
Community As Emotional Education:  Fred Rogers and Edith Stein 
 
--A human being learns best from another human being.  That’s what it means to be 
a human being.   ---Fred Rogers 
 
 
I. Introduction 
 
 
Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood is a show defined by and concerned with an ever-
broadening definition of the concept ‘neighborhood.’1  Although the title and 
opening music of the show always occur against the background of a slow camera 
pan across what initially appears to be the same, limited number of buildings, it 
becomes clear, as Mister Rogers visits neighbors who take care of panda bears at the 
National Zoo in Washington, D.C. or who take him snorkeling in Florida, that what it 
means to be a neighbor is not something limited to geographical proximity—not 
limited simply to Pittsburgh or the show’s studio set.  To be a neighbor for Fred 
Rogers, on the contrary, is to be involved in doing something that is often rooted in 
one place but which transcends that location by being both available and beneficial 
to others.  
 
Whether the neighbor on the screen is Ella Jenkins, Wynton Marsalis, Eric Carle, or 
Barbara Bingham, however, it is clear that they are not reduced to their studio, 
practice room, or particular zoo.  Instead, their acts and their creative products 
allow who they are and what they do to reach toward those who take up their 
recordings, books, or care as models for their own thoughts, play, and work.  This 
kind of transcendence and communal offering is something that gets extended by 
the way Rogers approaches his visitors and viewers to Rogers’ audience.   
 
Indeed, as I read his show, Rogers’ guests are merely particularly salient examples 
of the kind of life the children who watch his show can develop by means of their 
attentiveness, imitation, and reflection.  For the self-transcendence modeled in the 
show’s guests/neighbors is really aimed at the self-transcendence of the one 
watching the show, the one Mister Rogers always calls his ‘television neighbor.’ For 
Rogers, the viewer always already has a role in the neighborhood that is not simply 
one of consumption or of enjoyment.  The ‘television neighbor’ too is engaged in 
Rogers’ educative project—and they are encouraged by Rogers to bear witness2 to 
the larger function the guests on the show demonstrate themselves to hold.  To be a 

 
1 For a philosophical development of the notion of neighbor see Karol Wojtyla’s The 
Acting Person.  See also “Pope John Paul II’s Participation in the Neighborhood of 
Phenomenology” in Curry and Mardas, 2008. 
2 See John Russon’s Bearing Witness to Epiphany for an excellent philosophical 
discussion of how consciousness develops itself by means of its ability to bear 
witness to its own creative powers of synthesis and relation.  Of particular 
importance is Russon’s focus on desire and erotic commitment. 



neighbor on Rogers’s show, then, whether actor or viewer, is not to be passive, but 
rather to be engaged (or to be invited to be engaged) within a community of people 
who search for and create meaningful relations by means of expressing and 
transcending who they are toward one another by means of the kind of work that 
they find compelling.   
 
In this paper, I will highlight and comment upon this expanded sense of what 
constitutes a ‘neighbor’ and on the possibility for self-transcendence that is present 
in a genuine community, such as the one modeled in Rogers’ show.  And I will 
attempt to do my part to bear witness to what I have seen in the show both as a 
child and as an adult.  I will attempt to do these things by reading the show in 
conjunction with Edith Stein’s description of community in Philosophy of Psychology 
and the Social Sciences.   
 
In my reading of her work, I will pay particular attention to how Stein discusses the 
roles of the individual member and the leader within the community, the way in 
which communal emotions can be shared as new occurrences in an individual’s life, 
and the way in which community arises not as a copy of some supposed idea of what 
a perfect community is but as a striving that is generated through the community’s 
own failure to realize itself fully.    These three elements—the articulation of roles, 
the sharing of new emotions, and the striving toward completion out of real 
failure—are ones I have selected to emphasize because I also witness these three 
elements occurring across the episodes of Rogers’ show.  And so I will also work to 
locate these three elements and to describe them in what I take to be three 
representative sets of episodes of the show Mister Rogers Neighborhood.3  
 
Throughout the paper, my goal will be to show how Fred Rogers created and 
communicated to children a sense of community and of neighborhood that 
embodies Stein’s own description of a legitimate leader and a genuine community.  
In so doing, I hope to promote a renewed interest in Rogers’ show as communicating 
directly to young children the way in which they are and can be capable of building 
meaningful, affirming lives of potent inter-action.4 
 
II.  Re-viewing Mister Rogers Neighborhood Episodes 

 
3 These episodes are currently available on Amazon prime videos or through the 
website of Family Communications.  I have included episode numbers for easy 
reference.   
 
