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chapter 1 ]	 Two Concepts of Education

Introduction: The Problem
We are currently awash in torrents of public conversation about education. 
As of early September 2014, Randi Weingarten, president of the American 
Federation of Teachers, had 42,400 tweets to her name. For the period be-
tween September 2013 and September 2014, the New York Times archive gen-
erates 178,000 “articles on education.” And education is among Americans’ 
top ten political concerns out of a list of some thirty-five issues.1 There is so 
much talk about education that one can’t help but think that perhaps the 
most sensible thing to do would be just to get on with it: to quit conversing 
and get back to teaching. In other words, this book and I are perhaps part of 
some kind of problem, not a solution.

Aside from their sheer volume, the other notable feature of our count-
less public conversations about education is how many of them have to do 
with equality. In 2009, former house speaker Newt Gingrich and black civil 
rights activist Reverend Al Sharpton famously joined up for a public tour 
to advocate educational reform. They identified problems in education as 
the civil rights issue of our time. Similarly, our many public conversations 
about income inequality inevitably turn to the topic of education. Thus, the 
French economist Thomas Piketty, in his book Capital (2014), writes, “His-
torical experience suggests that the principal mechanism for convergence 
[of incomes] at the international as well as the domestic level is the diffusion 
of knowledge. In other words, the poor catch up with the rich to the extent 
that they achieve the same level of technological know-how, skill, and edu-
cation.”2 He is not the first to make this point. The influential US economists 
Claudia Goldin and Larry Katz do as well, for instance, in their book The 
Race between Education and Technology.

Here, too, I must count myself as part of this problem—or, if it is not a 
“problem,” then at least part of the phenomenon of a durable societal ob-
session with “education” and “equality.”3 For nearly five years now, I’ve been 
going around giving lectures under the title “Education and Equality.” I 
haven’t, however, been plowing a single furrow. My arguments have con-
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stantly shifted. My experience has been that of pursuing a highly elusive ob-
ject of analysis; an adequate framework for thinking about the relationship 
between education and equality has felt always just beyond reach.

Over the course of my constant scrutiny of this topic, I have made nor-
mative arguments that ideal educational institutions in a democratic society 
ought to lift the educational level of the entire population as high as possible 
while also making it possible for those with special gifts to achieve the high-
est heights of intellectual and creative excellence and simultaneously ensur-
ing that the pathways to those highest heights can be entered into by anyone 
from any social position. Imagine a western mesa, but one that has peaks 
like the Rockies jutting out of it, with trailheads for the ascent of each peak 
marked plainly and boldly.4

I have also made policy arguments. For instance, I make the case that the 
achievement of such an ideal requires reforming our approaches to zoning 
and municipal policy;5 committing public funding to early childhood edu-
cation, community colleges, and public universities;6 distributing admission 
tickets to elite colleges and universities by means of geographic lotteries over 
a certain basic threshold of achievement;7 constructing tuition and aid poli-
cies based on transparency about what any given institution actually spends 
on educating a student;8 and broadly disseminating the competencies, apti-
tudes, and skills necessary to convert social relationships that are currently 
costly—namely, those that bridge boundaries of social difference—into re-
lationships that bring mutual benefit.9

Yet, for all the pages and PowerPoint slides, I do not feel that I have been 
able to come to a resting point in my account of the relationship between 
education and equality. With this book, and the responses from commen-
tators, I am hoping to put this insistent intellectual problem to bed at last.

Why exactly is it so hard to think about education and equality in rela-
tion to each other? There is, of course, the fact that equality is simply a dif-
ficult concept to talk about. I often find that students think that to say two 
things are “equal” is to say that they are “the same.” But, of course, “equal” 
and “same” are not synonyms. To be the same is to be identical. But to be 
equal is to have an equivalent degree of some specific quality or attribute in 
comparison to someone else. To talk about equality, one must always begin 
by asking, “Equal to whom and in what respect?”

Importantly, the effective use of a concept of equality in a sociopolitical 
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context requires that one pinpoint whether the discussion pertains to human 
equality, political equality, social equality, or economic equality. Or perhaps, 
in place of the last, one will replace an ideal of economic equality with an 
ideal of economic justice, or fairness, or opportunity. Then there are relations 
among each of these types of equality. I think clarifying those relationships is 
among the most important tasks of political philosophy, particularly in our 
present moment. Yet when we invoke the concept of equality in our conver-
sations about education, for the most part, we don’t bother to define what 
we actually mean by it or to identify which aspect of human experience we 
wish to pick out for analysis.10

Beyond the simple fact that we often leave the idea of equality unspecified 
in our conversations about educational policy, another issue, too, stirs up my 
vague unease with how we commonly invoke the concept in these discus-
sions. The quotation from Piketty’s Capital that I quoted just a moment ago 
is revealing. Let me repeat a bit of it again: “In other words, the poor catch 
up with the rich to the extent that they achieve the same level of technologi-
cal know-how, skill, and education.”11 Note that the problem that education 
is here used to solve is that of poverty or, at least, of unequal income and/or 
wealth distribution. This tracks our most common way of discussing equality 
in relation to education. Discussions of educational reform are very often 
proxies for conversations about poverty, and insofar as this is the case, it is 
often unclear how much the conversation actually concerns education itself.

Similarly, if one returns to my normative picture and policy prescrip-
tions—the mesa with its peaks and the policies about funding, admission, 
and municipal planning—you will find that the picture I have painted is 
entirely about the egalitarian funding and allocation or distribution of some 
good called education, but not particularly about whatever the actual good 
called education fundamentally is. In other words, for all our talk about edu-
cation and equality, we don’t actually talk very much about how education in 
itself relates to equality, regardless of whether the equality we have in mind is 
human, political, social, or connected to economic fairness.

This brings me to the basic problem that motivates this book. I think that 
education itself—a practice of human development—has, intrinsic to the 
practice, important contributions to make to the defense of human equality, 
to the cultivation of political and social equality, and to the emergence of 
fair economic orders. But I think we have lost sight of just how education in 
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itself—putting aside questions of funding and distribution—relates to those 
egalitarian concerns. When I say “putting aside questions of funding and 
distribution,” I do not mean that those issues are irrelevant. To the contrary, 
they have powerful impacts on educational outcomes and on the degree to 
which we achieve social and political equality and economic egalitarianism. 
Yet, in focusing as consistently as we do on these topics, we have actually lost 
our ability to see other features of education that are relevant to the topic of 
equality. If we are to do right by the students we purport to educate, in what-
ever context and at whatever level, I think we need to recover that vision. 
Consequently, my goal for this book is to effect a recovery of our under-
standing of just how education and equality are intrinsically connected to 
each other. Achieving this recovery will not negate the force of socioeco-
nomic factors on the degree to which education supports egalitarian social 
outcomes, but it should provide us additional resources for combatting the 
powerful influence of those factors.

Here is the plan for what follows. First, I begin with some conceptual 
cleanup work. Drawing on the mid-twentieth-century philosophers John 
Rawls and Hannah Arendt, I hope to secure some basic conceptual architec-
ture for thinking about education. This will establish what I call a “human-
istic baseline” for understanding what education is. This cleaned-up under-
standing of education should help clarify our conversations about our goals 
for both schooling and higher education. This will be the main work of this 
first chapter, and I will wrap it up by examining just how a humanistic base-
line for understanding the meaning of education might help us reframe key 
policy questions.

In my second chapter, I will turn to the specific policy domain that ap-
pears most freshly lit by my account. This is the domain that many people 
refer to as “civic education.” I argue that we should reorient ourselves to a 
concept of “participatory readiness,” and I will lay out a proposed framework 
for thinking about the desirable content of a new approach to cultivating 
such participatory readiness. This participatory readiness is actually of criti-
cal relevance to other egalitarian concerns, including economic ones, and I 
will suggest that the cultivation of participatory readiness probably depends 
fundamentally on the humanistic aspects of the curriculum. In other words, 
the identification of the humanistic baseline for establishing a justification 
for education will turn out to have in fact provided a foundation for a de-
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fense of the humanities, as well as the beginnings of an explanation for how 
education in itself has egalitarian potential. This means, of course, that the 
fate of the humanities and the fate of so-called civic education are likely to 
rise and fall together.

In sum, the task of this book is to clarify our understanding of education, 
its intrinsic connection to equality, and the relevance of the study of the 
humanities to education’s intrinsic egalitarian potentialities.

Two Concepts of Education:  
The Vocational versus the Liberal?
For all the talk about education in contemporary culture, do we actually have 
an adequate framework for defining what it is? As an object of anthropologi-
cal and sociological analysis, education is a relative newcomer. Although 
the French sociologist Émile Durkheim and African American sociologist 
W. E. B. DuBois launched the sociology of education in the late nineteenth 
century, sustained interest did not emerge until after World War II, when 
the field of the anthropology of education came into its own. The late in-
clusion of education among the practices that an anthropologist or soci-
ologist might study reflects the fact that many of the earliest templates for 
these disciplines—the work of nineteenth-century scholars like Friedrich 
Engels, Karl Marx, Fustel de Coulanges, Henry Maine, and Max Weber—
began from analyses of Western antiquity, where education was generally 
not an autonomous social practice but dependent on other social forms. For 
instance, in ancient Greece, religious ritual, legal practices, military training, 
and so on largely provided the context for training the young. Some ancients 
could conceive of education as an autonomous field of social practice—most 
notably the Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle—but their anticipation 
of “systems of education” was largely unmatched in practice (although Sparta 
stands as an exception). In contrast, China’s extensive network of formal 
educational institutions began its development in the third millennium BCE. 
Only once a social practice is autonomous—conducted through rituals or 
institutions built for the sake of that practice and no other—can it be said to 
have a logic and also a structure of action-guiding principles and rules that 
emerge from that logic.12

In addition to focusing on autonomous social practices, anthropologists 
and sociologists have sought to understand their conversion into sociopoliti-
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cal practices. By this conversion, I mean the moment when legitimate pub-
lic officials acquire authority over a practice that has previously been man-
aged mostly by private individuals, as, for instance, when a society gives up 
allowing individuals to effect retribution for wrongdoing through methods 
of self-help and instead designates public authorities to manage responses to 
wrongdoing. This is the moment when social practices of revenge instead be-
come sociopolitical practices of punishment. In other words, at various points 
in history, phenomena like revenge, mating, raiding, and possession of land 
and other goods were co-opted by newly developing political realms and 
turned into punishment, marriage, war, property, and markets. In the his-
tory of Western sociopolitical development, we can say that “revenge” had 
become “punishment” by at least 800 BCE (although this transition occurred 
more than once, not only in antiquity, but again in the medieval period). 
Education did not undergo an equivalent conversion until well after an-
tiquity had faded away.

The first versions of Western educational institutions were scribal training 
centers in ancient Egypt and the ancient Near East and philosophical, rhe-
torical, and medical schools, as well as early schools for children, in Greece 
and Rome.13 Then, over the course of late antiquity and the Middle Ages, edu-
cational institutions took shape through the development of centers of reli-
gious training in the different monotheistic traditions, including the emer-
gence of universities in Bologna, Paris, and Oxford in the eleventh century.14 
The emergence of these institutions was followed by others: to pick out just 
two examples, the establishment in England of schools for poor boys (for in-
stance, the now extremely posh Winchester and Eton) as feeders to the new 
universities and, during the Renaissance, the training of artists in the schools 
of particular painters. But the processes by which political authorities estab-
lished universal or compulsory education began in Europe only in the seven-
teenth century and in the United States were completed only in 1918, when 
the last of the states then in the union made education up through the age of 
sixteen compulsory.15 As a consequence of the relatively late arrival in West-
ern history of education as a fully autonomous sociopolitical practice on par 
with punishment, economics, and war, scholars are still in the early stages of 
coming to understand its logic.

Despite the relative youthfulness of education as a state practice, it might 
seem, however, that our current public conversations about education do 
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not in fact evidence any confusion or uncertainty about the nature of edu-
cation. This is one of the few areas of public policy where politicians from 
either major party tend to say roughly the same thing. Both Democrats and 
Republicans clearly articulate what could reasonably be called a neoliberal 
educational agenda with a focus on educating the national population to 
succeed in global market competition. Here is Barack Obama from the 2012 
Democratic National Convention:

I promise you, we can out-educate and out-compete any nation on 
Earth. Help me recruit 100,000 math and science teachers within ten 
years and improve early childhood education.

Help give two million workers the chance to learn skills at their 
community college that will lead directly to a job. Help us work with 
colleges and universities to cut in half the growth of tuition costs over 
the next ten years. We can meet that goal together.

You can choose that future for America.16

And here is Mitt Romney at the 2012 Republican National Convention:

I am running for president to help create a better future. A future where 
everyone who wants a job can find one. Where no senior fears for the 
security of their retirement. An America where every parent knows that 
their child will get an education that leads them to a good job and a 
bright horizon.

Second, we will give our fellow citizens the skills they need for the 
jobs of today and the careers of tomorrow. When it comes to the school 
your child will attend, every parent should have a choice, and every 
child should have a chance.17

The rhetorical affinities extend beyond the presidential campaign trail. 
Both 2012 candidates echoed the language of the preamble to the bipartisan 
Common Core State Standards for college and career readiness, which were 
created and promoted by the National Governors Association. Here is a por-
tion of the preamble:

The Common Core State Standards define the rigorous skills and 
knowledge in English Language Arts and Mathematics that need to 
be effectively taught and learned for students to be ready to succeed 
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academically in credit-bearing, college-entry courses and in workforce 
training programs. These standards have been developed to be:

Fewer, clearer, and higher, to best drive effective policy and practice;
Aligned with college and work expectations, so that all students are 

prepared for success upon graduating from high school;
Inclusive of rigorous content and applications of knowledge through 

higher-order skills, so that all students are prepared for the 21st century;
Internationally benchmarked, so that all students are prepared for 

succeeding in our global economy and society; and
Research and evidence-based.

The standards intend to set forward thinking goals for student 
performance based in evidence about what is required for success. The 
standards developed will set the stage for US education not just beyond 
next year, but for the next decade, and they must ensure all American 
students are prepared for the global economic workplace.18

In short, in this country, we seem to know just what we should be pursu-
ing in education: college and career readiness as preparation for the global 
economy. Given that this goal is backed by state power generated by the 
richest and most powerful government the world has ever known, we have to 
take seriously the idea that this choice of goal is of considerable consequence 
for the future of our own culture at least.

What exactly is the cultural consequence of constructing an educational 
system around this goal of college and career readiness as preparation for 
the global economy? As our public conversations have unfolded, the reign-
ing political ideology in education has generated the common critique that 
the orientation is overly “vocational.” The story of how such a vocationally 
oriented frame of global competiveness came to dominate our public con-
versations about education is familiar. The Soviet launch of the first satellite 
in 1957 provoked a sense that this country was falling behind in a Cold War 
scientific contest. The response was the National Defense of Education Act, 
signed into law in 1958. Then, in 1983, the Reagan-era report “A Nation at 
Risk” further spurred the view that the United States was falling behind. Al-
though its data were later debunked, it included provocative summary sen-
tences such as, “If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on 
America the mediocre educational performance that exists today, we might 
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well have viewed it as an act of war.”19 This report is generally understood 
to have kicked off the era of school reform that still shapes educational dis-
cussion and policy. And in 2007, the National Academy of Sciences put out 
a report called “Rising above the Gathering Storm,” which emphasized the 
need for significant improvements in science and technology education and 
investment. The report’s authors wrote, “An educated, innovative, motivated 
workforce—human capital—is the most precious resource of any country in 
this new, flat world. Yet there is widespread concern about our K–12 science 
and mathematics education system, the foundation of that human capital 
in today’s global economy.”20 This influential report has impacted educa-
tional policy conversations, driving an increase of focus on STEM (science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics) fields. We can see the impact in 
Obama’s 2013 State of the Union address, when he announced a competition 
to “redesign America’s high schools.” Rewards would go, he said at the time, 
to schools that develop more classes “that focus on science, technology, engi-
neering and math—the skills today’s employers are looking for to fill jobs 
right now and in the future.”21

Those who critique this educational vision typically invoke the “liberal 
arts” by way of contrast. Of course, a straightforward dichotomy between 
vocational and liberal learning is relevant mostly in the context of elite col-
leges and universities. As the cultural historian and literary scholar Louis 
Menand has argued, such campuses often suffer from “an allergy to the term 
‘vocational.’”22 Nonetheless, the antithesis between “vocational” and “lib-
eral” that has developed on college campuses structures our broader debates 
about the purposes of education, and these can come to feel stuck in a simple 
and endless tug of war between those two poles. Is the point of education en-
riching the life of the mind or securing a job?

Of course, it is both, and it is, in fact, possible to get past this blockage in 
public conversation.23 We can do so by recognizing that our conversations 
about education have the shape that they do because we are operating with 
two different concepts of education. In the next section, I’d like to clarify 
those two concepts in order to lead us to a resolution of the seeming oppo-
sition between the vocational and the liberal arts conceptions of education.
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A Humanistic Baseline
Readers who are philosophers will already know that in referring to “two 
concepts of education,” I am riffing on the political philosopher John Rawls, 
who in 1955 published an important essay called “Two Concepts of Rules.”24 
In this early paper, Rawls pointed out that the perpetual debates among penal 
theorists over whether the proper justification for punishment was deterrent 
(and therefore utilitarian) or retributive (and so based on a commonplace 
morality) stem from a failure to understand the logic of practices, of which 
punishment was one of his two examples (promise keeping was the other). 
He argued (following David Hume, Ludwig Wittgenstein, and John Austin) 
that for any given practice, there is a distinction between justifying a prac-
tice and justifying a particular action falling under it. As an example, there 
is a distinction between justifying punishment and justifying punishing. The 
first kind of justification requires answering the question, “Why does the 
state (generally) punish people?” The second kind of justification requires 
answering the question, “Why did the state punish that particular person?”

According to Rawls, the answer to the latter question requires a retribu-
tive statement, for instance: “That particular man was punished as a response 
to the wrong he had done and in proportion to that wrong.” However, the 
answer to the question of why states generally punish may, again according 
to Rawls, be utilitarian. Take the following as an example: “In order to keep 
wrong-doing to a minimum by deterring would-be wrong-doers through 
the example of the punishments of others.”25 But Rawls’s neat distinction ob-
scures a few other important distinctions. When we ask, “Why does the state 
(generally) punish people?”, we are in fact asking two questions: first, “Why 
has punishment come to exist as an institution that distinguishes human so-
cial organization from hives and galaxies?,”26 and second, “Why is the state 
justified in operating institutions of punishment?” The first question seeks a 
causal explanation; the second question seeks a justification for state action.27

Take the game of baseball as an example. The emergence of the game as 
a social practice is explained by the goal of leisure. But the actions of indi-
viduals participating in the game—swinging at balls, running around bases, 
catching and throwing balls—are justified by the goal not of leisure but of 
scoring more runs than an opponent. And the actions of corporate actors 
who have co-opted the game of baseball to develop, for instance, a profes-
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sional version of the sport are justified by the goal of profit. The goals that 
explain the emergence of a practice, the goals that justify the effort to regu-
late the practice, and the goals that justify actions undertaken within it are all 
logically separate; if they turn out to be the same, that coincidence is merely 
accidental. Thus, it can be a matter of social utility28 that practices should 
arise and be co-opted by the state, for which the goals of the actions falling 
under them are not utilitarian but either moral or eudaemonistic. What do I 
mean by “eudaemonistic”? The term comes from the Greek word for “happi-
ness” (eudaimonia) and designates an ethical outlook organized around the 
efforts of individuals to achieve their full human flourishing by means of the 
development of their internal capacities.

The case of education is like that of punishment. Analysts of education 
move in a perpetual circle when they argue over its proper justification—
economic competitiveness, the development of citizens, or enablement of a 
eudaemonistic human flourishing. We need to recognize that, as with punish-
ment, the logic of education makes two different kinds of justification rele-
vant to the practice: there is the justification for the state’s maintenance of a 
system of education and the justification for particular instances of teaching 
carried out within that system.

In order to draw out the point, let’s consider the very different schools that 
emerged in different historical periods prior to the nationalization of educa-
tion: in chronological order, scribal training centers; philosophical, medical, 
and rhetorical schools; theological programs; universities; and schools of art-
ists. These educational institutions were founded for different reasons—for 
instance, scribal training centers to help rulers control their property and the 
flow of goods or religious training centers to prepare priests and theologians 
and thereby supply religious organizations with manpower. These different 
schools were thus directed toward diverse ends. But in terms of the activity 
that occurred within them, which allows them as institutions to be classified 
as fundamentally aimed at the same goal (namely, education), all shared the 
aspiration to direct the development of human capacities. While the institu-
tions of formal education arise on the basis of diverse justifications, within 
these different institutions, the activity of educating and also the techniques 
developed to pursue teaching and learning are identified by a single end: 
cultivating human development. This is true even when a student chooses a 
vocational training course for the sake of making money. In order for that 
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training to succeed, it must still affect the development of the student qua 
human being—for that is what it means for any of us to cultivate capacities 
and abilities. As Hunter Rawlings, the former president of Cornell and the 
University of Iowa, has eloquently put it, education “is the awakening of a 
human being.”29

In our current context, then, it is entirely reasonable that the justification 
for the co-optation of education by the state, for the conversion of education 
into a sociopolitical practice, might be utilitarian—a state asserts authority 
over education as a matter of securing social reproduction. Achieving this 
requires economic and/or military competitiveness for the state and preser-
vation of its state form; in the context of a democracy, the system-level jus-
tification for education therefore entails a twinned utilitarian concern about 
generating economic and/or military competitiveness and producing citi-
zens prepared to maintain democratic life.30 But the justification for the ac-
tions falling under the practice, particular instances of educating, the micro-
level of justification, cannot be utilitarian.

What do I mean by that strong statement? Clearly, people do often pro-
vide utilitarian or more broadly consequentialist justifications for education. 
The point is that when they do so, they may indeed justify the state’s involve-
ment in institutions of education but they actually fail to justify the activity 
of educating as such. Economists, for instance, distinguish between the con-
sumption and investment benefits of education, or between the intrinsic and 
extrinsic benefits. As Helen Ladd and Susanna Loeb put it, “Intrinsic benefits 
arise when education is valued for its own sake such as the pleasure of being 
able to solve a complex problem or appreciate artistic expression, and extrin-
sic benefits arise when education serves as an instrument for the attainment 
of other valued outcomes such the higher income for working parents that 
is facilitated by having children in school, or the potential for the recipients 
of education to seek higher paying jobs and fulfilling careers than would 
otherwise be possible.”31

But when one scrutinizes the extrinsic benefits that are most often iden-
tified as flowing from education—higher paying jobs, for instance—one 
notices that education is only one means of achieving those ends. One might, 
for instance, also obtain a higher paying job through cronyism. These ex-
trinsic ends might justify activities other than education; in no way do they 
necessarily justify education. In contrast, the goals that define education as 
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education, and thereby provide its proper justification, must be goals that 
can be achieved only through education: these are goals of human develop-
ment, pursued as such.

Our considered moral judgment, to crib from Rawls, is that the state of 
affairs where a person has been educated is better than if she has not been, 
and it is better for her own sake, regardless of any consequence of educat-
ing her. We recognize educating as educating, in its various forms, because 
in all cases, one party has undertaken to spur the positive human develop-
ment of another, an awakening. Across the different examples of education, 
what counts as success is the activation in the student of positive capaci-
ties that had previously been latent. Moreover, we care about the activation 
of those capacities regardless of the consequences. We do not, for instance, 
cease educating the child who has cancer because she has cancer. This is not 
to say that the consequences that flow from activating latent human capaci-
ties are unimportant—just that those consequences do not themselves jus-
tify the activation.

The important point here is that even when a student pursues education 
as a means to moneymaking, she is choosing as her means an activity whose 
form is built around a different set of goals. Of course, as the ancient Greek 
philosopher Aristotle long ago pointed out, the ends of moneymaking and 
of human flourishing are not separate from one another. In order to achieve 
a broad eudaemonistic human flourishing, we also need the means to live. 
Close attention to the logic of education reveals any strong distinction be-
tween utilitarian and eudaemonistic goals to be overdrawn. Similarly, even if 
one thinks it necessary to teach a child his tribe’s rituals in order to preserve 
that tribe (a collective utilitarian concern), one in all probability also thinks 
that life in that tribe is in the child’s best interest (a eudaemonistic perspec-
tive), so one’s view about inculcating social norms is tethered to a view about 
the child’s good. An educational system is constituted by a multitude of par-
ticular actions that involve the relation between teachers and students, where 
each student must always be an end in himself, not a means to some other 
end. When we try to cultivate good teachers, we seek to instill this instinct. 
This effort flows from the moral intuition that the appropriate justification 
for the actual activity of educating is a broad eudaemonism, not social utility.

Rawls’s neat distinction, then, between the justification for rules that 
structure practices and the justification for rules that structure the activities 
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conducted in the context of that practice helps us see that thinking about 
education requires us to think on two levels. We therefore need to under-
stand when each level of justification is relevant. It is reasonable to think 
about social utility and about how a whole educational system might achieve 
social utility. It may even be necessary to do that.32 But the justification for 
particular instances of educating must instead be eudaemonistic. What we 
are thinking about as education won’t count as such unless we also think 
about it from the perspective of the individual being educated. In order to 
count as education, the practices sponsored by those institutions need to fur-
ther the development of an individual qua human being—namely, a creature 
whose flourishing entails the development of a range of valuable cognitive, 
affective, and intersubjective capacities. I refer to this as the humanistic base-
line for the concept of education.

From the Humanistic Baseline to Four Basic Needs
The next sort of question we have to ask is this: If any given system of educa-
tion—regardless of the social goals toward which it is directed—must meet 
a humanistic baseline in order to count as a system of specifically educa-
tion, then how do we determine what is involved in meeting that human-
istic baseline? What sort of education activates latent potential for general 
human flourishing? This is also to ask which account of human flourishing 
we should use to give content to the humanistic baseline for education. As 
we pursue an answer to this question, we will also have to ask whether it is 
possible to have an approach to education that integrates the two perspec-
tives provided by its system-level and its microlevel justifications. A coher-
ent account of the purposes of education surely requires such an integration 
or alignment.

As we initiate our hunt for an acceptable eudaemonistic account of the 
nature of education, we can define the stakes of the search by reaching back 
again, if briefly, to the first theorist of education in the Western tradition. In 
Athens of the fourth century BCE, in his dialogue, The Republic, the ancient 
Greek philosopher Plato argued that the differences among people are such 
that each should be educated to perform excellently the one kind of work at 
which she will excel. This would make us all virtuous and therefore happy, 
he argued, as would assuming our places in a highly stratified society in 
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which adults perform the specific roles assigned to each (for instance, politi-
cal leadership, military service, craftsmanship, trading, or agriculture). But 
this is not a democratic answer to the question, forced upon us by the logic 
of practices, of how to justify not merely the institutions of education but 
also the actions undertaken while educating. And just as Plato’s answer is 
antidemocratic, so too is it illiberal, even if only avant la lettre. Liberalism 
depends on the idea that the ends of the state and of the individual are sepa-
rable to a meaningful degree. Plato, of course, argued the opposite view that 
city and soul cannot ultimately adopt divergent aims.33 He achieved an inte-
gration of the system-level and action-specific justifications for education by 
proposing a form of education whose purpose was to fit each individual to 
his assigned social role.

