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Locating the Problem of Citizenship Education in Modernist Disenchantment

We need to recognize…that the march of modernity left a number of casualties lying on the roadside of history, including such previously prominent and respected figures as the Citizen and the Monk.(Skinner, 1998, p. 34).

In his The Malaise of Modernity (1991) (the published version of the Massey Lecture series on the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation radio network), Charles Taylor identifies three “malaises” afflicting our late modern age.  The three malaises speak of a kind of disenchantment with the modern world, and the kinds of lives and pursuits many of us find ourselves in.  Taylor terms these malaises (or perhaps fears or anxieties) as the loss of meaning, the loss of purpose because of “rampant instrumental reason” and loss of freedom.  I would briefly like to take these up as a basis for beginning my discussion about the question “where does citizenship live?” and the implications for educational and pedagogic practice.  I will first try to provide some interpretation of the malaises in educational terms, although I realize of course these are very broadly outlined.  But they provide a good starting point, I think, for identifying how we might start thinking about citizenship education and pedagogic practices related to that, and how we might begin to address feelings of “disenchantment.”  

As a teacher educator, and especially as a teacher educator in the area of social studies education I am concerned about practice.  But my concern is also that we often talk and write about practice—and practice a form of practice—which may be negligent of questioning the very presuppositions on which such practice is based.  My examples and directions are of course tentative, and not firmly based on “empirical” truths; what I am interested in at this point is to develop a possible way to a) begin to outline and frame possible research approaches and topics; b) begin to problematize the language in which we do such research; and, c) open up the question about how we might think differently about citizenship in education.  


The notion of malaise or disenchantment is not a new theme in the modernist or more recently, postmodernist literature.  From one perspective, disenchantment may be understood more broadly as a symptom of the modern age.  In Max Weber’s terms, feelings of disenchantment arise especially when we think we can know everything, but realize that despite the accumulation of knowledge, we cannot solve all our problems and dilemmas.  Indeed, we may even become more aware of the gap between that knowledge and the experienced realities of our lives.  As Weber noted,

The increasing intellectualization and rationalization do not, therefore, indicate an increased and general knowledge of the conditions under which one lives.  It means something else, namely, the knowledge or belief that if one but wished, one could learn it at any time.  Hence it means that principally there are no mysterious incalculable forces that come into play, but rather that one can, in principle, master all things by calculation.  This means the world is disenchanted. (Weber, 1946, p. 139; italics in original)

Weber saw in this enchantment the increasingly narrow focus that rationalism encourages, and hence a narrowing of the scope of human action.  The modern phenomenon that carries the burden of disenchantment has been an important theme in twentieth century social theory and philosophy (Horkheimer, 1947; Arendt, 1958).  Peter Sloterdjik (1987) has also described this phenomenon as cynicism, a generalized cultural malaise characteristic of the postmodern age.   And the more recent postmodern literature has identified the disenchantment with overly rationalized, Cartesian- and Kantian-based human science approaches (Borgmann, 1992; Wyshogrod; Lyotard, 1982).

Charles Taylor identifies qualities of disenchantment or malaise that I think are most relevant for our discussion about citizenship, so I want to focus particularly on the way that he characterizes disenchantment.  The first malaise Taylor attributes to the particular form of individualism that has been taken up in modern societies, and which contributes to what he calls the “fading of moral horizons”—a loss of meaning, and especially a loss of connection to things that transcend individual self-interest.  This is not an uncommon theme in the critique of modernity.  It has been described in various terms, including Christopher Lasch’s (1979) “the culture of narcissism” and Albert Borgmann’s (1992)  characterization of late modernity as being characterized by “ambiguous” and “commodious” individualism, and the “sullen” expression thereof, and in popular culture, as the “me generation.”  The American sociologist Richard Sennett (1998) speaks of the corrosion of public life, where loyalty to any particular community has been undermined by the transitory nature of economic life.

