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N what Is perhaps the most ImportaNt aNd profouNd treatmeNt of the 
history of  western education written in the twentieth century, written thirty years ago, Christopher 
dawson argued that at the heart of  education in the west always has lain a deep tension between 
two goals, enculturation and the quest for truth or wisdom, what the Greeks meant by “philosophy.” 
dawson, who had considerable sociological as well as historical training and had studied and written 

about many non-western cultures, knew that in one sense education in its root meaning, as a way of  
forming particularly the young, virtually was enculturation. for him, for instance, China was “an ex-

ceptionally clear example of  the way in which the survival of  a civilization is dependent on the continuity 
of  its educational tradition.”1 By such observation dawson meant not just that in China, as anywhere, part 

of  being brought up was learning the values and world view of  one’s parents and neighbors, but that in what 
he called the advanced cultures specific institutions developed for creating and passing on “a common world of  

thought with common moral and intellectual values and a common inheritance of  knowledge.”2 perhaps any attempt 
at forming others implies some degree of  self-consciousness, but dawson’s claim was that the development of  edu-
cational institutions expressed self-consciousness about the identity of  one’s culture, its common memory and past. 
the Chinese, as the Byzantines much later, had been but particularly aware that continuity of  culture depended on 
continuity of  education, that any break in the latter implied change in the former. today we would probably make 
dawson’s point that educational institutions create as well as pass on culture more strongly, for we have a heightened 
sense that education is, among other things, an instrument of  power and thus it does not merely passively transmit a 
received past but selects between alternative pasts and claims in order often to create a more common culture than 
previously had existed, or at least a different one.
 The Greeks of  especially fifth century Athens continued to understand education as enculturation, but now 
to the specific goal of  training men to be citizens of  the polis. They, especially Herodotus, had seen and studied, if  
not always well understood, the countries around them and were determined to avoid what they took to be political 
passivity in cultures like that of  persia; which seemed to many Greeks ordered around a demeaning politics in which 
the mass of  men were subjects, but not citizens - mere bodies to be placed in service of  the absolute and arbitrary 
commands of  a ruler. here, although herodotus did praise democracy and many athenians saw nothing more at issue 
than the relative merits of  democratic and nondemocratic forms of  government, herodotus himself, in his stirring 
portrayal of  the courage of  the aristocratic spartans at thermopylae, thought that the question, before being about 
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the relative merits of  the various possible forms of  gov-
ernment, was first about the formation of  self-possessed 
and self-directed men. this is what lay at the heart of  the 
idea of  citizenship, and Greeks from systems as different 
as those of  sparta and athens thought they recognized 
in each other certain human qualities that were at least 
less commonly found outside Greece. these they want-
ed to form and pass on through the education of  their 
men. I mean “men” here, for women were excluded from 
citizenship, and already in nuce was present the notion of  
“liberal education” as the education a free man needed, 
especially in the public or “liberal arts” of  speech and 
persuasion, to fulfill his obligations as a participatory citi-
zen in the life of  the polis. such education was essentially 
utilitarian, in that it helped prepare one for life in soci-
ety.3

 Very different was a tradition that had been devel-
oping much earlier, if  by fits and starts, which we call pre-
socratic philosophy. here the question had not been to 
discover some program of  study, some sophistry, which 
could bring one success in public life, but to inquire into 
the nature of  things, simply to the end of  gaining knowl-
edge, useful or not. such inquiry was foundational in the 
sense that it raised ultimate philosophical issues, whether 
these were convenient to the community or not. socrates 
as plato describes him marks the point at which these 
two traditions, the philosophical and the enculturating, 
came together in a poignant tension which has charac-
terized western thought and education ever since, likely 
making it the most self-consciously critical of  all the 
world’s great traditions of  learning.4 
Because the goal of  the present es-
say is to probe below the rhetoric of  
the contemporary university and the 
society in which it is located, to take a 
look at the construction of  the most 
contemporary forms of  the never-
ending struggle of  the claims of  
citizenship and philosophy against 
one another, we may begin no place 
better than with plato’s classic expo-
sition, via the figure of  Socrates, of  
what is at stake.

 socrates believed passion-
ately in something very particular, 
athens and her laws, and something 
universal, that finally humans are ob-
ligated to find and live by the truth, 

however inconvenient or in conflict with a given soci-
ety’s ideas. at the beginning of  the Apology (17b), he de-
scribes himself  as “one who speaks the truth.”5 publicly 
his whole life long he had benefited from Athenian citi-
zenship and thus had fallen into athens’ debt. as marx 
has it, he could not free his consciousness from the city.6 
Yet finally Athens itself  was to be judged, hopefully re-
founded, by what knowledge of  excellence and good-
ness humans are capable. to this end, the daemon had 
given him a mission to be a gadfly, to show by how much 
the traditional views found in the city fell short of  the 
examined life, but in this he felt obligated to live by the 
laws which, although short of  perfection, had been the 
source of  so many benefits.

 that he was ultimately obedient to something 
as particular as the law of  one city could not be appar-
ent until this obedience had been revealed by his death. 
during his life many had seen him otherwise, as, to use 
the phrases of  his accusers in the trial that ended his 
life, the investigator of  “things under the earth and the 
heavenly things,” that is of  what we might call nonutili-
tarian knowledge; as one who “made the weaker speech 
the stronger,” that is, one who showed that traditional 
opinions often could not survive serious analysis; and as 
one who taught others the same (Apology 19a; cf. 18b, 
19b). he tells us that these accusations were understood 
to signify disbelief  in gods (18c) but almost immediate-
ly implicitly denies this by saying he must “proceed in 
whatever way is dear to the god (19a; cf. 21e, 23ab).” 
we know from what is said in his name elsewhere that, 

while his criticism had led to his de-
nial of  traditional religion, he placed 
great trust in his god. he also tells 
us that the accusations against him 
were understood to include corrup-
tion of  the youth (23d), that is the 
undermining of  traditional beliefs 
about all manner of  things by ra-
tional criticism. only by his death 
could socrates’ critics know that he 
was not disloyal, but by his life he 
had shown that not even the author-
ity of  athens was to be deferred to 
in questions of  truth. here the only 
authority was a reasoned account. If  
examination showed that “the stron-
ger speech” (that is, the convention-
al way of  looking at some subject) 
could not maintain itself  against Socrates
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criticism (that is, that “the weaker speech” was in fact 
stronger) one could, with strepsiades in aristophanes’ 
Clouds, rail against socrates’ “thinkery” in which what 
had seemed true was turned upside down and the ques-
tion of  truth rendered problematic. that did not alter the 
fact that socrates had mortally damaged the old ways of  
looking at things. In the words of  an american student, 
“Before I came to college I was shoveling manure on the 
farm and happy; now I have read Kierkegaard and am 
unhappy, but I know I can’t return to the farm to shovel 
manure and be happy. thanks a lot.”