Against Plato, a democratic answer to the question of the kind of educa-
tion that would achieve full human flourishing starts from a different view 
of human nature—namely, that despite the differences among us, we are all 
capable of doing multiple jobs, at the very least those of performing our own 
particular excellence and also of acting politically as citizens.34 To flesh out 
a democratic account of full human flourishing, we would profit, I think, 
from turning now to the work of another mid-twentieth-century philoso-
pher not often considered in concert with Rawls. The person I have in mind is 
Hannah Arendt, a German-Jewish émigrée who came to the United States in 
1941. Her 1958 book The Human Condition is driven by a consideration of the 
issue of well-being from the perspective of the individual instead of the social 
whole. Given the historical proximity of Rawls’s 1955 article and Arendt’s 
1958 book, it is perhaps unsurprising that there should be resonances among 
them. More surprising is that the lines of thought in contemporary politi-
cal philosophy that flow from each rush on so separately from one another. 
Interestingly, Arendt’s The Human Condition provides a valuably democratic 
account of human flourishing that can serve as a foundation for integrating 
our two concepts of education: our macrolevel social utilitarian concept and 
our microlevel eudaemonistic concept.

In The Human Condition, Arendt famously expounds on the content and 
import of three core human activities: labor, work, and action. Labor is that 
which we undertake out of biological necessity—that which we do, in other 
words, to feed ourselves. It also encompasses sexual reproduction and the 
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energies devoted to child-rearing. Work is that which we do out of creative 
effort, to build the things—whether physical or cultural—that shape our 
world and establish our social connections with others. Labor and work over-
lap with each other, since our romantic relationships are products of our so-
cial art and, of course, create the context within which we may also pursue 
biological reproduction. Finally, action identifies the effort we make together 
as political creatures, struggling in conditions of pluralistic diversity to come 
to collective decisions about our polity’s course of action.35

Arendt’s arguments about labor, work, and action have garnered signifi-
cant scholarly attention, yet one important detail has been overlooked. By de-
scribing work, labor, and action as typifying every human existence, Arendt 
sought to reverse centuries, even millennia, of philosophical effort to differ-
entiate social roles with reference to these activities.36 Earlier philosophers 
had assigned to a different social class each of the three domains of activity 
that for Arendt defined the human condition of each individual. In the ideal-
ized Greek city of Aristotle, for instance, slaves were tasked with securing a 
stable economic base for life, tradesmen were tasked with contributing to 
the realm of creativity, and citizens were tasked with participating in politics. 
Similarly, Plato assigned these tasks to farmers, traders, craftsmen, soldiers, 
and political leaders and expected very little mobility among these groups.

With her incandescent and liberatory philosophical imagination, Arendt 
de-differentiated these three roles and recombined them into an account 
of the experience of every individual—themselves the marks of the human 
condition for each one of us. On an Arendtian account, the potential of the 
modern union of economics and politics is that we can build polities that are 
nonstratified such that each individual is responsible for securing his own 
subsistence (rather than exploiting others37), has a life scope that makes it 
possible to create meaningful social worlds (both intimate and communal), 
and has a platform for participating in politics. Individual human flourish-
ing, then, depends on the activation of a potential that inheres in all human 
beings—as a feature of the human condition—to succeed at labor, work, and 
political action simultaneously.

On the basis of Arendt’s arguments in The Human Condition, then, we can 
identify four basic human potentialities that should be activated by educa-
tion. (I am splitting the potentiality captured by “labor” into two.) Through 
education, we need to do the following:
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	 1.	 Prepare ourselves for breadwinning work (labor, part 1)
	 2.	 Prepare ourselves for civic and political engagement (action)
	 3.	 Prepare ourselves for creative self-expression and world making 

(work)
	 4.	 Prepare ourselves for rewarding relationships in spaces of intimacy 

and leisure (labor, part 2, overlapping with work)

We recognize that the capacities relevant to all these domains are flourish-
ing when we see young people become adults who can support themselves 
economically without exploiting others; take their place among a world of 
adult creators, including as creators of rewarding intimate relationships; 
and participate effectively in their polity’s political life. When the human-
istic baseline for the microlevel concept of education is given content from 
such democratic eudaemonism, it orients us toward a pedagogic practice 
that is in itself egalitarian in that it seeks to meet the same range of needs for 
all students. Yet there is also another way in which this conceptualization of 
education makes a contribution to egalitarianism.

When one takes a look at this list of basic educational needs generated 
from Arendt’s democratic eudaemonism, one quickly notices that the utili-
tarian social justifications for a system of education—that a polity as a whole 
secures economic competitiveness and, in the case of a democracy, an en-
gaged and effective citizenry—align with two of the four needs any indi-
vidual must meet with education. Each person’s individual need to prepare 
for breadwinning work and for civic and political engagement is simply the 
other side of the coin of the social need for broad economic competitiveness 
and an engaged citizenry. In other words, public goods and private goods 
come together here, and analyzing education in terms of an opposition be-
tween them is not necessarily helpful. Similarly, the state’s “utilitarian” goods 
(economic competitiveness and a flourishing citizenry) turn out to be fea-
tures of an individual’s eudaemonistic good if merely considered from a dif-
ferent perspective. Although a state seeks an economically successful popu-
lation, each individual flourishes only when his potential for successful labor 
is appropriately activated. And although a democracy needs an engaged and 
effective citizenry, each individual flourishes only when his potential for 
action is appropriately tapped.

When we see how the social and the individual come together, bringing 
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the two concepts of education into alignment with each other, we also learn 
something important about our own contemporary conversations about 
education. Our current conversations emphasize only one of the social justi-
fications for education—namely, the economic—leaving the state’s need to 
cultivate effective citizens largely to the side. I’ll return to that topic in chap-
ter 2, for that is where the truly egalitarian work of this humanistic concept 
of education comes into play.

Yet for all the surprising proximity, then, between the system-level goals 
of education and the individual-level goals that emerge from the eudaemo-
nistic account, we should also be grateful that the alignment between social 
goals and our individual goals is only partial. It should be a cause of relief 
that two of the basic needs defining the humanistic baseline for the practice 
of education—for creative self-expression and world making and for reward-
ing relationships in spaces of intimacy and leisure—do not align with the 
system-level justifications for education. We don’t want the state to colonize 
our social lives as creatures who build our worlds with others through cre-
ative self-expression and who pursue rewarding relationships in spaces of 
intimacy and leisure.

Yet while we do not wish the state to colonize those spaces, we do need to 
ensure that the state leaves space for them. That is, if in failing to see those 
spaces, the state begins to override them, then that is simply another form 
of colonization. And this brings us to the topic of just how the humanistic 
baseline for education might point us toward a reorientation of our educa-
tion policy discussions generally.

Rawls helped us see that we must consider the goals of educational sys-
tems, on the one hand, and of teachers with specific students, on the other. 
Arendt offers us a eudaemonism that permits bringing social and individual 
goods into alignment with one another on a democratic footing. Thinking 
clearly about education requires shifting effectively back and forth between 
these two registers: the social and the individual, categories that track neither 
a public good versus private good distinction nor a simplistic utilitarian ver-
sus nonutilitarian distinction. If the state is to support a system of education 
that remains a system of education as distinct from some other practice, it 
needs to leave institutions the room to educate such that their pedagogic 
practices meet the requirements of the humanistic baseline.
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The Humanistic Baseline and Education Policy
This idea of two concepts of education should affect reflection on educa-
tional policy by requiring us to consider any given policy proposal through 
each of two lenses. We can assess a policy for its success in meeting the social 
goods we have in view—perhaps global economic competitiveness. But we 
also need to assess the policy by asking whether the actions it requires and 
institutions it establishes also satisfy the humanistic baseline that justifies 
actual educating.

Let me illustrate this point, very briefly, with a few schematic remarks 
about the policy topic of accountability. Once one sees that there are in fact 
two kinds of justifications relevant to thinking about education, one realizes 
that there must also be two kinds of accountability relevant to the practice. 
The system of education, as a whole, needs to be assessed in relation to the 
utilitarian justification, which justified drawing the social practice of educa-
tion within the political realm in the first place. But individual and particu-
lar instances of teaching need to be assessed in relation to the eudaemonistic 
justification that should properly structure the relationship between teacher 
and student.

Does our present approach to accountability employ this distinction? It 
does not. We wish to hold the system as a whole accountable for the produc-
tion of economically competitive citizens, but to do so, we test individual 
children not for each child’s own sake but in order to track change over time 
in the performance of student cohorts.38 Individual students are, in other 
words, made the instruments for judging something other than themselves 
and their own flourishing.39 How might we otherwise approach account-
ability?

We wish to know three things in the context of K–12 education: how 
whole schools are doing, how individual teachers are doing, and how specific 
students are doing. We might think of the first question as requiring system-
level practices of accountability and the latter two as requiring practices of 
accountability that pertain to the microlevel of the teacher-student relation-
ship and student learning. Remember the old teacher joke:

Question: “What do you teach?”
Answer: “Students.”
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Teachers should indeed be held accountable, but for the flourishing (or 
failure to flourish) of individual children along all the dimensions identi-
fied in the democratic eudaemonistic justification for education—progress 
toward economic self-sufficiency, progress toward a capacity for social and 
cultural creation, and progress toward a capacity to participate in political life.

System-level practices of accountability should be constructed out of 
measures that can capture system-wide effects without interfering with the 
individual teacher-student relationship. We need measurements that touch 
the system as such, not the particular moves or actions made within it. But 
then we also need visibility into the quality of particular instances of teach-
ing. Finally, in order to make continuous improvement possible, we need to 
understand the chains of connection between what happens at the micro-
level and system-level outcomes. The trick to accountability is to use appro-
priate system-level measures, to employ appropriate approaches to evalua-
tion of teaching and assessment of learning at the microlevel, and to establish 
connections between these two types of evaluation in order to support rig-
orous but fair accountability practices and continuous improvement in the 
practices of specific teachers and functioning of specific schools. The chal-
lenges of doing this are enormous, although not, I think, insurmountable. 
If we start with the first question—regarding the appropriate system-level 
measures—and walk through the other questions thereafter, we ought to be 
able to step delicately and carefully toward a useful framework for thinking 
about accountability.

First, we should begin by noting that system-level measures of school 
performance that touch the system without interfering with the particular 
moves made within the system are available. Imaginative educational re-
formers have already identified some that are now commonly part of the 
conversation. Thus Larry Rosenstock of High-Tech High in San Diego, Cali-
fornia, proposes that we track the following:

	 1.	 Of the entering ninth graders in that education entity (school, 
district, or state), what percentage graduated from a four-year 
college?

	 2.	 Of those students who qualify for free and reduced lunch of those 
ninth grade entrants, what percentage graduated from a four-year 
college?
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	 3.	 Of those ninth graders not in poverty, what percentage graduated 
from a four-year college?

	 4.	 Finally, what relative mixtures/concentrations of answers to questions 
2 and 3 were most efficacious for getting the students represented in 
answer number 2 through college?40

These four questions are to be treated as a bundle. Only by asking them 
together can we gauge how well schools are doing at counteracting the im-
pact of poverty on educational outcomes.

Importantly, indicators such as these are of little immediate use in help-
ing schools improve.41 The data points to which Rosenstock draws our atten-
tion are what are called “lagging indicators.” The results show up several 
years after the performance for which they’re supposed to provide a basis for 
evaluation and accountability. College completion, for instance, is generally 
measured in terms of how many students complete their course of studies 
within six years—by that time, the principal of the sending school will, in all 
likelihood, have moved on, and the school’s faculty will have changed. The 
longer the temporal gap between the intervention and the measured out-
come, the less useful the measured outcome is for accountability purposes. 
Lagging indicators therefore need to be correlated to “leading indicators” if 
they are to be of any use for efforts to evaluate and improve school perfor-
mance.

In contrast to lagging indicators, “leading indicators” are predictive. They 
identify particular features of school and teacher performance in the pres-
ent that correlate with the future outcomes of interest—that is, the lagging 
indicators. Principals and teachers can manage around those leading indi-
cators in the expectation that time will bear them out, with positive results 
appearing in the lagging indicators down the road. In fact, student testing is 
supposed to serve as just such a leading indicator, although as researchers 
have shown, student testing is more strongly predictive of future test scores 
than of things like whether students struggle or succeed with high school 
course work or complete college.42 We therefore want leading indicators that 
do a better job than test scores of predicting attainment outcomes like col-
lege completion while minimizing interference with or negative effects on 
instructional practice.

It is in fact possible to develop leading indicators that, like the lagging 



	 22 ]	C hapter One

outcome indicators, do not interfere with the actual practice of teaching and 
learning. Researchers at the University of Chicago Consortium for Chicago 
School Research (CCSR) have done so, developing an extensive set of leading 
indicators to guide the work done by schools and teachers in fostering aca-
demic achievement. These indicators are developed on the basis of measures 
that perform better than standardized tests in predicting student attainment. 
They also make use of readily available data already independently generated 
by the practice of educating, so using these data does not interfere with edu-
cating. One such indicator is the on-track status of ninth graders in a given 
school (with respect to attendance, grades, and course pass rates); on-track 
status is a better predictor of high school graduation than eighth-grade test 
scores or socioeconomic status. Moreover, identification of this first indica-
tor allows for the development of others. Since “schools that cultivate strong 
student-teacher relationships, make high school relevant for students, and 
engage their students average fewer failures, better grades, and better atten-
dance,” the consortium has developed indicators to help schools judge how 
well they are doing these foundational things.43 These reformers are confi-
dent that that they can judge which schools are succeeding and which are not 
with rubrics and metrics that track systemic effects without interfering with 
the activity of teaching to do so. Measures of system-level performance are 
most valuable when they are, as in this case, organically linked (as test scores 
are not) to specific features of the activity of teaching. In addition to sup-
porting continuous improvement, such indicators give parents and students 
much more powerful tools than test scores for holding schools accountable, 
because they give parents and students actionable policies and improve-
ments to propose instead of the generic demand that schools “raise scores.”44

In another example of an approach to assessment and accountability 
that seeks to lessen the negative impacts on instructional practice of test-
based accountability, the innovative Local Control Accountability Program 
in California uses “indicators like students’ access to strong college and 
career-going curriculum, parent involvement, graduation rates, attendance, 
and school climate,” alongside state testing results generated solely for the 
purpose of assessment.45 Importantly, this program also takes advantage of 
another underutilized resource: assessment data generated by instructional 
practice itself—in this case, advanced placement (AP) test results. The Col-
lege Board develops its exams in close collaboration with instructors and 
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AP curricula developers. In addition, AP instructors serve as graders for the 
exams. In other words, AP exams function very similarly, at scale, to how any 
given individual teacher uses exams in the classroom: a good teacher builds a 
curriculum and, as part of that work, develops formative (or midstream) and 
summative (or final) assessments to check whether students’ work meets the 
objectives. The exams are in fact part of the instructional practice. Indeed, 
the craft of teaching has always depended on forms of assessment as part of 
the practice itself.

Grades are another example of the integration of assessment in the prac-
tice of teachers. They are very good predictors of students’ long-term success. 
They do, however, also correlate with nonacademic features of the student-
teacher relationship, and this is clearly problematic.46 In other words, grades 
currently serve as only imperfect assessment measures of student learning. 
Yet we need not abandon them as a resource. We should instead focus on 
improving their use by teachers. Precisely because teaching is a craft, with its 
own internal standards of excellence, the practice of teaching itself generates 
a vast store of data that can be used to assess students and evaluate teachers 
without interfering with the practice of teaching. Teachers are constantly as-
sessing their students—with exams, written assignments, projects, and the 
like. The archive of materials generated by instructional practice already pro-
vides a remarkable treasure trove of data for seeing what and how students 
are learning and how teachers are performing. The challenge is to learn how 
to make use of all this already existing data to assess student achievement, 
evaluate teachers, and support continuous improvement. To do these things, 
we would need to gather data from assessment practices that are part of the 
craft of teaching itself, make what are often tacit internal standards of excel-
lence explicit, validate the value of those standards through research, evalu-
ate the gathered data against those internal standards, and use those evalua-
tions to work on improving teachers’ craft.47 The goal, in the words of one 
set of educational researchers, is to tap into the “mutual responsibility edu-
cators have to one another to live up to the quality standards of their pro-
fession.”48 But this goal advances the conversation about accountability only 
if those quality standards have been made explicit and tested by researchers 
for their validity.

The final question, then, in thinking through a framework for assessment 
and accountability that connects system-level indicators to indicators that 
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emerge from instructional practice itself, is how to support principals and 
teachers in working with the latter set of indicators to manage toward the 
former set. The challenge here is that any indicator becomes less valuable 
once it is used for high-stakes purposes in the context of a purely numerical 
evaluation. Numerical results can be massaged through all sorts of practices 
that don’t directly relate to good teaching, like controlling student enroll-
ments in order to improve a school’s test scores. Consequently, the prac-
tices for using these indicators to assess teaching and school performance 
should be constructed such that their incentivizing power incentivizes what 
we want—namely, better teaching, not cheating or gaming the system.

To my eye (and that of many others as well), the Professional Growth Sys-
tem in Montgomery County, Maryland, and in particular its use of a “peer 
assistance and review” (PAR) process to mentor new and underperforming 
teachers, meets all the criteria I’ve laid out in this section for identifying a 
strong approach to accountability. Let me first explain how PAR works, and 
then I’ll say a few words about how it meets my criteria.

New teachers and teachers identified by their principals as underperform-
ing are referred to the PAR process.49 Over the course of a year, twenty-four 
consulting teachers, master teachers who have agreed to step out of the class-
room for three years, work with the PAR cohort and provide supports, in-
cluding the following:

	 •	 Informal and formal observations
	 •	 Written and verbal standards-based feedback
	 •	 Equitable classroom practice
	 •	 Coaching sessions
	 •	 Lesson planning
	 •	 Model lessons
	 •	 Coteaching modeling
	 •	 Peer observations
	 •	 Classroom management
	 •	 Time management
	 •	 Alignment of school support

Over the course of the year, the consulting teachers “document their work 
but do not do formal evaluations”; they merely judge whether the teach-
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ers meet the standards.50 The dossier of their documentation is then turned 
over to a review panel consisting of eight teachers and eight principals. That 
panel considers each candidate for nonrenewal/dismissal, an additional year 
of PAR, or release into the regular evaluation process that covers all staff 
members (and focuses on modes of assessment that build on, rather than 
interrupt, instructional practice). The program was initiated in 2000, and 
between then and 2011, approximately five hundred teachers were removed 
from the classroom. This is “in a system of about 150,000 students with ap-
proximately 11,000 teachers and 200 schools. Over the same period, nearly 
5,000 teachers . . . successfully completed the PAR process.”51

What about the system-level outcomes of the PAR approach to account-
ability? Here is how educational researcher Stan Karp presents those using 
the data we presently have available: “Over the past decade, student achieve-
ment as measured by Maryland’s state assessments has increased across-
the-board in every student subgroup—by race, ethnicity, and income level. 
Achievement gaps have narrowed at all grade levels in both math and read-
ing. In grades 3 and 5 math, and grade 7 reading, the gap narrowed by 16 
points; in grades 3 and 5 reading, it narrowed by more than 20 points. Be-
yond the test scores, 84 percent of Montgomery County’s students go on to 
college and 63 percent earn degrees.”52 In 2011, journalist Michael Winerip 
indicated that “2.5 percent of all black children in America who pass an Ad-
vanced Placement test live in Montgomery County, more than five times its 
share of the nation’s black population.”53 Neither of these batches of mea-
sures—those using state assessment test results and the data on college com-
pletion and AP—is of the sort that we want. The testing regime, of course, 
interrupts the instructional practice. The data on college completion and AP 
test scores do not tell us enough without separating out the data, as Rosen-
stock suggests, for students not in poverty and those on the free and reduced 
lunch program. Without separating the system-level data in that way, we can-
not see the degree to which the schools themselves make an impact that goes 
beyond the effects on student performance of parental education and family 
social economic status. Many governmental and civil service officials reside 
in Montgomery County; for this reason, the county’s student populations 
probably have above-average representations of African American students 
with parents with high levels of education. We can improve these measures. 
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In place of test scores, we might explore the use of grades, which emerge out 
of instructional practice, to evaluate reductions in achievement gaps; the 
college completion data also need refinement to a more sophisticated level.

The PAR teacher evaluation and accountability system, then, connects 
long-term system-level outcomes—college completion, for instance—to 
leading indicators (here the imperfect ones of state assessment scores but 
also AP test scores) and tracks teacher impact on student learning in terms 
of features that define excellence at the craft of teaching, like lesson planning 
and classroom management. Here we see a merger of system-level modes 
of evaluation for accountability with microlevel practices of student assess-
ment, teacher evaluation, and teacher accountability. This captures the sort 
of balance we should pursue, I think.

Policy alternatives, then, rest on answers to deeper questions posed by the 
logic of education as a practice. They carry with them implicit answers to the 
question of how we justify both a system of education and also the practice of 
actually teaching. By forcing to the surface our thinking about the two con-
cepts of education—the state-level and the microlevel concepts—I hope to 
have provided a framework to support more rigorous analysis of our policy 
options. By arguing for the importance of a humanistic baseline in thinking 
about what education is, I also hope to have restored some balance to our 
policy conversations, which tend to turn around the state-level concept of 
education. Most important, when we shift our gaze from the social to the 
individual justification of education and orient ourselves to the humanistic 
baseline, democratically defined, we are restoring the egalitarian potential of 
education in itself. The humanistic baseline requires that we think about the 
education of all students in the context of a broad notion of flourishing. Thus 
the humanistic baseline reinforces an egalitarian orientation toward human 
dignity that can disappear if we focus exclusively on the state-level justifica-
tions of education, which instrumentalize the student.

In chapter 2, I will turn to the topic of civic education or, to use more 
Arendtian language, preparation for participatory readiness. This is the 
policy domain in which the intrinsic egalitarian potential of education most 
fully shows itself.
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chapter 2 ]	 Participatory Readiness

λόγος δυνάστης μέγας ἐστίν, ὃς σμικροτάτωι σώματι καὶ 
ἀφανεστάτωι θειότατα ἔργα ἀποτελεῖ·
Speech is a great power, which achieves the most divine works 
by means of the smallest and least visible body.
—Gorgias, “Encomium to Helen”

Introducing Participatory Readiness
Let me reprise briefly. Our conversations about education are often muddled 
because we fail to distinguish between two concepts of education: one that 
justifies the practice at a societal level and the other that justifies actual in-
stances of particular teachers teaching particular students. When we focus 
on the latter, we see the importance of fulfilling four basic human needs: 
breadwinning, civic and political engagement, creative self-expression and 
world making, and rewarding relationships in spaces of intimacy and leisure. 
Yet clarifying these needs also highlights that our public discourse about edu-
cation, our articulations of our collective goals, routinely leave out the civic. 
We have seen that, for instance, according to the Common Core State Stan-
dards, education “must ensure all American students are prepared for the 
global economic workplace” (emphasis in original).1 In general, the rhetoric 
of educational policy relies almost exclusively on advocating the goals of col-
lege and career readiness. This is true despite the fact that civic experience is 
important to both concepts of education—the social and the individual. The 
civic has, in short, gone AWOL. In this chapter, I will rectify this by develop-
ing an account of education for “participatory readiness.”

What exactly is “participatory readiness”? First, the idea of being prepared 
to participate captures prospects of participation at several social levels: not 
only that of the political community but also that of intimate and commu-
nitarian relationships. Think again of the four needs I derived from Arendt. 
Our flourishing as creators entails our engagement in cultural communities 
of meaning, and even our success in the realm of labor requires participation 
in social relationships. “Participatory readiness” defines our preparation for 
civic and political life, but it also undergirds our preparation in all the areas 
in which we hope to prosper. When young people leave school or college, we 
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hope that they are prepared to participate effectively at work, in communi-
ties, and in love. One might well want to pause on the question of what “par-
ticipatory readiness” entails at the intimate or social level—particularly given 
the contemporary crisis around sexual assault on college campuses. But the 
question of what it means to participate well in civic and political life also 
deserves our fulsome attention. The reason to prioritize this topic—despite 
the urgencies of the social pathologies of our campuses—is its centrality to 
our political pathology, the intertwining problems of political and economic 
inequality.

Before I turn to the components of “participatory readiness,” then, and 
what we know about the kinds of education that can achieve them, I’d like 
to take a moment to expand on just how civic and political agency and their 
cultivation are relevant to our understanding of equality and any effort to ad-
dress issues of inequality, however those are specified.

Participatory Readiness and Equality
The first link between a broad education for “participatory readiness” and 
equality is obvious. The idea that all students should be educated for politi-
cal participation—and not merely a select few prepared for political leader-
ship as suggested in Plato—is already an egalitarian feature of the humanis-
tic baseline education, as I’ve defined that. In seeking to give content to the 
humanistic baseline for education, I described myself as employing a demo-
cratic eudaemonism developed from Arendt. My embrace of democracy im-
ported an ideal of political equality to the core idea of human flourishing that 
education supports. In other words, I follow Hannah Arendt (and others) in 
seeing a basic human need to participate in the realm of action as explaining 
why, among possible regime types, democracy is not only desirable but also 
the most just.2 Given that, according to this argument, political participation 
is necessary for a flourishing life and given that education is preparation for 
a flourishing life, our curricula and pedagogies must prepare people for an 
Arendtian life of action. The goal is to maximize participation and thereby 
come closer to realizing an ideal of political equality, while also providing 
the specific sense of fulfillment that accrues to each individual through the 
experience of empowerment. This version of the microlevel concept of edu-
cation, one based in democratic eudaemonism, foregrounds an aspiration to 
prepare students to participate in their communities and polities, an aspira-
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tion that flows from and then, in turn, reinforces a commitment to political 
equality.

The egalitarian significance of this preparation of the young for civic and 
political life extends, however, beyond politics. It stretches to every domain 
for which it matters who makes the decisions that define our collective lives. 
The importance of “participatory readiness” therefore touches even the 
realm of economics. Here we can return to the many scholars who propose 
education as the main remedy to income and wealth inequality. They do so 
accurately but miss one of the reasons to make that recommendation.

Most arguments that education is the solution to economic inequality 
stress education’s potential to disseminate skills broadly within a population. 
Such broad dissemination is expected to drive down the wage premium on 
expertise and help compress the income distribution. I am thinking again of 
Thomas Piketty’s arguments but also of the work of Claudia Goldin and Larry 
Katz. On this line of thought, education is presumed to bring with it posi-
tional advantage. That is, those who have more education—more skills—can 
be presumed to reap more market rewards than those with lesser educational 
attainment. Narrowing gaps in educational attainment across the popula-
tion, or equalizing the distribution of educational goods, should, then, also 
reduce the positional advantage that accrues to education and reduce, for in-
stance, income inequality. Political philosopher Rob Reich, coeditor with me 
of the volume Education, Justice, and Equality, has drawn my attention to the 
work of the economist Fred Hirsch on the idea of positionality. Hirsch quips, 
“If everyone stands on tiptoe, no one sees any better.”3 We might also say, 
“If everyone stands on tiptoe, then no one is too seriously overshadowed.”

But there are limits to how much the positional advantage of education 
can be moderated through the dissemination of technological skills. To see 
this more clearly, it will be helpful to focus again on how economist Thomas 
Piketty treats the relationship between education and equality. To reprise, 
early in Capital, he writes the following: “Historical experience suggests that 
the principal mechanism for convergence [of incomes and wealth] at the 
international as well as the domestic level is the diffusion of knowledge. In 
other words, the poor catch up with the rich to the extent that they achieve 
the same level of technological know-how, skill, and education.”4

Yet when he turns to policy prescription in part 4 of the book, his treat-
ment of education is relatively brief and mainly forms a part of his discussion 
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of the modernization of the social state.5 By this, he means that “the tax and 
transfer systems that are the heart of the modern social state are in constant 
need of reform and modernization, because they have achieved a level of 
complexity that makes them difficult to understand and threatens to under-
mine their social and economic efficacy.”6 Given the emphasis Piketty places 
on education as a force for equality in the opening section of the book, the 
brevity of the final discussion disappoints.

