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This project on wisdom-centered education took its origin from an insight gained just a few years ago, in a decisive moment in my life as a teacher. During graduate school, I had taught classes in philosophy of education at the University of Chicago in which the students’ major assignment had been to write a dramatic philosophical dialogue around an existential issue in their teaching life, employing the authors we had read in the course as characters. This had had quite powerful results for most of the students in those classes, even on the very first draft. The first class I taught in this field outside of the University of Chicago, a doctoral seminar in American Educational Thought at Northern Illinois University, seemed to be going quite well, until I got their first drafts. I was stunned to find the work of the great majority of the students to be pedantic, undramatic, concerned only with abstract questions and giving only abstract answers to those questions, although these were people—fine, dedicated school principals and other administrators —whose daily work lives I knew were packed with human issues, which they were called to deal with in human terms. Doing this assignment should have been far easier for them than it had been for my earlier students, who had had little or no teaching experience when they took the class. Yet it was not. 

In wondering why, I lit on the core distinction that became the basis of all my further teaching, and has recently become the basis for my life’s work. The college and master’s students at the University of Chicago had all experienced a liberal education, an education centered on the cultivation of their own wisdom, while few of the doctoral students at Northern Illinois had ever been given even an inkling that that was what their or anyone else’s education was about, in all their years of schooling. They had quite a bit of practical wisdom about them, but it had for the most part seeped in through the cracks; by and large, the sole explicit focus of education for them had been the acquisition of knowledge and replicable skills. As a result, in terms of this particular assignment, they were unaccustomed to seeing themselves as the heroes of their own educational lives, not to mention in the educational lives of others. Their accustomed academic roles were as purveyors of abstract goods, not as characters called to manifest concrete goodness in lives that were dramatically intertwined with others’.

Just sharing these simple insights with them in the next class was enough for most of them to turn their assignments around. They all intuitively knew what wisdom was, and knew its value; most had just never been asked to see it as at the heart of what was supposed to be developed in school. 

Knowing I was on to something, I began my teaching of undergraduates the following term with a discussion of the differences between “wisdom” and “knowledge,” grounding this on observations the students shared about the wisest people in their own lives, and about their best teachers, whom they invariably also found to be their wisest. The qualities of deep care, of personal insight, and, usually, of an equanimity gained through some kind of suffering stood out. I also scaffolded a number of reflective assignments that led up to the writing of the dialogue: “the story of your growth in wisdom to this point in time,” “the story of your relationship with an important mentor,” and “the story of your feeling a call to teach.” Of course, not everyone took to these unorthodox assignments, but over the three years I taught various versions of this course, I received many, many notes like the following: “This class has totally changed my life and my perspective and outlook on life. It has also changed the way I interact with myself and others. This has been the most difficult class for me so far, mainly because I did not want to change. But one cannot help but change or at least think about change after the experiences of this class. I’m always going to love and thank Dr. Bruce Novak for showing how to change or at least start the process of changing from within first, then the world.”

Having the chance to discuss this work with educational philosopher Jane Roland Martin, in the context of her new book Educational Metamorphoses (Rowman and Littlefield, 2007), it struck me that I had intuitively structured these assignments in a way that captured a certain structure in the way that human wisdom is acquired and spread. We gain it by gaining transformative insights into the dramas of our lives, insights which transform the very nature of our lives through the deepened understanding they offer.  We are often encouraged to come to such insights by the words and deeds of others, who, by the virtue of what has been offered to and received by us, become our mentors, our teachers in the most important human sense, whether or not they are teachers in a professional capacity. Almost everyone who experiences a call to teach does so because they have had at least one important mentor, often several, who have affected them in this way—who have, in terms of Robert Inchausti’s definition of teaching, “taken their very lives up into speech, so that others may do the same” (Spitwad Sutras: Classroom Teaching as Sublime Vocation, Bergin and Garvey, 1994). Like a positive version of the “deferred action” of trauma, the seeds planted by those we have felt to be our mentors blossom in this call, which takes the form of the urge to help others as one was oneself once helped. The seeds of care grow in the soul, which, when it thrives, spreads its own seeds, seeking to nourish others as it itself once was nourished. Notes like those above arose because these assignments allowed the students, first, to tap into the life processes by which they had been called to teach, then, through writing the dialogue, to tap into the similar processes they would need to undergo to teach to their fullest capacity, to teach “excellently” in a way that promotes particular human flourishing. I myself became a mentor to many of my students; but my courses were designed for all of them to learn to be their own mentors, to experience what Plato in the Phaedrus calls “the care or therapy (therapein) that the soul offers to itself.”

