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// Afterward to the Chinese Edition

I am happy this book will now get a Chinese audience, and
grateful that the East China Normal University Press has honored
it with a translation. I have had a number of careers: journalist,
historian of education,. activist, teacher educator, and poet. All
sides of my work except the poetry are well represented in this vol-
ume. [For a collection of poems, readers can go to Brace’s Cove
(New Issues Poetry, 2000)]. This is a very personal book that
represents a lifetime of activism and school reform in pursuit of the
idea of democracy in education. Some essays I wrote as a journalist
in the 1960’s and 1970’s, when I was an editor of the New Republic
magazine, The most recent essays reflect my work in teacher edu-
cation at Michigan State University, where I have long been a pro-
fessor and faculty leader of one teacher education program. .
(MSU'’s teacher education program is commonly ranked number
one in the US, ) Here at MSU I meet many Chinese friends and
teach superb Chinese graduate students. This volume also has es-
says on such topics as John Dewey and Rousseau, urban schools,
Civil Rights, and portraits of teachers whose work and writing I
admire,

The capable editors of this book are my daughters, Liza Feath-

erstone, a journalist who is a contributing editor to the Nation mag-



azine, and Caitlin Featherstone, who has been a teacher at a pre-
school in New York City. All three of us are critical of mainstream
US education and politics today; we wanted to remind audiences in
the US (and in the rest of the world) that there is a rich tradition
of democratic thought and practice that can prove useful to us as we
create new and better classrooms and schools for the children of a
_new millennium. The ideas in this book are part of a lively debate
in the US between progressives and democrats, on one side, and
traditionalists and conservatives on the other. (For one critical con-
servative view, see Diane Ravitch’s book, Left Back. )

This is an awkward moment for any citizen of the US to be
preaching democracy. President George W. Bush has attempted to
create democracy by force in Iraq; he is no friend of democratic re-
form at home; his administration has shown little interest in the
role schools might play in creating democracy.

It may be an awkward momlent, too, for any citizen of the
world to dare sing the praises of democratic schooling. The domi-
nant voices in most countries now usually spe‘ak of schools in terms
of economic development, and utgeieducation to become a better
servant of the global zing economy. Democracy is not talked about
very much. The thinkers and practitioners represented in this vol-
ume would each recognize the emergency today: they would under-
stand that our world will remain in crisis until the basic economic
needs of the poor and hungry are met. They would also understand
that the old era of Western empire and dominance is over, that the
full development of all nations is essential; and that nornatioﬁ’s
path to economic sufficiency will be the same. Everywhere, it is
safe to say, schools will play an essential role in economic develop-
ment and growth. Their role in furthering the development of

women is already widely understood. But the tradition this book




speaks for has always been critical of narrow economic conceptions
of education, It demands more from schools, and so do 1. Democ-
racy in education should be a far more pressing issue than the econ-
omists and planners and the experts at the World Bank would like
to admit. The great US radical, the African-American educator,
W. E. B. Dubois always insisted that the three goals of a balanced
democratic education are “work, culture, and liberty. ” He wanted
to educate not just workers, but citizens and activists. He urged
this at a time when the economic situation of African-Americans
was desperate, and often defined by white racism. DuBois saw that
democratic economic development would require real participation
in political power and an education much more rich and complex
and complete than an education in the few skills demanded by the
current job market. DuBois, like so many of the thinkers and
teachers described in this book, wanted to give workers the kind of
education the elites and the rich traditionally receive. Rightly
schooled, workers would be prepared to work well and capably,
but also to act as complete men and women, able to become imag-
iners and shapers of a better future. This rich, complex vision-
which schools exist to teach democratic participation in work, cul-
ture, and politics-is at the heart of this book.

The democratic vision of education I describe is not a US in-
vention. Americans do not own these ideas, though some US
schools today offer valuable examples of democratic practice. I
write about a few in this book. (See also Mike Rose’s Possible
Lives, for a snapshot of current democratic practice around the
US. ) Democratic ideas are now part of a worldwide dialogue on our
children and the future of our schools. China is surely already writ-
ing its own chapters in the long, continuing story of democracy and

education. In 1919, another hero of my book, the great US philos-




opher and teacher, John Dewey, visited China. He was so im-
pressed he stayed for two years. With alil its ancient history, China
looked young and fresh to Dewey; he loved the people, and he
prophesied a great future for them. His daughter, Jane, wrote that
China was the country nearest Dewey’s heart after his own. Dewey
warned the Chinese not to copy foreign models uncritically; he
foresaw a new culture in China that integrated the best of the old
traditions with what the Chinese found best in modernity; he hoped
that the democratic, progressive ideas he stood for would be able to
play a role in shaping a distinctive and democratic Chinese educa-
tion that would be, in Abraham Lincoln’s famous, wonderful
words, “of the people, by the people, and for the people. ” My
daughters and I share that wish for China today.

Joseph Featherstone

Michigan State University, August 2004
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