In terms of understanding the nature of citizenship, it is evident that we can locate Taylor’s critique of a particular kind of individualism in terms of the citizen as self-directing, self-originating and carrier of rights.  It is more difficult to recognize how this has played out in education, although for the sake of argument one could argue that at least, in terms of where I live in Canada, that education is conceived more and more in terms of success on individual achievement tests, individual accountability, and preparation for the success in the world of work.  Moreover, the “public” in public education is increasingly seen rather as that space that individuals serve, as that which serves individual or privatized needs and ends.  I would include in that, for example, the expressed desire of many to pay lower school taxes since there is no immediate benefit to themselves, and the growing proliferation of charter and private schools.  I also see it my work with student teachers, among whom are those that find it difficult to transcend their own narcissistic ways of being in the service of others.  In the lives of young people, individualism, it can be argued, has been reduced to displaying consumer brands, where the body itself has become a site of capitalist consumerism (Giroux, 1999).  The “body politic” is in that sense, literally the body, and not a particular social or cultural space that may be immune to vicissitudes of consumerism.

In these examples, what we see of Taylor’s notion of disenchantment about individualism is being reinforced in certain practices, and in particular ways that citizenship is conceptualized in curriculum.  Recently I had an opportunity to conduct a small research project for the Canadian Teachers’ Institute on Parliamentary Democracy.  What I discovered, not unsurprisingly, is that almost all of the teachers who are overtly interested in citizenship, see its qualities in rather legalistic and individualistic ways.  Moreover, the inadequacies of citizenship education are attributed to the lack of expertise with regard to pedagogical strategies and content knowledge.  What does not seem to be questioned is what Taylor would identify as the moral calling of citizenship, or, how citizenship may be thought of as an embodied practice in everyday interactions.  


I would also want to raise the issue of citizenship, what that means and how it is conceptualized, and how it may actually be manifested concretely as a goal of the social studies, or even better perhaps, as an actual practice of social studies learning.  Curriculum reforms that are underway in my part of the world continue to be based on a rather abstract notion of citizenship, which has at it’s heart the notion of the sovereign individual—as something that is carried as an individual right rather than as a practice and responsibility. I think that the way that citizenship is conceptualized in curricula often doesn’t address the issues that people like Benjamin Barber (1998) have raised, for instance:  i.e., the question of what might constitute meaningful participation in social life. 

This brings me to the second of Taylor’s malaises.  Taylor claims, like many other critics, including philosophers like Hans-Georg Gadamer and Jurgen Habermas, that in our modern age, what he calls “instrumental reason” has assumed primacy in all facets of our lives, public and private.  What this means, and how it is played out in everyday life can be understood at many levels.  For example, in another work, Taylor (1995) has argued that the very nature of western thought, which gives primacy to individualized ways of thinking leads itself to an instrumental relationship to things and others.  Gadamer (1981, 1996) has argued that “reason in the age of science” has meant that the notion of practice, as a form of action that is embedded in social relations, and embodies wisdom has been replaced by the idea of theory into practice.  Thus, he claims, there is an increasing reliance on experts for even the most basic of our daily decisions, not to mention complex and difficult moral and political issues by which we are all confronted.

As Taylor and others who write in his kind of tradition of philosophy argue, the problem with instrumental rationality is that we are often caught in decisions, through our positions in institutions, that may in fact do more harm than good, or more benignly, not deal at all with the deeper underlying issues that perversely nurture the feeling of malaise or disenchantment.  As Taylor describes it, 

But it is also clear that powerful mechanisms of social life press us in this direction.  A manager in spite of her own orientation may be forced by conditions of the market to adopt a maximizing strategy she feels is destructive.  A bureaucrat, in spite of his personal insight, may be forced by the rules under which he operates to make a decision he knows to be against humanity and good sense. (1991, p.7)

Educational and pedagogic thinking and practice has not been immune to the sovereignty of instrumental rationality.  Some examples from my own experiences can perhaps illustrate this.  I have already referred to the growing primacy of accountability through testing prevalent in the jurisdiction in which I work.  In a survey of social studies teachers I conducted in Alberta, citizenship was identified as an important goal of social studies, but many teachers see it being sacrificed, overtly or otherwise, to the demands for results that can be quantitatively reported.  In the teacher education program in which I have only recently began to work, the design of the program, in terms of both intention and structure attempts to nurture an understanding of teaching as practical wisdom.  Yet, our students, when they go to schools for field experiences, are faced with acting in ways that require the application of technical knowledge, in the absence still, of a deeper understanding of what it means to be a teacher.  