 to his own satisfaction socrates had shown that 
Greek religion could not compel the assent of  a thinking 
person and that what was called the corruption of  his 
students, that is their discovery of  how indefensible were 
their elders’ ideas, did not at all mean that he accepted no 
god or truth. his very idea of  wisdom, that is of  knowing 
one’s limits, carried with it a truth claim, but one clearly 
more modest than before the examined life had begun. 
this, perhaps, was what was so irritating about the man: 
first he corrupted the youth, that is, made them come to 
doubt that their parents could give a reasoned defense of  
their most deeply held views, and then he proposed al-
ternative ways of  looking at the world. even if  one knew 
the old oligarch and thucydides made roughly the same 
point, how irritating to live in an athens committed to 
democracy and to hear from this gadfly (or perhaps the 
hair is plato’s and only the voice socrates’) that democ-
racy was the worst rather than the best form of  govern-
ment, built on such obviously untrue assertions, going 
against all experience, as that people are by nature equal. 
worse still to hear him mount the counter argument that 
monarchy is the best form of  government and that jus-
tice involves treating unequals unequally. one can hear 
still echoing in the charge of  corrupting the youth the 
perception of  what socrates repeatedly and scornfully 
refers to as “the many” (Apology 19d), that somehow he 
was “un-athenian,” that is, uncommitted to patriotic en-
culturation.

 athens’ condemnation of  socrates, appropriately 
by a vote close enough to leave culture critics to the pres-
ent wondering whether another time the truth might win 
out, thus becomes emblematic for western civilization 
of  the opposed missions of  enculturation and the quest 
for truth. Yet in some ways socrates had had it easy. his 
century had begun in an aristocratic and small-town at-
mosphere in which, as late as pericles’ funeral oration, 
one could assume that there were unwritten laws, that is, 

that there was an understood code to which all could be 
held. antigone could represent loyalty to such a code in 
the face of  public authority. even though the plays of  
euripides and aristophanes are witness to the fact that 
the free circulation of  ideas praised by pericles, as well 
as the development of  democratic attitudes themselves, 
had as one effect undermined societal consensus so that 
athenians were less and less sure of  what exactly those 
inviolable unwritten laws might be, socrates’ culture, by 
comparison with our own, if  far from monistic, was also 
not yet pluralistic in assuming that there should be no 
public orthodoxy. I take it that one of  the intentions of  
plato’s personifying the Laws of  athens and imagining 
them to come on stage in the Crito to defend themselves 
with far from convincing arguments is to show that 
athens had a distinctive enough and satisfying enough 
form of  shared life to obtain the obedience even of  a 
man who could see that the arguments made in athens’ 
behalf  were not wholly compelling. socrates in athens 
knew a level of  shared existence quite different from the 
pluralism of  contemporary america, and his situation 
was still simple in the sense that, for instance in politics, 
many still believed that the end of  athens was to make 
good people, lovers of  the truth and of  noble action. 
that is, the primary goal of  the state could still be seen 
as educational, as the formation of  its citizenry accord-
ing to specific notions of  the good. We are still far from 
the despair over public truth which is the logical term 
of  pluralism, a despair which, because agreement on the 
good has disintegrated, leads to redefining the goal of  
government in favor of  freedom, especially the freedom 
of  the individual, more than in terms of  virtue or the 
public good.

 undoubtedly euripides’ mad female characters 
witness to a certain decentering of  the world, and sub-
sequent hellenistic culture is full of  attempts to “recon-
nect” things; the individual to society, for instance, or to 
some divinity. the sensitive could see that the hellenistic 
monarchies had displaced the polis as a stage for a life of  
effective political action yet wondered if  man could not 
rise from being “politan” to being “cosmopolitan,” a citi-
zen of  the world. If  some philosophers saw that to be a 
citizen of  the world was at once to be everywhere and no-
where a citizen, to be always a stranger in a strange land, 
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most people still took some things for granted: above 
all the eternal cosmos itself, a kind of  sacral womb in 
which one lived; religion, which socratic criticism might 
purify, but which in any case lived on in myriad forms 
to give meaning to life; and the family, which, even in a 
nuclear form, explained one’s place in the generations, 
one’s link to past and future.7 In hellenistic civilization 
and the roman empire, life may in some ways have been 
reduced to a kind of  public “lowest common denomina-
tor,” thus anticipating our experience of  pluralism and 
of  “all coherence gone,” but pluralism in the sense of  the 
conscious disestablishment of  public truth lay far in the 
future. If  for many there was a hollow center to the civi-
lization, into which Christianity would enter, no one, not 
even that great roman critic of  received ways, Lucretius, 
thought the quest for truth should be abandoned, nor 
truth disestablished.

