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Preface

On 27 June 2011, an honorary doctorate was conferred on Prof. Martha Nussbaum, Ph.D., in 

the presence of an international audience by the Faculty of Educational Science at the Univer-

sity of Bielefeld on the recommendation of the Bielefeld Center for Education and Capability 

Research and the Research School Education and Capabilities.

All three academic institutions regard the Capability Approach as a productive opportunity fort 

he further development of a modern concept of education in the context of social justice. The 

many promising scientifi c perspectives resulting from this approach are being further explored 

in original research at University Bielefeld, especially in the areas of educational and social 

sciences and social work with links to socialpolicy.

In addition, annual international meetings are held in Bielefeld at which distinguished 

scholars, not only from Europe, meet for the exchange of scientifi c views, which contributes 

to a more profound analysis of the research carried out and strengthens Bielefeld`s  links with 

international scientifi c networks. The conferral of an honorary doctorate on Prof. Nussbaum is 

to be seen in this context and is also meant to indicate the great potential of her thinking and 

a theoretical ideas for the further elaboration of the social.

In the following pages are collected: the addresses and the citation delivered in her honor, as 

well as Prof. Nussbaum´s lecture on which she focused on fundamental aspects in her fi elds.

Hans-Uwe Otto

Bielefeld Center for Education and Capability Research
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Professor Nussbaum, 

Ms Miller, 

Ms Diehm, 

Ladies and Gentlemen,

I would like to extend a warm welcome on 

behalf of the Rectorate on the occasion of this 

major event not only for the Faculty of Educa-

tional Science, but also for the University itself. 

For us, it is a great honor that one of the world’s 

most important philosophers of the present is 

accepting an honorary doctorate in educational 

science. We are both extremely delighted and 

thankful that Mr Brumlik, as an extraordinarily 

profi led educationalist and intellectual, making 

profound and continued contributions to public 

debates, is holding the laudatory speech today. 

Special thanks is also due to the faculty, Ms 

Miller, Ms Diehm, for the decision to award this 

honor. May I also take this opportunity to men-

tion that Ms Nussbaum is actually the second 

outstanding American scientist to visit Bielefeld 

within a short period of time, as recently, Saskia 

Sassen completed her stay as a Niklas-Luhman 

guestprofessor. 

It is quite remarkable that the Faculty of 

Educational Science is awarding an honorary 

doctorate to a philosopher. This shows the great 

philosophical tradition from which educational 

science has ultimately its origins, too. For the 

students of today, this background has probably 

faded by now. Educational science sees itself 

but on the other hand, it is especially for this 

reason that we are very anxious to hear what 

you have to say in a minute. 

Ms Nussbaum, I hope that you will enjoy your 

stay in Bielefeld and that you will have pleasant 

memories of this ceremony. I cordially congratu-

late you on your honorary doctorate and wish 

you every success for your on-going work. Natu-

rally, we would be extremely delighted to have 

the opportunity to welcome you to Bielefeld 

University once again.

Now I would like to wish all of you great plea-

sure and intellectual stimulation during this 

honorary doctorate ceremony – an extremely 

important event for our University!

more as an empirically shaped social science 

than as a classical humanities or cultural science. 

The obligatory educational exam for the students 

aiming at a Master of Education in Germany was 

still being called “Philosophikum” for quite a 

long time, however, most people tried to evade 

philosophy in the narrowest sense. Neverthe-

less, a refl exive and speculative element must be 

involved in the scientifi c thinking on education 

and the question of what is a good life is funda-

mental here. Conversely, there are only few phi-

losophers who manage to cross the border from 

refl ection to precise action in such a decisive and 

successful way as you, Ms Nussbaum. However, 

commenting further on this is not the sense of 

this welcoming speech. We will soon be able to 

enjoy an extensive and profound appraisal of 

the thinking and the merits of Ms Nussbaum as 

provided for by Mr Brumlik and, of course, we 

are particularly looking forward to the lecture 

on “Human Capabilities and Global Justice”. I 

would quickly like to say that in direct relation 

to Ms Nussbaum´s philosophy capability is also a 

major theme for educational science in Bielefeld. 

At our university, the issues of world society and 

globality are under research within an extensive 

interdisciplinary framework. Therefore, on the 

one hand, we feel quite at home with this topic, 
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Dear Professor Nussbaum, 

dear Rector Sagerer,

dear Professor Brumlik, 

dear Members of the Faculty, 

dear Guests from here and abroad,

On behalf of the Faculty of Educational Science 

at Bielefeld University I would like to extend a 

warm welcome to all of you on the occasion of 

this very special day. For the faculty, whose 30th 

jubilee was celebrated last year, today´s cer-

emony represents one of the most outstanding 

events which we all have been looking forward 

to very much. Dear Prof. Nussbaum, today you 

are with us here in Bielefeld, you have specially 

come all the way from Chicago, reached us via 

Helsinki and will leave again for Chicago tomor-

row. We would particularly like to thank you for 

having taken on such stresses and strains. We 

are fully aware of the privilege of being able to 

award you an honorary doctorate, and the entire 

Faculty of Educational Science deems it a great 

honor to address you directly and let you know 

the great importance that is attached to you as a 

person and to your work here in Bielefeld. 

Although the ceremony of conferring an honor-

ary doctorate is not unknown to reform univer-

sities like ours, it was – especially in the early 

days of the university – likely to take place with 

a somewhat greater critical distance than in 

more traditional university towns. That is why 

Bielefeld University is relatively sparing with its 

In this respect we can follow Marie-Freifrau von 

Ebner-Eschenbach when she says: “Whenever 

other persons bestow an honor on us, this often 

tells us more about them than about ourselves” 

(1883), and so we can refl ect on what story Prof. 

Nussbaum´s honorary doctorate tells about our-

selves. At this stage, I am going to do that only 

in a very superfi cial manner and with respect to 

the Faculty as a whole. Prof. Isabell Diehm, who 

has been involved in the Capability Center of the 

Faculty of Educational Science since its founda-

tion and in the Research School, is going to 

elaborate on that aspect later in a more detailed 

and contentrelated way. At this point, I would 

also like to thank Isabell Diehm very much for all 

the work she has put in her past period as Dean 

of the Faculty to make this day happen. 

The Rector has already underlined the remark-

able fact that a philosopher is awarded an 

honorary doctorate by a faculty of educational 

science. However, at this university there is 

probably nobody who is genuinely surprised at 

that because interdisciplinarity does not only 

appear in the foundation documents of Schelsky, 

but has ever since been implemented in research 

and teaching in various ways. Moreover, philos-

honorary doctorates which only go to carefully 

chosen and distinguished scientists. During the 

admittedly fairly short history of the Faculty 

of Educational Science, we have in fact only 

awarded three honorary doctorates up to now. 

All universities and faculties have in common 

that honorary doctorates are awarded “on the 

basis of scientifi c achievements” (German Rec-

tors´ Conference, 1994) and other meritorious 

actions with regard to the respective university 

or faculty. In the citation to be delivered in a 

moment by Prof. Brumlik, we are going to learn 

about the scientifi c achievements of Prof. Nuss-

baum, who is one of the most prominent and 

distinguished philosophers of today and who 

was instrumental in developing the Capability 

Approach. At this point, I would already like to 

thank you, Prof. Brumlik, very much for agreeing 

to give the citation. 

However, it is not only due to her excellent scientifi c 

work in general that she is awarded an honorary 

doctorate by our Faculty of Educational Science, it 

is also and precisely because it is at this faculty that 

she has infl uenced, inspired and founded the key 

area of teaching and research through her approach.

ophy constitutes a necessary, integral discipline 

when refl ecting about key fundamental ques-

tions of educational science, such as education 

and development. However, beyond that Martha 

Nussbaum has set a very important course with 

regard to the orientation of the educational 

sciences in Bielefeld through her approach and 

exerted substantial scientifi c infl uence in this re-

gard. Strictly speaking then, she is awarded the 

honorary doctorate for her merits for the Faculty 

of Educational Science. 

