
In a World Where Nothing Is True, 
All Is Perlllitted: 

A Case for Socratic Thinking and 
Moral Education 

Kay Haugaard, an instructor of 
creative writing at Pasadena City 
College, is "shocked" and, as she 
writes, "chilled to the bone" when she 
finds out that in a class of more than 
20 ostensibly intelligent individuals, 
none would take a stand against human 
sacrifice. Teaching from a literary 
anthology, Haugaard had assigned the 
short story "The Lottery," which she 
described as "masterful and stunning," 
well deserving ofits long-held position 
in almost every literary anthology. 

The story opens with a depiction of 
the residents of an American country 
village. It is a brilliant summer 
morning, and people are gathering for 
some kind of annual ritual. The people 
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Abstract 

The authors believe that our 

present culture ascribes to 

positions of epistemological 

and moral relativism. 

This situation has led to a false 

idea of tolerance, so that many 

people refase to take a moral 

stand. Questions of right and 

wrong have been reduced to 

individualistic subjectivism. 

Some teachers have avoided the 

idea of teaching morality in 

the schools because they have 

confused this teaching with 

religious thought. 

The theme of this paper is that 

using the method of Socratic 

dialectic applied to children's 

literature can provide a 

mechanism whereby serious 

dialogue can be generated. 

Moreover, it is through the use 

of dialogue that <me is able to 

pursue rationally truth and 

morality. 

are portrayed as warm, loving, hard
working, and earnest; they pique our 
curiosity by mentioning, but not 
describing, a lottery that is important 
to the crops. We get to know one 
family, the Hutchinsons. The mother, 
Tess, arrives late for the public 
drawing. Her 12-year-old daughter 
talks with friends ; her son, Dave, 
gathers a pile of stones. According to 
the custom, Tess's husband draws a 
ticket for the whole family. Nothing 
prepares the first-time reader for what 
happens next: Everyone, including 4-
year-old Dave, attacks Tess and stones 
her to death. This is a lottery for human 
sacrifice. 

According to Haugaard, "Students 
[in past generations] who had never 
read this story were always absolutely 
stunned by it-as though they 
personally had been struck with the first 
ritual stone. The story always 
impressed the class with the insight that 
the author had intended: the danger of 
just 'going along ' with something 
habitually, without examining its 
rationale and value. This message about 
blind conformity had always spoken to 
my students' sense of right and wrong." 
The best Haugaard was able to get out 
of the present generation, however, was 
that the story was boring until the end 
('"The end was neat . . . kind of Stephen 
King 'neat" '), coupled with the idea 
that the students had been taught not 
to judge other peoples' cultural acts, 
particularly if these acts had worked for 
that culture. No one would condemn 
the act of human sacrifice (Haugaard, 
1997, pp. B4-5). 
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Robert L. Simon, a professor of philosophy at Hamilton 
College, found that his students "accepted the reality of the 
Holocaust, but they believed themselves unable morally to 
condemn it, or indeed to make any moral judgments 
whatsoever" Both Simon (Simon, 1997, p. BS) and Haugaard 
believe that the present generation's inability to make moral 
judgments is a result of having been indoctrinated into 
tolerance for cultural diversity. As Simon points out, ''In an 
increasingly multicultural society, it is not surprising that 
many students believe that criticizing the codes of conduct 
of other groups and cultures is either unwise or prohibited. 
They equate such criticism with intolerance." Simon goes 
on to ask, however, "Whether a decent respect for other 
cultures and practices really requires us to refrain from 
condemning even the worst crimes in human history? Does 
it make moral judgment impossible'!' (Simon, 1997, p. BS). 

Bernier Mayo, Headmaster of St. Johnsbury Academy, 
reported that, "One of the Academy's teachers was 
astounded recently by the inability of his senior Advanced 
Placement class to conclude that Jeffery Dahlmer didn't 
have the right to eat human flesh even if it required his 
killing human beings to get it." According to Mayo, for 
the class to draw the conclusion that murder and 
cannibalism are objectively wrong, the students would have 
to give up the deeply ingrained moral axiom that everybody 
has an absolute right to do anything he wants as long as it 
feels right to him and the corollary that nobody has any 
right to impose any value, no matter how seemingly self
evident, upon anyone else (Mayo, 1998, p. 7). 