Piketty’s recommendations for educational policy are quite spare. They 
are also familiar: egalitarian-minded reformers ought to work toward the 
broadest possible accessibility of educational institutions to the population; 
elite institutions, which currently serve mainly privileged youth from the 
highest income brackets, need to broaden the backgrounds from which they 
draw their students; states should increase investment in “high-quality pro-
fessional training and advanced educational opportunities and allow broader 
segments of the population to have access to them”7; and schools should be 
run efficiently.

In conditions of growth, the increasing accessibility of education serves to 
reduce income inequality, and eventually wealth, only if it shifts how types 
of degrees are distributed across the population. That is, the spread of educa-
tion has little impact on inequality if everyone who once had a high school 
degree now earns a college degree and all those who previously secured only 
an eighth-grade level of education now attain the high school credential. In-
stead, one needs to shift those in lower educational bands into higher bands, 
without concomitant upward positional moves of those in the higher bands.

As I have indicated, these policy proposals closely track those of Claudia 
Goldin and Larry Katz in The Race between Education and Technology.8 In 
their argument, rising income inequality in the United States can be ex-
plained to a significant degree by the wage premium on skill. As techno-
logical innovations emerge and generate a demand for new skills that are 
undersupplied, those in possession of the skills in demand will reap rewards 
in the form of higher income. In order for a society to see egalitarian income 
distributions, on their argument, education must race to maintain democra-
tized skill provision that keeps up with the changing demands of an economy 
fueled by technological development.

Yet, as Piketty points out, the wage premium on skill can explain only a 
part of the growth in income inequality in the United States. The growth at 
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the highest end, in the incomes accruing to “supermanagers,” in his vocabu-
lary, reflects social norms that have coalesced around the acceptability of 
sky-high executive pay. In his argument, these social norms have coalesced 
as part of the growth of political ideology that endorses untrammeled meri-
tocracy. Supercharged salaries are held up, rhetorically, as evidence of a sup-
posedly fair and equally supercharged operation of talent.

The question, then, of how to temper income inequality on Piketty’s argu-
ment has to do not only with the dissemination of skill but also with social 
norms and how those can be changed. Here is where he misses one of edu-
cation’s most egalitarian impacts. In an important 2006 paper titled “Why 
Does Democracy Need Education?,” economists Edward L. Glaeser, Gia-
como Ponzetto, and Andrei Shleifer identify a correlation between educa-
tion and democracy that they argue has causal force, with education caus-
ing democracy.9 They point to a more fundamental relationship or, in their 
words, “primitive connection,” between education and participation and test 
three hypotheses for why education might cause participation. Perhaps it 
does so through the provision of indoctrination; perhaps through the provi-
sion of interpersonal skills (through reading and writing and the provision of 
“soft skills”); or perhaps through a general increase in the personal material 
benefits of participation. They rule out the first and third hypotheses and 
make the case that education causes participation because it makes people 
ready to participate.

And what flows from participation? Very often, but not always, it is demo-
cratic contestation. (The purpose of the qualification is to acknowledge, as 
Glaeser, Ponzetto, and Shleifer point out, that the rise of European Fascism 
also drew on the energies of students.) As scholars of the US civil rights move-
ment like Charles Payne and social movement scholars like Cathy Cohen and 
Deva Woodley have shown, political contestation can drive change in social 
norms.10 This is where education’s true egalitarian potential comes into play. 
It supplies the basis for forms of participatory democracy that might contest 
the labor market rules that deliver insupportable forms of income inequality.

Piketty’s failure to make this point is surprising. In a 2015 paper titled 
“The Rise and Decline of General Laws of Capitalism,” the economist Daron 
Acemoglu and political scientist Jim Robinson have pointed out that argu-
ments like those of Katz and Goldin presume a stable framework of tech-
nology and political institutions.11 They put this point as a critique of Piketty, 
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arguing that his account of a future where rates of return on capital will 
consistently outstrip income accruing to labor fails because, in their view, it 
ignores politics: “The quest for general laws of capitalism, or any economic 
system, is misguided because it is a-institutional. It ignores that it is the insti-
tutions and the political equilibrium of a society that determine how tech-
nology evolves, how markets function, and how the gains from various dif-
ferent economic arrangements are distributed.”12 As examples of the impact 
of popular participation on the economy, Acemoglu and Robinson high-
light late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Populist and then Pro-
gressive mobilizations in the United States that led to reductions of corporate 
power—a turn of events that refuted one of Marx’s general laws, they argue.

But their argument is not fair to Piketty, who does repeatedly underscore 
that policy frameworks, institutional choices, and social norms affect how 
income and wealth will be distributed. Thus, he writes, “In order to under-
stand the dynamics of wage inequality, we must introduce other factors, such 
as the institutions and rules that govern the operation of the labor market in 
each society.”13 In other words, Piketty fully understands the importance of 
politics to his picture of the economy. The point he misses is to underscore 
the relationship between education and equality that rests on the link be-
tween education and preparation for participation.

The preparation of citizens through education for civic and political en-
gagement supports the pursuit of political equality, but political equality, in 
turn, may well engender more egalitarian approaches to the economy. An 
education that prepares students for civic and political engagement brings 
into play the prospect of political contestation around issues of economic 
fairness. In other words, education can affect income inequality not merely 
by spreading technical skills and compressing the income distribution. It can 
even have an effect on income inequality by increasing a society’s political 
competitiveness and thereby impacting “how technology evolves, how mar-
kets function, and how the gains from various different economic arrange-
ments are distributed.”14

The idea of “participatory readiness” and the concept of equality, in short, 
have several linkages. An education that prepares students for civic and po-
litical engagement brings not only a concept of political equality into play but 
also the prospect of political contestation around issues of economic fairness. 
Insofar as technology frameworks and political institutions are malleable, the 
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status of education as a positional good may itself be susceptible to change, 
and the degree of its positionality will in all likelihood vary with the political 
context. If an education for participatory readiness can affect a society’s level 
of political competitiveness, it may also drive changes not only in the dis-
tribution of education but even in its positionality.15 Consequently, the most 
effective way for us to direct our educational system toward egalitarian ends 
could well be to focus on participatory readiness.

When we think about equality in the context of education, we tend to 
think above all about distributional questions. We imagine that we will have 
an egalitarian system when we’ve managed to fund a system that will genu-
inely offer the possibility of an equal level of attainment (as distinguished 
from achievement16) to all (or nearly all) students. But we may need to move 
the conversation one step back and remind ourselves that fair economic out-
comes may themselves depend on genuine political equality. If this is right, 
then an education focused on participatory readiness, and not merely tech-
nical skill, better helps us understand the linkage between pedagogy and 
equality.

But if “participatory readiness” is so important, just what should students 
get ready for? And how do we expect them to participate?

Participatory Readiness: Ready for What?
A basic challenge when answering the question of what students should 
get ready for is reflected in a certain instability in our common vocabulary. 
Would we like to say that we should prepare them for civic engagement? Or 
for political participation? In regard to this question, we are confused.17 Thus 
far in my argument, I have repeatedly used the pleonastic phrase “civic and 
political life,” and this reflects what I take to be a broadly shared confusion. 
After all, don’t those two words mean fundamentally the same thing? Their 
etymological roots are similar: “political” and “civic” come respectively from 
the Greek and Latin terms for “city.” Why, then, use both at once? These terms 
have come to have two distinct rhetorical valences. “Civic” is a safe word. It 
suggests public action undertaken through approved venues and within the 
confines of long-standing public agendas. “Political” is a more charged term. 
It invokes approved actions such as voting and holding office, but it also sug-
gests protest action, activism, and advocacy—all of which make us nervous 
when we come to discussions of things like curriculum and pedagogy. We 
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don’t, for instance, commonly think that a K–12 education or college edu-
cation should be organized around teaching people Saul Alinsky’s Rules for 
Radicals.18 Yet Alinsky’s text does instill participatory readiness of at least 
some kind or another. And whatever kind it is, we are most likely to call an 
education in Alinsky “political,” rather than “civic.”

The strange uncertainty around the definition of “political” struck me 
with a special force when I had the occasion to watch the video of a re-
cent panel that gathered together three young leaders of digital associations. 
These young people were respectively engaged in activities like supporting 
marriage equality, disseminating Hayekian economic ideas, and claiming 
space in the public sphere for American Muslims. When asked whether they 
thought of themselves as political, each said “no.”19 This fact underscores the 
challenge of trying to define the content of an education for “participatory 
readiness.” We can’t quite bring ourselves to agree on whether our object is 
the “civic” or the “political,” and this is partly because we no longer esteem 
the “political.” The lack of equilibrium in our vocabulary—do we want to 
talk about the “civic” or do we want to talk about the “political”—reflects the 
current absence of any single, unified conception of what it means to par-
ticipate in public life.

A historical view can bring perspective to the situation in which we find 
ourselves with regard to our conceptions of citizenship. The sociologist and 
communications scholar Michael Schudson has made the important point 
that models of civic education in any given time and place tend to track that 
time’s reigning ideology about citizenship.20 In the case of the United States, 
he identifies four separate models of civic agency that have emerged since 
the founding—with each model stemming from the period’s reigning ideals 
and generating a distinctive approach to socializing the young for political 
participation.

In the young republic, politics was dominated, Schudson argues, by a 
model of the citizen as the “trusted, solid” individual—a (white, male) prop-
erty owner whose central activity was to vote for esteemed leaders whose 
wise hands would set the community’s course. A religious education directed 
toward matters of character predominated. With the rise of populist politics 
and mass political parties, the citizen evolved into the “party loyalist”—an 
individual who turned out for party parades and events, voted for the slate, 
and reaped economic benefits like employment opportunities through party 
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membership. The intellectual demands were minimal; to vote a party ticket, 
not even literacy was necessary. With the rise of the progressive era and the 
professionalization of political administration and journalism, the country 
saw the emergence of “the informed voter” as the model for citizenship. Vot-
ing was still the citizen’s main activity, but that citizen was supposed to enter 
the now private ballot box having consumed high quality information pro-
vided by journalists. With the civil rights era came the “rights-conscious” 
citizen; individuals needed to be both more self-aware about their own rights 
and more attentive to those of others. The citizen’s tool kit now included the 
courtroom and tactics like public litigation.

I think it’s currently impossible to find a single, unifying model of citizen-
ship dominating our culture—and our uncertainty about the terms “civic” 
and “political” is just one symptom of this difficulty.21 Nonetheless, we can 
identify a handful of models currently bumping and jostling each other in 
our collective imagination. To spot them, though, we will need to establish 
as a backdrop a broad, philosophical conceptualization of the range of action 
types that can characterize public life, so that we can consider which features 
of that range currently have the greatest salience. Just as Hannah Arendt’s 
philosophical views were helpful in identifying the humanistic baseline, her 
work can advance our thinking here, too. We can draw on her account of 
action to limn the backdrop against which to assess just how, in practice, we 
seem to conceive of the political life these days.

In Arendt’s account of action, citizenship is the activity of cocreating a 
way of life; it is the activity of world building. The concept, fully understood, 
extends beyond legal categories of membership in political units. The ac-
tivity of citizenship—of cocreation and world building—can occur at many 
different social levels: in a neighborhood or school; in a networked com-
munity or association; in a city, state, or nation; at a global level. In my own 
work, I further specify this idea of civic agency as multifaceted and involving 
three core tasks.22 First, there is disinterested deliberation around a public 
problem.23 Here, the model is the Athenian citizens gathered in the assem-
bly, or the town halls of colonial New Hampshire, or public representatives 
behaving reasonably in the halls of a legislature. Second, there is prophetic 
work to shift a society’s codes of values; in the public opinion and com-
munications literature, this is now called “frame shifting.”24 Think here of 
the rhetorical power of the nineteenth-century abolitionist Harriet Beecher 
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Stowe and civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr. Finally, there is transpar-
ently and passionately interested “fair fighting,” where a given public actor 
adopts a cause and pursues it passionately, never pretending to disinterest-
edness.25 One might think of the nineteenth-century activists for women’s 
rights, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and Matilda Joslyn Gage.

The ideal civic agent combines capacities to carry out all three of these 
tasks ethically and justly. Let’s take the nineteenth-century women’s rights 
activist Elizabeth Stanton Cady as an example. At the Seneca Falls Conven-
tion, she had to function in a deliberative mode for the debate about the text 
of the Declaration of Sentiments, but when she drafted that text, before the 
convention’s deliberations, she functioned in the prophetic mode, as in her 
many speeches. Finally, in campaigning for legal change, as in the adoption 
of the Married Woman’s Property Act in New York and similar laws in other 
states, she functioned as an activist.

Yet if these—deliberation, prophesy, and contestation—are the rudimen-
tary components of civic agency, they do not in themselves determine the 
content of any given historical moment’s conception of citizenship. There is 
no need for each of these functions to be combined in a single role or citi-
zenly persona, nor is there any guarantee that all three will operate in each 
historical context. Diverse regime types—from the authoritarian to the lib-
eral to the tribal—have been known to try to shut down heterodox prophets. 
One or another of these roles may be foregrounded, and it is altogether pos-
sible for these tasks to become separated from one another, generating dis-
tinguishable kinds of civic roles. I think this latter situation obtains today.

Distinct, alternative roles and personae have developed that emphasize 
one or another of these three core tasks of civic agency or some combina-
tion of them. I designate these roles as the “civically engaged individual”; 
the “activist,” or “political entrepreneur”; and the “professional politician.” 
Following Schudson’s example, we can distinguish these roles by how they 
define the tasks of civic agency, how they connect to the levers of power, 
and how they place intellectual and psychological demands on their practi
tioners.26

The “civically engaged individual” focuses on the task of disinterested de-
liberation and actions that can be said to flow from it. Such citizens focus on 
pursuing “universal” values, “disinterestedness,” “critical thinking,” and “bi-
partisan” projects27—hence our use of the safe word “civic” for this category 
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of civic agency. Next come the activist and the politician. They are “political” 
actors, and the unsafe and sometimes unsavory nature of the activity con-
ducted through these second two roles explains our use of the word “politi-
cal” for them. The activist seeks to change hearts and minds and to fight 
(ideally in a fair way) for particular outcomes, often making considerable 
sacrifices to do so. Finally, the professional politician, as currently conceived, 
focuses mainly on “fighting” and not necessarily on “fighting fair.” This role, 
in contrast to the other two, currently represents a degraded form of civic 
agency in contemporary discourse; one has to only glance at Congress’s all-
time-low approval ratings to recognize this.28

Each of these citizenly personae has some affinity with one of the models 
that Schudson analyzes as grounded in a particular historical era. The “civi-
cally engaged individual” has a close similarity to the Progressive Era’s ideal-
ization of the “informed voter,” the activist or political-entrepreneur with the 
civil rights era’s rights-conscious citizen, and the “politician” with the late 
nineteenth-century model of the party loyalist. Yet, in our moment, all three 
of these models of civic agency—or updated versions of them—are elbow-
ing and shoving one another in our public spheres. Given this fact, how do 
we educate for “participatory readiness”? Do we choose one of these models 
to emphasize? Or is there a way to integrate our understanding?

All three of these citizenly roles include “voting” in their responsibilities. 
But beyond that institutional responsibility, these roles develop very differ-
ent conceptions of how to interact with both formal political institutions 
and the other levers that can be pulled to effect change.29 They also develop 
very different conceptions of the types of speech and ethical orientations that 
should govern civic and political participation.30 Each of these citizenly roles 
also presupposes a different approach to the development of intellectual and 
psychological capacities.

The civically engaged citizen who embraces the ideal of disinterested de-
liberation and pursues projects of “universal” value must, in some fashion, 
be clear about and counteract self-interest; must develop ways of testing 
whether things count as universal; and must absorb high-quality informa-
tion on a wide array of issues.31 The activist must be clear about interest and 
goals, must be good at strategic and tactical thinking, must understand “the 
levers of change,” must be good at the techniques of storytelling that facili-
tate “frame shifting,” and must have ethical parameters for thinking about 
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the relationship between ends and means.32 The professional politician, in 
the ideal, as opposed to in contemporary reality, would have both sets of the 
above competencies, as well as having expertise in how political institutions 
themselves function.

Notably, we have lost sight of the “ideal citizen” who combines success at 
all three citizenly tasks. That is, we have lost sight of the “statesman,” who is 
a professional politician but who nonetheless has developed all the capaci-
ties described above as belonging to the other two roles and so is capable of 
disinterested deliberation, just “frame shifting,” and fighting fair, as opposed 
to being capable merely of fighting.33 But even more important, we have also 
lost sight of the “ordinary citizen,” who is not a professional politician but 
who has nonetheless developed all the competencies described above and 
who is proud to be involved in “politics.”

If we are to embrace an education for “participatory readiness,” we need 
to aim our pedagogic and curricular work not at any single one of these three 
models, but at what lies behind all of them: a more fundamental understand-
ing of what politics is. I embrace an Arendtian account of political life as 
something positive that consists of the activity of cocreating a way of life.34 
Ultimately, I think that this view of politics generates an account of “partici-
patory readiness” that supports all three models of citizenship: the civically 
engaged individual, the activist, and the politician. It supports all three roles 
because each carries out only a subset of the work that constitutes public 
action. An education that prepares a student for Arendtian action should 
nourish future civic leaders, activists, and politicians. But such an educa-
tion ought to also permit a reintegration of these role types. As we consider 
what sorts of pedagogies and curricula can achieve participatory readiness, 
then we have available two possible courses of action. We might direct an 
education for “participatory readiness” toward the three citizenly personae 
simultaneously, albeit as distinct and separable, or we might direct that edu-
cation toward a reintegrated concept of civic agency. Either way, pursuing 
“participatory readiness” is an ambitious project and requires a much more 
expansive approach to “civic education” than I have yet to see exemplified.

The Content of Participatory Readiness
What should be the content of an education for “participatory readiness”? 
An aspiration to answer this question is visible in the June 2013 report called 
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“The Heart of the Matter,” released by the Commission on the Humanities 
and Social Sciences established by Congress and organized by the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences.35 This report declared its first goal to be to 
“educate Americans in the knowledge, skills, and understanding they will 
need to thrive in a twenty-first-century democracy.”36 With this formulation, 
the “Heart of the Matter” report sought to rectify the gap in our public jus-
tification for the system of education by restoring a civic component. What 
is education for? It is for thriving in “democracy,” not merely a global econ-
omy. So the report argues.

In the subsequent sections of the report, the commission detailed the 
activities for which it thought students should ready themselves. Drawing, 
among other sources, on the good work of litigator Michael Rebell and the 
Campaign for Fiscal Equity, the commission followed its goal statement with 
a recommendation: “The Commission therefore recommends a new dedica-
tion to ‘participatory readiness’ as an educational goal. We urge a nationwide 
commitment to preparing K–12 students for full participation in a demo-
cratic society. The Commission commends the Common Core State Stan-
dards Initiative for its inclusion of history and civics in the basic literacy cur-
riculum. It promotes the competencies necessary for full civic participation 
in American society: voting, serving on juries, interpreting current events, 
developing respect for and understanding of differences, along with an ability 
to articulate one’s sense of the common good.”37

The commission adopted the language of “participatory readiness,” but in 
its account of the education that achieves this, sketched the contours of civic 
education largely as we have traditionally known it. This traditional concep-
tion focuses on instruction in history and civics, primarily understood as 
classroom learning about the mechanics of government. Conventionally de-
scribed as the “how a bill becomes a law” version of civic education, this ap-
proach prepares students for “informed” or “dutiful” citizenship as the media 
scholar Lance Bennett calls it.38 This “informed citizen” model is what comes 
through most strongly in the Commission’s report.

Yet in the passage quoted above, the commission—on which I need to 
confess that I served—did extend the basic civic education framework mod-
estly and in two directions in particular. The report drew attention to the 
pressing need to prepare students to interact in conditions of diversity and 
also to the importance of developing in them linguistic competence adequate 
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to offering up compelling visions of the public good. These are extensions on 
which I believe we can and should build.

There are two problems with the traditional “how a bill becomes a law” 
approach to civic education, at which the commission’s report only hints.

First, to focus on the mechanics of government as the heart of civic edu-
cation is to focus on only on a part of what is needed for the development 
of participatory readiness. Civic agents do need to understand the strategies 
and tactics available for bringing about political change, and the structure 
of political institutions is a part of this. But tactical knowledge is only one of 
the developmental pillars necessary for civic agency. In addition to tactical 
and strategic understanding, just as the commission suggests, students also 
need verbal empowerment and democratic knowledge. These are the two other 
developmental pillars supporting civic agency. I’ll return to both of those 
concepts in a moment. The second problem with a focus on the institutional 
mechanics of government as the heart of civic education is that, even as an 
account of the tactics and strategies of civic agency, it is a limited picture, 
particularly in this era of new media and a transformed communications 
landscape. In sum, “participatory readiness” rests on three developmental 
pillars: verbal empowerment, democratic knowledge, and a rich understand-
ing of the strategies and tactics that undergird efficacy. I’ll turn to each of 
these pillars of “participatory readiness” in turn.

First, we turn to verbal empowerment. Verbal empowerment consists of 
interpretive (or exegetical) and expressive skills. Civic and political action 
must begin from a diagnosis of our current situation and move from that 
diagnosis to a prescription for a response. Such interpretive work, or in 
the language of the Declaration of Independence, the work of reading “the 
course of human events,” can be done only in and through language. Data are 
only one subset of the linguistic resources available to this work of diagnosis 
and prescription. Conversational work is necessary to clarify the meaning of 
data—regardless of how big those data are. The analytical skills that consti-
tute acts of interpretation only ever manifest themselves in language: diag-
noses of particular circumstances and prescriptions of what is to be done.

Moreover, success at the movement from diagnosis to prescription re-
quires not merely the verbal skills embodied in acts of interpretation but also 
expressive skills. For these social diagnoses to become effective, one must 
convince others of them. The verbal work involved in civic agency extends 
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well beyond our usual focus on deliberation to include adversarial and pro-
phetic speech also. This component of “participatory readiness” used to be 
taught, from antiquity through the nineteenth century, under the heading 
of rhetoric.39

Second, “participatory readiness” requires what I, building on the work 
of classicist and political scientist, Josiah Ober, call “democratic knowledge.” 
Democracy is an egalitarian political form, and one of the great paradoxes of 
egalitarianism is that it functions not through a reduction or diminishment 
of the need for leadership but through its increase. Democracies spawn vast 
numbers of collective decision-making bodies. The Athenians famously had 
a long list of boards of administrators and civic officers, many populated by 
lottery. In the case of the United States, during the period of the Revolution-
ary War, the Continental Congress scarcely went a day without setting up 
committees to carry out congressional business.40 The French aristocrat and 
intellectual Alexis de Tocqueville, who traveled in the United States in the 
1830s, noticed how prolific nineteenth-century Americans were at forming 
associations, and despite political scientist Robert Putnam’s tales in Bowling 
Alone of decline in the twentieth century, we in fact continue to be very busy 
in this regard.41 Our forms of association have certainly changed, and for very 
good reasons, among them that the law of association was fundamentally re-
structured between 1970 and 1990, but it is by no means clear that associa-
tions are any less common now than at earlier points. (In other words, I think 
Putnam’s story is fundamentally wrong, an issue I address elsewhere.42)

All this associating generates its own science and demands its own art 
form.43 Call these simply the science and art of association. I call this sci-
ence and art—taken together, “democratic knowledge”—because they pin-
point bodies of knowledge that grow up in democratic contexts, specifically. 
While there are many components to this science and art of association, I 
consider among the most important to be its relational elements. On this 
front, democratic knowledge consists of what I call cosmopolitan bonding 
skills, on the one hand, and bridging skills on the other. The latter is easier to 
understand. These bridging skills consist of the capacities by which a trans-
lator, a mediator, and an individual who can surmount social difference can 
convert a costly social relationship into one that is mutually beneficial to both 
parties. Cosmopolitan bonding skills, in contrast, relate to the precise nature 
of the bonds that we form with the people to whom we feel the most affinity, 
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whether that is because of shared kinship, geographical collocation, ethnicity, 
religion, or similarity of preferences. For the sake of healthy psychological 
development, all people need bonding relationships.44 But not all bonding 
relationships are the same. We need to bond in ways that help preserve the 
democracy of which we are a part.45 Indeed, the question of how we bond is 
deeply entangled with the question of whether we are able to bridge.46 Thus 
the critical question for a democratic society is how we can bond with those 
who are like us so as to help us bridge even with those who differ from us. 
In order for any method of bonding—for instance, that which begins from 
social homogeneity or that which begins from interest affinity—to support 
our capacity to bridge, the very experience of bonding must cultivate recep-
tivity toward the potential of participation in our bonding group by social 
dissimilars. The question of just what sorts of styles and methods of social 
bonding can be cosmopolitan in this way is a difficult one, which I will not 
address in this book.47 It is sufficient for our purposes simply to mark out the 
terrain by identifying this, too, as a core component of “participatory readi-
ness.” Cosmopolitan bonding skills and bridging skills are both necessary 
for civic actors to function effectively across political institutions and other 
spaces for political action. They are also necessary for the formation of soli-
darity that supports civic and political action outside of institutions.

Finally, verbal empowerment and the acquisition of democratic knowl-
edge require supplementation by tactical and strategic understanding or 
knowledge of the mechanics of political action. As I have mentioned, this 
last area is where civic and political education has traditionally focused. The 
error in focusing here is, of course, the failure to take the domains of ver-
bal empowerment and democratic knowledge fully into account. But there 
is also another problem with the traditional focus on the mechanics of gov-
ernment—this one stemming from the transformation of public spheres in 
our new media age. Traditionally, we have thought about this “tactical” part 
of civic education as requiring lessons in how a bill becomes a law, but a fea-
ture of our new media age is that levers of change outside of political insti-
tutions are now easier to pull.48 Consequently, tactical and strategic under-
standing now also requires learning about how civic agents can interact with 
corporations and nongovernmental organizations or as part of social move-
ments. It requires understanding how cultural norms can be changed and 
how changes in cultural norms bring about broader political changes.49 It 
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also requires understanding a new architecture of communication. Where 
once we needed to know how to write letters to the editor and to Congress, 
now we need to master the architecture and rhetorics of the Internet and 
social media.50 We still have a curricular and pedagogic need for the tradi-
tional focus of civic education on the Constitution and structure of govern-
ment, but this domain of strategies and tactics now requires expansion. And 
of course there is also the question of the ethical norms that should guide 
our deployment of these strategies and tactics.

The core elements of “participatory readiness,” then, are as follows: verbal 
empowerment; strategic and tactical understanding of the levers of politi-
cal change, broadly conceived, and the ethics of their use; and democratic, 
associational know-how. This is a nonexhaustive account of the elements of 
“participatory readiness,” but these are, I think, the most significant human 
capacities that require cultivation if each of us is to be well prepared to func-
tion as a civic and political actor. Admittedly, these goals convey a lofty—
even utopian—aspiration, but it’s good to aim high, and well-crafted ideals 
should help us make choices even about small steps that we take.

Cultivating Participatory Readiness
How can we cultivate capacities of these kinds? What small steps might we 
take? For the rest of this chapter, I will limit my focus to the relationship 
between “participatory readiness” and verbal empowerment. As mentioned 
previously, this is not the only component of participatory readiness or civic 
agency. There is also room for action, performance, and even joyful play. But 
I think we have in recent years paid too little attention to the importance of 
verbal empowerment, and I hope to redress that. As I focus on verbal em-
powerment and its contributions to participatory readiness, we will soon 
find that the unlikely hero of my story is the humanities, or a liberal arts edu-
cation. We will also finally see the significance of using the humanistic base-
line to define education as it pertains to the actual teaching of actual students.

