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Abstract:
Among the values necessary for a democratic polity is the value of dissent, which is intimately related to the personal quality of autonomy.  Conversely, that quality is fostered and strengthened by democratic institutions and by the space which they open to dissenting opinions.  Despite this, there is little evidence to suggest that the democratic value of dissent is much promoted in schools, even in democratic states.  My paper will argue that autonomy, and the dissent to which it gives rise, can be fostered in schools by what may be called an adversarial curriculum.

EDUCATION AND DISSENT

We have been hearing a great deal about democracy and the values of democracy recently.  And rightly so, for they are very important topics.  Democracy is a form of government – the least worst form of government, its supporters say with shy pride – which presupposes, and encourages the development of, certain moral qualities in its citizens, moral qualities different from those presupposed and encouraged by other forms of government.  The democratic citizen may fail to be tougher, or more loyal, or more obedient, or more devout, or more chaste, than people who live under other regimes; but those are not the prime qualities of democratic people.

We all know the joke question, “Why are sheep so important to Australia?”, and the rueful, self-deprecatory answer, “Someone has to take the initiative.”  As foxes are said to be cunning and ostriches reluctant to face unpleasant facts, sheep are popularly supposed to be lacking in initiative, independence, self-confidence, autonomy, and to be inclined to follow others to an excessive degree; to ascribe sheeplikeness, ovinity, to the citizens of a democracy is particularly shameful. Democratic citizens are supposed not to follow like sheep, but to make their own decisions, to choose, to make up their own minds.  What I am talking about here is autonomy.  Citizens of democracies should be more autonomous, on average, than citizens of other polities.  Autonomy is attributed to citizens in order to institutionalise the frameworks of public deliberation that make possible social justice in the democratic sense (Habermas, 1994, p. 111; cf. Young, 2000, Benhabib, 1996).

Autonomy has recently had something of a bad press.  Autonomy, we are told, is impossible.  We are all members of communities.  Our decisions and choices only make sense within a social structure.  (For a man to wear a neck-tie in our society shows respect and formality, for him to wear a toga would show the opposite; but in ancient Rome, the rules were different.)  Nobody can be a wholly isolated, uninfluenced decision maker.  So it is argued, by MacIntyre, by Sandel, and by those who have read their writings.  I am not sure who actually supposed otherwise:  where anyone expressed the doctrine that to be autonomous one needed to be free of all influences, that to be free a decision must be made in a social and emotional vacuum.  It was certainly not in the Enlightenment, when the orthodox teaching of one of the most seminal thinkers of that period, David Hume, was “Reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions; and can never pretend to any other office than to serve and obey them.” (Hume, 1740, II. iii. 3 = SB, p. 415)  But the answer is not hard to find.  The exaggerated emphasis on free, unconstrained choice by Jean-Paul Sartre dominated French philosophy from the 1950s (and even he admitted that “Consciousness is its own foundation but it remains contingent in order that there may be a consciousness rather than an infinity of pure and simple in-itself.  The absolute event or for-itself is contingent in its very being”, 1944, II i ii 7= 1969, p. 82, his emphasis).  Reactions against its absurdity arose in France in the later 1960s and under the name Structuralism and then Post-Structuralism became de rigueur there in the 1970s; and in a curious cultural cringe, some American writers unfamiliar with international philosophy spent the 1990s following the fashions among French philosophers of twenty years before.

Actually, the case that such autonomy is impossible can be made much more strongly than the French post-modernists and their communitarian admirers managed, both on conceptual and on empirical grounds.  When that case has been made, we may evaluate its force against the concept of autonomy.


For Kant, , autonomy is that about a person by which she can be morally obligated, and which grounds others’ obligations to her; and these imply each other.  Our exercise of practical reason presupposes that we understand ourselves as free, as making our own decisions by our own will. [
]  Since these decisions, according to Kant, can have no content arising from the contingencies of our situation, they must be universal; hence we have the first formulation of the Categorical Imperative, that we must act only on those maxims we can consistently will as universal law (1785, p. 421 = 1964, p. 88).


This capacity to impose the moral law upon ourselves is, for Kantians, the ultimate source of all value.  But as this capacity does not depend in any way on anything particular or contingent about ourselves, we owe the same respect to anything else which has the same capacity, which means to all other persons. [
]  Hence, in the second formulation of the Categorical Imperative, we must treat others only as ends in themselves, in virtue of their autonomy (1785, p. 429 = 1964, p. 96)  Reading Kant in the light of Hume – and it was Hume’s work which Kant said woke him from his dogmatic slumbers – avoids this picture of Kant’s decision-maker as a coldly calculating, purely cognitive being.  Practical reasoning must involve the passions – emotions, desires, felt commitments, attractions and aversions, alienation and comfort.  In deciding what to do, we must decide in what manner, with what affect, to do it.  Judgement must be understood as including the ability to engage in actions passionately, and our evaluations must include engaging with the right passions.  We thereby value ourselves and others as passionate reasoners, not merely as calculators.