 again, the crazy quilt of  cultures that was the 
early middle ages hardly sought an intentional pluralism: 
indeed, one goal of  education, now in the hands of  eccle-
siastical institutions like the monastery, was to rise above 
cultural differences to form some shared experience, a 
Christendom. precisely because the idea of  Christendom 
expressed a shared religion rather than a shared politi-
cal experience, education, especially in the universities of  
the high middle ages, was never in the service of  a given 
political entity in the way it had been in socrates’ athens. 
or, rather, we might say that the Church had become 
the primary agent of  enculturation, for as the greatest 
sponsor of  educational institutions, it understood these 
to be in service first of  all to its own goals. Fifth cen-
tury athens had hardly institutionalized education in the 
sense of  giving education a curriculum or buildings: as 
thucydides said, athens, that is to live in athens, was 
the primary educational experience. such general encul-
turation, found in every society, remained in the middle 
ages, whether in the hands of  the master teaching his 
apprentice, the knight his squire, or the peasant mother 
her children. But such out-of-school education was much 
more varied than what one received on the athenian 
street. Where we find relative uniformity in the service 
of  culture-wide ideals is in the cathedral school and the 
university, the latter the first large-scale educational insti-
tution in the west. what was absolutely central here was 
that, fatefully and from the first, the medieval university 
tried to combine both the enculturating and the philo-
sophical goals of  education. whereas in plato’s athens, 
so to speak, the city had primarily been the enculturating 
institution and the academy the institution of  cultural 

criticism, now the two were tied together, and, as it turns 
out, this was to remain to the present.

 we must distinguish in order to understand. the 
medieval university, especially in its most honored dis-
cipline of  theology, was an institution not so much for 
passing on some particular shared political experience as 
for passing on the transnational Christian or european 
heritage. we may call this its enculturating role. one un-
familiar with the life of  the medieval university and ap-
proaching it with modern prejudices might suspect that 
the philosophic or critical enterprise hardly survived un-
der ecclesiastical sponsorship - that there was nothing 
more than education to a particular view of  the world 
- but this was far from the case. the medieval idea of  
authority was a complicated thing. In an obvious sense 
it was enculturating, for here was a clear instance of  the 
fact that he who pays the bills sets the agenda. ultimately, 
the universities served to study, pass on, and defend the 
Christian religion. Just as there had been a bottom line 
in athens, the formation of  good citizens, there was a 
bottom line at paris, not actually so much the formation 
of  good Christians as of  knowledgeable Christians.8 for 
good or ill, the bishops and papacy became a kind of  
court of  last resort, occasionally intervening in the life 
of  the universities in the defense of  matters of  faith. we 
might say that what was absolutely free here was the right 
of  the institution, the Church, to live by its own lights; 
what was relatively free, that is subject to ecclesiastical 
scrutiny, was the right of  the individual to affirm the 
truth as he saw it.9 this meant, through the ultimate in-
strument of  the condemnation of  heresy, that a learned 
dialogue more sustained and focused than anything 
found elsewhere in the world’s history was possible, for 
on issues important or divisive enough one could know 
the limits of  acceptable opinion. the obverse of  this was 
that opinions judged clearly erroneous could not safely 
be pursued.

 If  one examines how this worked, and all I need 
summon is a visual image of  any page of  thomas aqui-
nas’ writings, respect for authority in the ordinary course 
of  things meant not that ultimate willingness to subject 
one’s views to the scrutiny of  the Church but the willing-
ness to master one’s subject, that is to know the authori-
ties. the precondition for all writing and teaching was that 
one knew all that had been written in one’s area of  study. 
one was not, unless the authorities were scriptural or 
magisterial, at all bound to accept any given authority, but 
one must know what had been written. even the briefest 
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acquaintance with any of  the scholastic writers reveals 
that they were forever arguing with the authorities and 
each other, and, in the case of  aquinas, never accepted 
argument from authority in a philosophical matter, that 
is in any matter outside Christian revelation. thus the life 
of  criticism by no means died: indeed from time to time 
the Church was convinced by this extended discussion 
that inherited, widely accepted expositions even within 
the area of  revealed theology in fact were wrong, or need-
ed serious modification. When we study the medieval 
schools of  thought, we find about as many differences as 
between the ancient schools: outside the common intent 
to be faithful to Christianity itself, a Bonaventurian had 
as much in common with a thomist as plato had had 
with aristotle.

 I would go further and argue that in many ways 
the medieval university, as the spanish university of  the 
sixteenth century, was more aware of  and honest about 
its commitments and tensions than is the twentieth cen-
tury university. In the concepts of  heresy and excommu-
nication it could locate precisely the point of  intersection 
between its enculturating and its philosophical missions. 
that is, it was clearer than we are about what these two 
missions are, and of  the battlefield on which the educa-
tional enterprise took place. I will argue below that the 
idea that the modern university is somehow ideologically 
neutral, a level playing field on which all can compete 
equally, is one of  those acts of  self-deception a pluralistic 
society generates to be at peace with itself. It has been 
seen through by a variety of  people from feminists to 
fundamentalists, but I dare say contains a level of  uncon-
sciousness about one’s own prem-
ises rarely encountered in medieval 
university circles.

 the great dispute between 
philip the fair and Boniface VIII 
at the beginning of  the fourteenth 
century led to the gradual process, 
still going on, by which the church 
lost or forfeited control of  many 
of  its educational institutions to 
the national monarchies and vari-
ous forms of  secular rule. But this 
long evolution, still working itself  
out in countries like france, Italy, and spain, was by no 
means uniform. as one of  dawson’s most original chap-
ters showed, due to the work of  the humanists on both 
sides of  the religious divide, the Jesuit colleges of  the 

Counter-reformation and the protestant academies of  
the reformation continued across confessional lines a 
surprisingly uniform combination of  classical and Chris-
tian studies.10 Indeed to these schools, as to the renais-
sance universities, we should attribute the origins of  what 
has come to be called the canon, that is a relatively uni-
form list of  readings every educated person should know. 
It is sometimes thought that education in the middle ages 
had been uniform, but the medieval idea of  a trivium 
completed by a quadrivium was only an idea, never a 
curriculum. the middle ages jumped on things as they 
discovered them, for instance allowing aristotle virtually 
to drive all literary and liberal education out of  the thir-
teenth century universities in favor of  what can only be 
described as highly specialized study of  a few authors and 
disciplines. But in response to the cross-confessional at-
tempts of  the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, which 
in art history we call Baroque, to unite medieval religion 
or at least Christianity with Renaissance classicism, finally 
in the Jesuit or the Oxford university curriculum we find 
a list of  approved authors which only slowly evolved un-
til our own century.