4 This paper thus takes up the argument of my two articles on children’s literature: 
the one on Arnold Lobel’s Frog and Toad Are Friends and the other on Russell 
Hoban’s The Mouse and His Child.  In both of these, I work to show how children in 
these stories are addressed by means of the relationships described—in both what I 
take to be operative is a combination of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s arguments in “The 
Child’s Relations With Others” and of D. W. Winnicott’s discussion of play in Playing 
and Reality. 



 
A. Introduction  
 
Usually, in each half-hour episode of Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood, the viewer is 
able to watch Mister Rogers interacting in the ‘real world’ with a person or group of 
people who carry out some important function, work, or performance.  Then, Mister 
Rogers sits and presses the button for the trolley who leads the viewer into another 
episode of the Land of Make-Believe.  Within that land, ruled at least ostensibly by 
King Friday and Queen Sarah, some similar issues, practices, or conflicts as those 
discussed in the real world are processed or developed.  Following the trolley’s re-
emergence into the ‘real world’ television set, Mister Rogers then processes that 
viewing experience and leads the viewer through another more personal discussion 
(he spends time with just his television neighbor, singing a song to them while 
looking directly into the camera, etc.).   
 
This trinitarian motion of introducing the viewer to the community at large, then 
making a transition to an imaginary community that processes the same sort of 
issue, and then making a final transition to a direct appeal to the viewer’s own 
situation is a kind of ritual.  It has elements of a church service, complete with 
processional and recessional music (“It’s a beautiful day” and “It’s such a good 
feeling” begin and end the time spent together every episode).  And it locates the 
viewer in her or his own relationship between self-experience, communal 
experience, and empathetic intimacy (the viewer and Rogers as a pair). 
 
What Mister Rogers makes a real point of doing with the viewer who watches his 
show often is to call explicit attention to the way in which the show is itself 
fabricated as this trinitarian motion.  For example, in episodes 1530 (“Work”) and 
1546 (“Making Music”) Mister Rogers allows the camera to film the show’s set, 
complete with the edges of the ‘room’ and the set band (including Johnny Costa) 
who forms the musical background.  In episodes 1530 and 1689, Rogers also shows 
the viewer that he, Rogers, is the voice and animation of at least four of the puppets 
in the Land of Make-Believe.  In other episodes, Rogers calls attention to the way in 
which characters from the Land of Make-Believe, like Betty Aberlin and Bob Trow, 
are his real neighbors.   
 
By calling attention to the mechanisms of the show, the way the show transitions 
from real life to make believe and back to real again,  Rogers makes a point of 
connecting the motions of the show and the motions within the viewer.  And he does 
this in service to the viewer’s own ability to maintain their continuity, their own 
capacity to make the transitions.   
 
Unlike the writers and directors of the show Sesame Street, which at the time of Big 
Bird’s first appearance on Mister Rogers Neighborhood, would not demonstrate the 
machinery of its illusions, Mister Rogers did not want his viewers to get lost in their 
own imaginations and their operations as potentially unconnected to the real world 
in which those viewers lived.  Rather, his goals were decidedly to resist escapism 



and to promote engagement by encouraging the viewer to process both the show 
and the viewer’s own situation.  Educating the viewer by means of the rational 
machinery of the television set was part of the efficacy for Rogers of the land of 
make-believe and its applications to events within a family’s life. 
 
B. Roles Within the Community (Ruling as Education) 
 
Although X the Owl models a love for the work of Benjamin Franklin, and although 
there is generally within the neighborhood of make-believe an emphasis on 
democratic participation, self-development, and on the value of individuals within 
make-believe and within the themes that Rogers deals with, the neighborhood of 
Make-Believe is nevertheless ruled by a king and queen.  In particular the king, King 
Friday, often tends to act rather imperiously and to assume the leadership role for 
the community, as if he alone were capable of ruling.   
 
