Chapter 2 / Educational
Development from the Point of View
of a Normative Philosophy
WALTER KAUFMANN

If I understand the topic assigned to me correctly, I have been
invited to lay down the law — of course, without any presumption that anyone will accept it. Professor Aiken has been asked
to analyze the question, while I have been asked to answer it
by saying what educational development ought to be. Under
ordinary circumstances I should certainly be inclined to analyze
the question — if only as a defensive reflex, to gain time and
put off a difficult commitment.
Indeed, the question "What is educational development?"
seems so ambiguous, it might be said to cry out for analysis.
"Educational development" could refer to the development of
education, especially of methods of education, or to the development of human beings in the course of their education. These
two seemingly quite different developments, however, can be
viewed as two aspects of the same thing: kinds of education
differ insofar as they lead students to develop differently. Theoretically, two different systems of education, one earlier and
the other a later development, might differ greatly in expensiveness but scarcely at all in their effects on the students' development; but I plan to discuss methods of education that have
different consequences for the students' development, especially
at the college level.
This calls for one crucial reservation at the outset. Much education, particularly at the college level, is self-education that
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owes more to the library and to extra-curricular experiences and
discussions than to the faculty or curriculum. This assertion need
not be based exclusively on personal recollection and observation: there is a vast literature on the development of artists,
writers, and other individuals who owe little to formal education
and much to personal experience and experiments and to selfchosen models. It includes autobiographies, biographies, and
many remarkable novels. There is even a special name for novels
of this type: Bildungsroman, which might be rendered as "novel
of educational development." This genre has been cultivated by
many of the best German novelists, often in tomes of considerable bulk. One such novel, however, is as brief as it is brilliant: Hermann Hesse's Siddhartha. Here Hesse calls into question the possibility of helping a creative person by means of
direct teaching, at least as far as our fundamental orientation and
way of life are concerned; but he also shows, if a little less obviously, how an encounter with a great teacher whose explicit
doctrine is not accepted may nevertheless haunt a man through
his whole life, affecting it for the better.
It is the beginning of wisdom to recognize the limits of education, quite especially at the college level. Administrators often
overestimate the influence of educational systems and changes in
required courses of study on men and women around the age of
twenty. It is well to recall the words often attributed to the
Jesuits: "Give us a child until the age of five, and you can have it
for the rest of its life." Psychoanalysts from Freud to Bruno
Bettelheim have lent strength to this suggestion. There is also
some point to the story of the middle-aged alumnus who expressed his heartfelt thanks to an old professor: "Nobody else
has influenced me as much as you; I have never forgotten what
you used to say; you have changed my life." "And what," asked
the professor, "did I say?" The alumnus told him, and the old
teacher replied: "But I said precisely the opposite."
Nevertheless, teachers also discover, at least occasionally, that
their words, both spoken and written, have had some influence
— no doubt less than many had hoped for when young, but more
than they had supposed in moments, or periods, of depression.
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The rhetorical question, "Have you ever heard of anybody changing his mind on the basis of an argument?" is preposterously
misleading: students, and even their elders, frequently change
their views in the light of arguments and evidence. And as long
as educators have some influence, it is worthwhile to ask what
can be done to make it beneficial rather than harmful.
It seems to be my assignment to venture some normative suggestions, and I have accepted this assignment, although I do not
believe that it is felicitous to distinguish analytical philosophy
and normative philosophies. Oddly, this antithesis goes back to
Nietzsche, who once protested that "people should finally stop
confounding philosophical laborers, and scientific men generally,
with philosophers." He distinguished "the scientific laborers of
philosophy" who follow "the noble model of Kant and Hegel"
from "genuine philosophers" who are "legislators: they say, 'thus
it shall be!'" Even Nietzsche conceded, however, that "it may
be necessary for the education of a genuine philosopher that he,
too, has once stood himself on all these steps on which . . . the
scientific laborers of philosophy remain standing"; and at the end
of this aphorism he insinuated that there neither were nor ever
had been as yet "genuine philosophers" in the sense here described, though he expected such philosophers to appear in the
future. This whole aphorism 1 seems to me much inferior to the
one immediately following, in which the great task of philosophers past and present is described as "being the bad conscience of their time. By applying the knife vivisectionally to
the chest of the very virtues of their time, they betrayed what
was their own secret: to know of a new greatness of man, of a
new untrodden way to his enhancement." Nietzsche then described Socrates as an example of such a philosopher and concluded the aphorism by considering the task of a present-day
philosopher.
As the second of these two aphorisms implies, unlike the first,
we find both analyses and normative suggestions in the work of
the major moral philosophers from Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle
to Spinoza and Kant, Mill and Russell. "Normative" thinkers or
'Friedrich W. Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil ( 1 8 8 6 ) , Section 2 1 1 .
