John Alvis

Why a Proper Core Curriculum
is Political and Ought
Not Be “Politicized”

The idea for this essay came from a ques-
tion posed during a meeting of the Na-
tional Association of Scholars, where sev-
eral of the presentations had decried recent
academic movements of the sort led by
Marxists, feminists, homosexualists, or
Black separatists, and complained of these
groups having politicized higher educa-
tion. Subsequently, a panel discussing the
idea ofacore curriculum featured a defense
of Thomas Jefferson’s model for a system
based in classical republicanism and an-
other paper arguing for a reinstatement of
the traditional center of education in the
ideal of developing the good citizen, Sens-
ing an anomaly, a Princeton graduate stu-
dentasked what was the difference between
conceiving of the purpose of liberal educa-
tion as political and abusingadvanced edu-
cation by politicizing it? | suggest the ques-
tion deserves careful consideration, and I
offer here a distinction that may guide usin
thinking through the current debate on the
Western canon and its place at the center of
a general curriculum.

Historicist determinism requires today
a temper less vulnerable to the ridicule of
events than Wilsonian progressivism and a
theory of determining causes less restric-
tive than Marx’s reduction of history to
changes in the means of production. The
deconstructionists meet these needs with a
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rainbow coalition of determinants—lin-
guistic, religious, economic, psychological,
racial, and sexual—lumping them all to-
gether under the notion of “culture.” In
this sort of halfway covenant with nominal-
ism, man is conceived as a symbol-produc-
ing animal. All the usages of civil society
from manners to law, art, science, and reli-
gion defer, either consciously or automati-
cally, to some imperious code which certi-
fies “value” while intimidating dissent,
Judgments regarding rightand wrong, good
or bad, noble and base make sense only in
terms of the internal logic of the cultural
system, not absolutely as would be the case
if value judgments could be ascertained
against a universal, transcendent standard.
Yet the arbitrariness of every culture will
come to sight in certain deep inconsisten-
cies or contradictions if one persists in scru-
tinizing its underlying assumptions.
While the word “deconstruction” ap-
plies to this characteristic method of liter-
ary analysis, the substance of the
deconstructionist position is cultural rela-
tivism. All cultures are equal inasmuch as all

John Alvis teaches literature at the University of
Dallas. His writings have appeared in The Southern
Review, Modern Language Quarterly, Interpretation,
and Renascence. He is the editor of the book
Shakespeare as Political Thinker and author of
Shakespeare’s Understanding of Honor.




are equally groundless, and no culture can
establish claims upon the deference of oth-
ers since all standards enjoy authority only
within the culture that produces them. The
appeal of cultural relativism lies, it appears,
in making available community without
the rigors of an absolute morality. If one’s
fidelity reposes in his origins one may enjoy
solidarity with people of similar origins,
thusescaping theloneliness that would seem
to follow from the doctrine that values are
creations of individual preferences. Yetone
is not obliged to justify the preferences of the
cultural group—one upholds them just
because the group upholds them.

Politicization of cote requirements in the
name of promoting cultural awareness is
becominga favored alternative to strength-
ening Western Civilization programs. Itisn’t
generally known that after Stanford’s Fac-
ulty Senate mandated the much-publicized
change in the Western Civilization course a
movement was initiated by the Students of
Color Coalition to install an ethnic studies
graduation requirement. In response to this
and similar pressures, Stanford’s Under-
graduate Studies Dean observed that there
was “likely to be a major rethinking of the
distribution requirements with an eye to-
ward incorporating more materials from
traditionally excluded groups™ Think of
higher education as an entitlement pro-
gram. Every group has its own interest in
requiring set-asides to insure its slice of the
pie.

Atthe University of California-Berkeley,
a “breadth” requirement in cultural diver-
sity was recently passed. The Berkeley fac-
ulty committee studied “ethnicity” require-
ments at Minnesota, Indiana, and Wash-
ington state universities before proposing a
scheme that would have every student
choose among courses which would treat
comparatively at least three racial and cul-
tural categories from these five: African-
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American, American-Indian, Asian-Ameri-
can, Chicano/Latino,and European-Ameri-
can. The stipulation of three was decided
upon in order to ensure a pluralistic em-
phasis, and an earlier proposal that would
have required studying the cultures of color
in their relation with Euro-Americanism
was rejected, partly, it seems, to avoid a
confrontational perspective. Yet a conse-
quence of that decision is that the require-
ment, sold asa contribution to the “breadth”
of the student’s education, might in prac-
tice turn out to be a course that takes no
account of the European contribution to
America. A student would perceive a few
diverse elements of the population without
understanding why, for instance, Chicanos
prefer to be Americans rather than preserve
their language and customs intact on the
other bank of the Rio Grande.