According to Simon, contemporary students have 
learned that "Those who make moral judgments are felt to 
be 'absolutists', and, of course, we all know there are no 
absolutes. The idea seems to be that those who assert 
absolutes are dogmatic and intolerant, and that they 
advance simple, inflexible general principles that allow 
no exceptions." Students, therefore, believe that making 
moral judgments means that they are closed to further 
discussion, consequently closed minded. They appear to 
be adrift in a sea of moral and epistemological relativism, 
suffering from what Simon has called "Absolutophobia," 
brought on by cultural and educational indoctrination into 
the idea that all truth and values are relative (Simon 1997, 
p. B6). 

Groping in the Twilight 
of Reason's Eclipse 

How has it come about that the dominant culture has 
adopted the positions of moral and epistemological 
relativism that have led to the disturbing scenarios described 
above? 

John Silber, Chancellor of Boston University, recently 
made the point that "Historians of philosophy have held 
that modern philosophy began with Rene Descartes. It was 
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the reliance in Descartes' search for truth by the natural light 
of reason and principles of sound thinking . .. that marked a 
significant departure from the philosophy of the Middle 
Ages. Descartes reestablished continuity with the Socratic 
approach to philosophy which had been broken by Medieval 
thinkers." Silber believes, however, that it is more accurate 
to hold that Descartes began the Enlightenment, a term 
which describes the general trend of philosophy into the 
last half of the nineteenth century. "It is from about that 
time, I would suggest, that modem philosophy-perhaps 
better described as post-Enlightenment philosophy-began 
to emerge and to gain strength in its opposition to the 
Enlightenment's insistence on the central role of reason and 
rational discourse in philosophy" (Silber, 1998, p. 8). 

Silber asserts that modern philosophy, or post
Enlightenment philosophy, began to emerge alongside 
Enlightenment philosophy with the assault on reason by 
Nietzsche and other irrationalists. Thinkers like Nietzsche 
challenged the basic premises of their nineteenth-century 
Enlightenment heirs. In particular, they repudiated the 
Enlightenment conception of human rationality. Regarding 
reason as sovereign, Descartes, along with Socrates and 
other classical philosophers, had defined human beings by 
their capacity to think critically. Nietzsche and other 
irrationalists repudiated the Enlightenment conception of 
human rationality, stressing instead the irrational and 
internal individualistic will expressed as an emotional 
subjective perspective. 

Nietzsche denied any objective standard and called into 
question not only the central tenets of the Enlightenment, 
but also the very nature of the enterprises in which 
philosophers had been engaged since the pre-Socratics. He 
denied in effect that there was an objective reality to be 
known. "He held that to the extent that knowledge is 
possible, knowledge is perspectival, to be pursued not only 
from varying perspectives, but through a variety of tropes, 
knowledge itself being an expression of art" (Silber, 1998, 
p. 9). For Nietzsche, there exist no absolute standards of 
good and evil, no timeless rational principles, whose truth 
can be demonstrated by reflective reasoning, such as through 
Socratic dialectic, Aristotelian logic, or the self-corrective 
scientific method publicly demonstrating the likeliest 
account of the nature of things. To Nietzsche, nothing is 
true. There are only naked beings living in a chaotic, 
meaningless., and absurd world (Perry, 1992, p. 301 ). 

Another source of relativism emerged in the nineteenth 
century with Karl Marx's substitution of ideology for 
truth. Marx, like Niet<.Sche, held tho.I opinions are 
inherently perspectival, that the knower's itkas are 
derived not from an objective examination of facts and 
rational arguments, but from the perspective or bias of 
his class or his relationship to the means of production. 
Once again objectivit)\ reason and truth are lost leaving 
only competing ideologies. (Silber; 1998, p. JO). 
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In The Republic, Socrates outlined the way in which 
objective knowledge can be obtained through dialogue. 
Socrates insisted that we must show why justice is superior 
to injustice. Socrates believed human beings, limited as 
they are, can come to the most likely account of the truth
that is, to a view of the nature of things that can withstand 
more effectively than any other the counterarguments of 
the best touchstones, persons with wide experience, candor, 
and goodwill (Silber, 1998, p. 10). 