 It is of  great importance to see the place of  the 
so-called canon in the university ever since. It clearly has 
been the means both of  enculturation and of  the pursuit 
of  the truth. the reason that today there is a battle for 
control over its content - a somewhat unreal battle in the 
sense that a supposedly uniform canon corresponds to 
what is actually taught in our own day about as much as 
the quadrivium did to the medieval curriculum - is not 
that suddenly the university has become politicized, but 

that more people and views of  the 
world now at least aspire to have 
some say in the definition of  this 
so-called canon. The definition 
of  some program of  common 
study has always been an exercise 
in power, an attempt to have one’s 
own views determine the future, 
so it could not be that suddenly 
the university has in this sense be-
come politicized. where the dif-
ference lies between us and more 
placid times, in the latter of  which 
it could be assumed that what a 

well educated person should know could easily be stated, 
is that a large component of  the placidity of  placid times 
was a dominant culture in which many were content, and 
those who were not were relatively powerless. here even 

“It is sometimes thought that 
education in the middle ages had 
been uniform, but the medieval 
idea of  a trivium completed by 
a quadrivium was only an idea, 

never a curriculum.” 
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members of  minorities often aspired to succeed within 
the larger culture. have-nots who would not play the 
game either were marginalized or developed alternative 
institutions. that is, what seems to the older among us 
a change in tone in university life in the relatively recent 
past only marks a new stage in the logic of  pluralism.

 In the united states the notion of  a canon was 
probably expressed most comprehensively earlier in this 
century in the notion of  a great books program.11 the 
greatness of  the books to be defined as great commonly 
was seen to lie either in the fact that they had had a great 
historical influence or that they contained important or 
true ideas. Granted relatively common cultural assump-
tions formed by a dominant secularized form of  protes-
tantism or puritanism, which has been called the ameri-
can civil religion, this made perfectly good sense.12 the 
criterion of  “historical influence” was just another way of  
designating enculturation, for by reading the great books 
one entered into the culture the books came from and 
formed self-understanding. Likely one desired this expe-
rience, that is approved of  association with and emplace-
ment within this larger thing, commonly called western 
Civilization, which as a course of  study had itself  been 
an invention of  the world 
war I era, designed by an 
alliance of  liberal protes-
tants and post-protestants 
in the face of  the decline 
of  traditional protestant-
ism to find in the idea of  
a shared humane tradition 
a replacement for a more 
religiously centered curric-
ulum.13 at least for a long 
time in america, many 
wished to be enculturated 
via such western Civili-
zation and Great Books 
courses. this was a kind of  
educational parallel to the 
quick abandonment, vary-
ing according to location 
and ethnic group, by so 
many immigrants of  the 
language of  their ancestors 
in order to embrace eng-
lish and, with it, a whole 
program of  enculturation. 
only retained were those 

forms of  cultural diversity inoffensive to the larger cul-
ture, espresso, perhaps, or - for despite growing resis-
tance, the story goes on - pinatas.

 the degree of  submission to the dominant cul-
ture of  course differed significantly from group to group, 
and there sometimes, especially in recent years, has been 
resistance to the loss of  tradition, but there has been a 
pronounced tendency in many groups to think of  one-
self  first as American and only secondarily as defined by 
religion or ethnic group. the diversity left, at least for 
the older immigrant groups, was commonly what we 
might call a diversity of  mores, involving undoubtedly 
important things, but not the kind of  diversity I wish 
to designate under the heading of  “pluralism.” I would 
like to restrict this term to designate a clash of  world 
views which at the logical or philosophical level involves 
incompatibility. one can often be enriched by a diversity 
of  mores, of  for instance different ways of  perceiving 
time, but a true diversity of  world views, in which, say, 
on a question like abortion, irreconcilable views of  what 
is right are involved, tends to place a society at war with 
itself.

 By contrast, the great 
books criterion of  “im-
portant or true” was an-
other way of  speaking of  
the philosophical goal of  
education, for virtually no 
one thought the past was 
to be retained unchanged: 
one was creatively to dia-
logue with the best it had 
been able to discover, and 
the great books were to be 
a vehicle for the criticism 
of  the culture that had 
produced them. In a sense, 
the great books continued 
the medieval understand-
ing of  authority as some-
thing of  which one should 
be informed but which 
one did not have to accept 
unless established by good 
argument. such a notion, 
whether of  a specific list of  
great books or more gen-
erally of  certain courses or The Medieval liberal arts curriculum
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kinds of  knowledge any educated person should possess, 
is as viable as the culture which produces . it is uniform 
and has criteria for establishing truth. when there was a 
de facto protestant cultural hegemony, and people thought 
they could tell the difference between truth and error, 
it was a principal means for giving the citizenry a com-
mon stock of  texts for their shared public life, to which 
they could refer beyond whatever specialty or vocation 
they had chosen for their private lives. If  some people, 
like Catholics, were the other and did not like what was 
taught in the so-called public schools, which of  course 
were an instrument of  enculturation with a specific polit-
ical agenda, they could build and go to their own schools. 
for the majority, uncritical of  this arrangement, educa-
tion for citizenship meant study of  the shared history 
and ideals of  the culture.,

 such a cultural hegemony is in an advanced stage 
of  decay. Although Protestantism still influences the 
culture at every step, it has lost almost all its symbols 
of  occupying the center, and no one thing has replaced 
it, although in the university one form of  liberalism has 
come closest. this liberalism is not, say, the kind of  
philosophic naturalism one might associate with sidney 
hook, but that common form of  liberalism which ex-
presses the denial of  absolutes, particularly in ethics, and 
resists the notion of  universal truth grounded in nature. 
It expresses an attitude more than some fixed content 
and thus changes with the times, or accepts historical 
change rather than nature as the point of  beginning for 
what is still called philosophy but no longer is a quest for 
truth. George parkin Grant describes this liberalism as an 
historically accumulated grab-bag of  ideas like “person,” 
inherited from revealed theology, and “rights,” inherited 
from the collapse of  the natural law tradition, and notes 
that because here the good no longer may be defined in 
the aristotelian manner of  drawing deductions from an 
examination of  nature, history, that is one’s historical sit-
uation or predicament, replaces nature as the given that is 
to be argued from or rationalized.14 that is, liberalism, as 
an increasingly dominant way of  dealing with the dises-
tablishment of  fixed authority ever since the Wars of  Re-
ligion showed europe could no longer be held together 
by some single official view of  reality, is a procedure of  
rationalizing historical change, of  making whatever his-
tory has dealt one livable. this common form of  liber-
alism, to repeat, is not a philosophy at all, in the Greek 
sense of  that word with which we began, but a pragmatic 
mode of  obtaining certain residual virtues inherited from 
more certain times, decency, just procedure, and the like. 

