The Decline of Civic Education in an Age of Political Ignorance: From George W. Bush to Barrack H. Obama

Panel Discussion at APLS Conference, Texas Tech
October 25 – 26, 2013 in Texas, Tech University, Lubbock

Rev. John Amankwah, Ph.D.

Abstract

The polarization of our political system since the period of George W. Bush until the present administration has tarnished our democratic process. To the minds of many, our political system is perceived to be corrupt because of the monetary influence of rich individuals and corporations. Since the ruling by the Supreme Court that corporations are persons, the political landscape has become so murky that a greater number of citizens have become disinterested in our political system. Research demonstrates that a greater percentage of those capable of voting dropped during the last term of George W. Bush and for many of these political researchers, the reasons are driven by the loss of interest in our politics and also ignorance of the principles underlying our democracy. The evolution of this political ignorance has gradually sent to both chambers (the House of Representatives and the Senate) candidates whose understanding of “self-governance” is so skewed that our political trend is taking a direction that does not augur well for our country.

Introduction

There is plenty of evidence that no nation can achieve the level of understanding and knowledge of its democratic principles and pass them on to the next generation unless that particular generation can absorb the very foundation upon which their self-governance is built. Alexis de Tocqueville has rightly noted that each generation is a new people that must be helped to equip themselves with the necessary knowledge, and skills and develop the dispositions deserved of any private and public character necessary for and support any constitutional democracy.
  The last twelve years, beginning with G. W. Bush to Obama have seen the decline of a democratic nation whose citizens have slipped into political ignorance and this fact is amply demonstrated in the kind of political rhetoric we have witnessed from the two branches of our government, namely, the legislative and the executive. 

In this paper, I call for a panel discussion on this subject to deliberate and propose some ways of addressing the significance of civic education in our democracy.

A Political Idea of Reflective Equilibrium

Civic commitment abounds in Liberal Political research pointing to civic education in the United States because of the persistence in the appropriation of civic individualism. This belief which underlies much liberal political research contains the very macrocosm of John Rawls’
 political idea of ‘reflective equilibrium’ which according to Rawls, evolves and helps to steer ‘overlapping consensus’ that underscores political principles of cultural and individual beliefs. These political principles of cultural and individual beliefs define the various adopted positions of individuals on the significance of the common good. Rawls outlines a method of reflective equilibrium to develop the principles that govern societies.  According to Rawls, in every politically liberal society, citizens must be free within reasonable measure to adopt particular ideas of the good that seem appropriate to them as individual members of their culture or communities or even of an association. To wit, citizens of politically liberal society should have the right to adopt for themselves appropriate conceptions of the good. Many scholars argue to the contrary, that the Rawlsian theory passes over the conflictual interests of citizens in a politically liberal society. In his paper presented at the American Political Science Association Meeting, Archon Fung (September 2005) argues that Rawls “adjudicates between conceptions of justice such as utilities, perfectionism, intuitionism, and his two principles,” and offers an analogous method of reflective equilibrium that, as he notes, is appropriate for democratic theory,
  His method adjudicates between contesting conceptions of democracy and the stimulation of convenient conceptions. What is not properly detailed in Fung’s analysis is the overlapping consensus of the citizens. Fung’s perspectives highlight the personal beliefs of professional politicians whose jobs are appropriated to them through the electoral process and the technical administrators who are appointed to offices. However, it is important to point out that, Rawls’ articulations serve as foundational to the very structural processes of  principles for as D.W. Haslett explains, reflective equilibrium, apart from its criticism as being too circular in its methodology, “continues to be widely regarded as the most promising and sophisticated approach to moral justification yet.”
 Haslett points out that the circular criticism surrounds the notion of “narrow” reflective equilibrium methodology which postulates 



According to the reflective equilibrium methodology, we are, to begin with



what Rawls calls our “considered moral judgments.” Considered moral



judgments are not ones made simply on the spur of the moment, without



much thought; rather, they are ones made under conditions generally



favorable for deliberation and judgment. In other words, they are pre-



equilibrium judgments to which we have given careful consideration, and



in which we, therefore, have confidence, judgments such as “that religious



intolerance and racial discrimination are unjust.”

In the Theory of Justice, Rawls points out that from the considered moral judgments, criticized as narrow reflective equilibrium, citizens are to construct a set of moral principles upon which their judgments are based and they are to work back and forth between their judgments and principles, modifying some of their principles and judgments as time changes until they arrive at satisfactory point.
 Norman Daniels compares this narrow view of reflective equilibrium as “analogous to descriptive linguistics. He notes



we start with our considered moral judgments, just as the linguists start



with current linguistic practices, and from them we attempt to arrive at



general moral principles, just as the linguist attempts to arrive at general



principles of syntactic competence. This methodology is mostly descriptive,



with relatively little evaluation and revision.

Daniel’s perspective underscores the views of many scholars who think that Rawls’ view of reflective equilibrium is descriptive because it calls into question the brevity of the theory and thus introduces into the equation, the notion of the third element which is, in his view,” background theories.” 
  These moral judgments with background theories are to be considered in light of decisions made by individuals and under favorable conditions based on their beliefs and made usually through deliberative judgments by individuals. Daniels's criticism does not stand alone. Scholars like Brian Barry, Kenneth Arrow, Russell Keat, and David Miller
, have all criticized Rawls’ theory of reflective equilibrium and overlapping consensus as dogmatic because a citizen’s belief in the constitutional principles of rights can overlap with another’s belief in the same constitutional rights.   In light of this process of reflective equilibrium, Barry L. Bull explains in his article that these fundamental moral principles upon which individual citizens make their judgments represent for Rawls ‘a genuine overlapping consensus’ in that they try to generate a kind of logical coherence of our political beliefs, that is, a balance within our beliefs and convictions that are attained through our careful reflections in making our decisions about elements in our political system that we hold inviolable. Most scholars view this stance of Rawls as the reason to lessen or strongly limit our initial beliefs. 

