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Research Skills in Philosophy

Assessment 1 - (40%) 2000 Word Literature review and dissertation plan.


1.	Initial title  
[bookmark: _Hlk496517619]Projecting ignorance into the future – is the failure to thoroughly revise certain foundational beliefs in education, fuelling and maintaining a culture of ‘wilful blindness’[footnoteRef:1] in society? [1:  Margaret Heffernan, Why we ignore the obvious at our peril, The NS Essay, New Statesman, (8 August, 2011).] 

2.	Abstract 
The definition of wilful blindness I have in mind is the following one used by Margaret Heffernan: 
		If there is knowledge that you could have had and should have had but chose 		not to have, you are still responsible.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Ibid.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk496865097]Wilful blindness is unlikely to appear on anybody’s list of virtues, yet I will argue that it is a vital element in the maintenance of certain prominent epistemic pillars of society that have long stood on inadequate foundations. 							Under scrutiny it becomes clear that the education of our children remains obstructively contaminated with foundational beliefs that are in radical need of revision. This can lead to the very sort of manufactured resistance that prevents us from addressing problems in the world, such as gender inequality or mitigating against catastrophic environmental damage. 										I have chosen as my particular focus, the everyday custom of eating animals for food. Despite some very strong arguments which cast into doubt the epistemic and moral foundations of this practice, animal flesh remains a staple food of choice throughout the world. I will investigate whether it is valid to claim that, at least in the west, our wilful blindness to such epistemology and moral arguments and our failure to empower children to make honestly informed choices in this regard, neglects our responsibilities towards our children and others including future people and non-human animals.
3.	Philosophical context.
The importance of teaching and encouraging critical thinking, autonomy and open-mindedness is widely recognised in liberal democracies as a paradigm of education. Conversely, concepts like indoctrination and closed-mindedness are frowned upon. Of course, systems of knowledge and belief need some foundations if they are to be justified as providing a platform from which to educate children too young to yet think for themselves. Inevitably therefore, a balance needs to be struck between beliefs and values which should remain open to revision and those which should not. For example, scientific beliefs will sometimes become obsolete through new findings and revisions in this respect should be seen as part of the spirit of teaching the subject. On the other hand, there are some beliefs which, in the west at least, are considered beyond challenge such as the prohibition of child pornography or female genital mutilation. 							How such lines are drawn spills over into a separate debate, perhaps one that would include the controversial practice of ‘no platforming’[footnoteRef:3]. Whilst it would be beyond the limitations of this work to fully engage in this debate, I will however explore the possibility that it might be one reason for taking our lead from the ethics of care.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Lucas North, Guo Sheng Liu, Josh Salisbury, David Troy, Clare Patterson, Do 'no platform' policies threaten free speech at uni? Students share their views, The Guardian, Student politics (26 Oct, 2017) (https://www.theguardian.com/education/2017/oct/26/do-no-platform-policies-threaten-free-speech-at-uni-students-share-their-views) ]  [4:  Michael Slote, Caring, Empathy, and Moral Education in, Harvey Siegel, (ed), The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Education, (Oxford Handbooks Online, 2010), pp.213-214.] 

Shaping the morality of children has seen the rise of ‘Character education’[footnoteRef:5] in the USA with a central emphasis upon individual virtues. There are signs that character education is also becoming popular in the UK.[footnoteRef:6] It is argued however that this fails to take into consideration the fact that virtues are not stable or universal but a product of the societies we live in.[footnoteRef:7] Moral teaching then becomes a ‘subterfuge’[footnoteRef:8] for teaching the preferred morality of those in power. As Tianlong Yu notes:  [5:   Tianlong Yu, In the name of morality: character education and political control, (New York: P. Lang, 2004), p.1.]  [6:  Fiona Millar, A nod towards ‘character education’ is welcome – just don’t start measuring it, The Guardian (Tuesday 10 March, 2015) (https://www.theguardian.com/education/2015/mar/10/character-education-schools).  ]  [7:  Tianlong Yu, In the name of morality: character education and political control, (New York: P. Lang, 2004),
p.2.]  [8:  Ibid.] 

		In so many schools character education is nothing more than behavioral 			training to maintain an orderly environment, one that directs students to 			obediently accomplish tasks imposed upon them by governmental officials, 		large-scale corporations, and other dominant social groups.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Ibid, pp.3-4.] 

