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Introduction

Over the past many decades there has been a flight from normative discourse in education grounded in philosophical, theological, ethical, or political traditions, from systematic, thoughtful, and careful deliberations concerning the highest ideals to which schools ought to aspire. Witness the decline in the number of university teaching positions in the philosophy of education around the world today, the alarm aroused at any mention of a connection between religion and education, or the confusion in many multicultural societies concerning what values to transmit to children across the generations. In the effort to become more scientific, more tough- than tender-minded, as William James once put it, to base findings on hard empirical data, to offer clear and cogent justifications of new and innovative research methodologies, and even to enhance the rigor with which we conduct philosophical discourse, educational scholarship has too often become overly focused on the more technical aspects of teaching and learning while losing sight of the purposes it should seek to attain.1 I have long sought to reverse this trend by arguing that cultivation of transcendental concepts of the good through initiation into dynamic traditions prepared to engage alternative points of view is a high ideal of schooling in diverse democratic societies.

This book reflects an intellectual journey of many years, in which I have endeavored to understand the role of robust affiliations and perspectives—grounded in faith, culture, language, gender, race, ethics, or politics—in the education of citizens in open, pluralistic, liberal democratic societies, and the relation of these affiliations to inquiry, both about the processes and institutions by means of which such an education is conducted and within particular subject-matter disciplines that comprise its content and pedagogy. The concern for inquiry refers to the challenges of maintaining a rigorous, open, and broadly critical stance, given a robust affiliation with particular ways of life, toward both the academic study of education and the examination and teaching of substantive content. Addressing tensions between affiliation and inquiry in democratic schooling entails a contribution to the long-standing philosophical and theological conversation about the proper relation between faith and reason in the context of contemporary educational research, policy, and practice.

Like many other pursuits, this book is a product of the circumstances into which I was born and have chosen to live my life. I was raised in the middle of the post-World War II baby boom, in hyper liberal Berkeley, California, by the children of Eastern European Jewish immigrants to the United States, who were seeking to reclaim their own ethnic and religious heritage amidst an ever-increasing openness to new ideas and alternative lifestyles. It was an idyllic time to be a child, or at least so it seemed to me. The economy was growing, schools were mostly safe (at least for the middle and upwardly mobile classes), and we were allowed to roam freely, with little fear of danger, to explore opportunities of which our parents, not to mention our grandparents, could never have dreamed. Other than my father’s service in the American army during the war, our family escaped the devastation of Jewish life in Europe, and we felt fully accepted as Jews in a mostly gentile land. But as tolerant as our friends and teachers may have been of difference, and of those who pushed the boundaries of accepted norms, they offered little guidance to us concerning how to choose among the many new paths with which our contemporaries were experimenting. And they were often nonplussed, even impatient, when we sought to ground our choices in a return to the traditions of our ancestors rather than relying solely on untested innovations focused primarily on a tenuous present or an uncharted future. In the Berkeley of my youth, I often felt that people were tolerant of every proposition so long as it was perceived to be as liberal as they were. Paradoxically, although a general atmosphere of tolerance appeared to prevail, the curriculum to which we were exposed both inside and outside of the classroom was anything but accepting of difference. The students were lily white, the holidays were mostly Christian, and our studies reflected the “one best system” described so eloquently by historian David Tyack, in which belief in the objectivity of the natural and human sciences and in the neutrality of the American melting pot prevailed.2

My decision to complement my studies in philosophy with an intensive education in my own heritage and to pursue a career on two tracks, one focusing on philosophy of education and the other on Jewish learning, was a direct outgrowth of a personal struggle shared by many with particular religious or cultural commitments to distinguish ourselves from the tendency toward homogeneity that characterizes so many liberal democracies and to find our own way amidst societies that appear to be more accepting of nonaligned secularism than of abiding commitment to ancestral traditions. I began my career at the American Jewish University in Los Angeles, where I headed an undergraduate college featuring a core curriculum in Jewish and Western civilization and prepared educators to teach in faith schools, while I was also teaching philosophy of education at UCLA. The tremendous disparity between the resources available for educational research concerning the public sector versus those devoted to so-called nonpublic matters such as faith and spirituality, and the difficulty of creating an intellectual dialogue between the two in a single institution, left me with a feeling of great unease.

My decision to continue this dual-track career in an Israeli institution of higher learning was motivated by the realization that Israel offers a unique opportunity to integrate the pursuit of educational philosophy in general with a concern for the transmission and transformation of one culture in particular, shared with the majority of citizens and lived in the public as well as the private domains. In a democratic and Jewish state it is possible to explore education in the Jewish heritage in much of its variety as part of a state-sponsored system, which requires not only the reinterpretation of one particular tradition in light of the demands of democracy but also a reassessment of democratic values in consideration of that ancient inheritance.