From the Committee’s description of its
recommendation one receives the impres-
sion that a massive truth has consistently
been overlooked: namely, that the founding
principles of this country, as articulated in
the Declaration of Independence, iook to-
ward the opportunity of transcending racial
considerations in order to focus on more
worthy qualities of human nature. When
Berkeley’s Special Committee on Educa-
tion and Ethnicity seeks to fend off the
charge that their proposal encourages rac-
ism, it resorts to double-think, citing a quip
like, “The way to colorblindness is through
color-consciousness.”! What makes the in-
novation attractive to some facultybecomes
apparent when one scans the list of courses
that the Committee has already declared
suitable for fulfilling the new requirement.
In addition to several courses on California
you will find such offerings as “Ethnic
American Autobiography,” “Women of
Color in the United States: Race, Class,
Gender and Writing,” “Publishing Sub-
cultures in the United States: A Second
World War Case Study,” “Narratives of
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Self-Formation in Minority Writing,”
“United States Third World Women Writ-
ers,” “Women of Color in the United
States: Our Lives, Qur Stories: Tools for
Building Coalition,” “Ethnic Identity from
a Musical Perspective,” “Social Work Prac-
tice with Minority Families and Children,”
“Poverty and Progress: Race, Gender, and
Dependency.”

A further indication of the tendentious-
ness of this material is evident to anyone
who notes the contrast between course de-
scriptions for the offerings I've just listed
and the course description for one of the
sensible old standards that {somehow)
passed the scrutiny of the Committee,
“American Literature 1820-1865.”*I'm not
sure to whom these topics suggest the
breadth of the American experience, but to
observers of congressional politics the array
resembles nothing so much as a typical job
of logrolling. Special interest advocates al-
ready in business will be awarded a new
captive market. So you can think of the
politicization of core curricula as proceed-
ing simultaneously on two fronts repre-
sented respectively by Stanford’s dismantl-
ing its Western Civilization program and
Berkeley’s mandating ethnic studies. On
the one side, the universalizing character of
study in Western classics gives way to the
propagation of cultural particularism, while
on the other flank special pleading for mi-
nority advocates receives a boost from
new general requirements in ethnic studies.

The central fallacy in such programsis well
expressed by the Berkeley committee’s ra-
tionale for its formation:

The concern (both nation-wide and on this
campus) that led to the appointment of our
committee had to do with how to represent
American experience to American students.
We focused on how better to undetstand the
cultural components that created it.*

The trouble here lies in the supposition
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that diversity of ethnic groups is the most
important truth about the American expe-
rience. That supposition rests in turn upon
anoperative butunacknowledged presump-
tion that cultural identity takes precedence
over reflection and choice in shaping
America. However, the uniqueness of
American political institutions owes little
tothe influence of the racial-cultural groups
the Committee identifies. The truth seems
to be that the particular descendants of
Europeans who determined our fundamen-
tal institutions recast something quite Eu-
ropean and quite ancient—republican gov-
ernment—by devising ways to make re-
spectable something old and European
which had hitherto been held universally in
disrepute: unmixed democracy. Grasping
the significance of this political revolution
ought to constitute an important part of
any person’s education. Yet Berkeley ob-
scures that important political lesson by
casting back over American history a con-
sciousness shaped by present day political
factions. Students will pay for the
politicization of their curriculum to the
degree that they remain ignorant of the
uniqueness of their regime.

It isn’t clear how cultural relativists distin-
guish their position from fascism. Their
logic would seem to countenance bound-
less loyalty to and violent imperialism on
behalf of one’s own preferences—to the
disregard or extinction of the preferences
held by every other group. If every “text”—
willy-nilly—procures the interests of the
ethnic group, class, or sex represented by its
author, self-interest would seem to advise
our knowing as much as we can of the
intents of the group of which we are the
creature, then devoting ourselves to these
interests with a premeditated single-
mindedness. We are all, according to this
view, class advocates, yet the knowing class
advocates presumably stand to benefit more




from their “ethnocentricity” than the un-
knowing. If we reject the idea that a com-
mon humanity ought to take precedence
over secondary differences and think in-
stead that secondary qualities when they
cohere in a group are not negotiable, then
we must conclude that the natural condi-
tion of human beings is war—and we
should prepare for it. Yet in fact, cultural
relativists call for peace rather than belliger-
ence and toleration of cultural diversity
rather than closing ranks against outsiders.

