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Queequeg was a native of Kokovoko, an island far away to the West and South.  It is not down on any map; true places never are.  









Melville, Moby-Dick
*


When I was asked to think about the theoretical underpinnings of my teaching, I reflected on the approaches I use to effect a marriage of history and ethics.  I do not draw from educational or pedagogical theory.  I draw from insights gleaned from America social history, the philosophy of history, and ethical philosophy.  I’ll discuss the influence of each, and then briefly describe how I synthesize them in my teaching practice.  


My disciplinary training is in American Studies.  I developed an interest in the ethical dimensions of topics in my field largely as an observer of my profession.  As a graduate student and then a rookie professor, ethical issues came up repeatedly in classrooms, meetings, and conferences, but not overtly as such.  Instead, they arose in the context of terms or historiographical tropes, such as “reform,” “progress,” “community,” “individualism,” “diversity,” and, at this conference, “social justice.”  These terms implicitly reference questions of valuation, but usually do not lead to an examination of the ethical content embedded in them.  


And yet one of the guiding assumptions that gave rise to my major field, American social history, was overtly concerned with justice.  Traditionally, what counted as serious “history” were the ideas and doings of presidents and kings, and epoch-making wars, treaties, and inventions.  “Great Men” and great events dominated all historical writing since the founding of the academic discipline in the 1850s.  Such histories always foregrounded the winners.  


Social historians had empathy for people who were traditionally considered the losers.  In the 1950s , they were inspired by the civil rights movement, the women’s rights movement, and anti-imperialism in Southeast Asia and Central America.  With their own eyes, they saw ordinary people making history.  They argued that historians cannot understand the past—do justice to it, if you will—without seeking entry into the minds and hearts of these heretofore unexamined subjects.  Therefore, social historians focused on people whose experiences were usually invisible on time lines in history textbooks.  In the 1960s and 1970s, these scholars started to call themselves the “new” social historians.  Rather than write history from the top down, they famously claimed, they would write “history from the bottom up.”  


This point of view is embodied in a path breaking two-volume textbook, Who Built America?, first published in 1989 by the American Social History Project, founded in 1981 by the labor historian Herbert Gutman.
  The book synthesized the collective wisdom of literally hundreds of works produced over the previous 20 years.  It put forth the bold notion that every person who lived through events that mark the development of the American nation helped, in some way, to shape those events.  Furthermore, to the extent that each person puzzled through the ethical dilemmas of the day, every person has been, in some way, a philosopher, and all history, however obscure, is therefore the history of thought.  


This turn toward obscure people from the past, and foregrounding their dignity as thinking persons, made otherwise invisible conflicts and triumphs important to historians.  It drew a new imaginary map, as it were, on which human toil could be located—a “true place,” as my epigraph suggests.   It put values, traditions, and daily life at the center of inquiry rather than at its margins.  Thus, it put ethical matters at the center—that is, ethical as defined by Aristotle, as grounded in the values, habits, and practices which help to build human character, a topic to which I’ll return.  These historians sensed that there was justice in giving a voice to the voiceless, even, or perhaps especially, when such people are long gone.  Their voices could be heard in how they lived and what they did, and in their habits of everyday life.  



That’s the first theoretical underpinning.  Second, from the philosophy of history, I have been influenced by debates on narrative which began in earnest in the late 1970s.  I’ve studied the question of whether narrative is a structure we impose on experience, as the social constructionists say, or is endemic to how we perceive the world, as the idealists say.  I came to align myself, somewhat out of character, with the latter.  Following Plato and Kant, idealists claim that time and space are innate structures in the make-up of human beings.  The contemporary philosopher who has impressed me the most in these debates is David Carr, who wrote in 1986, “Historical and fictional narratives . . . reveal themselves to be not distortions of, denials of, or escapes from reality, but extensions and configurations of its primary features.”
  In other words, we cannot apprehend the world outside the structures through which we perceive and live in it.  The sequential nature of experience is central to how people can have identities, affiliations, a heritage, in other words, a sense of connection with the past.  For example, the “new” social historians created narratives about American experience that included new characters, concerns, and conflicts.  They made claims for forms of agency that had eluded earlier historians.  Yet they could only develop a body of work because they shared with their predecessors the basic assumption that sequential temporality is a feature of the human condition.  