although it is not commonly put this way, this form of  
liberalism represents the death of  philosophy understood 
as a quest for the truth about humans and human society. 
When we find it, we may suspect the presence of  an ex-
ercise in power seeking to enculturate others, to become 
the basis for enculturation, to declare itself  the playing 
field on which any reasonable and decent human being 
would want to play.

 the sixties were a decade in which psychologi-
cal and cultural alternatives multiplied, and segments of  
society hardly aware of  themselves, or earlier rather con-
sistently dispossessed by the main-line culture, obtained 
a voice. In important ways, some of  these segments did 
not identify with what had passed as “western civiliza-
tion.” Growing pluralism increased doubt about the cat-
egory of  “truth.” It is easy to believe some thing is true 
if  most people believe the same. when, rather, one sees 
oneself  as only the member of  a “tribe,” that is of  some 
sub-culture competing with other tribes, each of  which 
sees things differently, it is easy to conclude that truth is 
no more than something relative to culture.15 montaigne 
gave first voice to this insight already in the sixteenth 
century when he asserted “it seems we have no other test 
of  truth and reason than the example and pattern of  the 
opinions and customs of  the country we live in,” thus an-
nouncing that program of  the reduction of  philosophy 
to enculturation that has persisted ever since.16

 
 such a process now has been going on for a long 
time. we think of  its origins especially in regard to the 
impact that discovery of  other parts of  the world, and 
other parts of  the universe, made on europeans such 
as montaigne in the ages of  discovery and early mod-
ern science. my argument is that, because in the degree 
pluralism understood as a variety of  incompatible world 
views multiplies in a society it renders the continued exis-
tence of  that society problematic, always ways have been 
found since the sixteenth, century for reasserting com-
monality, among which not the least is liberalism itself. 
from the death of  the very concept of  truth itself, new 
truth claims arise. Liberalism, especially in the university, 
in one aspect is but a particularly effective means of, on 
the one hand, seeming to adjust to pluralism, while on 
the other hand insisting that the university or society play 
by one’s own rules. such a view of  life is schizophrenic, 
but a form of  schizophrenia hard to self-diagnose. If  one 
were aware of  one’s premises, of  the way one was using 
the defense of  pluralism to retain cultural hegemony, or 
at least gain greater power within a culture, the question 
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of  honesty might arise. But awareness of  premises has 
never been one of  liberalism’s strong suits.
 
 my larger argument is that the american univer-
sity merely has replicated the tensions and incoheren-
cies of  the larger society. Let us see how this has come 
to be. as Jeffrey stout has shown, the wars of  religion 
were central to subsequent european intellectual devel-
opment.17 they made visible the impossibility of  return-
ing europe to some single form of  Christianity and thus 
showed that long-growing fissures in Christendom would 
likely deepen and widen. the treaty of  westphalia made 
clear that the future lay not with Christendom but with 
the nation state. the latter would now dictate the agenda 
of  enculturation, as well as, more often than not, in some 
measure control the formal institutions of  education. 
Logically or not, the implication commonly drawn was 
that the traditional authorities, ecclesiastically and intel-
lectually speaking, had been undermined. descartes, who 
died two years after the treaty was signed, saw this in 
his earliest writings and spent his life looking in himself  
for some alternative source of  authority. he stands at 
the head of  a tradition more precocious than liberalism, 
which by the time of  Kant was able to see that, if  nature 
was undermined, to fall back on history as a new point 
of  departure for thought could at best be only a tempo-
rary redoubt: what was really needed was the abandon-
ment of  both nature and history in favor of  pure reason. 
the hegels and marxes here would be slow learners, for, 
against the forming liberal tradition, not only had Kant 
seen that if  nature was abandoned there was no good 
reason to retain history; the failure of  his own impossi-
ble project of  abstracting reason from nature and history 
suggested what seems the most promising philosophical 
agenda today, the reintegration of  analysis of  the catego-
ries of  thought with an historically formed nature.

 But to stay with the story of  the undermining of  
the old authorities and with the tradition of  greater influ-
ence in america, already in the seventeenth century, on 
the edge of  european events, in england, hobbes had 
begun that great casting about for alternative authorities 
which was to dominate seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
tury thought, above all to result in the idea that it was a 
humanly constructed social contract, rather than autho-
rization by God or nature, that founded human govern-
ment. this was both a turning on traditional ideas of  au-
thority, and, especially with Locke, the development of  a 
tradition of  thought about politics less rooted in nature, 
that is, in asking what form of  government is most sui-

ted to human nature, than had been ancient or medieval 
theory. the concern was to make the present livable, that 
is to use political thought as a problem-solving tool to 
adjust to whatever lot history has dealt.18 already the 
questions of  truth and goodness were being displaced 
with what would become that very english question of  
“getting along,” but both in its origins and to the present, 
the liberal tradition would want things both ways. Locke, 
for instance, would retain an attenuated form of  the old 
natural law idea that the good is fixed in his idea of  natu-
ral rights, and by the eighteenth century the french could 
speak of  universal human rights, and the americans, in an 
almost complete inversion of  what aristotle had meant 
by self-evidency, of  truths regarding human rights which 
are self-evident. Thus the logically incompatible affir-
mations of, on the one hand, the social contract, which 
holds that the institutions of  government are rooted in 
convention rather than nature, and of, on the other, the 
natural rights tradition, which holds that the rights of  
man are rooted in human nature. until the present, say 
in the thought of  John rawls, this branch of  the liberal 
tradition will be unable clearly to decide whether what 
it offers is merely a game theory for getting along with 
no claim to truth, or a form of  human society to which 
all should aspire. rawls’ own intellectual journey, like so 
many in the twentieth century, will begin with the confi-
dence that he is talking about some best form of  justice 
and politics and will retreat to the notion that, although 
liberal democracy may not be best for all, if  one wants it 
one will have to accept something like rawls’ new form 
of  the social contract.19

