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America, however, has historically been able to accomplish what it sets its mind to. When we
wish it and will it, what we wish and will has happened. Our successes are willed; our failures seem
to happen when will is absent. There are, of course, those who benefit from the bankruptcy of public
education and the failure of democracy. But their blame is no greater than our own: in a world where
doing nothing has such dire consequences,, complacency has become a greater sin than malevolence.

In wartime, whenever we have known why we were fighting and believed in the cause, we have
prevailed.

Because we believe in profits, we are consummate salespersons and efficacious entrepreneurs.
Because we love sports, ours are the dream teams. Why can’t a Chicago junior high school be as good
as the Chicago Bulls? Because we cherish individuality and mobility, we have created a magnificent (if
costly) car culture and the world’s largest automotive consumer market. Even as our lower schools are
among the worst in the Western world, our graduate institutions are among the very best—because
professional training in medicine, law, and technology is vital to our ambitions and because corporate
America backs up state and federal priorities in this crucial domain. Look at the things we do well
and observe how very well we do them: those are the things that as a nation we have willed.

Then observe what we do badly and ask yourself, Is it because the challenge is too great? Or is
it because, finally, we aren’t really serious? Would we will an end to the carnage and do whatever it
took—more cops, state militias, federal marshals, the Marines?—if the dying children were white
and middle class? Or is it a disdain for the young—white, brown, and black—that inures us to the
pain? Why are we so sensitive to the retirees whose future (however foreshortened) we are quick to
guarantee—don’t worry, no reduced cost-of-living allowances, no taxes on social security except for
the well-off—and so callous to the young? Have you noticed how health care is on every politician’s
agenda and education on no one’s?

"To me, the conclusion is inescapable: we are not serious. We have given up on the public schools
because we have given up on the kids; and we have given up on the kids because we have given up
on the future—perhaps because it looks too multicolored or too dim or too hard. “Liberty,” said
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, “is a food easy to eat but hard to digest.” America is suffering from a bad case
of indigestion. Finally, in giving up on the future, we have given up on democracy. Certainly there
will be no liberty, no equality, no social justice without democracy, and there will be no democracy
without citizens and the schools that forge civic identity and democratic responsibility. If I am wrong
(I’d like to be), my error will be easy to discern, for before the year is out we will put education
first on the nation’s agenda. We will put it ahead of the deficit, for if the future is finished before it
starts, the deficit doesn’t matter. Ahead of defense, for without democracy, what liberties will be left
to defend? Ahead of all the other public issues and public goods, for without public education there
can be no public and hence no truly public issues or public goods to advance. When the polemics are
spent and we are through hyperventilating about the crisis in education, there is only one question
worth asking: are we serious? If we are, we can begin by honoring that old folk homily and put our
money where for much too long our common American mouth has been. Our kids, for once, might
even be grateful.




