Intersecting history, moral philosophy, education and equality
“People back then…they must not have been very nice. Now, you can have all kinds of friends in a group of people…and they are ALL your friends…and they are all the same. We should all be nice to each other, always”

I am a historian by academic training. I have had the privilege to work with some of the finest Canadian historians in the field today, directly – principally Dr. Dimitry Anastakis, Dr. Viv Nelles, Dr. Nancy Christie, and Dr. Michael Gauvreau. Of those, three have won the McDonald Prize for Canadian history – the “Best Picture” Oscar of Canadian history – and the fourth is well on his way.  My fine academic training has been enhanced by a specialized philosophy degree which emphasized applied ethics – ethics being the art of trying to determine and make sense of the value of human behavior. I am by nature hyper critical, make nuance and subtlety a matter of course, and refuse to give in to the tendency to see things in a reductionist or too-simple frame.


These two elements of my intellectual training and background – historian and moral philosopher – are more deeply at odds then one may initially suspect. I would venture to say that as a first principle of approaching the development of historical understanding, we must be aware of two things; the first is historical context, and the second is what I would call the relative context of power. What I mean by the latter is this: When we attempt to historicize an event, era, term, idea, development, trajectory, or figure(s), we should attempt to do so by way of a 3-dimensional projection - a mental-historical image map - with the points of space in our mental image as vertices of power. In other words – as a historian, we have to be sensitive to the who and what of our historical projections – what character are we taking on when we try to image a particular historical element, and what does that character have to consider with respect to power and its relationships?


When we conceptualize the past as historians, we attempt most seriously to avoid historical determinism, relativism, and to avoid filling in the blanks of what we don’t know with assumption, convention or badly chosen guesses. We try to develop what I would call historical awareness or judgement – best guesses, to be sure – but naturally a best guess is preferable to no guess or a bad guess. We take the care we do with the past because we want to avoid conflating it, misusing it, politicizing it, or worse – comparing it to the present.


However – and this is as careful a however as I will perhaps ever wager – there are moments where the historian in me is overcome by the ethicist in me. My conception of moral philosophy has many anchors, but only one is relevant here – the notion that we ought to dismiss the argument in justification of an action or set of actions of cultural relativism. In simple form: we should not allow or disallow an act, or set of acts, or culture of acts, simply because of a particular temporal or cultural setting. This is deeply controversial, of course – but my view of ethics, when reduced, would suggest that it is wrong to (for example) cut off the arms of children because we think it is a fun thing to do, a priori, without regard for the cultural setting or cultural justification. Expressed as a universal; a morally wrong act is going to be morally wrong regardless of it’s particular cultural scenario, or, culture cannot excuse moral transgression. Note what I am not saying here; wrong isn’t necessarily always wrong. I am simply saying culture (and, by extension, time) is not a suitable justification for wrong.


Now – these two views do not go well together. The historian in me says, ‘hey, John – you can’t judge one historical context against another, or how people acted or what they seemed to be believe in Period X against Period Y’. The moral philosopher, however, says, ‘Whoa. Hang on a second. Of course we can compare different contexts – at least roughly – and make determinations about how the people in those contexts were acting, and say something about what we think about those contexts. If we can’t do that – well – how on Earth can we claim that Nazism isn’t ok, or that Aparthied wasn’t ok, or that torturing people to get them to confess to crimes they didn’t commit wasn’t ok?”

There is a sensitive middle ground here, of course. But the philosophical problem remains; how do we retain as historically neutral a stance as possible when judging the past when confronted with the oh-so-obvious moral peril’s of doing so? Perhaps it is the job of the historian to investigate and the moral philosopher to weigh and judge; a fine compromise. 


The quote which leads this piece off is deliberately unattributed. However, if you have read this far, so too will you be rewarded: The quote which frames this discussion was a remark made to me by a wonderful grade 6 student in the classroom where I am currently learning to become a teacher. The student had asked me – point blank – what the word “Negro” meant, as we had been watching the film “Hairspray”. As I attempted to explain the term, this lovely student did as children do – they let their curiosity move on the next question, which was basically, ‘why are the Black dancers and the White dancers not dancing together?’ I informed this student that, in the United States until 1965 (and of course later but for official purposes) it was very uncommon for Black and White people to “mix” together – to go to work, school, or even restaurants together. Be calm; I understand there were major regions of the country where segregation was much more uneven, and where race relations were much better or much worse. I made sure the student understood this. But they were nonetheless shocked that such a thing as “segregation” could exist, and that our world could have ever been such a mean and ugly place as to allow such awful stuff. The student then hit me with that remarkable reflection; remarkable only for it’s ordinariness.  This student was unencumbered by deep considerations of historicity and moral philosophy; it just wasn’t ok that things were that way, and it was a better world now that things were not so. I have written at length about the loss of moral clarity in modern society; but here was a perfectly coherent, morally clear, coherent view of the world that could only have come from a process of socialization that had equality at it’s root. Black kids, white kids, yellow kids, girls, boys, whatever – we are all friends, and we are all basically nice to each other, and that’s that. 

Ladies and gentlemen – I know the world isn’t like that. We aren’t all super nice to each other. Kids aren’t dancing and singing and holding hands all the time. Racism is still alive, and the world still has some sharp edges – just ask President Obama, who is subjected to the most outrageous racist critiques on blogs every day, and frequently enough on that disgrace of an channel known as FOX News. Or ask former President Bush, who was subjected to equally outrageous racialized critiques on a daily basis. 


And yet; something perceptible has happened. Something is in the air – I believe deeply that we are raising a generation of children will go further than any previous generation in not tolerating the kind of crap that so many people have had to tolerate for so long – discrimination based on how you look, or what you think, or who you hang around with, or who you have sex with. History won’t ever come to an end – and nothing is ever inevitable – but if an 11 year old can state what I’ve recounted (with a moral clarity I find staggering), then I think we are doing ok. I will not, as an educator, leave any doubt as to my politics when it comes to these matters; I will not stand aside or apart from what justice demands. But you know what? We don’t have to bash our kids over the head with equality, fairness, and how-things-ought-to-be. Maybe they are getting it more than we realize.

John M. Mullin 
