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Welcome to our fifty-fourth edition of “The Academic Journal,” a bimonthly bulletin in which you can read about MCA’s educational
philosophy, instructional methodology, and the various viewpoints and positions of our faculty, staff, students, and families.

Paideia: The Virtuous Citizen

The second article in a multi-part series on MCA’s understanding of citizenship

Now, let’s look briefly at the second portion of our theme: “the citizen.” A citizen is a member of a nation or

commonwealth, but a citizen is much more than that. That is merely the legal status. There are also social and
political dimensions. The citizen is the center of public life in a republic, such as ours. To be a citizen is to be a full
and equal member of the body politic. An essential idea of democracy is that there are no classes of citizenship, no
“second class” citizens. Citizenship in a democracy is more than a legal status, it is a character, a spirit, an ethos that
guides our relationships with each other and animates our commitment to the fundamental principles of democracy.
Citizenship may also be seen as an “office,” more fundamental than any other in a democratic political system. In fact,
under the principle of popular sovereignty, citizens collectively occupy the supreme office of democracy and hold its
ultimate authority.5 According to Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis, who served in the early 1900s, “The only
title in our democracy superior to that of president is the title of citizen.”
There are two important questions regarding citizenship. Who belongs? And, who
governs? In a democracy or constitutional republic, the answer to both is the same:
Those who belong also govern. And, there is a necessary, ongoing interaction
between these two roles— belonging and governing. A U.S. citizen is not simply an
independent or free-standing bearer of rights. A citizen can only exist in a political
context. A citizen must be understood in terms of his or her relationship to other
citizens and to our political system. 5
In ancient Greece, only the elite were deemed worthy of a liberal arts education. Only
the aristocracy would be educated and would govern. Only the aristocracy would
have the time for such a life of human flourishing. However, in our constitutional
republic every citizen must be educated as an aristocrat because democracy assures
him of the unique privileges of an aristocrat: the freedoms of thought, expression,
movement, and worship, as well as the rights to own property and to have a voice in
framing the laws by which he and his children will be governed. In short, democracy
puts Aristotle’s “good life” within reach of everyone; but only a classical education is
designed to turn this theory into practice while safeguarding democracy by
extending the paideia to all.6
Classical education is essential in a democracy because if citizens are to govern
themselves wisely they must be able to make informed judgments about policies,
understand the complexities of public issues, and be able to contribute to the

deliberations of the republic. They also must have the intellectual sophistication to avoid a mob mentality and
manipulation by demagogues who have been the wreck of the earlier
democracies.4
Furthermore, a democracy’s natural strength is its means, its raw
energy to accomplish a task. But real danger lurks in its inability to
define meaningful ends, either for itself or for its citizens. Whereas
democracy releases the energy enabling us to gain the whole world,
we take on this superabundant force, like Faust, at the risk of losing
our own souls. Classical education equips citizens to understand the
meaningful and the good. It turns our attention away from worldly
gain and onto the life of our hearts and minds.6
These are precisely the concerns of the American founders and the
reason they made education such a high priority in the new republic.
Classical education, our MCA education, therefore, must impress upon
our students a lively sense of the responsibilities attending these
privileges: their responsibility to the past, their obligation to govern
and discipline themselves, to contribute in every way they can to the
preservation and development of society’s purpose and sense of
values, their duty to love the law and to carry themselves before others
in an exemplary manner, and the opportunity to use their leisure for
the realization of their marvelous human potentials.6
Kirby R. McCrary, Headmaster
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