In the vast universe of educational data, one can catch fleeting glimpses 
here and there of an answer to the question of how teachers can cultivate 
“participatory readiness.” For instance, it’s clear that college provides some-
thing useful there that our K–12 system generally does not.

As the philosopher of education Meira Levinson and others have pointed 
out, educational attainment is a better predictor of the likelihood of voting 
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than even income (table 1).51 In other words, although we don’t talk ter-
ribly often or in very consistent ways about how college provides a civic and 
political education, something is happening on our campuses that engen-
ders “participatory readiness.” What colleges achieve is not even close to the 
whole package that I’ve laid out above, and colleges generally serve young 
men better than young women when it comes to the development of leader-
ship skills.52 Moreover, insofar as colleges succeed in generating participatory 
readiness, a significant part of that success surely derives from the prepara-
tion of students for economic success.53 After all, those with property have a 
great deal at stake in the decisions of political institutions and are therefore 
quite likely to be engaged. Yet this is not the whole of the story. There is a 
closer correlation between level of educational attainment and likelihood of 
voting than even between socioeconomic status and likelihood of voting, so 
something is at work here other than socioeconomic status. But what is it? 
And can we build on it? Socioeconomic status is so powerful in its impact on 
educational outcomes for specific individuals and on political participation 
that we ought to work hard, I think, to build on any faint glimmer of possi-
bility where one can see positive educational developments, positive devel-
opments toward civic empowerment, that have actually broken the connec-
tion to socioeconomic status. This is what I will seek to do in what follows.

There is also an important corollary to the observation that college makes 
a meaningful difference for “participatory readiness.” If those who have ad-
vanced degrees vote more than those with college degrees, and those with 

Table 1. Percentage of US citizens over eighteen who voted in  
2004 and 2008 presidential elections by educational attainment

Educational attainment 2004 election 2008 election

Less than high school diploma 40 percent 39 percent
High school graduate 56 percent 55 percent
Some college or associate’s degree 69 percent 68 percent
Bachelor’s degree 78 percent 77 percent
Advanced degree 84 percent 83 percent

Data from Levinson 2012, p. 35, calculated from US Census Bureau, “Voting and Registration in the Election of 
November 2004—Detailed Tables” and “Voting and Registration in the Election of November 2008—Detailed 
Tables.”
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college degrees more than those with high school degrees, we have what 
Levinson has called a civic achievement gap. If the goal of an educational 
system is to achieve participatory readiness for all students, this is an ele-
ment of our education that we should hope to bring to satisfactory level by 
age eighteen, the age of political majority. The civic achievement gap means 
we’re not doing well enough in the K–12 system in cultivating “participatory 
readiness.”

Beyond socioeconomic effects, then, what exactly is happening on col-
lege campuses and not in the K–12 system that might be contributing to the 
difference here? Not all college is the same, of course, and this fact holds 
an important key (table 2). Students have varying experiences depending, 
among other things, on their choice of major. Interestingly, there is a statis-
tically significant difference between the rates of political participation that 
we see from those who have graduated with humanities majors and those 
who graduate with STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathemat-
ics) majors.

Similarly, participation in social science college curricula is a strong pre-
dictor of later political participation, according to Duke University political 
scientist Sunshine Hillygus.54 Hillygus conducted the study to control for the 
possibility of self-selection of those with civic and political interests into so-
cial sciences courses, and even with this control in place, she found an effect 
on later political participation from enrollment in social science courses. 
Her paper provides strong evidence for a correlation between work in the 
humanities and social sciences and participatory readiness.

Table 2. Not all college is the same

Humanities STEM

Ever voted as of one year out  
(class of 2008)

92.8 percent 83.5 percent

Wrote to public officials by ten  
years out (class of 1993)

44.1 percent 30.1 percent

College graduates’ civic engagement. Data from the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. Figures calculated 
using US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, B&B: 08/09 Baccalaureate and 
Beyond Longitudinal Study; B&B: 93/03 Baccalaureate and Beyond Longitudinal Study.
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The difference between different educational strands in higher education 
is mirrored in K–12 education. Just as those who major in the humanities or 
take social science courses in college are more likely to participate politically 
after graduation, so too those whose verbal skills are higher by the end of 
high school, as measured by SATs, are more likely to become active political 
participants than those with high math scores. Moreover, the SAT effect en-
dures even when college-level curricular choices are controlled for (figure 1).

To identify a correlation is not, of course, to identify causation, but those 
with more sophisticated verbal skills are clearly more ready to be civic and 
political participators. This may be because another source of motivation 
engaged them in politics, and then, once they were engaged, these students 
sought the verbal skills that they needed to thrive in the domain of political 
participation. Or the verbal ability may make it easier to engage. We don’t 
have a study that considers levels of engagement before and after signifi-
cant increases in verbal ability. Nonetheless, what we do have in data such 
as these is a tantalizing suggestion that the work of the humanities on verbal 

Figure 1. Not all K–12 is the same: Predicted probability of political 
participation by SAT percentiles
From Hillygus 2005, p. 39. Reprinted with permission from Springer Science+ 
Business Media Inc.
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empowerment is intrinsically related to the development of “participatory 
readiness.” Explaining just how is an important and largely unaddressed re-
search question.55

In addition to the data points that one can find scattered here and there 
as provocative clues to a profound story about the humanities, language, and 
participatory readiness, one also finds occasional anecdotes that help eluci-
date the connection between language and civic agency. In a volume called 
Citizenship across the Curriculum, Rebecca Nowacek, an English professor, 
relates the following story about the discovery by one humanities student of 
how her major had distinctively prepared her to participate in public life:

Early in the collaborative process [of working with two classmates 
on the knotty local problem of school choice within Milwaukee 
public schools], an English major told me she felt that the value of 
her disciplinary knowledge was questioned, even slighted. One of her 
groupmates was a political science major, well versed in questions of 
public policy. The other was a speech pathologist, with experience 
working in the local schools. What could someone who sits reading 
novels bring to their collaborative inquiry? Whether their skepticism 
was real or only imagined, the English major felt the need to articulate 
for her groupmates—and for herself—what her studies of literature  
had prepared her to contribute to the understanding of this knotty  
local problem. . . .

Ultimately she determined that what she could contribute to her 
group was her capacity to identify and tease out the significance 
of patterns in discourse. She conducted a careful reading of local 
newspaper coverage of school choice, identifying a number of  
disturbing trends.56

This English major’s heightened linguistic sensitivity was her special skill. 
My contention here is that it is also the foundational civic competency. It’s 
the English major who was in a position to diagnose what was actually hap-
pening in the community and the meanings of how particular choices were 
being framed. We see her interpretive skills at work. We also see her expres-
sive skills. She “felt the need to articulate . . . what her studies of literature had 
prepared her to contribute,” and in response to this need, she was able to de-
velop and express a memorable answer. The anecdote is too partial for us to 
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know just what political meaning the English major found in the newspaper 
or to know precisely how she contributed to the world making in which she 
was engaged alongside the political science and speech pathology majors. Yet 
we do see in this anecdote a deployment of the first political skill: diagnosis. 
Notably, reading novels—interpreting them—was what had prepared this 
student for her own life of action in the Arendtian sense.

This investigation of the relationship between the humanities, verbal em-
powerment, and participatory readiness is nothing more than a suggestive 
gesture toward precisely how we might cultivate participatory readiness. If 
verbal empowerment is at the base of political empowerment, and if the 
humanities have a special impact there, then we have a case for the humani-
ties in their potential to contribute to “participatory readiness.” I have, in 
other words, in my pursuit of the links between education and equality, wan-
dered into a defense of the humanities. This is because of the potential of edu-
cation to advance political equality, a potentiality that is closely connected, I 
suggest, to humanistic components of the curriculum.

My suggestion is that the humanistic components of the curriculum do a 
distinctive kind of work in support of participatory readiness and that this 
work does not directly correlate with the socioeconomic status effects of edu-
cation on participation. Why is it important to emphasize how the humani-
ties help cultivate participatory readiness when the effects may seem quite 
small in comparison to the impacts of socioeconomic status on life course? 
As I mentioned above, socioeconomic status is so powerful that one needs 
to tap into every available resource for counteracting its effects. The role of 
the humanities and verbal empowerment is not a complete solution, but it 
would be foolish to leave aside a genuine resource that is evidently available. 
Moreover, what are small effects now could be larger effects down the road 
if we seriously consider the connection that Hillygus, for instance, has iden-
tified and refocus pedagogy around the insights about verbal empowerment 
that I have tried to develop.

To conclude my argument, though, I’d like to complete these thoughts 
about the relationship between education and equality. The link that I have 
suggested among the humanities, language, and participatory readiness 
brings us to what I think is at the heart of education’s egalitarian force. Edu-
cation’s most fundamental egalitarian value is in its development of us as 
language-using creatures. Our linguistic capacities are what education fun-
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damentally taps, and it is their great unfolding that empowers students. This 
verbal empowerment prepares us for participation in civic and political life. 
As we cultivate verbal empowerment in our students, we build the founda-
tion for a politically competitive social and political system. We have good 
reason to expect that a genuinely competitive political system would put mat-
ters of economic fairness into play for contestation. This returns us to the idea 
that by supporting political equality, educational institutions themselves can 
affect “how technology evolves, how markets function, and how the gains 
from various different economic arrangements are distributed.”57 The idea 
is that there ought to be a developmental “threshold”—identified here as the 
cultivation of participatory readiness—that enables human beings to com-
pete politically even with others who have achieved a higher level of edu-
cational attainment. The fundamental relationship between education and 
equality, then, is that the very definition of education rests on a conception 
of shared human capacities, which, when fully activated, have the potential 
(by supporting political equality) to move us toward a world that reduces or 
eliminates the positional aspect of the good of education itself. Consequently, 
the most valuable way for us to direct our educational system toward egali-
tarian ends may be by focusing on participatory readiness. Finally, I would 
suggest that it is perhaps because we have lost sight of the contributions 
made by the humanities to our educational system that we have also lost 
sight of the fundamental link between education and equality that I have 
tried to clarify.

Conclusion
Let me, then, offer a brief conclusion. The great beauty of language’s power 
as a catalyst of human capacity is that we all have access to it, so any of 
us can choose anywhere, anytime to plumb its depths and climb with it to 
the heights of human achievement. An adequately egalitarian educational 
system would maximally activate the latent capacities in the powerful, in-
visible body of language, which dwells inside each of us. Even when an edu-
cational system fails us, we still have access to self-development. We can 
educate ourselves, and many have. Before the arrival of compulsory edu-
cation, there were Benjamin Franklin, Abraham Lincoln, Frederick Doug-
lass, and Susan B. Anthony. After its arrival, there were the participants in 
the Freedom Schools in the South in the summer of 1964. There are also the 
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Clemente Courses, inspired by Earl Shorris and Sarah Hirschman’s work on 
People and Stories, in which low-income adults achieve personal empower-
ment by improving their capacity to diagnose their circumstances and pre
sent convincing arguments to others about new directions to pursue.58 When 
we strip our idea of education of the state apparatus—that is, of the system-
level concept—we see again that what remains is what I have been calling 
the humanistic baseline, the idea that education begins as an effort to unfold 
or awaken the powers that mark us as human, the first of which is language. 
Any of us in any social circumstance can undertake this awakening. In this 
fact, we come back to a fundamental human equality and also to the political 
equality that language opens up as a possibility for us. We come back to the 
human capacity, latent in our linguistic power, for world making—through 
work and play, political contestation and prophesy, art and deliberation. And 
we come back to the possibility that the cultivation of participatory readiness 
leads to political institutions that will themselves pull toward social equality 
and economic fairness.
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comment 1 ]	 Justification, Learning,  
and Human Flourishing
Tommie Shelby

Introduction
The explicit primary concern of Danielle Allen’s argument is the relationship 
between education as an institution and equality as an ideal (or, better, a set 
of related ideals). But there is a lot more of interest in these rich and provoca-
tive essays. I find much in Allen’s vision of education to be compelling, and 
I agree with many of her conclusions about the relationship between educa-
tion and equality. I am particularly drawn to her important contention that 
education has a role to play in preparing individuals for civic engagement 
and political participation (and not just to facilitate public deliberation) and 
that this can, at least indirectly, address problems of inequality.

I do, however, have reservations about some dimensions of the outlook as 
presented. I take up three related issues. First, I will critically reflect on the 
general framework of justification that Allen relies on. Next, I will raise some 
questions about her approach to resolving the debate over the place of the lib-
eral arts or humanities in education. Finally, I will draw attention to the notes 
of political perfectionism in her account with a view to highlighting the ad-
vantages of an alternative liberal egalitarian framework.

Justification
Allen believes that we cannot fully grasp the relation between education and 
equality without a clear grasp of what education fundamentally is. With this 
understanding firmly established, we will then be able to see the intrinsic re-
lation between education and equality—the way in which the two are inex-
tricably linked conceptually (if not in practice). She highlights the tendency 
in public discourse to treat education as a remedy for poverty or economic 
inequality. But she insists that this merely contingent connection between 
education and equality can’t reveal to us why education itself is valuable. This 
way of framing the issue suggests that education has a discoverable essence, a 
feature that makes it what it is and that is present wherever education (prop-
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erly understood) is occurring. As she argues, education is, essentially, the 
social practice of human development.

Allen might be right about what education essentially involves. What I 
want to focus on, though, is how she arrives at this conclusion—the justifi-
catory scheme she employs to establish it. She moves from conceptual truths 
(maybe even metaphysical truths) about education as a social practice to fix-
ing the fundamental practical goals of education. Notice the approach to nor-
mative inquiry: Start with the question “What is X?” (or “What is the nature 
of X?”). Then proceed from an answer to that question to explaining the value 
of X (to explain why X is worthwhile).

Drawing our attention to processes of institutional development, Allen 
argues that once a social practice has differentiated itself from all others, its 
internal logic emerges or becomes manifest, and from this logic, we derive 
its normative principles. Sometimes these autonomous social practices are 
transformed into sociopolitical practices—that is, public officials take con-
trol of the practice and maintain authority over it. Allen claims that when 
this happens, state officials should regulate the practice in accordance with 
the practice’s internal logic and its corresponding practical principles. The 
essence of the practice is thus, at least partly, prescriptive. Knowing what edu-
cation is constrains how its institutionalization is to be structured.

Relying on Rawls, Allen distinguishes two types of justification for educa-
tion. At the macrolevel, there is an end that justifies the state’s maintenance 
of a system of education (system-level justification). At the microlevel, there 
is a justification for particular acts of educating within the system (action-
specific justification). It is only at the microlevel, action-specific justification 
that we discover the essence of education. It is also at this level that concrete 
needs of individuals (as opposed to the general welfare of society) are ad-
dressed.

Allen acknowledges that at the level of system justification, education can 
have different, historically contingent purposes—aims that can be utilitar-
ian (e.g., promoting economic competitiveness). But the common activity 
within all these practices, whatever their system-level justification, is culti-
vating human capacities. This activity, the very substance of teaching, cannot 
have a utilitarian justification, she insists. What all the different educational 
institutions have in common, despite their different purposes, is the “aspira-
tion to direct the development of human capacities.”
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How does Allen know that the microlevel justification for education is 
human development for its own sake? She identifies the essence of education, 
its fundamental purpose, by isolating that end that all forms of education 
have in common and that education alone can secure. And this leads her to 
endorse what she calls the humanistic baseline: the principle that education 
essentially involves developing human capacities as valuable in itself.

My first question about this framework of justification is why we should 
think that social practices, even those institutionalized by the state, have 
“logics” that can be discovered by tracing their history or by discerning their 
essence. I am not just being a nit-picking philosopher who thinks that talk 
of “logic” should be reserved for inferential relations between propositions 
or the study of valid reasoning. Rather, I do not think I fully understand 
the social theory operating in the background, especially since I am doubt-
ful that Allen is presupposing a structuralist understanding of practices. So 
one way of presenting the first part of my concern is with this question: Are 
we to think that each autonomous social practice has a function and a set of 
organizing principles that exist apart from the purposes of and the rules laid 
down by those who establish, participate in, and rely on these practices, and 
if so, why? This is largely a request to have the social-theoretic assumptions 
behind the vision made explicit.

But let’s suppose we have that theory in hand. What would be the norma-
tive import of such a theory? How are we to understand its prescriptive force? 
Suppose I am someone who thinks that the day-to-day activity of teaching 
should always be aimed at worker readiness. Why should I change my mind 
if I discover that human development for its own sake is the end that only 
education can serve? After all, some practices serve ends that are not worth-
while—or at least not worth the public funds spent on them. If I am told that 
all educational institutions (which are properly called this) develop human 
capacities, why should I conclude from this fact (if it is a fact) that teachers 
must value cultivating such capacities for its own sake?

Let me add a few other comments and questions on this theme. First, I 
must confess that I am not entirely sure why Allen thinks the common ac-
tivity within educational institutions could not have a utilitarian justifica-
tion—why, that is, the rules that govern pedagogy and curriculum could 
not derive their normative force from the system-level aim. It might be, as a 
practical matter, that teachers could not do a good job cultivating marketable 
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talents if their day-to-day instruction was always geared toward producing 
this result. The kids might not respond well to instruction if their teachers 
treat them like raw materials in a manufacturing process. But I suspect that 
this is a different issue from the one animating Allen.

Nor do I see why the specific activities that occur within the educational 
system could not also have diverse purposes. Why must there be some com-
mon end that they all serve? And even if they do all have (at some abstract 
level) the same end, I am not convinced that this end has to be the devel-
opment of human capacities. Another aim that all education seems to have 
in common is learning through formal instruction. I will return to this point 
about learning in a moment.

So it is fair to ask, what is an alternative model of justification? How else 
might we justify education without reducing it to its instrumental value for 
social welfare or employment? I think of the justification of social practices 
as something we offer to others (and sometimes that we owe to others) when 
we stand (or could stand) in certain relations to them, particularly when a 
practice we support deeply affects their basic interests. So we justify punish-
ment to those we punish or to those vulnerable to punishment, as well as to 
those we require to pay for the practice or to participate in it.

To fill in this conception a bit, it might make sense to unpack Rawls’s 
notion of an institution as a system of rules.1 (Allen suggests that she is “riff-
ing” on Rawls’s famous distinction, so perhaps she doesn’t accept the details 
of his account of how to justify an institution or social practice. Still, making 
some of the details of Rawls’s framework explicit could be helpful here.) 
According to Rawls, an institution’s structure is defined by a system of rules 
that define offices, roles, permissions, duties, procedures, penalties, exemp-
tions, and so on within a social practice. The system as a whole can be jus-
tified by how these public rules, taken together, promote some worthy end 
(e.g., democratic accountability, public health, social order, lasting peace). 
The particular rules within a practice, taken individually, need not all be 
justified in terms of how they are directly instrumental to the practice-
justifying end. Nor must these internal rules all have the same justification. 
Some rules are there, for example, to ensure fairness to participants and 
to those excluded from participating. Some rules are there to ensure that 
power is exercised wisely and not abused. Some rules might exist simply to 
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incentivize participation and good conduct. Some might serve mainly to 
enhance efficiency.

So when we ask what justifies a role-defining rule, procedure, or permis-
sion within a school, the answer we give might differ depending on the type 
of rule in question. And because there are various roles within a school (ad-
ministrator, teacher, coach, tutor, bus driver, janitor, crossing guard, etc.), 
the roles themselves might have different justifications. Even within a given 
role, say that of teacher, just what properly defines the role (its duties and 
permissions) may depend on a host of considerations. In short, the micro-
level justification of particular actions within an institution can be complex.

Now, Allen might ask, given how different any two institutions can be in 
terms of their system-level aims and constitutive rules, how are we to know 
when an institution is properly regarded as an educational institution and 
not something else (say, a mere vocational program or recreational center)? 
Honestly, I would not know how to answer that question. But if our primary 
concern is with justification rather than metaphysics, we might say some-
thing along the following lines.

We could start by noting that learning through instruction can be valuable 
(both to students and to society) and that, given its value, we should some-
times create or sustain public institutions that specialize in it. Allen starts 
with education as a formal social practice, a state-controlled institution that 
mediates relations between students and teachers. She tries to discern the 
internal logic and organizing principle of this institution to figure out what 
it’s good for. But we might instead focus on human beings as learners. We 
can then ask what is important to learn and why. (There probably won’t be a 
single answer to the why question.) Among the many things worth learning, 
we can select those things that are reasonable for the state to ensure (through 
regulation and public funding) that everyone (or some people) learn. Against 
this background, we could ask what institutional structures would, in a cost-
effective way, best ensure that this learning takes place. And if we were taking 
up questions of educational reform, our question would be how these insti-
tutions (or alternative ones) could do this job better.

This way of framing the issue of justification does not, in itself, deliver a 
rebuttal to the argument that however valuable learning for its own sake is, 
the public should not be burdened with paying for it, given how expensive 
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and time-consuming such learning can be and how (much more) important 
it is that individuals learn things that are socially useful and will earn them 
income. But, as I have indicated, I am not sure that Allen’s approach provides 
the necessary traction either.

Humanistic Knowledge
This leads me to a comment on the debate over the humanities. As Allen 
rightly notes, so much of the current discourse focuses on the development 
of socially useful talents (or on talents that, when developed, are marketable) 
and on the acquisition of knowledge that might make the knower valuable to 
others. Allen’s approach to resolving the debate between the neoliberals and 
the champions of the liberal arts is to invoke two concepts of education (the 
two-level justificatory framework), charging these two would-be adversaries 
with confusing these two concepts.

I agree entirely that the public debate over education is not best framed in 
terms of vocational training versus liberal arts, as if these were diametrically 
opposed alternatives in a fight where we must all choose sides. But those, like 
me, who are concerned about the fate of liberal arts education are worried 
about at least two issues. First, we fear that vocational training is effectively 
crowding out the liberal arts in terms of the time and resources devoted to 
each, and second, we are concerned that the liberal arts will be widely seen to 
have value only insofar as they increase students’ job-related skills (e.g., en-
hancing critical, analytical, problem-solving, interpretive, public-speaking, 
and writing skills).

In light of this substantive disagreement, I am inclined to think that the 
proper terrain for public debate is not over what education fundamentally is. 
Rather, the debate should focus on the relative importance of learning job-
related skills versus learning other things and on the extent to which public 
(and private) money and instruction time should be devoted to these vari-
ous forms of learning. I do not see how the two-concepts framework helps 
resolve this debate in a way that gives proper weight to the concerns of those 
who value the liberal arts. Indeed, the focus on human development might 
actually exacerbate the problem.

The reason is that this focus on developing human capacities sets up a 
different conflict, one between the cultivation of skills and the acquisition of 
knowledge. Not all knowledge is practical know-how. And even when knowl-
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edge does enable the knower to do things she could not do before, this in-
crease in skill is often a by-product, not an aim, of the instruction. Instruc-
tion, if done well, will effect a change in the pupil—the student will learn 
something worth knowing. However, the knowledge gained, to be worth-
while, need not increase the pupil’s abilities. Must there be some not fully 
realized capacity that gets further developed in the process of learning? I do 
not see why. The pupil may not be able to do anything with the knowledge, 
and the knowledge acquired is not degraded by its lack of practical useful-
ness.

Of course, Allen has an expansive conception of the skills that education 
(properly understood) must cultivate. Her vision of education is not limited 
to developing our capacities for making things or providing services that 
others find useful. She is equally and rightly concerned that students acquire 
the skills necessary for productive civic engagement and political participa-
tion. And certainly one of the things that, say, studying Plato’s dialogues or 
Toni Morrison’s novels can do for a student is enable her to be a more fully 
realized political agent through the enhancement of her verbal skills.

However, part of what the embattled champion of the liberal arts is after, I 
take it, is an educational system that does not reduce all instruction to train-
ing—the cultivation of useful skills. I do not just mean skills that are useful 
to others or that the market will remunerate; I also mean to include skills that 
are practically useful only to the one who possesses them.

Allen views education as fundamentally preparation for a flourishing life. 
But talk of “preparation” or “readiness” makes education sound mostly like 
training for something the student might do in the future—whether earning 
a living, participating in politics, cultivating loving relationships, or creating 
things of value. They are being equipped to do something later in life.

The champion of the liberal arts could respond by insisting that edu-
cation satisfies current needs of students—for example, the need for self-
understanding, the need to satisfy one’s curiosity about the world, the need 
to correct one’s mistaken judgments about other people, the need to grasp 
the sublime. We are not just doers but knowers, and knowledge brings its 
own satisfaction—even if contemplation isn’t the highest form of life or the 
most worthwhile activity. In short, I do not see how valuing knowledge for 
its own sake fits into a conception of human flourishing as the development 
of our distinctive capacities.
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As a highly knowledgeable lover of poetry and theatre, Allen surely 
understands (much better than I, in fact) that the value of the humanities 
goes well beyond how it enhances students’ skill set (however broadly “skill” 
is understood). Perhaps what she is after is a rapprochement between neo-
liberal pragmatists and idealistic advocates for the humanities, a resolution 
that both sides can live with and that is compatible with democratic ideals. 
If so, I welcome and am grateful for her intervention. But I also hold out the 
hope that a more full-throated defense of the liberal arts is available, a de-
fense that both highlights the distinctive value of humanistic knowledge and 
can garner broad public support.

Democracy and the Human Good
Allen could argue that, despite her focus on “readiness,” the kind of prepa-
ration she has in mind cannot be reduced to training, because the skills en-
hancement is done for its own sake, not to shape students to play any particu-
lar social role. Teaching, in her view, empowers students to play a wide range 
of roles in social life. I find this aspect of her account compelling. Yet there 
are perfectionist elements in her vision that prevent me from fully endors-
ing it. Specifically, her framework raises issues about the role of state power 
when dealing with citizens who have conflicting conceptions of the good.

Recall that Allen integrates the system-level justification of education with 
the action-specific justification by relying on Arendt’s account of human 
flourishing. Given the Arendtian account of the human good, education 
should cultivate four capacities: our capacities for work, for political partici-
pation, for creativity, and for forming and sustaining fulfilling social relation-
ships. This democratic-eudaemonistic interpretation of the humanistic base-
line is intrinsically connected to equality, Allen argues, because it requires 
that all education meet the same set of human needs for all students. It turns 
out that when the state uses the educational system to promote economic 
growth and a healthy democracy (system-level justification), it thereby pro-
motes human flourishing in all individual students (action-specific justifi-
cation).

However, when we talk of human needs, it can be difficult to give a con-
vincing account of what these are beyond the requirements for survival and 
full health. Given what we know about Homo sapiens, we might extend this 
to a conception of basic human well-being, both physical and psychologi-
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cal. Beyond this, we get into highly contested terrain, all the more so when 
the “needs” in question are regarded as requirements for human happiness. 
Again, I am doubtful that what it means to flourish comes down to a concep-
tual truth or empirical fact. It is, I believe, an irreducible normative question, 
and so only normative considerations can settle it (if anything can).

For instance, contrary to what Arendt suggests, working to earn a living is 
not a basic human need. Individuals, as a biological matter, do not need to be 
economically self-sufficient. They of course need food, clothing, shelter, and 
so on. But how they gain access to these material goods will depend on how 
the society in question is structured. In a just, wealthy society, some might get 
these things without laboring so as to “earn” them. (There is also a concern 
here about implicitly devaluing socially valuable work that the market will 
not compensate—for example, a lot of dependency work, including child-
rearing.) Moreover, I would not myself endorse economic self-sufficiency 
as an ideal of the good. Preparation to contribute one’s share to the material 
reproduction of society seems far better. This, however, would be a matter of 
economic fairness and civic reciprocity, not of individual flourishing.

