a society that admires honesty as a
virtue, we are unwilling to believe that some of our soldiers have
cut and strung dried human ears as necklaces, murdered pregnant
women, gutted living prisoners, and laughed at the obvious terror
of their enemies.24 Many of the boy-men who commit such crimes,
like the young Nazi Karl in The Sunflower, are described by their
mothers as “good boys.”25 What changes good boys into beings who
can perform the cruel acts described in so many honest accounts
of war?
Before examining one more virtue, we should return briefly to our

earlier discussion of educational aims. There I said that it is danger-
ous to ignore aims-talk or to suppose that the analysis of educational
aims is a finished task. Our Visitor from another world raised many
questions about what we are doing. He might now ask why we are
so intent on forcing standard academic subjects on all children when
we have not even scratched the surface on the kinds of questions sug-
gested by our discussion of courage. Shouldn’t it be of great concern
to us that young people finish high school with no knowledge of the

164



Character and Spirituality

kinds of acts they might perform in war? Brian Fogarty describes the
changes that took place in military training after World War II:

The major change was to de-emphasize physical skills in favor of
psychological “motivation,” that is the ability and willingness to kill
automatically. Many psychological techniques were used, but most
took one of two simple forms. The first is a matter of drill and desen-
sitization: chanting “Kill, kill, kill, . . .” as a cadence while marching,
for example. Or using themost explicit language possiblewhen train-
ing to kill (“you want to destroy your enemy and send him home to
his mommy in a glad Bag . . . ”).26

If these techniques are widely used, it would surely be right for the
public schools to prepare our young people for some form of moral
resistance to them. The twentieth century provided us with a sur-
feit of horrors that could have been avoided if people were taught
how to maintain their moral responses instead of how to overcome
them. How is it that well-educated people – doctors, judges, mayors,
philosophers – could participate in the torture, abuse, and even exter-
mination of innocent human beings? In psychology, we are beginning
to understand how these things happen,27 and yet we rarely discuss
what we have learned in high schools.
Failure to discuss the psychology of war is one more complaint we

can raise against the contemporary character education movement.
Courage is mentioned at least six times, for example, in Lickona’s
Educating for Character, and there are even several pages devoted to
teaching about the VietnamWar. In the latter discussion, students are
invited to examine both sides of the issue, to play the role of decision
makers, and to “research the backgrounds of the persons who held
the different views of the war.”28 They are never asked, however, to
imagine themselves being so angry, confused, and terrified that they
might slaughter women and children, torture prisoners, or gather
dried human ears for souvenirs. But these are the things they need to
consider if we are ever to establish a peaceful world.29 If courage is to
be a theme, the courage of those who have resisted evil nonviolently
should be underscored.30

The last virtue to be examined here is perseverance. Perseverance is
the ninth of thirty-one virtues presented in Character Lessons, a text-
book published in 1909 for both teachers and parents.31 As with the
approach to other virtues, the section on perseverance starts with a
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definition and thenmoves to interpretation, elucidation and training,
application, and inspiration. It recommends literature to be usedwith
younger children and with older children. Character Lessons is a book
rich in what E. D. Hirsch calls cultural literacy. It is filled with names,
stories, anecdotes, quotations, and points to ponder. Today, it seems
highly traditional, formal, even stuffy.
The lesson on perseverance includes many propaganda-style tech-

niques such as having children recite “If at first you don’t succeed,
try, try, try again.” But it also includes a bit of wisdom rarely heard
today: “Keep to your specialty; to the doing of the thing that you ac-
complish with most of satisfaction to yourself and most of benefit to
those about you.”32 It emphasizes that a “preconceived plan and a
definite line of action are indispensable to perseverance.”33

Choice and planning are highlighted. It is suggested that students
should analyze their own interests and talents, plan accordingly, and
then persevere in their plans. This is quite different from the usual
message given in today’s schools. Lickona, for example, speaks favor-
ably of a first-grade teacher who has posted as the first rule of her
classroom “Always do your best in everything.” We give such advice
to little children, and then we begin to grade them. What does this do
to a child who does his best and regularly gets C’s for his efforts?
Should we always do our best in everything, or should we choose

intelligently and bravely those tasks to which we will give our best?
For years I’ve advised graduate students to save their best for those
intellectual tasks that arouse their passions. They must do an ade-
quate job on everything required, of course, but doing uniformly well
on everything is not the mark of a creative thinker, and trying to do so
may well diminish creativity. “A ‘B’ is good for your soul,” I tell them.
“It helps you to decide what really interests you.”
John Knowles has a wonderfully perceptive description of a stu-

dent who becomes “exceptional” by carefully refusing to be really
interested in anything but his grades. He has only one rival, Chet:

But I began to see that Chet was weakened by the very genuineness
of his interest in learning. . . .When we read Candide it opened up a
new way of looking at the world to Chet, and he continued hungrily
reading Voltaire, in French, while the class went on to other people.
He was vulnerable there, because to me they were all pretty much
alike – Voltaire and Moliere and the laws of motion and the
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Magna Carta and the Pathetic Fallacy and Tess Of the D’Urbervilles –
and I worked indiscriminately on all of them.34

It is this sad result that has recently been so well documented in real
life by Denise Clark Pope.35

Thus, although the teacher described by Lickona deserves praise
for getting 90 percent of her welfare-class children up to grade level,
we wonder what will happen to them in later grades. If doing their
best at tasks they have not chosen earns them C’s, many will quit
making the effort. If they push against the coercion – look for an
interest and a plan – theymay be defeated again. And if they buy their
teacher’s advice and, against the odds, make A’s, they may become
unhappy academic machines like Knowles’s Gene and Pope’s Eve.
Such youngsters put their lives on hold – planning to be happy “some
day” – while they obediently strive for the rewards attached to doing
their best at everything.
Am I saying that we should encourage academic mediocrity? Quite

the opposite. To expend equal effort – do one’s best – on everything
is a sure road to mediocrity. It is part of our job as educators to help
students evaluate their own interests andwork and, if possible, to find
tasks at which they can work happily. They will have to do some tasks
they might prefer to avoid, and we should not accept shoddy work,
but we should guard against destroying the joy that accompanies
a real passion for work that is chosen. Like honesty and courage,
perseverance is not always a virtue.
We could spend much more time analyzing various virtues, but

my aim is to establish an approach to the analysis. Insofar as virtue is
connected to happiness, wemust test each purported virtue to see un-
der which conditions it actually shows this connection. We hope that
the people produced by our educational efforts will be good people,
and such people must be willing to sacrifice some episodic happi-
ness for a deeper form dependent on a life of goodness. That hope
suggests that we should spend time in discussing goodness in some
depth, and the discussion must include critical thinking on critical
issues.
For many people, character is closely connected to spirituality, and

a fulfilled spiritual life yields great happiness. How might this topic
be approached in public schools? In what follows, I will not discuss
particular religions or, indeed, religion at all. I am not rejecting the
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spirituality connected to religion but simply showing that the topic
can be taken up without risking a constitutional violation. We will
look for spirit in everyday life.

Spirituality

Some who seek an enhanced spiritual life today join movements that
promise escape from worldly concerns (even, occasionally, escape
from the body); some turn to evangelical fundamentalisms as a way
of recapturing lost souls, and still others study the contemplative life
to learn its patterns and exercises. Without denigrating the first two
approaches or rejecting the third (which I find deeply thoughtful and
marked by great beauty), I want to suggest that enhanced awareness
of certain features in everyday life can contribute significantly to
spiritual life and to happiness.
Sometime between dawn and sunrise on days that will be clear, a

red band appears across the eastern sky. My bedroom faces the ocean
and, lying in bed, I can see this smear of red just above the sea. The
actual sunrise is, until late fall, a bit north of the bedroom window;
I have to get up and move to another room to see it. As I approach
the library/plant room, even before a window is in view, I often stop –
enchanted by the light across the bookcases on my left. The sea is
to the right, and as I move ahead and turn, I’ll see the full show of
sunrise. But here, now, stopped in this passage, the pattern of light is
magnificent. Some mornings it is gold, others pink. Once in a while,
the whole wall and all the books are bathed in a reddish glow. The
spirit soars.
Then there is the sunrise itself. When we think about sunrises de-

picted in poetry and stories, we think of the gradual increase in light
that is really dawn. Watching the sun rise, we realize that it is a phe-
nomenon of suddenness. The sun bursts onto the horizon as though
full of enthusiasm. One moment there is a mere curved line in the
band, and in the next a full, fat sun. How many human beings share
this moment with me? I marvel that, no matter what season of the
year, there are always a few people watching on the boardwalk, or
pier, or rock jetty just across the street from where I am watching.
Perhaps we are all momentarily overcome with the immensity of the
sea, its beauty in the sunrise, our tenuous place in the universe, and
a continually renewed wonder at the start of a day.
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Before I go further with accounts of spiritual moments in everyday
life, I want to acknowledgewhat will be obvious to everyone. I live in a
special place. Not everyone has such a view, nor a library/plant room.
But I have read similar accounts of the spirit soaring in fishermen, in
farmers, and in Navajos living in simple hogans – facing the east and
the glories of sunrise.
The spiritual moments discussed here do not come as a result of

detachment ormeditation. They are, rather, moments of complete en-
gagement with what-is-there. Martin Buber describes such moments
asmanifestations of relation, and they can happen in encounters with
people, animals, plants, objects, or events. In describing an encounter
with a tree, Buber points out the multitude of ways one might
“contemplate a tree.” Inmost of them, the tree is an object of scrutiny,
of study. “But,” he writes, “it can also happen, if will and grace are
joined, that as I contemplate the tree I am drawn into a relation,
and the tree ceases to be an It.”36 These are moments of surpassing
wonder and contentment.
The sudden realization of relation does not always produce won-

der and contentment. For Sartre’s character Roquentin, an encounter
with chestnut trees induces nausea:

I sought in vain to count the chestnut trees, to situate them in rela-
tion to the statue . . . to compare their height . . . each escaped the re-
lationship in which I tried to enclose it . . . the root . . .monstrous soft
masses in disorder – naked, with a terrifying and obscene nakedness.

Feeling at one, blending, with the chestnut tree’s root overwhelmed
Roquentin and made him think that he was as irrelevant – as in the
way – as a chestnut’s roots:

And me – flabby, languid, obscene, digesting, shaking with dismal
thoughts – I was also in the way. I vaguely contemplated doing away
withmyself to annihilate at least one of these superfluous existences.
But my very death would have been in the way. In the way: my dead
body, my blood on the cobblestones, among the plants at the end of
this smiling park . . . I was in the way I was in the way forever.37

Many spiritual encounters induce fear, horror, or nausea, and these
should not be ignored but, as a teacher, I would not overemphasize
these experiences; I would be careful to balance them with accounts
that bring peace and joy. However, the accounts of horror are vivid.
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William James provides several that are more devastating than that
of Roquentin. He, too, calls a halt:

There is no need of more examples. The cases we have looked at are
enough. One of them gives us the vanity ofmortal things; another the
sense of sin; and the remaining one describes fear of the universe; –
and in one or other of these three ways it always is thatman’s original
optimism and self-satisfaction get leveled with the dust.38

If I were discussing this topic with high school students – the won-
der and terror of spiritual experience – Imight next showpictures that
appear in W. G. Sebald’s Austerlitz. Without mentioning Sartre and
Roquentin or Buber, Sebald juxtaposes a photograph of a sprawl-
ing chestnut root with one of “windflowers covering the woodland
floor.”39 The effects illustrate the extremes we are discussing. The
I–Thou meeting described by Buber is wonderful. To connect, to be
one, with another person, a tree, a work of art, or God is the height
of spiritual life – if that other is perceived as somehow good. If that
being is felt as evil, terrible, or disgusting, one feels terror or nausea,
not a soaring of the spirit.
Sebald contributes something more. He tells how Austerlitz, as a

child, learned about moths and how they occasionally lose their way
in a house:

If you do not put them out again carefully they will stay where they
are, never moving, until the last breath is out of their bodies, and
indeed they will remain in the place where they came to grief even
after death, held fast by the tiny claws that stiffened in their last
agony.40

This is painful enough for those who love nature, but the next
passages invite a literary-spiritual experience:

There is really no reason to suppose that lesser beings are devoid of
sentient life. We are not alone in dreaming at night for, quite apart
from dogs and other domestic creatures whose emotions have been
bound up with ours for many thousands of years, the smaller mam-
mals such as mice and moles also live in a world that exists only
in their minds whilst they are asleep . . . and who knows, . . .perhaps
moths dream as well, perhaps a lettuce in the garden dreams as it
looks up at the moon by night.41
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Studentsmight be encouraged to check the scientific status of some
of these remarks but, more important, they should ponder the ideas.
How do we feel about the possibility of consciousness in a lettuce? If
it can dream, it can have nightmares as well. Our wonder and terror
may well deepen.
Ordinary everyday life – the life inwhichwe encounter trees,moths,

and lettuce plants – is more often associated with boredom and
drudgery than with spiritual experience. Housework, for example is
not usually spirit-enhancing work, but it can be occasionally. It is
easy to forget that the house, in sheltering our bodies, also protects
our spirits and imaginations. Literature and poetry are filled with de-
scriptions and reminiscences of childhood homes and with longings
for homeland and home region. However, the objects in homes are
rarely mentioned (except, interestingly, clocks and portraits, which
often figure prominently). But Bachelard reminds us:

How wonderful it is to really become once more the inventor of a
mechanical action! And so, when a poet rubs a piece of furniture –
even vicariously – when he puts a little fragrant wax on his table
with the woolen cloth that lends warmth to everything it touches, he
creates a new object; he increases the object’s human dignity; he reg-
isters this object officially as a member of the human household.42

Thus it happens sometimes, if not pressed by time and other tasks,
if the light is just right, if the spirit is receptive, there can be this
spiritual moment when the polished furniture gleams as though with
appreciation, and the human spirit glows, too. It need not happen
every time one dusts or sweeps, any more than any other spiritual
exercise consistently produces epiphanies, but it does occur. As with
other such exercises, one must be prepared and aware.
In previous paragraphs, where I have described the spirit as soar-

ing, I might as easily have described it as indwelling. It is not somuch
that spirit transcends body as that body becomes consciously flooded
with spirit. Both interpretations contribute to our understanding. The
soaring I have described might be named ecstasy. As Carol Ochs de-
fines it, “Ecstasy . . . is the standing outside of oneself (ex stasis). This
means that the normal self, which includes our usual ways of think-
ing, judging, and evaluating, is displaced. We are brought outside the
self through an irruption in our life.”43 From a relational perspective,
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however, my experience as described is more nearly a full realization
of self than a standing outside of self. It is a momentary and exquisite
realization of relatedness. It cannot be summoned, and yet one must
be prepared in order for it to happen.
Ochs is right, I think, when she warns that experiences of this sort

cannot be directly sought. Her remarks echo Buber’s:

Once we realize that experience is not a goal, we must reaffirm its
importance as a means when we learn to trust ourselves and to be
true to ourselves. . . . If spirituality is the process of coming into re-
lationships with reality, then it must include a relationship with the
reality of our own experiences.44

Everyday experience continues into night. For example, Imay retire
early and read, alternating among dissertation chapters, mystery
novels, book reviews, modern novels, and classics that I missed in
my student days. As the evening progresses and I grow sleepy, the cat
Lulu joins me. Most nights she simply sleeps at the foot of our bed,
but sometimes she snuggles tightly againstme, undermy right arm. It
becomes hard to turn pages. I turn off the light and give my attention
to petting her; she pets me back, “making biscuits” on my shoulder,
and purrs with a gentle rumble. And I think, as I rest my hand lightly
on her head and the happy rumble continues, about the meaning of
such interspecies affection. Trust seems absolute. Why is so much
love manifested in relationships the world considers insignificant?
Most nights sleep comes easily – for at least a few hours – and the

pile of reading is always at hand for the wakeful hours. But, when
the eyes are too tired to read, the cat has retired to the foot of the
bed, my husband is gently snoring, and sleep still will not come –
perhaps held off by the night fears that afflict moths and humans –
I sometimes silently recite poetry, a bit from Frost or Hardy. Things,
troubling fears and annoying details, fall away, and I sleep.
I askmyself often whywe do so little in schools to promote spiritual

well-being. Do we suggest to our students that the soul rises with the
sun, that it is worth the effort to drag one’s weary body out occasion-
ally to lift the soul? Do we invite students to look at their houses and
ask howmany objects have been “registered officially” as members of
the human household? Dowe encourage reflection on interspecies af-
fection as we pursue politically correct lessons on environmentalism?
Do we acknowledge the uneasiness and fear that often arise at night?
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Dowe help students tomemorize poetry, not for official performances
or grades, but to build a repertoire of spiritual exercises? If we do not,
why don’t we?
Spiritual experience, as I have been describing it, is intensely per-

sonal, but there are some common experiences, other than the tradi-
tionally religious ones that I have said I would not discuss here, that
many people have associated with spiritual happiness. Gardens have
long been recognized as places that turn the human spirit to “virtue
and sanctity.”45 They are also places of retreat – spots to which we
turn to escape both the chaos of the larger world and the hubbub
and stuffiness of the house. At the extreme of world weariness (and
rejecting Pangloss’s notion that the world’s horrors were somehow
necessary for the goods he now enjoyed), Voltaire’s Candide said, “We
must cultivate our gardens.”46 Those who have gardens to cultivate
are fortunate.
Gardens, however, are not merely retreats; they invite kindred spir-

its. Many gardeners find gardening a spiritual experience, and what
they share there is very like what a congregation shares in church.
In this age of body consciousness, gardening can also be regarded as
fine exercise, and it is: bending, stretching, lifting, and digging long
enough and hard enough to produce sweat and an increased heart
rate. But gardening is, even more, spiritual exercise. Among thou-
sands of expressions of this truth, I particularly like E. B. White’s
tribute to his wife in the introduction of her book:

Armed with a diagram and a clipboard, Katherine would get into
a shabby old Brooks raincoat much too long for her, put on a little
round wool hat, pull on a pair of overshoes, and proceed to the di-
rector’s chair – a folding canvas thing – that had been placed for her
at the edge of the plot. There she would sit, hour after hour, in the
wind and the weather, while Henry Allen produced dozens of brown
paper packages of new bulbs and a basketful of old ones, ready for
the intricate interment. As the years went by and age overtook her,
there was something comical yet touching in her bedraggled appear-
ance on this awesome occasion – the small hunched-over figure, her
studied absorption in the implausible notion that there would be
yet another spring, oblivious to the ending of her own days, which
she knew perfectly well was at hand, sitting there with her detailed
chart under those dark skies in the dying October, calmly plotting
the resurrection.47
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One complaint I have long had against some churchmen is that
many of them search constantly for miracles of a supernatural sort.
They should get out, like Katherine White, into their gardens, where
miracles of this world abound. Every time I brush aside the mulch on
a garden bed in spring and find new seedlings – tender, green-red, or
yellow-green, perfect in form – I sit back for a moment and just feel
the miracle. Even more potent in producing this feeling is contact
with a new human baby. What ecstasy in snuggling a newborn! As
miracles go, these recurring events are quite sufficient.
Porches, like gardens, are earthly places of resurrection. Beaten,

soaked, and scarred by the winter rains, ice, and wind, they stand
bare and dead-looking in the late winter. But when spring arrives, the
porches come alive and neighbors pause in their painting, scraping,
hammering, and scrubbing to greet one another and see how each
has fared over winter. We encounter one another, and we realize at
least momentarily that Martin Buber was right when he said, “All ac-
tual life is encounter.”48 Spring brings a renewal of encounters with
people, plants, the exterior of one’s house, and the lovely interme-
diate spaces that both shelter us and give us confidence to wander
forth.
For me, and for many others, the seaside is another place for spir-

itual exercise. The ocean is a splendor for all the senses. It is won-
derful to look at, to listen to, to smell. I also love the feel and taste
of it. Its buoyancy and active movement induce playfulness. As the
spirit says, “Play!” The body obeys, and we body surf, swim under-
water to surprise one another, do easy flips, swim, bob, dive under,
and then float in the sun. And while the body is at play, the spirit says,
“Thank you.” Towhom?Towhat? That I do not know. I only record the
experience.
My account so far of spiritual experience in everyday life may sug-

gest that the solitude so often prescribed for spiritual exercise is un-
necessary. This would be a mistake. Although I do not believe that
long periods of solitude are essential for spiritual awakening, I do
believe that moments of solitude and quiet are necessary. When I am
deeply affected by a sunrise or its spectacular pre-glow, there is al-
ways a moment of reflection, time to simply “be with.” Even when
the spiritual sense is aroused while playing in the surf, it is the quiet
moment of floating in which the spirit is most fully actualized.
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Anne Morrow Lindbergh recommended reasonable periods of soli-
tude for everyone: “Every person, especially every woman, should be
alone sometime during the year, some part of each week, and each
day.”49 She observed that, despite mechanical improvements of all
sorts, women at midcentury seemed to have less time, not more,
for solitude. She feared, rightly many of us think, that the “spirit
of woman is going dry.” Too often, “With our pitchers, we attempt
sometimes to water a field, not a garden. We throw ourselves indis-
criminately into committees and causes. Not knowing how to feed
the spirit, we try to muffle its demands in distractions.”50

How much more true is this today? In contrast, Lindbergh noted,
our foremothers – who had so much more physical work to do – had,
at least, some seclusion:

Many of their duties were conducive to a quiet contemplative draw-
ing together of self. They had more creative tasks to perform.
Nothing feeds the center so much as creative work, even hum-
ble kinds like cooking and sewing. Baking bread, weaving cloth,
putting up preserves, teaching and singing to children, must have
been far more nourishing than being the chauffeur or shopping
at supermarkets . . . the art and craft of housework has diminished;
much of the time-consuming drudgery remains.51