Within the program in which I work, I have responsibility for developing field experiences through work with teachers and schools that may allow teaching to develop as practical wisdom.  Yet in my day to day work, I am forced into making decisions not in the larger understanding of what teaching may be, but in the interests of solving immediate problems.  Sometimes problems may be solved in ways that actually may undermine the intent of the program, and hence reinforce both instrumentality and individualism.

Joseph Dunne, in his Back to the Rough Ground. Practical Judgement and the Lure of Technique (1997) attributes his title to a quote from Wittegenstein in naming the challenge of overcoming instrumental rationality in education, and the way that instrumental rationality denies engagement with difficulties that puts them back into life, rather than necessarily finding technical solutions: “We have got on slipper ice where there is no friction and so in a certain sense the conditions are ideal, but also just because of that, we are unable to walk.  We want to walk: so we need friction.  Back to the rough ground! (p. xi).”  

This quote and what it refers to came to mind recently, as I was asked to be on a faculty committee investigating the integration of technology into the teacher education program.  It strikes me as an area where perhaps we wish to skate over, rather than wade through the more difficult issues of meaning.  I do not want to be dismissive about the kinds of possibilities the use of technology may have to foster a practice of citizenship, for example.  As Dreyfuss (1998) argues, it is not technology, but the directions that it allows to go.  However, one thing that has already struck me is that the technology itself, and its use, are offered as solutions for challenges that go to the heart of the purposes of education.  Let me just give one example:  computers, internet, etc. all offer opportunities for faster access to information, allows the gathering and dissemination of information through expanded networks, allows for the opportunities to create hypertexts;  shrinks space as contacts can zoom around the world as fast as existing conduits of information can handle them.  Yet schools seem to be struggling increasingly with issues of violence and bullying;  racism and alienation are evident in many locations.  It is not that technology cannot be used in the service of the challenges that face us, but it doesn’t address those issues. 

The loss of meaning and the fragility of a morality based on individualism coupled with a pervasive technical rationality leads Taylor to his third malaise, and that is the loss of freedom.  On the surface of things this seems ironic, as there is more “choice” than ever before:  at least in the West, choices of what to consume and how;  in my city and province, the government is now talking about choice in schools, and even choice in health care, as even basic social services are reduced to something you choose off the supermarket shelf, the quality of the product commiserate with what you can pay for it.  But this is a constraining of freedom, not its flowering.  As Taylor suggests, the institutions, practices and instrumentality of modern life severely constrain choice about how we should live.  In his words,

The society structured around instrumental reason can be seen as imposing a great loss of freedom, on both individuals and the group—because it is not just our social decisions that are shaped by these forces.  An individual lifestyle is also hard to sustain against the grain. (1991, p. 9)


There are many examples of this.  Taylor gives the example of living in cities where public transport becomes less and less an option in favour of the use of private automobiles.  In education and schooling, we can see the limits created by the emphasis on tax cuts and less spending with difficulties in schools—and subsequent public dissatisfaction with public education—as increasingly undermining its viability.  In universities, the normative talk is about business plans and becoming viable through raising funds in the private sector in order to sustain the work that is ostensibly oriented to the public good.


More germaine to the question about where citizenship lives is Taylor’s concern about the loss of freedom, as public participation is increasingly diminished for private pursuits, as people feel more and more alienated from participation in political decision-making, and power, by default falls increasingly in the hands what Taylor terms “irresponsible tutelary power” (1991, p. 10).  Again, although Taylor is partly writing at the level of political theory, there are correlates in actual experience.  For example, in Calgary, the city in which I work, the provincial government unilaterally dismissed the one of the school boards earlier this fall.  There was little protest.  Last week, 7% of the eligible voters participated in the election of a new board.  A columnist in the local newspaper dismissed the elections as being of little significance anyway.