In the fi rst place, there is the Capabilities Ap-

proach, an approach closely connected to the 

theory of justice. In educational terms, this is 

related to the capability to decide and to act and 

to realize one´s full potential in complex social 

contexts. Accordingly, everybody has the right 

to equal conditions of possibility and scope. In 

this sense, Martha Nussbaum poses the ques-

tion of the “good life” and links the latter to the 

requirement of assuming the public and political 

responsibility for creating appropriate circum-

stances. Thus, the good life and subjective well-

being are interpreted against the background of 

the social conditions in which people grow up. 

For Martha Nussbaum education is 
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“a key to all human capabilities”, with education 

being intimately linked to the question of justice. 

Thus, the fi eld of educational science automati-

cally comes into play.

Although the Faculty of Educational Science is 

one of the largest and most functionally dif-

ferentiated faculties in Germany, there is still 

a fairly large overlapping area. It is a matter 

of the thematization of social inequality from 

the diff erent points of view of the various work 

and research focuses. Thus, Martha Nussbaum´s 

refl ections on the theory of justice are of great 

signifi cance for the research work within our 

faculty, but also for the implementation and 

evaluation of a relevant practice in teaching and 

in pedagogical fi elds of action (e.g., the Biele-

feld school projects). 

In concrete terms, there are the following 

research areas:

■ Gender studies

■ School education, including integrated 

 special education

■ Childhood and youth studies

■ Migrant education

■ Social Work

have only just begun to explore its vast potential. 

In this respect, we express our thanks to Martha 

Nussbaum in this award ceremony for her bril-

liant scientifi c achievement not only from a 

retrospective, but also from a prospective point 

of view and connect with it the intention to 

continue working in the spirit of this theory and 

to establish one of our future foci in the area of 

“human development”.

Thank you very much to Martha Nussbaum.

In particular, issues are investigated of social, 

ethnical and genderrelated heterogeneity and 

the creation of educational inequality in and 

through institutions. 

Another concern is how to overcome structures 

such as those of handicapped and nonhandi-

capped children or the fi eld of special education 

as an independent special discipline besides the 

fi eld of common education.

There is also the question of evaluating Social 

Work with children and youth,

and of analyzing formal and informal educa-

tional processes for the participation and partici-

pation possibilities of children and youth.

Another focus is on questions of children´s and 

youth´s subjective evaluation with regard to fam-

ily, school and their leisure time in combination 

with objective indicators of the social structure.

The manifold possibilities off ered by the justice-

theoretical and socio-philosophical approach of 

Martha Nussbaum for all these and other ques-

tions are certainly still far from being tapped for 

the fi eld of educational science – in fact, we 
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Dear Professor Nussbaum, 

dear Rector Sagerer, 

dear Professor Brumlik, 

dear Colleagues from here and abroad,

dear Students and Guests, 

As a member of the Bielefeld Center for Educa-

tion and Capability Research at the Faculty of 

Educational Science I would like to underline 

once again what our Dean has just said: It is 

an extra-ordinarily great honor for us from the 

Center as well as for all the international PhD 

students and early-stage researchers who are 

currently carrying out their research at the Center 

to present you, Professor Nussbaum, with the 

honorary doctorate. 

We do this to express our gratitude to you for the 

philosophical work you have done thus helping 

us with our teaching and research in the fi eld of 

educational science.

Six years ago, the Faculty of Educational Science 

here at Bielefeld University started on the inten-

sive adaptation of your elaborated and challeng-

ing off er, its application to our specifi c questions 

and its further development. Today, our sincere 

thanks are due to our colleague, Prof. Hans-Uwe 

Otto, for his perseverance and highly successful 

eff orts with regard to our Faculty’s involvement 

with the Capabilities Approach, which in the year 

2006 fi nally led to the founding of the Bielefeld 

Center for Education and Capability Research 

with the assistance of the President’s offi  ce. 

to 2012) and the Marie Curie Project “EduWel: 

Education as Welfare” (2010 to 2013), on which 

15 young scientists are doing research work. In 

this way an infrastructure could be set up, of-

fering research and qualifi cation opportunities 

for a considerable number of internationally 

networked junior scientists and involving 14 

European universities. 

Education as well as work, wellbeing, agency, 

voice, participation and autonomy are concepts 

that are taken into account in Bielefeld besides 

the priorities of the classic educational ques-

tions and, with regard to structural issues, are 

approached in a sociopolitically critical way. 

“Education is a key to all human capabilities” 

– and: “Education means cultivating human-

ity” – it is these defi nitions that are challenging 

and inspiring us to work on a Bielefeld reading 

of the Capabilities Approach that does not ad-

dress human capital, but adopts a perspective 

with regard to human development in order to 

develop the Capabilities Approach further.

We would like to thank you, Prof. Nussbaum, very 

much for the intellectual present you made us and 

will most probably continue to make based on 

your outstanding scientifi c achievements. 

Since that time we have been trying to promote 

capability research in a systematic way. 

The Capabilities Approach has become a key 

theoretical reference framework for our empirical 

research on the most varied issues. In our re-

search we try to work on the facilitation of edu-

cation and its conditions in socially just contexts, 

drawing on your reading of the Capabilities Ap-

proach that is based on a theory of justice. The 

statement that ”education is a key to all human 

capabilities” (2006) served us as an inspiration 

and stimulated us to make the best use of your 

approach for the fi eld of educational science 

with a view to the growing up of children and 

young adults here in Bielefeld. For us here at 

the Bielefeld Center for Education and Capability 

Research this has also meant that we developed 

and implemented specifi c forms of supporting 

young scientists, one of which is North Rhine-

Westphalia´s international Research School 

“Education and Capabilities”, which is jointly run 

with the University of Dortmund, where 40 PhD 

students are currently doing their research. In 

addition, there are two large EU projects under 

way that are theoretically and empirically also 

based on the Capabilities Approach: the Project 

“Workable: Making capabilities work” (from 2009 

I am also pleased to introduce Prof. Micha 

Brumlik from the Goethe University in Frankfurt, 

who is now going to deliver the citation. There 

is no better qualifi ed speaker than he is – an 

educationalist who was the fi rst in our country 

to adapt your philosophical work in a systematic 

way, and in particular your ideas about moral 

feelings. His work in educational philosophy 

engages intensively with your writings, e.g. in 

his book: “Education and luck”.

Thank you very much for your attention!



 
  

20 | 21 Universität Bielefeld | Conferment of the Honorary Doctorate to Prof. Martha C. Nussbaum

PROF. DR. MICHA BRUMLIK

JOHANN WOLFGANG GOETHE UNIVERSITY, 

FRANKFURT MAIN 



 
  

22 | 23 Universität Bielefeld | Conferment of the Honorary Doctorate to Prof. Martha C. Nussbaum

Aspasia? 

Eulogy for Martha Nussbaum on the occasion of 

her honorary doctorate from Bielefeld University, 

June 27, 2011

By awarding Martha Nussbaum the title of 

“honorary doctor,” the Faculty of Educational Sci-

ence at Bielefeld University – this university was 

founded in 1969 – does not just decorate itself; it 

does not just honor a world-famous philosopher, 

intellectual, and social theorist; it simultane-

ously sends out a clear message, perhaps one 

could say a political message from the humani-

ties. Please forgive me, dear Martha Nussbaum, 

for commencing not with your work, but – and 

how could it be otherwise in Bielefeld – with the 

long shadow cast by Niklas Luhmann.

Niklas Luhmann was called to the university in 

1968 before its offi  cial opening, and he was a 

tireless and productive contributor to this uni-

versity until well beyond his offi  cial retirement. 

Thanks to Niklas Luhmann, German educational 

science acquired not only a conceptual rigor, a 

diff erentiated outlook on the profession it stud-

ies, and a shift toward ideological disillusion-

ment, but also and above all a lasting normative 

insecurity from which it has still not quite recov-

ered today. But, perhaps awarding an honorary 

doctorate to you, Martha Nussbaum, marks the 

end of a long period of convalescence. 