The Socratic process of rational thought would justify 
ethical judgments of right and wrong on the basis of reason 
alone. But those who prefer to grope in the twilight of 
reason's eclipse reject the long, difficult, and humbling 
search for truth. They embrace instead Nietzsche's irrational 
subjectivism or Marxist ideology, and thereby accept as a 
consequence, simplistic relativism (Silber, 1998, p. 10). 

When Plato asked, "What is justice?" he was not 
interested in understanding justice for artisans, or 
rulers. He asked, what is justice for all humankind? 
When he raised epistemological issues, he searched 
for the soundest means by which every man, woman, 
and child, whether rich or poor, of whatever race or 
ethnic group, could approximate the truth (Silber, 
1998, p. 10). 

It is simplistic relativism, combined with 
intellectual laziness, that has permeated our society, 
including our educational institutions, leading to a 
situation where all questions of truth and morality are 
reduced to opinion. Given this epistemological 
climate, in which the existence of truth is denied, all 
foundations to moral decision making are removed. 
In a culture where nothing is true, all is permitted. 

Allen Bloom, agreeing with Silbur's position on 
relativism, said "There is one thing a professor can 
be absolutely certain of: almost every student entering 
university believes ... that truth is relative" (Bloom, 
1990, p. 25). James W. Sire, in The Universe Next 
Door, looked back to both Nietzsche and Marx as the 
foundations to Michel Foucault and the development 
of the Postmodernist movement, the ultimate 
relativistic position that now permeates our culture 
(Sire, 1997, p. 174). James D. Hunter, in Cultural 
Wars, quotes Arthur Schlesinger as having said, "The 
American Mind is . . . irreverent, pluralistic and 
relativistic; Relativism is the American Way" (Hunter, 
1991,p.113). 

For decades now some American educators have 
abandoned the responsibility to teach moral values to 
our younger citizens. It has become almost axiomatic 
among these American teachers that schools should not 

36 

be in the business of moral instruction. Hence, teachers 
should stay clear of anything that resembles teaching 
values. These teachers are quick to assume that 
anything that smacks of moral ideas is somehow 
religious and therefore an intrusion upon the separation 
of church and state (Mayo, 1998, p. 7). It is our 
contention, however, that moral thinking could be 
related to the act of reason through the Socratic 
dialectic. If moral issues are not directly engaged by 
teachers, then what they are silently teaching is that 
morality is relative. If engaged from a Socratic point 
of view, the lesson taught is wholly different and 
teaching becomes a positive moral activity. 

Thomas Lickona (1991) sums up the case for conscious 
moral education as follows: 

1. There is a clear and urgent need for moral education 
because young people are increasingly hurting 
themselves and others ... and are in need of moral 
and spiritual renewal. 

2. Transmitting values is and always has been the work 
of civilization. A society needs values education 
both to survive and thrive ... Historically, three social 
institutions have shared the work for moral 
education: the school, the home and the church. 

3. The school's role as moral educator becomes even 
more vital at a time when millions of children get 
little moral teaching from their parents and when 
value-centered differences such as the church or 
temple are absolutely absent from their lives. 

4. There is a common ethical ground even in our 
value-conflicted society ... Despite the diversity, we 
can identify basic, shared values that allow us to 
engage in public moral education ... 

5. Democracies have a special need for moral 
education, because democracy is government by 
the people themselves ... The people must care about 
the rights of others and the common good. 

6. The great questions facing both the individual 
person and the human race are moral questions ... For 
example: How should I live my life? 

7. There is a broad based, growing support for values 
education in the schools from the federal 
government, statehouses, and countless surveys. 

8. Values education is a doable job .. .it can be done 
within the school day. (Lickona, 1991, pp. 20-22) 
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Literature as a Means of 
Moral Education 

It is clear that the public school influences the moral 
development of its students. This being the case, it is 
important that teachers think about ways in which they 
can positively shape the moral lives of their students. One 
of the ways a teacher can promote the development of good 
values is by sharing literature with students (Coles, 1989; 
Bennett, 1993; Kilpatrick et al., 1994). 