This tendency to imperious rule leads Friday to claim, across a number of episodes, 
that a comet that will shortly arrive is his comet.  In episodes 1562 and 1563, 
however, the viewer sees how the neighborhood, particularly in the resistance of 
Lady Elaine, re-educates the king, who is, after all, educable and not simply 
imperious.  No one can own a comet, or another person, says King Friday, who 
successfully applies his lesson in limitation even to himself and his relation to his 
son, Prince Tuesday. 
 
Whatever the given political structure of the neighborhood of make-believe, then, 
what seems to permeate the entire neighborhood is the way in which education can 
reshape politics.  And the way in which each person has a role to play in the life of 
the whole.  Roles are not simply based on family ties.  Or on a competence in a 
particular technological area (as in the case of Miss Polificate).  But the importance 
of each member is felt within the learning that takes place as a group. 
 
The same imperious King Friday, one notices, is the one who graciously helps to 
plan parties for Ana Platypus and Henrietta Pussycat, the one who is disappointed 
or upset about not being able to control the size of a party or to have a swimming 
pool for the children, and who, in episodes 1486-1488 learns about how he cannot 
in fact ban playing, even as a response to an injury (of Bob Dog).   
 
Friday is complicated, then, and he is open to others to the extent that he permits 
himself to be.  Indeed, he often seems to permit (even against himself) the others to 
rule in his place, as evidenced by the fact that it is Lady Aberlin or Lady Elaine or 
Queen Sarah or Handyman Negri who regularly, in the instances mentioned above 
and countless others, demonstrate their resistance or emotional distance from King 
Friday’s decisions or decrees and who, by distancing themselves, help to shift his 
position from an initial imperious posture to one much more flexible.  It is in their 
efforts, then, that these other members of the community show King Friday that 
governance is a shared responsibility, one of re-education and re-shaping, and not 
one given by a title. 



 
C.  Communal Emotions (Music) 
 
One of the recurring themes throughout Rogers’ show is that of feeling, expressing, 
and working through emotions.  Often Rogers will talk about what to do with 
feelings of anger or sadness or disappointment.  But he also talks about how to feel 
special or valuable.  Each person’s own private emotional life is important to Rogers, 
and it is important to help each viewer navigate how to express that life. 
 
In Episodes 1546-1550 (Making Music), and in particular in his visit with Yo-Yo Ma 
in episode 1547, however, Rogers begins to bridge his discussion of what appears to 
be private and personal (emotions of happiness or sadness) with the communal.5  It 
is music, and particular kinds of expressive musical pieces, that allow us to ‘dig in’ 
and express anger or happiness.6  Across the many episodes with music as their 
theme, the viewer of Rogers’ show can see that, for Rogers, music is a kind of 
codified communal emotional life that allows a place for an individual’s emotional 
life within it.7   
 
As episode 1547 concludes, Yo-Yo Ma plays with Joe Negri and they discuss together 
how they like playing together.  The guitar and the cello work together to articulate 
a very basic song (Tree, Tree, Tree by Rogers).  The viewer is reminded about how 
Rogers himself has always seen music as something that bridges people, that allows 
them to feel together toward something else. 
 
“Feeling together toward”—this is a theme that is developed across the years of the 
show.  And in this light the episodes in which the neighborhood forms an opera are 
particularly important.  Music for Rogers is communal not primarily individual, and 
it is not just the province of professionals but also of amateurs.  Anyone can sing.  
And anyone can be invited to sing.  A neighborhood opera is the work of everyone.8 
 
More than opera, however, jazz is the soundtrack of the show.  And in this light 
episode 1546 where Rogers introduces the viewer to the jazz band of the show in an 
extended interview should also be considered very important.  The call and 
response, the variational method of jazz is part of the way in which music for Rogers 

 
5 See the work of Kym Maclaren for an excellent development of emotions as 
intercorporeal and intersubjective.  In particular see “Life is Inherently Expressive.” 
6 Fred Rogers: “Music is the one art we all have inside.  We may not be able to play 
an instrument, but we can sing along or clap or tap our feet” (2003, 18). 
7 I am indebted for my thinking about music to Licia Carlson, whose forthcoming 
work on philosophy and music is eagerly anticipated.  See also her excellent article 
on the children’s book Are You My Mother? in Costello 2011. 
8 Fred Rogers: “as you play together ina  symphony orchestra, you can appreciate 
that each musician has something fine to offer.  Each one is different, though, and 
you each have a different ‘song to sing.’  When you sing together, you make one 
voice.  That’s true of all endeavors, not just musical ones” (2003, 154). 