No other social scientist has demanded so 

decisively as Niklas Luhmann that the social sci-

ences and the humanities, and this also includes 

the educational sciences, should no longer 

proceed from the topic and the concept of the 

human being. At this point, we can refrain from 

considering whether this was due to disdain or 

excessive respect. According to his theory, people 

are part of the environment of social systems 

beings,” beings that can only fi nd fulfi llment 

for their lives in a political grouping, but beings 

that are also and above all living beings in all 

their need, vulnerability, and thereby contin-

gency. Such beings, according to Nussbaum who 

agrees with Aristotle in countering his teacher 

Plato, can no longer call upon an absolute good 

that lies outside their selves, for example, upon 

an idea of God, and they are therefore obliged 

to stop orienting their lives toward this absolute 

good, but “only” toward their idea of a good 

life to be achieved in community that attains its 

zenith precisely when people fi nd themselves in 

the state of “Eudaimonia,” of refl ected happi-

ness that is more and other than just a transi-

tory experience of pleasure. Aristotle, as Martha 

Nussbaum understands him, wants to guide us 

to refl ect on this good life, which is why she 

considers him to be, above all, a great educa-

tor – and that would be a fi rst objective reason 

for the Faculty of Educational Science to award 

her the title of “honorary doctor.” On page 285 

of the Fragility of Goodness, we read:

“For Aristotle, centrally concerned as he is with 

education, and believing, as he does, that the 

main job of politics is to educate children in such 

a way that they will become capable of leading 

good lives according to their own choice ...”

May I therefore be allowed to point out – and 

please forgive me the obvious pun for a Ger-

man speaker – that these seemingly marginal 

lines published more than 40 years ago, already 

and are themselves composed of interacting and 

structurally interlinked systems – in the human 

species, above all of psychological systems or the 

simple social systems. It was not at all mean-

ingful to talk as if societies were composed of 

human beings! Social sciences and humanities 

based on this concept, the concept of the human 

being, were what Luhmann liked to call with 

mild irony “old-European.” 

And this brings us fi nally to Martha Nussbaum, 

and to the present demonstration that despite 

all current trends – from Niklas Luhmann across 

Michel Foucault to Judith Butler – no reasoning 

is more present, more topical, and more lively 

than precisely this old-European thought that 

Martha Nussbaum, like no other contemporary 

philosopher, has brought back to the center of 

scientifi c and intellectual discourse with its nor-

mative power of orientation but also its social 

critical precision.

Nussbaum‘s work so far has consistently de-

veloped ideas that were already more than just 

hinted at in her fi rst great scientifi c work: The 

Fragility of Goodness: Luck and Ethics in Greek 

Tragedy and Philosophy, published in English in 

1986 and unfortunately still not translated into 

German. This panoramic study develops insights 

into the human condition from the springs of 

classical tragedy, that is, the works of Aeschylus, 

Euripides, and Sophocles that she considers to 

be fi nally systematized, without ever becoming 

scholastic, in the work of Aristotle. It was Aris-

totle who conceived the members of the human 

species as “Zoon Politikon,” that is as “political 

contain the entire program in a nutshell. Indeed, 

the talk is not just about “capable” here, but 

also that children should be reared so that, with 

the help of the abilities they have acquired, they 

will be able to lead the good life they personally 

choose to live. 

What a good life is can never be determined 

scientistically from the outside, which is why it 

would be a serious error and a major misjudg-

ment of Nussbaum‘s theory to understand the 

“Capabilities Approach” based on her ideas as a 

kind of materialistically enriched and normative-

ly enriched welfare economy geared to modern 

criteria of justice and indicators of prosperity. No, 

Nussbaum‘s program is antiscientistic, it insists 

that the good life that we want to live and that 

we should enable our children to live can come 

from our own ideas and, indeed, only from our 

own ideas. The good life, according to Nussbaum 

on page 293 of “Fragility of Goodness”:

“... must be a life that we, as we deliberate, can 

choose for ourselves as a life that is really a life 

for us, a life in which there will be enough of 

what makes us the beings we are for us to be 

said to survive in such a life. Therefore, at the 

very minimum, it must be a life that a human 

being can live, not one which failed to include 

something without which we think no charac-

teristically human life would be there.”

By emphasizing the concept of a human life, 

Nussbaum is following in the footsteps of a school 

of thought originating in the European Renais-
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sance and the Reformation as “Humanism” that 

was taken up in the German educated middle-

class tradition following Wilhelm von Humboldt 

as a “Neo-Humanism” based on the authority of 

classical culture. As such, it became part of the 

education at American colleges, but, after the 

end of the 19th century – in Germany at least – it 

changed into a misanthropic “Third Humanism” 

that replaced Socratic refl ection and Aristotelian 

liberality through selective references to Plato and 

Nietzsche and formed a “humanism” of discipline, 

obedience, and submission. Herman Nohl, the 

founder of academic social pedagogic, is truly one 

of the greatest traitors to the humanistic tradition 

in educational science.

Admittedly, the precise philologist and politi-

cal philosopher, the humanistic thinker Martha 

Nussbaum could not fail to notice that Aristotle, 

despite all his insights, was unable to solve one 

problem either theoretically or practically: namely, 

the problem of inequality between people. This is 

clear to see in his uncritical acceptance of slavery. 

Therefore, in her major philosophy of feelings and 

emotions, published in 2001 under the title 

“Upheavals of Thought: The Intelligence of Emo-

tions”, Nussbaum developed a Neo-Stoic program 

that, by referring to the antique Stoics, not only 

tried to substantiate a moral universalism of 

the equality of all people but also undertook a 

systematic rehabilitation of feelings: Emotions are 

no arbitrary, irrational articulations of random 

moods, but nearly always highly condensed, 

spontaneous, and situation-specifi c statements 

that always refer to discussable and verifi able 

moral attitudes. In this book, Nussbaum does not 

just deal with complex topics in developmental 

psychology under the title “Emotions and In-

fancy”, but also develops – and this should be of 

major signifi cance for a theory of social pedagogic 

and social work – a theory of sympathy, without 

Voices of sexes and lusts, voices veil’d and I 

remove the veil,

Voices indecent by me clarifi ed and transfi gur’d

Dazzling and tremendous how quick the sunrise 

would kill me,

If I could not now and always send sunrise out of 

me.”

However, this avowal by an American patriot 

reveals a very special link to the political culture 

of the Federal Republic of Germany. This is be-

cause Nussbaum never tires of emphasizing that 

her central normative goal lies in the concept 

of “dignity“ – the very principle that forms the 

basis of the German Constitution in Paragraph 1 

of Basic Law. A comparison of the US-American 

and German constitutions reveals the diff erence 

immediately, and thereby simultaneously the 

path that Martha Nussbaum has taken since her 

universalistic-patriotic program in Cultivating 

Humanity. Whereas the US-American constitu-

tion is built on the principles of “life, liberty, 

and the pursuit of happiness,” the German 

is based on “human dignity.” At least at fi rst 

glance, this would seem to be Aristotle versus 

Kant! 

However, in her major social-philosophical 

work “Frontiers of Justice: Disability, National-

ity, Species Membership” published in English in 

2006 and now fi nally also available in German, 

Nussbaum goes beyond John Rawls‘s work on a 

theory of justice by developing not only the idea 

of a comprehensive and no longer contractu-

alistically abbreviated universalism but also an 

extensively reasoned theory of the “Capabilities 

Approach.” In this approach, she succeeds in 

establishing a theory of global justice based on 

the inclusion of the disabled, justice beyond 

the framework of the national state, and the 

systematically truly borderline case of animals. 

letting this attitude, which would fi nally lead to 

her involvement in founding an “ethics of care,” 

become absolute to the detriment of a theory of 

justice. 