If we are sympathetic to this view then it also implies there is little room for difference outside the societal ideal. Difference instead falls prey to stereotyping individuals or groups of people and defining them ‘in relation to, and, to varying degrees, as inferior to,’[footnoteRef:10] these ideals. Those considered morally inferior are blamed for societal problems through character flaws and their own ‘personal moral decay’[footnoteRef:11], deflecting attention away from the ‘profound social, cultural, and political roots’[footnoteRef:12] of such problems. Tianlong Yu suggests that morality based on virtues needs contextual references.[footnoteRef:13] Whilst this strikes chords with certain feminist approaches towards dominant or ‘oppressive conceptual frameworks’[footnoteRef:14], it will be important to see how far the appeal for such a contextual approach can remain lucid yet avoid the pitfalls of moral relativism.								What certainly does remain lucid however, is that dominant conceptual frameworks can lead towards the sort of wilful ignorance associated with stereotypical divisions and a disconnect between what is taught at school and the actual norms of society. A recent BBC programme demonstrated how attempts to teach a foundation of gender equality in schools is undermined by such stereotypes in society, particularly when these stereotypes are backed up in the personal attitudes of the teachers themselves when they neglect to apply critical thinking to their own practice.									In respect of my focus on animals, children are taught to be kind to animals, to look after their own health and to look after the environment and to treat other people throughout the world as equals.[footnoteRef:15] Yet they will traipse off to the canteen for lunch to be faced with a variety of meat options unaware of the hidden health risks, the damage meat production does to the environment, or the way it influences world poverty. The meat products are also served in such a way as to desensitise children to the moral dilemmas posed by the fact that these were once living creatures. The likes of joyful looking cows and chickens on labels helps to do a similar job and keep under wraps the cruelty involved in factory farming.[footnoteRef:16]		What I intend to examine therefore is the laying of certain foundations which seem to be more about conformity and preserving an increasingly questionable conceptual framework. By the time children have reached the point where they might begin to question the coherence of certain practices, they too have become part of what might be called the preservation alliance. The uncomfortable truths that begin to emerge, threaten to destabilise a whole lifestyle so that it becomes the norm to turn a blind eye. Moved by the work of Leon Festinger on ‘cognitive dissonance’[footnoteRef:17], Suzanne Rice concludes: [10:  Nancy Daukas, Epistemic Trust and Social Isolation, Episteme (2006) 3(1–2), p.114.]  [11:  Tianlong Yu, In the name of morality: character education and political control, (New York: P. Lang, 2004),
 p.1.]  [12:  Ibid.]  [13:  Ibid, p.5.]  [14:  Karen J. Warren, The Power and the Promise of Ecofeminism, Revisited, in Michael E. Zimmerman et al, Environmental Philosophy – From Animal Rights to Radical Ecology, Fourth Edition, (New Jersey; Worldwide: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2005), p.255.]  [15:  Welsh Assembly Government - Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills, Knowledge and Understanding of the World, 3-7 Foundation Phase (http://gov.wales/topics/educationandskills/foundation-phase/?skip=1&lang=en)]  [16:  Suzanne Rice, Three Educational Problems: The Case of Eating Animals, Journal of Thought, Summer 2013, Vol.48(2), p114.]  [17:  Leon Festinger, A theory of cognitive dissonance, (Stanford, Cal: Stanford University Press, 1962).] 

		In a state of willful ignorance we avoid or reject evidence that contradicts 			existing attitudes and beliefs, thereby maintaining a relative state of cognitive 		consonance or harmony.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Suzanne Rice, Three Educational Problems: The Case of Eating Animals, Journal of Thought, Summer 2013, Vol.48(2), p.115,] 

4.	Focus of research 
I aim to challenge wilful blindness as a damaging trait in society especially where moral responsibilities have been openly acknowledged in the declaration to encourage critical thinking, open-mindedness and autonomy in our children.[footnoteRef:19]   [19:  Welsh Assembly Government - Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills, Knowledge and Understanding of the World, 3-7 Foundation Phase (http://gov.wales/topics/educationandskills/foundation-phase/?skip=1&lang=en), p.4.  ] 

I will attempt to expose the limiting constraints we place on addressing some of the malignancies of humanity through our ‘blinkered epistemic confidence’[footnoteRef:20] and wilful blindness. [20:  Nancy Daukas, Epistemic Trust and Social Isolation, Episteme (2006) 3(1–2), p.114] 

This might highlight the need for strengthening or developing mechanisms for the review and honest critical appraisal of societal institutions and thereby to avoid social engineering by default and the sustenance of indefensible behaviours. 
5.	Significance of project 
I hope to raise awareness of opportunities we are missing to add value to our children’s education. Opportunities to teach autonomy of thought to our children and empower them as leaders with the aim of maximising the potential for benign human development rather than simply paying lip service to addressing some of the greatest problems the world faces. 