involves and enriches community and communication.  That no introduction and 
conclusion to the show is ever played in exactly the same way—this means 
something.  It means that the community that is musical is never the same twice, is 
never the form to which individuals must bend themselves.  Rather, the very forms 
of music that Rogers selects—classical, jazz, opera—imply that the community is at 
stake in the emotional life of the musician and singer, and give a kind of freedom to 
the individual to respond and to shape that community if that individual is also free 
to hear the others with them.9 
 
We feel and play and sing together.  And in feeling, playing, and singing together we 
are given back to ourselves: “Let’s just sit and think about what we’ve heard” Rogers 
reminds the viewer at the end of 1547.  Emotional music, emotion as such, leads to 
reflection, if it is shared in the codified and co-produced movement of the music that 
expresses it.10  And it is precisely this spirit of making music together, this engaging 
in music as the substance of what it sounds, that founds the episodes concerning the 
bass violin festival, begun rather imperiously by King Friday, in the neighborhood of 
make-believe. 
 
Music is that which promotes democracy.  Music is that which educates by means of 
requiring people to follow it and allowing them to create within it. 
 
C.  Community as a Striving 
 
In addition to education and to music, a third way in which community appears 
within the neighborhood of make-believe is as a striving together towards more 
equitable, more adequate relationships. To the extent that the episodes of Rogers’ 
show, and of the land of make-believe within it, can show this striving, it is of course 
rudimentary and partial.  For it is clear that the puppets and the adults who speak to 
them are attempting to be able to be understood by very young children, who are 
themselves not quite sure about their own capacities.  Nevertheless, the work at 
being a community, and becoming a better one, is visible across a number of 
episodes, and it involves children in its content.11 
 

 
9 See John Russon’s Human Experience, chapter one, and Bearing Witness, “The 
Music of Everyday Life,” for an important discussion of music as indicative and 
exemplary of the human ability to synthesize, to make sense.  See also my book 
Layers in Husserl’s Phenomenology for an extended treatment of jazz as the music of 
intersubjectivity. 
10 Fred Rogers: “It’s important to know when we need to stop, reflect, and receive” 
(2003, 129). 
11 The work of Thomas Wartenberg in Big Ideas for Little Kids as well as that of 
Gareth Matthews and Matthew Lippman across their careers demonstrates the 
principles of Rogers’ work as it relates to philosophy.  Children are already ‘partners 
in inquiry’ as Matthews argues, and they should be treated as having critically 
important responses to literature or philosophical issues. 



In Episode 1508, two of the members, the two friends X the Owl and Henrietta 
Pussycat, are having a difficult time with each other.   They are trying to make a fruit 
salad with Lady Aberlin for the Royal Picnic.  What comes between them is the way 
in which X becomes bossy through asserting his ‘expertness’ from his OCS cookbook, 
and the way in which Henrietta’s anger overwhelms her.  Within Lady Aberlin’s 
mediation, however, the two friends are able to desire to ‘try again’ to be together, 
to make a salad together out of different fruits.  What is embraced by both trying 
again is not just the possibility of successful community but also the possibility of 
failure, the possibility of fighting and of feeling emotions that would again tear each 
other out of intimacy.  Nevertheless, and without shutting down the ambiguity 
involved in trying again, it is precisely this ‘trying again’ that focuses all three on the 
salad and the picnic again—and on the possibility not just of being friends yesterday 
and tomorrow but today, now, by means of the friendship being visible within (and 
important to) the larger community.12 
 
Episodes 1528-1530 (Work) feature the neighborhood trying to work together to 
build a swimming pool.  The shortage of money that King Friday has necessitates 
that they take turns digging the hole for the pool.  A broken pipe then prevents the 
neighborhood from having the pool, since they have only limited resources and need 
to decide to replace the pipes instead of putting in a pool—so that they have enough 
clean water.  Episode 1529 shows Queen Sarah asking for the entire neighborhood 
to be consulted, and, because of that, the neighborhood children are asked for their 
opinion while they are at the school in Someplace Else.  The children come up with 
the idea to fix the pipes with the swimming pool money.   
 