Now of course it is easy to overstate the decline of public life and the degree of disenchantment.  However, Taylor’s discussion is an important one, I think, for beginning to ask the question not only about the purposes of citizenship education, but also what citizenship may be, where it lives, and how it may be a meaningful part of public education.  The question I wish to deliberate is a difficult one, I realize.  Given the terms of disenchantment that are identified by Taylor, the question facing us is how citizenship education can begin to respond in a way that more effectively takes up the challenge John Dewey threw out many years ago—that is, the role of education in not just serving public interests, but ought also to contribute to the creation of possibilities for public life. 

Social Studies Education as the Rightful Home of Citizenship
Given the complexities of locating citizenship and given the time today, I can only begin to outline some possibilities for curriculum and pedagogic practice.  Given my interests and responsibilities, I particularly want to argue that a rightful home for citizenship is the social studies in schools (although that is not deny that citizenship should live “everywhere” in the school).  



At one level, we may think of the social studies curriculum as more or less faithful attempt to respresent society and the world to our students.  Perhaps for a long time, many of us did not question the accuracy or nature of social studies as a representation of the world.  We laboured under the assumption that curriculum and social studies content—including how we thought of citizenship was based on truthful correspondence between social studies knowledge and social reality.


Yet as we all know, the certainties and meaning of culture, place, nationality, the nation state, democratic rights and qualities have slipped.  In his recent address to the Canadian Parliament, Czech president Vaclav Havel notes that we may already being living during the eclipse of the nation state as a meaningfully emotional and durable anchor for our identities.  In economic terms as well, the deepening influence of neo-liberal economic policies in governance raises the question of what grounds citizenship.  Thus if citizenship is going to be a meaningful practice, then the question has to asked, for what purposes?  To foster what kinds of loyalties?  To whom and to what ends?  These kinds of questions are complicated by the changing realities of students’ lives.  It seems to me that these questions are central to the social studies.  In a study I conducted of social studies teachers and curriculum and Alberta, the following areas of concern were raised which speak to where citizenship may be located:


1. Changing global and cultural realities: Respondents recognized that there have been significant cultural, economic, and social changes, which challenge social studies curriculum and teaching. Several teachers identified the issue of Eurocentrism in the curriculum, in recognition of the increasing cultural diversity of schools.  Some teachers spoke eloquently for a “multi-ethnic perspective” in the curriculum noted especially that such perspectives require integration into the curriculum.  Many respondents also noted the realities of a “post cold war/bi-polar world”, and the absence of curriculum content to deal with new cultural and social realities.  Recognizing, for example, the effects of increased economic globalization and the emphasis on narrow economic values, a teacher noted the responsibility of the social studies:


What was particularly significant about these comments was the recognition by many teachers of the need for curriculum content and instructional approaches, which could more adequately help students understand the nature of the world as it has emerged in the lifetimes of students.  The social studies curriculum has perhaps not kept up with the realities of a changing, what some call postmodern, world, a world that can no longer be described, for example, in the language of earlier times.


2. The changing realities of students and classrooms:  Many respondents on the survey noted that the realities of their classrooms have changed significantly in their lifetimes as teachers.  Several respondents clearly emphasized that they sometimes felt constrained by the curriculum and diploma/achievement tests in creating a program more responsive to students’ needs.  Nonetheless, teachers at all levels expressed concern for fostering learning that is relevant and interesting for their students, based on their understandings of the lives of children.  An elementary teacher, for example, expressed the broader importance of social studies to children’s lives:

Primary children enjoy learning about other countries, people and animals...a global component is important with the world becoming smaller through media...


Other teachers, at all grade levels, asked questions like the one posed by the following teacher, implying that content alone, and preparation primarily for achievement or diploma testing, is inadequate as social studies learning:  “Is there any way to make a more hands-on approach or create a “feeling of doing something” more interesting within the social studies topics?”  In addition, many comments referred to the need for greater relevance of topics to students’ lives.  Especially at the junior high level, several respondents raised concern about the relevance of the curriculum.