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"legislators" who are not also analysts are not philosophers. Instead of contrasting analytical and normative philosophers, we
should contrast those who are merely analysts and those who are
both analytic and normative philosophers; and I do not believe
that any of the major moral philosophers belong in the first
category.
Even such an antithesis may be inferior to the image of a continuum in which we can distinguish differences in degree. Most
philosophers have an implicit vision of what man might become; but not all of them make this normative vision explicit,
and even some who do spell it out do so only in obiter dicta or,
it seems, unintentionally. Since World War II it has become the
fashion not to speak explicitly in the normative mode, and I
have probably been asked to discuss educational development
"from the point of view of a normative philosophy" because in a
chapter on morality in one of my books I ventured to propose
not only some analyses but also four cardinal virtues: humbition
(a fusion of humility and ambition, neither of which I consider
a virtue without the other), courage, love, and honesty. 2
Perhaps I was expected to suggest that educational development should consist in the development of these virtues. Naturally, I should welcome any education that succeeded in attaining these goals (I dare say, you would, too); and I believe
that humility and honesty, and even love, can be taught to
some extent, even after the age of five. Ambition and courage,
which depend heavily on vitality and self-confidence, may present far greater problems, at least at the college level. Nor do I
believe that I am merely grinding a personal axe when I commend an education that develops humility, love, and honesty: in
a crucial sense, education has failed when men and women do
not emerge with a sense of their own limitations and fallibility;
with widened sympathies and a resolve to try to understand, as
from the inside, much that at first seems strange and odious;
and with a sharpened intellectual conscience. But I shall not go
on to offer a syllabus at this point —not because I wish to
2
The Faith of a Heretic (New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1961),
Sections 83-86.
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eschew controversy on specifics but because a liberal arts education is on the whole designed to develop these qualities. Even
love is taught in a sense — not in chapel but by reading Aeschylus, Shakespeare, and Tolstoy, for example. The Athenian poet
makes us see the Persians whom he fought, who killed his
brother and sacked Athens, as essentially human beings whose
sufferings are as genuine and heart-rending as our own; and in
this respect his tragedy, The Persians, is a paradigm of much
of the greatest literature.
I have touched the major themes I wish to develop, but I do
not want to go on to justify present-day curricula — the inclusion of literature and comparative religion or the assignment of
Dostoevsky or the Dhammapada, for instance. Instead of defending what stands in no need of defense, what is good and
widely acknowledged to be so, I want to address myself to a
more basic problem and propose some changes.
THE ANALYTICAL AND THE HISTORICAL APPROACH

It is now fashionable among philosophers in the Englishspeaking world to suppose that analysis is difficult, but that
saying how things ought to be (which is too readily equated with
preaching) is easy. In fact, the analytical approach is comparable to the historical approach which has dominated much of German thought since Hegel: it allows one to avoid controversy
about matters of consequence; one postpones, often indefinitely,
sticking out one's neck; and all the while one can claim to be
scientific — wissenschaftlich.
Armed with the historical approach, one can discuss any idea
or concept, provided one either knows the history of philosophy
well or has the time to check what a few notables have said
about this notion or how they have used it. Armed with the
analytic approach, one does not even have to know the history
of philosophy, nor does one require a library. What one needs
is a technique — not a full-blown method but rather something
like a knack — and one has to know the language well enough
to know how words are used properly.
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It would be silly to denigrate either of these two approaches:
both historical perspective and analysis—preferably not exclusively linguistic — are invaluable, and as long as we ignore
either we are likely to come to grief. Therefore it is entirely
legitimate and even crucially important to teach students both
history and analysis, and to have recourse to both when confronted with a difficult question.
This may sound as conciliatory as the old Emperor Franz
Joseph of Austria is said to have been in his senility: he told the
plaintiff he was right, he told the defendant he was right, and
when it was pointed out to him that both could not very well
be right, he said, "That is right, too." But my point is not that
both approaches are right in isolation but rather that each is
imperfect without the other. Recalling Kant's famous dictum,
"Thoughts without contents are empty, intuitions without concepts are blind," 3 we might say: history without analysis is
inconclusive, and analysis without history is blind. Ideas
should be studied and understood in their historical setting and
context, but they should also be taken seriously enough to be
analyzed, and if they are confused or ambiguous, that could be
shown. But even when these two approaches are fused, do they
suffice? Or is something further needed?
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche have remarked that "preaching
morals is just as easy as giving reasons for morals is difficult";4
and the same point has been made by others, too. Because it is
difficult to back up normative judgments — much more difficult
than handling either the historical or the analytical approach
competently — those who offer normative judgments often
merely preach, giving either no reasons or bad reasons, and historians and analysts sometimes talk as if value judgments were
tied to the homiletic mode.
If all normative judgments were bound to be merely emotive,
they would seem to belong in the chapel rather than the class3

Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason (1781), p. 51; (1787), p. 75.
