Introduction

Wide-Awakeness and the Moral Life

Maxine Greene

“Moral reform,” wrote Henry David Thoreau, “is
the effort to throw off sleep.” He went on:

Why is it that men give so poor an account of
their day if they have not been slumbering? They
are not such poor calculators. If they had not
been' overcome with drowsiness they would
have performed something. The millions are
awake enough for physical labor; but only one in
a million is awake enough for effective intellec-
tual exertion, only one in a hundred million to
a poetic or divine life. To be awake is to be alive.
Thave never yet met a man who was quite awake.
How could I have looked him in the face? We
must learn to reawaken and keep ourselves
awake, not by mechanical aids, but by an infinite
expectation of the dawn, which does not forsake
us in our soundest sleep. I know of no more
encouraging fact than the unquestionable ability
of man to elevate his life by a conscious

endeavor.!

It is of great interest to me to find out how this
notion of wide-awakeness has affected contem-
porary thought, perhaps particularly the thought
of those concerned about moral responsibility
and commitment in this difficult modern
age. The social philosopher Alfred Schutz has
talked of wide-awakeness as an achievement, a
type of awareness, “a plane of consciousriess of
highest tension originating in an attitude of full
attention to life and its requirements.”? This

attentiveness, this interest in things, is the direct
opposite of the attitude of bland conventionality
and indifference so characteristic of our time.

We are all familiar with the number of indi-
viduals who live their lives immersed, as it were,
in daily life, in the mechanical round of habitual
activities. We are all aware how few people ask
themselves what they have done with their own
lives, whether or not they have used their
freedom or simply acceded to the imposition of
patterned behavior and the assignment of roles.
Most people, in fact, are likely to go on in that
fashion, unless—or until—“one day the ‘why’
arises,” as Albert Camus put it, “and everything
begins in that weariness tinged with amazement.”
Camus had wide-awakeness in mind as well;
because the weariness of which he spoke comes
“at the end of the acts of a mechanical life, but
at the same time it inaugurates the impulse of
consciousness.”

The “why” may take the form of anxiety, the
strange and wordless anxiety that occurs when
individuals feel they are not acting on their
freedom, not realizing possibility, not (to return
to Thoreau) elevating their lives. Or the “why”
may accompany a sudden perception of the
insufficiencies in ordinary life, of inequities
and injustices in the world, of oppression and
brutality and control. It may accompany, indeed
it may be necessary, for an individual’s moral life.
The opposite of morality, it has often been
said, is indifference—a lack of care, an absence
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of concern. Lacking wide-awakeness, | want to
argue, individuals are likely to drift, to act on
impulses of expediency. They are unlikely to
identify situations as moral ones or to set them-
selves to assessing their demands. In such cases,
itseems to me, it is meaningless to talk of obliga-
tion; it may be futile to speak of consequential
choice.

This is an important problem today in many
countries of the world. Everywhere, guidelines
are deteriorating; fewer and fewer people feel
themselves to be answerable to clearly defined
norms. In many places, too, because of the
proliferation of bureaucracies and corporate
structures, individuals find it harder and harder
to take initiative. They guide themselves by
vaguely perceived expectations; they allow
themselves to be programmed by organizations
and official schedules or forms. They are like
the hero of George Konrad’s novel, The Case
Worker. He is a social worker who works with
maltreated children “in the name,” as he puts it,
“of legal principles and provisions.” He does not
like the system, but he serves it: “It’s law, it works,
it’s rather like me, its tool. I know its ins and
outs. I simplify and complicate it, I slow it down
and speed it up. I adapt myself to its needs or
adapt it to my needs, but this is as far as I will go
Interestingly enough, he says (and this brings
me back to wide-awakeness) that his highest
aspiration is to “live with his eyes open” as far as
possible; but the main point is that he, like so
many other clerks and office workers and middle
management men (for all their meaning well), is
caught within the system and is not free to
choose.

I am suggesting that, for too many individuals
in modern society, there is a feeling of being
dominated and that feelings of powerlessness
are almost inescapable. I am also suggesting that
such feelings can to a large degree be overcome
through conscious endeavor on the part of
individuals to keep themselves awake, to think
about their condition in the world, to inquire
into the forces that appear to dominate them,
to interpret the experiences they are having
day by day. Only as they learn to make sense of
what is happening, can they feel themselves to
be autonomous. Only then can they develop
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the sense of agency required for living a moral
life.