 In the later seventeenth century, because religion 
was still at the center of  life and for most people a part 
of  the definition of  one’s self, and in many ways culture 
remained embodied religion, few wanted religion sepa-
rated from public life. across europe, the retreat made 
after the wars of  religion was not immediately to pri-
vate religion or the separation of  Church and state, but 
to national religion. If  the one true form of  Christianity 
could not be established across europe, at least in spain 
or england it could. provisions could be made for dis-
senters, for those disadvantaged by established religion, 
but, in spite of  the implication of  protestant theology 
that humans are properly religious only by grace, rather 
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than nature, in fact the old pagan and then Catholic in-
sight that humans are by nature religious animals, and 
thus express their religion in their public life, was contin-
ued across europe in all the countries.

 All this influenced America from the beginning. 
hardly anyone in the early years dreamt of  separation of  
Church and state. some, dissenters in europe and unable 
there to control the public forms of  life, had come to 
america in effect to take charge, to change the fortune 
of  what had been dissent into establishment in a way 
not possible in the old country. others brought various 
forms of  religion which had been established in europe 
with the assumption that they could be established in 
america too. But in america, once again, the level of  
public expectation had to be adjusted downwards. here 
one could speak of  an established religion not on the 
level of  Christendom or of  a nation, but in one colony, a 
massachusetts for instance.

 When finally it was decided that union was want-
ed above all else, the logic of  disestablishment of  religion 
at the federal level, expressed in the first amendment 
to the Bill of  rights, was soon to follow. It had become 
clear that, because the individual colonies did not share a 
common form of  Christianity among them, it would not 
be possible to establish for the united states a common 
religion. although there was resistance to abandoning all 
privileging of  one or another religion at the state level, 
over time religion was more and more conceived to be 
a voluntary and social matter, one in which government 
should not favor any of  the parties.20 this was not an 
absolutely necessary logic of  the situation, for elsewhere, 
because more of  the old notion that humans are by na-
ture religious was retained, governments tried actively 
to promote the religious life of  more than one religion. 
It was understood that government has obligations to 
foster religion, just as it has obligations for education or 
defense. In Germany, divided between two competing 
forms of  Christianity, even under the present Bonn Con-
stitution, for instance, religious instruction is ordinarily 
required (article 7), and in addition, in an extract retained 
from the weimar Constitution, articles 136-39 and 141, 
religion is fostered in one way or another.21 such policy 
has impacted other areas of  life, and thus the universities 
and faculties are given allotments and support by a for-
mula replicating the religious divisions of  the country. In 
Canada, in a more complex religious situation in which, 
in addition to the Catholicism inherited from the french 
and the inherited state Church of  the mother country 

there were other forms of  protestantism to be taken into 
account, again even to the present the public university 
of  Toronto is composed of  religiously affiliated colleg-
es.

 undoubtedly, even in its early years, america had 
a more complex religious situation to deal with, and one 
can sympathize with those who saw no alternative to dis-
establishment, if  there was to be a united states at all. I 
have already suggested that in fact there can be no such 
thing as religious neutrality, that in one way or another 
always one side or another is favored. here, for instance, 
what was really done was to say that henceforth the de-
sire of  states like massachusetts to have what seemed to 
them the one true religion established, so that this reli-
gion could fill all aspects of  life, was not to be extended 
to the federal level and ultimately was to be revoked at 
the state level also. In america the religious life was to 
be attenuated, for all who thought of  it in terms of  truth 
and public expression, as about something more than 
“God and the soul” but also as about more than volunta-
rism, a pattern of  life in which one can argue, missionize, 
and propagandize but not ultimately ask government to 
create a climate of  opinion favorable to one religion.

 Luther, by his attack on Christendom and encour-
agement of  submission to princely authority, had already 
prepared a psychological adjustment for his followers to 
some degree of  privatization of  religion, but still in the 
late eighteenth century, much of  protestantism though 
religion was about much more than God and the soul. 
If  what the first amendment was ultimately to mean 
was that the explicitly universal forms of  Christianity like 
roman Catholicism could only have an attenuated life in 
america, so also any form of  protestantism which saw 
itself  as a “shining city set on the hill” was going increas-
ingly to have to give up the idea that Christianity could 
be a “city” in the sense of  being part of  the constitu-
tional arrangements.22 although we must treat the logic 
of  the american predicament sympathetically, we must 
also stress, against the claims of  some, that the disestab-
lishment of  religion did not form a government neutral 
in religious matters but a system which allowed only an 
attenuated practice of  the more public forms of  religion. 
If  I were to put the matter sharply, I would be tempted 
to say that the first amendment meant that only a Prot-
estant notion of  voluntary religion may be practiced in 
the united states, that, ecclesiologically speaking, the 
other religions, Catholicism, Judaism, etc., must adjust 
themselves to being, ecclesiologically, protestant. But to 
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put the matter this way would not be fair to puritanism 
and other forms of  eighteenth and nineteenth century 
protestantism, which wanted a public life for Christian-
ity. perhaps the point should be reversed. rather than 
licensing only “Protestant” forms of  religion, the first 
amendment is a motor which has historically been used 
to advance the privatization of  religion and thus has re-
defined a good part of  Protestantism itself, while ruling 
traditional forms of  Judaism and Catholicism tout court 
out of  order. thus will herberg’s point that both Juda-
ism and Christianity have lost their prophetic impact in 
america, where “historical logic” has pushed them from 
defense of  their own “un-american”-looking traditions 
to support of  the civil religion of  american patriotism 
and the american way of  life.23 It is a commonplace that 
in america even religious people usually see themselves 
as first American and only then members of  a given re-
ligion.