Arthur Schopenhauer, Vber den Willen in der Natur (1836), p. 135,
and again as the motto of his essay on Die Grundlage der Moral (1840;
included in Die beiden Grundprobleme der Ethik, 1841); Friedrich
Nietzsche, Schopenhauer ah Erzieher (1874), Section 7.
4
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room; or we might consider emulating the Sophists by teaching
students how to defend (or attack) any set of such judgments:
we might resume the teaching of rhetoric. But the question remains whether the case for normative judgments can at best be
persuasive and attractive and — returning to our central theme
— whether a sound education can be based solely on a fusion of
the analytical and historical approaches, while dispensing with
any attempt to make normative judgments stick. This I do
not believe.
EDUCATION WITHOUT NORMATIVE JUDGMENTS

Let us imagine an educational program (A) in which the
analytical approach prevails and all the teachers guard against
making normative judgments. They feel, let us say, that making
such judgments without backing them up is illicit and an abuse
of the teacher's privileged position, while backing them up is
difficult if not impossible. The students in such a program would
learn invaluable skills. They would be immune — in the optimal
case — to many types of confusion and to much propaganda.
This immunity might be seriously compromised, however, if
they had also been taught (B) that there are many types of
language, including moral and religious language — perhaps
even a language of Christianity, or even of Lutheranism, and in
that case perhaps also a language of Marxism, or even of Stalinism. In that case, the analytically trained student might not
be any more immune to propaganda or confusion than the historically trained students of German professors in the period
between the two World Wars: the edge of criticism would be
blunted by the apprehension that what seems confused or untenable makes perfectly good sense for those who have penetrated the alien idiom. As in philosophy seminars where texts
are read in the original Greek and many students do not dare
to criticize the authors because they are unsure of their own
mastery of the language, analysts of this type are prone to
suspend their critical powers.
In the case of either educational program (A as well as B), it
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would be pertinent to ask, Where would the students get their
value judgments? Not from their scholarly teachers, presumably,
but from people less inhibited by intellectual scruples. Having
learned analytical techniques, the students might bring them to
bear on some of the normative positions by which they had
been brought up, possibly including in some cases the faith and
morals of their parents, of preachers, of politicians, and of thenown peer group. But if their teachers had all set a stern example of abstinence from value judgments, and in their analyses,
too, had carefully avoided critical discussion of popular value
judgments, preferring instead to concentrate on innocuous examples, of a mildly humorous nature whenever possible, then
the students might well be inhibited by their intellectual conscience — or their academic superego — from dealing specifically
and overtly with faith and morals. They would receive their
faith and morals by osmosis (as practically everybody does) and
eventually dispose of some of this material haphazardly if not
unconsciously. In Socrates' sense, their lives would remain unexamined. To use the jargon of analytical philosophy, shouldn't
we say that there was something odd about this?
In one sense, of course, it would not be odd at all, since "odd"
often means uncommon, when what is common and ordinary is
assumed as the norm. And of the situation just described one
might well say, with Hamlet, "Ay, madam, it is common." But
as this quotation reminds us, "common" and "ordinary" can also
be terms of disparagement. In the jargon of analytical philosophy, "odd" signals that something is wrong, while being "ordinary" is considered a warrant of rightness, notwithstanding the
connotation of "ornery." But in other contexts we sometimes feel
that what is common and ordinary is, partly for that very reason,
inferior. The value judgments we imbibe by osmosis, some of
them through ordinary language, are not always free of confusion
and mutual inconsistency.
In the case at hand, of course, our feeling that something
would be odd about an education that led people to leave their
lives unexamined would not be due to the fact that this occurrence is so common. Rather, it would be due to the fact that it
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is part of the rites of education in our liberal arts colleges to pay
periodic lip service to Socrates' dictum that "the unexamined life
is not worth living."
To eliminate such inconsistency, we might abandon Socrates'
dictum and that whole tradition in the liberal arts, and especially
in philosophy, which is rooted in it — or we could say that something was wrong with the kind of education just discussed. I
embrace the second option: an education that does not lead
students to examine their beliefs and normative judgments, especially those that influence their conduct and politics, has failed to
that extent.
Is it possible to give reasons for this judgment? I might try to
deduce it from value judgments you would grant me. But to be
able to look for value judgments you would grant me, I should
have to know who "you" are. For all I know, you may agree
with my judgment even now — perhaps much more emphatically
than you would agree with any higher-order value judgments
from which I might try to deduce it. It is certainly not obvious
that there is some one set of value judgments on which all who
disagree with my lower-order judgment would agree.
What makes philosophy ridiculous to many minds is that
philosophers often go out of their way to support popular positions that few would question, with abstruse arguments that
few would accept. Even those who believe in God are perplexed
by the ontological argument for his existence, and the point is
even more obvious in ethics: the consensus on what is good and
evil is far wider than agreement on the reasons philosophers
have adduced for traditional moral judgments.