The force of Kant’s argument is to define a kind of autonomy which everyone has all the time, whether they are conscious of it or not; not being conscious of it being, of course, what Sartre called bad faith, mauvaise foi (1944, p. 48).  A condition which all moral agents, all members of the kingdom of ends, necessarily instantiate cannot be the same as a moral quality developed and valued more by some political regimes than by others, which varies among moral agents.  If Kantian autonomy is the idea that we are responsible for our actions, the autonomy prized by democracies is that we should take responsibility for them, and be prepared, even prepare ourselves, to do so.


There is a spectrum of cases in which we talk about responsibility.  The clearest and simplest are those in which (a) there is an explicit policy or rule which we are prepared to affirm.  It is this class of cases that we find the discrepancies between policy and practice which allow the most standard and obvious form of moral critique, the attack on hypocrisy.  This is the attack we make against the parent who condemns drugs while holding a beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other, or the telephone system which assures you that “Your call is important to us” before putting you on hold for an hour and a half.  In other cases of responsibility, (b) though we might lack an articulated policy we are at least conscious of making a choice.  I may settle on this school as most suitable for my child without thereby endorsing that school for other children, let alone endorsing other schools of that kind in other neighbourhoods.[
]  Still more widely, (c) we are held responsible for actions we have no consciousness of having chosen.  I do not sit down and deliberate whether I will drive negligently, I simply drive; but if I do so with insufficient care, I am to blame for the deaths, injuries, and damage my driving causes.  Nothing prevented me from driving more carefully.  There was no event of my choosing to drive negligently separately from my driving and the way I did it.


In this third sense of responsible action, we are responsible for far more aspects of our conduct than we could consciously consider.  These responsibilities are within a context of changing and subtle social and contextual expectations.  A skirt which is too long is dowdy; one too short is daring; and the point from which these deviations are measured changes from season to season, and is different on different kinds of occasion.[
]  Do I pronounce R in post-vocalic positions?  To many Americans, not to do so gives the impression of talking pretentiously, as revealed by the spellings they use to indicate the speech of those who don’t (e.g. “Hahvahd”); but for me, to pronounce an R there would be to adopt a phoney American accent.  And so on for innumerable aspects of my conduct on which I may be judged, and of which I am blessedly mostly quite unaware.


Harry Frankfurt (1971) developed the idea of second-order desires, desires to have desires. [
]  I may desire X without desiring to desire X; the victim of the armed robber doubtless desires that she did not have to make the choice which confronts her.  A being with only first-order desires is delightfully called a wanton.  Autonomous action is then action endorsed by a second-order volition, a reflexive desire both to have the first-order desire, and for that first-order desire to be effective in action.  There is an obvious problem here of infinite regress, for if a person is manipulated, indoctrinated, or oppressed, her higher-order desires and judgements could also be subject to manipulation (Friedman, 1986, Meyers, 1989, pp. 25-41, Thalberg, 1989).  Any account of autonomy along the lines of Frankfurt can at most deal with responsibilities of kinds (a), explicit policy, and (b), conscious choice.  But we are held responsible for actions we have no awareness of having chosen, kind (c).


There are far too many possible decisions to take them all consciously.  All of us do the “natural”, or socially prescribed, thing in most aspects of our lives.  At best one can become conscious of, consider, and follow or deviate from accepted practice in just a few.  It is not whether one does what “everybody” does, or does what dissidents do, but whether one has one’s own reasons for doing whatever it is that one does.  Nobody can be conscious of, let alone consider, all aspects of their conduct, so nobody can be completely autonomous in this sense, not because our conduct is within a social context but because there are too many ways to examine it.  To the extent that we do bring some aspect of our conduct under conscious control, its social context is among the things about it that we consider.  Except in the face of a social convention, few would ever even consider wearing a necktie.  There is more to autonomy than bringing our conduct under conscious control.  The person who hands over her money to an armed robber may be in full conscious control of her actions, and expressing her preferences by her actions – she prefers staying alive without the money to being shot.  Members of an ethnic minority in certain countries which lack compulsory voting may prefer not to vote than to suffer the kinds of police attention which an attempt to exercise that right would bring upon them.  But we can, and the democratic view is that we should, strive to do bring more of our conduct under conscious control, to examine our lives from different angles and consider what we do and how we do it.  If an unexamined life were worth living, it still could not be known to be worth living. The democratic demand, like the philosophic demand, is to examine our lives more thoroughly.  This examination is itself part of our lives, and open to examination.  I may conclude that examining some particular aspect of my life is simply not worth the trouble.  This is particularly so in commercial decisions, even by merely commercial criteria.  The time I would need to spend to understand the advantages and disadvantages of the various mobile phone plans on offer is more valuable to me than any possible savings from choosing the best plan could be. [
]  The decision not to care is itself a decision for which we are, and may be held, responsible.