 It is also a commonplace that in late eighteenth 
century america, variegated both in religion and in de-
grees of  attachment to religion, while the fires of  the 
first Great awakening burned on or of  the second 
Great awakening were being lit, those with more ad-
vanced opinions had already practiced a kind of  dises-
tablishment on God himself, disconnecting him from 
the world and reducing theology to that lowest common 
denominator we call deism, a harbinger of  civil religion. 
Yet it seems fairly clear that, even for most of  these of  
advanced opinion, disestablishment was not originally 
understood to mean that religion should be removed 
from its visibility in public life, only that the federal gov-
ernment should not legislate regarding any establishment 
of  religion, that is, should not return to the condition of  
a state religion as this had been experienced in england.

 In any case, formal education was almost en-
tirely in the hands of  the churches and was heavily an 
enculturating process.24 schools on all sides were seen as 
ways of  passing on one’s religion and world view to one’s 
children. with the founding of  the public schools this 
continued, as witness nineteenth-century Catholic com-
plaint about the use of  the King James Bible in the pub-
lic schools, a complaint based on the realization that the 
public schools were committed to a form of  protestant 
enculturation and that, if  one wanted to pass on one’s 
own view of  life in some expansive way, one would have 
to build one’s own school system.

 Being disadvantaged by the public school system 

was much more than a problem for some religions: dis-
crimination, especially racial or sexual, could be practiced 
on other grounds. If  Gordon wood has shown how lib-
eral democratic historiography was able to compose an 
academic history in which the puritans had hardly any 
place, and paul Vitz has shown how in our day religion 
has been almost written out of  the public school text-
books, how much more distressing has been the situation 
of  groups like Blacks or Native americans, again either 
omitted from the curriculum or presented in a most un-
sympathetic light.25 the so-called storm over the uni-
versity today, although at one level a battle-royal between 
irreconcilable world views, has resulted also in an obvi-
ous sense from those who were thus marginalized find-
ing a voice.26

 where then are we now? I take it as a given that 
dawson’s traditional two goals of  education must always 
be pursued. Let us turn first to enculturation. No society 
can preserve itself  without passing on to its young a sense 
of  the society’s own history, literature, religion, scientific 
and philosophic discoveries, etc. to say that western civi-
lization or the liberal arts should no longer be taught, or 
should have even less a presence in the curriculum than 
they generally already have, is just another way of  saying 
that our society does not deserve to survive, and one is 
prescribing the recipe for its self-destruction. although 
I am among that minority who think that the american 
experiment within Western civilization was deeply flawed 
from the beginning and is a working out of  the logic of  
pluralism in a way that tends to reduce life to incoher-
ence, there are grace reasons, even for one like myself, 
for not wanting to destroy the culture by dismantling the 
western and liberal orientation of  one or another form 
of  the traditional curriculum. Chiefly, I see no reason to 
believe that dismantling enculturation in our own west-
ern culture as a first goal of  education will give us some-
thing that better responds to our predicament. rather, 
we will be even less prepared to see how we got ourselves 
into this predicament, people with the historical insight 
of  the characters in steve martin’s L. A. Story.

 pluralism is a fact of  life that is not going to dis-
appear. Because in an unmitigated form it must spell di-
saster for any society, our problem is to continue to teach 
about how we got where we are while explicitly discuss-
ing the first principles of  our common experience in the 
way I have been pursuing in the present essay, conscious-
ly engaging the claims of  the disadvantaged against the 
majoritarian tradition. how this tradition has been taught 
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“We have become so sensitive 
to defending our own and 
others’ rights and to the 

possibility that someone will 
use the curriculum to her or his 
advantage that we can hardly 
communicate a notion of  a 

shared tradition through it.”

must be changed so that it is not simply presented from 
the viewpoint of  the majority but with due attention to 
significant minorities. This is not just a way of  shutting 
these minorities up but of  learning from them: I take 
it that it is clear that my own view is that in the case of  
american history it is only by study 
of  the minorities that one will grasp 
what the presuppositions of  the ex-
perience of  the majority are. one 
may thereby gain some sense of  
the way in which pluralistic societ-
ies are at once composed of  groups 
with irreconcilable notions of  real-
ity yet tend to some lowest common 
level of  homogeneity to which it is 
thought any reasonable person will 
agree. In earlier times, that is, as re-
cently as a generation ago, writers 
like John Courtney murray could 
seek in the natural law tradition this 
lowest common denominator and 
hope that, in spite of  the diversity 
of  american backgrounds, there were certain natural 
questions concerning the good on which people of  good 
will could agree. the past generation has dissolved this 
consensus, if  ever it existed, and now americans are 
deeply divided over the most elementary moral ques-
tions.27 thus, in our historical moment, especially within 
the universities, this lowest common denominator has 
lowered once again to center on such questions as indi-
vidual rights and just procedure. we have become so sen-
sitive to defending our own and others’ rights and to the 
possibility that someone will use the curriculum to her or 
his advantage that we can hardly communicate a notion 
of  a shared tradition through it. as I have been arguing, 
this effectively slants the playing-field against those who, 
for instance, think that even in a public university some 
substantial idea of  the religious traditions of  the world 
should be communicated with intelligence and without 
scorn and in favor of  the minimalism of  those who have 
given up on the notion of  truth and have no training 
themselves in, for instance, what a natural law approach 
to arbitrating the differences between traditions would 
look like.

 we must, to continue, examine the very notion 
of  a shared tradition. there has been a persistent de-
sire to mitigate pluralism precisely by stressing the links 
and commonality found within some enduring tradition. 
within limits, this need not be objected to, indeed is the 

understood restraint or limit placed on pluralism which 
makes it tolerable for its own practitioners. a long line 
of  thinkers from augustine to solzhenitsyn have argued 
that almost any form of  government is permissible when 
nobility, fairness, and honesty are present but unbearable 

if  these are absent.28 whatever the 
logic of  pluralism, these qualities 
will always be sought, and they can 
not be sustained without a tradition. 
But it would be useful to examine 
how traditions are forged, how, for 
instance, in a Christian dominated 
civilization like that of  the united 
states the more operative expression 
in phrases like “the Judaeo-Christian 
experience” is the word “Christian,” 
which coopts Judaism and stresses 
the links more than the differences 
between two rather different his-
torical experiences, because here in 
america we want Jews and Chris-
tians to live in peace. If  we want to 

claim that there are real continuities linking a huge chain 
of  human history running from the tigris-euphrates val-
ley to america, we should be more honest about how the 
links of  this chain have been forged, about how much 
coopting has taken place, and we should abandon the 
silly perspectives of  the textbooks, with their stress on 
co-opting everyone as somehow an early form of  our-
selves, athenian democracy as a model for our polity, or 
the renaissance and reformation as advancing stages of  
human liberty rather than a dog-fight between irreconcil-
able views of  the world.