In this context, it is permissible to point out – and 

this strengthens my initial suggestion regarding 

a phase of moral convalescence in educational 

science – that in the leading scientifi c journal for 

social work, the Neue Praxis in which Hans-Uwe 

Otto plays such a decisive role, has recently for the 

fi rst time since decades published an article by 

Hans Gängler and Ulfrid Kleinert on Barmherzig-

keit – oder Von der Notwendigkeit der Rehabilita-

tion eines Begriff s für Soziale Arbeit [Compassion: 

Or the need to rehabilitate a concept for social 

work] – the fi rst article on such a topic in decades.

Admittedly, it is not enough to simply proclaim 

attitudes and emotions – such times are past 

and beyond recall. Martha Nussbaum is only 

too aware of the diffi  culty in linking a theory of 

feelings with a theory of democratic and liberal 

societies, and this is why she has taken on the 

task of sketching a theory that can explain how 

it is possible for citizens to provide emotional 

support to liberal-democratic institutions. The 

response to this problem by the only at fi rst 

glance surprisingly patriotic American Martha 

Nussbaum is to quote Walt Whitman – that bard of 

a great democratic community. In her Cultivating 

Humanity: A Classical Defense of Reform in Liberal 

Education published in 1997, Nussbaum quotes 

word for word from his “Song of myself”.

“I am the attesting sympathy

Through me many long dumb voices

Voices of the interminable generations of prison-

ers and slaves

Voices of the disea’d and despairing and of 

thieves and dwarfs

Through me forbidden voices,

In this context, she repeatedly points to the 

need to transcend what she believes to be the 

rationalistically and species-specifi cally restricted 

Kantian concept of dignity. However, her initial 

concern in Frontiers of Justice is to establish a 

theory of “care,” in other words, of interperson-

al attention, that is not contractualistically ab-

breviated. Nussbaum‘s interpretation of Aristotle 

has shown that people are dependent on each 

other as political animals, that is, as vulnerable 

beings, and this is why a viable theory of justice 

and morality cannot commence – as in Rawls – in 

a thought experiment with rational contract-

making parties: “Because they are political 

animals,” she writes on page 89 of the English 

original, “they depend on others asymmetrically 

during certain phases of their lives, and some 

remain in a situation of asymmetrical depen-

dency throughout their lives.“

That human beings, to take the species as it is, 

depend, for better or for worse, on each other to 

varying degrees, even if only because of being 

born and needing to be reared – and I empha-

size the “needing“ – has been and continues 

to be a circumstance that has been repressed 

systematically in all contractual social theories. It 

was fi rst remedied by feminist ethics, although 

discussed earlier in the phenomenological ethics 

of, for example, Emmanuel Levinas. These ethics 

have unveiled the thoroughly male perspec-

tive in all these contractual models, in models 

that proceed from a plurality of educated adults 

who – at least in the work of John Rawls – are 

able to engage in clever reasoning in some 

hypothetical original situation. In her criticism 

of this model, Nussbaum can link up with the 

communitarian criticism of Rawls led by, for ex-

ample, Michael Sandel. Any individual in whom 

Rawls‘ hypothetical primordial state brings to 

mind the (male) community of citizens of the 
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antique polis is not so far from the truth, and 

it was the criticism of this model that formed 

the basis of Nussbaum‘s early work, “Fragility 

of Goodness” – that work that had emphasized, 

at least in tragic literature, the vulnerability of 

all humans and the particular vulnerability of 

women and slaves.

The particular achievement of “Frontiers of Jus-

tice” in terms of moral theory then consists – 20 

years later – in bringing together two purportedly 

contradictory paradigms of moral philosophy, 

that is, in combining a program of strict morality 

and unconditional interpersonal respect based 

on the Kantian intuition of human dignity with 

an ethics of sympathy oriented toward the vul-

nerability of the species. One has to realize that 

Nussbaum‘s achievement in“Frontiers of Justice” 

is nothing less than the proof that a moral of 

absolute dignity and an ethics of interpersonal 

care, the “ethics of care” are inseparable even 

in their ground concept. Indeed, Kant‘s concept 

of dignity is too abstract for Nussbaum, which 

is why she invested so much painstaking eff ort 

in working out that muchcited list of essential 

human characteristics and corresponding funda-

mental abilities that can serve as a valid founda-

tion for the “Capabilities Approach” that is being 

substantiated and studied at this university – an 

innovative further development of social work 

theory and practice being expedited especially 

at Bielefeld University‘s Faculty of Educational 

Science with as yet unpredictable sociopolitical 

consequences.

Finally, by awarding an honorary doctorate 

to Martha Nussbaum, both the university and 

the faculty are also sending an only too clear 

message, and we can only hope that this will 

be heard by cost-cutting parliamentarians and 

Bolognaobsessed education technocrats. Like 

no other, Martha Nussbaum reminds – in her 

autonomous life based on responsibility for their 

fellow citizens. Therefore, it is no exaggeration 

to say that awarding this honorary doctorate 

to Martha Nussbaum in Bielefeld brings old-

European thinking and the global theory of the 

world society into an institutional synthesis, 

and it recognizes Martha Nussbaum – if it is 

possible to agree on such a formulation – as a 

female Socrates for the world society within 

her German-speaking territory. Even Socrates 

admitted – according to Plato in his dialogue 

“Menexenos” – having essentially been taught 

by a woman – namely, by Aspasia, the consort of 

the Attic strategist Pericles. 

A fi nal comment on this Socratic–Aspasian ele-

ment: The fi rst chapter of Cultivating Humanity, 

a title that Nussbaum took from the Roman phi-

losopher Seneca, the unfortunately less success-

ful teacher of the Emperor Nero, is called Socratic 

Self-Examination, and is introduced with some 

lines from Plato‘s “Apology”. This quotes part of 

Socrates‘ reply to those accusing him of corrupt-

ing youth: 

“If I tell you that this is the greatest good for a 

human being, to engage every day in arguments 

about virtue and the other things you have 

heard me talking about, examining both myself 

and others, and if I tell you that the unexam-

ined life is not worth living, . . .”

One should, and we as well should, take these 

lines very seriously.

This brings me to the end of my speech, and I 

congratulate you, Martha Nussbaum, on receiv-

ing this honorary doctorate. However, even more, 

I congratulate the Faculty and the University for 

the fact that Martha Nussbaum has gracefully 

agreed to accept this honorary doctorate. May I 

once more return to the words of Socrates just 

case – US-American education policymakers of 

the original task of the university, the American 

university and its colleges, namely, to edu-

cate young adults to think for themselves. This 

program is linked inseparably in Germany with 

the name Wilhelm von Humboldt, a philosopher 

and universal scholar whom Martha Nuss-

baum – as far as I have been able to check – has 

yet to include in her references. Martha Nuss-

baum sets her classic education theory against 

several competing concepts: not only against an 

academic job training shortened by educational 

economics but also – and above all – against an 

education for a White male elite that has become 

known in the tradition of Locke as a “gentle-

man‘s education.” Above all, her concern – as a 

Neo-Stoic – is to redesign universities as seminars 

for future world citizens, that is, to familiarize 

and confront young people and students with 

the normative and material contents of other 

cultures, and thereby to contribute to opening 

up a meaningful normative orientation for the 

citizens of the still existing but gradually eroding 

national states in a globalized world character-

ized by immigration, mobility, and transmigra-

tion. 

Perhaps one can fi nally still build a bridge from 

this position to the genius loci of Bielefeld and 

thereby to Niklas Luhmann and his school. It 

was Luhmann who, more than anybody else, 

opened our eyes to what Peter Fuchs has called 

the “strange problem of the world society,” that 

is, to a phenomenon that requires at least as 

much systematic refl ection in today‘s world 

as the problem of the polis did two and a 

half thousand years ago. The task of educa-

tion, of paideia, in the polis just as much as in 

the world society and in the city district – that 

is, in social welfare departments, schools, and 

universities – is to help people to lead a refl ected, 

cited. As I understand it, these are also tell-

ing us, that is, educational science and, above 

all, academic social work, that the “Capabilities 

Approach,” which has been shaped so decisively 

by Martha Nussbaum, cannot be viewed plainly 

and simply as a sound and indubitable basis 

that now just needs to be analyzed step by step 

to see how it can be put into practice. 