The empirical case that we are not autonomous, indeed are much less autonomous than we think, relies on ingenious experiments by largely American psychologists in the innocent days before investigations of human behaviour were expected to meet ethical standards.  In 1951, Asch showed subjects lines of varying lengths and asked them to match these against target lines.  The subjects heard the opinions of other “subjects” before giving their own.  But these other “subjects” were in fact collaborators with Asch, and had been instructed to give judgements which were in agreement with each other but clearly wrong.  Asch’s subjects had no difficulty in matching the lines when by themselves, but when they gave them after hearing the staged wrong answers over one third gave the same incorrect answer as the stooges.  They either doubted their own eyes, or went along with the group even though they knew the group was wrong.  Not very autonomous. [
]


Stanley Milgram’s celebrated experiments (1974, 1974a), in which subjects thought they were giving electric shocks to other subjects who failed memory tests – in fact the learners were actors and the shocks imaginary –fond that 65% of his subjects continued shocks up to the maximum level.  In a variant (Milgram, 1974, pp. 59-62) the experimenter left the room on a pretext, with the instruction that he could be contacted by phone.  The proportion of subjects who continued to shock to the maximum fell to 2%.  Milgram’s subjects were insufficiently willing to stand up for what they clearly knew to be right against personally present authority, here a person dressed as a professional psychologist.  The Milgram experiments could not be replicated today in academic contexts.  But there are parallels with events in real life.  On 16 March 1968 at My Lai, Vietnam, soldiers of Charlie Company under the command of Second Lieutenant William J. Calley junior slaughtered almost the whole village of elderly people and children.  Some soldiers –James Joseph Dursi testified that he was one – refused to fire, but did nothing to restrain their comrades.  Chief Warrant Officer Hugh Thomson saw what was happening from a helicopter, landed and did what he could to shield survivors.  He ordered his men to train their guns on Calley’s troops, and to open fire if they tried to kill any more people.  Thomson was eventually awarded a medal.  Calley was the only person convicted, and based his defence on respondeat superior, that he was only following orders.  This plea precisely expresses the state of mind of Milgram’s subjects.  It is the state of mind least appropriate to a citizen of a democracy, who accepts personal responsibility for his or her actions. [
]


Democratic citizens, indeed humans generally, do not do well on such experiments.  Dogs, of course, have better manners than people. [
]  Animals also do better than humans on Milgram-like experiments.  In one laboratory experiment, rhesus monkeys (macaques) received food only if they pulled a chain and electrically shocked an unrelated macaque, whose agony was visible to them through a one-way mirror.  After learning how the situation worked, macaques often refused to pull the chain – in one trial, 87% preferred to go hungry.  One monkey went without food for nearly two weeks rather than hurt a fellow monkey.  Those who had been hurt in earlier experiments were even less willing to behave like humans than inexperienced macaques (Masserman et al., 1964; Wechkin et al., 1964). [
]


Okay, there are strong conceptual arguments that complete autonomy is impossible, and disturbingly suggestive empirical arguments that humans are rather less disposed to it than some of our cousins.  So what?  Autonomy was (and is) an ideal.  Engineers of course strive to reduce engine inefficiency despite the Second Law of Thermodynamics which implies that no engine can be completely efficient.  We can strive to increase our autonomy even if we realise that those efforts will never be finished.  And we are not arguing against all law-abidingness.  There are certainly some laws which can be rationally justified by anybody who thinks about them, such as keeping to one side on the roads, or stopping at red lights.  And philosophers have often made a case for obeying even less sensible laws as the decisions of the people and out of respect for due process.  Autonomy is not the rejection of laws and customs, but the consideration (and then perhaps rejection, but also perhaps endorsement) of them by each person on that person’s own responsibility.  And we may fear that schools do less than is desirable in the promotion of autonomy, even in democracies where that quality is especially to be prized.  Schools are often accused of promoting docility, mindless obedience, being quiet and having neatly combed hair and doing what one is told.