Yet upon my arrival at the University of Haifa in 1999, I was confronted with an increasing opposition both by a minority of intellectuals within Israel and a growing number abroad to the very idea that any account of Jewish collective identity, cultural or religious, is reconcilable with democracy, however conceived. They argued that addressing the rights of Israel’s Palestinian minority, who are citizens of Israel and not part of any Palestinian state that may emerge in the West Bank and Gaza, requires Israel to sever its Jewish connection and become a neutral “state for all of its citizens.” This solidified in me the sense that lingered from the experiences of my youth and early career that we require a new approach to liberalism as it impacts the study and practice of education that celebrates particularity and distinctiveness in ways that recognize the rights of both majority and minority cultures while enhancing the individual capacity for intelligent choice, personal freedom, and respect for difference required in democratic regimes.

It was perfectly natural then that my first publication outlined the contours of a research program that explores the role of much more robust forms of affiliation than those tolerated by my Berkeley compatriots those many years ago, which in turn raises hard questions about the very idea that tough-minded inquiry, both about and within education in open, pluralistic, democratic societies, can ever be truly neutral concerning questions about how one ought to live. This research program reached a milestone with the publication of Reclaiming Goodness in 2001, soon after my arrival in Haifa.3 I argued there that democratic education should aim to inspire a spiritual quest in which students seek self-definition in the context of learning communities that are committed to higher goods—“higher” but not “highest” goods since any putative vision of goodness might be later transcended by a better one—and willing to engage in dialogue with alternative perspectives.4

For the most part this volume brings together essays that were published after Reclaiming Goodness, in a revised form that emphasizes the flow of a common argument. I introduce them with an updated version of that very first essay that set me on this intellectual path. They develop a number of innovative concepts around which I ask the reader to reimagine liberal education in order to make greater room for people like myself—committed at once to the values of an ancient tradition on the one hand and to open, pluralistic, liberal democracy on the other. Each essay marks a phase in my intellectual development by considering the consequences of this thesis for one of three different aspects of educational thought and practice: (1) the history and philosophy of educational research; (2) education for citizenship and its basis in political theory; and (3) moral, spiritual, and religious education in the democratic curriculum.

I call the search for transcendent visions of human flourishing that are open to engagement with alternative views a quest for intelligent spirituality5 and the process by which one learns to be different by identifying with such a vision while respecting the differences of others, the pedagogy of difference.6 I refer to the political dimension of this view as liberal communitarianism,7 which is tied closely to Isaiah Berlin’s diversity liberalism,8 and to its broader philosophical and epistemological perspective as transcendental pragmatism.9 The path to developing these concepts was not chronological. Concerns for methodology and epistemology overlapped with those of spirituality, ethics, politics, and pedagogy, such that I would move back and forth from work on one topic to another. For the purposes of this volume, however, I have organized them conceptually. To sharpen the meaning and significance of these themes and clarify how they are organized in the structure of the book, I will spell out here in greater detail the problem that I seek to address by bringing these essays together, the method that they employ, and the combined argument that they make in addressing that problem when taken as a whole.

The problem of the book

The penchant for tough-mindedness in education is tied to the idea that there is a view from nowhere grounded in one or another account of reason that is neutral with respect to decisions about what to believe and how to behave. James put rationalism on the tender side of his dichotomy, by which he meant an idealistic and optimistic intellectual temperament devoted to free will and a principled, if too often monist and dogmatic, form of religious or spiritual transcendentalism, such as the neo-Hegelian absolutists of his day.10 But there is another, more tough-minded, account of reason, of the sort reappraised by Michael Oakeshott in his well-known critique of rationalism in politics.11 It descends from Immanuel Kant’s response to David Hume’s devastating assessment of Francis Bacon’s empiricism in the Critique of Pure Reason and travels through August Comte’s scientific positivism to the logical positivism of the Vienna circle and into early analytic philosophy. It also descends from John Locke’s Second Treatise and Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason to John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty and John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice and Political Liberalism. Attraction to this sort of tough-minded rationalism tied closely to naïve empiricism has long lingered in political, social, and educational thought, motivated in part by the desire to prove that the human sciences can be every bit as hardheaded as their counterparts in the natural sciences, even though many of the key theories of logical positivism have been subjected to hard criticism after the latter Wittgenstein by the likes of William Sellars, W. V. O. Quine, and Donald Davidson, and its counterparts in ethics and politics were reassessed by the likes of Oakeshott and Berlin. This more skeptical and irreligious rational temperament professes pluralism, at least in theory (though, as the Berkeley of my youth appears to suggest, it may be less pluralistic than it professes to be), and tends toward materialism, pessimism, and fatalism.12

This idea of rationality as rigorously neutral has long held sway in many influential traditions of thought, grounded in what Richard Rorty called Philosophy with a capital P that seeks final answers to questions about the nature of truth and goodness.13 It impacts epistemology, thinking about the nature of knowledge and the difference between truth and falsehood. It also reverberates in politics, thinking about the nature of a good society and the requirements of citizenship, as well as in ethics and religion, approaches to what it means to be a good person and to live a good life. Through discussions about what is true and what is good, this penchant for rational neutrality enters into much thinking about the nature of education, the students in its charge, the professionals in its employ, the aspirations it should pursue, the content it should transmit, the ways it should do so, and the discourses it should use to justify, deliberate, and reflect on all of the above. The problem is that few of us believe in neutrality any longer because it cannot be demonstrated without presupposing what it sets out to prove.14