No dear Martha Nussbaum, no dear col-

leagues – by awarding this honorary doctorate, 

academic social work has placed itself under a 

heavy obligation: Social work will be a philoso-

phizing discipline or it will cease to exist!

Thank you for your attention.
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Human Capabilities and Global Justice

[H]istory has come to a stage when the moral 

man, the complete man, is more and more giv-

ing way, almost without knowing it, to make 

room for the …commercial man, the man of 

limited purpose. This process, aided by the won-

derful progress in science, is assuming gigantic 

proportion and power, causing the upset of 

man’s moral balance, obscuring his human side 

under the shadow of soulless organization.

Tagore, Nationalism (1917)

Achievement comes to denote the sort of thing 

that a wellplanned machine can do better than 

a human being can, and the main eff ect of 

education, the achieving of a life of rich signifi -

cance, drops by the wayside. 

John Dewey, Democracy and Education (1915)

I. The Education Crisis

We are in the midst of a crisis of massive 

proportions and grave global signifi cance. No, 

I do not mean the global economic crisis that 

began in 2008. At least then everyone knew that 

that crisis was at hand, and many world leaders 

worked quickly and desperately to fi nd solutions. 

No, I mean a crisis that goes largely unnoticed, 

a crisis that is likely to be, in the long run, far 

more damaging to the future of democratic self-

government: a worldwide crisis in education.

Radical changes are occurring in what democratic 

societies teach the young, and these changes 

have not been well thought through. Eager 

for national profi t, nations, and their systems 

of education, are heedlessly discarding skills 

that are needed to keep democracies alive. If 

this trend continues, nations all over the world 

will soon be producing generations of useful 

them, the report strongly suggested that it 

would be perfectly all right if these abilities were 

allowed to wither away, in favor of more useful 

disciplines.

In the fall of 2009, in Britain, the Labor 

Government issued new guidelines for its 

Research Excellence Scheme, which will assess 

all individuals and departments in British 

universities. According to the new criteria, 25% 

of the grade for each researcher will be based 

on that person’s “impact,” meaning, basically, 

contributions to economic growth and success. 

The humanities and the arts will now be forced 

to become salesmen for a product, and they will 

be able to justify their contribution and their 

claim to funds only if they can demonstrate a 

direct, short-term economic impact. Since that 

time, several philosophy departments have been 

completely closed, some merged with social 

science, and all humanities programs severely 

curtailed. 

This fall SUNY Albany made drastic cuts in the 

humanities, completely closing classics, theater, 

and some languages, and severely cutting 

others. This followed similar, though less highly 

publicized cuts at U of Nevada and Arizona State. 

Not to belabor the obvious, there are hundreds 

of stories like these, and new ones arrive every 

day, in the U. S., in Europe, in India, and, no 

doubt, in other parts of the world. Given that 

economic growth is so eagerly sought by all 

nations, too few questions have been posed, in 

both developed and developing nations, about 

the direction of education, and, with it, of 

democratic society. With the rush to profi tability 

in the global market, values precious for the 

future of democracy are in danger of getting lost. 

machines, rather than complete citizens who 

can think for themselves, criticize tradition, and 

understand the signifi cance of another person’s 

suff erings and achievements. What are these 

radical changes? The humanities and the arts 

are being cut away, in both primary/secondary 

and college/ university education, in virtually 

every nation of the world. Seen by policy-

makers as useless frills, at a time when nations 

must cut away all useless things in order to 

stay competitive in the global market, they are 

rapidly losing their place in curricula, and also 

in the minds and hearts of parents and children. 

Indeed, what we might call the humanistic 

aspects of science and social science – the 

imaginative, creative aspect, and the aspect of 

rigorous critical thought – are also losing ground, 

as nations prefer to pursue short-term profi t by 

the cultivation of useful, highly applied skills, 

suited to profi t-making. 

Consider these two examples. 

In the fall of 2006, the United States 

Department of Education’s Commission on 

the Future of Higher Education, headed by 

Bush Administration Secretary of Education 

Margaret Spellings, released its report on the 

state of higher education in the nation: A Test of 

Leadership: Charting the Future of U. S. Higher 

Education. This report contained a valuable 

critique of unequal access to higher education. 

When it came to subject matter, however, it 

focused entirely on education for national 

economic gain. It concerned itself with perceived 

defi ciencies in science, technology, and 

engineering – not even basic scientifi c research 

in these areas, but only highly applied learning, 

learning that can quickly generate profi t-making 

strategies. The humanities, the arts, and critical 

thinking were basically absent. By omitting 

The profi t motive suggests to most concerned 

politicians that science and technology are of 

crucial importance for the future health of their 

nations. We should have no objection to good 

scientifi c and technical education, and I do 

not suggest that nations should stop trying to 

improve in this regard. My concern is that other 

abilities, equally crucial, are at risk of getting 

lost in the competitive fl urry, abilities crucial 

to the health of any democracy internally, and 

to the creation of a decent world culture and 

a robust type of global citizenship, capable 

of constructively addressing the world’s most 

pressing problems. These abilities are associated 

with the humanities and the arts: the ability 

to think critically; the ability to transcend local 

loyalties and to approach world problems as a 

“citizen of the world”; and the ability to imagine 

sympathetically the predicament of another 

person. 

I shall make my argument by pursuing the 

contrast that my examples have already 

suggested: between an education for profi t-

making and an education for a more inclusive 

type of citizenship. I shall try to show how the 

humanities and arts are crucial both in primary/

secondary and in university education. 

To think about education for democratic 

citizenship we have to think about what 

democratic nations are, and what they strive 

for. What does it mean, then, for a nation to 

advance? On one view, it means to increase its 

Gross National Product per capita. This measure 

of national achievement has for decades 

been the standard one used by development 

economists around the world, as if it were a 

good proxy for a nation’s overall quality of life. 

The goal of a nation, says this model of 

development, should be economic growth: 

never mind about distribution and social 
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equality, never mind about the preconditions 

of stable democracy, never mind about the 

quality of race and gender relations, never mind 

about the improvement of other aspects of a 

human being’s quality of life such as health and 

education. One sign of what this model leaves 

out is the fact that South Africa under apartheid 

used to shoot to the top of development indices. 

There was a lot of wealth in the old South Africa, 

and the old model of development rewarded 

that achievement (or good fortune), ignoring 

the staggering distributional inequalities, the 

brutal apartheid regime, and the health and 

educational defi ciencies that went with it.

This model of development has by now been 

rejected by many serious development thinkers, 

but it continues to dominate a lot of policy 

making, especially policies infl uenced by the U. 

S. Many nations, and states within nations, are 

pursuing this model of development. 

Proponents of the old model sometimes like 

to claim that the pursuit of economic growth 

will by itself deliver the other good things 

I have mentioned: health, education, a 

decrease in social and economic inequality. By 

now, however, examining the results of these 

divergent experiments, we have discovered 

that the old model really does not deliver the 

goods as claimed. Achievements in health 

and education, for example, are very poorly 

correlated with economic growth. Nor does 

political liberty track growth, as we can see from 

the stunning success of China. So producing 

economic growth does not mean producing 

democracy. Nor does it mean producing a 

healthy, engaged, educated population in which 

opportunities for a good life are available to 

all social classes. Still, everyone likes economic 

growth these days, and the trend is, if anything, 

toward increasing reliance on what I’ve called 

when such huge inequalities in basic life-

chances obtain. So critical thinking would not be 

a very important part of education for economic 

enrichment, and it has not been in states that 

have pursued this goal relentlessly, such as the 

Western Indian state of Gujarat, well known for 

its combination of growth-oriented policies with 

docility and groupthink in the schools. 