However, to say so may concede too
much to declarations of peaceableness that
are tactical rather than principled in their
aim. Indeed, those who would substitute
samplings in cultural diversity for educa-
tion in Western civilization as the core of
college curricula have managed to combine
a peaceable cosmopolitanism with armed
advocacy. On the one hand, when cultural
relativists look to the hegemony exercised
by Western classics—the “canon”—they
argue for a respect for diversity. The heirs of
a dominant Western culture, they say,
should learn the parochialism of their in-
herited perspective and practice toleration,
if not positive appreciation, of non-West-
ern views or of dissentient oppressed ele-
ments within the West. On the other hand,
dissidents, minorities, and those from
“Third World” countries are encouraged
merely to be themselves. Whites are sup-
posed to learn “sensitivity” toward the dif-
ferent ways of Blacks, Chicanos, and Indi-
ans, whereas Blacks, Chicanos, and Indians
are encouraged to learn their roots. Males
must acquire new openness toward femi-
nist preoccupations whereas women be-
come specialists in new programs for study-
ing feminist preoccupations.

This double standard regarding ethnic
allegiances finds its counterpart in the po-
litical setting where interest group liberal-
ism permits racist organizations (for in-
stance, a Black Caucus), favoritism based
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on racist criteria, quotas in college admis-
sions, and “set-asides” in government con-
tracts. In fact, the academic phenomenon
and the political arrangement appear two
articulations of one creed. In politics, inter-
est-group partisanship renounces the ideal
of pursuing a commen good; in the class-
room, cultural relativism denies the possi-
bility of arriving at universally applicable
true propositions defining human nature
and conduct in accord with such natural
standards, Common to both the new rac-
ism of the politicians and the new racism of
the academics is the conviction that human
beings are creatures of their interests and
hence incapable of ordering their affairs by
a sense of the categorically just and proper.
Within the conception of human dealings
posited by cultural relativism and imple-
mented by interest-group politics, liberty
becomes freedom to express solidarity with
one’s sub-culture while equality shifts from
equal opportunity to equal results, under-
stood now as equal access to bargaining
over the benefits dispensed by a centrally
administered scheme of federal largesse.
Both academics and politicians seek to sup-
plant a constitutional ethos centered upon
rational liberty with 2 demand for plural-
ism, a catchword which conceals relativism
under the plausive guise of tolerance. A
pluralism based upon racial or other pas-
sion-inciting, reason-displacing motiva-
tions must have the effect of causing politi-
cal justice to appear fanciful while it pro-
motes entrenchment of group divisions.
William B. Allen has rightly detected its
result in what he calls the “Lebanonization”
of American society.

Letmethen suggest an answer to the ques-
tion posed at the outset: what is the differ-
ence between a conception of college edu-
cation properly political and one improp-
erly politicized? Education succumbs to
politicization whenlearning reinforces par-
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tisanship rather than liberating minds from
the confinements of interest. Presently, aca-
demic programs guided by cultural relativ-
ism give license, albeit on an inconsistently
selective basis, to partisanship by teaching
that thought subserves material interests in
every case, and that, therefore, intellectual
differences must be understood as actually
amasking of contentions, the effectual truth
of which is struggle for power. Or as the
editor of a recent discussion of canon for-
mation has it: “A
canon is commonly
scen as what other
people, once powerful,
have made and what
should now be opened
up, demystified, or
eliminated altogether. .
Fromthestandpoint
of classical rationalism,
this view appears
merely to exaggerate
the truth that our first
inclination isto indulge
appetiteand permitour
intellects to rest in the
set of opinions likeliest =
to allow easy gratifica-
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cess. Importantly, all of these provisions
protect the liberties of the minority and of
every individual. These institutions also
embody a certain conception of human
nature. Central to that conception is the
idea that individuals, not classes, possess
rights the protection of which distinguishes
just from unjust governments.
Furthermore, this criterion of proper
government derives from the truth that the
human being qua human, not qua member
of a certain race or
culture, bears the
dignity of a respon-
sible moral agent.
America’s Declara-
tion of Indepen-
dence reverses the
priority assumed by
those who maintain
government is the
expression of a cul-
ture for a culture,
since its logic estab-
lishes national inde-
pendence as a de-
duction from uni-
versally valid prin-
ciples. Americans
don’t deserve to be