Literary artists likewise trade on this unifying feature of human experience.  Their works become what they are when they are read, an act that unfolds in time.  The power that literary works unleash in the act of reading them stems, in part, from their purpose: to convey true, but technically unmappable places in human experience.  Fiction and drama have answered this call for the elusive truths of the human condition for centuries longer than historical writing has.  

The contemporary philosopher Martha Nussbaum has helped me to link these distinctive powers of literary experience with the imaginative and political potential of historical study.  Nussbaum claims that imagination, narrative, story, and song are essential to an ethical education, since works of art communicate truths of human life that reach across differences and encourage ethical vitality.  She writes, “Narrative artworks . . .do not simply represent history, they enter into it.”
  The new social history sought to do just that: it attempted to enter history by changing what can count as, say, a subject, a motivation, or an important tendency.  They wanted history writing to have the power of narrative art.  People are predisposed to appreciate narrative—they are vulnerable, if you will, to its power—because they genuinely need it in order to know who and what they are.  Narrative works---including historical ones---that reach out effectively to readers satisfy a thirst for connection with persons whose actions and sufferings are in some way foreign.  They broaden what people regard as the context within which human life takes place.  Thus, they encourage imaginative, critical, empathetic, and shared reading experiences—even in school—that have vigor of their own.  


Finally, from ethical philosophy, I’ve embraced some of the tensions between Aristotle’s virtue ethics and Kant’s idealism, which I’ll sketch briefly here.  Aristotle claims that human beings have an aim, a telos, to flourish, and that “flourishing” is the same thing as “happiness.”  This is often a jarring concept to introduce to young college students.  For most of them, “happy” means something akin to “smiling all the time.”  For Aristotle, it means a complex and effective life with public and private affiliations that can help ensure against the effects of bad fortune.  It also means recognizing the abiding tensions between appetite and virtue, and having the foresight, grounded in training, to avoid lapses in judgment.  Aristotle calls this ethos, which comes from the same Greek root as the word “ethical,” and translates into our word, “character.”  Like “character,” ethos can refer to a literary figure (a character), to one’s combination of qualities and dispositions, or to the distinctive features of a people.  


In contrast, Kant’s moral philosophy emphasizes not habit and training as the groundwork for ethics (or character), but duty and good will.  His morality is grounded not in experience, but in the a priori truths of reason.  Acts are right or wrong in themselves; context does not play a part in determining morality.  Kant’s principle of duty and will is in direct opposition to the experience- and education-based virtue ethics of Aristotle.  These tensions express themselves in the innumerable conflicts and dilemmas which historical and literary works make available for examination and study.  


So to review, briefly: from American social history, I’ve come to work under the assumption that all people are historical actors, and as such, they are alive, potentially, at least, to the critical ethical questions of their time.  From the philosophy of history, I’ve placed reading and writing narratives at the center of the work in my classes.  Of course, this is commonplace in the Humanities, but literary works can do pivotal service to the cultivation of an ethical imagination.  And finally, I’ve employed the tensions between Aristotelian and Kantian ethics, knowing they permeate both literary and historical representations of human experience.  


When I started teaching about 10 years ago, I wanted to help foster in students a sense of themselves as historical actors.  I assumed that most of them would know very little about American history, although they would be experts at being Americans.  The foregoing insights encouraged me to embrace the idea that my students, too, are philosophers, sometimes latent ones, who are making history, whether they know it or not.  They suffer, puzzle, judge, and try to make ethical sense of their lives.  They are developing and expressing their characters.  I wanted to create academic experiences that would exploit, in the best sense of the term, my students’ hunger for ethical understanding, and especially their desire to understand the scope of their own agency and possibilities for responsible action.


 In focusing on character, I recognized the challenges I faced as a teacher in a time-saving, convenience-happy, just-add-water culture.  I consciously go against the grain of the predispositions and habits of my young American students.  My general sense of their collective character, if you will, is that they are reflexively self-referential, and that they are guilelessly more Kantian than they are Aristotelian.  They believe in the primacy of free will and the innate power of individual choice.  Yet their latent, nagging sense of unease in their own historical moment suggests that they also crave the kind of education Aristotle would have favored.  They are critical of the excesses of American culture, but are often unable to resist its seductions.  They are well-meaning, but feel impotent to effect significant change in the world.  They have appetites they don’t understand and can’t control, and ideals that they suspect they can’t realize.  In the future, they are supposed to earn enough money to sustain the material comforts to which they are accustomed, but they want to have integrity and be socially responsible.  These insecurities and uncertainties are windows into their ethical imaginations.  In short, they know something is wrong, and they are right.  What’s wrong is that idealism and practical necessity continually come into conflict with one another in their hearts and minds, as they perennially have in the hearts and minds of persons from history, and in characters in literary works.  You can see, I hope, that our students are predisposed to understand and employ Aristotle and Kant in their efforts to understand themselves as historical actors.  