We would recommend the statement of basic values 
found in the " Policy Statement on Character and 
Citizenship Education" for the State of New Hampshire 
(1988) as a fair representative of good values and as aguide 
for teaching values in the school. Stories serve as a means 
of ' 'moral inspiration." Although this is the case, teachers 
must bear in mind that reading books including moral 
values is not enough. Coles (1997) tells us that prompting 
members of the class to stop and consider the moral issues 
of stories should be one of the teacher's top priorities. To 
really have an effect upon the moral lives of students, 
teachers must take the opportunity to allow their students 
to actively seek and interpret the moral messages in all 
stories. Coles ( 1997) stated: 

Moreover, what they have heard read to them, what 
they have learned to read both at home and school, 
has only encouraged them to 
wonder more about ethical 
issues. Cinderella, Robin Hood. 
David and Goliath. Jack (of the 
Beanstalk), Goldilocks, the Pied 
Piper of Hamelin, Little Red 
Riding Hood, and those dogs 
and bunny rabbits, cats and 
chickens and frogs whom, 
anthropomorphically, various 
storytellers have handed over to 
the young listeners and 
re<Ukrs-all of them struggle for 
the good, contend with the bad, 
amid their adventures, the times 
of danger and peril that confront 
them. (Coles, 1997, pp. 18-19) 

To ta1ce advantage of the moral influences stories can 
have on students, teachers must dedicate sufficient time 
and opponunity to thoughtful discussion and reflection of 
the story. Let us turn now to an example of a story one 
might use in one's classroom and the types of questions 
and dialogue that might ensue at the conclusion of the story. 

In The Moral /n1eUigence of Children, Robcn Coles 
reminds us of the story by Leo Tolstoy enatlcd. The Old 
Grandfather and the Grandson, in an attempt to help 
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teachers understand the power of the story to help students 
reflect on what it means to be a good person. We will use 
this story to illustrate the types of questions and dialogue 
that could occur after a story such as this is shared with a 
group of students. The story goes as follows: 

The grandfather had become very old. His legs 
wouldn't go, his eyes did not see, his ears didn't hear, 
he had no teeth. And when he ate, the food dripped 
from his mouth. 

The son and daughter-in-law stopped sening a 
place for him at the table and gave him supper in back 
of the stove. Once they brought dinner down to him in 
a cup. The old man wanted to move the cup, and 
dropped and broke it. The daughter-in-law began to 
grumble at the old man for spoiling everything in the 
house and breaking the cups and said that she would 
now give him dinner in a dishpan. The old man only 
sighed and said nothing. 

Once the husband and wife wel'I! staying at home 
watching their small son playing on the floor with some 
wooden planks: he was building something. The father 
asked: "What is that you are doing, Misha?" And 
Misha said, "Dear Father. I am making a dishpan. So 
that when you and dear Mother become old, you may 
be fed from this dishpan. " 

The husband and wife looked at one another and 
began to weep. They became ashamed of offending 
the old man, andfrom then on seated him at the table 

and waited on him. (Coles, 
1997, pp. 10-11) 

This is but one of the many 
stories we can share with 
students of various ages. Its 
power lies in its ability to cause 
the reader to pause for a moment 
and reflect upon moral issues. 
Once a story such as this has 
been shared with a group of 
students the teacher should 
"invite and sustain children's 
talk and responsc ... as they carry 
out their deepest human urgings: 
to connect wtth others, to 
understand their world, and to 

reveal themselves in it" 

(Lindfors, 1990). One of the ways in which the teacher 
can help do this is through the Socratic Dialogue. 
According to Perkins ( 1992), m typical Socratic teaching 
the teacher urges exploration of the issue. "What do you 
think? What positions could one take? What definitions 
do we need? The Socratic teacher acts as a guide to the 
conversation, helping as the paradoxes vex too much and 
offering counter examples" (p. 56). 