Relatedly, Allen thinks that teachers must regard the cultivation of their 
students’ abilities as valuable in itself. But what about the students? What do 
we say to the students (or to their parents) who instrumentalize their own 
capacities regarding their development as valuable only insofar as it makes 
them competitive in the labor market or returns high income? Does demo-
cratic eudaemonism imply that they do not understand what it means to 
truly flourish? And what would be the practical implications of this lack of 
understanding? Should teachers try to get their students to appreciate the in-
trinsic value of human development? Should public funds be expended and 
compulsory education used to get students to come around to this apprecia-
tion? What I am attempting to highlight with these questions is the role of 
ideals of the human good in public deliberation about the structure and aims 
of education.

In addition to earning a living through work, Allen regards participation 
in politics as a component of human flourishing (our need to cocreate our 
shared life), and so education should equip us to realize ourselves as political 
agents. I also think that preparation for participation in public life is impor-
tant and that schools have a crucial role to play in this. However, I am reluc-
tant to attempt to justify this role in terms of democratic eudaemonism or 
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any conception of human flourishing. I would say instead that we each have 
a duty to help create and sustain just institutions and social relations. To ful-
fill this duty of justice, we need to prepare ourselves, as a matter of political 
ethics, to play this role effectively, which may include reforming educational 
institutions so that they contribute to (or at least do not thwart) the cultiva-
tion of the relevant political skills.

As an advocate of political liberalism, I am inclined to think that state 
power and public funds can permissibly be used to enable citizens to devise 
and revise their conceptions of human flourishing and to empower citizens 
to achieve their fundamental purposes in life.2 I am skeptical of government 
attempts to determine for citizens what constitutes human flourishing and to 
direct citizens toward what state officials regard as good for them.

I think it is consistent with political liberalism to view education as an 
activity that broadens students’ horizons so that they can discover which 
of their talents it makes sense to cultivate in light of both the satisfaction it 
brings them to exercise the talent and the social opportunities available to 
them for exercising it (and perhaps to be paid and recognized for doing so).

Education can also expose students to ideals of life that they might make 
their own. There are conceptions of the good life (conceptions of human 
flourishing) that students should be exposed to, not just to cultivate tolerance 
for difference (and thus good citizenship), but to help students determine if 
they might find satisfaction in adopting these conceptions for their own lives.

In contrast to political liberalism, democratic eudaemonism conceptu-
alizes education in a way that implies a fixed path toward a predetermined 
end, an ideal of human self-realization. Democratic eudaemonism treats 
human capacities as potential that can be fulfilled, wasted, and maybe even 
perverted. It suggests that if our educational institutions are not cultivating 
all our distinctive human capacities for the sake of having them developed, 
then they are not really educating students. Maybe this is all correct. That is, 
maybe Allen, with the help of Aristotle and Arendt, has identified the truly 
human good. Nevertheless, I doubt that educational accountability is best 
cast in such terms within a pluralist democratic society.

Conclusion
As I mentioned at the start, I agree with many of the conclusions in Allen’s 
terrifically interesting and challenging argument. My concerns are largely 
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with how she arrives at them—the mode of justification that she employs. 
In some ways, the doubts I have expressed can be viewed as an invitation to 
Allen. They are an invitation to say more about her preference for a Platonist 
framework of normative justification over, say, a contractualist mode of justi-
fication and an invitation to make explicit the background social theory that 
animates her vision of education. They are an invitation to explain why those 
who champion the liberal arts should be satisfied with a conception of edu-
cation as human development. And they are an invitation to make clear why 
she prefers neo-Aristotelian political perfectionism over political liberalism.
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comment 2 ]	 A Reunion
Marcelo Suárez-Orozco

We should think that we have more need of being nostalgic,  
not so much about the past but more nostalgic about the  
future. The children expect us in the future where our  
nostalgia now sees them and I wish we will all be there.
—Loris Malaguzzi, “Speech in Acceptance of the Kohl 
Foundation International Teaching Award”

The 2014 Tanner Lectures, hosted by Stanford’s McCoy Family Center for 
Ethics in Society and faithfully evoked in this volume, were a reunion of 
sorts. The reunion was literal: scholars and practitioners who over the years 
have collaborated with Danielle Allen came together again for a few memo-
rable days at the Stanford campus.

But the reunion I have in mind is of a different sort.
Philosophers have left their place at education’s table. The Tanner Lectures 

and this book, let us hope, begin to reclaim a place in education scholarship 
ceded by philosophers over the last six generations—first to psychologists 
and pedagogistas and then to economists, as the historian of education Ellen 
Lagemann and others have pointed out. Over 125 years ago, Émile Durkheim, 
then a studious disciple of the neo-Kantians Renouvier and Boutroux, and 
the historian Fustel de Coulanges began lecturing in Bourdeaux as would-
be teachers about moral values and collective consciousness. By the time 
Durkheim was inducted into the Sorbonne’s prestigious chair, he had found 
in education the articulation of what would become his enduring concep-
tual contribution to the social sciences: the nature of the relationships be-
tween the individual and society. “Very far from there being the antagonism 
between the individual and society which is often claimed, moral individu-
alism, the cult of the individual, is in fact the product of society itself. It 
is society that instituted it and made of man the god whose servant it is.”1 
Through education, society makes god of man.

In the Anglo-American tradition, the philosopher’s place at education’s 
table was equally weighty. In John Dewey’s architecture, education medi-
ates between the individual and the democratic ideal. In a passage echo-
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ing Durkheim’s general sentiments, Dewey writes, “education is a regulation 
of the process of coming to share in the social consciousness; and that the 
adjustment of individual activity on the basis of this social consciousness 
is the only sure method of social reconstruction.”2 In the American tradi-
tion, Dewey set the tone during the critical formative years of education as a 
practice and field of inquiry. And, as Sussana Mantovani reminds us, there 
was a time when philosophy-savvy pedagogistas in the mold of Maria Mon-
tessori, Loris Malaguzzi, Paulo Freire, and others were powerful voices—if 
not always at the head of the table, certainly in a place of privilege.3 So were 
psychologists like Lev Vygotsky, Jean Piaget, Jerome Bruner, and his stu-
dents—Howard Gardner and others. Little by little, they also lost their place 
of privilege.

Today the privilege to set the tone of the table belongs to economists. It is 
the likes of James Heckman, Larry Katz and Claudia Goldin, Roland Fryer, 
and even Larry Summers—all at Harvard. MIT’s David Autor and Stanford’s 
Eric Hanushek command the most attention, if not at the barricades where 
education now more or less permanently lives,4 then certainly in the circles 
closer to the mana—that indispensable Polynesian idea with no precise cog-
nate in the Indo-European languages but vaguely related to power and au-
thority.5 Indisputably, with regard to education, philosophers have lost their 
place of privilege.6 So the appearance of Allen’s work is a significant new di-
rection. That the publication of these Tanner Lectures will coincide with the 
hundredth anniversary of the publication of Dewey’s Democracy and Edu-
cation (and the 115th anniversary of Durkheim’s Chair on Education Sci-
ence at the Sorbonne) is yet another reunion of sorts. Let us hope it won’t 
take another century for other philosophers to enter the conversation. Let 
us hope this is not a fleeting rendezvous. Let us hope philosophy is back for 
the long run.

The shift in who is at the table toasting which ideas is part and parcel of 
the changing zeitgeist. Our shared preoccupations, priorities, and ambitions 
for the purposes of education are decidedly fluid and not always harmoni-
ous—a process both Dewey and Durkheim well understood. The context 
in which free and compulsory public education came to be a century ago—
industrializing young nations undergoing rapid urbanization—bears little 
resemblance to today’s world of postindustrial globalization, superdiversity, 
and superinequality. What is certain is that we want more education than 
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ever before. From poverty to inequality, from crime to incarceration, from 
global competition to sustainability, from health to well-being, in la pensée 
Américaine, education is the answer almost regardless of the question. We 
don’t ask of medicine, engineering, or computer science what is routinely 
asked of education. With such great expectations, disappointments abound, 
especially when education’s silver bullets go off target. Eternal ambivalence, 
it seems, has now taken center stage.

Alas, education can’t do everything. But we have a better register of what 
it can do. The pathways by which education energizes fraternal and sororal 
bonds, accelerates status mobility, reproduces inequality are more clearly de-
lineated data-wise and conceptually, even as they are vigorously debated. So 
are the relationships between education, health, and various human develop-
ment indices. What has been needed for some time is broad aggiornamento 
on education’s virtues qua democratic practice and citizenship. We need a 
reunion, a rendezvous, with Dewey and Durkheim but also with John Rawls 
and Hannah Arendt.

From Citizens to Consumers
With the ascendancy of economic scholarship, the language that has come 
to articulate disparate claims for education is replete with market ideas like 
“investments,” “premiums,” and “returns.” The conceptual architecture that 
defined education scholarship and practice during the formative era—
Durkheim’s “conscience collective,” Dewey’s “social reconstruction”—evoke, 
if anything at all, a quaint bygone era. That edifice is a bit like historic Havana: 
a once magnificent architecture now faded, sad, irrelevant. We are in a world 
where the logic of the market is the hammer for the nail of all education’s 
problems. Education is about efficiency, outcomes, and returns. Algorith-
mic metrics delineate pathways from teacher “inputs” to student “outcomes.” 
The first principle—that “every dollar invested in education”7 shall deliver 
results in the currency of better skills, better jobs, and better income—has 
penetrated shared cognitive schemas globally, over the loud protestations of 
reproduction theorists in the French-inspired Anglo-American traditions. 
Arguably no other idea has traveled as well, even across fiercely contested 
cultural and epistemic boundaries: from preschool to college, the new men-
talité announces that education pays in little and big ways. In the words of 
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Nobel Laureate James Heckman, “the economic strength of any nation de-
pends on the skills of its people.”8

In this tradition, investments in education yield significant, even superb, 
returns. Advocates of sustainable development have come to sharply focus 
on the logic of investments in education moving forward. The eminent 
Columbia University economist Jeffrey Sachs writes, “Of all of the invest-
ments needed to achieve sustainable development, none is more important 
than a quality education for every child.”9 And in comparing the Chinese 
development strategy to his native India, another economist Nobel Laure-
ate, Amartya Sen, has argued that the Chinese strategy of “expanding human 
capability, through education and healthcare” is perhaps responsible for cut-
ting the deep poverty rate globally by half in just two generations.

Quality early childhood education has come into sharp focus as new cog-
nitive neuroscience data suggest that early interventions, in the first thousand 
days of life, are best suited to reverse the ravages of poverty.10 The “preschool 
pays” data come from James Heckman’s classic studies of early childhood 
education. Heckman monetizes further returns, arguing that early childhood 
education may be the best palliative for the depredations of poverty: “In-
vesting in quality early childhood development for disadvantaged children 
from birth through age 5 will help prevent these achievement deficits and 
produce better education, health, social and economic outcomes. Such in-
vestment will reduce the need for costly remediation and social spending 
while increasing the value, productivity and earning potential of individu-
als. In fact, every dollar invested in quality early childhood development for 
disadvantaged children produces a 7 percent to 10 percent return, per child, 
per year.”11 The logic of the market (an astronomical “7 percent to 10 percent 
return”), not the ethic of rights or the requirements of democracy, drive the 
argument.

At the other end of the education pipeline, economists are also busy 
making the case for college education with equal gusto. Even in the era of 
skyrocketing higher education costs, a college education produces, we are 
informed, superb returns. MIT’s David Autor argues that with the “dra-
matic growth in the wage premium associated with higher education and 
cognitive ability,” college now is better than free. He estimates that over the 
course of a lifetime, the cost of a college degree today is an amazing “negative 
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$500,000.” Alas, according to the good economist, not going to college can 
cost you perhaps half a million dollars.12 The New York Times headline says 
it all: “A Simple Equation: More Education = More Income.”13

The nexus between education, the economy, and jobs consumes more 
and more space—a virtual data tsunami flooding the leading journals. In 
its vulgar form, the idea of education for jobs consumes all the oxygen—
asphyxiating its eudaemonic, emancipatory, and democratic values. The faux 
pas over the so-called Wisconsin idea saw the sacrifice of the idea of educa-
tion as a search for truth and a practice of freedom at the altar of education as 
a search for jobs. In February 2015, “Scott Walker, the governor of Wisconsin 
and potential Republican presidential candidate, unveiled a proposed budget 
that would cut $300 million of funds to the University of Wisconsin system 
and shift power over tuition from the Legislature to a new public authority 
controlled by appointed regents. The initial draft of Mr. Walker’s budget bill 
also proposed to rewrite the university’s 110-year-old mission statement, 
known as the Wisconsin Idea, deleting ‘the search for truth’ and replacing it 
with language about meeting ‘the state’s work-force needs.’”14

With globalization, inequality has been naturalized as the new normal. 
Sharp spikes in inequality have generated new lines of scholarly inquiry ex-
amining the relationships between education (operationalized as the dis-
tribution of skills, competencies, and sensibilities) and wealth. The French 
economist Thomas Piketty deploys vast historic and comparative data sug-
gesting inter alia that inequality is poised to surpass previous historic rec
ords. As the returns to capital outpace the returns to labor, the accumulation 
of wealth via capital dwarfs gains in wages and labor. As inequality grows to 
Pharaonic proportions, education takes on a new democratic urgency.

In the United States, the data on inequality tell the sobering story of a tiny 
and shrinking share of the total population continuing to amass vast wealth. 
Credit Suisse reports in its 2014 Global Wealth Data Book that the “share of 
the top 10% . . . rose gently from 67% [of the wealth] in 1989 to 72% in 2007 
and then jumped to 74.5% in 2010. Figures just released for 2013 indicate a 
further rise to 75.3%. These findings suggest an upward shift in wealth in-
equality in recent years.” Worldwide, the wealthiest 1 percent now owns al-
most half the world’s wealth: “[the top 0.7%] of adult population, own 44% 
of global wealth.”15

Wealth and income disparities are linked to education from pre-K to col‑ 
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lege. Researchers in disparate fields—demography, psychology, sociology, 
anthropology, economics, and neuroscience—drawing on multiple method-
ologies have examined the links between parental socioeconomic standing 
and children’s long-term outcomes. An abundance of data suggests that 
parental income, family structure, family size, mother’s education, and 
father’s participation in the labor market have strong effects on a child’s de-
velopment and education. The research shows that such parental factors have 
effects on multiple child outcomes, including literacy, completed years of 
schooling, socioeconomic mobility, physical and psychological health, as 
well as brain development. The range of effects, again, is detected in pre-
school and persists all the way to college. As early as ages two and three, 
children of disadvantaged parents are found to have lower cognitive skills 
as measured by standardized tests. The gap goes on all the way to college 
(Duncan 2014).

As the world becomes more unequal, the broad distribution of skills, com-
petencies, and sensibilities can and should work to interrupt the intensifica-
tion of economic disparities. In Thomas Piketty’s words, “Historical experi-
ence suggests that the principal mechanism for convergence [of incomes] at 
the international as well as the domestic level is the diffusion of knowledge. 
In other words, the poor catch up with the rich to the extent that they achieve 
the same level of technological know-how, skill, and education.”16

Nostalgic about the Future: Schooling in  
the Age of Super Diversity and Super Inequality
Worldwide, more children are in schools now than ever before17 and even the 
most modest gains in schooling generate significant virtuous cycles over and 
beyond the now-privileged market-inspired metrics. Starting with the less 
obvious data on education, data on gender and health are both intriguing and 
confirm an old Darwinian hypothesis.18 Robert LeVine and his colleagues at 
Harvard have shown how even marginal gains in early literacy among girls 
produce measurable intergenerational results in health and well-being in 
disparate contexts. With reading, they argue, children achieve mastery of 
the so-called academic and bureaucratic registries—language practices not 
found in the familial spaces of kin and kith but that are essential for navi-
gating the impersonal world of institutions such as schools, bureaucracies, 
health clinics, and the like.
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Women’s schooling is strongly related to child survival and other 
outcomes beneficial to children throughout the developing world, but 
the reasons behind these statistical connections have been unclear. . . . 
Communicative change plays a key role: Girls acquire academic literacy 
skills, even in low-quality schools, which enable them, as mothers, 
to understand public health messages in the mass media and to 
navigate bureaucratic health services effectively, reducing risks to their 
children’s health. With the acquisition of academic literacy, their health 
literacy and health navigation skills are enhanced, thereby reducing 
risks to children and altering interactions between mother and child. 
Assessments of these maternal skills in four diverse countries—Mexico, 
Nepal, Venezuela, and Zambia.19

At the base of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, what education does is saves lives.
In a nostalgic ethnography about the future, the developing world is reach-

ing even more children, at earlier ages, with engaging programs for longer 
periods of time. Better infrastructures are getting children to safe schools. 
Information technologies are playing a muscular and innovative role: “The 
spread of computers, mobile phones, and broadband coverage to the poor-
est regions of the world could—and should—ensure that every child in low-
income countries has access to the same trove of online information and 
quality learning materials as children in high-income countries.”20

The world’s high-income countries are also facing obstacles of Pharaonic 
dimensions to get to a nostalgic ethnography of the future. Allen’s aggiorna-
mento on the broad foundations of education is thus urgent and imperative. 
In the United States, we are witnessing the confluence of two formations: 
(1) mass migration’s deep demographic echo (with children of immigrants 
now the fastest-growing sector of the child and youth population) and 
(2) growing levels of inequality naturalized as a new normal. US schools are 
now educating the most diverse cohort of young people since the advent of 
mass schooling over a century ago. The cohort of students that enrolled in 
American schools in the fall of 2014 is the first cohort of the new “minority-
majority generation.” Approximately one-quarter of all youth are of immi-
grant origin, and it is projected that by 2020, one in three of all children will 
be growing up in immigrant households.

In the United States, immigrant students arrive at school both healthier 
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and more optimistic than comparable samples of nonimmigrants. They are 
also learning English faster than in previous waves of mass migration. Latino 
children are a case in point. The 17.5 million children and youth of Latino ori-
gin, two-thirds of them immigrants or the children of immigrants, are now 
America’s largest and fastest growing ethnic minority group. A recent study 
by Child Trends reports the following:21

	 •	 In regard to important socioemotional skills, young Latino children 
enter school on a par with or even exceeding their non-Latino peers.

	 •	 The majority of Latino children live with two parents, which offers a 
firm foundation for emotional and economic well-being.

	 •	 More young Latino children are enrolling in early education 
programs. Latino students are posting solid gains on national 
assessments in key subject areas—putting aside here whether they 
are Allen’s proper assessments. More Latinos than ever before 
have a high school diploma, and record numbers are enrolling in 
postsecondary education.

	 •	 Latino children are more likely than children in other racial/ethnic 
groups to eat dinner with their families six or seven nights a week.

	 •	 Hispanic teens match or even exceed their peers in other racial and 
ethnic groups in their avid use of technology.

According to a Pew Hispanic analysis, “76.3% of all Hispanics ages 18 
to 24 had a high school diploma or a General Educational Development 
(GED) degree in 2011, up from 72.8% in 2010. And among these high school 
completers, a record share—nearly half (45.6%)—is enrolled in two-year or 
four-year colleges.” The report concludes, “Hispanics are (now) the largest 
minority group on the nation’s college campuses, a milestone first achieved 
last year.”22

There is a lot to celebrate, but as Quiara Alegría Hudes notes in her com-
mentary, our alegría (joy) is interrupted by real sorrows. For too many im-
migrants, schools lead to dystopia, not utopia. We can say that Latinos ar-
rive in the United States with an educación advantage23—the socioemotional 
and other health and psychological advantages in the Child Trends data, 
but leave our school with an educational disadvantage. Rumbaut writes, “An 
important finding supporting our earlier reported research is the negative 
association of length of residence in the United States with both GPA and 



	 70 ]	M arcelo Suárez-Orozco

aspirations. Time in the United States is, as expected, strongly predictive of 
improved English reading skills; but despite that seeming advantage, longer 
residence in the United States and second generation status [that is, being 
born in the United States] are connected to declining academic achievement 
and aspirations, net of other factors.”24

In a different voice, Reverend Virgil Elizondo, rector of the San Fernando 
Cathedral in San Antonio, Texas, articulates this same problem: “I can tell by 
looking in their eyes how long they’ve been here. They come sparkling with 
hope, and the first generation finds hope rewarded. Their children’s eyes no 
longer sparkle.”25 New immigrants know that they must learn to navigate the 
rough waters of schools in the new society. But growing inequality proves to 
be a powerful undertow threatening to drown immigrants, reverse mobility 
in subsequent generations, rupture the fabric of the immigrant family, and 
make the democratic promise an elusive mirage for our newest Americans.

The children of immigrants have “greater market-income poverty rates 
than children in native-born families.”26 For them there is more, not less, 
inequality: in 1999, 22.8 percent of Latino children were living in poverty, 
compared with 7.7 percent of whites.27 In 2006, however, the poverty rate 
for Latino children had nearly doubled that of Caucasian native-born chil-
dren (28 percent and 16 percent, respectively). For immigrant Latino fami-
lies, poverty rates reach higher percentages, with 35 percent of foreign-born 
Latino immigrants living in poverty, compared with 27 percent of their
second- or third-generation counterparts.28

Inequality’s radioactivity is hidden in plain sight. In the United States, 
children of immigrants are four times as likely as native-born children to live 
in crowded housing conditions and three times as likely to be uninsured, and 
39 percent of Latino immigrant families report difficulties affording food.29 
Children raised in poverty are vulnerable to an array of distresses, includ-
ing difficulties concentrating and sleeping, anxiety, and depression, as well 
as heightened exposure to delinquency and violence. Poverty has long been 
recognized as a significant risk factor for poor educational outcomes.30

Poverty coexists with a variety of other factors that augment risks such as 
single parenthood, residence in violence-ridden neighborhoods, gang ac-
tivity, and drug trade, as well as school environments that are segregated, 
overcrowded, understaffed, and poorly funded. Poverty, however, is not 
solely an inner-city phenomenon: today, more of those residents live in sub-
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urbs than in big cities or rural communities, a significant shift compared to 
2000, when the urban poor still outnumbered suburban residents living in 
poverty.31 Poverty is also associated with high rates of housing mobility and 
concurrent school transitions that can be highly disruptive to educational 
performance.

Immigrant origin Latino children are the most segregated students in US 
schools. Segregation coupled with poverty matters, Orfield and Lee argue: 
“The high level of poverty among children, together with many housing 
policies and practices which excludes poor people from most communi-
ties, mean that students in inner city schools face isolation not only from 
the white community but also from middle class schools. Minority children 
are far more likely than whites to grow up in persistent poverty. Since few 
whites have direct experience with concentrated poverty schools, it is very 
important to examine research about its effects.”32 Immigrants who settle 
in predominantly minority neighborhoods may have little, if any, direct, 
continuous, and intimate contact with peers from the nonimmigrant main-
stream population. A pattern of triple segregation—by race, language, and 
poverty—shapes the lives of many new immigrants in varied countries.

Poverty and segregation are often compounded by unauthorized status. 
The United Nations estimates that there are between forty and fifty million 
unauthorized migrants worldwide. The United States has the largest concen-
tration of undocumented immigrants in the world: approximately eleven 
million people are unauthorized. There are approximately 1.1 million youth 
living in the United States without proper documentation, and millions more 
are living in households headed by at least one undocumented immigrant.33 
Research suggests that since undocumented youth often arrive after multiple 
family separations and traumatic border crossings,34 they may continue to 
experience fear and anxiety about being apprehended, separated again from 
their parents, and deported.35

A large proportion of undocumented workers are employed in low-paying 
professions with erratic working conditions. Unauthorized migrants do not 
access social services that could serve to mitigate the harshest conditions of 
their poverty.36 Psychological and emotional duress takes a toll on the experi-
ences of youth raised in the shadow of the law, which has also been docu-
mented through narrative and qualitative research.37

Protracted poverty, deep segregation, and unauthorized status are the in-
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gredients for dystopia and alienated belonging of the second generation in 
many immigrant-impacted societies. In the United States, large and growing 
numbers of poor immigrants of color and the undocumented are de facto 
relegated to spaces where the socially constructed phenotype aligns with en-
trenched patterns of segregation and marginalization of native minorities. 
Portes and Zhou have appropriately termed this dynamic as “segmented as-
similation,” wherein certain immigrants join the marginalized space of na-
tive minorities, creating what they term a new “rainbow underclass.”38

Education’s Unhappy Families39
US education lamentations revolve around the twin poles of mourning the 
past and outright panic about the future. The structure of our discontent has 
diachronic and synchronic vectors. In the master narrative, we are doing 
worse than before (the diachronic vector), and at the same time, we are fall-
ing behind others (the synchronic vector).

Once the envy of the world, we are now seemingly failing in measure after 
measure, from preschool to college. If we are our age’s Rome, American edu-
cation has become an empire of mediocrity. Without going into the rabbit 
hole of imperfect measures and assessments that Allen examines in chapter 1, 
the data add up to a dystopic story.

Whereas 81 percent of children in the developed world enrolled in pre-
school last year, only 69 percent were enrolled in the United States. Whereas 
two generations ago our country led the world in the percentage of high 
school graduates, today we are at a mediocre eleventh place. Recent Organi-
zation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) data suggest 
that among newborns to twenty-five-year-olds, we now rank an abysmal 
twenty-third in the estimates of youth and emerging adults who will com-
plete high school over their lifetime. In Los Angeles, the nation’s second 
largest unified school district, only 64 percent of the class of 2014 seems to 
be on track for graduation—failing miserably according to one of Allen’s 
yardsticks. Two generations ago, we ranked third in the world in college 
graduation rates, but comparative OECD data show that fewer than 50 per-
cent of American twenty-five- to thirty-four-year-olds have completed col-
lege. While 31 percent of college students drop out in the world’s high-income 
countries, in the United States, over 50 percent will drop out. A 2014 article 
by Eduardo Porter indicates that
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barely 30 percent of American adults have achieved a higher level of 
education than their parents did. . . . In Finland more than 50 percent 
of adults are more educated than their parents. And matters are getting 
worse, not better. Among 25- to 34-year olds, only 20 percent of men 
and 27 percent of women . . . have achieved a higher level of education 
than their parents. It’s even bleaker at the bottom: Only one in 20 
Americans aged 25 to 34 whose parents didn’t finish high school has 
a college degree. The average across 20 rich countries in the O.E.C.D. 
analysis is almost one in four.40

Our failings with regard to the eudaemonistic qualities of education are 
recognized by some, but not as many as Allen would like. The antonym of eu-
daemonia reigns in the American classroom. Many years ago, we did a simple 
experiment asking students to complete the sentence, “School is ______.” 
Tallying the replies to the sentence-completion task, we got to a crux of 
education and the antonym of eudaemonia. The overwhelming answer was 
“boring.”41

If schools are falling short on animating education’s eudaemonic impulses, 
we seem to fall short at citizenship, too. Scholars and concerned observers 
alike deplore education’s rachitic preparation of youth for the most elemental 
requirements of citizenship, such as voting, serving in a jury, understanding 
law making, and such—a topic carefully examined by William Damon and 
his colleagues at Stanford.42 But today, most of the lamentation centers on 
education’s failure to cultivate the cognitive and metacognitive skills and the 
socioemotional grit said to be required to function in a workforce under the 
regime of globalization.

Our unhappiness vis-à-vis eudaemonia, citizenship, and the labor market 
of the twenty-first century betrays a metapreoccupation: Just how are we to 
reimagine American education for the new era of globalization?