I have spoken about critical thinking and 

about the role of history. But what about the 

arts, so often valued by progressive democratic 

educators? An education for enrichment will, 

fi rst of all, have contempt for these parts of 

a child’s training, because they don’t lead 

to enrichment. For this reason, all over the 

world, programs in arts and the humanities, at 

all levels, are being cut away, in favor of the 

cultivation of the technical. Indian parents take 

pride in a child who gains admission to the 

Institutes of Techno-logy and Management; they 

are ashamed of a child who studies literature, 

or philosophy, or who wants to paint or dance 

or sing. But educators for enrichment will do 

more than ignore the arts: they will fear them. 

For a cultivated and developed sympathy is a 

particularly dangerous enemy of obtuseness, 

and moral obtuseness is necessary to carry out 

programs of enrichment that ignore inequality. 

Speaking of education in both India and Europe, 

Tagore said that aggressive nationalism needs 

to blunt the moral conscience, so it needs 

people who don’t recognize the individual, 

who speak group-speak, who behave, and see 

the world, like docile bureaucrats. Art is the 

great enemy of that obtuseness, and artists 

are never the reliable servants of any ideo-

logy, even a basically good one – they always 

ask the imagination to move beyond its usual 

confi nes, to see the world in new ways. Thus 

Tagore’s school, based on the arts, was a radical 

the “old paradigm,” rather than toward a more 

complex account of what societies should be 

trying to achieve for their people.

What sort of education does the old model of 

development suggest? Education for economic 

enrichment needs basic skills, literacy and 

numeracy. It also needs some people to have 

more advanced skills in computer science and 

technology, although equal access is not terribly 

important: a nation can grow very nicely while 

the rural poor remain illiterate and without 

basic computer resources, as recent events in 

many Indian states show. In states such as 

Gujarat and Andhra Pradesh, we have seen the 

creation of increased GNP per capita through 

the education of a technical elite who make the 

state attractive to foreign investors; the results of 

this enrichment do not trickle down to improve 

the health and well-being of the rural poor, 

and there is no reason to think that enrichment 

requires educating them adequately. That was 

always the fi rst and most basic problem with the 

GNP/capita paradigm of development: it neglects 

distribution, and can give high marks to nations 

or states that contain alarming inequalities. This 

is very true of education: Given the nature of 

the information economy, nations can increase 

their GNP without worrying too much about the 

distribution of education, so long as they create 

a competent tech and business elite. 

After that, education for enrichment needs, 

perhaps, a very rudimentary familiarity with 

history and with economic fact – on the part of 

the people who are going to get past elementary 

education in the fi rst place, who are likely to be 

a relatively small elite. But care must be taken 

lest the historical and economic narrative lead to 

any serious critical thinking about class, about 

whether foreign investment is really good for the 

rural poor, about whether democracy can survive 

experiment; it is deeply unpopular today 

with politicians aiming at national success. So, 

educators for enrichment will campaign against 

the humanities and arts as ingredients of basic 

education. This assault is currently taking place, 

all over the world. 

Pure models of education for economic growth 

are diffi  cult to fi nd in fl ourishing democracies, 

since democracy is built on respect for each 

person, and the growth model respects only an 

aggregate. However, education systems all over 

the world are moving closer and closer to the 

growth model, without much thought about 

how ill-suited it is to the goals of democracy. 

How else might we think of the sort of nation 

and the sort of citizen we are trying to build? The 

primary alternative to the growth-based model 

in international development circles, and one 

with which I’ve been associated, is known as the 

Human Development paradigm. According to this 

model, what is important is what opportunities, 

or “capabilities,” each person has, in key areas 

ranging from life, health, and bodily integrity 

to political liberty, political participation, 

and education. This model of development 

recognizes that each and every person possesses 

an inalienable human dignity that ought to be 

respected by laws and institutions. A decent 

nation, at a bare minimum, acknowledges that 

its citizens all have entitlements in these and 

other areas, and devises strategies to get people 

above a threshold level of opportunity in each. 

The Human Development model is committed 

to democracy, since having a voice in the choice 

of the policies that govern your life is a key 

ingredient of a life worthy of human dignity. 

The sort of democracy it favors will, however, 

be one with a strong role for fundamental 

rights that cannot be taken away from people 

by majority whim: it will thus favor strong 
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protections for political liberty, the freedoms 

of speech, association, and religious exercise, 

and fundamental entitlements in yet other 

areas such as education and health. This model 

dovetails well with the aspirations pursued in 

the constitutions of India, South Africa, and 

many other modern democracies. The United 

States has never given constitutional protection, 

at least at the federal level, to entitlements in 

“social and economic” areas such as health and 

education; and yet Americans, too, have a strong 

sense that the ability of all citizens to attain 

these things is an important mark of national 

success. So the Human Development model is 

not pie in the sky idealism: it is closely related 

to the constitutional commitments, not always 

completely fulfi lled, of many if not most of the 

world’s democratic nations. 

If a nation wants to promote that type of 

humane, people-sensitive democracy, one 

dedicated to promoting opportunities for “life, 

liberty and the pursuit of happiness” to each 

and every person, what abilities will it need 

to produce in its citizens. At least the following 

seem crucial:

*the ability to deliberate well about political 

issues aff ecting the nation, to examine, refl ect, 

argue, and debate, deferring to neither tradition 

nor authority
*the ability to think about the good of the 

nation as a whole, not just that of one’s own 

local group, and to see one’s own nation, in 

turn, as a part of a complicated world order in 

which issues of many kinds require intelligent 

transnational deliberation for their resolution

*the ability to have concern for the lives of others, 

to imagine what policies of many types mean 

for the opportunities and experiences of one’s 

fellow citizens, of many types, and for people 

outside one’s own nation.

experiment).1 Solomon Asch, earlier, showed that 

experimental subjects are willing to go against 

the clear evidence of their senses when all the 

other people around them are making sensory 

judgments that are off -target: his very rigorous 

and oft-confi rmed research shows the unusual 

subservience of normal human beings to peer 

pressure. Both Milgram’s work and Asch’s have 

been used eff ectively by Christopher Browning 

to illuminate the behavior of young Germans in 

a police battalion that murdered Jews during 

the Nazi era.2 So great was the infl uence of both 

peer pressure and authority on these young men, 

he shows, that the ones who couldn’t bring 

themselves to shoot Jews felt ashamed of their 

weakness.

Other research on disgust, on which I’ve drawn 

in writing a book on the role of disgust in 

social inequality, shows that people are very 

uncomfortable with the signs of their own 

animality and mortality: disgust is the emotion 

that polices the boundary between ourselves 

and other animals.

In virtually all societies, it is not enough to 

keep ourselves free from contamination by 

bodily waste products that are in the language 

of psychologists, “animal reminders.” Instead, 

people create subordinate groups of human 

beings who are identifi ed as disgusting and 

contaminating, saying that they are dirty, smelly, 

bearers of disease, and so forth. There is a lot 

of work done on how such attitude fi gure in 

anti-Semitism, racism, sexism, and homophobia. 

Similarly, when people are ashamed of need 

and helplessness, they tend to want to enslave 

others. As the great philosopher Rousseau noted 

in his book on education, all small children 

1  For a concise summary of Milgram's and Asch's research, see Philip 

Zimbardo, The Lucifer Eff ect: How Good People Turn Evil (London: Rider, 

2007), 260-75.

2  Christopher R. Browning, Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Battalion 101 

and the Final Solution in Poland (New York: HarperCollins, 19930.

Before we can say more about education, 

however, we need to understand the problems 

we face on the way to making students 

responsible democratic citizens who might 

possibly implement a human development 

agenda. What is it about human life that makes 

it so hard to sustain egalitarian democratic 

institutions, and so easy to lapse into hierarchies 

of various types – or, even worse, projects of 

violent group animosity, as a powerful group 

attempts to establish its supremacy? Whatever 

these forces are, it is ultimately against them 

that true education for human development 

must fi ght: so it must, as I put it following 

Gandhi, engage with the clash of civilizations 

within each person, as respect for others 

contends against narcissistic aggression.

