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 I was reading an issue of the Phi Delta Kappan recently and it struck me as odd that a majority of the issue was centered on patriotism and what it means to educate a person in citizenship within a democracy. According to the interpretation, citizenship can be a widely varying definition.
The conservative-traditionalist viewpoint would have people believe that citizenship is a regimented love of country that promotes discipline and respect for national values.  However, without even considering the post 9/11 political world, history has shown us that such mindless bandwagon nationalism has caused some of the worst atrocities known to date.  I have honestly given it some thought and the only benefit to this style of thinking is that it is incredibly effective at attracting followers, if that could be called a benefit.  Teachers that are concerned about the welfare of democratic ideals in this country would recognize the dangers that this approach brings to the table – xenophobia, intolerance, and irrational foundations for decisions.
Who hasn’t heard, “if you don’t like it, then leave!”  From a logical standpoint, this is incredibly ignorant thinking, seeing that throughout the history of the United States, the people we revere are the ones who did not walk away from something that bothered them.  Can you imagine Patrick Henry saying; “Please give us liberty?” as opposed to, “Give me liberty or give me death!”  In the context of America, patriotism is strongly linked to dissent on how the country is being run but there have been blips in history where that hasn’t been true.  The three instances that come to mind are the Spanish-American War, the Bombing of Pearl Harbor, and 9/11.  Each instance has the occurrence that there is a perceived attack on the US by some foreign power.  The resulting outrage rapidly transforms into sweeping nationalism as seen by the hasty mobilization in World War II, American culture itself was transformed overnight into an all-out effort to beat back the forces of imperialism and oppression.  Yet the part most often left out is that America was an imperial power at the time and would soon resort to draconian measures in the name of public safety.   The Japanese-American internment and postwar anti-communism that is terribly irresponsible of a country that claims to hold democratic principles.
As teachers we are trained to try an provide as diverse and balanced a viewpoint as is practically possible, however it is hard to be impartial when covering a topic such as the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) that Senator Eugene McCarthy supported during the 1950s.  If ever there was a perfect example of a nation betraying the principles it stood for, this democratic blasphemy qualifies.  What could possibly be more undemocratic than a government run witch hunt for anyone considered politically ‘dangerous’ or to be more accurate, politically ‘undesirable’?  Did the media of the day expose this as a betrayal?  Sadly, no…it made for good coverage and by not dissenting, they were able to increase the circulation to subscribers.  Unfortunately, this is the paradox within which democracy has a loophole; we only receive the type of leadership that we deserve and if a poorly educated and misled public continues to elect a leadership of such unethical standards, then corruption of democratic ideal is inevitable.
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So after that brief history lesson on the conservative position on citizenship, what can we possibly do to prevent such abuses of power in the future?  The answer is deceptively simple – educate the people.
I find myself chuckling on the inside at saying that…because as simple as an answer as it is; the practical reality is a much more complex and darker picture.