In general, teachers’ comments on the survey demonstrate a strong concern for fostering student interest and learning, and hence question the possible narrowing of curriculum in ways that do not speak to issues of student ability, background, cultural and other forms of diversity, and what engages students meaningfully in learning.  The following comment represents the concern expressed by many of the respondents:

Presently the social studies curriculum does not allow for much of anything besides the content outlined in the curriculum.  There must be flexibility for the study of issues that may appear in the immediate community/world.  Kids, today, are always challenging the content;  thus, by focusing more on events that truly affect them/society/environment, we can motivate them more easily.  Kids need to feel that there is a reason for learning what they do in the classroom. (emphasis added)

3. Curriculum goals, direction, and control:  One of the strongest messages that came out of the survey was the overwhelming support for a model of social studies that incorporates active citizenship, decision-making, and critical thinking about important issues.  Many respondents also mentioned the desirability of maintaining room for teacher decisions about curriculum content and instructional strategies.  At the same time, however, many respondents lamented the limiting effects of the stress on achievement and diploma testing results in terms of decision-making related to including material related to more locally-based concerns, and responding to students’ interests and needs.


Numerous comments were made regarding the experience of time--or rather the lack of it--and feelings that the volume of content was much too heavy--at all grade levels, but especially at the junior and senior high levels.  It is arguable whether or not these comments reflect objectively the limitations that teachers have over control of their work lives.  There are some who would argue that the curriculum allows for ample opportunities for teacher choice, the inclusion of current events, active learning and so on.  The comments from the survey nevertheless point to real-life experiences--that is how teachers experience the curriculum in the context of actual classrooms, and the demands, which are various and multifaceted. 

Turning to the practice of citizenship as practical wisdom or judgement

In attempting to come to an understanding of practice I am starting from the critique of modernist practice that philosophical hermeneutics has undertaken, and has found its most cogent expression in the work of philosophers like Hans-Georg Gadamer and Paul Ricoeur.  As Gadamer notes about the centrality of practical knowledge and wisdom, “It is this practical knowledge which, in reality, assigns and opens the space for each scientifically grounded capacity to do things” (1996, p. 56-57).  To put it more prosaically, in the context of learning about citizenship, knowing about citizenship by itself does not lead to the capacity to be a citizen.

 
In his more current discussions, as well as earlier writings, Gadamer carries out an important critique of practice that has become more important for my own work and thinking.  In particular, Gadamer emphasizes that we have become accustomed to thinking about practice as the application of science—a theory into practice orientation.  From this view, practice comes to be understood as something that is artificially produced in accordance with a pre-existing idea.  Because of this kind of thinking, Gadamer suggests that we lose a kind of flexibility in our relationship to the world, and forget to ask what purposes our knowledge serves.  In particular, Gadamer argues that we have lost the sense of practice as “social reason.”  And within an era where there is an increase in the degree of information, social reason is not necessarily strengthened.  Gadamer argues that instead we tend to become more dependent on experts, but also we tend to elevate “adaptive qualities to privileged status” (1981, p. 73).  Here, I think we can see echoes of Taylor’s roots of disenchantment—the overemphasis on individualism and instrumental rationality.


Gadamer especially puts his discussion in the context of the over-rationalization of modern life, and the way that particularly the social sciences have aspired to changing everyday practice so that if becomes more rational, that is, in tune with scientific or expert knowledge.  But as he notes, “the more rationally the organizational forms of life are shaped, the less rational judgement exercised and trained among individuals” (1996, p. 17).


 What is further developed in  Paul Ricoeur’s work is that practice, and how one learns practice also cannot be separated from the development of self and identity.  As he notes, the question of what constitutes a “capable person”, as for example a person who can act ethically (or play chess competently, or teach competently), involves “successively, the question of determining who can speak, who can act, who can recount, who can impute actions to himself or herself (1998, p. 89; italics in original).  Ricoeur (1992, 1998) refers instead to something he calls “narrative identity” which is something that emerges as possibility in a reflectively interpretative engagement with experiences, whereby one attempts to understand better--and act with more wisdom--in solving a problem or facing a challenge in one’s life.  Such a perspective is also integral in Hannah Arendt’s work, The Human Condition, where she develops the distinction between work, labour, and action, arguing that human action—which includes what we would call practice in Ricoeur’s terms, cannot be described in discretely instrumental terms, but instead must be conveyed narratively.  Such a narrative understanding of the relationship between self and practice again speaks much more deeply and holistically than a language which reduces practice to technique or the application of theory.