In the course of this work, I began to take an interest in exploring in a thorough way what in my classes I called “Wisdom, capital ‘W’”: if it was possible for so many individual students to tap somewhat systematically into the wisdom in their own lives (which I called “wisdom, small ‘w’”), might it be possible to do the same with the wisdom that has nourished human life in general? I did this on my syllabi by taking my classes through a brief history of wisdom from Socrates to Gandhi. Was it possible to compile such a history for the general public, a history that might help the public ground its general conception of education in wisdom, in the same way that so many of my students had begun to? This project, which I am already pursuing full time through the support of friends, family, and my savings until other support can be gained, was what it became clear I needed to devote the whole of my life to. I believe there is something like a universal history of wisdom, which, once it is seen and appreciated, might be accepted by the greater part of humanity as its essential story. The vision of this possibility allowed me no other choice for the interim than to devote the whole of my life to the quest of making that story generally comprehensible, particularly after my student Rob Tesmond lit on the galvanizing title “Each Child Led Forward” to serve as a banner for popularizing it. To shun that quest, or to pursue it halfheartedly, would have been to betray the heart of my teaching, that the “unquesting life is not worth living” [my reading of the familiar Socratic dictum usually translated as “the unexamined life is not worth living”], particularly in what boded to be a time of enormous transition in the world, to which this project might just make some palpable positive contribution.

Not long after I set out on this quest, I discovered, as often happens, that I was not alone on it. I found the book The Great Transformation: The Origin of Our Religious Traditions by religious scholar Karen Armstrong (Knopf, 2006), an historical investigation into the period that philosopher Karl Jaspers called the “Axial Age,” the middle part of the first millennium B.C.E., in which various wisdom traditions flowered across Eurasia—Confucianism and Daoism in China, mystical Hinduism and Buddhism in India, prophetic monotheism in Palestine, and, in Greece, tragic drama and the form of moral reflection that came to be called philo-sophia, or “the love of wisdom” —all of which had in common the assiduous cultivation of the inner resources of the individual in the midst of new technologies that enabled the founding of new empires and gave the prevailing religious cults a newly violent tinge.

And Armstrong led me to Jaspers himself, whose lighting on the notion of the “Axial Age” came about in the effort to achieve a unifying vision of humanity and human history after the catastrophes of World War II (The Origin and Goal of History, Yale, 1953/1949). I had long been a fond reader of Jaspers’s student Hannah Arendt, particularly of her last, unfinished work The Life of the Mind (Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1978), which, somewhat cryptically, claims that, in an age in which “a crisis in authority” had unleashed the power of “the banality of evil” in frightening new ways, the great resource still available to us was to assiduously cultivate the faculties of “thinking” and “judging” in each human person. Once I’d read Armstrong and Jaspers, why this was so became much clearer: just as in the Axial Age, where no monolithic moral authority was dependable, it is now necessary to generate a multitude of individual loci of such authority (“thinking”), which in turn can, by communicating with one another, come together in thoughtful political congress (“judging”). I’ve found in Arendt’s recently published book draft Introduction into Politics (in The Promise of Politics, Schocken, 2005), a response to Jaspers’s Einfuhring in die Philosophie (translated as The Way to Wisdom, Yale, 2003/1950)—as well as in her correspondence with (Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1992) and writing about Jaspers (Men in Dark Times, Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1968/1958, 1959)—the conceptual and human grounding for understanding “thinking” and “judging” as the basic modern forms of wisdom: “Both philosophy and politics concern everyone” in these dark times, in which each must learn “how to live with him[- or her-]self” to be “fit to live with others” (Arendt, 2005). Each of us requires substantial and continual exercise in both private “thinking” and public “judging” to attain the good will and love for the world that for ages (since the Axial Age) were mostly cultivated within distinct and largely self-contained traditions of wisdom. 