"Preaching morals is just as easy as giving reasons for morals is
difficult." What is so difficult about it? Is it perhaps the fact
that giving reasons does not help until one finds common ground
— shared higher-order value judgments — and that this cannot
be done in the abstract, once and for all, because common
ground is shared by individuals or groups, and the search for
common ground is therefore a subject for dialogue, not for a
proof published in a journal? This way of putting it would give
the false impression that reasons for normative judgments must
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differ radically from reasons for other judgments, as if at this
point we had to abandon scientific procedure for mere rhetoric
and attempts at persuasion. But in fact there are other alternatives to deduction besides Platonic dialogues and homiletic
monologues, whether the latter are delivered from the pulpit or
in existentialist tracts on authenticity.
Most contemporary philosophers have reached agreement on
this point: the deductive model has no monopoly on rationality
and intellectual respectability. Indeed, I expect that few philosophers or scholars in other fields would object to the following
suggestion.
A CANON OF METHOD

The heart of scientific and rational procedure is this: Confronted with propositions, hypotheses, or views, we should ask
what they mean; what considerations, evidence, and arguments
support them; what speaks against them; what alternatives are
available; and which of these is (or are) most plausible in the
light of all this information.
One's audience and one's historical situation are always relevant when it comes to objections and alternatives. To have some
imagination and the ability to invent objections and alternatives
to one's own proposals is a virtue that can easily degenerate into
a vice: disposing of a large number of objections and alternatives
that have in fact never occurred to anybody soon becomes
tedious and pointless. On the other hand, a responsible scholar
must give some attention even to weak objections and untenable
alternatives when these are widely accepted at the time.
Faced with an indefinite number of conceivable objections and
alternatives, many of them easily disposed of, it is entirely rational to select for detailed attention the views of those to whom
one addresses oneself, thus taking account of one's historical
context and cultural environment. To ignore current orthodoxies
would not be singularly rational but perverse.
This does not mean that we are justified in sharing the prejudices of our environment; on the contrary, it means that a
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scholar has a primary obligation to examine the orthodoxies of
his own society and to be "the bad conscience" of his age. A
searching critique of Sumerian or Aztec astronomy would not
earn laurels for a twentieth century scientist: to win distinction
one must score an advance over one's contemporaries.
This canon of method applies to normative judgments no less
than to other propositions or views. Everything just said applies
to them as well. But some explication of this canon may be
helpful, and we shall proceed clause by clause. Only the first
clause requires detailed discussion.

DIMENSIONS OF MEANING

The question of what a proposition, hypothesis, view, or value
judgment means might seem to be the proper domain of analytical philosophy. But on reflection it appears that the historical
approach also seeks an answer to this problem. And other approaches besides these two are relevant.
Indeed, "analytical philosophy" cannot be reduced to a single
approach. At one time Wittgenstein suggested that "it was a
good idea to ask oneself the question: How would one try to
verify such an assertion?" But recalling this later on, he complained that "some people have turned this suggestion about
asking for the verification into a dogma." 5 In those early days of
the analytical movement it became a dogma that assertions not
verifiable in principle were meaningless. Perhaps this stage of
the movement should be distinguished from analytical philosophy proper and attributed to "the positivists." Thus Professor
Pitcher has said in his book on The Philosophy of Wittgenstein:
The Positivists concluded from all this that in order for a proposition which is nontrivial (i.e., not a tautology or a contradiction) to
be significant or meaningful—that is, to have a sense—there must
be some observable conditions (states of affairs) whose existence
5

D. A. T. G. (Gasking) and A. C. J. (Jackson), "Ludwig Wittgenstein,"
The Australasian Journal of Philosophy, Vol. XXIX, No. 2 (August, 1951),
p. 79. The words cited are said to have come from remarks made by
Wittgenstein at the Moral Sciences Club.
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or non-existence would verify it. These conditions constitute its
sense, and if there are no such conditions, it is devoid of sense
(meaningless, nonsensical). So the criterion of the meaningfulness
of a nontrivial proposition becomes, on this view, its verifiability,
the possibility of verifying it. Metaphysical and ethical propositions,
it was thought, obviously fail to satisfy this criterion.6
The later Wittgenstein suggested that the question of how one
would verify an assertion was "just one way among others" and
added, "For example, another question which is often very useful
is to ask oneself: How is this word learnt? How would one set
about teaching a child to use this word?" 7 And soon that suggestion was canonized, and the attempt to implement it has
characterized much of analytical philosophy.
That both questions are useful and fruitful there is no denying,
but they do not exhaust the meaning of a proposition. There are
other dimensions of meaning, some of which may be spelled out
here at least briefly.