I think the sense of malaise and crisis we feel in our everyday work can be less attributed to curriculum than to practice.  I think we are all struggling with constitutes practice—and how we live that in relation to curriculum, to ends of schooling, to broader purposes.  We are still caught in what has been identified as a “modernist” framework for practice:  that our understanding of practice grew out what Toulmin (1990) terms the “three pillars” of Modernity:  “certainty, systematicity, and the clean slate” (p. 179).   In his critique of those three pillars, Toulmin suggests that we need to return to a more meaningful sense of practice, that we have exhausted the promises of instrumental and technically rational ways of thinking and doing in human endeavours.


Joseph Dunne uses the expression that we need to return to the “rough ground” of our experiences—it is an appropriately evocative term, I think, because in many ways the ground of our work is rough, undefined, resistant to easy conceptualization, yet at the same time, while messy, fertile and full of promise.  The question is, however, how do we work on this rough ground of experience?  As Dunne asks can we overcome seeing and manipulating curriculum, children’s lives, pedagogical situations as objects of analysis, and instead see those as experiences to live through—he calls it a “kind of subsoil which nourishes the fruits of explicit purposes but…is not itself a fruit.”  


Human action, he goes on to say cannot be simply resolved into analysis and procedure;  instead, teaching, curriculum, pedagogy, have to be seen and understood in terms of their embeddedness “in particular contexts or within cultural, linguistic, religious or political traditions which may be at work in all kinds of tacit and nuanced ways in teachers and pupils as persons.” the question then is how we can become attuned to the grounds of our experiences—and we begin to live practice as the practice of judgement that links an understanding of purposes with the particularities of experience.  

If one begins to question the basic tenets of modernism, and the way that citizenship is derived from modernist forms of thought—or even to begin questioning the limits of those ideas—it is possible to begin to deduce the general thrust of the postmodern critique.  Postmodernists especially ask questions such as what is absent in modernist definitions of society, and whether or not our words and ideas really represent what happens in practice.  So for example, some postmodern feminists have argued persuasively that certain definitions of citizenship in liberal democratic societies have been constructed on gendered terms, denying certain experiences as being legitimate aspects of public life.  Likewise, post-colonial and anti-racist work has been important to how identities can be lived in quite different ways.  And in general, the continued industrial and resource exploitation of the earth raises questions about the wisdom of and limits to progress, at least as it has been defined in the last couple of centuries in western societies particularly.

This kind of “postmodern” questioning asks then what might “ground” a meaningful conception and practice of citizenship.  Some postmodern critics would argue that citizenship based narrowly on individual rights and freedoms is not only too abstract, but also fails to adequately prepare citizens who could actively and meaningfully engage in the life of the community, however that is defined.  It was with these kinds of questions and concerns that the students in my graduate seminar I taught last winter took up certain issues that are today increasingly germane to the social studies—if you like, the “commonplaces” around which teachers experience ambivalence and concern.  

Such commonplaces include curriculum change and development, teaching practices, the effects of computer technology, and how and why we should use them in the social studies, what would be a more meaningful sense of moral knowledge and action, and how we should approach the teaching of history.  While we did not arrive at a common definition of citizenship as a goal of the social studies, we nonetheless identified areas that deserve further questioning and exploration in defence of a social studies curriculum that takes seriously the nurturing of citizenship, and as Benjamin Barber has suggested, to create the dispositions to be able to engage in public activities—indeed, to create a public.

Taking up some of the challenges of postmodern thinking about curriculum, one of my students questioned the way that social studies curriculum has been and continues to be developed.  In particular, speaking to the current Western Canadian Protocol curriculum initiative, she questioned the process of curriculum development that places too much emphasis on measurable outcomes, at the expense of broader, sometimes more elusive goals.  As well, she questioned a process which neglects to adequately include practising classroom teachers in the development of curriculum.  