The internal clash can be found in all modern 

societies, in diff erent forms, since all contain 

struggles over inclusion and equality, whether the 

precise locus of these struggles is in debates about 

immigration, or the accommodation of religious, 

racial, and ethnic minorities, or sex equality, or 

affi  rmative action. In all societies, too, there are 

forces in the human personality that militate 

against mutual recognition and reciprocity, as 

well as forces of compassion and respect that give 

egalitarian democracy strong support. 

What, then, do we know by now about forces in 

the personality that militate against democratic 

reciprocity and respect? First, we know that 

people have a high level of deference to 

authority: psychologist Stanley Milgram showed 

that experimental subjects were willing to 

administer a very painful and dangerous level 

of electric shock to another person, so long as 

the super-intending scientist told them that 

what they were doing was all right – even 

when the other person was screaming in pain 

(which, of course, was faked for the sake of the 

want their parents to be their slaves, and this 

tendency, unchecked by education, is a huge 

impediment to democracy.

What else do we know? We know that these 

forces take on much more power when 

people are anonymous or not held personally 

accountable. People act much worse under 

shelter of anonymity, as parts of a faceless 

mass, than they do when they are watched 

and made accountable as individuals. (Anyone 

who has ever violated the speed limit, and 

then slowed down on seeing a police car in 

the rearview mirror, will know how pervasive 

this phenomenon is.) Second, people behave 

badly when nobody raises a critical voice: 

Asch’s subjects went along with the erroneous 

judgment when all the other people whom they 

took to be fellow experimental subjects (and 

who were really working for the experimenter) 

concurred in error; but if even one other person 

said something diff erent, they were freed to 

follow their own perception and judgment. 

Third, people behave badly when the human 

beings over whom they have power are 

dehumanized and deindividualized. In a wide 

range of situations, people behave much worse 

when the “other” is portrayed as like an animal, 

or as bearing only a number rather than a name. 

In thinking how we might help individuals and 

societies to win what, following Gandhi, I would 

call the internal clash of civilizations in each 

person, we would do well to think about how 

these tendencies can be used to our advantage. 

The other side of the internal clash is the child’s 

growing capacity for compassionate concern, 

for seeing another person as an end and not a 

mere means. As concern develops, it leads to an 

increasing wish to control one’s own aggression: 

the child recognizes that its parents are not its 

slaves, but separate beings with rights to lives 
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of their own. Such recognitions are typically 

unstable, since human life is a chancy business 

and we all feel anxieties that lead us to want 

more control, including control over other 

people. But a good development in the family, 

and a good education later on, can make a child 

feel genuine compassion for the needs of others, 

and can lead it to see them as people with rights 

equal to its own. 

Now that we have a sense of the terrain on 

which education works, we can return to the 

ideas I mentioned earlier, saying some things, 

quite tentative and incomplete, but still radical 

in the present world culture, concerning the 

abilities that a good education will cultivate.

Three values, I would argue, are particularly 

crucial to decent global citizenship. The fi rst is 

the capacity for Socratic selfcriticism and critical 

thought about one’s own traditions. As Socrates 

argues, democracy needs citizens who can 

think for themselves, rather than deferring to 

authority, who can reason together about their 

choices rather than simply trading claims and 

counter-claims.

Critical thinking is particularly crucial for good 

citizenship in a society that needs to come to 

grips with the presence of people who diff er by 

ethnicity, caste, and religion. We will only have 

a chance at an adequate dialogue across cultural 

boundaries if young citizens know how to 

engage in dialogue and deliberation in the fi rst 

place. And they will only know how to do that 

if they learn how to examine themselves and to 

think about the reasons why they are inclined 

to support one thing rather than another 

– rather than, as so often happens, seeing 

political debate as simply a way of boasting, or 

getting an advantage for their own side. When 

politicians bring simplistic propaganda their 

of the NASA space shuttle program, the even 

more disastrous failure of Enron and WorldCom 

– to a culture of yes-people, where critical ideas 

were never articulated. And two nations that see 

their educational systems primarily as engines 

of economic growth, Singapore and China, have 

recently conducted educational reforms to give 

both critical thinking and the cultivation of the 

imagination a larger place in curricula in both 

schools and universities. They certainly do not 

want to produce democracy, so they keep these 

abilities on a very short leash. It is signifi cant, 

however, that even they feel the need for them.

But our goal, I’ve said, is not simply enrichment, 

so let us now turn to political culture. As I’ve 

said, human beings are prone to be subservient 

to both authority and peer pressure; to 

prevent atrocities we need to counteract these 

tendencies, producing a culture of individual 

dissent. Asch found that when even one 

person in his study group stood up for the 

truth, others followed, so that one critical voice 

can have large consequences. By emphasizing 

each person’s active voice, we also promote 

a culture of accountability. When people see 

their ideas as their own responsibility, they 

are more likely, too, to see their deeds as their 

own responsibility. That was the point Tagore 

made in Nationalism, when he insisted that the 

bureaucratization of social life and the relentless 

machine-like character of modern states had 

deadened people’s moral imaginations, leading 

them to acquiesce in atrocities with no twinge of 

conscience. 

The second key ability of the modern democratic 

citizen, I would argue, is the ability to see 

oneself as a member of a heterogeneous nation, 

and world, understanding something of the 

history and character of the diverse groups that 

inhabit it. Knowledge is no guarantee of good 

way, as politicians in every country have a way 

of doing, young people will only have a hope 

of preserving independence and holding the 

politicians accountable if they know how to 

think critically about what they hear, testing its 

logic and imagining alternatives to it. 

Students exposed to instruction in critical 

thinking learn, at the same time, a new attitude 

to those who disagree with them. They learn 

to see people who disagree not as opponents 

to be defeated, but, instead, as people who 

have reasons for what they think. When their 

arguments are reconstructed it may turn out that 

they even share some important premises with 

one’s own “side,” and we will both understand 

better where the diff erences come from. We can 

see how this humanizes the political “other,” 

making the mind see that opposing form as a 

rational being who may share at least some 

thoughts with one’s own group. 

Critical thinking is a discipline that can be taught 

as part of a school’s curriculum, but it will not 

be well taught unless it informs the entire spirit 

of a school’s pedagogy. Each child must be 

treated as an individual whose powers of mind 

are unfolding and who is expected to make an 

active and creative contribution to classroom 

discussion. 

Let us now consider the relevance of this 

ability to the current state of modern pluralistic 

democracies surrounded by a powerful global 

marketplace. First of all, we can report that, 

even if we were just aiming at economic success, 

leading corporate executives understand very 

well the importance of creating a corporate 

culture in which critical voices are not silenced, a 

culture of both individuality and accountability. 

Leading business educators to whom I’ve spoken 

in the U. S. say that they trace some of our 

biggest disasters – the failures of certain phases 

behavior, but ignorance is a virtual guarantee 

of bad behavior. Simple cultural and religious 

stereotypes abound in our world, for example 

the facile equation of Islam with terrorism, and 

the fi rst way to begin combating these is to 

make sure that from a very early age students 

learn a diff erent relation to the world. They 

should gradually come to understand both 

the diff erences that make understanding 

diffi  cult between groups and nations and the 

shared human needs and interests that make 

understanding essential, if common problems 

are to be solved.

This understanding of the world will promote 

human development only if it is itself infused by 

searching critical thinking, thinking that focuses 

on diff erences of power and opportunity. History 

will be taught with an eye to thinking critically 

about these diff erences. At the same time, the 

traditions and religions of major groups in one’s 

own culture, and in the world, will be taught 

with a view to promoting respect for one’s fellow 

world citizens as equals, and equally entitled to 

social and economic opportunity. 

In curricular terms, these ideas suggest that all 

young citizens should learn the rudiments of 

world history and should get a rich and non-

stereotypical understanding of the major world 

religions, and then should learn how to inquire 

in more depth into at least one unfamiliar 

tradition, in this way acquiring tools that can 

later be used elsewhere. At the same time, 

they ought to learn about the major traditions, 

majority and minority, within their own nation, 

focusing on an understanding of how diff erences 

of religion, race, and gender have been 

associated with diff erential life-opportunities. 

