156 v Introduction to College Writing

The logic of democracy begins with public education, proceeds to informed citizenship, and
comes to fruition in the securing of rights and liberties. We have been nominally democratic for
so long that we presume it is our natural condition rather than the product of persistent effort and
tenacious responsibility. We have decoupled rights from civic responsibilities and severed citizenship
from education on the false assumption that citizens just happen. We have forgotten that the “public”
in public schools means not just paid for by the public but procreative of the very idea of a public.
Public schools are how a public—a citizenry—is forged and how young, selfish individuals turn into
conscientious, community-minded citizens.

Among the several literacies that have attracted the anxious attention of commentators, civic
literacy has been the least visible. Yet this is the fundamental literacy by which we live ina civil society.
Tt encompasses the competence to participate in democratic communities, the ability to think critically
and act with deliberation in a pluralistic world, and the empathy to identify sufficiently with others to
live with them despite conflicts of interest and differences in character. At the most elementary level,
what our children suffer from most, whether they’re hurling racial epithets from fraternity porches
or shooting one another down in schoolyards, is the absence of civility. Security guards and metal
detectors are poor surrogates for civility, and they make our schools look increasingly like prisons
(though they may be less safe than prisons). Jefferson thought schools would produce free men: we
prove him right by putting dropouts in jail.

Civility is a work of the imagination, for it is through the imagination that we render others
sufficiently like ourselves for them to become subjects of tolerance and respect, if not always affection.
Democracy is anything but a “natural” form of association. It is an extraordinary and rare contrivance
of cultivated imagination. Give the uneducated the right to participate in making collective decisions,
and what results is not democracy but, at best, mob rule: the government of private prejudice once
known as the tyranny of opinion. For Jefferson, the difference between the democratic temperance he
admired in agrarian America and the rule of the rabble he condemned when viewing the social unrest
of Europe’s teeming cities was quite simply education. Madison had hoped to “filter” out popular
passion through the device of representation. Jefferson saw in education a filter that could be in’
stalled within each individual, giving to each the capacity to rule prudently. Education creates a ruling
aristocracy constrained by temperance and wisdom; when that education is public and universal, it
is an aristocracy to which all can belong. At its best, the American dream of a free and equal society
governed by judicious citizens has been this dream of an aristocracy of everyone.

To dream this dream of freedom is easy, but to secure it is difficult as well as expensive.
Notwithstanding their lamentations, Americans do not appear ready to pay the price. There is no
magic bullet for education. But I no longer can accept that the problem lies in the lack of consensus
about remedies—in a dearth of solutions. There is no shortage of debate over how to repair our
educational infrastructure. National standards or more local control?

Vouchers or better public schools?> More parental involvement or more teacher autonomy?
A greater federal presence (only 5 or 6 percent of the nation’s education budget is federally funded)
or fairer local school taxes? More multicultural diversity or more emphasis on what Americans share
in common? These are honest disputes. But T am convinced that the problem is simpler and more
fundamental. Twenty years ago, writer and activist Frances Moore Lappe captured the essence of

the world food crisis when she argued that starvation was caused not by a scarcity of food but by a
global scarcity in democracy. The education crisis has the same genealogy. It stems from a dearth of
democracy: an absence of democratic will and a consequent refusal to take our children, our schools,
and our future seriously.

Most educators, even while they quarrel among themselves, will agree thata genuine commitment
to any one of a number of different solutions could help enormously. Most agree that although