It would be customary at this point in a paper to say how very badly schools are doing with regard to the advocated characteristic, and to specify how they ought to be doing things differently and much better.  I find myself in the surprising position of not having to say anything like that.  What schools say may give us concern that they go too far in promoting docility and servility, but if we look at what they do the picture is much less grim.  A healthy scepticism towards authority, certainly a necessary if not a sufficient condition for an increase in one’s range of autonomy, can be promoted directly by a school discipline policy which is rigid, pointless, and applied haphazardly.  This appeals to a primitive sense of justice and enables even quite young pupils to identify the enemy clearly and to struggle against it with some hope of success, until eventually the sceptical attitude becomes a habit.  It is pleasing to be able to report that discipline policies with precisely these advantageous properties are widespread in our schools already. (Skirt hems must be no more than 2½ cm from the floor when kneeling.)


What I am here suggesting is that we look at the effects of schooling more broadly than we have previously done.  We are familiar with the formal curriculum, the subjects in which instruction is given and on which examinations are conducted.  We are familiar too with the informal curriculum, those activities outside the formal curriculum but nevertheless promoted and encouraged as having educational value, sports, musical and dramatic performances, competitive debates, a school magazine.  Since Jackson (1968) and Illich (1971, pp. 33ff), we have been familiar also with the hidden curriculum, those lessons about punctuality, dress, behaviour, the legitimacy of certain kinds of knowledge and authority, which are conveyed implicitly but the way the school organises its own functioning.  We have yet to look at what may be called the adversarial cm, those lessons learnt by pupils in the course of successfully defying the school authorities.

It is in this area of their activities that schools, whether consciously or not, are doing so well.  Though independent schools in general have sillier rules than Catholic systemic schools, and they in turn than government schools, schools of all kinds are making a massive contribution to the development of the attitudinal precursors to autonomous judgement among our young people.  These contributions may be less than fully conscious, but that does not diminish their effectiveness. [
]

NOTES
�.	This gives autonomy its status among Kantians as not simply one value among others, but as presupposed by, and hence at least prima facie trumping, any other value (May, 1989, p. 15).





� .	Thus the second “anything” in that sentence should be “anyone”;  English makes the same sharp distinction as Kant between moral beings and things.





�.	I had a friend at school whose parents sent him there because his one-year-younger brother had won a scholarship to another school; they thought, wisely, that the boy’s school experience would be better without having his very bright, and as it happened physically bigger, younger brother treading on his heels.





�.	I oversimplify dreadfully; but my point is that such judgements are at least as complicated as this.  A fuller discussion of the kinds of matters which arise in such circumstances is Gombrich, 1974.





�.	The related idea of a “meta-preference” appealed to by Sen, e.g. in his 1977.





� .	It may also explain philosophers’ lack of attention to dress and personal appearance.





�.	Subsequent experiments have found that the situation is rather more complicated than Asch thought: Perrin & Spencer, 1981; Harris, 1985; Larsen, 1990; Friend et al., 1990; Lalancette & Standing, 1990; Neto, 1995.





� ..	All this goes back to Kelman’s (1958) distinctions between three possible bases for obedience to authority: Rule followers (who comply, at least while they think they are being observed); Role followers (who identify with a particular role, for example that of a good soldier or a good student); and Value followers (who have internalised values and require of any action that it be consonant with their personal over-riding values.  As Bottery, 1994, p. 58, noted, Kelman’s three-level formulation independently coincides with Kohlberg’s (1981) six-stage hierarchy of moral development, which was also originally developed in the late 1950s.





�.	When a member of the household or pack returns home, people sometimes do not even grunt in acknowledgement, but a dog will always welcome you.  But then dogs have been civilised for much longer than humans by the relevant measure, biological generations.





�.	We also know that in a community of primates, the last to catch on to a new and better way of doing something are usually the high-status mature males, who still eat a mixture of grain and sand long after the rest of the community has learnt to throw the mixture into the water and scoop up the floating soggy grain after the sand and grit have sunk (Kawamura, 1959, 1963; Kawai, 1965; Tsumori, 1982; Nishida, 1986).  A democratic community which consistently chose its leaders from that group would be exhibiting a belief that its environment was stable, a reluctance to adopt innovation, and a fear of change.





�.	Work for this paper was hindered by the inadequate funding of Australian academic libraries.
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