As they finish discussing the way in which the neighborhood could approach the 
broken pipe, Ana Platypus, dressed as Abraham Lincoln, says in a brief answer to 
Harriet Cow’s question about the Gettysburg address,  that Lincoln was thinking 
about the families who were sad and how he wanted to be with each family, 
comforting them.  It is this heartfelt moment of recognition—the context of a small 
disappointment occurring within a history of a community striving to respond to 
each member in the midst of its own failures—that then allows Mister Rogers to 
make something more important out of a rather ordinary disappointment.   
 
III.  Stein on Community—Roles, Emotion, and Striving 
 
A. The Roles of the Leader and of the Members 
 
For Stein, a community is “the natural, organic union of individuals” (130).  Such a 
union is not simply “rational or mechanical” as that sort of union would more 
properly be called an association—something like a trade union.  But rather the 

 
12 Fred Rogers on events after September 11, 2001: “I’m so grateful to you for 
helping the children in your life to know that you’ll do everything you can to keep 
them safe and to help them express their feelings in ways that will bring healing in 
many different neighborhoods” (2003, 173). 



community, while using reason, functions by each member approaching the other 
“as a subject”: “where the subject accepts the other as a subject and does not 
confront him but rather lives with him and is determined by the stirrings of his life, 
they are forming a community with one another” (130).  A community, in contrast to 
an association, then, focuses on each of its members as having a locus of action, of 
thought, of determination that should be considered.  A community shares a 
common life by allowing the life of each one to be open to the life of every other.  
Members of a community are ‘co-determined’ by what stirs up the lives of the other 
members. 13  
 
What this means is that the emotions, the desires, the decisions of each one’s life 
matters to the others in a community.  It is not enough to will a mechanized system 
of the representation of everyone’s interests (as in a republic).  It is not enough to 
live together while permitting each one to develop her or his talents.  Rather, a 
community grows a common life by means of the lives of others mattering.  Others 
are not simply interests or votes.  They are lives that stir, that strive, that are not 
alone.14 
 
This metaphysics of community for Stein means that each member has a definite 
role that she or he helps to shape.  And this role cannot simply be controlled by one 
person.  Stein makes a point of this inability of rulers to shape communities when 
she contrasts the “demagogue” with “the community man” (131).  The community 
person or leader acts “ingenuously, without calculating the effects of his demeanor, 
and artlessly receives impressions without initiating surveillance” (131).  The 
community leader ‘gives herself over’ to the members’ ‘inwardness’ and artlessly 
yields to it (131). 
 
The leader of a community, then, does not have a prefabricated idea of what the 
community is for, or what shapes of life will evolve within it.  The leader sees the 
community as a shared project that externalizes itself out of the members’ work at 
self-expression.  The leader of a community, then, sees herself “at the service of the 
people out of a natural predisposition” and has to “study the people in order to be 
able to guide them correctly” (132).  Community then is about education.  One must 
study, one must learn—and the people must come to express themselves in ever 
richer ways in order for the one who gives himself or herself over to the community 
to be able to take on a function, perhaps even one that is less pronounced than the 
members might like.   

 
13 For more background on the issue of community in Stein, and on Stein’s work in 
general, I suggest reading the work of Marianne Sawicki and Antonio Calcagno.  
Both are substantial Stein scholars, Sawicki in particular is responsible for Stein’s 
prominence in philosophy circles in North America.  I have included relevant pieces 
of theirs in the bibliography. 
14 See Nick Longo’s Why Community Matters for an excellent discussion of the role of 
neighborhood community, especially in the chapter entitled “The Neighborhood 
Learning Community.” 



 
To be in community is to be in a process of educating oneself by educating another.  
To be in a community is to be where a leader does not see herself as given a set of 
skills but rather a commitment to remain educable and able to guide members to a 
greater sense of their own stirrings, strivings, and commitments. 
 
B. Emotions 
 
One of Stein’s most important descriptions of community comes in her description 
of the loss of a leader of a military unit.  In the community of the members of that 
unit, the grief felt is not simply of a personal nature.  Rather, there is a grief, perhaps 
in addition to the personal ones, that is shared, that is ‘ours’: “I feel myself not to be 
alone with it.  Rather, I feel it as our grief….  We are affected by the loss, and we 
grieve over it” (134).  To be in community, to be open to the stirrings and life of 
others, is to be brought within an experience that is of a fundamentally different 
level or layer than individual experience. 
 