This book is about education without neutrality. I call this view of education liberal because it holds that open, pluralistic, liberal democracy offers the best account available of how to share a life with others, especially when such a life seeks a middle course between extreme forms of comprehensive and diversity liberalism, the one prioritizing a rational account of individual autonomy at the expense of plurality and the other pluralism to the exclusion of the individual. An account of the appropriate relation between the requirements of democratic citizenship for the individual, on the one hand, and those of diverse traditions that seek to live with one another across difference, on the other, is essential for any genuinely liberal understanding of education. Conceiving such an account, along with defending substantive views of what schools should seek to achieve, is an important task of educational thought that has been forfeited by many educationalists enamored with the neutrality of reason.

That it is not possible to base what we believe or how we behave on neutral criteria is of no mere philosophical or educational interest alone. Two of the most pressing dilemmas facing open, pluralistic, liberal democracies today are bound up with this idea. One has to do with the compatibility of key liberal values such as mutual respect and peaceful coexistence with serious faith, cultural, or national commitments, and the other with the relation both within and across national divides between domains conceived as common or public and those thought to be particular or private. Many influential liberal theories address these dilemmas by maintaining that the democratic commons should remain essentially indifferent to religious and other so-called nonpublic commitments that lie within the province of either particular communities or personal preference. However, this approach fails to resolve these dilemmas because it leads to at least three additional difficulties. It too often endorses a distorted, even intolerant, picture of faith and other traditions as necessarily crazy, dogmatic, or divisive, a representation that limits our ability to identify those seeking to live in peace with others who are different. It also encourages opponents of liberalism, especially critical social theorists, to look for hidden power relations beneath the guise of neutrality, which tends to exacerbate not ameliorate social conflict. Finally, it embraces a picture of personal autonomy that is overly centered on the self, rather than also engrossed in a received tradition or the needs of others. Such an approach can become so open to everything that one loses the ability to commit to anything at all.

Consider Robert Nash’s self-description in his book on teaching about religion in American schools and colleges, Faith, Hype, and Clarity, which is fairly typical of how many educational theorists today address these sorts of dilemmas:

I am an existential agnostic, a “seeker,” who has yet to foreclose on the major religious questions that continue to intrigue me to this day. I have been greatly influenced by … existential theologians … however, I remain unconvinced that the peculiar “transcendental” solutions to the existential problems they so powerfully define are able to touch my life in any meaningful way … . I have become a postmodern skeptic on most matters, including religious; although paradoxically I have strong, virtually insatiable, metaphysical curiosities. I do not believe that there can ever be a final or definitive religious meaning for everyone, never a “master [religious] narrative” binding on each of us, because reality is endlessly interpretable and always a product of our unique historical and cultural conditionings … . Though, I must confess that I worry about the political authoritarianism and moral and epistemological nihilism that seem to accompany much postmodern thinking today.15

Nash expresses appropriate concern for the epistemological, moral, and political problems and paradoxes inherent in religious dogmatism on the one hand and postmodern nihilism on the other. Under these conditions, however, other than skepticism itself what can we possibly be justified in teaching our children in schools, why should they believe anything we ask them to consider, and how can we explain the methods we use to systematically examine the pedagogies used for doing so? Without the presumption of rational neutrality, the curriculum of common schools in liberal democracies and the methodologies for studying them appear to be in crisis.16 Liberal educators are unsure about the knowledge and values that ought to be transmitted across the generations and educational researchers continue to be at war over the methods that are most appropriate for systematically examining the processes and institutions that purport to do so. But how is it possible to initiate into one particular normative tradition in a pluralistic society, or to prefer one approach to research over another, without fostering discord among opposing points of view, or to educate for peaceful coexistence among rival perspectives within a common civil society, or across national or epistemological divides, given that there exist no neutral criteria to adjudicate between them?

The method of the book

Philosophers have long been concerned with questions of this kind. How, they ask, is one thing possible, supposing certain other conflicting or contradictory things? How is it possible for us to have free will, for example, supposing that all actions are causally determined, or for evil to be possible, given the existence of an omnipotent omniscient good God? Addressing these sorts of questions requires what Robert Nozick has called a philosophical explanation, which articulates deeper principles that can remove the apparent conflict and put one’s beliefs in alignment.17 This book proposes just such a deeper or reconciled understanding of the relation between affiliation and inquiry—faith and reason—in democratic schooling than is currently available, between competing normative philosophies and traditions of inquiry based in rival theological, ethical, political, or epistemological traditions and the ground on which they might meet in the education of citizens for open, pluralistic, liberal democratic societies.

This requires a renewed and nuanced attempt at reconciling old and new ideas that appear to clash with one another, such as intelligence and spirituality, individualism and communitarianism, or pragmatism and transcendentalism. To accomplish this we need to consider the “practical cash value” of an idea, to use James’s famous expression, set at work within the stream of one’s experience18; we need to look “away from
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