This is especially true today when so many women work both at
home and outside. Home tasksmust be rushed because somany other
responsibilities press us. There simply is no time to savor the doing
of tasks that were once necessary but now are avoidable. One might
actually enjoy baking bread or putting up strawberry preserves, but
can one justify the time these jobs take up?
There is another insight from Lindbergh that is valuable. The per-

fect moments I have described are temporary, fleeting, and are to
be treasured for their very evanescence. Like happiness itself, these
moments must be handled gently. It is clutching them, trying to hold
on to them, that destroys the joy we might have got from them. “It
is fear,” Lindbergh wrote, “that makes one cling nostalgically to the
last moment or clutch greedily toward the next.”52 In part, this is
why we need solitude and silence as well as encounter. In moments
of solitude, we can feel the wonder of the sunrise, the new seedling,
the rising bread, the last wave that swept us onto the beach. The
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moments have passed, but their memory has become part of us, and
the solitude given to reflection refreshes us and prepares us for the
next moment of spiritual awakening.
Finding the spiritual in everyday occasions may lead us to with-

draw from public life; that is, without retreating as fully as Voltaire’s
Candide suggested, we may live in the world and yet be apart from
it. Although such a life is often extolled in religious doctrine, those
who live it may be lost to political action. When everyday life is full
and satisfying, participation in that part of the public realm demand-
ing debate, confrontation, and action may be unattractive. Hannah
Arendt remarked on this tendency in a whole people:

Modern enchantment with “small things,” though preached by early
twentieth-century poetry in almost all European tongues, has found
its classical presentation in the petit bonheur of the French people.
Since the decay of their once great and glorious public realm, the
French have become masters in their art of being happy among
“small things,” within the space of their own four walls, between
chest and bed, table and chair, dog and cat and flowerpot, extending
to these things a care and tenderness which, in a world where rapid
industrialization constantly kills off the things of yesterday to pro-
duce today’s objects, may even appear to be the world’s last, purely
humane corner. This enlargement of the private . . .does not make it
public . . .but, on the contrary, means only that the public realm has
almost completely receded.53

Arendt made an important point, but she did not carry that part of
her analysis far enough. Enchantment with the small things of every-
day life may indeed be accompanied by disenchantment with public
life in its mass action forms. One may shun mass displays of public
grief or triumph, endlessmeetings that underscore seemingly irrecon-
cilable differences, and political “debates”marked by incivility, empty
slogans, and outright lies. One may indeed go too far in retreat. But
if one remains hospitable and generous in personal encounters, the
fault may not be so terrible. After all, semi-isolated villagers in Le
Chambon-sur-Lignon provided a lesson in charity to a more sophis-
ticated world in their sheltering of several thousand Jews during the
Nazi persecution.54 Maybe, after all, the French are well rid of their
“great and glorious public realm.”
Many of us recognize in ourselves this temptation to retreat to

a manageable and deeply satisfying world. This is a topic to be
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considered in the chapters of Part 3. How big can the collective be
before one loses confidence in understanding what is actually going
on? There may be no reliable resolution of the conflicts that arise in
this tension. Perhaps the best response is recognition and wary ob-
servation of both the collective and oneself. When does the enchant-
ment with everyday life becomemere self-indulgence?When does the
enhanced spirituality associated with this enchantment provide the
courage to wander forth and make one’s voice heard in the public
realm?
Whether we wander forth as positive contributors to the public

realm or turn inward selfishly may depend on what we experience in-
side, in our “corner of the world.” The love of place from theminutest
detail – the bottle of sea glass on my desk – to the “winds and wide
gray skies” described byEdna St. VincentMillay not only enriches our
lives and invites spiritual awakening; it also increases our sensitivity
to the larger world and its inhabitants. Drawing on Merleau-Ponti’s
ideas about the connection between individual bodies and the “flesh
of the world,” Casey writes:

We care about places as well as people, so much so that we can say
caring belongs to places. We care about places in many ways, but in
building on them – building with them, indeed building them – they
become the ongoing “stars of our life,” that to which we turn when
we travel and to which we return when we come back home.55

It should be an aim of education to provide children with such “stars”
to guide them to richer private lives as well as more generous and
thoughtful public lives.

In this chapter, we first looked at the relationship between character
and happiness and then considered the happiness often associated
with spirituality. As the analysis proceeded, it became clear that some
commonly named virtues – courage, honesty, and perseverance, for
example – are not always virtues. We decided to credit some agents
with honesty, courage, or perseverance even though we had to say
that these labels do not automatically signal virtue and may even
represent evil.
In the discussion of spirituality, we concentrated on everyday

spirituality – the sort that certainly can be discussed in schools with-
out violating any rules on the teaching of religion.Moreover, everyday
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spirituality has the capacity to contribute significantly to happiness.
We noted, however, that the deep satisfaction gained in spiritual rela-
tionships may induce us to avoid or fail to promote interactions that
may be basic to human flourishing. Before examining public life, we
look next at the role of close human relationships in the promotion
of happiness.
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Human relationships are perhaps the most important single in-
gredient in happiness. In the previous chapter, we discussed

character and spirituality, both of which contribute substantially to
human flourishing. There will surely be some overlap in what we
explore in this chapter, but the emphasis here will be on interper-
sonal connections and how they enhance or detract from happiness.
We begin the discussion with an exploration of those agreeable

qualities associated with a pleasant personality. What qualities are
perceived as agreeable by most people? How are these qualities de-
veloped? Then we will look at two areas that are especially important
for happiness: friendship and romantic love.

Agreeable Qualities

It is intuitively plausible, and now substantially backed by empir-
ical evidence, that people who possess the following qualities are
found agreeable: physical attractiveness, good manners, a capacity
for (decent) pleasure, wit, modesty, a certain grace of manner, self-
esteem (balanced by modesty), and extraversion.1 We could no doubt
name others, and we should not forget, in our present attention to
personality, character traits that are greatly admired – traits such as
kindness, generosity, honesty, and fidelity. Indeed, it is hard to sepa-
rate character and personality traits completely, and the separation
here is largely one of emphasis.
Physical attractiveness seems more closely related to personality

than to character. Perhaps it belongs to neither, but we know that it
plays a strong role in an assessment of agreeableness, and empirical
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studies show that attractive people tend to be happier than unattrac-
tive people.2 On the one hand, this finding could be taken as an in-
dictment of humanity’s character; on the other, we might ask how
attractiveness is defined before we pass judgment.
Genetic factors play a part in physical attractiveness, but it is still

reasonable to ask how this agreeable quality is developed. Many
women and men without exceptional physical features – and even
some with features that would be regarded as ugly in others – are
nevertheless said to be attractive. Cleanliness is part of attractive-
ness; lack of it, Hume said, creates in others an “uneasy sensation.”3

Although it may be a small fault (Hume again), lack of cleanliness
suggests that a person does not care enough about others to avoid
exciting that uneasy sensation. If it is not overdone, attention to
grooming, style, and posture is a reasonable way to achieve a level
of attractiveness.
Once again we perceive a degree of circularity in an attempt to

connect a quality with happiness. Physical attractiveness does seem
to promote happiness, but happiness also contributes to attractive-
ness. Children who are well loved and happy are more attractive than
those who are neglected andmiserable. This is true for adults as well.
David Myers comments, “In Rodgers and Hammerstein’s musical,
Prince Charming sings to Cinderella, ‘Do I love you because you are
beautiful, or are you beautiful because I love you?’ Chances are it’s
both.”4 People who display other agreeable qualities and make the
best of their physical features – without making a fetish out of that
project – are likely to be perceived as attractive.
Children have to believe that it is both desirable and possible to de-

velop agreeable personal qualities. Parents and teachers should notice
when such qualities are displayed and spend some time talking with
children about the acquisition of agreeable traits. It now seems likely,
for example, that acting as if we are happy may actually make us feel
happier. “Put on a smiley face” is sometimes good advice. If acting
“as if” is carried too far, however, the actor may be seen as giving a
performance – or worse, as deceitful and untrustworthy. Further, if
children are required to smile when they are unhappy, they become
unable to evaluate their own feelings. Such children grow into con-
fused adults, out of touch with not only their own feelings but every-
one else’s as well. After all, if a person regularly smiles when she is
miserable, how can she tell what a smile means on others?
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Hume discusses qualities immediately agreeable to ourselves and
qualities agreeable to others, and he points out that there is consider-
able overlap in these qualities. “A relish for pleasure, if accompanied
with temperance and decency,”5 is a quality we enjoy in ourselves and
appreciate in others; “others enter into the same humour, and catch
the sentiment, by a contagion or natural sympathy.”6 We like to be
with people who make us feel good, who add to the pleasure of the
activity at hand.
Qualities of personality, like those of character, comprise a system

that requires a balance. An exaggeration of any one may diminish the
overall effect of agreeableness. For example, most of us appreciate a
healthy self-esteem in others as we do in ourselves. A person who re-
ally thinks of herself as inferior makes us uncomfortable. But so does
a person who thinks too highly of himself. Similarly, we admire an
appropriate level of humility, but Uriah Heep–like groveling disgusts
us. Even cheerfulness, which we greatly admire in most situations,
can be shockingly out of place. Sometimes we need tearful sympathy,
not hearty encouragement to “cheer up.”
How is the balance so essential for an agreeable personality

achieved? This is a question of paramount importance to parents
and educators. We now know that there is a significant heritability
factor in personality qualities.7 Babies are bornwith personality char-
acteristics or, at least, tendencies. This does not mean, however, that
parenting and teaching have no effect on the development of person-
ality. Indeed, we might well argue that the existence of innate person-
ality differences demands more sensitive and skillful education than
would be required if personality development were entirely a matter
of socialization and education. If the latter were true, we could seek
and recommend one best way of raising all children. Since it isn’t
true, we have to find different ways to guide different children.
Does this suggest that our earlier identification of authoritative par-

enting as better than either permissive or authoritarian parenting
might be mistaken? Might some children do better under authoritar-
ian parenting? I think we have to admit this possibility. It is more
reasonable, however, to look for alternatives within the pattern that
seems overall to be best. Authoritative parents and teachers have con-
siderable leeway within that approach to respond to individual dif-
ferences. Without becoming authoritarian, a parent may occasion-
ally use authoritarian methods with a child who responds to them.
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Similarly, the same parent may be more nearly permissive with
another child.
Possibly the most important single factor in the development of

a healthy personality is self-esteem. This is especially true in a
liberal democracy – not so important in collectivist societies.8 John
Rawls, who uses self-esteem and self-respect interchangeably, names
self-esteem as “perhaps the most important primary good.”9 It is so
important, he writes, because

[i]t includes a person’s sense of his own value, his secure convic-
tion that his conception of his good, his plan of life, is worth car-
rying out. And, second, self-respect implies a confidence in one’s
ability . . . to fulfill one’s intentions. When we feel that our plans are
of little value, we cannot pursue them with pleasure or take delight
in their execution.10

I think Rawls puts somewhat too much emphasis on a person’s
plans and the ability to carry them out and not enough on the person
and his or her personal characteristics, but his judgment about the
importance of self-esteem seems right. Some children never develop
the capacity to make real plans because they are not accepted by
either family or community as persons worthy of love and respect.
Toni Morrison tells the story of a little black girl, Pecola, who begged
for, prayed for, blue eyes – thinking that the possession of blue eyes
would make her into a person worthy of love and attention. In the
end, when Pecola has gone mad in order to find a self, the girls who
scorned her realized:

We were so beautiful when we stood astride her ugliness. Her sim-
plicity decorated us, her guilt sanctified us, her pain made us glow
with health, her awkwardness made us think we had a sense of
humor. Her inarticulateness made us believe we were eloquent. Her
poverty kept us generous. Even her waking dreams we used – to
silence our own nightmares. And she let us, and thereby deserved
our contempt.11

Onemust have some self-respect in order to get respect fromothers,
but onemust first have a free gift of love and respect as a starter. Pecola
had no one’s love and, without it, she was lost not only in the sight of
others but even to herself.
Educators recognize the importance of self-esteem, but we do not

always agree on how to promote it. Schools in California were the
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focus of mean-spirited jokes when they adopted programs specifi-
cally designed to raise the self-esteem of students. The attempt was
mistaken, but not because the goal is unworthy. Self-esteem, like hap-
piness, can serve as an educational aim, but it has to be nurtured in-
directly. We can’t establish self-esteem as a learning objective and
teach directly for it. Instead we have to ask about the conditions
under which self-esteem is nourished. Here, again, extremes must
be avoided. Students do not gain healthy self-esteem through unde-
served praise, but whatever self-esteem they have can be destroyed by
teacher cruelty. Such cruelty is by no means rare. Possibly there is no
worse pedagogical crime than that of making a student feel stupid.
Hume points out that human beings, constituted as thinking, plan-
ning creatures, suffer terribly under the epithet of fool or any of its
equivalents.12 We hate the one who labels us that way, and we devalue
ourselves.
In my early years as a math teacher, I often tried to encourage

students by telling them, “This is easy. Just look!” and then I would
show them exactly how easy it was for me! But many did not find it
easy. I learned that it is much better to say, “This may be hard, but
you’ll get it. I’ll help.” It makes a teacher feel wonderful when a child
then says, “That wasn’t so hard!” Similarly, it is better to say, “You’ve
almost got it” than “You’re still doing it wrong.” At the other extreme,
the habit of saying “good” to every student response rings false and
fails to help students make sound self-evaluations. Honest appraisals
accompanied by encouragement and recognition of progress support
self-esteem.
Another factor that seems to contribute to personal happiness

is extraversion.13 The strong relationship between extraversion and
measures of happiness may, however, be a result of the measures
we choose to describe happiness. Because so many of us find our
primary happiness in the company of other human beings, we may
overlook the inner happiness achieved by many introverts. Indeed,
many of the sources of happiness identified earlier – love of place,
the company of pets, immersion in study and ideas, religion, gar-
dening, a hobby such as fishing or hiking – are readily available
to introverts. A child should not be shamed or scolded for being
shy. It should be acceptable to seek and enjoy solitary pleasures so
long as the introversion does not turn into hostility toward others or
self-hate.
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It is often hard for teachers to know how to judge the emotional
health of quiet students. Some young people find deep happiness in
solitary pursuits. Other quiet students are deeply unhappy loners –
kids who want recognition from their peers and elders but fail to get
it. Most of the boys who commit violent crimes in school have been
described as troubled loners. Because outgoing students demand so
much of teachers’ time and do it so directly, even conscientious
teachers often overlook the quiet ones. Occasional conversationswith
these students can be useful. How are you spending your time? What
do you enjoy? What do you share with friends? These are questions
we want to ask, but we may have to start more subtly. Precisely
because these students are quiet, we may not know where to begin.
We have to watch for clues.
When children are not only quiet but also alienated and angry,

teachers must try to help. Sometimes special counseling is required.
In general, teachers have to work toward the establishment of class-
rooms as caring communities in which all students are included and
respected.14 Young people today often experience harassment from
their peers, and this problem should be discussed openly in class
meetings, but without specific references or accusations. Students
should not be forced to disclose their own victimization; fictitious
accounts can provide a lively start for group analysis. But the matter
must be addressed. We know now that most of the boys who go on
rampages and kill others have suffered for a considerable period of
time. “The young killers themselves insisted that they were ‘angry, not
crazy’ and that they committed their crimes consciously on behalf of
all people who are mistreated.”15

The understandable temptation of teachers is either to ignore quiet
students – “he was never any trouble” – or to label and refer them
for special help. Sometimes, of course, we do need to seek special
help, but often the labeling itself – done with the best intentions –
makes the situation worse. A boy who felt alone and “different” be-
fore may now feel confirmed in his low opinion of himself. The first
remedy must be loving inclusion, and kids must be helped to develop
and act on empathy for others. Why do students make life even more
miserable for peers who are homeless, homosexual, obese, or in any
way different from the norm of the day? What triggers such cruelty?
How can students help one another when teachers or parents treat
them badly? How can kids get adults to listen? These questions are
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every bit as important for classroomdiscussion as the usual academic
questions.16 As we saw in the previous chapter, our society’s expecta-
tions for masculine behavior often lead boys who are different – or
merely perceived to be different – to prove their masculinity in violent
ways.17

It is easier for elementary school teachers to get to know their stu-
dents than it is for middle and high school teachers. In self-contained
classrooms, caring teachers can attend to each student as a person
and recognize a wide range of interests and talents. This is much
harder for the high school teacher, who sees more than 100 students
every day, usually in the limited context of one classroom subject. It
is not unusual for middle and high school teachers to judge their stu-
dents almost entirely on how well they do in their particular courses.
“Good kids” are defined by good grades. The teachers know very little
about their students as persons. The shock of this kind of anonymity
may explain why so many academic and disciplinary problems flare
up at the middle school level.
It takes time and devotion to know one’s students as persons. If we

are serious about teaching for social learning, wemight consider pro-
moting arrangements in which teachers and students stay together
for several years (bymutual consent). The limited amount of research
available at this time suggests that students benefit both academically
and socially when such continuous relationships are established.18

Programs of this sort at the elementary level are now called looping.
This is an unfortunate choice of words, because it concentrates on
the teacher’s experience. He or she is the one who loops. Our fo-
cus should be on continuity and its benefits for both teachers and
students. Another objection to looping is that it ignores the different
but valuable potential for secondary school continuity. For example,
as a high school mathematics teacher, I often taught the same stu-
dents for three or four years. It was wonderful to have only one new
class each year, and the returnees and I could pick up where we
left off.
Other arrangements to provide continuity are possible. Some mid-

dle schools keep a team of teachers with a cohort of students for two
or three years.19 Theodore Sizer has suggested that it might be better
for a teacher to teach two subjects to, say, twenty-five students instead
of teaching one subject to fifty.20 Deborah Meier has pointed out that
multiyear relationships increase the possibility of sharing power and
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authority in schools.21 But, again, I would use the word continuity to
focus our attention on the relational benefits we hope to gain, and I
would invite educators to create a variety of arrangements that might
promote continuity.
So far in this chapter, as in previous chapters, we have been treating

substantial questions raised by our Visitor from another world. With-
out denying the importance of academic learning, we have seriously
considered what schools might do to help students achieve agreeable
personality traits. One reward for displaying such qualities is the
acquisition of friends and, of course, having good friends contributes
to the development of agreeable qualities. Do we give sufficient
attention to friendship in schools?

Friendship

It is intuitively obvious that good friendships contribute to happiness,
and there is nowmuch empirical evidence to back up our intuition.22

However, we need to ask whatmakes a good friendship, andwemight
also ask about the number of friendships one can maintain. Are we
happier if we have lots of friends rather than one or two steady ones?
This is an important question for teenagers, who often equate having
friends with popularity.
The standard school curriculum contains no official course on

friendship, but some teachers do organize units around the theme of
friendship. If literature teachers keep the topic inmind, they can raise
important questions within the discussion of most required books.
Some examples of interesting friendships come immediately tomind:
Gene and Finny in A Separate Peace, Huck and Jim in Huckleberry
Finn, Caesar and Brutus in Julius Caesar, Holmes and Watson in the
Sherlock Holmes stories, Lenny and George in Of Mice and Men.
A nice start would be to have the class read a few pages of Aristotle

or, if that is not possible, teachers can provide a brief summary and a
few quotations. Aristotle says that reciprocated goodwill is the main
mark of friendship.23 One wishes a friend well for the friend’s own
sake. Further, to be friends, both parties must be aware of the other’s
goodwill. (We may wish well for strangers, but this does not make us
friends.) Aristotle recognizes that the idea of friendship changes as
young people develop. He writes, “The cause of friendship between
young people seems to be pleasure.”24 Most students will agree.
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Next, Aristotle notes that the conception of pleasure changes as
young people mature. Pleasure is always thought to be good, but
the notion of good also changes. Deeper, fuller meanings of pleasure,
good, and happiness develop. Complete friendship is the highest form
of friendship and much to be desired:

But complete friendship is the friendship of good people similar in
virtue; for they wish goods in the same way to each other. . . .Now
those who wish goods to their friend for the friend’s own sake are
friends most of all; for they have this attitude because of the friend
himself, not coincidentally.25

There is much to discuss here. If we follow Aristotle, we will seek
good people for our friends, and we will wish the best for them. This
well-wishing includes the wish that they will continue to be good
people and become even better. The best friends work at their friend-
ship and help each other to develop their best selves. But friends also
spend time together and enjoy one another’s company. It is because
they spend time together that they have great influence on each other.
That influence can be good or bad. In The Picture of Dorian Gray, the
artist Basil tries to shake Dorian from his immoral ways. He says,
“You have not been fine. One has a right to judge a man by the effect
he has over his friends. Yours seem to lose all sense of honour, of good-
ness, of purity. You have filled themwith a madness for pleasure.”26 A
true friend’s effects should be positive, not negative. Basil was trying
to be a true friend to Dorian.
The duties as well as the pleasures of friendship are great. Aristotle

warns that “no one can have complete friendship for many people”27

because friendship requires getting to know one’s friend well. We can
form “incomplete” friendships with many, and we can please many
people, but deep, long-lasting friendships must be small in number.
This much of Aristotle provides a fine background against which to

discuss questions that usually concern teenagers greatly: Is popularity
a sign that one has many friends? Is it better to have two really good
friends than to be popular? Can one have a complete friendship with
a bad person? What if associating with a person makes us worse, not
better, people? What do we owe our friends?
All of these questions deserve our time and attention, but the last

may be especially important for teenagers. Suppose that a friend does
something bad? Suppose, for example, that Joe’s friend Bob begins
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to use drugs. Should Joe report Bob to an adult authority or does
friendship require loyalty of the “no ratting,” “no snitching” sort?
These are enormously difficult questions, although there are people

on opposite sides who give simple answers with confidence in their
positions. One person will say that the law should have our primary
allegiance – no question. Another will say that friendship demands
our loyalty, and we should not betray our friend. Reacting from feel-
ings, as Aristotle warned they would, teenagers are likely to opt for
loyalty to their friends. I have considerable sympathy for them.
If friends want the best for each other, Joe must want to help Bob.