6.	Annotated Bibliography 
To ensure I have adequate foundations for my thesis it will be necessary to identify an eclectic range of resources under a number of headings. 
6.1 Epistemic and Moral Foundations.
Initially it will be important to provide a clear explanation of the term, foundational beliefs. This needs to reflect adequate insight into epistemology and my starting point here will be, Epistemology - Robert Audi. 
Of course, it will also be important to provide some purchase on the ideas that shape our notions of morality, namely the virtuous sense (Aristotle, Ethics and perhaps some of the differences from Plato), the deontic sense (Kant, The Metaphysics of Morals) and the utilitarian sense (J.S. Mill, Utilitarianism).  In addition, and in particular respect of my later focus on the moral consideration of non-human animals, I shall also include the ethics of care as shaped by Feminist ideology (Carol Gilligan, In A Different Voice). The Feminist voice will also return under my headings below but here I will add Mill’s, Subjection of Women for an early challenge against the influence of ‘selfish propensities’[footnoteRef:21] as driven by male supremacy.											Such normative positions have already been applied to situations relevant to my focus and therefore some secondary sources might include works by: Peter Singer - utilitarianism; Onora O’Neill - deontology; Lori Gruen and Karen Warren – ethics of care and feminism; and Marcia Homiak – virtues.  [21:  John Stuart Mill, The Subjection of Women, (London: Longmans, 1878), p.153. ] 

For my initial discussions of what is meant by Weakness of Will and Wilful Blindness I will start respectively with Sarah Stroud and Margaret Heffernan. 
For an insight into Moral Psychology I will turn initially to an essay of the same name by R. Jay Wallace, 
6.2 Philosophy of Education.
[bookmark: Slote]My reading on Philosophy of Education has found a valuable start in The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Education, edited by Harvey Siegel. Here a variety of writers look at concepts as wide ranging as Indoctrination - Eamonn Callan and Dylan Arena; Caring, Empathy, and Moral Education - Michael Slote; Educating for Individual Freedom and Democratic Citizenship: In Unity and Diversity There Is Strength - Amy Gutmann; Mapping Multicultural Education - Meira Levinson; Prejudice - Lawrence Blum; Educational Authority and the Interests of Children - Rob Reich; and a pivotal piece, The Epistemic Aims of Education - Emily Robertson.								This has led to references to other valuable works including: Epistemic Trust and Social Location – Nancy Daukas; and Working Together across Difference: Some Considerations on Emotions and Political Practice - Uma Narayan.
Thoughts on indoctrination have turned up interesting sources from Tianlong. Yu, In the name of morality: character education and political control; and Dr Charlene Tan, Indoctrination, Imagination and Moral Education which approaches the issue of indoctrination from a different angle. Other articles in this regard which I am yet to lay my hands on but which have been referenced in other sources and I believe could be helpful include: The Schools and Indoctrination - Rodger Beehler; Religious ‘Doctrines’ and the Closure of Minds – M. Leahy and R.S. Laura; and Indoctrination and Rationality – A. Neiman.												I have also looked a little wider than education in this respect and found an insightful essay from Rush Rhees, Social Engineering, in a book edited by Rodger Beehler and Alan R. Drengson, The Philosophy Of Society, which I expect to refer to for additional insight into the rootedness of beliefs and behaviours in society.							In relation to the teaching of foundational beliefs that are considered beyond challenge I have so far identified:  Taboo Topics: Cultural Restraint on Teaching Social Issues - Ronald W. Evans, Patricia G. Avery, and Patricia Velde Pederson; Silencing the Powerful - Jodie Ginsberg; and Making Feminist Sense of No-platforming - Theresa O’Keefe.	Closely linked to the subject of Indoctrination as noted under heading, 3. Philosophical context, are some views on the subject of Character Education which will raise the issue of moral relativism. A good background on this subject can be found in The Challenge of Cultural Relativism – James Rachels.
Of the titles emerging through a library search on the philosophy of education, I was particularly drawn to one by Graham Haydon, Education, Philosophy and the Ethical Environment, which might complement The Philosophy of Society above and ensure my focus returns to the arena of education. 
6.3 Education and the treatment of animals.
I hope that my reading under the two above headings will lay the groundwork for discussing within an educational context my focus upon human treatment of animals. Whilst there will be insufficient space in this work to provide a comprehensive analysis of the arguments for and against taking a far more inclusive approach towards animals and morality, some insight will be important. I expect this to come from approaches such as those offered by authors including: Goodpaster: Regan; Singer; Scruton; Telfer; Gruen; Adams; Donovan; Safran Foer; and Loughnan, Bastian and Haslam. 
Challenging positions on the arbitrariness of human supremacy can be found in: Against the Inevitability of Human Chauvinism – R. and V. Routley; On Being Morally Considerable – K. Goodpaster; and The Ethics of Respect for Nature – Paul Taylor.
For insight into epistemic reasons against taking for granted the eating of animals, including the contribution to environmental problems and world poverty, I will refer initially to World Hunger and Morality – William Aiken & Hugh LaFollette, (eds): and Eating Animals – Jonathan Safran Foer.
Suzanne Rice provides a hugely insightful account of the issue of education and eating animals in which she also refers to works including: A theory of cognitive dissonance - Leon Festinger; Talks To Teachers On Psychology And To Students On Some Of Life's Ideals - William James; and The Religious Aspect of Philosophy - Josiah Royce.
I will also refer to the Welsh School Curriculum and identify areas where the absence of such formative teaching on the realities of human treatment of animals appears to be in conflict with its own aims.
===========================
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