I think it is clear that there always has to be
a human consciousness, recognizing the moral
issues potentially involved in a situation, if there
is to be a moral life. As in such great moral pre-
sentations as Antigone, Hamlet, and The Plague,
people in everyday life today have to define
particular kinds of situations as moral and to
identify the possible alternatives. In Antigone,
Antigone defined the situation that existed after
her uncle forbade her to bury her brother as one
in which there were alternatives: she could
indeed bury her brother, thus offending against
the law of the state and being sentenced to death,
or (like her sister Ismene) submit to the men in
power. In Hamlet, the Danish prince defined the
situation in Denmark as one in which there were
alternatives others could not see: to expose the
murderer of his father and take the throne as the
true king or to accept the rule of Claudius and his
mother and return as a student to Wittenberg. In
The Plague, most of the citizens of Oran saw no
alternative but to resign themselves to a pestil-
ence for which there was no cure; but Dr. Rieux
and Tarrou defined the same situation as one in
which there were indeed alternatives: to submit
—or to form sanitary squads and, by so doing, to
refuse to acquiesce in the inhuman, the absurd.

When we look at the everyday reality of home
and school and workplace, we can scarcely
imagine ourselves taking moral positions like
those taken by a Hamlet or a Dr. Rieux. One
reason has to do with the overwhelming ordinari-
ness of the lives we live. Another is our tendency
to perceive our everyday reality as a given—
objectively defined, impervious to change.
Taking it for granted, we do not realize that
reality, like all others, is an interpreted one. It
presents itself to us as it does because we have
learned to understand it in standard ways.

In a public school, for instance, we scarcely
notice that there is a hierarchy of authority; we
are so accustomed to it, we forget that it is man-
made. Classroom teachers, assigned a relatively
low place in the hierarchy, share a way of seeing
and of talking about it. They are used to watch-
ing schedules, curricula, and testing programs
emanate from “the office.” They take for granted
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the existence of a high place, a seat of power. If
required unexpectedly to administer a set of tests,
most teachers (fearful, perhaps, irritated or
sceptical) will be likely to accede. Their
acquiescence may have nothingat all to do with
their convictions or with what they have
previously read or learned. They simply see no
alternatives. The reality they have constructed
and take for granted allows for neither autonomy
nor disagreement. They do not consider putting
their objections to a test. The constructs they
have inherited do not include a view of reachers
as equal participants. “That,” they are prone to
say, “is the way it is.”

Suppose, however, that a few teachers made
a serious effort to understand the reasons for
the new directive. Suppose they went out into the
community to try to assess the degree of pressure
on the part of parents. Suppose that they
investigated the kinds of materials dispatched
from the city or the state. Pursuing such efforts,
they would be keeping themselves awake. They
might become increasingly able to define their
own values with regard to testing; they might
conceivably see a moral issue involved. For some,
testing might appear to be dehumanizing; it
might lead to irrelevant categorizing; it might
result in the branding of certain children. For
others, testing might appear to be miseducative,
unless it were used to identify disabilities and
suggest appropriate remedies. For still others,
testing might appear to be a kind of insurance
against poor teaching, a necessary reminder of
what was left undone. Discussing it from several
points of view and within an understood context,
the teachers might find themselves in a position
toactas moral agents. Like Dr. Rieux and Tarrou,
they might see that there are indeed alternatives:
to bring the school community into an open
discussion, to consider the moral issues in the light
of overarching commitments, or to talk about
what is actually known and what is merely
hypothesized. At the very least, there would be
wide-awakeness. The members of the school
community would be embarked on a moral life.

Where personal issues are concerned, the
approach might be very much the same. Suppose
that a young person’s peer group is “into” drugs
or alcohol or some type of sexual promiscuity.

Young persons who are half asleep and who fee]
no sense of agency might well see no alternative
to compliance with the group, when the group
decides that certain new experiences should be
tried. To such individuals, no moral situation
exists. They are young; they are members;
whether they want to particularly or not, they
can only go along.