If Joe could be sure that Bob would get help and not some legalized
punishment thatmightwellmake himaworse character, Joemight be
willing to report the problem to authorities. At present, there aremany
illegal acts that might better be considered problems for treatment
instead of punishment. Suppose Joe were to confide in a teacher,
Ms. Jones. Today, Ms. Jones would put herself in jeopardy if she tried
to help Bob without turning him in to the law. Knowing this, Joe may
try to reform Bob on his own – a task that is almost certainly beyond
his competence. Adolescent stories are rife with cases of this sort –
often cases in which a girl tries to reform her boyfriend.
If teenagers want the best for their friends, we should make it pos-

sible and desirable for them to confide in us. That is the message that
a caring society should give to its young. “We are here. We will help.”
In the absence of this message, young people are caught in a real
dilemma. Turning a friend over to a system that may further corrupt
him is not in the Aristotelian spirit of friendship.
Our society makes matters worse by offering rewards to people

who will betray their friends and neighbors. For example, the New
Jersey State Police regularly advertise in our local paper a reward
for reports of marijuana growing – “inside or outside.” What sort of
person would report a friend or neighbor for a monetary reward?
Similarly, citizens can profit by reporting tax evasion or fraud on the
part of their relatives or neighbors. This is morally disgusting, and
we should discuss the moral issues openly and fully with the young
people whose citizenship education is placed in our hands.
It is odd that we fail to see the moral weakness in our own govern-

mental practices when we so rightly condemn totalitarian regimes
for encouraging the young to report the disloyalties of their parents.
Is it only the political regime that should be condemned or is there
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something morally questionable about the practice, regardless of the
form of government?
A similar question may be asked of the honor codes used at many

colleges and universities. The idea of an honor system seems right
and healthy. We pledge ourselves to academic honesty. But why do
we insist that students must report the violations of others? They al-
most never do this. To encourage honesty on the one hand and what
may seem like betrayal on the other is almost certainly a mistake.
Cheating scandals at our military academies – schools with the most
demanding codes – are evidence of this mistake. A code should be
elaborated with lots of questions for reflection and examples to aid
analysis. For example, students might be urged to discourage cheat-
ing, to speak out against it without invoking authorities and penalties.
They might even be advised to alert a professor when cheating is go-
ing on, and the professor should be allowed then to proctor tests even
though this practice is usually forbidden under honor codes. Discus-
sion is required when things go wrong, and it is also required to keep
things going right. It is not enough to require students to sign a sim-
ple code. Complicated issues – issues that involve a clash of moral
values – require adequately complex discussion. A simply stated code
of required behavior can cause confusion in conscientious students.
The Ten Commandments illustrate my point. “Thou shalt not kill.”

Does this mean that one must refuse military service? Must one re-
frain from killing even in self defense? Does it rule out capital pun-
ishment? Does it forbid abortion? “Thou shalt not steal.” Suppose
my children are starving? Suppose I live in miserable conditions in
a clearly unjust society? Character educators sometimes suggest that
the Ten Commandments be posted prominently in schools, but they
do not suggest that students read Exodus 21 and 22, in which all sorts
of exceptions aremade to the commandment against killing –without
stating that the commandment has been challenged.
The point is that morality is not simple. Young people know this,

but parents and teachers often force them to make exclusive choices:
remain loyal to my friend or obey the code, violate a code to help
another or stand aside silently and do nothing, live a highly restrictive
life of code and ritual or break free in a bid for happiness. In most
cases, it should not be necessary to make such dichotomous choices.
Students should learn that life is a continual moral quest. It requires
asking, listening, analyzing, discussing, acting, reflecting, andmaking
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commitments that will always be subject to review. Living amoral life
sometimes involves tragedy.
If we know that an act causing personal harm has been done, most

of us will report it because we want (or should want) reparation for
the harm and assurance that no further acts of harm will be com-
mitted. If the perpetrator is a friend, we do this with a heavy heart,
and we certainly do not seek a reward for our compliance. Our legal
procedures at present sometimes fly in the face of the moral lessons
we would like to teach in schools.
The discussion of Joe’s dilemma offers an opportunity to analyze

another virtue – this time, loyalty. Is loyalty always a virtue? Young
people may respond that it depends on to whom or what one is loyal.
We do not usually consider loyalty a virtue if it is directed to the
Nazi Party, the Ku Klux Klan, or a cult of terrorists. However, most
of us have contempt for people who betray even these groups for a
monetary reward or to save their own skins. Sensitive teenagers may
say of a true believer in Nazism that, although we abhor the beliefs
of this group, we have to credit such a believer with loyalty. Others
will be convinced that loyalty to wicked groups is not really loyalty
and should not be considered a virtue.
Another facet of loyalty – one in some tension with leading friends

away from wicked associations – is standing by friends in time of
trouble. We expect comfort from friends when we are in pain, and we
are deeply hurt if they suggest wrongly that we deserve our suffering.
The classic case here, of course, is that of Job, whose friends insisted
that his suffering must be just punishment for his sins. Job reminded
his friends: “To him that is afflicted pity should be shewed from his
friend,” and when they would not let up on him, he said, “miserable
comforters are ye all.”28 Job’s friends were worse than fair-weather
friends. They deepened his suffering. Parts of Job should be read and
discussed as great literature, but the emphasis on friendship should
give the reading relevance for the lives of teenagers.
Sorting through the issues around friendship is challenging work.

As teachers, we want students to identify problems and reflect on
them. In contrast to many character educators who strive for closure
on moral issues, care theorists and cognitive developmentalists want
students to understand that not all moral problems have absolute,
indisputable solutions. This understanding does not imply that we
are relativists. It is a matter of finding out which commitments are so
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fundamental that a person lacking them must be considered a psy-
chopath, which differ acceptably by individual or group, and which
are revealed in ways that look different on the surface but contain
common elements at a deeper level.
It is often helpful to lead students through a series of questions.

Would you report a friend for smoking marijuana? Most students
will say no, but they might suggest ways of helping the friend. Would
you report him if he started selling drugs to young teenagers? On
this question, we will probably hear about plans for reforming the
friend.What will you do if your attempts fail? Can you remain friends
with a person who sells drugs to children? With one who tortures
animals?What kinds of behavior wouldmake you break a friendship?
Why? Then we can return to Aristotle’s claim that good people want
similarly good people as friends. What does it say about you if your
friends do really bad things?
Teachers today have a wealth of material to draw on in planning

these discussions. In addition to books on required reading lists,
there are many collections of adolescent biographies. In one, a young
woman tells how a group of her friends gathered one night to make a
phone call harassing another girl who had made one of them angry.29

The girls “took turns getting on the phone to say nasty things to her.”
The narrator continues:

I sat there for about a half hour getting angry and embarrassed. I
was ashamed that I was actually debating about leaving. Finally I did
get up and said, “This really sucks.” And I left.30

On the following day, the writer feared that she would become the
victim of her friends’ anger and resentment, but the other girls actu-
ally admitted that they respected her for leaving. Perhaps they just
needed one of their own number to remind them that what they were
doing was beneath them – that they were, or wanted to be, more like
the friend who left. Reading stories like these, students may be per-
suaded that Aristotle was right when he said that true friends point
us upward.
Many of the books available today focus on adolescents from a spe-

cific race or ethnicity.31 These canbeuseful not only for students of the
group depicted but also for those from other races and backgrounds.
We know now that racial and ethnic relations are not much improved
by simply putting different racial groups together in a school – by
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“integrating.” What does make a difference is the formation of cross-
racial and cross-cultural friendships. Stories of the kind we are
discussing can help lay the foundation for these friendships.
Let’s return briefly to Aristotle’s contention that adolescent friend-

ships aremotivated by the desire for pleasure. To an important degree,
pleasure plays a role in all friendships. It would seem odd, for exam-
ple, to say that someone’s company gives us no pleasure but we still
treasure that person as a friend. We all expect to get pleasure from
our friendships. Where we may differ is in how we define pleasure.
A careful, wide-ranging exploration of friendship gives us an oppor-

tunity to bring togethermany of the topics we have already discussed.
We can return to the meaning of happiness itself, the relief of suffer-
ing and what it means for a friend to comfort us, the satisfaction of
needs and wants, the qualities of character and personality that we
find admirable, the possibility of finding happiness in nature and non-
human relationships, and the great joy that can be found in spiritual
experience. Perhaps no other topic has quite so much potential for a
living curriculum.

Romantic Love

Romantic love is often thought to represent the very pinnacle of
happiness and, indeed, it does produce a form of ecstatic happi-
ness, as we saw in Chapter 1. However, like other types of ecstatic
happiness, romantic love is seldom lasting. It may be episodic or
it may just fade away. In the latter case, it may disappear entirely
or it may be transformed into a deep and lasting friendship tinged
with vestiges of romantic love. This seems to have been the case with
John and Abigail Adams. In years of sometimes lengthy separation,
Abigail started most of her letters to John with “My dearest friend.”32

Romantic love that deepens into friendship is likely to be a source of
lasting happiness.
The mad joy of romantic love should be acknowledged. No one

caught in its throes wants to be relieved of it, but teenagers should
be encouraged to examine the phenomenon intellectually. Romantic
love is often involved in tragedy. Understanding this will not make
young people immune to the madness of love, nor should we want it
to do so. They should understand that the opposition of family and
friends to a particular romantic relationship is not always misguided.
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Sometimes, of course, it is, and then we celebrate the young people
whose love overcomes the opposition. Often, however, family and
friends can see things in the loved one and in the relationship that
the lover – blinded by love – cannot see. It takes sympathy and tact to
remove the blindness, and often even these do not work. The hope is
that a youngmanmadly in lovewill be able to give a positive answer to
the question “But do you like her?” Awell-founded sense of friendship
is an important factor in marriage or a permanent commitment.
We cannot prevent all of the tragedies and heartbreak associated

with romantic love, but we can educate the young about the problems
and challenges of constructing a shared life. Here we should return
to the chapters on making a home, educating for a love of place, and
parenting. All of thismaterial becomes important in preparing people
for intimate relationships. A couple must create a shared aesthetic,
and theymust understandwhat Bachelard called the organic habits of
their partners. If too many habits are in opposition and these habits
are well established, a couple may find it difficult to live together.
Comedies such as The Odd Couple are fun to watch, but in real life
dramatic differences in habits and personality can mean the end of a
relationship. Most of us would find it difficult to live with either Oscar
or Felix.
Living in an age that openly admires “letting it all hang out” –

expressing one’s displeasure, sharing intimate details, insisting that a
partner divulge every dream or passing thought – people may make
the mistake of talking too much. The biologist Lewis Thomas advised
us to forget unpleasant thoughts and to keep still now and then:

Forget whatever you feel like forgetting. From time to time, practice
not being open, discover new things not to talk about, learn reserve,
hold the tongue. But above all, develop the human talent for for-
getting words, phrases, whole unwelcome sentences, all experiences
involving wincing.33

It is good advice to avoid the words always (“You always leave dirty
dishes in the sink”) and never (“You never take the garbage out on
time”). Dragging up every past sin is another habit that is best over-
come. But how will partners ever improve if we don’t tell them what
displeases us? One strategy is to use humor instead of expressing an-
noyance. Another is to balance a mildly stated complaint with a com-
pliment or positive incentive. Still another is to discuss complaints in
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a problem-solving mode – one separated from the actual agents and
events. Finally, Lindbergh’s advice to seek some privacy is sound: Go
for a walk, retreat and reflect, let it be.
Lindbergh also reminds us that hanging on too tightly is bad for a

relationship:

A good relationship has a pattern like a dance and is built on some of
the same rules. The partners do not need to hold on tightly, because
they move confidently in the same pattern. . . .There is no place here
for the possessive clutch, the clinging arm, the heavy hand.34

A complete, trusting friendship is essential to a lasting intimate
relationship. Additionally, however, many couples want to retain as
much of the original romance as possible. In today’s commercial en-
vironment, people can be easilymisled. Is it really necessary to escape
home and children periodically in order to revive romance? Is it nec-
essary to indulge in luxuries of various kinds because “you deserve it”?
The influence of advertising and other media should be discussed

often and carefully in schools. False notions of eternal romantic bliss
should be called into question. The need for escape should also be
challenged. Not every couple feels that need. Some find an alternative
form of romance in vacationing with their children, refurbishing an
old house, or redesigning a garden. What matters is the effect. If
shared activities lead to continued commitment, they contribute to
happiness.

In this chapter, we have looked at interpersonal growth. What per-
sonal qualities do we find agreeable, and how can education help
children to cultivate these qualities?What does it mean to be a friend,
and what sorts of friendships should we cultivate? In this discussion,
we uncovered a close connection between qualities of personality and
the virtues associated with character. Finally, we discussed romantic
love – a phenomenon often linked to happiness – and decided that, for
a relationship to be lasting, friendship must complement romance.
There can be little question that interpersonal relations are neces-

sary to the happiness of most people. Are such relations also suffi-
cient, or do we need some form of involvement in public life to be
truly happy? This question motivates the chapters of Part 3.
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Educating for

Public Life

How might public life contribute to the happiness of individuals?
If we are honest, most of us will admit that we derive little actual
pleasure or fulfillment from our role as citizens. Similarly, many of
us would not place community or civic life high on our list of sources
of happiness. Still, life in a liberal democracy may contribute signifi-
cantly, if indirectly, to human flourishing, and we will try to spell out
its significance. Participating in the life of a healthy community may
also add to our happiness, and for some people such participation is
a major source of satisfaction. The discussion of community will give
us an opportunity to revisit the topic of friendship at what Aristotle
called the incomplete level.
There can be no question, however, about the importance of finding

work in which we are happy. This part of public life – an occupation –
is probably second only to home and family in making us happy or
miserable. A fortunate few find happiness in both occupation and
home life. The question in Part 3 is how education can promote hap-
piness in occupational life and, more generally, in our public lives as
neighbors and citizens. We’ll start with occupational life.
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The activities involved inmaking a living can bring us happiness,
misery, or boredom. John Dewey said:

An occupation is the only thing which balances the distinctive
capacity of an individual with his social service. To find out what
one is fitted to do and to secure an opportunity to do it is the key to
happiness.1

Finding the right occupation is certainly one key to happiness. But
how is it found? How much choice does an individual have in the
matter? What sort of authority should the school system exercise
in guiding the choice? In the past few decades, schools have been
driven by economic purposes and by a social commitment to remove
long-standing inequalities. Both of these purposes have been misin-
terpreted, distorted, and actively pursued without careful analysis.
We seem to have forgotten entirely that work and happiness might
be connected at a level deeper than the economic.
In their zeal to give every student an academic education, schools

today neglect those students whose chosen work may not require
a college education. However, they also neglect genuine intellectual
interest – an interest that, if cultivated, may enrich both occupational
and personal life. Intellectual topics centered on home, place, parent-
ing, character, spirit, and interpersonal relations have already been
discussed in appropriate contexts. In a section of this chapter, I ad-
dress the cultivation of intellect in those who have special intellectual
interests. Intellectual interests, like all special interests, should be
respected and promoted.
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Emphasis on Money

It is common to suppose that the strength of a nation’s schools is
closely connected to its economic success. As we saw in Chapter 4,
two decades ago, A Nation at Risk pressed the point with alarmist
language, declaring that the “rising tide of mediocrity” in our schools
threatened the nation’s capacity to remain competitive in a world
market.2 Shortly after this – well before reform movements could
get underway – the nation enjoyed an era of unprecedented pros-
perity. It is demonstrably false that downward fluctuations in the
economy can be traced to the poor performance of our schools.
Obviously, if schools are so bad that ordinary materials and facili-
ties are lacking and teachers are vastly undertrained, the education
provided will not sustain a thriving economy. But it is only in the
poorest economies that such conditions exist. Generally, when the
economy improves, the conditions of schooling improve. Education
is not the engine that drives the economy; it is the other way around.
Arguments for higher academic standards based on the nation’s abil-
ity to compete in a world market are mainly false and certainly
simplistic.
When the argument is cast in terms of a need for graduates with

greater skills, one has to analyze what is meant by greater skills and
how widespread the need might be. Economists and labor analysts
disagree on some fundamental issues. In 1997, the New York Times
published brief statements by a number of peoplewilling tomake pre-
dictions about the future ofwork.3 Paul Krugmanpointed out that the
growth of technology has usually meant a decrease of jobs in the ar-
eas affected, not an increase; job growth, he writes, tends to be largest
in areas least affected by technology. It is obvious, for example, that
technology has reduced the number of farmers and manufacturing
workers. It is clear, also, that retail clerks today need fewer mathe-
matical skills than their predecessors forty years ago. In contrast to
Krugman’s view, William Julius Wilson said that “knowledge-based
industries will soon dwarf all other industries” and “the demand for
low-skilled workers will plummet to the lowest depths in human
history.” But here’s Krugman again, giving the Labor Department’s
list of highest occupational growth: “the top five categories are
cashiers, janitors and cleaners, salespeople, waiters and waitresses,
and nurses.” Only the last requires a college education.
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I am not an economist, and I will not try to sort through the claims
and counterclaims. I can, however, point out somewayswithnumbers
that bear watching. When growth is described in percentages, one
needs to be wary. There may be a large percentage of growth in a
relatively small field; the actual number of workers needed may be
correspondingly small. In contrast, a small percentage of growth in a
large field may suggest the need for many new workers. One should
be cautious also in assessing claims about the need for greater skills.
Perhaps the kinds of skills have changed. That is possible. But what
is the nature of the change? Does it require more interpersonal skills
or more individual initiative? And what exactly is meant by greater
skill in these areas?
Policymakers have taken the faulty message of A Nation at Risk to

mean that all children should have a stronger academic education.
Perhaps this argument could be made on grounds other than the
needs of our national economy. Another basis for the argumentmight
be the role of the school in social mobility. Individual students do
often profit financially by more years of schooling. College graduates
on average make more money than high school graduates, and high
school graduates make more money than dropouts. However, there
are many exceptions to the general rule, and some of the disparities
are produced arbitrarily. We simply decide to require a credential of
some sort for entry-level positions; the credentialmay ormaynot have
anything to contribute to the work itself. It is notoriously difficult
to measure the increase in skill levels produced by an increase in
the years of schooling.4 An indifferent but persistent student might
finish collegewith fewer job-relevant skills than an industrious, highly
focused high school graduate. The economy is not necessarily served
by an increase in college graduates, nor is a given student assured
of a brighter future. Further, as we noted earlier, jobs that are now
poorly paid will still have to be done; education cannot by itself solve
the problems of poverty.
It is especially hard to understand why educators have joined

policymakers in recommendingmore academicmathematics and sci-
ence for all students. The country does not needmoremathematicians
and scientists, and almost certainly it can turn out enough engineers
and computer workers by providing a fine scientific education for
those whose interests and talents lie in these areas. Why insist on
math and science for all? One reason offered is that all citizens in
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the twenty-first century should be mathematically and technologi-
cally literate. That goal seems reasonable, but is it best accomplished
by forcing all students into standard algebra, geometry, and biology
classes? If the answer to that question is no, then why are we doing it?
Some possible answers involve the quest for equality, and I’ll discuss
those responses in the next section.
Another answer, one I rejected in Chapter 4, is the claim that,

because academic mathematics has served as a gateway to higher
education, all children must now become proficient in mathematics
so that they will not be deprived of educational opportunities. The
alternative, of course, is to remove mathematics as a gatekeeper and
insist on proficiency only for those who need it in order to pursue
their interests.
Let’s return briefly to the first response – that all citizens need to

be mathematically and scientifically literate. Why should this goal be
emphasized when there are so many other pressing needs? Given the
state of the world and the documented loss of happiness among indi-
viduals, perhaps we should be more concerned with understanding
and preventing violence, offering more courses in peace education,
understanding and treating substance abuse, promoting self-
understanding and interpersonal relations, protecting the environ-
ment, teaching love of place, parenting, spiritual awakening, prepar-
ing for a congenial occupation, encouraging lasting pleasure in the
arts, and developing sound character and a pleasing personality. If
we respond to this list by insisting that these tasks are not the job of
the school, we encounter the baffled countenance of the Visitor from
another world. How can they not be goals of education when they are
central to human flourishing?
I am not suggesting that mathematical and scientific literacy is

unimportant. I am claiming that other goals are even more impor-
tant. Moreover, it is entirely possible to integrate these concerns in
ways that will enhance all of them. Instead of teaching all children
standard algebra, we should be sure that they can do the sort of fig-
uring required to spot the faulty arguments in articles on jobs of the
future. Instead of teaching all of them the sophisticated vocabulary of
cell biology, we should spendmore time on natural history and on the
possible effects of genetic engineering on agriculture and indigenous
plant life. Instead of telling them that they will make more money if
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they stay in school, we should invite them to explore occupations that
might make them happy.
Policymakers today seem to equate a brighter future with more

money, but we saw in Chapter 1 that money and happiness are not
so closely related.5 It is hard to be happy in poverty but, once that
threshold is passed,moremoney does not always bring a proportional
increase in happiness. Further, such narrow concentration on more
money through a college education overlooks the intrinsic rewards of
work.6 Many of us are willing to sacrifice some salary to obtain work
we really enjoy.