The Priority of Liberty
The Priority of Liberty as enunciated in his Justice as Fairness, Rawls writes “the principles of justice are to be ranked in lexical order and therefore the basic liberties can be only for the sake of liberty.”
  He lists the priority of Liberty as including those protected by the constitution, “freedom of speech and assembly; liberty of conscience and freedom of thought; freedom of the person …; the right to hold personal property and freedom from arbitrary arrest and seizure …” (Rawls p. 53). While these rights are laudable, Rawls leaves so much room for criticism and replication because at the core of these basic liberties granted to individuals, are the tensionalities of the priority of rights over the common good and the priority of justice over welfare. Politically Liberal societies can be dynamically developed through Liberal education in its broadest sense. 
Need for Civic Education: John Dewey
John Dewey (1916) understood democracy (Politically Liberal Society) as a system of relational interactions in which one person’s rights and freedoms, decisions, and actions positively influence the lives of others.
 Dewey’s vision points us to the direction of a vision of democracy where citizens are knowledgeable not only about their own lives but also the lives of others. This educational interactive process takes into consideration the various overlapping consensus of citizens to work cooperatively and collaboratively so that each citizen can educate the other.

Further, Rawls’ notion of having all the basic liberties granted to individual citizens must also be tempered with Dewey’s understanding of democracy as not only for the pursuit of individual technical skills, economic ambitions, and vocational skills but understood democracy as a system that depends on non-profit organizations like schools, churches, various communities coming together to work toward the common good.
 Through these different organizations come civic engagements where decisions are discussed, and deliberated and a decision-making process adopted.
  Dewey noted that it is through the various communities that democracy takes root and begins to grow. He wrote:

There is no substitute for the vitality and depth of close and direct 

intercourse and attachment … Democracy begins at home, and its

home is a neighborly community.
 
Thus, the question before us is in what ways can we structure our educational systems to benefit our students to be informed citizens for their communities, organizations, and their country? The questions point us once more to Dewey and Bellah and others’ notion of democracy as not based on individualism but on the “self” and “Other.” Robert N. Bellah et al. (1985), in Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life, pointed out that community service mostly fosters lives of commitment in which work done for the larger good becomes the very core of one’s life.

Self and Other

Democratic principles thrive on an attitude of care and concern for others. The notion of reflective equilibrium postulated by Rawls, in its broadest context, takes into consideration the notion of creating balances within our overlapping consensus.  Rhoades, in 1997 noted in his work Community Service and Higher Learning that our students must be helped to accept and foster a caring sense of self
 and in the same vein, our citizens who are not in our educational institutions must be helped to inculcate this sense of care. Nel Noddings (1984)
 emphasizes this same notion of caring for one another in a democracy.
For citizens to take active roles in society, the challenge is to structure educational contexts in which each citizen understands the notion of caring and participates in them to propel the vital components necessary for the dynamics of democratic evolutions. Noddings emphasizes that “When caring becomes central to how we educate students, identities rooted in caring and concern for others are more likely to emerge,
  and I argue that when these identities are rooted in caring concern for others on a democratic nation, a concern for others emerge, In fact, Noddings again notes



When we see the other’s reality as a possibility for us, we must act to 



eliminate the intolerable, to reduce the pain, to fill the need, to actualize



the dream. When I am in this sort of relationship with another when the



other’s reality becomes a real possibility for me, I care.

Nodding concerns were already underscored by George Herbert Mead (1934) in his research when he noted that the social self emerges in the context of the community through interactions with others.
With the diverse changing dynamics of politically liberal society, it becomes even more imperative that citizens are civilly educated to possess complex selves to deal with some of the most difficult challenges facing us as a society. Rhoades suggests the forming of service-learning communities to deal with the complexities of a multicultural society like ours. Further, Howard Radest (1993) described community service projects as “encounters with strangers,”
 and pointed to the dynamics of such encounters which are capable of fostering significant explorations in otherness. 
In short, within the space of thirteen years, from G. W. Bush's time in office until the present, we have witnessed a decline in our political system. The level of apathy towards government, the exacerbation of the inability of our branches of government, and the involvement of pecuniary power in our democracy, all have slowed down the development that our politically liberal society needs to advance. I argue that this apathy, the slowing down of development, and the involvement of corporations as ‘persons’ in our democracy, points us to the level of ignorance demonstrated by some of our citizens, especially our politicians and our students. 
Conclusion
This paper addresses the decline of civic education in an age of political ignorance. The research sought to explore Rawls’ theory of Justice in a politically liberal society and employed the works of Branson, Daniels, Haslett, Barry, Bellah, and Noddings and Rhoades among others to articulate the need for civic education programs for our citizens to help them become informed citizens to be involved and fully participate in our democracy instead of just casting votes. I therefore suggested intense service learning programs followed by community forum programs to discuss and deliberate issues of concern about their communities, and their nation. Given the multi-faceted challenges inherent in the theory of overlapping consensus and reflective equilibrium propounded by Rawls and replicated by other scholars, I like to conclude by calling on all of us to be involved in our communities by helping to develop programs that will enhance the lives of our citizens and also to channel the same effort in our classrooms for our students.      
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