First, we might speak of psychological meaning, referring
to what a proposition, view, or value judgment means to the
person who maintains it. This in turn is a complex matter, and
under this heading we might therefore distinguish intended
meaning (what a man is driving at or trying to say, though perhaps he puts his point badly, clumsily, misleadingly), emotional
meaning (what it means to him in the sense in which it may
mean a great deal to him and be heavy with associations), and
perhaps also psychoanalytical meaning (assuming that an assertion may sometimes mean more to the speaker than he himself
realizes).
It is possible to construe philosophy very narrowly, saying
that all of this falls outside its province. But as long as a critic
confines himself to the pros and cons of "what you said," ignoring what you were trying to say; as long, in other words, as he
insists on being very literal and pays no heed to your intentions,
"George Pitcher, The Philosophy of Wittgenstein
(Englewood Cliffs,
N.J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1964), p p . 166f.
7
Gasking and Jackson, op. cit. For some 'discussion, see Walter Kaufmann, Critique of Religion and Philosophy ( N e w York: Harper & Brothers,
1958; Doubleday Anchor Books, 1961), Section 19.
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most people, including philosophers, would surely consider him
either obtuse or captious and sophistical, and in both cases
somewhat superficial. This is not to say that we should ever
ignore what a person actually says or claims. But it is insufficient
to dispose of what he said when he plainly did not mean to say
quite what he did say. And there is no need to stipulate that
only obtuse or captious criticism is truly philosophical.
So much may be granted by some philosophers who would
nevertheless wish to draw the line this side of emotional meaning. After all, those positivists who claimed that such statements
as, for example, "God exists" or "murder is evil" were "meaningless" never meant to deny that such statements might be rich in
emotional meaning. (This shows incidentally how important it
is, even in discussing the logical positivists, to distinguish what
they often said from their intended meaning.) But will it really
do for philosophers to ignore emotional meaning altogether? In
many cases it certainly will do, but in some very interesting
cases it may be impossible to determine the intended meaning
without considering the emotional meaning. The proposition
"God exists" is a case in point, and the lasting importance of
John Wisdom's essay "Gods" 8 is largely due to the fact that he
called attention to this.
Delving into the supposed psychoanalytical meaning of a proposition or view is probably not advisable for philosophers in most
cases because any claims about such meanings are usually so uncertain and disputable. But it is worth noting that we are confronted with a continuum that extends from overt meanings to
intended meanings, which sometimes cannot be understood unless we consider emotional meanings, which in turn may remain
puzzling and unclear and invite attempts to descend yet further'
to unconscious roots. So much for psychological meaning.
One also might consider sociological meaning and historical
meaning, even though most philosophers may be ill equipped
8
Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 1944—45; often reprinted, e.g.,
in Logic and Language, ed. Antony Flew (New York: Doubleday Anchor
Books, 1965), and Walter Kaufmann, Religion from Tolstoy to Camus (New
York: Harper Torchbooks, 1964).
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to deal with these dimensions. After all, some philosophers may
be very good indeed in doing research of this kind; and if it is
done well it often supplements philosophical analysis in the narrower sense in a very illuminating manner, regardless of the
academic department to which the investigator happens to belong. In the case of history this point is purely obvious, and it is
widely taken for granted — quite rightly — that for certain kinds
of philosophical work a philosopher has to master some of the
skills of the historian. Without that he cannot hope to do justice
to Aristotle's or Spinoza's meaning.
Instead of going on to philological meaning and trying to
make a list of as many dimensions of meaning as possible, let
us be satisfied with just one more type of meaning that is preeminently part of a philosopher's concern: the ramifications of a
view must be explored to spell out its meaning.
The meaning of an action or policy is clearly not confined to
its intention, its emotional charge, its unconscious motivation, or
even its historical or sociological context; it also consists of its
probable and actual consequences and its relation to other actions or policies. The same is true of the meaning of at least
some propositions and views. If there is one type of meaning
that is more specifically philosophical than any other, I should
opt for this dimension of meaning.
Human sacrifices or prayers, for example, can be analyzed in
many ways to explicate their meaning, or their many possible
meanings. Some such analyses are pre-eminently psychological
or historical, or possibly philological or sociological, which is not
at all to say that they are philosophically irrelevant or uninteresting. But what if not philosophical should one call an analysis of
the meaning of prayer or human sacrifices in terms of their implications? What would a god have to be like if he stopped the
cruel suffering of a child if, and only if, offered a human sacrifice, or if a group of people got down on their knees to beg him
and praise him? And what, if any, answer would those who
perform sacrifices, or who pray, give to this question?
This example is somewhat explosive and cracks the confines
of its immediate context. It shows how analysis and "normative
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philosophy" are far from being mutually exclusive. Often the
analysis of implications constitutes the crucial part of giving reasons for or against a value judgment. Strictly speaking, this
analysis is only a preliminary step, part of the attempt to determine meanings; but very often there is sufficient agreement about
higher-level value judgments to make it almost unnecessary to
spell out the final deduction explicitly, though it is possible at
that point to call into question the higher-order value judgment,
as theologians do occasionally when it turns out to entail impious
conclusions.