Striving for Equality

Possibly the most attractive argument for insisting on algebra and
geometry for all students is that equality of opportunity demands it.
We have long required college-bound students to take these courses,
and other students have a right to equal treatment. Let’s set aside
for the moment whether such requirements can be justified for all
college-bound students (I have already confessed doubts about this)
and concentrate on the effects of this decision. Surely the end –
equality of opportunity – is admirable. Are themeans likely to achieve
that result?
The evidence available now suggests strongly that many students

are failing these courses, and many more students may drop out of
high school before graduation.7 Advocates of the new requirements
for all ask a challenging question when critics raise objections: If rich
kids have been able to pass these courses, why can’t poor kids? This
attitude is accompanied by slogans such as “All children can learn”
and “No excuses,” sending the clear message that massive student
failures are the fault of the schools. This accusation should not be
brushed off lightly. We could do much more to help poor and mi-
nority children. But notice that it avoids two significant questions:
Why should algebra and geometry be requirements for any children?
What has made it possible for wealthier children to succeed in these
subjects? I’ll return to the first question a bit later.
Consider the second. Many relatively well-to-do children have had

a hard time with academic mathematics. Often these students per-
sist because their parents and teachers assure them that getting these

201



Educating for Public Life

credits is the ticket to college and a good life. Parents also assure their
children that they “went through it, too” and survived, thus providing
sympathetic models. Quite often parents hire tutors for their strug-
gling students. Students are counseled to do their homework, ask
teachers for help, show their willingness to do extra work when they
flunk tests, and cooperate with their teachers. Huge numbers of these
“successful” students finish their schoolingwith a fear and loathing of
mathematics that will last a lifetime. Ask any well-educated audience
or graduate class in the humanities!
The point for present purposes is that children need strong support

to get through these courses, and the necessary support is not just
financial – for example, money for tutoring, although that helps.
Students need to be convinced that the game isworth the candle. They
need models of educated people in their lives. Beyond these obvious
supports, they must enter tough courses with adequate preparation,
and that cannot be supplied entirely by the school. We are faced again
with the massive difference traceable to informal education.
The first, most obvious, consequence of the requirement for equal

academic standards is exactly the opposite of what was hoped; that is,
more children are failing and dropping out. The second is that algebra
and geometry courses in many schools are mere caricatures of those
subjects. Well-intentioned teachers do not want their students to fail,
and so they work hard to present material that students can handle.
Students get credit for these courses, but they are not adequately
prepared for college work in mathematics (why should mathematics
be required for all college students?), and many must take remedial
courses. The blow to self-esteem is enough to discouragemany young
people, and they drop out.
In schools or classes where significant numbers of underprepared,

reluctant students are forced to take academic mathematics, there
may also be considerable collateral damage to students who could
profit from more rigorous courses. They do very well in comparison
to their uninterested peers and have a right to suppose that they are
ready for college, but they cannot compete with students who have
taken more demanding courses. In the past few years, I have seen
algebra classes in which students were asked to do no word problems
of any kind – not one. Students who earn A’s or B’s in such classes
are more poorly prepared than students who earn C’s in more honest
courses.
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Another consequence of forcing a uniform academic curriculum
on all students is that, unless that curriculum is very broad, they may
have fewer opportunities to pursue their own interests in learning.
The history of American high school curricula shows fluctuation be-
tween broad and narrow conceptions of courses deemed acceptable
for college admission.8 We are now in a period of narrow definition
with respect to the names or labels of acceptable courses, but the
actual content of these courses varies greatly. The variation does not
usually reflect student interest, however. More often it reflects the
teacher’s assessment of the material (from the standard course) that
a group of students can master. Students who might profit from a
series of math courses concentrating on business, shop, and personal
topics are thus doubly hurt. They suffer a loss of self-esteem by doing
poorly in courses they did not choose, and they lose opportunities to
learn material for which they have interest and talent.
We should also be concerned about how a focus on getting all stu-

dents through the academic curriculum tends to distract us from dif-
ficult social problems. A well-intentioned drive for equality through
better schooling recognizes that education has played a role in so-
cial mobility. It would be a mistake to argue that schools have not
contributed to the financial betterment of many students. But, as I
pointed out earlier, they cannot possibly serve this function for all
students. I’ll say more about this seeming paradox later. For now, no-
tice that if the society will continue to need significant numbers of
workers in jobs that do not require college education, such workers
will necessarily be at the mercy of market standards for their wages.
Education can’t do anything about this. However, a caring society
could do something about market standards; it could commit itself
to the elimination of poverty. Arguing, as one legislator did recently,
that a failure to hold all students to a high academic standard would
prevent many from going to college and thus “doom” them to eco-
nomic failure reveals a sad state of thinking in public policy. Why
should anyone who works full-time at an honest job be doomed to
economic failure?
It seems contradictory to argue that equal educational opportunity

is provided by forcing all students into a curriculum appropriate for
few.9 Yet one can see reasons for moving in that direction. It is eas-
ier and less expensive to give everyone the same courses rather than
constructing and polishing an attractive variety. Moreover, those of
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us who advocate a variety of tracks for high school students have to
show how our approach can be better. For the most part, tracking
has had devastating effects on poor and minority children, and we
cannot ignore that history. In speaking of tracking here, I am refer-
ring to different courses of study – for example, college preparatory,
commercial, industrial, or vocational – not to ability grouping within
specific subjects.10 I will outline what I take to be a defensible form
of tracking in the next section. For now, we should note that it might
not be tracking itself that causes the damage but the way we order
and evaluate the tracks.
Before leaving this critique of present efforts to achieve equality of

educational opportunity, I want to make clear that I do believe there
are some things all students must learn, and I also believe that we
have a responsibility to expose students to a wide range of material
that may or may not interest them in the long run. I have rejected cur-
ricular and pedagogical sameness as a remedy and, because I believe
strongly in happiness as a guiding aim for education, I amwary of co-
ercion. How should we approach the problem of preparing students
for work – and more generally for a life – they may find satisfying?

Respect and Relevance

Establishing happiness as a primary aim of educationmay well guide
us to an approach more compatible than sameness with democratic
conceptions of equality. I have argued that we should educate enthu-
siastically for personal life. If we were to do that, we would surely be
led to reduce the present emphasis on the economic ends of school-
ing. With that reduction, we could conscientiously educate for a wide
range of occupations, assuring children that liking what one does for
a living and enjoying a rich personal life are more important than
mere money in attaining happiness. Thus we have made a step in the
right direction by deciding to educate for a full personal life.
Our resolve should be further strengthened by reflection on demo-

cratic principles. As Dewey said, democracy is (or should be) a mode
of associated living.11 Its strength is in the recognition of interdepen-
dence and open communication. It is not merely rule of the majority,
nor is it simply a system that allows all individuals equal opportu-
nities to defeat competitors. Further, it does not depend so much on
a well-established common culture as it does on the commitment to
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create shared values. The desire to communicate and the willingness
to do so across lines of culture and interest are more important than
a common language that is produced by coercion.12 It is, in part,
this belief that explains Dewey’s admiration for Walt Whitman (the
“seer” of democracy)13 and for Jane Addams, who demonstrated deep
respect for immigrants and their original cultures.14

Dewey does not deny the power of a cultural tradition; he even
speaks of the necessity “to transmit” the resources and achievements
of a complex society.15 But he does not make possession of this
cultural knowledge a prerequisite for participation in democratic
processes. On this, he differed dramatically from Robert Maynard
Hutchins and Mortimer Adler, both of whom insisted that democ-
racy depends on a common fund of knowledge.16 For Dewey,
communication and choice get things started, and democracy is a
dynamic achievement – a mode of living continually under construc-
tion. Hutchins believed that the best curriculum was already known
by classically trained scholars and that the public must simply be
convinced of its rightness. In contrast, Dewey believed that the cur-
riculummust be continually constructed through shared experience.
Dewey’s emphasis on choice does not imply permissiveness, and

I am not suggesting that we let students do whatever they please.
Choices in a liberal democracy should be well informed, and becom-
ing well informed requires some common experience and a substan-
tial amount of guidance. Further, no choice made with the consent
of a school should deprive a student of an education rich in the ma-
terial and skills required for a flourishing adult life. There should be
no junk courses.
What might the necessary guidance look like? The best educational

guidance is a product of shared life, not of highly specialized assess-
ment. Professional guidance counselors have much to contribute in
school settings, but they are not best positioned to guide the selection
of courses and tracks for particular students. For this task, we need
teachers who know their students, and this is another reason why
continuity is so important. Teachers who have worked with students
closely should know something about their aspirations, work habits,
talents, character, and personality. When a relationship of care and
trust has been established, a teacher can talk frankly with students
about their goals and plans. Is it realistic to aim at a professional
education if one hates reading? Is it reasonable to plan a career in
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teaching if one has great difficulty with verbal communication? Is it
feasible to plan a mechanical career if one is “all thumbs”? Guidance
should be neither coercive nor definitive; that is, students should not
be assigned to courses against their will, nor should they be led to be-
lieve that certain avenues are definitely closed to them. They should
be allowed to reject the advice they are given, but they must accept
responsibility for their decision.
Coercion has too often characterized guidance efforts in education.

We test for placement, not merely for advisement. We scrutinize past
achievement to sort children and assign them to classes and tracks.
Our justification for coercion rests on the youthful ignorance of our
clients. “They” do not know what is best for them; therefore, we can-
not responsibly satisfy their expressed needs. “We” do know (this is
Adler’s argument); therefore, the needs we infer for them are the ones
we should act upon.
This pattern does not offer sound practice for responsible and

happy life in a liberal democracy. Continuous negotiation between
expressed and inferred needs can help students make well-informed
choices. Even if youngsters occasionally change their minds (who
does not?) and need to spend time catching up on a new set of courses,
the experience of pursuing studies they choose should be profitable.
There is such a thing as learning how to learn, and confidence in
learning is promoted by choosing and evaluating one’s own course of
action.
We can and should exercise some gentle and limited coercion. We

do, after all, compel children to go to school. There are some things
that all children must learn – for example, how to read, how to speak
clearly, how towrite an intelligiblemessage, how to understand a sim-
ple graphical display, how to use technology for ordinary purposes,
how to exercise one’s rights and responsibilities as a citizen, what con-
stitutes good character, what characterizes a happy personal life – and
these topics and skills should appear across the curriculum, in every
subject that gets serious attention.
Beyond those things we regard as essential for everyone are topics

and skills that many of us cherish. Although I do not believe that all
children must master standard courses in algebra and geometry, I
would like them to be exposed to these subjects. I would like them
to “try out” the study of mathematics, physics, the visual arts, great
music, fine literature, and other subjects that have been forced on
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students in the past. The middle school years are ideal for such expo-
sure. However, if we are serious about exposing students to material
so that they can make well-informed choices, we should not ruin the
experience with coercive grading procedures. Our message should be
that these courses (or mini-courses) are offered for personal explo-
ration, to open avenues of possible study in the future, and for enjoy-
ment. These middle years should be three glorious years of risk-free
exploration.
Evaluation in these years should be formative. The idea is both to

help children do better in whatever they study and to evaluate their
own talent and progress.17 By the time children reach high school,
they should be able to make intelligent choices based on solid ex-
perience. Teenagers should be aware of the opportunities they may
lose by deciding against academic mathematics, but there should be
attractive alternatives that they can choose proudly. Under a well-
developed scheme of exposure and formative evaluation, educators
can be honest with students. We should not have to rely on the propa-
ganda so popular now – that everyone needs algebra, everyone should
go to college, everyone should work hard at everything the school re-
quires. We can say instead, if you want to do X in the future, you will
need to study Y. We can say honestly to a struggling student, so far
you haven’t done very well with Y; you’ll have to work very hard if
you still want to do X. And we can say, you are really good at W; you
should consider a career in Z.
Exposure, as I am describing it, is a form of coercion but, without

the usual competitive grading, it is a gentle coercion. It should depend
heavily on informal learning – lots of free gifts for children to pick up
or set aside. As we plan such a program, we should continually ask
why we are offering each topic. Why, for example, do we offer poetry?
If our answer is that poetry may become a lifelong source of delight
and wisdom, then it must be offered as a source of happiness now.
The same is true for music and the arts.
Exposing children to subjects we take to be valuable is a superb

example of negotiating between expressed and inferred needs. Chil-
dren can rarely express a need for something about which they know
nothing, and we should not abdicate our responsibility as adults to
open doors for them. Many children would have no idea that their
interests might be intellectual if the school does nothing to introduce
them to the life of the mind. But the purpose of opening doors is to
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invite children to explore so that they can find out how these new
ideas fit their own purposes. It is not to slam other doors. It is not to
sort and assign them. It is not to destroy their self-esteem by showing
them that they are not very good at the things that have traditionally
mattered in school.
What things really matter? There are at least two useful ways to

answer this question. One is to say that every topic, attribute, or skill
that contributes to human flourishing matters educationally. Practi-
cally, it is impossible to expose children to everything that matters in
this sense. A second answer is that while everything just mentioned
matters, the most important things for schools to treat are those that
provide a foundation for further learning and growing. This seems
right, but educators do not agree on what these things are. Advocates
of the traditional liberal arts, for example, insist that those subjects
provide just such a foundation, but we know that many people suc-
ceed beautifully without training in the liberal arts. Sometimes the
foundation is described in terms of the “disciplines.”18 This approach
is very much like the first, but it challenges new subjects to prove
their disciplinary worth. Sometimes the foundation is described in
terms of human components: body, soul, andmind.19 Thenwe have to
decide what studies will contribute to growth in each. Howard
Gardner’smultiple intelligences are useful here, although there seems
to be some disagreement on how to use them.20 Gardner often
emphasizes their use as pedagogical hooks to help students learn
the standard subjects. I would prefer to develop them for their own
sake, cherishing each as an end in itself and also as a stepping stone
for children who find their talents in one area or another. However
we begin, we are faced with the problem of deciding what should be
considered basic for everyone and what should be assessed as basic
for children with well-identified talents.
This kind of debate is essential in considering a curriculum of in-

vitation or exposure. We should want students to try their hands at
mechanical tasks, at dance and sports, at spiritual exercises, at inter-
personal skills. As Dewey said, it is quite wonderful to find out the
sort of work for which one is suited. Through exposure of this sort,
children can also acquire an avocation – another source of happiness.
And, from the perspective of democratic education, children can gain
a genuine appreciation for a host of skills they do not themselves find
easy to acquire.
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The spirit of exposure and exploration should continue into high
school even though the structure of classes and requirements be-
comes more coercive. Once students have chosen a curriculum to
study, they will encounter requirements and standards of perfor-
mance. There are things they must do if they are to attain the goals
they have set for themselves. Challenging goals and high standards
are appropriate when they are coupled with choice. Most of us work
happily at tough tasks if they are demonstrably connected to the ends
we seek. Within the required courses, however, there should be lots
of room for free gifts, enjoyment, and optional exploration.
When children are ready to specialize in a general line of study (this

is not as paradoxical as it sounds), every choice the school makes
available should be rich and relevant. No child should be assigned
to a program in mechanics because he wasn’t good enough to han-
dle the preferred academic program. Nor should he be assigned to
a narrow specialty within the general field of mechanics. He should
be able to choose a program in mechanics because he is good at that
line of work, and there should be options from which he may eventu-
ally choose a particular occupation. Within the program, he should
encounter topics rich in possibilities for both personal and public
life.

A Rich Curriculum for Every Talent

W. Norton Grubb points out that early American schools did not dif-
ferentiate between academic and vocational education.21 All pupils
got the same curriculum so long as they were in school.22 From
one perspective, this sounds like a thoroughly democratic policy, and
twentieth-century thinkers such as Adler and Hutchins continued to
recommend it. From another, as I have been arguing here, it is highly
undemocratic. Educating students with very different talents with the
same curriculum cannot be regarded as equal treatment. While the
traditional policy was in effect, most young people dropped out be-
fore finishing high school; many did not even enter high school. Many
factors contributed to the school-leaving phenomenon. It was possi-
ble to obtain gainful employment without a high school diploma,
and families needed the financial contribution of their teenagers.
The classroom atmosphere was often coercive, and children who
found the academic curriculum hard were frequently humiliated, not
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encouraged. Then, too, as progressive educators argued, the tradi-
tional curriculum ignored the real world and its demands, and many
students simply lost interest.23 Contemporary educators who take the
traditional approach should be credited with trying to change these
last conditions.
Thehistory of America’s comprehensive high school is amixed story

in which people on opposite sides have both claimed the democratic
high ground. Traditionalists continued to argue for a single academic
curriculum and progressives argued for a differentiated curriculum,
both in the name of democracy. Some facts, however, are clear. High
school attendance in the era of progressive influence increased con-
siderably, and so did graduation rates. The downside, from the per-
spective of democratic ideals, is that curriculum differentiation came
to mean hierarchy. The old academic curriculum was still the “best,”
and vocational curriculawere thought of as alternatives for thosewho
couldn’t handle the “better” courses. For those of us today who want
to advocate curriculum differentiation, the hierarchical ordering of
tracks represents a real problem.
We cannot deny that vocational and commercial tracks were often

explicitly designed for those whose destinies were thought to be in
the blue- or pink-collar workforce. The fact that arguments could be
made on the basis of democracy for both a uniform academic curricu-
lum and curriculum differentiation is illustrated in the statements of
Charles W. Eliot, president of Harvard University. As chairman of the
Committee of Ten, he had argued strongly for an academic curricu-
lum for all, one not geared to probable destinies. Sixteen years later,
he argued the opposite position. Not only did he now recommend dif-
ferentiated curricula, he even argued that elementary school teachers
“ought to sort the pupils and sort them by their evident and probable
destinies.”24 Recognizing that he might be criticized for turning his
back on the earlier, professedly democratic position, he responded:

If democracy means to try to make all children equal or all men
equal, it means to fight nature, and in that fight democracy is sure to
be defeated. There is no such thing amongmen as equality of nature,
of capacity for training, or of intellectual power.25

This seems to me indisputably correct. However, it is a bit of real-
ity that is still widely denied. We accept as facts that people differ in
stature, in color, in personality, in genetic attributes related to health,

210



Preparing for Work

in physical strength. But we just cannot accept as fact that people dif-
fer also in intellectual capacity. AsHume said, nothing upsets a person
more than having his or her intelligence impugned. But if it is a fact
that people differ not only in intellectual capacity but, even more,
in intellectual interests, then the first task is to rid ourselves of the
notion that intellectual capacity in the formof abstractmathematical-
linguistic talent is the capacity to be valued above all others. Were it
not for this faulty valuation, all talents could be accepted and nur-
tured. Further, we need not agree with Eliot that teachers should
engage in sorting children. We can insist that students be allowed to
make the choices governing their occupational destinies.
With the positive evaluation of all morally acceptable human ca-

pacities, we would be comfortable in advising students about the des-
tinies among which they might choose. What comes to mind here is
how odd it is that choice is so infrequently mentioned in these dis-
putes. The concept is at the very heart of philosophical liberalism,
which, in turn, is a major foundation block of modern democratic
theory. The idea of democracy is rooted in the combination of co-
operative social life and free, well-informed, individual choice. Yet
great educators such as Eliot, Ellwood Cubberley, and many repre-
sentatives of the social efficiency movement persisted in using the
language of sorting, assigning, and training. Student choice was not
central to the discussion.
Liberal philosophy has long been stymied by the problem of chil-

dren and choice. It has been developed as though the rational, mature
adult springs somehow fully formed into the social world.26 Dewey
was a rarity among liberal philosophers in his insistence on recog-
nizing the power of immaturity (its openness and flexibility) and on
identifying the need for young people to practice the skills required by
a liberal democracy.27 From the Deweyan perspective, children must
be given age-appropriate choices not only for optimal individual de-
velopment but also as part of their education for citizenship.
Our project is made more difficult by those who appear to sympa-

thize with genuinely equal treatment but do so at only the rhetorical
level. I have been arguing here and elsewhere that all honest work
should be appreciated.28 But this kind of talk is sometimes mealy-
mouthed. There have been – and still are – people who speak of
the nobility of work but care nothing about the condition of work-
ers. Similarly, there are those who advocate vocational education but
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care nothing about its quality. Herbert Kliebard’s remarks on this are
deeply moving. Speaking of the worry and exhaustion experienced by
his father working in New York City sweatshops, he writes:

It is in this regard that I hope I can be excused for reflecting a touch
of skepticism about the so-called dignity of work. Undoubtedly, satis-
faction may be derived from the work of the hands, but I sometimes
think that the conviction that all work has dignity regardless of the
circumstances has served to inhibit attempts to improve conditions
in the workplace and to stave off efforts somehow to humanize it.
When all work, even under the most degrading conditions, is de-
clared to be ennobling, the need to reform the workplace somehow
seems much less urgent.29

This simple, enormously powerful statement must guide our think-
ing on vocational forms of education. Of course, all honest work
should have dignity. Walt Whitman and Seamus Heaney have given
it dignity in poetry. Karl Marx gave it dignity in philosophy. But we
cannot deny the kinds of experience described by Kliebard, nor can
we deny that children have too often been relegated to a life of labor
by educators who predicted their destinies. There were pernicious as-
sumptions involved in this sorting of children – first, that children of
certain races and ethnic backgrounds were destined for manual labor
and, second, that people who did this sort of work were intellectually
inferior to those who couldmaster an academic curriculum. Both the
work and the worker were devalued.
We have properly challenged the first of these assumptions but, by

adopting the new assumption that all children can master an aca-
demic curriculum, we have reinforced the second assumption. Com-
mon sense should tell us that much essential work does not require a
college education. The task of social policy is to establish the dignity
of labor as a reality. That means the elimination of poverty, and it
also means enriching the school curriculum for students who prefer
to enter the workforce after high school.
How is this to be done? The usual pattern is to add more academic

work to the vocational curriculum.30 Where the topics are chosen be-
cause they seem to have particular value for the students concerned,
this approach makes sense. But it upholds the regrettable notion
that topics from the academic curriculum are somehow important
in themselves – that they are better and more challenging than topics
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that might arise in the vocations and be pursued with intellectual
vigor.
There are some examples of the latter approach. Mike Rose has

described a graphic arts curriculum in Pasadena that illustrates the
basic idea.31 Students encounter the need for scientific principles as
they try to perform the work in their lab. The problems they meet are
intellectually challenging, and the need for sophisticated concepts
and principles is pervasive. In such settings, thinking arises in di-
rect connection to doing. Instead of force-feeding their students a
set of predetermined scientific principles and then encouraging them
to apply those principles, teachers help students to pursue genuine
intellectual challenges as they do the work they have chosen.
The humanities need not be neglected in such programs.