It is in the context of this new metapreoccupation that Allen’s claims are 
most important. The tour de force archaeology of the vocational and lib-
eral approaches to education—with brief detours peeking into the “scribal 
training centers in ancient Egypt and the ancient Near East and philosophi-
cal, rhetorical, and medical schools, as well as early schools for children in 
Greece and Rome” and then the universities of Bologna, Paris, and Oxford—
reminds us of education’s origins in structures and ambitions that are alloc-
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thonous to our current preoccupations. In nation building, Allen suggests, 
there are transformational moments when customary practice becomes me-
tabolized into legitimate and codified bureaucratic practice. In Allen’s words, 
the “moment when legitimate public officials acquire authority for a prac-
tice that has previously been managed mostly by private individuals, as for 
instance when a society gives up allowing individuals to effect retribution 
for wrongdoing . . . and instead designates public authorities to manage re-
sponses to wrongdoing.”

Turning then to cultivate education’s terrain, Allen gets to work using 
Rawlsian tools from his “Two Concepts of Rules.” Rawls’s classic distinc-
tion, we are reminded, hopes to differentiate the general claims for justify-
ing an institution or practice versus justifications for the actions undertaken 
within such institutions. First order claims in education (i.e., when the state 
sets the structures for mass public schooling) tend to follow a syntagmatic 
narrative structure, while the justificatory claims of the second order follow a 
more paradigmatic narrative logic. In the syntagmatic narrative, claims tend 
toward the utilitarian: the state is in the business of setting schools in the ser-
vice of the economy, citizenship, security, and such. The second order claims, 
centered on what happens in the quotidian rhythms of schools, follow a more 
strictly paradigmatic logic where utilitarian and humanistic claims contain 
each other in varied states of equilibrium and disequilibrium.

The sharp binary divide in education between utilitarian claims versus 
eudaemonistic claims is thus recast by Allen into more fluid states of co-
construction. Before turning to her “humanistic baseline” for education, 
Allen brings to the table someone seldom invited to education soirées: 
Hanna Arendt of The Human Condition. In Allen’s gaze, the elemental struc-
tures of Arendt’s normative ideal for a humane condition offer a conceptual 
way forward. In Arendt’s architecture, the preparation of every soul for the 
human condition entails readiness for “(1) breadwinning work, (2) civic and 
political engagement, (3) creative self-expression and world making, [and] 
(4) rewarding relationships in spaces of intimacy and leisure.” These struc-
tures are constituted by complex molecules originating in both the instru-
mental (or utilitarian) and expressive (or humanistic) sides of the periodic 
table of elements. With regard to breadwinning work and civic and political 
engagement, Allen finds the individual and state aims of education coming 
together—even with interruptions in the easy flow between the individual 
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and the state. In the twenty-first century, these interruptions increasingly in-
volve cultural contestations.

If the conceptual “cleaning up” Allen performs in these pages is admi-
rable, I ask for more. In our longing for the future, we need an education for 
a decidedly post-Herderian world that is at once ever more interconnected 
and interdependent but also more divided and fragile—the world of glob-
alization. Granted, as Allen argues, “as a consequence of the relatively late 
arrival in Western history of education as a fully autonomous sociopolitical 
practice on a par with punishment, economics, and war, scholars are still in 
the early stages of coming to understand its logic.” But such punting is not 
so well justified as Zhou Enlai’s supposed answer to Richard Nixon’s ques-
tion about what he thought of the 1968 cultural revolution: “It’s too soon to 
tell.” It is not too soon to tell that the logic of education needs a fundamental 
recalibration to the logic of globalization. It is not too soon to tell that glob-
alization has shaken the foundations upon which Rawls builds the first order 
claims that are essential for Allen’s claims.

Globalization is the most disruptive force in education in a hundred years. 
Globalization’s three Ms—“markets,” their integration and disintegration; 
“migration,” the mass movement of people on a planetary scale; and “media,” 
the new communication, information, and social media technologies—
challenge the deep structures of the nation-state and interrupt the taken-
for-granted Herderian ideals and longings for alignment and coherence with 
regard to language, identity, region, and das Volksgeist. These ideals, deep in 
the mitochondrial DNA of the Prussian education systems we inherited, are 
made increasingly anachronistic by globalization.

In an earlier cycle of globalization and mass migration, we erected the as-
similationist structures of the public education system to turn illiterate Euro-
pean peasants into loyal citizens and productive workers of young, confident, 
and ever-more-muscular new nations. Glocalization, the midpoint between 
globalization and localization, announces a post-Westphalian moment where  
the nation-state’s existential raison d’être—vis-à-vis war, the economy and 
society, and yes education—is beginning to resemble the drunk who lost 
his keys at a dark bar but is looking for them on the street corner under the 
lamp where the light is.

Children growing up in today’s America are more likely than in any pre-
vious generation to face a life of working and networking, loving and living, 
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flourishing and communing with others from different national, linguistic, 
religious, and racial backgrounds. They need the skills, competencies, and 
sensibilities to be prepared, borrowing another of Allen’s ideas, for what it 
takes to authentically “talk to strangers.” But they are also growing up in a 
new normal of massive inequalities where they are at once closer to and more 
distant from those “strangers.” The ethos and the eidos of the institutions 
changed, with their formation deformed by a triumphalist market logic or-
thogonal to Aristotle’s eudaemonic flourishing, to Arendt’s requirements for 
citizenship and the human condition, to an ethic of rights, or to the elemen-
tal requirements of Durkheim’s social cohesion. Scholars, policy makers, and 
engaged citizens clamoring to hit education’s reset button to start the hard 
work of charting a new path for education in a new era will find in Allen’s 
“humanistic baseline” an elegant, rational, and humane map. Those who take 
the longer view will rejoice in this overdue reunion.
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comment 3 ]	 “Participatory Readiness” and the Courts
Michael Rebell

The theme I will pursue in my commentary is the role that courts can play 
in implementing the important concept of “participatory readiness” that 
Danielle Allen has articulated. Preparing students to function as capable 
citizens in a democratic society, the aim of participatory readiness, has his-
torically been a major goal of public education. In recent years, a series of 
state court cases involving students’ right to an adequate education has re-
vived and given constitutional prominence to this goal. Neither state legis-
latures nor education officials have, however, followed through in actually 
implementing these decisions, nor so far have the courts seriously enforced 
them. Allen’s insightful explication of what civic preparedness means can 
help motivate and give them the tools to now do so.

To understand the prevailing trend in contemporary educational expec-
tations, let me begin by discussing the Common Core State Standards that 
have been adopted by more than forty of the states and the “college and 
career readiness” objective toward which these standards are directed. These 
standards and this objective, though not free from controversy, are the latest 
development in the standards-based reform movement that has been the 
predominant thrust of education reform in the United States for the past 
twenty-five years.

Standards-based reform originated in the 1980s in response to the Nation 
at Risk report1 and a growing sentiment that the United States was in dan-
ger of falling behind other countries in the international economic compe-
tition, largely because of our students’ mediocre academic performance. In 
1989, President George H. W. Bush convened a national education summit, 
attended by all fifty governors and many corporate CEOs, to deal with this 
perceived education crisis. A commitment to adopt challenging academic 
content and expectations in all our nation’s schools emerged from this meet-
ing. With strong federal encouragement, almost all the states developed and 
adopted standards in each of the core academic subject areas, and many of 
them then began to reform their education systems to train teachers and to 
develop curricula and accountability systems geared to these standards in an 
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attempt to ensure that all students would meet the standards. The No Child 
Left Behind Act, enacted by Congress in 2002 with strong bipartisan sup-
port, was designed to provide some financial support and enforcement rigor 
to bolster these state actions. The adoption of Common Core State Standards 
with “college and career readiness” as the ultimate goal is a further enhance-
ment of standards-based reform that many states have now adopted.

Implicit in standards-based reform and in the college and career readi-
ness goal is an expectation that our education systems can achieve both eq-
uity and excellence. In other words, the current education policy of both 
the federal government and nearly all the states has been built on an as-
sumption that virtually all students can perform at very high levels and can 
meet challenging graduation requirements. This expectation is consistent 
with America’s historic democratic assumption that all citizens have the 
capacity to vote intelligently and to participate in other forms civic engage-
ment. However, as Allen has pointed out with reference to the writings of 
Michael Schudson,2 the concept of citizenship and the definition of who is 
included in that category have changed dramatically over time. The radical 
expansion of the concept of citizenship in our day to include formerly ex-
cluded minorities, women, people from low-income backgrounds, and an 
overall highly diverse population has rendered the need to educate all stu-
dents for democratic participation both more significant—and more diffi-
cult to achieve.

The joint pursuit of both equity and excellence is an inspiring motif 
that has stimulated major efforts to overcome educational inequities and 
has raised expectations as to what all students actually can achieve, what-
ever their racial, ethnic, or class background. In contrast to past practices 
that tracked students into either “vocational” or “college preparation” pro-
grams, current “college- and career-ready” standards assume that all students 
should pursue a similar, rigorous educational path and that all of them are 
capable of meeting virtually the same challenging graduation requirements. 
The reality is, however, that although we have made some progress toward 
meeting these goals, in 2014, the year in which the drafters of the No Child 
Left Behind law had expected—and, indeed, mandated—that 100 percent 
of American students would be meeting challenging state standards, we are, 
in fact, far from achieving these aims. For example, on the latest National 
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Assessment of Education Progress, only 35 percent of the nation’s eighth 
graders were proficient in mathematics and only 36 percent in reading.3

Accordingly, many educators and policy makers are now rethinking the 
directions that state legislatures, education officials, and schools need to take 
to achieve equity and excellence. Some are wondering whether in recent years 
there has been too much emphasis on measuring outcomes, particularly on 
student performance on standardized tests in a few subject areas, and too 
little attention paid to the inputs—investment in teaching and learning and 
the resources, services, and supports needed to provide effective programs to 
all students. For this more expansive understanding of what students’ need 
for school success, Allen’s discussion of “participatory readiness” is particu-
larly timely and important.

As noted above, standards-based reform had emerged from concerns 
about the ability of American students to compete in the global market-
place, and strikingly little attention was paid to the other prime goal of edu-
cation—that is, preparing them for capable citizenship. Allen has now ap-
propriately rekindled interest in the importance of educating all students 
in the humanities in general and in education for democracy in particular. 
Her exposition of participatory readiness should inspire policy makers and 
educators to ensure that students are not only “college and career ready” but 
“college, career, and citizenship ready.”

Although educators and policy makers have been neglecting the impor-
tance of educating students for civic participation in recent times, the courts 
have not. Judges’ involvement in this conversation about the goals of pub-
lic education may surprise some people who assume that the courts do not 
weigh in on education policy matters. The fact is that sometimes they do. In 
recent years, many state courts have given particular attention to the pur-
poses of public education and, in doing so, have consistently emphasized the 
importance of preparing students to be capable citizens.4

This interesting turn of events has occurred in the fiscal equity and educa-
tion adequacy cases that have been filed in forty-five of the fifty states since 
1973. In that year, the US Supreme Court held in San Antonio Independent 
School District v. Rodriguez5 that education was not a “fundamental interest” 
under the federal constitution. This ruling closed the doors of the federal 
courthouses to litigants seeking to ensure adequate funding for schools in 
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low-income and minority school districts in order to rectify historical pat-
terns of underfunding for their schools. The decision left it solely to the state 
courts to consider these claims. Under most state constitutions, education 
is considered a “fundamental interest.” Although the state courts histori-
cally had not been aggressive in dealing with civil rights issues, in this area, 
the state courts proved responsive. Plaintiffs prevailed in the first state court 
cases brought after the Rodriguez ruling, and that led other advocates to file 
cases in almost all the other states. Overall, plaintiffs have won over 60 per-
cent of these cases.

Initially, the state education finance cases focused on the denial of “equal 
protection of the laws” to the poor and minority students who attended 
school in underfunded districts. More recently, however, these cases have 
been based on clauses in virtually all the state constitutions that can be 
read to guarantee students an “adequate” education. The language differs 
from state to state: in New York, students are entitled to the opportunity to 
a “sound basic education”;6 in New Jersey, “a thorough and efficient educa-
tion”;7 in Washington, an “ample education”;8 and, in Florida, “a high quality 
education.”9 But whatever the phrase, the underlying common theme is the 
identification of some basic level of education to which every child is en-
titled.

In these cases, the state courts have demonstrated an insightful under-
standing of the standards-based reform approach. They have used state stan-
dards as guidelines for their constitutional analyses of the deficiencies in 
current education financing systems. Essentially, the judges recognize that if 
the state’s policy is to hold all students to challenging educational standards, 
then the state is responsible for providing all students sufficient resources to 
have meaningful opportunities to meet those standards. In order to assess 
the extent to which students are being denied such opportunities, many of 
the courts have deemed it important to define a constitutionally adequate 
education. In doing so, many of them have examined the intent of the draft-
ers of the education clauses in their state constitutions—most of which were 
written in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries—and articulated in con-
temporary terms the purposes of an “adequate” education.

In examining the original intent of the constitutional framers and relating 
that intent to contemporary needs, these courts have uniformly empha-
sized that children are entitled to adequate educational opportunities that 
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will both prepare them for the competitive global marketplace and equip 
them to function as capable citizens in a democratic society. Interestingly, 
the courts have generally spoken first about preparation for citizenship be-
fore talking about economic competitiveness. For example, the New Jersey 
supreme court defined the constitutional requirement as “that educational 
opportunity which is needed in the contemporary setting to equip a child for 
his role as a citizen and as a competitor in the labor market”;10 the Texas court 
stated that the intent of framers was to diffuse knowledge “for the preserva-
tion of democracy . . . and for the growth of the economy”;11 the Wyoming 
supreme court defined the core constitutional requirement in terms of pro-
viding students with “a uniform opportunity to become equipped for their 
future roles as citizens, participants in the political system, and competitors 
both economically and intellectually”;12 and the Connecticut supreme court 
held that the constitution entitles “students to an education suitable to give 
[them] the opportunity to be responsible citizens able to participate fully in 
democratic institutions, such as jury service and voting . . . [and] prepared 
to progress to institutions of higher education, or to attain productive em-
ployment and otherwise contribute to the state’s economy.”13

An early decision of the Kentucky supreme court has been especially in-
fluential in this area. Its analysis has been followed by many other states’ 
highest courts, including those in Massachusetts, New Hampshire, North 
Carolina, South Carolina, and West Virginia. The Kentucky court defined a 
constitutionally acceptable education as one that has as its goal the develop-
ment in each and every child of the following seven capacities:14

	 1.	 Sufficient oral and written communication skills to enable students  
to function in a complex and rapidly changing civilization

	 2.	 Sufficient knowledge of economic, social, and political systems to 
enable the student to make informed choices

	 3.	 Sufficient understanding of governmental processes to enable the 
student to understand the issues that affect his or her community, 
state, and nation

	 4.	 Sufficient self-knowledge and knowledge of his or her mental and 
physical wellness

	 5.	 Sufficient grounding in the arts to enable each student to appreciate 
his or her cultural and historical heritage
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	 6.	 Sufficient training or preparation for advanced training in either 
academic or vocational fields so as to enable each child to choose  
and pursue their life’s work intelligently

	 7.	 Sufficient levels of academic or vocational skills to enable public 
school students to compete favorably with their counterparts in 
surrounding states, in academics, or in the job market

These constitutional definitions line up quite well with Allen’s delineation 
of the “vocational” and “humanistic” purposes of education and particularly 
with her detailed description of the need of society and of the individual for 
education to be preparation for “breadwinning work,” “civic and political en-
gagement,” and personal “flourishing.”

In her second chapter, Allen explicated with some particularity how edu-
cation can and should relate to preparing students for civic and political en-
gagement (and to some extent for personal flourishing) through her concept 
of “participatory readiness.” Participatory readiness for Allen means pro-
viding students “verbal empowerment” and “democratic knowledge,” which 
includes “bridging” and “bonding” skills and “tactical and strategic under-
standing of the mechanics of political action.” The New York courts in the 
Campaign for Fiscal Equity (CFE) litigation,15 in which I was co-counsel for 
the plaintiffs, also discussed in some detail the particular skills that students 
would need to function productively as civic participants. I will turn now to 
their discussion of the civic engagement theme and how it relates to Allen’s 
concept of participatory readiness. I will then conclude with some thoughts 
about how Allen’s perspective might encourage increased judicial enforce-
ment of the civic engagement component of the right to a sound basic edu-
cation and might thereby cause the states to take more seriously their con-
stitutional obligation to implement participatory readiness.

In the first round of the CFE litigation, the court of appeals, New York’s 
highest court, denied the state’s motion to dismiss the case and sent it back 
to the lower court for a trial that, among other things, was to determine what 
exactly is the “sound basic education” to which all students are entitled. The 
court of appeals had preliminarily stated that “sound basic education” had as 
its purpose providing students the skills they need to “function productively 
as civic participants capable of voting and serving on a jury,” but the court 
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did not claim to know exactly what this meant; it instructed the trial court to 
hear evidence and to determine with more particularity what skills students 
would need to be effective civic participants.

At this point, our legal team was still a bit baffled with trying to determine 
what evidence we could use to identify the skills students would need to be 
capable civic participants. Fortunately, the trial judge came to our rescue. 
The trial had commenced in late October 1999. Two weeks later, there was a 
recess for Election Day. The next day, before the first witness was called, Jus-
tice Leland DeGrasse called all the lawyers up to the bench and, with a wry 
little smile, said, in essence,

I was thinking about this case when I was voting yesterday. The court 
of appeals said that we should determine the skills students need to 
be voters. What I’d like you to do, therefore, is to have your education 
experts examine the proposition on restructuring parts of city 
government that was on the ballot yesterday in New York City and tell 
me whether the graduates of the city’s high schools can understand that 
document. And, while you’re at it, I want you also to take some of the 
documents that are being submitted to the jury in the case going on in 
the next courtroom and have your witnesses tell me whether the city’s 
graduates can understand those documents.

So we now had a path forward for marshalling evidence to demonstrate the 
real-world skills students needed to be capable voters and jurors.

The main legal controversy between the parties in the CFE case was 
whether the constitutional right to a sound basic education should be pegged 
to a minimal sixth- to eighth-grade functioning level or to the challenging 
twelfth-grade functioning level reflected in the regents’ learning standards 
that the state had recently adopted. The plaintiffs’ witnesses graphically dem-
onstrated, through slides displayed on courtroom screens, the relationship 
between the specific skills that students would need to comprehend par-
ticular sentences and phrases in the ballot proposition and juror documents 
and the knowledge and skills that were encompassed in the regents’ learn-
ing standards.

First, these witnesses identified the specific reading and verbal skills that 
an individual would need in order to comprehend the meaning of various 
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parts of the ballot proposition. They then discussed the “democratic knowl-
edge” that students would need to understand the context of the changes in 
governmental structures that were the subject of the ballot proposition. Next, 
they focused on the particular English language arts, social studies, mathe-
matics, and science concepts in the regents’ standards that related to the 
ability to fully understand these complex documents. For example, they de-
scribed the verbal and analytic skills a juror would need to comprehend and 
apply concepts like “the preponderance of the evidence,” and they explained 
how other skills jurors might need, such as the ability to analyze statistical 
tables and graphs and to understand economic concepts like “opportunity 
costs,” are developed through the mathematics, science, and social studies 
standards.

The defendants countered by introducing polling data showing that the 
vast majority of American voters obtain their information from radio and 
television news and make up their minds on how to vote for candidates and 
propositions before they enter the voting booth. The implied premise of the 
defendants’ position was that citizens do not actually need to function at a 
high level of skill and that they need not be capable of comprehending com-
plex written material, so long as the subjects dealt with in the material are 
regularly discussed in the mass media. The defendants also claimed that dia-
logue among members of the jury could substitute for a lack of understand-
ing of particular points by some of the individual jurors, thereby suggesting 
that all citizens do not need high-level cognitive skills and deep democratic 
knowledge, so long as they can obtain assistance from other citizens in carry-
ing out their civic responsibilities.

Justice DeGrasse’s decision resoundingly rejected this position:

An engaged, capable voter needs the intellectual tools to evaluate 
complex issues, such as campaign finance reform, tax policy, and global 
warming, to name only a few. Ballot propositions in New York City, such 
as the charter reform proposal that was on the ballot in November 1999, 
can require a close reading and a familiarity with the structure of local 
government.

Similarly, a capable and productive citizen doesn’t simply show up  
for jury service. Rather she is capable of serving impartially on trials that 
may require learning unfamiliar facts and concepts and new ways to 
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communicate and reach decisions with her fellow jurors. To be sure, the 
jury is in some respects an anti-elitist institution where life experience 
and practical intelligence can be more important than formal education. 
Nonetheless, jurors may be called on to decide complex matters that 
require the verbal, reasoning, math, science, and socialization skills 
that should be imparted in public schools. Jurors today must determine 
questions of fact concerning DNA evidence, statistical analyses, and 
convoluted financial fraud, to name only three topics.16

Although society may have unreflectively accepted a wide gap between its 
democratic ideal and the actual functioning level of its citizens in the past, 
now that the issue has come to the fore, it is difficult to conceive of any judge 
specifically endorsing, and our society knowingly perpetuating, a state of af-
fairs in which voters cannot comprehend the ballot materials about which 
they are voting and jurors cannot understand legal instructions or major evi-
dentiary submissions in the cases they are deciding. In order to function pro-
ductively in today’s complex world, citizens need a broad range of cognitive 
skills that will allow them to function capably and knowledgeably, not only 
as voters and jurors, but also in petitioning their representatives, asserting 
their rights as individuals, advocating for their communities, and otherwise 
taking part in the broad range of interchanges and relationships involved in 
the concept of civic engagement.

Much of Justice DeGrasse’s thinking, as set forth in the lengthy quotation 
I just cited, clearly is consistent with the specific components of “participa-
tory readiness” that Allen has developed. For example, the judge emphasized 
the considerable “verbal skills,” the first element of participatory readiness, 
that future voters and jurors will need to develop in order to understand 
complex ballot propositions and jury documents. He also emphasized that 
to carry out these civic functions, they would need deep “democratic knowl-
edge,” as Allen puts it, in the form of “familiarity with the structure of local 
government.”

The judge also specified that, in relation to “verbal skills” and “democratic 
knowledge,” schools need to impart “verbal, reasoning, math, [and] science” 
at a sophisticated level because “jurors today must determine questions of 
fact concerning DNA evidence, statistical analyses, and convoluted financial 
fraud.” The court also spoke of “socialization” skills, which imply the kind 
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of “bridging and bonding” and “tactical political knowledge” that Allen has 
highlighted.

In essence, there is an implicit dialogue between Allen and the CFE court 
in describing the specific skills that students need to be able to function 
as capable civic participants in the twenty-first century. This is not surpris-
ing. Philosophers and courts have something in common that politicians 
and many policy makers lack: they both adhere to professional traditions of 
closely analyzing words and concepts and of constructing positions in re-
lation to a knowledge base that the profession has carefully developed over 
the years in accordance with established norms. Neither philosophers nor 
judges deal in sound bites; they share a professional commitment to fully 
explain and justify all their statements in accordance with established stan-
dards and procedures.

I have been both surprised and disappointed that despite the prominence 
that the state courts around the country have given to the importance of edu-
cating students for civic participation, there has been little positive response 
from education officials or the schools and little follow-up monitoring by 
the courts. On the contrary, among the first programs and activities to be 
eliminated or curtailed by schools when funding was reduced in the wake of 
the recent recession were music and art classes, drama productions, school 
newspapers, model UNs, debate clubs, team sports, field trips, and other 
hands-on and service-learning opportunities. These are precisely the types 
of “bonding and bridging” activities in which students need to engage if they 
are to learn the socialization skills and the “tactical political knowledge” that 
they need to be capable civic participants.

Nevertheless, I do gain a renewed sense of optimism from the beginning 
of an implicit dialogue between Allen’s concepts of “participatory readiness” 
and the position of the state courts in the education adequacy cases. There 
is potential synergy here that could lead to a more expansive conversation 
involving not only political theorists and courts but also policy makers and 
educators that could further develop the important concepts of participa-
tory readiness and lead to their implementation in the public schools. The 
courts need the philosophical support and practical concepts that Allen has 
developed if they are to be more assertive in enforcing the civic participation 
requirements of a sound basic education. Similarly, Allen and other politi-
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cal theorists who are concerned about these issues need the authority of the 
courts to impress upon policy makers and educators the primacy of the civic 
preparation mission of the schools.

How might this dialogue between political theorists and courts develop 
in the future? Clearly that is a question that one cannot answer with any de-
gree of certainty. Publication and broad dissemination of Allen’s framework 
for participatory readiness is an important first step and can contribute to 
this dissemination process.

And I also think that lawyers like myself who believe in the importance 
of preparing students for civic engagement have an obligation not only to 
bring these ideas to the courts but also to suggest specific actions that judges 
can take to implement them. For example, plaintiffs in education adequacy 
litigations might ask courts to require states and school districts to do the 
following:

	 1.	 Delineate the range of content knowledge of government, economics, 
science, and so on and the verbal, cognitive, and associational skills 
that students will need to be effective citizens.

	 2.	 Provide students suitable and sufficient opportunities to develop civic 
engagement skills through participation in extracurricular activities, 
student government, local civic projects, or service activities and 
guarantee that these activities cannot be eliminated or curtailed 
because of recessions or other fiscal exigencies.

	 3.	 Ensure that schools appropriately teach values of tolerance and 
democratic deliberation.

	 4.	 Develop skills in students that will allow them to maximize the 
positive potential of digital and social media for promoting civic 
engagement.

In this realm, of course, a separation of powers between courts and the 
other branches of government has to be respected. Courts cannot and should 
not get involved in the details of educational policy making. It would not 
be appropriate for them to spell out the specific content of a social studies 
curriculum or to tell the schools precisely what extracurricular or active en-
gagement and service learning activities they need to undertake. But courts 
can establish constitutional parameters to ensure that the legislative and ex-
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ecutive branches carry out their constitutional responsibilities in these areas; 
they can insist these policy makers develop, implement, and maintain the 
particular policies and practices that will, in fact, prepare students for civic 
participation. Allen’s powerful concepts of participatory readiness provide 
a valuable vocabulary and rich conceptual source for courts, legislatures, 
school officials, and educators to draw upon in carrying out these functions 
and in furthering their own important dialogue in this critical area.
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comment 4 ]	 A World of Cousins
Quiara Alegría Hudes

These essays have given me much to grapple with in my own thinking about 
how I teach and why, how we teach and why, and how I write and why. One 
notion strikes me in particular. What Danielle Allen evocatively dubs “verbal 
empowerment” hits home on a personal level, making me reflect back on my 
family experiences in the Puerto Rican community of North Philadelphia. 
This reflection involves both affection and fury, as I remember growing and 
developing a worldview and aesthetic in response to witnessing the “verbal 
disempowerment” of many of those I loved. Allen’s concept of “verbal em-
powerment” also stirs me on a professional level, as a playwright and play-
writing teacher.

In my comment, I’ll apply some of my professional knowledge to Allen’s 
arguments, introducing some of my field’s vocabulary, discussing particular 
dramatists’ approach to language, and anecdotally bringing up a few of my 
own instances of teaching. I will then use my family memories from North 
Philly as a kind of applied case study or litmus test toward some of Allen’s 
arguments regarding equality.

While my discussion of pedagogy and drama will involve dispassionate 
consideration, my reflection on “verbal empowerment” as it relates to family 
will contain my deepest, most personal wishes for how we ought to educate.