Examples of questions that the teacher might asl arc: 

37 



Ia a World When S«biD« Is Tnie, AD Is Penaitted: A C-for Socratic TlliDldng and Moral Education 

What happened in the story? Why did this happen? How I may provide the opportunity for students "to learn important 
did this make the characters feel? How lesson s from the stories of their peers' 
did this make you feel? What did this lessons that may not be learned in any 
remind you of in your own life? Did It is our hope that other way" (Tappan & Brown. 1989, p. 
you learn something from reading this 196). Moreover, the authors suggest that 

;:_' .~ tory<> Could the paren ts have acted this article wil/ help " individ uals develop morally by 
differently after they heard why Misha authoring their own moral stories and 
was building the dishpan? How would teachers become by learning the moral lessons in the 

you define empathy? When in your life aware of" the stories they tell about thei r o wn 
have you been empathetic or has ~ experiences" (p. 184). Thus, storytelling 

someone shown empathy towards you imnortance of and guided personal narrative, when 
or someone you cared for? What are r combined. can provide a powerful and 

words you might USC to describe the understanding meaningful moral experience for 
feelings of each of the characters in this children. 

story? philosoplzy, the In order for the teacher to help 
A follow-up activity to the students develop a deeper 

discussion of the Tolstoy story might teacher's role as a understanding of the story and its moral 
mclude asking students to write or tell implications, it is imperative that the 
about an expcnence wherein they moral educator, and teacher has read the story carefully, has 

experienced a conflict and had to make ific ha taken the time to write an outline or 
a difficult choice or decision, such as the spect ways t t script that Hsts the questions he or she 

one made by the young boy's parents in teachers can affect will ask. and has also anticipated what 
the story. However, this story docs not the students' responses may be so that 

allow the reader to witness the process positively not only the dialogue will be both morally 
by which the parents arrived at this stimu lating and challenging. 
action. This is where the oral and/or students' T he Instit ute for the S tudy of 
written cons truction of personal Philosophy for Children, at Montclair 
narrative may be helpful. For instance, intellectual lives, State University in New Jersey, has 
with a group of children the teacher may, used literature as the vehicle to teach 
after reading the Tolstoy story, ask the but just as rational thought and moral decision 

students to recall a situation when each • / h making in schools. This approach has 
of them experienced a similar conflict. zmportant.y, t eir been used in New Jersey, New York, 

Once the students had ample time to moral fives. Then and Texas. For a basic introduction to 
think about it the teacher could ask the the area of philosophy and children, 
students to think about and respond to perhaps children see Matthew Lipham and Ann M. 
the following questions: Sharp, Growing Up with Philosophy , 

What ~·as the situation? What was the 
conflict for you in that situation? Why 
was it a conflict? In thinking aboUl 
what to do, what did you con.sider? 
Why? Anything else you considered? 
Did you thinlc it w·as the right thing to 
do ' Why or why not? What was at 
stalu in this dilemma? What was at 
slaU for others? Whal does morality 
mean to you? What malcLs something 
a moral prob/on f or )'OU? (Tappan & 
Brown, 1989, p. 195) 

will come to 1978. 

understand that 
It is important to remember that a 

teacher cannot be all things to all people. 

h However, the moral and intellectual are, 
trut and morality and ought to be, fused in teaching. Thus 

are not we should remember that "The ethical 
self does not live partitioned off from 

simplistically the rest of the person" (Noddings. 1984, 
p. 100). It is our hope that this article 

relative, but will help teachers become aware of the 
importance of understanding 

outcomes of philosophy, the teacher's role as a moral 
educator, and specific ways that teachers 

sustained rational can affect po itivcly not only students' 
The teacher and s tudent's peers intcllcctuallivcs,butjustasimportantly, 

compri~ the audience for these stories. and critical their moral lives. Then perhaps children 

The responses to these stories may be h · k will come to understand that truth and 
either oral or written. and in some cases t. tn ing. morality are not simplistically relative, 
the storie may serve as a means o f '-------~-------J but outcomes of sustained rational and 
developing video productions, skits, or plays. These stories j critical thinking. 
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