Students can be invited to read the novels of Hemingway, Steinbeck,
and Faulkner. They can read Laura Hobson’s First Papers, which de-
scribes the plight of laboring people and the reasons for their interest
in socialism and their resistance to the draft in World War I. They
might learn about Dorothy Day and the Catholic Worker. Perhaps they
could discuss her contention that we should “keep in mind the duty
of delight.”32 They might read and discuss Myles Horton’s The Long
Haul, Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, and Orwell’s Down
and Out in Paris and London. And how about Doris Lessing’s The
Golden Notebook or The Diaries of Jane Somers? They might enjoy
Scott Nearing’s The Making of a Radical and Eric Hoffer’s The True
Believer. I would use the method of exposure here, not coercion. I’d
tell them something about the books and perhaps read a bit from
several of them. I’d tell them about the tradition of working-class
intellectuals and introduce them to Tolstoy.
One could argue that most of the books I have mentioned are too

hard for these kids. Maybe. But we could tell the stories, invite their
reactions, and put the feast of possibilities before them. The books
listed are a product of my privileged education, but they also reflect
my working-class origins. They are not necessarily better than other
choices, but they do represent selections that are highly regarded by
many academics. They should not be chosen simply because they
might be part of the academic curriculum (most of them are not)
but because they fit the interests of vocational students and because
they are thought by many of us to be fine works. Both quality and
relevance are important.
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I am not suggesting that we should use a sort of reverse snobbery
in looking at the academic curriculum. There are wonderful books in
almost every version of the literary canon, and all children should be
encouraged to read them – at least try them out and hear enthusiastic
readers talk about them. I am suggesting a subtler distinction in the
way we make curricular decisions. Too often, vocational programs
are “enriched” by simply adding on or plugging in material from the
academic curriculum. This is sometimes called integrating academic
and vocational studies. But the vocational program should serve as a
screen or lens for the choice of rich intellectual material. The aca-
demic material does not add value to a vocational curriculummerely
because it is academic.
If we are really concerned about curriculum integration, we should

also ask how topics and skills from the vocational curriculum might
enrich the academic curriculum. What is learned in vocational stud-
ies that might improve the lives of all children? Are there topics or
skills that might enhance academic studies? I think here of my de-
cision as a high school junior to take a year of typing instead of
a second language. I already had scheduled five academic majors,
but the principal advised me strongly to take French, not typing.
Stubbornly, I insisted on typing. Now, when we academics serve as
our own secretaries, I am very glad that I have the keyboarding skills
learned in the typing class. With serious study and some imagination,
many more such topics and skills could be found.
Vocational students should certainly study the contributions of

labor to the making of America. They should learn about labor
unions – their successes and failures, ethical strengths and weak-
nesses. Without overemphasizing the weaknesses of American
democracy, teachers can help students to understand the suffering of
workers and the battles fought by working people – from the Pullman
strike to the Wobblies, United Mine Workers, and American Federa-
tion of Teachers.33 They should certainly hear about the role socialism
played in Depression-era America and in pre-Nazi Germany, and they
should be invited to learn more about the lives of working people in
other parts of the world.
It would, of course, be easier to build a variety of respectable

programs if, as suggested earlier, we emphasized education for per-
sonal life. Such emphasis would enrich our academic offerings, and
it would serve as a common nucleus for all school offerings. It is not
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hard to persuade students that happiness is something sought by all
human beings. We can provide, through appropriately differentiated
materials, many opportunities for students to explore the sources of
happiness in personal life. In addition, as we educate for occupational
choice, we can help students to understand that loving one’s work is
more important than money, that there are boring white-collar jobs,
that no one should be so poorly paid that enjoyment of her work is
impossible, and that no occupational role precludes thinking deeply
as a citizen or reading widely.
We should also consider, in particular, the occupational lives of

women. Today women can enter almost any professional field, and
guidance counselors sometimes steer bright youngwomen away from
traditional female occupations. “You are too smart for that,” coun-
selors may say to girls who declare an interest in elementary school
teaching. One response to this is that no one is “too smart” to be a
teacher; one has trouble being smart enough. But another response
is to recognize and discuss the great happiness that many women
derive from working with children. Why force a young woman into
engineering just because she has math smarts and it is now possible
for her to be an engineer when her heart calls her to teach?
Educational theorists – teacher educators especially – have argued

strongly for teaching as a true profession.34 We have tended to scorn
young people who mention “summers off” as an attractive feature
of teaching. But it is an attractive feature! It is especially attractive
to people who want more time with their families, gardens, reading,
and other hobbies, and all of these activities can enhance teaching.
Teaching is a career – profession or not – that brings happiness to
many of its practitioners. Apparently, those happy people have often
passed on a legacy of happiness to their own children, for we have
many autobiographical accounts of happy childhoods with parents
who were teachers.
There is a dilemma built into the argument I’ve made on teaching.

On the one hand, we want teaching and other so-called semiprofes-
sions (for example, nursing and social work) to be fully recognized as
professions.35 But in pressing for professional status, we sometimes
fail to look carefully at the internal commitments and requirements of
an occupation, andwemay neglect entirely theways inwhich occupa-
tional life contributes to human flourishing. As we prepare students
for the world of work, these are matters for careful analysis.
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Intellect and Happiness

Topics can be relevant to everyday life and also rich intellectually. I’ve
been trying to show this throughout the book. In this brief section, I
want to emphasize what should be obvious – students whose interests
aremainly intellectual should be encouraged in those interests.When
I speak of intellectual interests, I mean those interests that center on
ideas and thinking in any field. I do not mean to refer to particular
subjects or to superior mental capacities. There are students who are
captivated by the ideas latent in the standard subjects, and teachers
should help these students to cultivate pleasures of the mind that can
accompany engagementwith ideas. Apparently, pleasures of themind
are hard to find in schools.

If the respective experiences of Stephen Wolfram and Dean Kamen
are any indication, hell on earth is spelled s-c-h-o-o-l.36

Both Wolfram and Kamen are in science and technology, and both
spend time helping schoolchildren engage in real science. Their own
school experiencesweremiserable, and they are trying tomake things
better for today’s children. If their stories of misery were unusual, we
could brush them aside as intellectual oddities, but the stories are not
rare. Albert Einstein, Thomas Edison, John Dewey, George Orwell,
Winston Churchill, and Clarence Darrow all found school boring and
unsupportive of their creativity. We hear this again and again from
creative thinkers in a host of fields.
It is not only the rare creative thinker who suffers in school. All chil-

dren who have genuine interests are likely to have them dulled by the
demands of routine work in the classroom. To make matters worse,
some educators and policymakers identify the intellectual with the
merely academic as it has been defined traditionally.37 The harder
something is to learn, the more intellectual it is said to be, and sub-
jects that are feared and hated by many students stand at the top
of the hierarchy. Thus mathematics is regarded as more intellectual
than literature or art. The harm done by this evaluation is not well
documented, but my guess is that it is substantial.
Muchmisunderstanding has arisen over themeaning of intellectual.

Dewey was often accused of anti-intellectualism because he recom-
mended practical, hands-on activity as a central feature of educa-
tion. In fact Dewey did oppose intellectualism, an attitude that values
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abstraction and disconnected thought above personal and practical
experience.38 He certainly opposed, as I do, the identification of in-
tellectual with the mere accumulation of facts and academic skills. If
instead we define intellectual as I did previously – as pertaining to a
sustained interest in ideas and thinking – then Dewey was surely not
anti-intellectual.
It is fair to say, however, that Dewey had little to say about the edu-

cation of those students whose interests are primarily intellectual.We
can assume that he wanted their interests – like those of all students –
to be respected and encouraged. But how is this to be done? I have
been arguing against forcing all students into a standard curricu-
lum. This does not mean, however, that no students can profit from
courses in abstract mathematics, philosophy, or literary criticism.
Those who are truly interested in the intricacies of academic subject
matter should be encouraged to develop their interests. Many mathe-
matically talented students enjoy unraveling trigonometric identities,
for example, and they improve their skills in mathematical manipu-
lation by doing these otherwise useless exercises. Such activity, like
any other in which the mind is fully engaged, should not be despised.
Trouble arises, as we have seen, when mental activity is elevated

above all forms of human experience. Then we are forced into one
of three positions: to identify those who are good at it as society’s
elite; to scoff at it and regard its advocates as effete intellectuals; or to
insist that everyone can engage in it. Some of what Dewey said came
close to the second position, but his basic message was that the initial
assumption was faulty. Intellectual (abstract, mental) activity should
not be valued more highly than other forms of experience; neither
should it be scorned.
If the false valuation is dropped, we need not insist that everyone

can master a particular intellectual task any more than we would
claim that everyone can learn to play the violin skillfully or repair an
airplane engine. By insisting that everyone can and should engage in
intellectual activity, we risk either depriving those who have genuine
interest and talent of real opportunities or distorting the meaning
of intellectual.
Perhaps an example will make my point clear. I have argued re-

peatedly that there is no sound educational reason for forcing all
students to study algebra and geometry. Both subjects should, how-
ever, be offered to students who need or want them. (Recall, also,
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that I suggested that all students should be offered risk-free opportu-
nities to explore these subjects.) An intellectually oriented course in
geometry would certainly include proofs, some discussion of postu-
late systems, and the fascinating epistemological problems that have
arisen in connection with geometry. I have taught such a course, and
I know that there are students who enjoy the material and do well
with it. They are not better than students who hate math and love art;
they are different, and their interests should be satisfied.
Instead, insisting that all students need geometry and can do it, we

have changed geometry. In some geometry classes, no proofs what-
ever are required. There is no discussion of postulate systems and
the wonderful variations induced by a change in postulates. There is
nothing on the history of mathematics, on logic, or on the intimate
connection between mathematics and philosophy. These are topics
that appeal to many students who have an intellectual interest in
mathematics. Well, then, a critic may object: Shouldn’t all students
be introduced to such fascinating topics?
The answer should be clear. Not all students have an intellectual

interest in mathematics, nor is there any reason to insist that they
should. Perhaps as many as 20 percent do have such interests, and
schools should cultivate their interests without imposing them on
everyone else. Students who have genuine intellectual interests derive
happiness – even joy – from their engagement with a chosen topic.
Interested high school students can spend hours happily analyzing a
proof that all triangles are isosceles, and they are deeply impressed
by the fact that Euclid could not block this faulty result with only the
postulates he had proposed.
High schools today do provide courses that are supposedly de-

signed for students with high intellectual interest; Advanced Place-
ment courses challenge high school students with college-level
material. However, such courses are not always invitations to genuine
intellectual experience. More often they are inducements to compete
with other students, to obtain a higher grade-point average, and to
impress college admissions committees. They are sometimes inspired
by the desire to get a certain subject behind them, not to study it fur-
ther. Deep intellectual interest may even impede the goals of those
students who perceive Advanced Placement courses as instrumental
to narrowly defined forms of success.
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I think highly intellectual courses should be offered, but I’d like to
see the external rewards for taking these courses removed – no ad-
ditions to the grade-point average, no special honors. They should
be courses for the passionately interested, and they should be so de-
signed that students can devote considerable periods of time to prob-
lems or topics that intrigue them. The time spent and the end result
should be characterized by wonder, accomplishment, and happiness.

In this chapter, we have discussed the role of work in happiness.
I’ve argued that, in preparing students for work, we should tell them
honestly that money is not the only – or even most important – factor
inmakingwork enjoyable. At the same time, all students should come
to appreciate the value of all honestwork in our highly interdependent
society, and they should commit themselves as citizens to establishing
a livable level of compensation for all workers.
As educators, we should question claims that work in the futurewill

require more and higher levels of skill. Some growing occupations
will indeed require more years of education, but many jobs will not
and, thanks to advancing technology, some may even require lower
levels of skill. We should concentrate on developing rich, relevant,
and highly differentiated school curricula, and we should provide the
quality of advice that will make it possible for students to choose any
of these programs wisely and proudly.
Students who have keen intellectual interests should not be ne-

glected. Courses for the passionately interested should be provided
for students whose interests are academic in the best sense. Taking
such courses does not make a student better than others. It marks an
important difference that should be acknowledged.
I emphasized the importance of educating for both personal and

occupational life. With that emphasis – fundamentally an emphasis
on happiness – we should be able to create stronger curricula for both
college and noncollege preparation.

219



11
Community, Democracy, and Service

It seems right to say that people get most of their happinessfrom personal relations, the development of individual talents, and
congenial work.What, then, is the contribution of community to hap-
piness? Sociologists have identified periods in Western history char-
acterized by what seems to be alienation and fear that the culture
is falling apart.1 Such periods sometimes follow eras of rugged in-
dividualism. In one period, people are eager to escape the bonds of
community; in the next, they may fear its loss and try to recapture
it. In both, community may affect happiness in ways of which we
are barely conscious. Similarly, life in a liberal democracy may
support the pursuit of happiness indirectly. However, some people
derive happiness directly from community work and participation in
democratic organizations.
I’ll start the discussion with a brief examination of the human need

for community. Next, we’ll look at the standard-setting and socializa-
tion function of community. It is this function that sometimes drives
people away from community. Paradoxically, it is also this function
that people dread losing. One person’s freedom is another’s chaos.
We will also consider ways in which some of our happiness may have
roots in a democratic form of life. Finally, we will look at the gifts
given and received in volunteer work and the role schools might play
in introducing students to such activity.

The Need for Community

Community is difficult to define, and perhaps it is better not to do so
at the outset.2 In connection with our main theme, happiness, we are
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interested in the needs satisfied by community. Why do people long
for community? Why do they fear its loss?
One need satisfied by community is identity or recognition. One is

recognized – has an identity – in an extended family, for example.
Kinship is one form of community described by the sociologist
Ferdinand Tonnies. He also identified communities defined by phys-
ical proximity and communities of mind or common intellectual
interests.3 Looking at a community of kinship, we notice other fea-
tures that belong at least to some degree to all collections called com-
munities. Individuals are not only recognized (have particular names
and family identities), but they also participate in various community
functions. The kinship group has a history, and common memories
form the foundation for communication in such groups.4 There is
also a sense of security in belonging to a kinship community. If an
emergency arises, one can call on the group for support. At their best,
these groups exhibitmutuality; the promise of help is reciprocal. They
also exert some pressure for conformity; in doing so, these groups and
other communities provide order. In addition, Selznick names inte-
gration as one of the primary functions of community.5 I’ll say much
more about this in the sections on standard-setting and democracy.
The same elements are found, to varying degrees, in communities

of place or proximity. Perhaps the most common use of the word
community appears in connection with our dwelling places, although
it is less frequently applied to large cities or vast open spaces than
to towns, villages, and neighborhoods. The reason for this is clear
when we consider the elements of community named previously. In
neighborhoods, we are recognized, and we can participate in various
functions if we wish to do so. We may also share memories with our
neighbors, and we often depend on those neighbors in emergencies.
We also know, more or less, what is expected of us in these settings.
There is order. When these features are absent in a physical setting –
as they often are in new housing developments or large cities – people
may suffer malaise, an uneasiness that is hard to describe definitively.
This uneasiness – a form of unhappiness – may attack unexpectedly.
For example, an individual who “couldn’t wait” to put a small town
behind him may, if he recognizes the source of his discontent, return
to the old town with renewed appreciation.
Communities of mind display similar features. In academic com-

munities, for example, a sense of belonging is essential. Newcomers
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to an academic society press (or wait nervously) for recognition. The
warmthof a society is noted almost immediately by newcomers.Older
members, secure in their identities, may or may not be aware of the
plight of newcomers. It is sad to hear of young people dropping out
of professional societies because they could not achieve a sense of
belonging. Many instructive stories can be told on this problem. A
strong professional community supports and nurtures itsmembers. It
assures them that they have a place, they belong, even if they have lost
or not yet acquired a position in some institution. In such situations,
participation may be a necessary condition for mutuality; that is, the
newcomer (or person who has lost her job) may have to offer services
in order to get the support needed. It takes courage to submit a paper
or offer to serve at a meeting when one has no formal institutional af-
filiation, but such courage is often rewardedwith substantial support.
The discussion of academic communities suggests a larger issue

for education in general. Children need help in understanding the
connections among recognition, order, participation, and mutuality.
Few children have the courage to push themselves into groups they
want badly to join.More securemembers have to invite participation,
and this too is something children must learn to do. We noted in an
earlier chapter that a capacity for happiness includes a sensitivity to
unhappiness; that is, our own happiness cannot be complete if people
around us are unhappy. Our schools do not always teach this lesson
well, andmany children suffer years of unhappiness because they are
not accepted by their peers. They are deprived of that much-needed
sense of belonging.
Paul Tillich has written about the need for both individual liberty

and group participation.6 We all have a need to belong, but for some
of us this need is satisfied so easily that we fail to recognize either the
need or its satisfaction. Our families, friends, and neighbors provide
us with the security we need to develop as individuals. It is unlikely
that people with such supportive communities will becomemembers
of cults or gangs. It is possible, however, that such lucky people will
neglect to participate in the affairs of the larger democratic commu-
nity. It is easy to take for granted the very structure that may make
individual life so satisfying.
Those who are unlucky with respect to close associations may seek

community inwhatever groupswill have them.Young peoplewho feel
rejected at home and school may join gangs. Some may join cults,
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looking for something in which to believe and to which they may
commit themselves. People longing for community and frustrated
by injustice may join political groups that demand wholehearted en-
gagement and promise eventual liberation. When political aims and
religious zeal combine, we see an especially powerful and dangerous
form of fanaticism. Eric Hoffer writes of the fanatic:

The fanatic is perpetually incomplete and insecure. He cannot gener-
ate self-assurance out of his individual resources – out of his rejected
self – but finds it only by clinging passionately towhatever support he
happens to embrace. This passionate attachment is the essence of his
blind devotion and religiosity, and he sees in it the source of all virtue
and strength. Though his single-minded dedication is a holding on
for dear life, he easily sees himself as the supporter and defender of
the holy cause to which he clings. And he is ready to sacrifice his life
to demonstrate to himself and others that such indeed is his role. He
sacrifices his life to prove his worth.7

The school can play an important part in preventing the sort of
fanaticism that arises from loneliness and rejection. Teachers must
work toward the inclusion of all students, and theymust help students
to understand the lure of gangs, cults, and intolerant ideologies. The
second task is more difficult, because it involves the promotion of
critical thinking, and many in our society fear what may result from
widespread and competent critical thinking. Critical thinking may
lead not only to rejection of socially unacceptable groups but also
to skepticism about the groups usually deemed acceptable, includ-
ing those into which one was born. This possibility makes teachers
understandably cautious in teaching critical thinking.
Indeed, our democratic commitment to tolerance and diversity

makes the task of teaching critical thinking even harder. On the one
hand, wewant students to think critically – that is, to acquire the skills
of thinking critically. On the other hand, we give them few opportu-
nities to exercise these skills on critical issues, in part because raising
critical questions about beliefs and practices may be misconstrued
as intolerance. Critical thinking is necessary for intelligent tolerance,
but it is threatening to many groups. Consider William Galston’s
statement on the teaching of tolerance:

The state may establish educational guidelines pursuant to this
compelling interest. What it may not do is prescribe curricula or
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pedagogic practices that require or strongly invite students to be-
come skeptical or critical of their own ways of life.8

Socrates would weep. But, of course, people who feared critical
thinking in his time knew what to do with Socrates.
High school students need to grapple with critical issues, and they

need assurance that raising questions about the actions of their nation
does not make them disloyal, nor does questioning certain practices
of their religion make them apostates or atheists. Morally defensi-
ble national policies and logically defensible religious doctrines have
nothing to fear from critical thinking.9 How will national commu-
nities and religious communities improve if their members cannot
analyze their practices, detect flaws, and suggest improvements?
It may be especially important today to discuss critical issues in-

volving communities ofmind – ifwe include in these not only religious
groups but gangs and other collections of like-minded people. Discus-
sion is crucial because traditional communities of kinship and place
have been weakened by population growth, increased mobility, and
technology. Dewey noted this trend more than fifty years ago, and
its pace has quickened with the advent of television and computer
technology. He said:

The local communities . . . found their affairs conditioned by remote
and invisible organizations. The scope of the latter’s activities was
so vast and their impact upon face-to-face associations so pervasive
and unremitting that it is no exaggeration to speak of “a new age of
human relations.” The Great Society created by steam and electricity
may be a society, but it is no community.10

One might argue (and many do) that computer technology has, in
a reversal of the usual effects of technology, increased opportunities
for community building and participation. There is room for doubt,
however. Communication in itself does not provide identity, history,
order, or mutuality, and the participation it invites may remain im-
personal, even faceless. Advancing technology has, as Dewey noted,
liberated the individual, but it has had destructive effects on commu-
nity. Indeed, we might even question the “liberation” of individuals.
Severing the bonds of community may produce a state more
accurately called isolation than liberation.
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Standard-Setting and Socialization

In modern times, human beings have been torn between a longing
to be free and a longing to belong. Some thinkers have even identi-
fied certain eras as times dominated by one longing or the other.11