Other young petsons, just as committed to the
group, might be able to realize that there are
indeed alternatives when, say, some of their
comrades go out to find a supply of cocaine. They
might be able to ponder those alternatives, to
play them out in their imagination. They can
accompany their friends on their search; they
might even, if they are successful, get to sniff a
lictle cocaine and have the pleasure such sniffs
are supposed to provide. They can, on the other
hand, take a moment to recall the feelings they
had when they first smoked marijuana—the
nervousness at losing touch with themselves, the
dread about what might happen later. They can
consider the fact that their friends are going to
do something illegal, not playful, that they could
be arrested, even jailed. They can confront their
own reluctance to break the law (or even to
break an ordinary rule), imagine what their
parents would say, try to anticipate what they
would think of themselves. At the same time, if
they decide to back away, they know they might
lose their friends. If they can remember that they
are free, after all, and if they assess their situation
as one in which they can indeed choose one
course of action over another, they are on the
way to becoming moral agents. The more con-
siderations they take into account, the more they
consider the welfare of those around, the closer
they will come to making a defensible choice.

A crucial issue facing us is the need to find
ways of educating young persons to such
sensitivity and potency. As important, it seems
to me, is the matter of wide-awakeness for their
teachers. It is far too easy for teachers, like other
people, to play their roles and do their jobs
without serious consideration of the good and
right. Ironically, it is even possible when they
are using classroom manuals for moral educa-
tion. This is partly due to the impact of a vaguely
apprehended relativism, partly to a bland care-
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lessness, a shrugging off (sometimes because of
grave self-doubt) of responsibility. I am con-
vinced that, if teachers today are to initiate
young people into an ethical existence, they
themselves must attend more fully than they
normally have to their own lives and its require-
“ments; they have to break with the mechanical
life, to overcome their own submergence in
the habitual, even in what they conceive to
be the virtuous, and ask the “why” with which
learning and moral reasoning begin.

“You do not,” wrote Martin Buber, “need
moral genius for educating character; you do
need someone who is wholly alive and able to
communicate himself directly to his fellow
beings. His aliveness streams out to them and
affects them most strongly and purely when
he has no thought of affecting them ....”
This strikes me as true; but [ cannot imagine
an aliveness streaming out from someone who is
half-asleep and out of touch with herself or
himself. I am not proposing separate courses
in moral education or value clarification to be
taught by such a teacher. [ am, rather, suggesting
that attentiveness to the moral dimensions
of existence ought to permeate many of the
classes taught, that wide-awakeness ought to
accompany every effort made to initiate persons
into any form of life or academic discipline.

Therefore, I believe it important for teachers,
no matter what their specialty, to be clear about
how they ground their own values, their own
conceptions of the good and of the possible. Do
they find their sanctions in some supernatural
reality? Are they revealed in holy books or in
the utrerances of some traditional authority?
Do they, rather, depend upon their own private
intuitions of what is good and right? Do they
decide in each particular situation what will best
resolve uncertainty, what works out for the
best? Do they simply refer to conventional social
morality, to prevailing codes, or to the law?
Or do they refer beyond the law—to some
domain of principle, of norm? To what extent are
they in touch with the actualities of their own
expetiences, their own biographies, and the ways
in which these affect the tone of their encounters
with the young? Teachers need to be aware of
how they personally confront the unnerving
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questions present in the lives of every teacher,
every parent: What shall we teach them? How
can we guide them? What hope can we offer
them? How can we tell them what to do?

The risks are great, as are the uncertainties.
We are no longer in a situation in which we can
provide character-training with the assurance
that it will make our children virtuous and just.
We can no longer use systems of rewards and
punishments and feel confident they will make
youngsters comply. We recognize the futility of
teaching rules or preaching pieties or presenting
conceptions of the good. We can no longer set
ourselves up as founts of wisdom, exemplars of
righteousness, and expect to have positive
effects. Children are active; children are different
at the various stages of their growth. Engaged in
transactions with an environment, each one
must effect connections within his or her own
experience. Using whatever capacities they
have available, each one must himself or herself
perceive the consequences of the acts he or she
performs. Mustering their own resources, each
one must embark—"“through choice of action,”
as Dewey put it®—upon the formation of a self.