My most effective work has occurred when I have been able to expose students’ dawning ethical imaginations to histories that they never could have dreamed of:  for example, black slave owners in the antebellum south, troubled Nazis who refused to participate in mass executions, and dirt poor children who were smarter and happier than they are.  Studying these histories in tandem with ancient Greek tragedy and modern literary works exposes features of ethical philosophy that are hard to grasp when students are exposed to theory alone.  In my experience, the work fosters a blossoming of a special kind of empathy.  It plants a vital seed of commitment to explore what it can mean to be an agent, in some manner, of social justice, in the face of the kinds of dilemmas and contradictions that have puzzled human beings for centuries.


Let me give you a couple of examples.  All of these are team-taught, full-time interdisciplinary programs.    


The first class, “Illustrations of Character,” was based on the Aristotle/Kant tension.  With a colleague from Classics, the program examined literary and historical accounts of incidents that illustrate the concept of character in all its meanings.  On the first day of class, we told students to be prepared not only to think critically about what we read, but to investigate their own beliefs and submit them to scrutiny, that is, to practice ethical thinking as well as study it.  Students wrote a term paper that explored a feature of character, and inspired by an ethical dilemma from their own experience.  Last spring, my colleague and I also elected to write the term paper, and to present our work-in-progress twice during the quarter.  More than anything we said to our students, this demonstrated our belief in the value of the work.


The second class was a freshmen program called “What Are Children For?”, which I taught with a business studies colleague who is also the president of his local school board.  This program emphasized American social history, and particularly the history of childhood in the U.S.  Starting with principles in Rousseau’s Emile, the program drew out the features of middle-class thinking that have come to dominate ethical debates on childhood.  For their first assignment, students wrote individual vignettes that illustrated one significant experience or influence from childhood.  The vignettes became a primary source which the students used to reflect on the history they were learning.  Forty-four freshmen began the program still thinking of themselves as children, and by the spring, most were ready to leave childhood behind.  One student who had been indifferent to teachers and learning in high school, and who had flourished in the class, sent me an e-mail the following summer, asking about the ethical soundness of accepting from his parents an automobile as a reward for doing so well in school.  Social justice and responsibility, it turns out, are not kid stuff.  


The third program, “Consuming Utopia,” is the class I’m teaching now with an environmental historian.  It focuses explicitly on the power of narratives to inspire action.  We’ll learn the parallel histories of consumer culture and environmentalism, and ask why the latter movement has not had the political power to prevent the degradation and depletion of scarce natural resources.  The program emphasizes the stories that people told themselves as they were living through these histories, with an eye to the appeal of utopian visions.  We hope to discover when and why utopian thinking has both helped and hindered responsible stewardship of the natural world.  We began by asking each student to write an answer to the question, “What is Utopia?”, and we will revisit those answers at the end of the quarter.


In closing, let me emphasize that the kind of education I’ve described here takes time.  It’s gradual, incremental, and requires patience.  Students are often impatient: they want to know how many pages, how many citations, and if they are giving us professors “what we want.”  In all this work, I have urged students to learn how to see ethical questions to which they do not have answers, and resist the urge to look away.  It takes some backbone to do so.  Then, through close readings of literary and historical works and careful attention to writing, I try to lead them toward understanding.  Although I know the students who do the work will learn certain skills and bodies of content from taking the class, I cannot know the outcome of this work.  I cannot know if or how they will contribute to social justice, or become responsible and self-conscious historical actors.  In a way, I don’t know what I want, so I can’t tell them.  But I’ll know it when I see it—it’s another one of those unmappable, true places to which we arrive together.    


I’m grateful to this conference for giving me the chance to articulate my thinking for you.  Thank you.  
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