Such analysis as is here recommended is different from the
type Wittgenstein recommended. After all, he insisted that
philosophy "leaves everything as it is." 9 The kind of analysis
recommended here, like that practiced by Socrates, can come
into conflict with the faith and morals of the age. And it is not
concerned primarily with language; the analysis is not primarily
linguistic. Rather, one explores the ramifications of a view, both
logical and practical, to determine what it means.
PROS, CONS, ALTERNATIVES, AND DECISION

Once the meaning of a view has been determined, we should
ask what considerations, evidence, and arguments support it,
and what speaks against it. This goes both for value judgments
(say, about prayer) and alleged assertions of fact (say, about
the character of God or the exact date of some historical event).
Of course, the nature of relevant evidence and arguments will
differ from case to case, depending on the type of the claim: one
does not argue about historical statements the way one argues
about generalizations.
Is the case altogether different when it comes to normative
judgments? Here appeal must be made occasionally to higherorder value judgments; but often these higher-order judgments
are not controversial. If they are called into question, they in
turn have to be treated in accordance with our canon. If in this
9
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. G. E . M. Anscombe (New York: The MacmiUan Co., 1953), Section 124.
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process higher and higher echelons of normative judgments
should be reached and disagreement about norms should persist
until the very end, this would be most unusual; in almost all
cases disagreement about normative judgments is reducible to
disagreements about facts or probabilities, which is not to say
that such disagreements can always be resolved. But even in the
exceptional case in which no common norms are reached, a great
deal of clarification would be achieved about the interrelation
of value judgments, about the relevance of various kinds of information, and about precisely what is involved in each position
and in the disagreement.
There are some who are impressed by an array of supporting
quotations or evidence without asking about negative evidence
and counter-arguments, or about alternative hypotheses that
might fare at least as well if not better. This is a common fault
not only among students but also among bad scientists, historians,
and theologians. A historian who disregards negative evidence
and alternative hypotheses is, to that extent, a bad historian. In
theology, on the other hand, the disregard of equally plausible
alternatives — or rather, no less implausible alternatives — is
part of the rules of the game; and for that reason among others,
theology, far from being the queen of the sciences, is basically
unscientific.10
Some "normative philosophers" — or, to speak more idiomatically, some moral philosophers, estheticians, and political philosophers— resemble theologians rather than good scientists and
historians. But there is no reason why philosophers in these
fields who do not eschew value judgments must defy our canon.
On the contrary, they need not confine themselves to objections
actually offered by their contemporaries; they can go out of their
way to consider a few particularly powerful objections that have
not occurred to anybody else. And they certainly can go on to
examine alternatives.
The notion that normative judgments differ fundamentally at
10
See Walter Kaufmann, Critique of Religion and Philosophy, op. cit.,
Chapter VI, and The Faith of a Heretic, op. cit., Chapter V.
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this point from hypotheses about matters of fact is due, at least
in large part, to a crucial error. Many people suppose that one
must choose between two views which are in fact both untenable: either, they suppose, all views, hypotheses, and value
judgments are equally sound and respectable, or, whenever alternatives are available, only one of these is tenable. In fact, it
is palpable that many hypotheses and normative positions are
confused, self-contradictory, at odds with relevant evidence, and
altogether untenable; but in some cases two or more positions
are equally plausible. The incidence of such cases may well
be higher in the normative field, and in some instances more
rival positions may be equally plausible than is generally the
case in the sciences; but if this should be so, the difference
would be one of degree and not one of principle. What matters
in ethics and other areas of philosophy where attempts are sometimes made to work out normative positions is, as in the sciences
and in history, that the position is worked out carefully and in
detail, and that due weight is given to our canon.
It may seem that this could be done in theology no less than
in ethics, whether theologians have been doing it in fact or not.
I have tried to show elsewhere 11 that the rules of the game in
theology are such that the construction of alternative systems is
easy to the point of pointlessness, and that these rules are fundamentally different from the rules that are acknowledged by scientists and historians. To put the matter differently and a little
more kindly: theology is essentially homiletic; normative philosophy need not be homiletic and often is not.
The main job of normative philosophy is, as I see it, to work
out tenable positions, giving due weight to supporting considerations, objections, and alternatives. Where that can be done,
one should show why one position appears to b e more plausible
than any other that seems to be available. If two or more positions should appear to be more or less equally tenable, one
should give one's reasons for preferring one or for not preferring any.
a
Ibid.