Two students dealt with the issue of computer and information technologies in social studies.  In one, the student distinguishes two possible responses to the demand to include the use of computer technologies, such as the internet, in the social studies classroom.  He argues that we can, on the one hand, take the position of what he terms “flight”, which is to accept passively and uncritically the use of such technology in the classroom.  Alternatively, as social studies teachers can take up the challenge to “fight” this technology.  Making the case that “responsible citizenship” requires the ability to think critically, the “fight” option means that students be taught to use the new technology in a critical way, and one that takes advantage of the possibilities that computer-based and internet knowledge offers that traditional textbook forms perhaps do not.

Another discussion of the use of technology in the social studies began with a discussion of grade nine social studies students’ responses to the question, “what is a global citizen”?  The responses to the possible dimensions of citizenship ranged from passivity to effective involvement and participation.  Based on students’ responses, my student argued that technology can be used either to reinforce passivity or, may facilitate the dispositions for active participation and involvement.  However, as he argues in a very interesting way, this depends on how we view technology and its role in education.  Taking up the Heideggerian critique of technology—that we have to think more deeply about the role of technology in our lives—he argues that computer technology, as a tool, cannot solve the problems created by the technology itself, and we must think about the purposes of technology and how it changes before unconsciously jumping on the computer band-wagon.
One of the issues we dealt with in the seminar is how we can understand values—and moral action—in a more grounded and active way in the social studies.  It has been argued by some people—and this is not the conservative critique of values—that knowledge of values in themselves is no guarantee or sufficient guide for responsible moral action, in other words, for citizenship.  In her paper, “Discussion of morality within the social studies curriculum”, Rani Murji (1999) argues “that the mandate as articulated in the social studies curriculum [the mandate to foster responsible citizenship] is not sufficient in itself towards providing a moral grounding for our students.”  She goes on to show that beginning from abstract principles does not lead to moral behaviour, and asks whether or not social studies can nurture something she calls a “living morality.”

To develop her position, Murji turns to the work of the “neo-Aristotlean” philosopher, Alisdair McIntyre, and his work on understanding moral action as the practice of certain “virtues.”  Murji particularly focuses on the three critical elements that shape virtues:  practice, narrative, and tradition.  To put it simply, to become a moral agent—a citizen—requires the practice of what is good (not just abstract knowledge), and that practice can best be understood in terms of narrative—the important stories of self and others, within particular cultural and historical traditions.  But it is not just the acceptance of received practices, narratives, and traditions, but students also require the ability and courage to critique those.  As Murji concludes, “In this way, perhaps we can all be actively involved in shaping a society inherited in the past, lived in the present and bequeathed to the future.”


The brief excerpts from some of my students’ work demonstrates I think, the effort to address the malaises identified by Taylor:  loss of meaning and individualism, the prevalence of instrumental rationality, and loss of freedom.to history in a meaningful way.  In this way as well, they respond to the “postmodern” challenge to locate knowledge not in the abstract but in practice.  As Toulmin (1990) s about the nature of knowledge and knowing,

The present state of the subject marks the return from a theory-centered conception, dominated by a concern for stability and rigor, to a renewed acceptance of practice, which requires us to adapt action to the special demands of particular occasions.


As I have tried to show, there are many “special demands” facing social studies teachers and students at our particular historical time and places, and the conversation about those demands and how we should respond to them can itself become a meaningful practice.  It suggests the need for a practice of engaged and responsible citizenship in the interests of our students, who must also learn to practice citizenship in the context of the demands of the world they will inhabit.

Some further possibilities for locating citizenship teaching and learning.


Toulmin (1990) shows that one of the strengths of the postmodern critique is to challenge some of the dominant ways of thinking—especially about practice that were reinforced by modernism.  I will briefly conclude by outlining some of these ideas as a way of beginning to address the question “where does citizenship live?”
Re-emphasizing the “oral”: what makes understanding possible?  The notion of the oral puts understanding back in dialogue, conversation, and community.  In his essay, “Education for Democracy”, Benjamin Barber emphasizes the responsibility of the school and classroom to create a “public”: a real space where participation, dialogue, and the disinterested examination of issues can occur.  He gives the example of co-operative learning experiences as being relevant to this.