Moral education, it would seem, must be as
specifically concerned with self-identification in
a community as it is with the judgments persons
are equipped to make at different ages. It has as
much to do with interest and action in concrete
situations as it does with the course of moral
reasoning. [t has as much to do with conscious-
ness and imagination as it does with principle.
Since it cannot take place outside the vital
contexts of social life, troubling questions have
to be constantly confronted. How can indiffer-
ence be overcome? How can the influence of the
media be contained? How can the young be
guided to choose reflectively and compassion-
ately, even as they are set free?

The problem, most will agree, is not to tell
them what to do—but to help them attain some
kind of clarity about how to choose, how to
decide what to do. And this involves teachers
directly, immediately—teachers as persons able
to present themselves as critical thinkers willing
to disclose their own principles and their own
reasons as well as authentic persons living in the
world, persons who are concerned—who care.
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Many teachers, faced with demands like
these, find themselves in difficult positions,
especially if they are granted little autonomy, or
their conceptions of their own projects are at
odds with what their schools demand. Today
they may be held accountable for teaching
predefined competencies and skills or for
achieving objectives that are often largely
behavioral. At once, they may be expected to
represent both the wider culture and the local
community, or the international community and
the particular community of the individual
child. If teachers are not critically conscious, if
they are not awake to their own values and
commitments (and to the conditions working
upon them), if they are not personally engaged
with their subject matter and with the world
around, I do not see how they can initiate the
young into critical questioning or the moral
life.

I am preoccupied, I suppose, with what
Camus called “the plague”—that terrible
distancing and indifference, so at odds with com-
mitment and communion and love. | emphasize
this because I want to stress the connection
between wide-awakeness, cognitive clarity, and
existential concern. I want to highlight the fact
that the roots of moral choosing lie at the core
of a person’s conception of herself or himself and
the equally important fact that choosing involves
action as well as thought. Moral action, of course,
demands choosing between alternatives, usually
between two goods, not between good and bad
or right and wrong. The problem in teaching is
to empower persons to internalize and incarnate
the kinds of principles that will enable them to
make such choices. Should I do what is thought
to be my duty and volunteer for the army, or
should I resist what I believe to be an unjust war?
Should I steal the medicine to save my mother’s
life, or should I obey the law and risk letting
her die?

These are choices of consequence for the self
and others; and they are made, they can only
be made in social situations where custom,
tradition, official codes, and laws condition and
play upon what people think and do. We might
think of Huck Finn’s decision not to return
Jim to his owner or of Anna Karenina’s deci-

sion to leave her husband. These are only
morally significant in relation to a particular
fabric of codes and customs and rules. Think of
the Danish king’s wartime decision to stand with
Denmark’s Jewish citizens, Daniel Ellsberg’s
decision to publish the Pentagon Papers, or Pablo
Casals’ refusal to conduct in fascist Spain. These
decisions too were made in a matrix of principles,
laws, and ideas of what is considered acceptable,
absolutely, or conditionally good and right.
To be moral involves taking a position towards
that matrix, thinking critically about what is
taken for granted. It involves taking a principled
position of one’s own (choosing certain principles
by which to live) and speaking clearly abour it,
so as to set oneself on the right track.

It is equally important to affirm that it is
always the individual, acting voluntarily in a par-
ticular situation at a particular moment, who does
the deciding. I do not mean that individuals are
isolated, answerable only to themselves. I do
mean that individuals, viewed as participants, as
inextricably involved with other people, must be
enabled to take responsibility for their own
choosing, must not merge themselves or hide
themselves in what Soren Kierkegaard called
“the crowd.” If individuals act automartically or
conventionally, if they do only what is expected
of them (or because they feel they have no right
to-speak for themselves), if they do only what
they are told to do, they are not living moral lives.

Indeed, I rather doubt that individuals who
are cowed or flattened out or depressed or afraid
can learn, since learning inevitably involves a
free decision to enter into a form of life, to pro-
ceed in a certain way, to do something because
it is right. There are paradigms to be found in
many kinds of teaching for those interested in
moral education, since teaching is in part a pro-
cess of moving people to proceed according to a
specified set of norms. If individuals are wide-
awake and make decisions consciously to
interpret a poem properly, to try to understand a
petiod in English history, or to participate in
some type of social inquiry, they are choosing
to abide by certain standards made available to
them. In doing so, they are becoming acquainted
with what it means to choose a set of norms. They
are not only creating value for themselves, they

Norms &
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are creating themselves; they are moving towards
more significant, more understandable lives.