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A CRITIQUE OF VALUE-FBEE EDUCATION

We are now ready to take another look at education without
normative judgments. We considered it briefly before, more or
less as a thought experiment, by imagining an educational program in which the analytical approach prevailed and the teachers guarded against making normative judgments, and we suggested that in that case most of the students would never be
led to examine their lives in the Socratic sense. I then said that
an education that does not lead students to examine their beliefs
and their normative judgments has failed to that extent. And
then we raised the question of whether this judgment could be
supported by good reasons, which in turn led us to propose and
explicate a canon of method. Now let us return once more to
education without normative judgments, not just as a thought
experiment.
Higher education in the United States and in many other
countries limps on both legs. It is certainly not entirely "valuefree," to use the suggestive term introduced by Max Weber in his
plea for value-free science; but the realm of facts is still widely
considered the proper domain of reason and scientific procedures, while value judgments and commitments are held to be
rooted in man's irrational nature and hence beyond rational
discussion.12 This is the common ground of those on the one
hand who consider facts respectable and value judgments
"merely" emotive and not cognitive, and those on the other hand
who find ultimate commitments deeper than "merely" scientific
discourse. Both tend to rule out rational discussion of questions
involving value judgments.
Great scholars are often attracted to this position. A man
who has done much research finds it difficult to communicate
even a fraction of his scholarship to his students and is therefore
glad to leave value questions to preachers and less scholarly
" T h e classical statement is still Max Weber's Wissenschaft als Beruf
( 1 9 1 9 ) . For a detailed rebuttal, see Walter Kaufmann, "Ketzerei in der
Erziehung," Club Voltaire, Vol. II (1965), p p . 303-314.
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teachers who may prefer an inspirational approach. Beset by an
excess of data and discoveries, he regrets that he has to omit
so much, looks down on teachers who do not suffer from the
same embarrassment of riches, and questions whether they belong on the faculty of a great university.
As a result, questions of life and death for individuals, for
society, and even for mankind rarely receive the kind of careful
and conscientious discussion that is lavished on many far less
important problems. Vital decisions tend to be surrendered to
emotion, impulse, and dogmatism — or to men who claim to
have the answers.
Historically, this has been the price professors have paid for
academic freedom: leave us alone, they said in effect to governments, churches, and alumni, and we shall confine our attention
to matters of no vital concern to you. (In Germany, moreover,
where "the modern conception of academic freedom came to be
formulated" during the nineteenth century, 13 professors, being
civil servants, were sometimes held not to have the right to criticize their government.) But American professors often complain
that their students conform too much, are too anxious to be
liked, too afraid to stick out their necks, and too lacking in
political concerns. The faculty sees how the worry about election to clubs and fraternities stimulates a deadening conformity
and a concern for popularity that are unworthy of educated
men. But the faculty often fails to note how the same vices are
bred in its own ranks:
Graduate students who need their professors to recommend
them for good jobs are concerned not to antagonize their teachers or the men who might hire them, and the Ph.D. thesis, which
sets the pattern for subsequent scholarly publications, is not
designed to encourage young professors-to-be to stick out their
necks. What is wanted is something solid and safe. Having got
his first job, the young man is under pressure to write a few
13
Ralph F. Fuchs, "Academic Freedom—Its Basic Philosophy, Function,
and History," in Academic Freedom, ed. Hans W. Baade and R. O. Everett
(Dobbs Ferry, N.Y.: Oceana Publications, Inc., 1964), p . 5. Most of the
twelve essays in this volume are richly footnoted and open up the literature on academic freedom.
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articles for professional journals, and again the same considerations apply. Occasionally a young scholar publishes something
bold, but the pressures of his training and career militate
against this. While they strive for permanent tenure young professors rarely avail themselves of the academic freedom they
have; and when they get permanent positions the pattern is
usually set. The refusal to deal with normative questions must
be seen in this perspective, too.
History and sociology can thus help us to understand the position we want to attack. Moreover, it is surely right that professors should not abuse their privileged positions to pontificate
about matters beyond their special competence; students take
courses to learn about the subject, not to listen to homilies.
Nevertheless the view that value judgments have no place in
higher education and should be offered with apologies, if at all,
is vitiated by three profound errors.
First, persuasion is usually much more effective when one
does not state one's valuations openly. To convert his students
to his value judgments, a professor should find it much easier to
select and present the facts in his own way, leaving the final
verdict to his students. That way they may congratulate themselves on their good judgment when in fact they are adopting
his. The teacher who openly states his own value judgments,
supports them with reasons as best he can, and frankly acknowledges uncomfortable facts, objections, and alternatives gives a
splendid example of honesty.
Secondly, it is unfortunately quite false that students trained
by great scholars generally learn on their own to apply to morals,
politics, and other vital issues the critical thinking they have
been taught to apply to academic questions. During the first
third of this century the German universities could boast of a
galaxy of distinguished scholars who applied the highest standards in their specialties and won a large number of Nobel Prizes.