The research and writing I intend to do around this project will be in three parts. The first will take the form of a historical phenomenology of wisdom: accounts of its development, 1) in history in general, for which I will draw on Armstrong and Jaspers; 2) in the history of democracy, for which I will trace a history of conceptions of liberal education beginning with Socrates and Plato’s philosophical response to the demise of Athenian democracy in the wake of the Peloponnesian Wars; continuing with an extended series of monitory responses to the advent of modern democracies, seeking new forms of philosophical education to make them wise; and ending with a brief series of ameliorative responses to the World Wars, totalitarian ideologies, genocides, and potential for mass annihilation brought forth through the failures of various peoples’ regimes in the twentieth century (references in the complete proposal, referenced above); and 3) in the history of America (drawing here on the work of Nobel Prize-winning University of Chicago economist Robert Fogel (The Fourth Great Awakening and the Future of Egalitarianism, University of Chicago, 1999)), which can be seen as an extended, widening and deepening series of awakenings, first religious (in the 1740s), then political (the 1770s), then literary (the 1830s-50s), then social (1890s-1970s), and finally an educational (1980s- ) awakening in which these three separate histories (of wisdom in general, of liberal education, and of America) might—under the right circumstances, and with appropriate reasoning provided to the public—be brought to converge. For the last, I will focus on the work of Parker Palmer, Nel Noddings, and John Goodlad, all originating in the 1980s, focusing on inner, interpersonal, and community renewal through education.  

This story of wisdom will be presented as a more human, humane, and ultimately more unifying alternative to the story the Enlightenment told, that for long successfully united humanity by projecting its growing knowledge of and control over the natural world. Once this potentially newly unifying narrative has been drawn, I will offer descriptive accounts of how wisdom might be educationally institutionalized, for which I have developed an outline:

PART TWO: THREE ESSENTIAL INSTITUTIONAL INCUBATORS OF WISDOM: 

   A SUBJECT MATTER, TEACHER EDUCATION PROGRAMS, AND HABITS OF SCHOOL RENEWAL

   DEVOTED TO EVOKING IT IN PERSONS, RELATIONSHIPS, AND COMMUNITIES

1. Up from Normal School: Educating a Teaching Force with Soul Force

2. “Personal Studies”: Inventing a New Academic Discipline of Democratic Humanism

   3.   Dwelling Places for Wisdom: Building School Communities as Microcosms of and Germinators of

Democratic Renewal (References for all three can be found in the full proposal referenced above.)

The last part of the project is planned as a collection of moving narratives of what in my classes I called “wisdom, small ‘w,’” which I will call here “stories of the courage to learn.” The model for this comes from my first published piece (written under the heavy influence of the thinking of project advisor Jonathan Lear), “Seeing Student/Teacher Relationships as Hidden Dramas of Personal Development,” (Journal of Child and Adolescent Social Work, 1998 (also to be found as part of the complete proposal referenced above)). I already have the original essay and another on my recent teaching of teachers, and I have tentative agreements to develop more such narratives from my friends 1) Wayne Booth student Robert Inchausti (referenced above), 2) Yvonne Hutchinson, who teaches English in South Central L.A., and has her own webpage on the site of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 3) Cristy Bruns, whose UCSB dissertation outlines a psychoanalytic “object relations” understanding of the reading of literature as growth through encounters with “transitional objects,” and 4) John Creger, who has written an award-winning book on his teaching, The Personal Creed Project and a New Vision of Learning (Heinemann, 2001). I know and will continue to meet many teachers with more such stories to tell. In addition, I had a conversation with the teacher whom Barack Obama has said “gave him his start” (personal communication), Tocqueville scholar Roger Boesche of Occidental College, which might eventuate in a portrayal of the “political education of Barack Obama,” whom I find to be the most Arendtian of contemporary American politicians. 