In communities, groups that expect conformity and monitor the be-
havior of their members (however gently), it is predictable that some
will feel stifled and eager to escape. The novels of Sinclair Lewis and
others of his time often used a train whistle as a metaphor for the de-
sire to escape – to get away from dullness and sameness, to become
an individual. In later novels, we often read of characters wandering
aimlessly in a big city, wondering what happened to the anticipated
glamour and adventure.
What is it from which people want to escape? There are, no doubt,

many answers to this question. Some reasons are, of course, per-
sonal, but many point to a general discontent. In any given commu-
nity, there seem to be limits on personal success, on the range of
acceptable adventures one may seek, on the kinds of questions one
may ask. Conversations become predictable in their form and con-
tent. Critical thinking is discouraged, and one who voices it may be
given a label usually reserved for outsiders – Commie, free thinker,
hippie, fag, or any of a number of very nasty terms. The constant
temptation in many communities is to strive for as much wealth and
status as possible while denying greed and envy as motives. Critics
of bourgeois communities see youthful aspirations dampened, true
motives cloaked in hypocrisy, and all of life reduced to a shadow
of possibilities. Totally disillusioned by such patterns, critics – like
the Steppenwolf in our earlier chapter – may miss the goodness
and contentment in middle-class community life. Again, like the
Steppenwolf, they may find themselves in a love–hate relationship
with the traditional community – needing and enjoying some of its
resources, hating and rejecting its hypocrisy and apparent smugness.
Education could help to reduce the shock of Steppenwolf-like dis-

covery. Good families and schools should help children to understand
the power of socialization and how it is accomplished. Every society
socializes its members, and much of what is achieved through so-
cialization is valuable. Under most circumstances, for example, cour-
teous manners are welcome and facilitate the smooth workings of a
community. Prescribed patterns of dress are in someways facilitative,
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too; we are distracted when someone appears at a given function in
clothing that is thought to be unsuitable. On one level, dress codes re-
lieve us of personal choices and anxieties; on another, they may seem
yet another example of community meddling. Why, after all, should a
man spend a significant part of his life half-choked by a colored cloth
wrapped about his neck? Why should a woman be confined to skirts
that impede free movement?
When we bother at all to explain the workings of socialization to

young people, we usually emphasize the positive side. We point out
that rules and customs are meant to keep things running smoothly,
and in large part they do exactly this. We point out the rewards of
compliance. But teenagers often see in these rules a manifestation
of adult coercion and hegemony. Because they have not been taught
anything about the underlying processes of socialization, they may
reject adult domination only to fall under the evenheavier domination
of the teen world. Socialization exerts its power on them, but they
do not understand its workings. Neither, for that matter, do most
adults understand the social forces that shape their lives. If they did,
advertising would not be so profitable.
To be happy – to avoid nebulous bouts of anxiety over meaning-

lessness – we need to understand ourselves and the groups to which
we belong. This can never be accomplished completely, and often
the attempt at understanding and its partial accomplishment actu-
ally increase our unhappiness. We see what is being done to us (and
imagine evenmore), and the effect is further alienation and cynicism.
Appropriate educational approaches, however, can help us to choose
our battles wisely, and the power to do this certainly contributes to
human flourishing, to happiness.
Foucault has helped us to understand the nature of social power.12

This power is impersonal, a force all around us from which we can-
not escape. At certain times, in certain circumstances, individuals or
groups seem to have this power and use it to coerce us. We should
not ignore this aspect of power – its potential to be seized at least
temporarily. Often, however, this is the only possibility that people
see. Someone has power and, if we don’t like what we see of its use,
we must fight that someone. Fair enough. But that does not get at
the sort of power described by Foucault. In that larger view, there
is no way to escape, seize, or defeat power. One can at best seek to
understand it and make sound choices.
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I have used the example of teenagers rejecting adult domination
only to fall under teen domination. Many more examples could be
given. I have watched some feminist colleagues fall into a similar
trap. Just two decades ago (and even sometimes today), young female
professors complained of sexism “everywhere.” I advised some who
were continuously angry to choose their battles more wisely. Fighting
every instance of apparent sexism just leads us into another stream
of power from which we might not escape, and it might well lead
the perceived perpetrators into an opposing stream from which they
cannot free themselves. It is better to ignore minor infractions, build
relationships, and call for support when a serious problem arises.
In Starting at Home, I offered several examples of ways in which so-

ciety controls our bodies; these might profitably be discussed in high
school classes: the behavior of a congregation listening to a preacher
whose message they find objectionable (but no one expresses an ob-
jection aloud); a concert audience listening to music that makes the
body want to dance (but no one does); an execution at which all
participants have mixed feelings of disgust and revulsion (but they
all “do their duty”); and the case of schoolchildren plodding through
tests while theMaymonth calls them to the outdoors (but none leave;
all continue filling in blobs).13 We might add other cases for students
to consider:
John, a high school junior, is aware that he could save a lot ofmoney

by purchasing shirts and athletic shoes that are not widely advertised.
Still, he insists on paying high prices for name-brand garments he can
ill afford. Asked why he does this, he first says that the lower-priced
articles are inferior. Given evidence to the contrary, he says that his
friends would make fun of him if he showed up wearing “that stuff.”
Then he quickly adds that it is really his own preference. Is it?
Wendy, a teenager just entering high school, has added an eyebrow

ring to her earrings and belly ring. She confesses that she is afraid of
catching it on something and also that she has experienced infections
from other piercings. Why did she do it then? “All the kids are doing
it” is her first answer. But then, like John, she insists that she has
made an autonomous choice.
What about the young woman described in Chapter 9 who walked

out on her companions because they were verbally mistreating an-
other girl? What did she fear? What helped her to muster the moral
courage needed to walk out?
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In all of these cases, from the annoyed but silent congregation to
the girl who rebuked her friends, there is an awareness that some-
thing or someone is exerting control over our behavior. Often, as in
church or at a musical event, we accept control as necessary for or-
derly community life. At other times, we are keenly aware that, for
our own sense of integrity, we should violate the script. At still other
times, we are not consciously aware that we are being controlled and
might even deny it, as John and Wendy eventually did. In situations
that create great anxiety in us, we may courageously resist our so-
cial group or community because we feel that it has betrayed its own
norms.
We depend on our communities to guide us toward what is morally

and socially acceptable. At its best, this community influence can give
us the courage to behave morally even though the risks are great.
Pearl and Samuel Oliner asked non-Jewish rescuers of Jews during
the Holocaust why they had taken such risks to help strangers.14 The
answer often pointed to community norms: We are people who re-
spond compassionately to need; it is expected of us. Notice, however,
that teenagers give roughly the same answer in explaining why they
follow a fashion. And, sadly, people living under totalitarian regimes
also refer to community norms, although they later blame the lead-
ers of their communities if the results are morally questionable. In
all of these cases, people fear some form of retaliation if they do not
conform.
Today, when character education has again become popular in

public schools, we should remember that such education requires
a strong community but not necessarily a good one.15 One responsi-
bility of a good community is to educate its young in critical thinking
so that they can raise the kinds of questions that help to keep the
community good. It is not enough simply to inculcate values directly
or to depend on the unreflective workings of socialization.
Before Foucault got us thinking about the impersonal and pervasive

influence of power, some psychologists and sociologists spoke of a
herd instinct.16 For some years, invoking the idea of an instinct was a
popularway of explaining human behavior, and the herd instinct does
seem to capture someofwhat occurs in groups.However, there is little
evidence for such an instinct and quite a lot against it. People do not
always stay with the groups into which they are born, and they do not
always align themselves even with groups they have chosen. Human

228



Community, Democracy, and Service

beings are social animals, but we are not herd animals. Our own
mental capacities and the cultures within which they are developed
make us much more complicated.
People are socialized, but we also resist socialization, and it is

important for young people to understand this. Sometimes our
resistance to a group’s press for conformity is a result of moral scru-
ples that were acquired in another group or a larger community. At
other times, resistance is as unreflective as the socialization that is
rejected. Teenagers may, for example, reject almost everything their
teachers offer. This is certainly a powerful form of resistance, but the
end result is often exactly what the culture implicitly seeks – to keep
a significant number of young people in socially and economically
inferior positions.17 Today we are urged to deny that our society har-
bors such unworthy motives. We insist that we want all children to
learn and to succeed. But when we use coercive methods to prove our
good intentions, we are in fact reinforcing a cycle of socialization and
resistance that belies our better motives. We would do better to teach
students about the effects of socialization and resistance, and invite
discussion and reflection. As Diana Meyers has pointed out, reflec-
tion is a powerful brake on socialization,18 but reflection is unlikely
to occur unless it is demonstrated, invited, and sustained.
Young people also need to know how the inclination to institu-

tionalize “best” practices often inaugurates a new round of socializa-
tion. Much of our public language reveals the continually renewed
desire to force people into like-mindedness. This is part of the in-
tegrating component of community described by Selznick. We want
them to get “with it,” “on board,” “with the program.” In some busi-
nesses, employees are simply fired if they oppose the current pro-
gram. In schools, teachers (who are supposed to have some profes-
sional autonomy) are sometimes coerced, given poor evaluations, or
even mocked if they do not adopt the latest methods or educational
philosophy. Teachers who have opposed – however thoughtfully –
small-group work, open education, rote methods, constructivism, as-
sertive discipline, modular scheduling, standardized testing, or the
use of technology have been called old-fashioned, uninformed, or
even obstructionist.
Selznick points out that attempts to institutionalize new ideas

sometimes lead an organization into conflict with its own basic pur-
poses or commitments.19 Enthusiastic educators might, for example,
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decide that constructivist teaching is the best form of pedagogy. If,
in their zeal, leaders decide to force all teachers to adopt these meth-
ods, they risk ignoring the very meaning of constructivism, and they
surely risk violating the democratic premises towhichmost American
schools are committed. We see here again how important it is to en-
gage regularly in aims-talk. Why are we doing this new thing? Can
we persuade others to try methods that seem promising? Is the new
aim, goal, or means compatible with our most basic aims?
The situation may be further complicated by the institutional prac-

tice of requiring administrators to be change agents rather than facil-
itators. The coercion that accompanies the institutionalization of a
practice is then aggravated by the tendency of leaders to protect their
positions, advance the party line, and control the whole process. In-
deed, leaders who can do this are widely considered strong leaders.
But strong leaders – like strong communities – are not necessarily
morally good.
The connection between institutional practices and individual hap-

piness is not always clear. Someone working for a corporation or
school may feel a vague discomfort if he or she is not in tune with a
newly prescribed direction. A good deal of soul searching may go on,
andmany people blame themselves for being too slow, fearful, or mo-
tivated by personal animosities. Some people give way out of fear and
adopt ends or means they have moral reason to reject. Others man-
age to rationalize practices that should make them deeply unhappy.
Can one be really happy working to promote products or practices
that are injurious to others? How does one rationalize composing
ads for tobacco products, doing research aimed at the production of
biological weapons, or experimenting with methods of psychological
torture? When people feel that they are forced by circumstances to
promote products or activities they find morally abhorrent, they may
become deeply unhappy and find themselves vacillating between self-
castigation and rage against the world. They may lose entirely that
part of happiness derived from self-respect and inner contentment.

Democratic Life

Many people today believe that democratic forms of social life are
best, and it can be assumed from this assessment that democratic
life contributes something to happiness. It is not clear, however, that
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people living in liberal democracies are necessarily happier than those
who have lived or are living under enlightened monarchies or other
benign forms of government. One’s private life, so long as it is not
actually threatened or controlled too tightly, does not seem to de-
pend greatly on the form of government under which one lives, nor
does the inner contentment that may be found in nondemocratic re-
ligious affiliation seem to work against happiness. What is it, then,
that democracy contributes to happiness?
Defenders of democracy often credit it with three great merits:

(1) democracies allow great freedom for individual and collective
action; (2) democracies support equality; and (3) democracies iden-
tify and best satisfy human needs. The last is especially problematic,
and it is sometimes argued that, in fact, some democracies – market
democracies – are not very good at satisfying the needs of a signifi-
cant minority of their populations. Further, they tend to manufacture
needs and lead citizens to feel discontent if these artificially created
needs are not met. However, I will argue that there is a sense in which
democracies are particularly good at the task of meeting needs.
Let’s consider first the claim that democracies promote individual

and collective freedom. This seems undebatable, but what has free-
dom to dowith happiness? It is clear that some freedom ofmovement
and association is necessary to happiness, but it also seems clear that
unlimited freedomcanproduce fear and anxiety, even anguish.20 Chil-
dren who are given freedom without guidance often suffer anxiety,
and adults who cannot evaluate the choices before them also become
anxious. Thus it is not merely freedom – the absence of constraint
in the presence of many possibilities – that contributes to happiness.
Indeed, onemight plausibly argue that democratic life includesmany
factors that mitigate against happiness. In particular, the freedom to
be more, possess more, and do more may make many people un-
happy. It is necessary, then, to examine definitions of freedom and
see which are conducive to happiness.
Today there are Muslim societies that pit freedom against virtue.

They argue that being virtuous is better than being free. Advocates
of freedom retort by insisting that coerced behavior – however con-
sonant it might be with a society’s rules – is not virtuous. Conduct
worthy of the label virtuous must be freely chosen. This is debat-
able. Even liberal societies often coerce (however gently) good be-
havior from their young and hope that the virtues thus practiced
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will be internalized and, eventually, affirmed by rational (free)
examination.
The debate made so vivid by worldwide cultural clashes is also fa-

miliar in the contest between liberals and communitarians in recent
Western philosophy.21 The essential point of contention is where to
start one’s social/political thinking – with the right or with the good.
Liberals, emphasizing the right – fair rules by which all agree to live –
start with the search for rules that will allow each individual maxi-
mum freedom; communitarians insist that a vision of the good must
precede any discussion of freedom. Ordinary people seeking happi-
ness will likely settle for a compromise (one that favors communi-
tarianism on the theoretical level), looking for a facilitative level of
freedom within a worldview that gives some guidance for virtuous
living. It is not clear that such worldviews are chosen (as liberals
contend); we may deceive ourselves in supposing that we have made
choices that were actually forced on us by the impersonal powers of
socialization.
The second claim is that democratic life supports equality; that is,

democracy recognizes the equal worth of all and makes the good life
available to large numbers of people. If we leave aside for themoment
the satisfaction of economic needs, we encounter debate about what
constitutes the good life. As we have seen throughout the discussion
of happiness, there is some disagreement on what should make us
happy. We can agree at a rather high level of abstraction that the
development of good character plays a significant role in personal
happiness, but when we begin to discuss the virtues required for a
good character, we may disagree vigorously on both the list of virtues
and their description.
The twentieth century was marked by almost continuous debate

over the meaning of equality. Recall the remarks of Charles Eliot in
Chapter 10. Individuals are demonstrably not equal in terms of ge-
netic predispositions, talents, or interests, and to suppose that they
are threatens our democracy. What is required is a sincere and mean-
ingful respect for all positive human capacities. On this, liberals seem
to be right in emphasizing freedom to grow according to one’s own le-
gitimate inclinations, and conservatives seem to be right in insisting
that growth be guided by some commonly accepted norms of con-
duct. Happy people in a liberal democracy use their freedom to find
a satisfying place for themselves without sacrificing the goodwill and
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approbation of their fellow citizens. Equality construed as equal op-
portunity to grow, to develop one’s own talents, character, personality,
and way of life is the concept likely to be most useful in educating for
happiness.
The ideals of equality and freedom may come into conflict. Your

freedom may interfere with my growth and thus make my oppor-
tunities somehow unequal; my growth, then, may require a restric-
tion on your freedom. The debate is often described along liberal–
conservative lines. Liberals traditionally have emphasized freedom
and have allowed individuals to define their own sense of growth.
Conservatives have usually insisted that growth should be defined in
terms of certain goods – a virtuous way of life – that should be ac-
cepted by all. As we will see, this difference has created an important
tension in theories of democratic education.
It seems right to say that an individual’s own evaluation of her

growth is closely related to her happiness as defined by SWB. People
tend to be happy when they feel that their talents are well developed
and their needs satisfied. To the degree that democracy supports this
development, it contributes to happiness.
We are not finished with equality, growth, or freedom, but let’s

briefly consider the satisfaction of needs. Today’smature democracies
have achieved fairly high levels of prosperity for many of their peo-
ple. Some nondemocratic nations, however, have also acquired great
wealth. The question in connection with happiness is how wealth is
distributed and whether another form of government might, through
a more equitable distribution, contribute more fully to the satisfac-
tion of needs and thus to happiness. There may be no way at present
of answering this question, but it seems reasonable to suggest that
democracies should exercise continual vigilance over the ways in
which wealth is distributed and needs are satisfied.
If democracy is described, in Dewey’s terms, as a mode of associ-

ated living,22 a strong point emerges in its favor. The give-and-take
of regular dialogue makes it possible to negotiate between expressed
and inferred needs. Members of a democratic society can make their
legitimate expressed needs known and expect some form of positive
response – if not help, at least noninterference in pursuit of their
satisfaction. The society, through its institutions, establishes various
inferred needs – for example, schooling, disease prevention, safety
regulations – and it tries to persuade citizens to accept these needs
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as their own. There is constant tension between the desire to impose
these needs and the desire of a free people to accept or reject them.
The very basis of democratic education is the need of a democratic
society to sustain itself in accepting this tension, in finding meth-
ods low in coercion, and in encouraging continuous evaluation and
negotiation between the two forms of need.
Amy Gutmann has argued persuasively that neither freedom nor

virtue can be used to justify democratic education. She writes:

Shifting the grounds of justification from future freedom to some
other substantive end – such as happiness, autonomy, intellectual
excellence, salvation, or social welfare – only re-creates the same
problem. None of these standards is sufficiently inclusive to solve the
problem of justification in the face of dissent by citizens whose con-
ception of the good life and the good society threatens to be un-
dermined by the conception of a good (but necessarily nonneutral)
education instituted by some (necessarily exclusive) educational
authority.23

On these grounds, Gutmann argues that the fundamental justifica-
tion for a nonneutral democratic education is the maintenance and
furtherance of the democratic society itself. But, of course, this does
not mean that other aims cannot be included. It means only that no
other one aim can serve as the final justification for public education
in a democratic society. I’ve been arguing that happiness should be
recognized as an aim of education because it is held by virtually ev-
eryone as an aim of life itself. We do not have to argue that everyone
embraces the same view of happiness. In a pluralistic, democratic
society, setting happiness as an aim of education means at least two
things. First, it means that we help students to understand a variety
of views on happiness and, through analysis and practice, begin to
form a defensible position on their own happiness. Second, it means
evaluating everything we do in light of substantial views on happi-
ness; if what we propose to do causes obvious unhappiness (judged
from some responsible position), we must either change what we are
doing or argue vigorously that, from another perspective, happiness
will be served. This vital form of rational dialogue is basic to both
education and democracy itself.
Gutmann’s analysis is not foolproof. Contrasting views of democ-

racy give rise to different philosophies of education, and these are
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hotly contested in the name of democracy. It may be useful here to
return briefly to the Dewey–Hutchins debate. Both men made their
educational recommendations in the name of democracy. Hutchins
believed that a common education for all young people would pro-
vide the knowledge and commitment to sustain democracy.We know,
however, that this uniform curriculum discourages many students
and leads to a loss of self-esteem for those whose talents lie else-
where. In the language I’ve used earlier, Hutchins puts too much em-
phasis on inferred needs and not nearly enough on expressed needs.
He seems to construe democracy as a fixed form whose traditions
can and should be passed along whole to new generations. It is only
with this fund of knowledge that citizens can exercise their rights and
duties effectively.
Dewey did not deny the need for cultural transmission and com-

mon values, but he saw both as dependent on the desire to communi-
cate and the commitment to continued inquiry. What is required for
democratic participation, from Dewey’s perspective, is not a fund of
common factual knowledge but a grasp on the processes and open-
minded devotion to continued inquiry and communication.24 For
Dewey, democracy is a mode of associated living that is moral (or so-
cial), and it is under continual construction. When we follow Dewey
in planning educational programs, we draw on a fund of cultural
knowledge to give us guidance in solving present problems and sat-
isfying current conditions. We do not simply pass on an enormous
store of information constructed and used in the past.
If we consider happiness as an aim of education, Dewey’s approach

seems superior. As we saw in Chapter 10, every legitimate human
talent canbe encouraged in schools.Weneednot establish a hierarchy
of tracks, nor are we forced in the name of equality to push everyone
into the “best” academic track. Teachers and curriculummakersmust
be constantly aware of the tension between expressed and inferred
needs, and negotiation between the two becomes a regular part of
the educational process.
I would go beyond Dewey in recommending revisions of the school

curriculum.25 Whereas Dewey suggested new rationales for teach-
ing the traditional subjects and new ways to teach them, I would
question the whole organization of curriculum and teaching. Where
do we address the great existential questions: How should I live? Is
there meaning in life? What does it mean to be good? To be happy?
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Where do we address the issues traditionally associated with women:
What does it mean to make a home? What constitutes good parent-
ing? What do we owe to elderly parents? To other people’s children?
And where do we address issues that are particularly pressing in our
present condition: How can we achieve andmaintain peace?What vi-
olence and cruelty are we (and I) capable of? How can we restore and
preserve our natural environment? What do we owe to nonhuman
animals? Can we develop a satisfying spirituality without succumb-
ing to dogma or superstition? What is happiness, and how might one
find it?
None of this is to say that traditionalists such as Hutchins, Adler,

and Hirsch are completely wrong. There is much beauty and wisdom
in the traditions to which they adhere. The question for us – and for
any democratic society – is how to make this material available with-
out undue coercion and without ignoring the talents and purposes of
students. Democracy must be interpreted in a way that gives support
to its ownmaintenance and to the growth of every individual. It must
remain open to the possibility that an even better mode of associa-
tion might be found. So construed, it contributes to the conditions in
which human life may flourish.