 the image of  a tradition might be a river into 
which ever more tributaries flow, and if  we keep this im-
age in mind we might be willing to say that, now that 
the protestant ascendancy is over and new voices want a 
place in the tradition, the canon must be examined with 
this in view. this canon as we have received it was largely 
transmitted by protestants in the North of  europe and 
shows this at every step. In the case of  the ancient world, 
where the past was safely dead and not very much was 
at stake, it could contain those olive-oil covered south-
european Greeks, plato and aristotle. as it got closer to 
the present, it could acknowledge the greatness of  the 
Italian renaissance by the inclusion of  machiavelli, or of  
spanish letters in the sixteenth century by the inclusion 
of  Cervantes. But the closer we get to the present, the 
more this canon, naturally enough when we remember 
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who composed it, narrowed on the North and Northwest 
of  europe and then on america. Not even to mention 
the half  of  the race known as women, this canon has 
traditionally contained little of  modern Latino or Black 
letters for instance, so that these groups which, even if  a 
part of  the larger culture for centuries or millennia, have 
been marginalized in this particular branch of  it. In an 
obvious sense, Native american culture was once not a 
part of  the tradition of  the west at all but in america has 
been forcibly joined to the west. It seems only natural 
that such groups should both want to know about their 
distinctive traditions and, if  they want to prosper in the 
larger culture, also find out about it. Room will have to 
be made and, although I can not go into this here, with 
the decline of  protestant hegemony clear candidates for 
elimination appear: I would sacrifice J. S. Mill on almost 
anyone’s altar. again, all of  this must be done by making 
good arguments. It is easy to say that none of  it should 
be done reluctantly, for one is only providing a modified 
curriculum to continue enculturation in a new moment 
of  an ever-changing culture, but that is probably easier 
for one to say who was never a part of  the ascendancy 
than one who sees one’s former position in the culture 
diminished. enculturation is, after all, but one of  the is-
sues, and most people are going to see not only their now 
diminished role as not simply a sign of  loss of  power but 
in some sense as the victory of  untruth. to illuminate 
what is at issue here, we must turn to the place in the 
present moment of  the final goal of  education, the quest 
for truth.

 Is there a place for the quest for truth in the 
contemporary university, especially outside the natural 
sciences, or is this itself  an outmoded idea? first, some 
distinctions are in order. In a culture with a high degree 
of  consensus or shared world view, it was possible to 
see enculturation fairly straight-forwardly as a substantial 
goal of  education. as we move to deep pluralism, that is, 
a growing lack of  consensus about the true, good, and 
beautiful, the question of  whose culture is being encul-
turated becomes agonizing. as societal consensus disin-
tegrates, the question of  who determines the canon, if  I 
can put it that way, becomes increasingly a question of  
who can seize power. It is all very well to see the public 
schools, and also the public universities, as having as one 
goal the formation of  good citizens, but what can this 
mean if  we can no longer agree on the good or on what 
is desirable in society? why, for instance, should we privi-
lege liberal and democratic ideas within the university? 
probably a majority of  faculty hold such ideas, witness 

to the success of  liberalism in controlling the academic 
agenda, but where does such an academic majority get 
its commission to teach its set of  values, in many ways 
narrower than those of  the larger society - especially if  
many faculty deny any notion of  absolute truth or good-
ness? I doubt that it is honest to say that particular views 
of  the world are not being taught but that only materi-
als are being presented for students to clarify their own 
values. If  we look at such schemas of  clarification, say 
those of  Lawrence Kohlberg, they are rigged from the 
beginning by a liberal definition of  the ethically mature 
person: typically, authoritarian personalities are ranked as 
immature, rather than realistic, for instance.

 every society replicates itself  in its educational 
institutions, and therefore in an obvious sense there is 
no solution to these problems, only a kind of  therapy in 
which we may become more honest in dealing with them. 
either there is truth to be found, defended, and passed 
on, for instance, or there is not. I can not see that it is 
even intelligible to defend the proposition that there is 
no truth, for the proposition itself  is a truth claim. But if  
faculty wish to hold such intellectually slothful positions, 
they should at least have the honesty - I must use con-
ventional words, although of  course no word can be used 
meaningfully if  there is no truth, and the category of  
honesty also disappears - never to be morally indignant 
if  things they want are rejected. that is, they must also 
give up speaking of  rights, justice, and such things. Life 
choices become no more significant than preferences for 
vanilla or chocolate, and words like racism or sexism be-
come merely descriptive, not vehicles for engendering in-
dignation. that is, the logic of  the abandonment of  truth 
is a reduction of  all questions to that of  power. In my ex-
perience, many academics want it both ways. on the one 
hand, they wish to deny, at least outside the so-called hard 
sciences and mathematics, which often remain privileged 
in these questions, that there are any permanent truths 
that one is under some obligation to teach. on the other 
hand they want to take ideas which in obvious senses are 
a priori rather than a posteriori, such as that all people are 
equal, and insist that these become a ground base from 
which all thought proceeds. this seems the most elemen-
tary form of  either dishonesty, or, more likely, deep con-
fusion. If  there is no truth, there can be no such general 
propositions as that people are equal: one can only have 
personal preferences for or against and exercise power 
for or against. argument, except as sophistry, is beside 
the point. In sum, the greatest question that faces us is 
whether the love of  wisdom as socrates understood it is 
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dead.29 If  it is, we must say what was said in respect to the 
death of  God: all is allowed. If  philosophy as socrates 
understood it is not dead, all our struggles about encul-
turation and modifying the curriculum must not lose sight 
of  that greater issue of  the struggle for wisdom by which 

any culture is to be judged. without this, we will have re-
turned civilization to that state in which it lay before the 
first gadfly.
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