tions. However, educa- SOCRATES free because they

tors once conceived,

from sober observation of the strength of
passion, the necessity of long training to
give reason an opportunity to overcome the
dictates of passion. The political applica-
tion of this training produced institutions
of constitutional government the study of
which makes up the political content of a
proper core-——namely, written constitu-
tions. Particular attention was paid to con-
stitutions that provide for majority con-
sent, feature separation of legislative, ex-
ecutive, and judicial powers, and incorpo-
rate procedures that pertain to evidence,
equity, and application of law as due pro-
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have a “prefer-
ence” for certain “values,” and hence
“identity” as a “culture,” but because
mankind, as such, requires government to
cbserve rights invested in human beings,
simply by virtue of their being human.
Jefferson’s words look to an action under-
taken on behalf of all humanity, and that is
why he speaks first not of any referendum of
cultural predilection but of the “laws of
nature and nature’s God.” Hence, an edu-
cation “properly political” would produce
good citizens rather than partisans of cul-
tures. It would liberate young people from
partisan opinion by opening their minds to




the dictates of nature. Of course that can
only oceur if we have confidence in human
reason to arrive at standards of nature and
then to behave in conformity to those stan-
dards. Once set awash by the academic tides
I've previously mentioned, how does one
reestablish such confidence?

First, we might remind ourselves of an
elementary distinction: reason has two faces,
the one speculative, the other practical. The
first distinguishes the essences of the vari-
ous categories of beings, the second governs
within the soul, ordaining conduct that is
accountable. These two aspects of rational-
ity are related as principle and consequent.
We conduct ourselves in accord with our
understanding of how things are. Specula-
tivereason produces science and, uttimately,
philosophic understanding of first causes,
while practical reason attains its end in wis-
dom and in the self-control wisdom estab-
lishes over the affections. What distin-
guishes both aspects of rationality from
irrational opining is the acknowledgment
both make of an obligation to offer an
account.

Itis precisely in this respect that Western
education differs from non-Western or in-
deed from relativistic models of education
as cultural transmission or cultural com-
parison. That is to say, scientific and philo-
sophic activity proceeds by argumentation,
by dialectics, by examination, and by con-
fronting hypotheses with evidentiary chal-
lenges, all of which contrast with the pre-
scriptive methods of inculcating cultural
beliefs. Accordingly, it is difficult to treat
seriously contentions that education in the
Great Books must take its place as only one
among many versions of cultural indoctri-
nation. From Heraclitus on, the expressly
avowed purpose of Western philosophers
has been to supplant opinion with demon-
strable knowledge. Even before Socrates,
and certainly thereafter, philosophers ac-
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knowledged their starting point in estab-
lished opinion—in “culture” that is—but
also recognized that the very purpose of
probingaccounts by dialectical argumenta-
tion was to move beyond the proximally
conditioned to a grasp of the truths that
might stand on their own. The only way to
try out the claims of those philosophers
reputed by tradition to have discovered de-
monstrable truths is to follow them in their
demonstrations and then judge for our-
selves. We learn the powers of the mind by
exercising them. By critical examination of
the foremost minds {especially perhaps by
study of writers more removed from us in
time who, because of their somewhat unfa-
miliar idiom, exact a more careful atten-
tion), one acquires the respect for disinter-
ested reason that writers earn by displaying
the compelling power of cogent argumen-
tation.

Critics of Great Books programs convey
the impression that they think a list of read-
ings was set by some sort of test of doctrinal
conformity. Yetagreement upon what works
ofthe mind deserve inclusion bridges yawn-
ing doctrinal divisions. Aristotelians know
that Hobbes deserves to be read in company
with Aristotle, Thomists admit Nietzsche to
the canon, enthusiasts of classical literature
recognize comparable greatness in some
modern works even though these books
may explicitly repudiate classical standards.
Wesshouldn’t lose sight of the fact that to be
included in lists of the great books, such as
the one Mortimer Adler and Robert
Hutchins compiled, the necessary—and the
only—condition is scale of intellectual
achievement, mastery indicated by such vir-
tues as scope, perspicacity, subtlety, power
to illuminate, alertness to the antithesis,
and command over intrinsic requirements
of form.