Learning to Participate and Serve

I acknowledged at the beginning of this chapter that most of us get
the largest part of our happiness from personal relationships and/or
occupational life. However, community life and especially a demo-
cratic mode of living provide a foundation upon which these primary
goods are built and thus make a substantial, if indirect, contribution
to happiness.
Active participation in community lifemay also be a direct source of

happiness. We often hear, for example, of retirees who find a new pur-
pose in life through volunteer work. Many privileged young people of
college age are strong supporters of volunteer organizations such as
Habitat for Humanity, the Peace Corps, and Big Brothers. Somework
with religious or ethnic charities, and some devotemuch of their time
to the relief of particular problems such as hunger, homelessness, ad-
diction, and disability. In past generations, women (homemakers) did
the greater part of volunteer work, and in some traditional neighbor-
hoods this is still true. Today both female andmale professionals may
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give generous time to pro bono work, exercising their skills in behalf
of those who cannot afford to buy their services.26

Serving others contributes to the happiness of those who volunteer
in at least three ways. First, volunteers may find congenial company
and derive happiness from the warmth of relationships with those
served and also with other volunteers. Second, those who volunteer
are usually people who feel and respond to the needs of others. As we
saw earlier, the capacity for unhappiness and a commitment to relieve
it are important in achieving personal happiness. People who have
this capacity and commitment often have what Reinhold Niebuhr
called an uneasy conscience. Their happiness depends at least in part
on relieving the misery of others.27 Third, volunteers are often aware
that their work sustains the spirit of community and the democratic
mode of association. By participating in community life and pro-
moting democracy, they contribute to the maintenance of those
foundations of personal happiness.
Schools can promote community participation and service inmany

ways. Community service is a requirement for graduation in some
high schools, and interest in service learning seems to be growing.
But these efforts are hampered by the very structure of schools in
liberal market societies. When service is required (and sometimes
even graded), students and their parents may resent the time taken
from “real” subjects. Competing for top grades in real subjects is what
school is all about, and onemust win the competition to obtain a good
position in the next round of competition. Onemust get a high grade-
point average in high school to qualify for one of the best colleges,
and one must chalk up a high grade-point average there to get a well-
paid job. Then one must outdo fellow workers to secure promotion.
Perhaps in retirement one can relax and cooperate with others.
It may seem pessimistic to suggest that schools simply cannot

contribute to the happiness derived from cooperative living without
changing their basic structure, but the claim is largely accurate. In
an earlier chapter, we noted how children suffer when they are told
“always do your best in everything” and then receive C’s for their ef-
forts. There is something deeply wrong with this system. To make
matters worse, when teachers try hard to provide ways in which stu-
dents can earn good grades through extra effort, they are accused
of contributing to grade inflation. As if there were a natural scarcity
of A’s! How should teachers respond? The best teachers may indeed
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present grade reports dominated by A’s and B’s. If a question must
be asked, it should concentrate on whether and how students earned
these grades. If the teacher simply gave them, then the evaluation
should be called into question. But if the teacher worked creatively
and supportively to help students earn their good grades, the teacher
should be credited with fine work.
One way to make service learning and community participation

attractive and important would be to give them the same status as,
say, algebra and French. What would that mean? It would mean,
of course, grading the experience competitively and ensuring that
only a few made top grades. The work should be hard. It should be
intellectual. Very likely, it would be feared and hated. I have already
expressed grave doubts about this way of operating.
An alternative would be for teachers and other school personnel to

invite students to participate in the service activities in which they
themselves engage. There would be no coercion except, perhaps, for
the initial period of exposure. Students might be required to choose
some service activity, but they should be allowed to change to a differ-
ent one, and there should be no grading. Alas – there goes our hope
that service might achieve the status of algebra. I don’t see how such
equality can be established within present school structures.
To avoid ending this section on a glum note, I’ll say that service

learning should still be promoted. Within the present structure of
schooling, it cannot contribute much to happiness, but we can work
toward changing that structure.

In this chapter, we have considered ways in which community may
contribute to either happiness or misery. Communities socialize their
members; from that process there is no escape. However, a good edu-
cational system will help students to reflect upon and understand the
processes of socialization. What standards should I accept as bene-
ficial for the growth of individuals and the order of society? Which
might I reject in the interests of my own growth without hurting
others? Which should I reject entirely on moral grounds? Where do
I find the strength to resist questionable pressures for conformity?
We then looked at the possible contributions of democracy to hap-

piness. If democracy is viewed as a dynamic arrangement continually
under construction, if it is marked by a commitment to inquiry and
communication that will produce common values without coercing
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them, and if it supports the individual growth of its members, it will
contribute to happiness. In such a system, freedom is regarded as
a capacity to make well-informed decisions in an environment that
supports such decision making, and equality is construed as societal
support for individual growth defined across the full range of human
talents and interests. We noted also that democracy puts a strain on
happiness by requiring so much decision making.
Finally, we looked briefly at ways in which participation and

servicemight contribute directly to individual happiness, andwe con-
cluded that unless the basic structure of schooling changes, such a
contribution will remain largely an ideal, not a reality.
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12
Happiness in Schools and Classrooms

In the previous chapters, we’ve discussed various views of happi-ness and a wide range of related topics that might be discussed in
schools. We have addressed the broad issue of how best to prepare
young people for happy lives. But happiness is not best construed as
a state earned or promised for future life. Happiness in the present
is not incompatible with future happiness, and it may even be in-
strumental for future happiness. Educators should therefore give
attention to the quality of students’ present experience.
In this chapter, I will use what we’ve learned about happiness to

make some recommendations for life in classrooms. Then, as sug-
gested earlier, I’ll show how we might analyze and evaluate our work
using the aim of happiness to guide us.

Happy Classrooms

The satisfaction of needs is a major factor in happiness. But needs
may be either expressed or inferred, and individuals do not always
know what they need. To complicate matters further, it is not easy to
separate needs from mere wants, and the satisfaction of wants also
contributes to happiness in the form of pleasure. We could probably
discuss most of the forms of happiness within the broad general cate-
gory of satisfaction of needs, but some are so important in themselves
that we should return to them now to see how they are involved in
the routines of classroom life.
Schools today pay some attention to the satisfaction of physical

needs. Hungry children often get free or reduced-price breakfast
and lunch. However, American society still has a long way to go in
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providing for the physical needs of children. Many need dental work
that their families cannot afford. Too many have no medical insur-
ance, and some need eye examinations and corrective glasses. Chil-
dren who are hungry, in pain, or handicapped by poor vision are
unlikely to be happy, and a classroom filled with such children
cannot be a happy place.
Evenwhenwe feed children, thereby satisfying one important need,

we often impose a psychological burden on them. They are publicly
recognized as poor, as charity cases. A better alternative would be to
supply meals for all our children as a regular part of the school day.
Mealtimes should be part of a genuine educational experience, not a
break from learning.1 In many good homes, mealtime is a significant
educational experience – an opportunity to learn social graces, to
engage in conversation with interested adults, to catch up on what is
happening in each one’s world, to learn something about nutrition,
and to plan for coming events. Many independent schools already
incorporate mealtimes into the complete educational day.
Critics might make three objections to my recommendation. First,

they might insist that both children and teachers need a break from
the intensive daily work of instruction. This objection reveals a view
of education as hard work, as a grinding duty, fromwhich we all need
to escape. But a view of education as a mode of living and learning
together, as a way of being in the world, changes the whole picture.
Mealtime, from this perspective, is a different setting for continued
learning and friendly interpersonal relations. If it must be construed
as an escape of sorts, it might be an escape into freer, more informal,
and physically satisfying exploration.
The second objection against my plan centers on its obvious ex-

pense. Schooling is already very expensive, and a plan that includes
feeding children whose parents can well afford their meals seems
extravagant. Schools could, however, solicit the help of parents. An
account could be sent to every parent, along with a request for contri-
butions, and this solicitation should be part of an ongoing program
to convince parents that schooling is a public good, not a consumer
good. Many parents, called upon to fill a civic responsibility, would
be glad to give a little more than it costs to feed their own children.
What would it say about our society if they were not?
The third objection that might be raised is a variation on the all

too common insistence on parents’ rights. “I don’t want the school
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to feed my children! I will decide what they have for lunch, and I
will give them breakfast.” Well, fine. Children should not be forced
to eat what the school serves, but if they participate, there should
be no differentiation on the basis of who can pay. There might even
be “no food” tables at which children could gather at breakfast to
talk, perhaps indulging in a juice substitute for the adult coffee day
starter. Objections of the parents’ rights sort have to be answered with
good humor and some imagination. None of the objections raised
so far outweighs the advantages of including meals as part of the
educational day.
As a society, we must commit ourselves to the satisfaction of other

objective needs. It is amoral disgrace that some of our children attend
schools with nonfunctioning heating systems, poor lighting, boarded-
overwindows, filthy restrooms, overcrowded classrooms, and danger-
ous stairways.2 We should be ashamed to allow such conditions, and
there can be no counterargument on this one. Further, we should not
base our argument for better conditions on the grounds that the chil-
dren will learn better in improved surroundings. They probably will
learn better, but we should be prompted to provide better conditions
by a collective uneasy conscience. Our happiness should be threat-
ened by the misery of others, and children should not have to earn
decent living and learning conditions.
The distinction between expressed and inferred needs is helpful

in analyzing the connection between needs and happiness. Most of
the needs met in school are inferred needs – those needs that adults
impose on children. Providing for these needs gives us a sense of
righteousness, and our conviction that these needs really are needs
helps to justify the coercion we exercise so freely on children. I’ve
already suggested that we should be very careful in identifying and
pursuing inferred needs, and we should listen respectfully to what
children offer as expressed needs.
One feature of happy classrooms is a continually negotiated balance

between expressed and inferred needs. Students will do things for
teachers whose care is regularly demonstrated, and caring involves
responding to the expressed needs of the cared for. Adults will, of
course, try to influence these needs – to curb undesirable wants, to
shape some wants into real needs, to encourage the conversion of
inferred needs to expressed needs. This effort must be made with
the greatest sensitivity, always guided and modified by the expressed
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needs of students. Readers are invited to view classrooms (real and
fictional) from this perspective. How is the balance achieved? What
does it contribute to happiness? Does it seem to have effects not only
on present learning but also on the desire to continue learning?
One expressed need is so universal that it has sometimes

(mistakenly) been taken as synonymous with happiness. This is plea-
sure. Many educators in the past, and even some today, look upon
pleasure in the classroom as a sign that little real work is being done.
Some years ago, a group of elementary school teachers told me that
they were about to give up on a science program that I thought was
quite wonderful. The kids were having fun, but the teachers were not
sure what their students were learning. Teachers should know a good
deal about what students are learning; that is an important part of
their job, and these teachers may not have known enough science
to help them in making judgments. It may also be, however, that the
teacherswere bothered by their students’ excitement and fun. Science
is supposed to be hard work, and these kids seemed to be playing.
Play can contribute directly to learning, especially for elementary

school children, and all teachers should be aware of the power of
play in learning.3 Not long ago I read a sad account of middle school
children who could not read. These children (not special education
students) could not even read their own names. How is this possi-
ble? Such children could not have played board games – certainly
not Monopoly, where players are constantly challenged by cards that
require them to read. Chances are that these children have never
played any board games. Opportunities to read, to count and com-
pute, to negotiate with other players, and to have valuable fun have
been lost. Every classroom should be well provided with board games
and playing cards, and playing with them should count as part of the
learning day.
What is learned through this sort of play? There aremany biograph-

ical accounts of the learning associated with games, but educational
researchers still need to study more closely the informal learning
associated with games and its effects. Teachers should study these
accounts, but they should also watch their own students: observe,
reflect, and monitor.
Fun doesn’t have to end with elementary school. Teachers should

study the recreations associated with their subjects. In mathemat-
ics, for example, there are many puzzles, number theoretical tricks,
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paradoxes, and geometric oddities that can provide fun along with
learning. If teachers do not understand what underlies these recre-
ations, students may still have fun, but learning will be limited. The
teachers who rejected the challenging elementary science program
were in this predicament. They simply did not know enough science.
In an important sense, then, worthwhile fun in the classroom is
dependent upon teachers’ knowledge and artistry.
There is another role for pleasure in education. In discussing the

“rhythms of education,” Whitehead described stages of learning,
emphasizing the first stage, which he called romance:

The stage of romance is the stage of first apprehension. The subject-
matter has the vividness of novelty; it holds within itself unexplored
connexions with possibilities half-described by glimpses and half-
concealed by the wealth of material. . . .Romantic emotion is essen-
tially the excitement consequent on the transition from bare facts to
the realisations of the import of their unexplored relationships.4

When something gives us pleasure, we are inclined to study it more
carefully. It can also happen, of course, that the stage of romance is
characterizedmore by puzzlement and intrigue than by fun. But even
then, the process of finding out can be fun because one truly wants
to learn, and the end result is a deep form of satisfaction.
It is disheartening to read accounts from the 1960s and early

1970s, during which there was so much enthusiasm for real change
in schooling.5 Critics at that time assailed the mindlessness and
boredom that characterized most classrooms. Anne Long wrote:

I am thoroughly convinced that 95 per cent of all the “academic
learning” that goes on in public schools is meaningless blather to
the children engaged in it. That the real lessons children learn have
to dowith the unpleasantness of learning, the lack of joy in books, the
grind of doing arithmetic, the drudgery of answering other people’s
questions instead of one’s own, the vast distance between themselves
and their teachers, between anything meaningful in their lives and
their schooling. As one youngster expressed it tome: “Being in school
is like being on a bus; you sit there and watch the world go by, and
you can’t get off until three-fifteen.”6

More than thirty years later, school is still boring, and in some ways
it is worse today than it was in the 1960s, when reformers were clam-
oring for change. The effects of standardized testing have aggravated
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an already dull way of life. Both students and teachers are caught in
a deadly serious campaign to amass facts and skills that can be easily
tested. Even if scores go up in the next few years (and that is by no
means certain), it is not clear how much lasting learning will have
taken place.
In addition to pleasure, we agreed with J. S. Mill that the absence of

pain contributes to happiness or, at least, that painmakes us unhappy.
On reducing pain, we have, arguably, made some progress. Today’s
readers are rightly appalled by the soul-destroying remarks directed
at students (and about students) by teachers even thirty years ago.7

Teachers have to be, and most want to be, more careful and consider-
ate now, butmuch abuse remains.8 Sarcasmand humiliating remarks
have no place in the classroom, but they still occur.
As parents and teachers, we sometimes inflict pain on our children

and students unintentionally.We are all imperfect beings, and there is
no hope of eliminating the pain that accompanies interaction across
differences in power. However, we canwork at reducing it, andwe can
analyze all that we do with an eye toward eliminating it where possi-
ble. When we are personally at fault, we can admit it and apologize.
When the structure of schooling is at fault, we can try to change it.
A simple examplemay help here. Jules Henry tells the story of a boy,

Boris, whowas stuck (and on the spot) in trying to reduce the fraction
12/16. He got as far as 6/8 and could go no further. (It would have
been interesting to find out what held him back. Did he think that, if
you divided once by 2 in a given problem, you are not allowed to do
so again? Stranger things have popped up in math classes.) Another
child, Peggy, succeeded at the task. Henry remarks that “Boris’ failure
has made it possible for Peggy to succeed.”9

Most children do not take such small failures seriously, but these
incidents do occasionally cause genuine misery, and there is a way
to reduce them. First, we might refuse to engage in cold calling, the
practice of calling on students who have not volunteered. But, consci-
entious teachers may object, we want to involve all of our students,
and some will never volunteer. Then what? We can ask pairs of stu-
dents to work on and present a solution. I hit on this strategy late in
my career as a math teacher, and I wish I had thought of it earlier.
I would ask several pairs of students to work problems at the board
while the rest worked at their seats. Then we would hear each pair’s
explanation. It was all right to be stuck, and I often helped a pair to

245



Educating for Public Life

complete their solution. Because the others were busy and I moved
from one group to another, no one paid much attention to my inter-
ventions. It is surprising howmuch easier it is to accept a small failure
that is shared (and isn’t even regarded as a failure by the teacher), and
success does not seem diminished by sharing it with another.
Inmy university classes, I use the first solution. I tell students at the

beginning of a class that I am, to an important degree, at their mercy
because I will not call on anyone who has not volunteered. Perhaps,
as a result, some relax, daydream, and miss important opportunities
to learn, but at least they need not be afraid. I do not want learning
to be associated with pain and fear.
Does this solve the problem of saving students who are confused or

mistaken from embarrassment? It does not. Students who volunteer
may be wrong, confused, or even obnoxious in their comments. Some
teachers respond to every student comment with “good” and then
call on another student whose answer is also “good.” This strategy
may avoid inflicting pain, but it does little to advance a student’s
competence, and the development of intellectual competence is an
important aspect of personal happiness. Teachers have to find more
honest ways to respond. One might say, “not quite,” or “let’s explore
that a bit,” or “the idea is great but you’ve got X wrong,” or “can you
ask that a bit more gently?” or “may I ask you a question?” It requires
some artistry and some knowledge of each student to find a response
that is honest, supportive, and helpful to the whole class. No teacher
ever achieves perfection in this crucial work.
The atmosphere of classrooms should reflect the universal desire

for happiness. There should be a minimum of pain (and none
deliberately inflicted), many opportunities for pleasure, and overt
recognition of the connection between the development of desirable
dispositions and happiness.
The development of character can be assisted by direct interven-

tion. Not only should teachers refrain from inflicting pain but they
should also stop students fromgiving pain to one another. Themethod
described earlier of immediate intervention, explanation, and show-
ing a better way should be used when infractions occur. Stories can
be used also, but they should invite critical thinking, not blind admi-
ration and emulation.
Every student should grow intellectually in the sense that each

should learn to use his or her mind well in the affairs of everyday
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life and in a chosen field of study. Also, since character is an arena
in which all should develop well, opportunities for critical thinking
on moral /social problems should be extended to everyone. Similarly,
self-understanding is so important to happiness that no opportunity
for its discussion should be lost.10 To handle all this well does not
require a sacrifice of subject matter. On the contrary, it requires a
broadening and deepening of subject matter. Teachers have to make
wise judgments on what is really worthwhile and, even then, their
selections should usually be offered – not coerced – and student
interest should indicate which items are pursued and to what
depth.11

I have referred several times, in this and earlier chapters, to the
criticisms and hopes generated in the 1960s. The ideas offered then
were sometimes wild, often wonderful. They were not addressed to
the question of how to raise standardized test scores but to the much
deeper question of how to keep curiosity alive, foster true learning
(Piaget’s developmental learning), and promote the growth of fully
human beings. Paul Goodman summarized the spirit of the times
this way:

Every part of education can be open to need, desire, choice, and
trying out. Nothing needs to be compelled or extrinsically motivated
by prizes and threats. . . .What would be saved is the pitiful waste
of youthful years – caged, daydreaming, sabotaging, and cheating –
and the degrading and insulting misuse of teachers.12

I would not go so far as to say that nothing needs to be compelled. I
urge, rather, that educators ask what needs to be compelled and why.
Some things need to be compelled because no spirited beingwould be
bothered with them if they were not compelled. These things clutter
the curriculum, as Bruner said, and should be dropped. Other things
are instrumentally compelled; that is, we have to master X (which we
may dislike) in order to achieve Y (which we want). Usually, this form
of compulsion arises naturally in the course of students’ activities,
but sometimes teachersmay have to insist that something be learned.
Coercionmay have to be used, but it always requires extra work, then,
to maintain relations of care and trust. Finally, decent, nonharmful
behavior may have to be compelled in the interests of keeping all
students safe and helping those who do harmful things to develop
better moral selves.
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There is another situation in which coercion may be necessary.
Consider the case discussed earlier of seventh graders who could not
read. School reform advocates are right in insisting that such school
failure should not be tolerated, but they are probably wrong in sup-
posing that the establishment of explicit standards and standardized
testing will solve the problem. Moreover, the problems of inner-city
schools should not dictate amode of operation for all schools. Indeed,
this way of going at the problem seems to be damaging the healthy
schools without really helping those mired in failure. If, after several
more years of “reform,” we find that achievement has improved very
little or not at all and both teachers and students are unhappy, then
we will have suffered an absolute loss. Something must be done for
those who cannot read, but the solution is not standardized tests for
everyone.
As Isaiah Berlin reminded us, we sometimes have to sacrifice one

great good to attain another. A sacrifice of freedom and creativity in
the schoolsmight beworthwhile if it achieved a better basic education
for children such as the seventh-gradenonreaders. Concernedparents
who fear for their children’s future happiness may tolerate – even
urge – coercion in the schools if it will help their children learn. It
is easy for well-to-do parents to resist, and even mock, the coercive
methods (rewards, punishment, rote learning, homework for the sake
of discipline) often used in poor schools, but desperate parents will
allow the schools to try almost anything that might work.
Instead of using coercive teaching methods, we might do better

to separate those who want to learn from those who do not. The
late Al Shanker made a recommendation along these lines and re-
ceived both praise and scathing criticism for it. Critics took him to
mean that we should just give up on the multitudes of teenagers
who refuse to do their schoolwork and disrupt classes so that others
cannot learn. But separating youngsters does not imply giving up
on them. It means, first, providing top-notch learning environments
for those children and parents who will pledge themselves to facil-
itative behavior. It means, second, working intelligently with disen-
chanted students – establishing relations of care and trust, providing
relevant curricula, working hard to convince them to join the set of
willing learners. This is very hard, important work. Doing it should
not detract from the equally important work of educating those
who are already eager, or at least willing, to learn. In an important
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sense, these two educational efforts are two essentially different
tasks.
The public schools have been unwilling to recognize these two sep-

arate tasks and pursue them on any effective scale. They suspend and
expel students but do not convert troubled students, and willing stu-
dents suffer from neglect. Some cities have tried voucher programs
(which have now been declared constitutional), but these programs
can serve so few students that they hardly represent a solution. Public
schools have the buildings, personnel, and dedicated funds to tackle
the problem. It means designating many schools (or parts of schools)
as true learning centers, schools to which students and parents must
apply and, in their application, agree to an acceptable level of coop-
eration and industry.13 There should be many of these schools – as
many as it takes to accommodate every child wanting an education.
No child should be left out because she did not win a lottery, and no
child should be excluded because he has a learning difficulty.
The others – those who will not agree to behave – must not be