All, fi nally, should learn at least one foreign 

language well: seeing that another group of 

intelligent human beings has cut up the world 
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diff erently, that all translation is interpretation, 

gives a young person an essential lesson in 

cultural humility. 

The third ability of the citizen, closely related 

to the fi rst two, is what I would call the 

narrative imagination.3 This means the ability 

to think what it might be like to be in the shoes 

of a person diff erent from oneself, to be an 

intelligent reader of that person’s story, and 

to understand the emotions and wishes and 

desires that someone so placed might have. The 

cultivation of sympathy has been a key part of 

the best modern ideas of progressive education, 

in both Western and non-Western nations. As 

I’ve observed, the moral imagination, always 

under siege from fear and narcissism, is apt to 

become obtuse, if not energetically refi ned and 

cultivated through the development of sympathy 

and concern. Learning to see another human 

being not as a thing but as a full person is not 

an automatic achievement: it must be promoted 

by an education that refi nes the ability to think 

about what the inner life of another may be 

like – and also to understand why one can 

never fully grasp that inner world, why any 

person is always to a certain extent dark to 

any other. We’ll soon see that this ability gives 

crucial support to both critical thinking and 

world citizenship. It is promoted, above all, by 

instruction in literature and the arts. 

The arts can cultivate students’ sympathy in 

many ways, through engagement with many 

diff erent works of literature, music, fi ne art, and 

dance. But thought needs to be given to what 

the student’s particular blind spots are likely to 

be, and texts should be chosen in consequence. 

For all societies at all times have their particular 

blind spots, groups within their culture and 

3  See Cultivating, ch. 3. 

consequence cutting back the liberal arts.

Outside the U. S., many nations whose 

university curricula do not include a liberal arts 

component are now striving to build one, since 

they acknowledge its importance in crafting a 

public response to the problems of pluralism, 

fear, and suspicion their societies face. I’ve been 

involved in such discussions in the Netherlands, 

in Sweden, in India, in Germany, in Italy, in 

India and Bangladesh. Whether reform in 

this direction will occur, however, is hard to 

say: for liberal education has high fi nancial 

and pedagogical costs. Teaching of the sort I 

recommend needs small classes, or at least 

sections, where students get copious feedback 

on frequent writing assignments. European 

professors are not used to this idea, and would 

at present be horrible at it if they did try to 

do it, since they are not trained as teachers in 

the way that U. S. graduate students are, and 

come to expect that holding a chair means not 

having to have much to do with undergraduates. 

Even when faculty are keen on the liberal arts 

model, bureaucrats are unwilling to believe 

that it is necessary to support the number of 

faculty positions required to make it really work. 

Meanwhile, in many nations politicians are 

imposing increasing demands for “relevance” 

to national economic goals before they fund 

departments, programs, and even individual 

scholars’ research. Britain has faced these 

demands since the Thatcher era, but they have 

recently been renewed with alarming emphasis, 

as philosophers, classicists, and humanists of 

all types are asked to demonstrate the economic 

“impact” of the studies they propose.

So the universities of the world have great 

merits, but also great and increasing problems. 

By contrast, the abilities of citizenship are 

doing very poorly, in every nation, in the 

also groups abroad that are especially likely to 

be dealt with ignorantly and obtusely. Works 

of art can be chosen to promote criticism of this 

obtuseness, and a more adequate vision of the 

unseen. Ralph Ellison, in a later essay about his 

great novel Invisible Man, wrote that a novel 

such as his could be “a raft of perception, hope, 

and entertainment” on which American culture 

could “negotiate the snags and whirlpools” that 

stand between us and our democratic ideal. His 

novel, of course, takes the “inner eyes” of the 

white reader as its theme and its target. The 

hero is invisible to white society, but he tells 

us that this invisibility is an imaginative and 

educational failing on their part, not a biological 

accident on his. Through the imagination we are 

able to have a kind of insight into the experience 

of another group or person that it is very 

diffi  cult to attain in daily life – particularly when 

our world has constructed sharp separations 

between groups, and suspicions that make any 

encounter diffi  cult. 

How are the abilities of citizenship doing in the 

world today? Very poorly, I fear. Education of 

the type I recommend is doing reasonably well 

in the place where I fi rst studied it, namely the 

liberal arts portion of U. S. college and university 

curricula. Indeed, it is this part of the curriculum, 

in institutions such as my own, that particularly 

attracts philanthropic support, as rich people 

remember with pleasure the time when they 

read books that they loved, and pursued 

issues open-endedly. Now, however, there is 

great strain. In the New York Times, Harvard’s 

President Drew Faust reports that the economic 

downturn has reinforced a picture that the value 

of a university degree is largely instrumental, 

and that university leaders are increasingly 

embracing a market model of their mission, in 

most crucial years of children’s lives, the years 

known as K through 12. Here the demands of 

the global market have made everyone focus 

on scientifi c and technical profi ciency as the key 

abilities, and the humanities and the arts are 

increasingly perceived as useless frills, which 

we can prune away to make sure our nation 

(whether it be India or the U. S.) remains 

competitive. To the extent that they are the 

focus of national discussion, they are recast as 

technical abilities themselves, to be tested by 

quantitative multiple-choice examinations, 

and the imaginative and critical abilities that 

lie at their core are typically left aside. In the 

U. S., national testing (under the “No Child Left 

Behind” Act) has already made things worse, as 

national testing usually does: for at least my fi rst 

and third ability are not testable by quantitative 

multiple choice exams, and the second is very 

poorly tested in such ways. (Moreover, nobody 

bothers to try to test it even in that way.) 

Whether a nation is aspiring to a greater share 

of the market, like India, or struggling to protect 

jobs, like the U. S., the imagination and the 

critical faculties look like useless paraphernalia, 

and people even have increasing contempt for 

them. Across the board, the curriculum is being 

stripped of its humanistic elements, and the 

pedagogy of rote learning rules the roost. The 

Obama administration, under Arne Duncan, has 

announced its intention of expanding testing, 

and there is little sign of sensitivity to the 

problems it has created. 

What will we have, if these trends continue? 

Nations of technically trained people who don’t 

know how to criticize authority, useful profi t-

makers with obtuse imaginations. As Tagore 

observed, studying the educational institutions 

of his time – a suicide of the soul. What could 

be more frightening than that? Indeed, when 
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we consider the Indian state of Gujarat, which 

has for a particularly long time gone down this 

road, with no critical thinking in the public 

schools and a concerted focus on technical 

ability, one can see clearly how a band of docile 

engineers can be welded into a murderous force 

to enact the most horrendously racist and anti-

democratic policies such as that state’s slaughter 

of more than 2000 Muslim civilians in 2002, 

egged on by offi  cials of state and even national 

government. And yet, how can we possibly 

avoid going down this road?

Democracies have great rational and imaginative 

powers. They also are prone to some serious 

fl aws in reasoning, to parochialism, haste, 

sloppiness, selfi shness. Education based 

mainly on profi tability in the global market 

magnifi es these defi ciencies, producing a greedy 

obtuseness and a technically trained docility that 

threaten the very life of democracy itself, and 

that certainly impede the creation of a decent 

world culture. 

If the real clash of civilizations is, as I believe, a 

clash within the individual soul, as greed and 

narcissism contend against respect and love, all 

modern societies are rapidly losing the battle, as 

they feed the forces that lead to violence and 

dehumanization and fail to feed the forces that 

lead to cultures of equality and respect. If we 

do not insist on the crucial importance of the 

humanities and the arts, they will drop away, 

because they don’t make money. They only do 

what is much more precious than that, make a 

world that is worth living in, people who are 

able to see other human beings as full people, 

with thoughts and feelings of their own that 

deserve respect and sympathy, and nations that 

are able to overcome fear and suspicion in favor 

of sympathetic and reasoned debate.
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