But their students did not learn to apply similar standards of
rationality to moral and political questions, and Hitler was as
popular with students and university-trained people as with less
educated Germans.
Third, the dichotomy of fact and value is misleading. To begin
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from the side of fact, the selection of subject matter — to whom
or what we devote a whole course, how much time is spent on
this and that, what and who is read, and what is slighted or
left out altogether — involves value judgments at every turn.
Our teaching and writing are shot through with value judgments.
We should bring these out into the open and examine them.
What is wrong with the dichotomy of fact and value can also
be seen by considering value judgments. They are rarely independent of what we take to be facts. Is X a good president? Is
Y a good policy? Was intervention justified? Was this action
wicked? One of the most important parts of education is to
learn to analyze such questions, to determine what information
is relevant and how to get and use it. It is also important to
discuss which, if any, of one's value judgments one would be
willing to maintain regardless of all consequences.
Alas, professors who want to, and have to, cover a lot of subject matter usually cannot take the time to concentrate attention
on some of their value judgments, analyzing their precise meaning, examining the pros and cons, and comparing them with
alternatives. It might therefore seem that my suggestions are at
best very nice but unfortunately impractical.
A MODEST PROPOSAL FOR FACULTY FORUMS

Let me therefore conclude with a specific proposal. I want
to recommend an innovation in higher education. Our universities should institute faculty forums — regular occasions when
two or three professors who do not agree discuss important questions before any interested colleagues and students, not in an
attempt to score points but to give an example of responsible
investigation.
Too many administrators suppose that academic education
must consist of courses, and that the proper fusion of breadth
and depth must be a function of requirements. Even now, however, guest lectures and panel discussions are often remembered
decades after most course work has been forgotten. Yet most
panels are too large because those organizing them are more
fearful of a moment's thoughtful silence than of the impossibility
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of ever exploring any problem more than superficially. More
than three panelists are almost always too many. And since the
speakers are almost always outsiders, not members of the regular
faculty, the vicious bifurcation of academic education and real
life is reinforced.
Moreover, as professors gain distinction they become less available to students. Men who want to get on with important research which immediately benefits their own teaching and, after
publication, also teachers and students at other institutions, cannot be burdened with heavy teaching schedules and one small
discussion group after another: threatened with that, they would
go elsewhere. Many teach only a couple of advanced courses
and are thus utterly beyond the reach of almost all students.
As a result, more and more students are bitterly disappointed by
the great universities they attend. Forums would make it possible
for interested students to hear many of their most eminent professors not only lecture but also question each other and, after
that, respond to questions from the audience. These forums
would create some sense of a community of scholars: the students would see their teachers as human beings who struggle
with vital problems.
Our society desperately needs vigorous and informed discussion of many questions involving valuations. Where should such
discussion develop if not at our universities? Those who drafted
the Constitution of the United States thought of the Senate.
But even senators whose education and intelligence fits them
for such discussion must think of re-election. In the executive
branch of our government highly informed discussion of specific
issues takes place, but behind closed doors, and there is a tendency to rely on those, listen to those, and discuss with those on
whose basic agreement one can rely; whoever is in basic disagreement tends to resign or to be fired. And we need responsible discussion not only of day-to-day issues but also of goals
and principles.
Few professors are eager to take on this burden. Signing
statements written by committees, making occasional declarations of faith by way of standing up to be counted, and even
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marching and picketing take less time and seem more dramatic.
The old notion that where values are at stake emotion must take
over does not die easily.
Specialized scholarship, however, is the best way to acquire
high standards of evidence and careful thinking. Having acquired such standards and the techniques to satisfy them, scholars can make major contributions by bringing them to bear on
questions concerned with punishment, civil disobedience, foreign
policy, and faith and morals. Scholars obviously should not forsake their specialties; but instead of discouraging them from
occasionally speaking out on such matters, after taking time to
prepare themselves, we should provide regular forums for them
— not to pontificate but to discuss.
To what extent do different value judgments and systems depend on different beliefs about facts and probabilities, and to
what extent are different ends desired, and why? To say simply
that different goals are rooted in different commitments is rarely
helpful or profound; rational discussion can determine much
more than that.
It is not surprising that our social needs and our educational
needs should converge. The central question of the philosophy
of education is: What kinds of men and women should we try
to develop? This was very clearly understood by Plato. And
though I do not accept his answer to this question, he also understood that types of men are corollaries of types of societies, or
vice versa. If you want to produce "organization men" and the
kind of society that breeds them, you will not want faculty
forums. A philosophy of education is centered in a vision of
what might be made of man and society. I want a society in
which the merits of different types can be examined and compared. I want men and women who try to be rational about
life's most important decisions. Our present education is not
nearly as good as it might be. I should not be surprised if all
the speakers agreed on this, and to the extent to which we try
to back up such an estimate we all speak "from the point of view
of a normative philosophy."