thrown away or left in rotting schools. There must be an intensive
effort to invite them to participate in their own education, and that
education should be rich and varied, tailored to individuals. It might
lead quickly to full-time work, extensive treatment for addiction or
mental problems, or further education.
It would take a full volume (andmore) to treat the problems alluded

to here, but the basic idea is towork conscientiously on each problem,
not to attempt their solution through one sweeping mode of reform.
We are faced with several problems, not just one, and one solution
is not satisfactory for a variety of problems. The quality of present
experiencematters, and not everyone thrives in a given situation. One
might even say that present happiness, in addition to being valued for
itself, is instrumental for future happiness. We know that people are
often unhappy in schools or classes that are not fitted to their needs
and interests.
There are a few strategies that might prove generally useful. One

is to separate the willing from the unwilling, as suggested previously.
Another is a policy that emphasizes continuity. I recommended in
Chapter 9 that students and teachers should stay together for, say,
three years instead of the typical one year. This policy might do
wonders in terms of establishing relations of care and trust. But it,
too, would lose its power if it were mandated. Forcing people to stay
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together would be counterproductive. The decision to stay together
must be made by mutual consent.
Why not try vouchers as a solution? First, without an enormous

proliferation of nonpublic schools, voucher plans cannot provide a
solution for large numbers of students. Second, the best feature of
voucher plans – some choice in the selection of a school – could be
handled effectively within the public system. Third, the use of vouch-
ers supports a conception of education as a consumer good instead
of a public good. This is enormously dangerous.
I want to say more on this last objection to voucher plans and every

form of privatization. In Chapter 11, we saw that a democratic way
of life supports – at least indirectly – both individual and collective
happiness. The public schools were envisioned as instruments for
the maintenance of democracy. It may seem odd at first that a con-
fessed admirer of the radical 1960s would not be enthusiastic about
a proliferation of alternative, privately operated schools. What could
be more democratic than a variety of choices in schooling? I have
already suggested that alternatives – many alternatives – should be
welcomed within the public system.
Why not go beyond what the public schools can offer? Why not pri-

vatize? I would argue that the public school has long stood between
state andparents as an advocate for the child. Parents donot own their
children; neither does the state. If parents are allowed to use public
funds to send their children to schools run by religious institutions,
some children (perhaps many) will be deprived of opportunities pro-
moted by public education. Imagine, for example, whatmight happen
to many girls whose parents choose fundamentalist schools for their
education. It is certainly the right of adults to choose fundamentalist
religion for themselves but, as JusticeWilliam Douglas pointed out in
his dissenting opinion in the case that allowed the Amish to keep their
children out of high school, some entity or institution must consider
the rights of children.14 The public school at its best is that institu-
tion. Parents can direct their children’s religious education, but the
public school should give children the breadth of knowledge and the
critical skills to decide for themselves in their maturity.
Although a thorough examination of the issues is beyond the scope

of this book, readers should consider two related decisions that bear
on the question of children’s rights. We might ask whether the de-
cision to allow private schools was an appropriate one in a liberal
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democracy. After all, that decision suggests that education is indeed
a consumer good. Second, we might ask whether granting the federal
government a large role in educationwas a wisemove. Both decisions
are often applauded by liberals, but I think both might be questioned
on liberal grounds. The first gives too much power to parents, and
the second too much to the state.
In a recent Supreme Court Decision (Zelman v. Simmons-Harris),

a majority of the justices decided that Cleveland’s voucher program
is constitutional, even though it allows public money to be used in
payment of tuition at religious schools. This is a case in which the
dissenting opinions are likely to be historically significant. Justices
Stephen Breyer, David Souter, and John Paul Stevens expressed fear
that the decision would lead ultimately to religious strife. Justice
Breyer wrote:

In a society composed of many different religious creeds, I fear that
this present departure from the court’s earlier understanding risks
creating a form of religiously based conflict potentially harmful to
the nation’s social fabric.15

Such conflict, if it were to become a reality, would certainly dam-
age our democratic way of life and, thus, our collective happiness.
Because religious schooling in some of its forms also has the poten-
tial to inhibit the full development of individuals, it should not be
supported by the public at large.

Evaluating Our Work

If we accept happiness as an aim of education, we will be concerned
with both the quality of present experience and the likely contribu-
tion of that experience to future happiness. Everything we do will be
evaluated in light of this aim and others that have been assessed as
compatible with it. As we saw in Chapter 4, there are those who brush
aside aims-talk as boring and irrelevant, but this is a great mistake.16

Without continual reflection on aims, education becomes merely
“what goes on in schools,” and our only measure of success becomes
how successful we are at what we think we are doing. Today thatmea-
sure has become almost exclusively standard test scores. Needless to
say, these tests do not enhance the quality of present experience ei-
ther on the days of their administration or in the weeks preceding
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them. Do they contribute to future happiness? Well, look at the tests.
Is mastery of their content in any way necessary to one’s adult happi-
ness? If it isn’t, we have to ask why this material is in the curriculum
at all. If it is – perhaps because it is needed for the accomplishment
of a related goal or compatible aim – we must ask whether there is
another way of demonstrating that children have learned the mate-
rial, one through which teachers feel professionally fulfilled. After all,
the happiness of teachers is important, too, and happy teachers are
more likely to produce happy children. Both ends and means must
be justified with respect to aims.
Let’s start this discussion with a familiar example, one I addressed

briefly in earlier remarks. Poetry is taught in high school English
classes. Why? Critics who are impatient with aims-talk may respond
that it is now and has always been part of the academic curricu-
lum. This is clearly an unsatisfactory answer. Greek and Latin were
once a part of the standard curriculum, but both are rare today. Why
were they dropped? If the answer is that no one needs Greek or Latin
today and that fact is sufficient reason for dropping them, then the
question of who needs poetry may be asked. Engaging in thought-
ful aims-talk may lead some educators to suggest abandoning poetry
because it has no economic value, but others will argue (as I did ear-
lier) that poetry may well offer some wisdom and promise lifelong
pleasure.
If we accept this rationale for including poetry in the curriculum,

how should we teach it? Students should get some pleasure from
their experience with poetry, and there should be time to discuss the
great existential questions it addresses. Some students will never have
heard an expression of spiritual longing from an unbeliever and will
be deeply moved by the poetry of Thomas Hardy. Some will reject
participation in wars after reading the horrors depicted by World
War I poets. Some will be drawn to a beautiful place by poetry. Some
may want to read the great myths alluded to in poetry. Some will
come to love poetry itself and want further experience with it. The
possibilities are numerous, but their actualization depends at least in
part on how poetry is presented and received. If the aim of teaching
poetry is delight and wisdom, then the pedagogical methods chosen
should make these ends likely. It means also that, in monitoring the
effects of our work, we will look for signs of joy, deep thought, and
eagerness to read more and hear more.
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Consider another kind of example. Social studies teachers often
say that their major goals are process or skill oriented. They want
students to be able to use maps effectively, to read charts with un-
derstanding, to look for evidence and apply it logically to claims of
fact, to gain competence in assessing arguments, and to understand
the complex relations among climate, place, and culture. We could
add other goals of this type. Does it matter, then, what content is
chosen so long as its treatment is likely to advance these goals? The
answer to this question depends on what else we are trying to accom-
plish. If we are concerned with some important world event, we may
want to choose content that meets both this concern and our process
goals.
As we consider content, we may see that many topics might satisfy

our criteria. A wonderful opportunity arises for students to choose
content that interests them. It is not necessary for the whole class
to march along together on one topic. Because it is difficult for a
teacher to manage twenty-five or thirty different topics, she might
ask students to choose one of five or six topics for which she is pre-
pared to suggest a rich set of materials. A group of students who have
chosen a particular topic might work together, dividing the work fur-
ther and sharing the results with one another and, finally, with the
whole class. Given the goal of mastering processes, the teacher must
be sure that the materials provided are rich in both relevance and
interest, and she must assess her students’ work on their progress to-
ward the stated goals. Notice that this is not an argument for process
over or against content. It is an argument for how to proceed if we
have chosen process goals.
But even the process goals with which we started must be justified

with respect to aims. What aims are they designed to meet? Social
studies teachers sometimes try to justify the whole social studies cur-
riculum in terms of citizenship. Somego so far as to say that American
history is taught because learning it makes students better citizens.
Does it? The claimneeds amuchmore fine-grained argument or some
convincing empirical evidence. The second is not available, and we
rarely demand the first.
Among the process goals mentioned are two that focus on evidence

and argumentation. These can be linked to citizenship, and they can
also be connected to happiness through the sort of argument I offered
in Chapter 11. They are goals that reflect the needs of citizens in
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liberal democracies, and when they are achieved, they contribute to
the maintenance of such societies.
What about map skills? It would be glib to say that these skills are

somehow necessary for citizenship. We can justify some basic map
skills on the grounds that they contribute to the competence required
in a complex, highly mobile society. For example, children in cities
may need to know how to read a subway map. Teenagers learning to
drive need to read roadmaps. Do they also need some familiarity with
maps of the world, longitude and latitude, physical features, scales,
and other aspects of maps? The temptation is to respond “of course”;
such knowledge is part of literacy. That answer is not adequate.
It won’t do today to declare that a skill or bit of information is part

of literacy and therefore justified as curriculum content. The concept
of literacy covers too much territory. We all know many things that
we’ve picked up on the way to becoming literate and many more that
we continue to accrue becausewe are literate in the sense thatwe have
the necessary skills of communication. But we don’t all know the very
same things, and it cannot reasonably be argued that anything I know
you should also know. We might be surprised by an adult person’s
ignorance if he could not locate Europe on a map of the world, but
we would not declare him illiterate.
Well, then, shouldmap skills (whichwe have only loosely described,

not defined) be listed with other interesting topics that schools might
offer but not insist upon? Some of them no doubt should be among
the free gifts we regularly offer to our children, and some might be
required of students who have expressed interest in fields where such
skills are necessary. However, we can argue more strongly that some
map-related topics are essential for all students. Arguing for both
history and geography in the curriculum, Dewey put it this way:

While geography emphasizes the physical side and history the social,
these are only emphases in a common topic, namely, the associated
life of men. For this associated life, with its experiments, its ways
and means, its achievements and failures, does not go on in the sky
nor yet in a vacuum. It takes place on earth.17

Because the associated life of human beings takes place on earth,
Dewey included natural history with geography and history. I have
already argued strongly (Chapter 6) that natural history should be
part of the curriculum, not only because it provides a foundation for
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environmental studies but also because love of place contributes so
much to human happiness.
History, geography, and natural history offer the promise of self-

understanding on the level of groups and whole societies, and self-
understanding is crucial to both citizenship and personal happiness.
Notice, however, that I would contradict myself if I now said that we
have justified history and geography in the curriculum. We’ve done
no such thing. We have justified a careful search through history and
geography for topics that may enhance “the associated life of men.”
Simply being about the associated life of men is not sufficient jus-
tification for including a topic in the curriculum. Finding the best
topics is a huge and fascinating task. Undertaking it means, at least,
that when we study the physical features of a place, we look also
at the people and other living creatures who call it home, and we
study something of what happened there in the past and what might
happen in the future to make life better.18

I want to say more about map study, lest readers think I regard
it as unimportant. Social studies educators must discuss and decide
upon exactly what skills and information are necessary. But it has
been my experience that children love work with maps. Their eyes
shine as they pore over maps. Work with maps is one of those won-
derful activities that leads outward into all sorts of other interesting
topics – cultural customs, animal and plant life, exploration, travel,
climate, mystery, weird words and exotic places, archaeology, catas-
trophe. Its potential richness is one crucial test of an important sub-
ject. Moreover, much of what is learned in connection with maps can
be, and should be, learned informally. Maps should be available in ev-
ery classroom, and students should be encouraged to have fun with
them.
As we sort through volumes of material, we sort content into

that which must be required, that which provides opportunities for
student choice, and that which will be offered freely as gifts to enrich
thought and discussion. In the latter two categories, we invite
student participation; we do not coerce.19 Then our pedagogical
choices must be checked against both aims and the categories of con-
tent just mentioned. If the aim governing the choice of a particular
topic is to introduce students to something theymay enjoy – even find
lifelong delight in it – then we do not coerce, make specific assign-
ments, and give tests on it.
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Although I have only alluded to it in this volume (Chapters 8 and
11), it would not be farfetched to construct an argument relating
world peace to happiness. That would give us another criterion
through which to select material from the enormous store of his-
tory and geography. It is beyond the scope of this book to engage in a
thorough examination of curriculum guided by thoughtful aims-talk,
but I hope I have made clear how we might proceed.
In addition to selecting curriculum and pedagogical methods, we

should reflect on all the routines of classroom life from the perspective
of our stated aims. Shouldwe use seating charts?Why?Must students
always raise their hands to speak? Should conscientious teachers
assign regular homework? Why? Why? Why?
It seems obvious that we do not need to insist on hand-raising un-

less several people try to speak at one time. Then we can say, “Whoa!
This is exciting, but let’s go one at a time.” By operating this way,
we show that rules are meant to facilitate human interactions. They
are not inviolable ends in themselves. Invoking rules when they are
needed and explaining why they are needed is part of educating stu-
dents about socialization. It is not appropriate in a democratic soci-
ety to simply socialize students, although a good deal of socialization
will inevitably occur. Whenever an opportunity arises, we should help
students to reflect on and evaluate the process of socialization.
Consider another example. In many schools today, teachers are

forced to give homework. A school rule that prescribes a certain
amount of homework per night (or week for that matter) is part of
the mindlessness decried by Silberman and other critics of school-
ing in the 1960s and early 1970s.20 What aim is guiding educa-
tors who insist on hefty doses of homework? Surely the aim is not
present happiness. Could it be the achievement of future happi-
ness through increased competence? That seems unlikely. Alfie Kohn
remarks:

For some people, the premise here seems to be that we can re-
lax (about the quality of our schools) if kids don’t have time to
relax. If they have lots of work to do every night, never mind
what it is, then they must be learning. With this premise, it seems
perfectly acceptable to assign substantial amounts of homework
even to first graders. “This is what’s demanded to stay compet-
itive in a global market,” said one New Jersey principal with a
shrug.21
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This is frightening nonsense. There is little evidence that homework
actually increases learning, and for elementary schoolchildren, home-
work may even impede learning by destroying interest and curiosity.
Further, as we have already seen, the connection between a society’s
test scores and its economic success is tenuous at best. Schools that
force homework on young children may be socializing them to obey
and to work hard even at tasks they hate, but it is unlikely that they
are encouraging learning.
Is there, then, no place for homework? Thoughtful educators deeply

involved in aims-talk will almost certainly find defensible uses for
homework.Most high schoolmathematics teachers assign homework
because the time in class is too short for the amount of practice re-
quired. However, the homework should be clearly connected to goals
for learning, and there should be no penalty for getting things wrong.
I regularly told students, “This is your opportunity to make mistakes
and learn from them,” and I never graded homework. When I tell
this to preservice teachers today, someone always asks, “Why would
students do the homework if it isn’t graded?” The answer is that, in
fact, students will do homework if they are convinced that it is con-
nected to goals they have chosen (or at least assented to) and the
work assigned is reasonable. It is insulting to assume that students
will work only for grades. Worse, the assumption and practices rest-
ing on itmay induce the very conditionmistakenly assumed. Students
who might have been motivated naturally are now motivated only by
grades.
As a math teacher, I believed that homework should be an oppor-

tunity to learn – to practice, but also to try things out. There is no
expectation that students would (or should) get everything right, and
it is often fun to hear the variety of solutions attempted. It is hypo-
critical to talk about building learning communities and then attach
points and grades to everything students do. Moreover, the practice
of grading homework suggests that students have already learned the
material, and their performance serves as proof that they have been
listening. What sort of aim would support such an attitude?
The practice of grading everything and spelling out exactly how

many points one can obtain on every requirement is now widespread
at the college and university level. I’ve been disappointed again and
again to find such statements on the syllabi of professors who should
know better. To give 10 percent or 20 percent for attendance or for
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participation is bribery. Why should anyone get points for doing
something that should be exciting or at least enjoyable?
Another practice to be wary of at the K-12 level is that of coercively

involving parents in homework. Some years ago, we made the oppo-
site mistake and shut parents out of the schooling process, insisting
that as experts teachers should be in charge of children’s learning.
That was infuriating, and many parents rightly objected. But forcing
parents to participate by signing papers to confirm their involvement
may do more harm than good. I’ve looked at some assignments given
to second graders and, despite my years of professional experience,
I’m often hard put to figure out what the teacher wants. I can well
imagine these exercises adding to the tensions of home life instead
of bringing parents and children together. If our aim is to increase
the happiness latent in parent–child relations, this is probably not
the best way to do it. (Picture what happens when, in addition to the
original struggle, the assignment gets a poor grade!)
What I am arguing for is an ongoing, serious examination of every-

thing we do in schools. Is the aim worthwhile? Are the goals logically
derived from defensible aims? Are our pedagogical methods likely to
promote the goals and aims? How do our routines stack up under
this sort of evaluation?
It is worthwhile, if discouraging, to reread Silberman’s account

of what went on the 1960s. There was professional talk of teach-
ing disciplinary structures and probing deeply into a few important
concepts:

But if one looks at what actually goes on in the classroom – the kinds
of texts students read and the kind of homework they are assigned,
as well as the nature of classroom discussion and the kinds of tests
teachers give – he will discover that the great bulk of students’ time is
still devoted to detail, most of it trivial, much of it factually incorrect,
and almost all of it unrelated to any concept, structure, cognitive
strategy, or indeed anything other than the lesson plan. It is rare to
find anyone – teacher, principal, supervisor, or superintendent – who
has asked why he is teaching what he is teaching.22

Today, educators cut short the thinking process by answering the
“why” question with “Because it’s on the standard test.” If we ask why
“it” is on the test, we are referred to the experts who constructed the
test; aims-talk ends in authority.
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Wemaybe slipping backward after decades of real reform in school-
ing. During the early twentieth century, schools were so unfriendly
that many children preferred exhausting hours in a sweatshop to the
classroom.23 Gradually, schools have become more humane places.
In a recent article (and in Chapter 4), I noted some progress in
humanizing schools:

Many states have abandoned corporal punishment in schools and,
even in states that allow it, many districts forbid it. We try harder to
keep children in school. We are ashamed of past patterns of racial
segregation and are still struggling to overcome its effects. Young
women are being encouraged in math and science. Education is be-
ing provided for youngsters once labeled “trainable” or not schooled
at all. The U.S. sends more students to higher education than any
nation in history. Hungry children are being fed breakfast and lunch.
In many districts, pre-school education is being provided for three
and four year olds. The notion that some kids are slated from the
start for manual labor and others for professional work has been re-
jected. People have even flirted with the idea that education should
promote something called “self-actualization.”24

These are improvements of which we can proud. However, the
current standards movement may drive more students away from
school, and there are signs that the best classroom practices may be
eroding.25 With recent demands that all students – even those in spe-
cial education – take the standard tests, we may weaken the progress
we’ve made in the education of children with disabilities. Moreover,
some of the improvements are tainted by failure to think through
carefully what we are doing. We give children food but make it clear
that we are giving it to people who cannot afford it. We encourage
young women to study math and science but make it seem as though
their self-worth depends on their success in these subjects. We spo-
radically initiate plans for integration but often convey the message
that black children cannot dowell unless they are schooledwithwhite
children. Although we have come far in reducing (but certainly not
eliminating) the cruelty of teachers toward students, we have allowed
student-to-student cruelty to grow to such an extent that it threatens
thewell-being ofmany children. Thus, while we should recognize and
applaud significant efforts to humanize our schools, we should per-
sist in analyzing the present situation and evaluating our responses.
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Well-intended means do not always match the ends for which they
were chosen.
Critics of today’s schools often complain that the schools have lost

their “academic purpose.”26 However, it is that academic purpose,
pursued relentlessly and sometimes cruelly, that drove large numbers
of young people out of the schools in an earlier, “more rigorous” era.
One purpose of schooling should be to develop the intellect, but that
does not mean to stuff the heads of children with material arbitrar-
ily chosen by experts and designed to rank and sort them. It means
rather to guide students toward the intelligent use of their intellec-
tual capacities in both personal and public life. It means equipping
them with the power to evaluate and direct change, to resist harmful
changes and promote those that contribute to human flourishing.
Almost any subjectmatter of genuine interest to students, well taught,
can contribute to this end.
Life in the late twentieth century changed dramatically. We can

deplore the fact that women are now rarely full-time homemakers
whose main duty is the care and guidance of children or we can cele-
brate the freedomofwomen to choose their own careers. If we choose
to celebrate, we can still recognize the problems that have arisen for
children. Children need secure, loving relationships with adult care-
givers. They need, and should be able to expect, adult intervention
when someone threatens to harm them or when they threaten to
harm others. They deserve an enthusiastic introduction to their
society’s most valued culture, and this should be accomplished with-
out coercion.
In short, the school must do much of the work once charged to

families. The best schools should resemble the best homes.27 What
should be meant by best? All the things discussed in earlier chapters
are relevant to that designation. The best homes provide continuity
of caring relations, attend to and continuously evaluate both inferred
and expressed needs, protect from harm without deliberately inflict-
ing pain, communicate so as to develop common and individual in-
terests, work together cooperatively, promote joy in genuine learning,
guidemoral and spiritual development (including the development of
an uneasy conscience), contribute to the appreciation of the arts and
other great cultural achievements, encourage love of place and pro-
tection of the natural world, and educate for both self-understanding
and group understanding.
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The best homes and schools are happy places. The adults in these
happy places recognize that one aim of education (and of life itself)
is happiness. They also recognize that happiness serves as both
means and end. Happy children, growing in their understanding of
what happiness is, will seize their educational opportunities with
delight, and they will contribute to the happiness of others. Clearly,
if children are to be happy in schools, their teachers should also be
happy. Too often we forget this obvious connection. Finally, basically
happy people who retain an uneasy social conscience will contribute
to a happier world.
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