Focusing on the particular: the particular refers to the ways that issues, identities, and decision-making are actually experienced at the level of the everyday, in terms of the cultural situatedness of children themselves.  Rather than simply learning about democracy, for example, kids need to experience meaningful decision-making in the actual places that they learn.

Recognizing the local: the question here might be something like, “what draws kids into inquiry?”  While of course we want kids to learn about the “world”, it is their own experiences, their own understandings that draw kids into understanding and interest.  To what extent can local issues and concerns, and the actual ways in which kids experience the world be brought into the social studies is the question here.

Recognizing “focal things” and developing “focal practices”:  What is it that draws our attention, that can bring people together?  We can best think about this through examples rather than definition.  Borgmann writes that “things can be focal only in the care of human practices” suggesting that focal things and practices are embedded in our responsibilites and avenues of care for each other and other beings and things.  But as Dreyfuss emphasizes, focal things and practices also offer possibility for action and for understanding.

Opening to difference:  While locating oneself in terms of place and particularity is important, it is also stressed in the denial that there are totalizing discourses that can explain things finally and with complete certainty.  Instead, as Gadamer suggests, “It is obviously correct that no understanding of one person by the other can ever achieve complete coverage of the thing being understood…’if one understands at all, one understands differently’” (1997, p. 50).  Opening to difference also implies that we turn to a multiplicity of stories rather than one grand narrative.

Recognizing otherness:  This refers to the recognition of legitimate differences, and also as moving away from reducing everyone to the “same.”  Edith Wyschogrod writes, “the other person open the venue of ethics, the place where ethical existnece occurs”, thus returning us to the concrete, lived experiences of difference and alterity.

Experiencing the timely: kids sometimes experience history as something that is not real or not related to themselves; likewise, the notion of the future can be very distant and abstract.  The idea of the “timely” refers to the need to embed understanding in issues that are experienced in everyday life.  That’s why current events are so important to social studies: understanding current events through inquiry can link students to the importance as well of history.  

Reognizing the body as the site of experience:  Barber emphasizes that in education for citizenship, learning must be experiential as well as cognitive.  So the challenge to social studies is how do we put the whole person back into learning?  We often use the term “active learning” but in teaching for decision-making, it is not just activity for the sake of  busy-ness; rather, it refers to the importance of students actually experiencing decision-making, experiencing diversity in the classroom, to actually experiencing the making of knowledge.  Some writers also use the term “materialism” to describe the bodily experienced aspects of human life, and how such life is expressed through certain kinds of narratives.

Re-emphasizing the social:  The modernist tradition has emphasized the sovereignty of individual consciousness and knowing.  From a hermeneutic, postmodern perspective, “the social role of individuals rather than their self understanding moves into the foreground” (Gadamer, 1996, p. 11).

Understanding and practicing responsibility: Critics like Benjamin Barber have noted the limitations of understanding and practising citizenship in classical liberal terms—as only being the assumption and assertion of narrowly defined legal rights.  Social studies teaching and learning can also be experienced in that sense: as only the accumulation of knowledge for narrowly-defined ends, and only judged in terms of individual achievement.  So one might ask the question here, what good is learning about the world, if it does not engage students at the level of taking responsibility for their own understandings, for others, for decision-making?

Encouraging social studies learning as a  practice: John Dewey once wrote something like the following:  that classrooms should serve as microlaboratories for great civilizations.  Building on Dewey’s ideas about experience and democracy, Benjamin Barber also discusses the importance of learning as practice; he writes for example, that “serving others is not just a form of do-goodism or feel-goodism; it is a road to social responsibility”; and emphasizing schools as “learning communities”, he writes,

In serving community, the young forge commonality; in acknowledging difference, they bridge division; in assuming individual responsibility, they nurture social citizenship.
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