Consider, with norms and self-creation in
mind, the case of Nora in Ibsen’s The Doll’s
House. If she simply ran out of the house in tears
at the end, she would not have been engaging in
moral action. Granting the fact that she was
defying prevailing codes, I would insist that
she was making a decision in accord with an
internalized norm. It might be called a principle
of emancipation, having to do with the right to
grow, to become, to be more than a dollinadoll’s
house. If asked, Nora might have been able to
generalize and talk about the right of all human
beings to develop in their own fashion, to be
respected, to be granted integrity.

Principles or norms are general ideas of that
kind, arising out of experience and used by
individuals in the appraisal of situations they
encounter as they live—to help them determine
what they ought to do. They are not specific
rules, like the rules against stealing and lying and
adultery. They are general and comprehensive.
They concern justice and equality, respect for the
dignity of persons and regard for their points of
view. They have much to do with the ways in
which diverse individuals choose themselves;
they are defined reflectively and imaginatively
and against the backgrounds of biography. When
they are incarnated in a person’s life, they offer
him or her the means for analyzing particular
situations. They offer perspectives, points of
view from which to consider particular acts.
The Golden Rule is such a principle, but, as
Dewey says, the Golden Rule does not finally
decide matters just by enabling us to tell people
to consider the good of others as they would
their own. “It suggests,” he writes, “the necessity
of considering how our acts affect the interests
of others as well as our own; it tends to prevent
partiality of regard. . . . In short, the Golden Rule
does not issue special orders or commands; but it
does clarify and illuminate the situations
requiring intelligent deliberation.”® So it was
with the principle considered by Ibsen’s Nora; so
it is with the principle of justice and the
principles of care and truth-telling. Our hope in

teaching is that persons will appropriate such -

principles and learn to live by them.
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Now it is clear that young people have to pass
through the stages of heteronomy in their
development towards the degree of autonomy
they require for acting on principle in the way
described. They must achieve the kind of wide-
awakeness [ have been talking about, the ability
to think about what they are doing, to take
responsibility. The teaching problem seems to
me to be threefold. It involves equipping young
people with the ability to identify alternatives,
and to see possibilities in the situations they
confront. It involves the teaching of principles,
possible perspectives by means of which those
situations can be assessed and appraised, as well
as the norms governing historical inquiry, ballet
dancing, or cooperative living, norms that must
be appropriated by persons desiring to join
particular human communities. It also involves
enabling students to make decisions of principle,
to reflect, to articulate, and to rake decisive
actions in good faith.

Fundamental to the whole process may be the
building up of a sense of moral directedness, of
oughtness. An imaginativeness, an awareness,
and a sense of possibility are required, along with
the sense of autonomy and agency, of being
present to the self. There must be attentiveness
to others and to the circumstances of everyday
life. There must be efforts made to discover ways
of living together justly and pursuing common
ends. As wide-awake teachers work, making
principles available and eliciting moral
judgments, they must orient themselves to the
concrete, the relevant, and the questionable.
They must commit themselves to each person’s
potentiality for overcoming helplessness and
submergence, for looking through his or her own
eyes at the shared reality.

I believe this can only be done if teachers can
identify themselves as moral beings, concerned
with defining their own life purposes in a way that
arouses others to do the same. [ believe, you see,
that the young are most likely to be stirred to
learn when they are challenged by teachers who
themselves are learning, who are breaking with
what they have too easily taken for granted, who
are creating their own moral lives. There are no
guarantees, but wide-awakeness can play a part in
the process of liberating and arousing, in helping
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people pose questions with regard to what is
oppressive, mindless, and wrong. Surely, it can
help people—all kinds of people—make the
conscious endeavors needed to elevate their lives.

Camus, in an essay called “The Almond
Trees,” wrote some lines that seem to me to apply
to teachers, especially those concerned in this
way. He was talking about how endless are our
tasks, how impossible it is to overcome the
human condition—which, at least, we have
come to know better than ever before:

We must mend “what has been torn apart,
make justice imaginable again—give happiness
a meaning once more. ... Naturally, it is a
superhuman task. But superhuman is the term for
tasks men take 2 long time to accomplish, that’s
all. Let us know our aims, then, holding fast to the

mind. . . . The first thing is not to despair.?
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