Ohne gets a whiff of the alternative to rely-
ing on such criteria of intrinsic merit in
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constructing lists of required readings by
looking through one of the works that
Stanford has added to1ts core for the sake of
cultural diversity. Frantz Fanon’s The
Wretched of the Earthconducts a lengthy yet
hysterical protest against colonialism and
instructs colonial subjects in the necessity
for violence. The following excerpt may be
taken as its keynote:

The naked truth of decolonization evokes for
us the searing bullets and bloodstained knives
which emanate from it. For if the last shall be
first this will only come to pass after a murder-
ous and decisive struggle between the two
protagonists. .. .The native who decides to put
the program into practice, and to become its
moving force, is ready for violence at all times.
From birth it is clear to him that this narrow
world, strewn with prohibitions, can only be
called in question by absolute violence.*

This book shocks not just because it advo-
cates “absolute violence,” but because it is
oblivious to the need for any argument to
establish principles that might justify vio-
lence or ailow one to understand the sort of
society Fanon wants to see emerge from the
terrors required by decclonization, As you
might expect, the author takes no trouble to
present the case for his antithesis.

Indeed, judging from Stanford’s official
statement of intent to reorient its Western
Culture course towards “race,” “sex,” and
“class,” one should not be surprised to see
intellectual virtue sacrificed for the sake of
representing the passion of solid racialiden-
tification. Evidently the demand for diver-
sity requires a stricter ideological confor-
mity than the old Great Books programs
ever mandated because Stanford’s officers
go so far as to stipulate the way one must
read such works as they dispense, i.e. by
reference to “race,” “class,” “sex.” They
thereby ensure that students must read
whatever classicsremainon theirlistthrough
ideological lenses that reduce the philo-
sophical argumentation to advocacy rheto-
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ric for some class or race. Every work will be
read in the spirit of Fanon’s. In the fight to
enforce “cultural diversity” there will be
much to fight about—as Fanon’s war cry
abundantly illustrates. Yet the tools of argu-
mentation will not be made available, since
rational appeals presuppose some standard
beyond race or culture by which arguments
aremade binding upon all. Thus, violence is
the only resort.

Whether discursive or poetic,agreat book
is a careful work of art: its organization
perfectly articulates its substance, and the
smallest part reflects the guiding concep-
tion. We come to grips with such books by
bringing to bear all our capacities of reason-
ingand of rational imagination. Weacquire
some sense of the reach of the intellectual
competencies of our species through those
extraordinary books which, by exemplify-
ing rational competence at its height, are
the best teachers of reasoning, The current
debate about the proper core curriculum
could be put on a better footing if it were
kept in mind that the first purpose of gen-
eral education is to teach students not what,
but how to think.

Besides learning the force of reason from
observing thelaws of argumentation opera-
tive within each work, one discovers, in
moving from author to authorin the canon,
that the Western tradition is deeply divided
over issues that one would expect to elicit
agreement from members of the same cul-
ture. The canon does not speak with one
voice regarding such questions as the exist-
ence and character of God or the possibility
of divine providence, the specific difference
between human beings and animals, the
best way of life for human beings, the par-
ticular constitution of civil society most
conducive to the best life, or the proper
order of authority and subordination that
should obtain among the various powers of
thinking, willing, feeling, and imagining




within the individual. One doesn’t study
the great authors in order to learn diversity
of opinion, however, but in order to enter
into a controversy with a view to under-
standing the issues at stake so as, ultimately,
to resolve them. The significant episodes of
this controversy over human nature and
destiny are apparent in thinkers whose
thought produced distinct ways of life, e.g.
in Socrates and his philosophic successors,
in theological-minded thinkers, Jewish,
Christian, and Islamic who in some mea-
sure appropriate, yet also in some measure
reject, a classical patrimony for the guid-
ance they find in scripture. Part of under-
standing the arguments developed by great
books lies in grasping the world that those
arguments produced. New answers to pe-
rennial questions give rise to new institu-
tions. But this perception is the opposite of
reducing thought to the epiphenomena of
culture. Indeed, acquaintance with the first
movers in the realm of thought tends to
dispel assumptions that unconsciously op-
erative mechanismsofculture predetermine
the course of inquiry; at least among semi-
nal thinkers received opinion and group
interest can be transcended. That is why the
major thinkers are major. Moreover, before
students come to conclusions regarding the
issues over which preeminent thinkers dis-
agree, or even if they never conclude, they
take confidence from the study of these
works, confidence in the freedom of intel-
lectual reflection. Such a course of study
allows a student to acquire an intellectual
integrity that disdains heading anywhere
except where the argument leads. Theylearn
to maintain this integrity by continuing
beyond problems of interpretation to insist
upon the further question: Is it true?