Let me begin with three notes from my field.
Playwriting, and the study of playwriting, is one sliver of the humani-

ties pie. Stanford University’s own language describes the humanities as “the 
study of how people process and document the human experience.” Indeed, 
when I teach playwriting to Philadelphia public school students or Wesleyan 
undergrads, reading great drama is at the core of our investigation. Great dra-
matists have processed and documented the human experience for the stage, 
and we study it. Even though my expertise represents a sliver of the humani-
ties, I find there to be a few reverberations.
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Defamiliarization
Paula Vogel was my teacher at Brown University, where I received an MFA 
in playwriting. She is revered in the field for her decades of intrepid, ebul-
lient teaching that nurtured an entire generation of playwrights—authors 
like Nilo Cruz, Lynn Nottage, and Sarah Ruhl. I am most lucky to be part of 
such a robust lineage, and indeed Vogel’s pedagogy embraced teaching play-
writing not only as a preprofessional endeavor but more deeply as an investi-
gation of life itself, a way of thinking and living in the world, and an ongoing 
attempt to articulate the mysterious stirrings of the heart and vexing doings 
of society. Vogel was a humanistic teacher. Time and again, while breaking 
bread, drinking Ouzo, or sitting in a black box theater waiting for the house 
lights to dim, Vogel hammered home this notion that art should make us 
notice, should make what’s familiar to us strange. (She encountered this con-
cept in Viktor Shklovsky’s Russian formalist literary theory.)

Vogel sometimes used a metaphor of getting ready for work in the morn-
ing. How many times have we driven to the office and gone, “Wait, did I 
unplug the iron? Did I turn off the coffee maker? Did I leave the keys in 
the door?” Or, for subway commuters, how many times have we arrived at 
our station unable to remember having transferred between lines or having 
swiped our fare card half an hour earlier? The morning commute, Vogel said, 
is a series of steps we automatize and therefore forget. We run on autopilot, 
proceed as though sleepwalking. The stage, Vogel offers, is a platform where 
the familiar is made strange again. The stage startles us out of our sleep
walking.

Extrapolate outward to the other tasks of our day: dusting, ironing, show
ering, eating, reading news, walking, loving. The more these tasks become 
automatized, the less it seems that our day has existed at all. Have we lived if 
we don’t particularly remember the living? Are we in this world if we don’t 
notice that we are? Shklovsky asserts, “Art exists that one may recover the 
sensation of life.”1

I don’t think the arts are singular in their capacity to wake us up. Language 
as a study and practice, “the interpretive and expressive skills” that Allen ref-
erences, the deep investigation of how to listen and articulate, giving voice 
where there has been silence, also helps us “recover the sensation of life.” I 
recall a simple phrase: “I have a dream.”
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Don’t we all? Literally. Humans dream every night. We savvies often roll 
our eyes when people recount their dreams in self-indulgent detail, and yet 
King’s phrase startles us back into an experience that connects us all and 
therefore implicates us all: “I have a dream.”

Shklovsky challenges us to remember “holding a pen or . . . speaking a 
foreign language for the first time” and compare that with our feeling “at per-
forming the action for the ten thousandth time. . . . Such habituation,” he tells 
us, “explains the principles by which, in ordinary speech, we leave phrases 
unfinished and words half-expressed.”2 I would add that such habituation 
explains how in ordinary experience we leave questions unanswered or, more 
fundamentally, unasked.

There is something particular about the investigation of the humanities 
that challenges students to articulate—and therefore notice—our habitual 
actions, our automatized routines, our unasked questions. There is a close, 
dangerous relationship between our society’s habitual behaviors and our so-
ciety’s habitual inequality. Inequality, in its various guises, becomes another 
morning commute: automatic, unremarkable. “Verbal empowerment” is a 
profound tool to make us notice the habitualized inequalities we participate 
in daily. In this particular way, the defamiliarization that verbal empower-
ment arms us with is a pedagogical pathway in support of equality.

Verbal Empowerment as Explored by Two Playwrights
As Allen evocatively points out by quoting the ancient Greek rhetorician 
Gorgias, there is a “powerful, invisible body of language which dwells inside 
each of us.” I believe the act of articulation is one of the beautiful treasures 
of this life. I use the word articulation with my students a lot.

Playwrights are finely attuned to the stakes of verbal empowerment, how 
its presence or absence can elucidate the inner worlds of their characters. 
One of the first questions a dramatist asks as a play world unfolds in her 
heart and mind is how the characters will speak. Aggressively? Rhythmi-
cally? Chaotically? Softly?

The Cuban American playwright Nilo Cruz makes a strong choice in his 
2004 Pulitzer-winning drama Anna in the Tropics.3 Cruz puts his fresh-off-
the-boat Cuban immigrant characters—he actually dramatizes one of them 
arriving on a cruiser from Cuba—in a working-class cigar factory in southern 
Florida in the twenties. Rolling cigars is monotonous labor class drudgery, 
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and yet Cruz renders these factory laborers stunningly eloquent. They speak 
in imaginative metaphors to explain their contrasting points of view to one 
another. Their speech is so lyrical and articulate that conflict becomes almost 
impossible; the eloquence of each character renders her point of view valid 
to the others, even when in opposition. These characters face very real chal-
lenges—the advent of cigar-rolling machines replacing the need for human 
labor, the subsequent demise of the “lector” as a person who reads literature 
aloud to the factory workers, and—in a bit of classical dramaturgy—a gun 
that will be fired by the end of the play. But, within this contentious environ-
ment, Cruz’s characters come to an understanding rather than fighting. Their 
eloquence allows them love and community.

By contrast, I point to the work of contemporary German playwright 
Franz Xavier Kroetz, who was at his height of creative output in the seventies 
and eighties. Kroetz felt that language was a class problem. He focused his 
hefty oeuvre (thirty plays and counting) on working class characters, much 
like Cruz. But unlike Cruz, Kroetz’s characters lack the skill to even partially 
express themselves, and so they suffer from and perpetuate their own alien-
ation, loneliness, and rage. Kroetz developed an aesthetic around broken, 
impoverished speech. The results are often hideous to the point of comical. 
As critic Frank Rich said in a 1984 New York Times review, Kroetz’s work “is 
not pleasant, but it sticks like a splinter in the mind.”4

The play Rich was describing is Kroetz’s grotesque romance Through the 
Leaves.5 In it, a female butcher begins dating a brutish abusive laborer. To 
mark the new relationship, she begins to keep a diary. She might not have 
the verbal acuity to defend herself when her lover hurls insults her way, but 
what’s truly disturbing is that even in her own diary, her expressive speech is 
so stunted that she seems to be writing herself out of existence. She wanted 
the diary, she chose the diary, but her desire doesn’t give her the ability to 
actually articulate what it feels like to live in her skin.

I think these examples give us two vivid, if anecdotal, perspectives on how 
“verbal empowerment,” even within the same social class, can have different 
outcomes on “human flourishing,” to use Allen’s phrase. Without language, 
Kroetz’s characters wither. With language, Cruz’s characters love and form 
community. They are Arendtian world builders.
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Some Personal Instances of Teaching
As a playwright, I am often asked, “Have you written anything I’ve heard of?” 
My answer? “Well, it’s the theater, so most likely, no.” As a playwriting teacher 
I am often asked, “Can you really teach someone how to write a play?” There 
is a suspicion of teaching playwriting held by many I speak to, a suspicion 
that I would posit extends to a widespread skepticism of the humanities as 
indulgent and soft or, more extremely, as untrustworthy and dangerous.

How do I justify teaching the class I teach—playwriting workshop—
sometimes twice to the same student? Is my goal that students become pro-
fessional playwrights with pieces on Broadway? Or is it “a flourishing life”? 
For me, it is the latter, and my experience tells me that playwriting is a rigor-
ous and rich building block toward an “Arendtian life of action.”

When I enter the classroom or sit at my writing desk, I think about tech-
nique and art a lot. Technique and art? Technique versus art? They’re insepa-
rable and yet often at odds. As I grappled with Allen’s argument, I began to 
think that my technique/art dichotomy is not dissimilar from Allen’s market-
place readiness/participatory readiness paradigm.

As a dramatist, I engage craft to articulate my ideas, to build tension as 
a story unfolds, to land a joke, to create climax and surprise. The building 
blocks of craft are teachable. They’re quantifiable. In class, I urge my stu-
dents to read deeply and closely—when does a playwright begin and end 
scenes and to what effect? How does a playwright use components of lan-
guage—meter, repetition, punctuation, grammar, rhyme—to build a dra-
matic world? One student of mine recently observed that in the play Ruined, 
about civil war in the Democratic Republic of Congo, playwright Lynn Not-
tage ends almost every scene at its height of conflict, never allowing for a 
sense of resolution or rest until the final scene, which concludes with a ges-
ture of comfort. A shrewd observation on craft. Another student noticed 
that in the dysfunctional domestic melodrama August: Osage County, Tracy 
Letts uses overlapping conversations to create a cacophony, building tension 
toward the explosive dinner scene, which is the fulcrum of act 2.

This is as close as I get to STEM. It’s the mechanics and math of how 
dramatists make dramas. In this way, I do partially train students to be em-
ployed by HBO or Disney Theatricals or to enter a staff writing room at AMC 
and create engaging, entertaining, and sophisticated content. The anvil and 
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hammer of scene craft, the asymmetry of character motivation—these tools 
help a playwright articulate her themes, ideas, and exploration of humanity. 
And yet a curriculum that focuses exclusively on craft misses the mark, errs 
on the side of shallowness, and doesn’t necessarily produce great writers or 
plays. In fact, experience tells me it produces a collection of well-crafted but 
wan writing.

Before technique is even engaged, how does a playwright have an idea in 
the first place? How does she determine whether it’s a fecund seed or a pass-
ing fancy? What elements of life are worth engaging onstage and memori-
alizing on our library shelves? And once technique is engaged, how does a 
playwright tease out, wrestle with, and nourish her seedling of an idea so that 
it might become a bamboo patch or a redwood? And since ideas can be dra-
matized in myriad ways, how should she dramatize a given subject and why?

You can no more tell a student how to have an idea, or what idea to have, 
than you can tell her with whom she should fall in love, or how she should 
behave once in love, or whether it’s love at all. And yet, thought is a prac-
tice—rigorous, engaged, challenging, rewarding—fundamental not just to 
drama but to science and math and democracy. Thought is a dynamic way 
of life, not a static deliverable lesson plan. In playwriting, we use words like 
theme and subject, but you can’t dictate these things to students, and in fact, 
my own experience shows me that you can’t even talk to students too directly 
or at too great of length about a theme or subject once they’ve chosen it. As 
Vogel teaches, “If you stare directly into the sun, you go blind.” Instead, I see 
what my student is writing and give her a list: “Here are five masterful plays 
that have touched on your themes and subjects. Here’s how a Russian for-
malist handled that topic. Here’s how a German expressionist wrestled that 
theme. Here’s how a Southern gothic danced with that notion. Now go read 
them closely, attentively, and bring me a new draft of your play that shows a 
dynamic response.”

I’ve come to think that my role as a playwriting teacher is to create a dy-
namic laboratory for inward defamiliarization and outward articulation. If 
thought and articulation are muscles that get stronger with experience, then I 
want my laboratory to give students maximum opportunities to flex their in-
terpretive and expressive muscles over time. When I first began my graduate 
studies in playwriting, I had a romantic notion of life as a writer but quickly 
became overwhelmed by the sheer volume of creative output that was ex-
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pected. I asked Vogel, “But how can I have that many thoughts? How can I fill 
hundreds of pages with engaged expression?” “It’s a muscle,” Vogel winked. 
“It gets stronger.” And it wasn’t a muscle she could strengthen for me; I had 
to do my own heavy lifting within the dynamic laboratory she created.

Notes from My Family
As I transition into talking about my family, I’d like to posit one microdefini-
tion of equality: that a community’s story, as told from within that commu-
nity, be included in the recorded course of human events. This is the kind of 
equality I’m most concerned with in my daily practice, essentially—bearing 
witness to an American story that has not been brought to light as a part of 
who we are. This “cultural records equality” falls under the umbrella of politi-
cal equality but also stands as its own thing. It is the charge my mother gave 
me when she urged me to become a writer.

My mother and stepfather hail from Puerto Rico and arrived in Philadel-
phia as young people who were shaky, at best, in spoken English. My mater-
nal grandmother, a farmer, had made it through the second grade in Lares, 
Puerto Rico. My stepfather, an entrepreneur, never quite finished high school 
in Philly, though he came close and did graduate from the Job Corps. And 
my mother, an activist and spiritual leader, graduated high school and man-
aged a few credits at the Community College of Philadelphia.

Growing up, I had this increasing dread that some of my closest aunts 
and cousins were invisible. The Puerto Rican neighborhood where they lived 
was isolated from the rest of Philly. Some fell prey to the AIDS epidemic in 
its early stages; others fell prey to the crack cocaine tsunami that submerged 
entire city blocks, and I have more than once witnessed the professional men 
in our family turn the ignition and begin the long journey to visit their sons 
in jail. I remember when a particular cousin, who had graduated from the 
Philadelphia public school system, admitted to me that she was illiterate. 
“How did you graduate?” I asked her. “They just pass you,” she shrugged. “I 
just stood in the back.” I remember another cousin who had graduated high 
school. When faced with a street sign or written instructions, she would ask 
me to do the reading, though she never straight up said she was illiterate and 
I never dared ask.

Another anecdote. A distant cousin, Tico, came from P.R. to Philly when 
I was in middle school. He moved in with us as a starting point and became 
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my after-school babysitter. He had a spark and wit and energy that lit up my 
afternoons. He broke the unspoken law of nature that a human be defined 
as someone who drinks cafe con leche every morning because the young man 
awoke with tons of energy without any caffeine. But just as suddenly as he 
came into our home, Tico disappeared. Without a word or a trace, one after-
noon he just wasn’t there. Months later, my mom heard through the grape-
vine that Tico had run off to New York, where he would die swiftly, and alone, 
from AIDS. He disappeared rather than come out in our machismo commu-
nity as a gay man who had contracted HIV.

Another anecdote, and this one cuts most closely to the bone. In 2009, 
I drove to Philly to interview a cousin about addiction and recovery, which 
she had experienced firsthand. I had always admired her ability, in a drug-
addled neighborhood, to walk the mundane unglamorous path of sobriety, 
and I wanted to write about it. I remember her cupboards being relatively 
bare, but she offered me the last egg in her kitchen and fried it up with pride. 
I didn’t dare refuse her gesture—“that’s how we roll, Quiqui,” she smiled. 
She spoke to me of the boredom and depression that drove her to addiction, 
and the quotidian commitment that had earned her twenty years clean. I en-
joyed hearing her story, and she enjoyed being heard. After telling me par-
ticularly salacious stories, she’d say, “You gotta put that in your play, Quiqui.” 
But our interview was cut short by police sirens. Two of my younger cousins, 
who lived across the street, were being arrested. I was like, “You have got to 
be kidding! Is the universe playing some sick joke on us?” As one particu-
lar cousin was loaded into the paddy wagon, he glanced up and caught my 
eye. There I was—Quiara, the one who got out, the one who stands tall, the 
anointed, the learned. And there he was, the psychologically troubled but 
sweet young jokester with whom I had broken bread so many times after 
school at Abuela’s house, in cuffs. He returned his gaze to the sidewalk, was 
loaded into the paddy wagon, and it pulled away. Silence. A somber air now 
filled my cousin’s living room. In fact, the young man with whom I had made 
eye contact was the son of the cousin I had been interviewing. “I’m sorry, 
Quiqui, can we finish the interview some other time?” she asked.

Three years later, I was wrapping up a session of advanced playwriting at 
Wesleyan. I turned on my phone and twenty voice mails chimed in quick 
succession. Water by the Spoonful, the play I wrote based on that interview, 
had won the Pulitzer in drama. As I drove home to New York that evening, 



	A   World of Cousins	  [ 97

I recalled that visit to North Philly—an interview that remained unfinished, 
a little cousin still behind bars.

If all that was unexpected, what came next was a bizarre gift—a manila 
envelope from an upstate prison. My little cousin had written his first novel 
while incarcerated. It was hard to read—the spelling and handwriting were 
often illegible, and his pencil strokes had already faded significantly. Much 
of what I read was boring or random, but some of it had a spark—that glim-
mer or scream that excites us when we encounter a student’s work or a new 
voice. My cousin knew. He knew of the “powerful, invisible body of lan-
guage” dwelling inside him.

Allen tells us that “those with more sophisticated verbal skills are more 
ready to be civic and political participators.” My young cousin remains un-
ready. He’s since been released and rearrested. He’s about as far from “the 
levers of change” as one can get.

And yet he knew.
My deeply personal wish is for a humanities education that would teach 

my cousins to notice their automatized lives, to pay attention to that which 
has become so obvious as to seem unchangeable and inevitable, and to write 
it down: the poverty that they sleepwalk through every day, the policing, the 
jail time in relation to the alleged crimes committed, the crumbling health 
centers, the schools with padlocked libraries due to budget cuts, how we 
actually kill each other when we say “that shirt is gay,” the schools with food 
stuck on the floors because custodial staff require salaries, block upon block 
upon block without a municipal trash can, the sidewalk as dumpster, how 
it feels to sit at the table of selfhood with these things as your daily bread.

I want them to notice, too, the pockets of their lives where vibrancy lives 
and breathes, though these things may also seem so obvious as to be unre-
markable: the oral histories passed through generations; the recipes of poor 
elders that nurture an impressive amount of bellies; the gift culture where 
neighbors informally provide daycare and food services to each other in 
times of sickness; the willingness to risk imprisonment by joining a com-
munity in unapologetic protest (my family is virtuosic in the art of protest); 
the generations upon generations who have served in our armed conflicts; 
how Abuela once told me, “If you can’t afford baby powder, put some corn 
starch on the baby’s butt”; the notion that humility is the highest virtue; the 
reverence for community members who are servicial, of service; the knowl-
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edge of how a Yoruba bata becomes an Afro-Caribbean congo, becomes the 
clave beat, becomes an ass moving across a dance floor. Our educacion.

Yes, my deeply personal wish is that my cousins walk into their local 
schools and begin to see their barrio with defamiliarized eyes so that their 
mundane is rendered remarkable, in their own words—that their stories be-
come part of the recorded “course of human events” our Declaration of In-
dependence charges us to pay attention to.

In the task of having my cousins articulate what life in el barrio is, there 
is an implicit truth, which is this: El barrio is not a given. El barrio does not 
go without saying. It is not gravity. It is not a law of nature. It is a description 
of now. Tell us how things are today, thus allowing the possibility that they 
might be different tomorrow. This articulation, this noticing and describ-
ing, does not necessarily constitute civic participation, but it does at the very 
least mean throwing one’s hat in the ring; it means anteing into the game of 
our democracy.

Allen asserts that “the critical question for a democratic society is how we 
can bond with those who are like us so as to help us bridge even with those 
who are different from us.” I believe that when a critical mass of our truths 
are articulated other groups may have their senses shaken. Other groups may 
begin to notice, may find themselves defamiliarized. “Oh, they’re a part of 
our world, too? They bring these gifts to the table, and they demand these 
considerations? Oh, let us take notice. They are a part of our morning com-
mute.”

I want my cousins to have jobs, yes, absolutely, but I have a deeper am-
bition for them, one that includes and eclipses the marketplace: that my 
cousins not just be world inheritors but also become world builders.
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Response to Commentators
Danielle Allen

Reprise
In my two chapters, I sought to identify some features of practices of educa-
tion, as human beings have developed them historically and over time, that 
might tell us something about what is shared by the cluster of phenomena 
that the term “education” identifies for us. I have focused on those contexts—
Ancient Mediterranean, European, English—that have most immediately 
flowed into the traditions out of which US educational institutions emerged. 
In other words, I identified a set of practices that bear a family resemblance to 
one another and then tried to say something about that family resemblance. 
Moreover, I focused on the practices of a subset of the world’s cultural tra-
ditions, although with a bit of a comparative eye to the differences between 
the European and other traditions. I noted, for instance, that Chinese tradi-
tions of education were formalized far earlier than in the Western context. 
My method, in other words, is pragmatist, not metaphysical, more Deweyan 
or Wittgenstinian than Platonist—more about that pragmatism anon and 
more, too, anon, about other traditions and globalization, which Marcelo 
Suárez-Orozco has asked me to attend to more carefully.

The purpose of identifying a core to education—established over time 
through practice—is to ascertain whether there is any intrinsic connection 
between it and equality. I argued that there is, in particular in the connec-
tion between education and the empowerment of people as political agents. 
The political competitiveness that has historically flowed from education 
is itself a force for egalitarian reforms in other domains, most importantly 
the economic and the social. Ensuring that education continues to provide 
resources for political competitiveness requires, I argued, focusing on the 
“humanistic baseline” generally, regardless of what subject areas are at the 
center of a student’s work. Preserving this element of education also neces-
sitates deploying the humanities, specifically, to help develop “participatory 
readiness” in all students.

By way of identifying a family resemblance among different forms of 
schooling, I picked out their orientation toward the development of human 
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capacities. In his acute comment, Tommie Shelby suggests that I might in-
stead have picked out learning through formal instruction. Shelby also argues 
that I should have picked out “knowledge” and the “pleasures of contempla-
tion,” rather than “skill,” as the relevant outcomes for the work of education. 
Thus, to give more detail to my portrait of the family resemblances that give 
content to the term “education,” I need to do a better job of explaining what 
I mean by “human capacities.”

Based on my argument, a reader could determine that human capacities 
consist of those components of human functioning that permit us to labor 
effectively; politick efficaciously and judiciously; love wisely and in a way that 
is fulfilling; and praise, play, and celebrate meaningfully. But meaningfully 
to whom, you might ask? And fulfilling for whom? Meaningfully and in a 
way that is fulfilling to ourselves as we ourselves judge, I would answer. But 
this is not enough of an answer to the question that Shelby has raised about 
just what I mean by the development of human capacities and whether my 
meaning closes down human possibilities around a single conception of the 
good or provides liberal protections for the diversity of conceptions of the 
good that populate our worlds. An adequate answer to the question of what I 
mean by “the development of human capacities” requires a deeper account of 
how terms like “capacity,” “skill,” “knowledge,” and “participatory readiness” 
relate to one another in my argument. I will also attempt to build on Quiara 
Alegría Hudes’s remarkable extension of my argument about language as the 
powerful and invisible body inside each of us.

Before I pick up each of these threads, however, let me also make note of 
the final challenge in front of me. Michael Rebell has brilliantly digested im-
portant legal advances in the field of educational law. He has detailed a shift of 
focus from the federal to the state courts in litigation strategy for educational 
equity cases. He has drawn our attention to the frequency with which state 
constitutions not only include a right to education but also tether that right to 
preparation for civic participation. Finally, he has highlighted an important 
need: as lawyers and judges work to make good on the state-level constitu-
tional commitment to an education for participatory readiness, lawyers and 
judges would benefit from a more detailed understanding of the relationship 
between education and civic agency. In short, lawyers need scholars. Rebell 
generously suggests that they even need philosophers. But do they?
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As Suárez-Orozco points out, whereas philosophy was a leading voice in 
conversations about education in the early twentieth century, philosophers 
ceded their place first to psychologists and more recently to economists. 
Do we really want philosophers back in the conversation about education? 
Shelby has suggested one reason we should be wary of inviting philosophers 
back. Philosophers have a tendency to make arguments about “the good,” 
failing to respect the limits of liberalism that ring-fence the just society as a 
place populated by plural, cohabiting accounts of the good. Rebell suggests 
that philosophers can usefully contribute to the efforts of the courts to “estab-
lish constitutional parameters that ensure that the legislative and executive 
branches carry out their constitutional responsibilities in these areas [of edu-
cational policy making].” He commends my contributions in that direction. 
But Shelby worries that I have gone too far and have dangerously inserted a 
conception of the good into policy conversations. Have I in fact crossed the 
line drawn by liberalism to limit philosophy’s contribution to public life? Or 
does my argument count as a restrained, nonimperial approach to philoso-
phy that can make valuable contributions to public policy?

To answer these questions, I need to follow all the threads tagged here: the 
question of the basis on which I identify some feature of a cluster of practices 
all labeled “education” as giving “education” its core meaning; the question 
of what I actually mean by “the development of human capacities”; the prob-
lems introduced by my reliance on a “Western” tradition to identify the core 
feature of “education,” especially in an era of globalization; and the question 
finally of whether philosophers can, in this wonderfully pluralistic age, use-
fully contribute to policy making. Finally, I will say one last word about edu-
cation and equality.

Pragmatism
“Beliefs are rules for action,” the late-nineteenth-century philosopher and 
psychologist William James famously wrote, thereby identifying an alter-
native framework for testing the content of ideas than, say, Platonic meta-
physics had long seemed to provide. He meant that we can understand the 
content of an idea, a value, a normative claim only after we have begun to see 
how it affects the world. Once someone tries to act on the basis of a norma-
tive claim, what changes around them? What practical effects do their beliefs 
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have? If new beliefs secure a better set of experiences for those impacted by 
the actions stemming from them, then those new beliefs are good.

But how are we to know whether the set of experiences emerging from the 
new ideas were “better” than the experiences the relevant group of people 
had previously? We have to count on those people to make judgments, based 
on conversation among themselves, about their own flourishing. Pragma-
tism, like Aristotelian eudaemonism, rests on the belief that human beings 
can fare better or worse; they can flourish or not. Aristotle sought a once-
and-for-all account of that flourishing by studying nature. Pragmatists, in 
contrast, achieve accounts of flourishing through democratic means. Like 
John Stuart Mill, they recognize each individual as engaged in the business 
of determining whether he or she is happy.1 They recognize that because none 
of us can know the minds of others, other than partially, hazily, and wishfully, 
none of us is in a position to make a sound determination of what will count 
as happiness for another.2 Each of us must do that for ourselves. Understand-
ing what counts as human flourishing therefore requires two things. First, it 
requires social forms that permit individualized explorations by each person 
of his or her own happiness. Second, it requires democratic conversations 
that permit the cohabitants of a community, of a nation, of the globe to seek 
solutions—for all decisions that we must necessarily make together—that 
best permit us to bring our multiple views about flourishing into alignment 
with one another. Democratic eudaemonism shares some features with Aris-
totelianism, but it is fundamentally pragmatist, rather than neo-Aristotelian, 
because on this account, the question of what makes us happy can be an-
swered only through democratic means.

The second sentence of the Declaration of Independence provides a par-
ticularly profound statement of this pragmatist approach to democratic eu-
daemonism. Here it is in full:

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, 
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, 
that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness,—
That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, 
deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed,—That 
whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, 
it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new 
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Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing 
its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their 
Safety and Happiness.

The final clause is the most important for our purposes. From generation 
to generation, we must survey our circumstances, “the course of human 
events,” and judge whether our government, whose purpose is to secure our 
rights to life, liberty, and an individualized pursuit of happiness, currently 
succeeds. Where it does not, we must revisit the basic terms of our social 
arrangements and reorganize them “as to us shall seem most likely to effect 
our Safety and Happiness” (emphasis added). The best we can do is make a 
probabilistic judgment about the joint structures that are “most likely” to 
achieve flourishing for all of us, a collective “safety and happiness.” More-
over, we make this judgment, conceding our own fallibility as we make it. We 
know, as we act, as we do our best to judge rightly, that another generation 
will come along and correct us. The greatest philosophical contribution of 
the Declaration of Independence is its articulation of a species of pragma-
tism—this democratic eudaemonism.

Pragmatism works forward by helping us determine what to do. It gives us 
intellectual and normative tools for inching our way toward individual and 
collective flourishing. Yet pragmatism works backward, too. That is, we can 
use it to probe past historical practices for the values and normative commit-
ments around which they were organized.