A core curriculum providing for critical
reading in the greatbooks probably is indis-
pensable for rehabilitating confidence in
the reliability of disinterested reflection for
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speculative inquiry. Something further,
however, may be required to reinstate a
sense of reason as governor of emotions,
affections, and interests. Classical moralists
thought a person could not profit from
study in morals if he were not well brought
up. This is because habituation in the vir-
tuesis necessary when discussing prudence,
moderation, courage, justice, and so forth.
Families provide the first habituation in
virtue, but participation in public life must
complete the training. For this reason, re-
publics were once understood to be the
mode of government appropriate to free
human beings as well as, simultaneously, a
form of education. In tepublican forms of
government, adults learn the scope of ratio-
nality by taking part in deliberation on law
and policy. A complete political life requires
giving an account of oneself and persuading
in free and open debate wherein good rea-
sons are supposed to prevail over strong
feelings. The tendency of this, the most
practical of instruments for schooling, is to
encourage subordination of private to pub-
lic awareness. A completely public manner
ofliving, therefore, almost defines rational-
ity in its practical, moral aspect.

Although John Dewey was convinced
that people ordinarily operate from
“crudely intelligized emotion,” he nev-
ertheless expressed a view of the good of
republican training that seems to coincide
with the traditionalist’s ideal of political life
as habituation to self-control:

[TThe best which most men attain to is the
domination by the public weal of their other
desires. What is meant by “representative”
government is that the public is definitely
organized with the intent to secure this domi-
nance.’

Dewey was neither inconsistent nor par-
ticularly novel in extolling representative
government for its rationality while gener-
ally depreciating the role of reason in hu-
man affairs. Jefferson, Madison, and the
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other Founders made much of reason and
the rights of humanity implicated in ratio-
nal nature, not because they denied the
strong influence of interest over thought
but because, recognizing the sway of desire
over principle, they sought to construct a
political system that could make subordi-
nation of private impulse to public probity
more the rule and less the exception. Their
handiwork remains our nearest access to
the better possibilities of our nature. Mod-
ern constitutional, democratic regimes were
the first since Greece to institute provisions
adequate to insure that rulers would govern
in the public interest rather than for private
ends and be selected for their qualifications
to rule rather than be privileged with power
by consideration of birth, or religion, or race.

Rights traditionally held to be the most
important were precisely those liberties that
permitted thecitizen's participation in pub-
lic affairs. The first ten amendments to the
Constitution, for instance, extend to all per-
sons immunities and privileges in large part
hitherto confined in Britain to members of
Parliament. Today, rights are viewed by
some as charters of privacy setting up barri-
ersbehind which one retreats from the pub-
lic life, and, to the extent that such a view
exerts influence, we lose the experience of
frequent participation in public delibera-
tion and with it the best meansof relearning
the efficacy of rationality in making public
policy. Privatization of rights co-exists well,
however, with another obstacle to self-gov-
ernment, administrative centralization—a
development that threatens to remove at
once the inclination and opportunity of
individual citizens to care for matters of
general concern,

The Western world’s distinctive contribu-
tion has been the tradition of controversy

best conveyed by great books. Yet, whatever
their difference in other respects, the minds
who produced this controversy, these books,
have transmitted standards of reason regu-
lating arbitrary will. In the most speculative
recesses of the academy this central convic-
tion finds expression in expectations of ra-
tional demonstration of any view set before
students or the public. Western institutions
of limited government eventually evolved
public usages that sought to make similar
standards operative in civil life.

These distinctive Western contributions
were possible because Western thinkers
considered themselves not to beboundbya
culture, but bound instead to voice truths
that could be perceived by anyone of any
culture provided he were capable of think-
ing through the terms of argument. The
“self-evident” truths of the Declaration be-
come evident as soon as one grasps the
connection between equal naturesand equal
rights. We don’t know to what degree re-
spect for rational discourse in schools de-
pends upon experience of deliberating to
the common good in representative de-
mocracies. But itisn’t farfetched to suppose
that cultural relativism and its political cog-
nate, the new racism, interpose dogmas that
impede access to nature in the realm of
thought as they impair public spiritedness
in conduct.
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