Let’s return again to William James’s idea that beliefs are rules for action. 
A feature of a rule is that if it is applied consistently over time, it generates 
patterned behavior. Over the last three decades, in the United States, the rule 
has been introduced that children must be buckled into car seats. The result 
of this rule is that families have, on the whole, needed bigger cars to accom-
modate multiple car seats for their children. The average size of American ve-
hicles has therefore increased and, one speculates, American fuel consump-
tion has, too, as a consequence of the rule about car seats. To find the logic 
in a set of practices, as I deploy that idea, is to seek out the beliefs that led to 
the habitual behaviors that give a practice its patterned look.

This approach to studying sociopolitical phenomena is also similar to 
Pierre Bourdieu’s method in Outline of a Theory of Practice.3 As Bourdieu 
analyzes practices, they are not stable, not static, as in a structuralist account. 
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Instead, any given actor faces a set of social rules and may or may not decide 
to deploy them, as they have been most recently used by those who preceded 
her on the stage. The rules are made and remade with these ongoing pragma-
tist reengagements with them. As the poet Frank Bidart writes, “We fill pre-
existing forms and when we fill them, we change them and are changed.”4 
Rules can be remade and beliefs evolve along with them, but some social phe-
nomena do nonetheless coalesce with more durable rules. State formation 
is a type of human development that has effected a near freezing into place 
of some norms—particularly those that pertain to marriage, markets and 
property, war and punishment, and (the latecomer) education. I had a two-
fold goal in excavating the “logic” of education and trying to make us aware 
of how long-standing customary “rules of action” define it. First, I wanted to 
ascertain where those rules for action represent things that we too value and 
perhaps need to work harder to protect. Second, I wanted to identify where 
those rules represent beliefs that we might want to shift.

Among the beliefs that I see operating in practices typically identified as 
examples of education is the idea that teachers and students interact to de-
velop the student’s human capacities and do so because this development is 
positively valued. In truth, I don’t see a great difference between “capacity 
development” and “learning,” nor do I see a great divide among the terms 
“skills,” “knowledge,” and “capacities.” I had best explain why not. In my at-
tempt to do so, however, I will trespass onto the territory that now belongs 
to psychologists. I am therefore likely to make significant blunders. Yet I am 
going to trespass nonetheless because I have been invited to do so, hoping 
only that this trespasser’s blunders may perhaps provoke some novel lines of 
inquiry for psychologists.

A Humanist’s Psychology
I will make my argument without relying on experiments, survey work, or 
any other sort of statistical analysis. Instead, I will make my argument based 
only on an effort to scrutinize (a) my own experience as both teacher and 
student, (b) the experiences of my hundreds (but not thousands) of students, 
and (c) my conversations about teaching and learning with other teachers. 
Based on this body of experience, I draw inferences. I make judgments.

The mathematical methods developed in the middle of the twentieth cen-
tury, first by statisticians and then by game theorists, and deployed so effec-
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tively by economists and now psychologists have displaced just this practice 
of judgment. Thus my purpose in trespassing on psychological turf is partly 
to make “judgment” as a practice visible again and to affirm its value, even 
while recognizing that judgment can be strengthened by assistance from the 
tools available to both experimental psychologists and economists. Yet while 
their statistical tools supply strength—defined as an increased likelihood 
of validity for claims—inferential judgment based on experience provides 
speed. Very often, when we need to make probabilistic judgments about what 
“shall seem most likely to effect our Safety and Happiness,” we must do so 
before the psychologists and economists can complete all the relevant ex-
periments and analyze all the available data. This is why the cultivation of 
sound inferential judgment from experience—the work, fundamentally, of 
the humanities—is so important. My accounts, then, of “skills,” “knowledge,” 
“capacities,” and “learning” represent my best judgment, as of now, of the 
case.

I was surprised to find the concept of “skills” taking such a prominent 
place in Shelby’s treatment of my argument. I had not thought that I had 
based my argument about education’s purposes around that concept. Indeed, 
when I went back to look, I found that I had not directly included “skills” 
in my own writing in the first chapter. I had quoted many instances of con-
temporary public discourse that highlight “skills” as the main objective of 
education but in my own voice had argued only for “capacities.” Yet in the 
second chapter, when I turned to focus on one of the specific capacities that 
I think education should foster—namely, “participatory readiness”—I did 
indeed then make an argument about the “skills” and “knowledge” that must 
be cultivated in order to foster the development of a capacity for civic agency 
in students. In other words, in my argument, “capacities” rest on “skills” and 
“knowledge.”

Yet even this makes matters too simple—for “skill” is a very old word, 
coming, as one can hear, from Old Norse. Its earliest, if now obsolete, mean-
ings are very capacious. The Oxford English Dictionary gives these early defi-
nitions:

	 a.	 Reason as a faculty of the mind; the power of discrimination
	 b.	 To have discrimination or knowledge, especially in a specified matter
	 c.	 That which is reasonable, proper, right, or just
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The mystery of human intelligence is that “skill” and “knowledge” are not 
fundamentally separable, nor are “learning” and “capacities.” While learning 
is pleasurable, and we can and should acknowledge that pleasure, I think it is 
impossible to learn without developing capacities of some kind. Nor can one 
“know” things or even enjoy the sheer joy of contemplation without “doing 
things”: retrieving pieces of information from wherever they are stored in 
the brain, synthesizing and connecting, comparing, juxtaposing new things 
with one another, applying the knowledge to context, and so forth. Know-
ing depends on the same cognitive and metacognitive capacities that need 
to operate for “doing,” understood as the deployment of “skills.” Building up 
those underlying cognitive and metacognitive capacities helps both know-
ing and doing.

In ordinary language, we are far more comfortable talking about the 
body’s well-being than about the mind’s well-being. The body takes in food. 
The digestive system turns it into energy for immediate use but also into 
muscles, bone, hair, nails, blood, and so on, all the material stuff of life that 
permit us, physically, to go on. If we do right by our production of muscles, 
bone, blood, and so on over the long run, we get health, well-being, strength, 
beauty, and so on. Of course, these outcomes are not entirely in our control. 
The point is only that a commonsense understanding of physical health and 
well-being is readily accessible to all of us. As Marcelo Suárez-Orozco points 
out, it is possible to develop more sophisticated understandings of that physi-
cal well-being, and education often helps us acquire that.

But what about our brain and/or mind? What commonsense notions 
do we have about mental or intellectual well-being? Not many. Yet we can 
use the analogy of the physical body for thinking about this, too. Day in 
and day out, we take things into our mental apparatus—through percep-
tion and also through memory. Then with cognitive, metacognitive, affec-
tive (or emotional), and intersubjective (or relational) functions, we digest 
what we’ve taken in. Through that process of digestion, we may well experi-
ence pleasure—just as the body, thanks to digestion, feels a boost of energy. 
We may also acquire knowledge or stored information. But we also build 
muscles—intellectual muscles, among which are basic literacy, understand-
ing, creativity, critical thinking, judgment, and communicative skill, but also 
personality muscles, among which we find grit, ambition, resilience, and so 
on. And just as doing right by our production of muscles, bone, blood, and 
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so on gives health, physical well-being, strength, and beauty over the long 
term, so, in my argument, doing right by our production of literacy, under-
standing, creativity, critical thinking, judgment, communicative skill, and 
personality factors like grit and resilience equips us to flourish over the long 
term at work, in civic life, in our cultural communities, and in our intimate 
relationships.5 Those muscles provide us with the capacities to meet the four 
human needs that I sketched in the first chapter.

In her comment, Quiara Alegría Hudes explores beautifully how think-
ing is a muscle: “When I first began my graduate studies in playwriting, I 
had a romantic notion of life as a writer but quickly became overwhelmed 
by the sheer volume of creative output that was expected. I asked Vogel, ‘But 
how can I have that many thoughts? How can I fill hundreds of pages with 
engaged expression?’ ‘It’s a muscle,’ Vogel winked. ‘It gets stronger.’ And it 
wasn’t a muscle she could strengthen for me; I had to do my own heavy lift-
ing within the dynamic laboratory she created.”

Hudes helps us see the value of developing these muscles not only for art 
but also for the artistry of social life by focusing on the work of two play-
wrights who depict verbal empowerment, on the one hand, and verbal dis-
empowerment, on the other, in working-class contexts.

Nilo Cruz portrays Cuban American workers in a cigar factory. Hudes 
has this to say:

Rolling cigars is monotonous labor class drudgery, and yet Cruz renders 
these factory laborers stunningly eloquent. They speak in imaginative 
metaphors to explain their contrasting points of view to one another. 
Their speech is so lyrical and articulate that conflict becomes almost 
impossible; the eloquence of each character renders her point of view 
valid to the others, even when in opposition. These characters face 
very real challenges—the advent of cigar-rolling machines replacing 
the need for human labor, the subsequent demise of the “lector” as a 
person who reads literature aloud to the factory workers, and—in a bit 
of classical dramaturgy—a gun that will be fired by the end of the play. 
But, within this contentious environment, Cruz’s characters come to an 
understanding rather than fighting. Their eloquence allows them love 
and community.
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Here the empowerment pertains to both civic flourishing and the capacity to 
participate in communities of shared cultural meaning.

Hudes contrasts Cruz’s characters, who have linguistic empowerment, 
with those of Franz Xavier Kroetz, a German playwright for whom “language 
was a class problem.” She writes, “Kroetz’s characters lack the skill to even 
partially express themselves, and so they suffer from and perpetuate their 
own alienation, loneliness, and rage. Kroetz developed an aesthetic around 
broken, impoverished speech.” In one play, a female butcher keeps a diary to 
mark her new relationship with an abusive laborer. Hudes writes, “She might 
not have the verbal acuity to defend herself when her lover hurls insults her 
way, but what’s truly disturbing is that even in her own diary her expressive 
speech is so stunted that she seems to be writing herself out of existence.” 
This character’s verbal disempowerment blocks her, specifically from flour-
ishing in the realm of intimacy.

For the second chapter, I used as an epigraph a quotation from the ancient 
Greek rhetorician Gorgias. Let me repeat it here: “Speech is a great power, 
which achieves the most divine works by means of the smallest and least 
visible body.” Language, or logos, is a great power housed somehow inside us 
in the smallest, most invisible body. It is, in other words, a most unusual kind 
of muscle. Gorgias contrasts its maximal power with the smallest of bodies. 
Although language, or logos, is so small as to be invisible, it is as powerful 
as a potentate. This is a way of conveying a principle of economy. Language 
does a lot with a little. The ratio of power to size is headed toward infinity.

Indeed, the central mystery of language’s power lies precisely in its effi-
ciency. Language is always working simultaneously at cognitive, affective (or 
emotional), and intersubjective (or relational) levels. Mastering language—
and the traditions of literature, philosophy, art, and music that constitute the 
archive of language over human history—requires mastering all these do-
mains. But it also requires mastering a remarkable process of judging which 
of the things that language can do are operative when and which should be 
applied when. This is what makes it so hard to pin the humanities down with 
metrics and rubrics. Language does too much all at once. The focused study 
of language—that is, of literature, art, philosophy, music, the textual remains 
of human history—develops students along so many dimensions simulta-
neously that efficient measurement is thwarted.

In the first chapter, I raised the topic of assessment in the context of K–12 
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education. I suggested we should take some steps back, via a reconsideration 
of the basic purpose of education, and then start anew our pursuit of appro-
priate means of holding schools and teachers accountable. The same might 
be said in the context of the effort to assess instruction in the humanities and 
liberal arts in the context of higher education. Noble efforts are under way—
take, for instance, the Association of American Colleges and Universities’ 
(AACU’s) VALUE Rubric Development Project (http://​www​.aacu​.org​/value​
/rubrics). Over a two-year period, the AACU led the development of sixteen 
rubrics whose purpose is to provide “valid assessment of learning in under-
graduate education.” The rubrics provide modes of assessing learning out-
comes like “inquiry and analysis,” “critical thinking,” “civic engagement—
local and global,” “ethical reasoning,” “global learning,” and so on. But you 
can tell from these labels already that the rubrics must overlap, and they do. 
Each is dense, and most overlap with others of the rubrics, as in table 3.

When one tries to pry apart, for formal assessment, all the cognitive, af-
fective, and intersubjective muscles that serious engagement with language, 
through the study of the humanities, develops simultaneously, the result is 
baroque.

Just as our work on assessment and accountability in the K–12 context 
should start fresh from recognition of the two concepts of education (the 
macro state-level concept and the micro interactional concept), so too our 
efforts in higher education to assess the humanities should begin again, from 
recognition of the principle of economy. The value of the humanities is that 
they do so much all at once. This requires a different approach to assessment 
than has been developed for the STEM disciplines (science, technology, engi-
neering, and mathematics) outside the humanities. They too may do a lot all 
at once, but that is ancillary, not central, to their purpose, at least as they are 
currently defined and taught.

A Liberal or Comprehensive Account of the Good?
I have argued, then, that by engaging with language generally and in the 
humanities specifically, we develop muscles, or capacities, on which our 
well-being depends. I have made an argument that the sort of well-being we 
should care about as we go about developing our intellectual and psychologi-
cal muscles involves labor, civic action, cultural participation, and intimacy. 
My interest in the developmental role of intellectual engagement is neces-



Table 3. Civic engagement: Local and global rubric
This was one of sixteen rubrics developed by the Association of American Colleges & Universities to be used 

for assessment of undergraduate liberal arts education. The full set is available at https://​www​.aacu​.org​/value​

/rubrics.

Capstone Milestones Milestones Benchmark
4 3 2 1

Diversity of  
communities  
and cultures

Demonstrates 
evidence of 
adjustment in own 
attitudes and beliefs  
because of working 
within and learning  
from diversity of 
communities and 
cultures. Promotes 
others’ engagement 
with diversity.

Reflects on how 
own attitudes and 
beliefs are different 
from those of 
other cultures 
and communities. 
Exhibits curiosity 
about what can 
be learned from 
diversity of 
communities and 
cultures.

Has awareness that 
one’s own attitudes 
and beliefs are 
different from those 
of other cultures 
and communities. 
Exhibits little 
curiosity about 
what can be learned 
from diversity of 
communities and 
cultures.

Expresses attitudes 
and beliefs as an 
individual, from 
a one-sided view. 
Is indifferent or 
resistant to what 
can be learned 
from diversity of 
communities and 
cultures.

Analysis of  
knowledge

Connects and 
extends knowledge 
(facts, theories, etc.) 
from one’s own 
academic study/
field/discipline to 
civic engagement 
and to one’s own 
participation in civic 
life, politics, and 
government.

Analyzes knowledge 
(facts, theories, etc.) 
from one’s own 
academic study/
field/discipline, 
making relevant 
connections to 
civic engagement 
and to one’s own 
participation in civic 
life, politics, and 
government.

Begins to connect 
knowledge (facts, 
theories, etc.) 
from one’s own 
academic study/
field/discipline to 
civic engagement 
and to one’s own 
participation in civic 
life, politics, and 
government.

Begins to identify 
knowledge (facts, 
theories, etc.) 
from one’s own 
academic study/
field/discipline 
that is relevant to 
civic engagement 
and to one’s own 
participation in  
civic life, politics, 
and government.

Civic identity and 
commitment

Provides evidence 
of experience in 
civic-engagement 
activities and 
describes what she 
or he has learned 
about her- or 
himself as it relates 
to a reinforced 
and clarified sense 
of civic identity 
and continued 
commitment to 
public action.

Provides evidence 
of experience in 
civic-engagement 
activities and 
describes what she 
or he has learned 
about her- or 
himself as it relates 
to a growing sense 
of civic identity and 
commitment.

Evidence suggests 
involvement in 
civic-engagement 
activities is 
generated from 
expectations or 
course requirements 
rather than from 
a sense of civic 
identity.

Provides little 
evidence of her or 
his experience in 
civic-engagement 
activities and 
does not connect 
experiences to civic 
identity.



Table 3. Continued

Capstone Milestones Milestones Benchmark
4 3 2 1

Civic  
communication

Tailors 
communication 
strategies to 
effectively express, 
listen, and adapt to 
others to establish 
relationships to 
further civic action.

Effectively 
communicates 
in civic context, 
showing ability to 
do all the following: 
express, listen, and 
adapt ideas and 
messages based on 
others’ perspectives.

Communicates 
in civic context, 
showing the ability 
to do more than one 
of the following: 
express, listen, and 
adapt ideas and 
messages based on 
others’ perspectives.

Communicates 
in civic context, 
showing ability to do 
one of the following: 
express, listen to, 
and adapt ideas and 
messages based on 
others’ perspectives.

Civic action and 
reflection

Demonstrates 
independent 
experience and 
shows initiative in 
team leadership of 
complex or multiple 
civic engagement 
activities, 
accompanied by 
reflective insights 
or analysis about 
the aims and 
accomplishments of 
one’s actions.

Demonstrates 
independent 
experience and 
team leadership of 
civic action, with 
reflective insights 
or analysis about 
the aims and 
accomplishments of 
one’s actions.

Has clearly 
participated in 
civically focused 
actions and begins 
to reflect or 
describe how these 
actions may benefit 
individual(s) or 
communities.

Has experimented 
with some civic 
activities but shows 
little internalized 
understanding of its 
aims or effects and 
little commitment  
to future action.

Civic context/
structures

Demonstrates ability 
and commitment to 
collaboratively work 
across and within 
community contexts 
and structures to 
achieve a civic aim.

Demonstrates ability 
and commitment to 
work actively within 
community contexts 
and structures to 
achieve a civic aim.

Demonstrates 
experience 
identifying 
intentional ways 
to participate in 
civic contexts and 
structures.

Experiments with 
civic contexts and 
structures and tries 
out a few to see  
what fits.

Civic engagement is “working to make a difference in the civic life of our communities and developing the combination of 
knowledge, skills, values, and motivations to make that difference. It means promoting the quality of life in a community, through 
both politic and nonpolitical processes” (excerpted from Civic Responsibility and Higher Education, edited by Thomas Ehrlich, 
published by Oryx Press, 2000, p. vi). In addition, civic engagement encompasses actions wherein individuals participate in activities 
of personal and public concern that are both individually life enriching and socially beneficial to the community. Evaluators are 
encouraged to assign a zero to any work sample or collection of work that does not meet benchmark-level performance.



	 112 ]	 Danielle Allen

sary, I would contend, because I think there is no such thing as learning or 
knowing without also building up one’s intellectual muscles (or failing to do 
so), just as there is no eating and digesting that doesn’t have an effect on the 
body’s development. If, indeed, we can’t learn, or know, or contemplate with-
out developing “muscles” (or capacities), then surely one does want to attend 
to the direction of the development, if for no other reason than to strengthen 
the likelihood that one can deepen one’s access to the pleasures of contem-
plation by developing ever-improving capacities for contemplation. That ob-
servation returns us to Shelby’s questions about whether my account of the 
human capacities that ought to be fostered by education imports a concep-
tion of the good.

I will have to concede that, to some degree, my arguments about education 
do import a conception of the good. But liberalism, too, imports a concep-
tion of the good. There is no positive argument for how we should organize 
our common life that can avoid that. The relevant question, I think, is only 
whether the conception of the good argued for is liberal or comprehensive. 
I believe I have, in fact, put forward a liberal conception of the good, one 
that precisely makes room for plural conceptions of the good; that expressly 
seeks to combine educación, as Suárez-Orozco calls the diversity of cultural 
resources provided by family and kinship networks, with formal education; 
and that should even offer resources for responding to globalization. Let me 
explain. To do so, I will have to return to my conception of “the good,” or 
rather of human flourishing, as I suggest in chapter 1.

We should enjoy learning, and a test of its success should be that it brings 
pleasure, not boredom, though surely it cannot bring pleasure exclusively, 
because learning is also often hard. Yet beyond what we gain in the mo-
ment of actual learning, we need to recognize the necessary developmental 
element of learning and consider which human needs most fundamentally 
require the support of the intentional development of our capacities. I pro-
posed four and suggested that while the state might reasonably attend to two 
of those, it ought to leave space for schools, teachers, students, and families 
to steer their own course to attend to the other two. We need, I argued, to do 
the following:

	 1.	 Prepare ourselves for breadwinning work
	 2.	 Prepare ourselves for civic and political engagement
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	 3.	 Prepare ourselves for creative self-expression and world making
	 4.	 Prepare ourselves for rewarding relationships in spaces of intimacy 

and leisure

The first two of those are reasonably seen as equally the concern of the 
state and the individual. The latter two, I argued, are the concern of the indi-
vidual, to be treated with deference and restraint by the state. The argument 
I make for state deference goes beyond requiring that the state not seek to 
control those domains. It also requires that the state leave space in the school 
day for communities of school leaders, teachers, parents, and students to 
decide how best to support development along the third and fourth dimen-
sions. Moreover, I suggest no content in the third and fourth domains for 
what constitutes good, successful, or fulfilling outcomes. These are precisely 
the domains in which the point of education is, above all, to prepare people 
to be judges of their own flourishing and to establish their own course—to 
find their own conceptions of the good, to build relationships around them, 
and to contribute to cultural communities of value to them on their basis.

But this does not mean that schools are irrelevant here. Can we learn from 
others in those domains of cultural production and intimacy? Of course we 
can. The idea that we all need to find our own conceptions of the good to 
frame our participation in worlds of culture and in intimate social relations 
does not mean that the work must be solitary. The suggestion is that com-
munities of teachers and learners, and families who are at work on educa-
ción, should collaborate to ascertain just how to scaffold the development of 
their children toward success in these two domains. Schools may well wish 
to engage the development of their students in the domains of creative self-
expression and preparation for rewarding relationships in spaces of intimacy. 
My argument is that the state should not direct the choices being made in 
this regard by schools. Nor should it consume so much of the time in the 
school day that school communities cannot use their schools for these pur-
poses too. We should encourage diversity on this front. As Marcelo Suárez-
Orozco points out, the subsequent challenge for schools, if they can be freed 
from excessive state constraint, would be to improve our capacity to build on 
the educación that occurs at home in support of the formal education that 
happens in school. An approach to schooling that acknowledges the impor-
tance of time in the school day for preparation for creative self-expression 
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and world making (by which I mean contributing to the production of cul-
ture and preparation for fulfilling intimacy) and that protects that time from 
state control ought to be able to leverage the cultural diversity that globaliza-
tion has offered to us as a stunning resource for collective, social learning.

A final word on the conception of human flourishing that I have articu-
lated here. Shelby has expressed concern that any account of human needs 
that goes beyond survival and basic physical health is too prescriptive. I have 
indeed gone beyond that bare minimum. My picture of human flourishing 
includes not only survival and physical health but also political freedom or 
equality, creative self-expression or the participation in cultural communi-
ties, and personal intimacy. This articulation of core human needs is not 
novel. It tracks the argument of the United Nations’ Declaration of Human 
Rights as well as the work of scholars like Amartya Sen. My route to the 
argument—through a pragmatist development of a concept of democratic 
eudaemonism—is different. But the picture of human needs lines up with 
familiar accounts provided by liberalism. The only feature of my account that 
is perhaps worth flagging is its emphasis on political equality, the right to 
participate as an equal in politics, as a basic need. This right has been less de-
fended in the philosophical tradition than one might expect. Aristotle, for in-
stance, recognized the need to participate in politics as a basic need for some 
people but not for all. The Declaration of Independence fudged the question. 
Although John Stuart Mill and Isaiah Berlin both saw individual personal 
development as a core need and liberal institutions as a mode of protecting 
that right, neither considered political equality fundamentally necessary as 
a protection for that right of personal development. Rather than requiring 
the freedom to participate for all, they asked only that governments, how-
ever organized, protect freedom “from interference.”6 Berlin, in fact, had 
real qualms about what he called “positive liberty”—the freedom to partici-
pate in politics. Only with figures like Hannah Arendt and Amartya Sen has 
political equality become considered a fundamental right for all people, one 
whose status is itself necessary to secure the other rights.7 This is the view 
that I, too, take. We have to extend the account of basic human needs beyond 
bare survival and physical health to political equality, because it is the last 
that ensures people have the tools to secure the former. As Amartya Sen puts 
it, before India became a democracy, it suffered from famines routinely, but 
it has not suffered from a single famine since independence.
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Have I gone beyond this consequentialist account of the usefulness of po-
litical equality to argue that it is a good in itself? Yes, I have. If we can agree 
that our bodies should flourish and that we need bare survival and physical 
health, perhaps we can agree that we need to secure the health of that very 
powerful, invisible body inside us—our capacity for language, or logos, or 
thought. That “muscle” has a status no less significant than any of our other 
muscles. And one of the things that muscle does most importantly is make 
judgments about whether things are going well or ill for us individually and 
collectively and set a course that will take us in better directions. That is the 
political muscle, and it feels good to use it. Human flourishing involves the 
health of this muscle, too. Such is my considered judgment, and I ask you to 
judge it in turn.

Coda
The topic of the relationship of education to equality has come to be closely 
connected to the problem of inheritance. The inheritance of wealth, cultural 
capital, and social contacts has powerful impacts on social, economic, and 
political structures. Education is rightly seen as among the most important 
antidotes to the social forces unleashed by starkly unequal patterns of in-
heritance.

In the United States of the founding era, the new nation did away with 
aristocratic titles as part of its founding. It also did away with the rule of in-
heritance by primogeniture (the whole of a father’s estate to go to the first-
born son). The goal was a “middling” economy that had a preponderance of 
“middle-class” households, rather than letting wealth accumulate and con-
centrate in the hands of a few.

We currently live in a world of income and wealth inequality vastly greater 
than what existed in the middle of the twentieth century. These inequalities 
translate into inequalities in cultural and social capital that themselves flow 
directly into educational outcomes. We are constantly at work, in our educa-
tional policy conversations, to ascertain how to reduce the power of inheri-
tance. We wonder whether we should limit the ability of the wealthy to give 
money to their own children’s public schools while other public schools lan-
guish without private philanthropy.8 We stop and think twice about whether 
parents have a right to give their kids all that extra cultural capital by read-
ing them an extra bedtime story.9 We are concerned when charter schools 
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are populated by children whose parents have made an extra effort to get 
them there.10

The problem of inheritance challenges our bedrock belief that all children 
should have an equal opportunity, which means an equal starting point in 
the race of life, in Lyndon Johnson’s famous image. The facts of inheritance, 
as we now know them, mean such an equal starting point does not exist and 
is not likely to exist in the immediately foreseeable future.

There is, moreover, a challenging paradox here. This country has inter-
vened fundamentally in how inheritance is handled—as with the eradication 
of the law of primogeniture. Yet we also very much want to encourage parents 
to direct their energies to the improvement of their children’s lot. That is, we 
want parents to do what they can to see that their children have better educa-
tions than they themselves did. We will do damage to valuable social energies 
if we work too hard to make the effects of inheritance nugatory. While we 
ought to restore the inheritance tax, we should not, in other words, tackle the 
problem of inheritance at the point where the ambition to pass something 
on is doing its best work: inspiring parents to do the most they can for their 
children’s education. What then can we do instead?

We need to restore an economy that results in a more middling distribu-
tion of income and wealth and that revives failing patterns of social mobility. 
This requires construction of policy frameworks that take apart segregation; 
that alter the current relationships among jobs, housing, and transportation; 
that reorganize funding at the municipal and county level; that strengthen 
wages for service workers and other working class roles; and that dispense 
with the illegal drug economy. But how can we get alternative policy frame-
works? Only with a more competitive political system.

We can’t educate our way out of the inheritance trap simply by trying to 
reduce the wage premium on expertise, nor should we try to restrain the am-
bition of parents to see that their children are well educated. If, however, we 
care about egalitarian economic and social outcomes, then we desperately 
need to educate a citizenry ready to participate maximally in our shared proj-
ect of self-governance. In other words, caring about political equality should 
also advance work on the economic dimensions of equality, including the 
challenge of inherited opportunity.
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