It is to feel something different, to feel toward something that we share far more 
prominently than bread, water, danger, or success.  Such a feeling on behalf of the 
community then does not erase one’s own capacity for feeling.  One is oneself 
claimed by the feeling—not erased by it.  But the feeling nevertheless is not simply 
one’s own either: “And this ‘we’ embraces not only all those who feel the grief as I 
do, but all those who are included in the unity of the group: even ones who perhaps 
do not know of the event, and even the members of the group who lived earlier or 
will live later…I grieve as a member of the unit, and the unit grieves within me” 
(134).  Within a community, then, my role shifts by virtue of my openness.  I stand 
as a member with responsibilities that take me far beyond my own present 
involvement.  My openness means that I no longer end at the boundaries of my 
emotion.  My co-determination means that I feel toward others who share the self-
definition of the community. 
 
Stein therefore defines community as shaped by the internal lives of the members 
who begin to educate themselves by means of their emotions.  Community life is 
education, emotional education, and the emotions one experiences as a community 
member move the members toward something that they would never have had 
access to by themselves: “an intention toward the communal experience is inherent 
within the experiences that are directed toward a super-individual object….We feel 
the grief as something belonging to the unit, and in the fact that we’re doing that, 
through this grief we’re calling for the grief of the unit to be realized” (137, 
emphasis mine).  To be communal is to feel differently, and to ask oneself, always 
again, what it means to feel what one is feeling together with others. 
 
Who is the arbiter of communal feelings?  Who can exhaust the meaning of the 
shared grief, joy, etc.?  No one by herself.  Neither all together.  The life of the 
community develops on its own by means of concrete, objective feelings that are 
shared.  In shared emotional life, all members are moved toward the whole that is 



never all at once in front of oneself.  The community’s members past and present 
and future all are at stake in the emotion as it is lived directly here and now.  Around 
the process of emotional education, then, lies the members in their future lives and 
future relations. 
 
The child is parent to the adult.  And that kind of ‘pre-maturation’ occurs in the very 
sharing of the emotional life of others.15 
 
C.  Striving 
 
Perhaps the most poignant example Stein offers of community striving to form itself 
is in her discussion of “an experience like the suffering of a conquered people” 
(143).  So prescient in its import, this discussion in the middle of her description of 
community enables the reader to reflect upon how Stein’s major insights concerning 
the metaphysics of community occurs within its breakdown. 
 
To stand as a member of a community within the experience of being conquered, 
being dominated by suffering or dissolution, is to experience something “so vast that 
the lone human being stands before it as before something immense and 
incomprehensible” (143).  The dissolution of community, then, is an experience that 
the community can have.  And it places the single human being within an experience 
of aloneness that does not make sense, that is incomprehensible, given that it is both 
alone and shared.   
 
To be a member of a community in a concentration camp, for example, or to be a 
child in an abusive home or family, is to become the bearer of communal 
incomprehensibility.  How did we get to this point?  Who are we in this suffering?  
The questions appear in the very faces of those who stand so close together and yet 
so apart. 
 
And yet, grieving and lost, these experiences mark out community not as something 
mechanized, rational, and achieved through steps.  Rather, as an indication of the 
way communities are always formed, this collective suffering shows that the 
“individual experiences that are constitutive for a communal experience…target the 
communal experience and tend to try to encompass it” (144).  To experience being 
conquered, to experience dissolution, is not to undo community but rather to reveal 
the principle of community’s own being—namely the ‘targeting’ and the ‘trying’ of 
individuals to form together a unity that can withstand difficulty, doubt, and 
dissolution. 
 

 
15 For a discussion of how children are pre-mature, please see a beautiful article by 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty entitled “The Child’s Relations With Others.”  It pairs well 
with Rogers’ own work on the ‘archaeology of emotions’ in his World According to 
Mister Rogers. 



This discussion of striving and its relation to community is even more clearly 
discussed by Stein when she emphasizes the possibility (or impossibility) of genuine 
community.  For Stein, members of a community have “an inclination to reach out 
beyond themselves toward a complete unification” (285).  But the ‘image’ that 
founds this inclination “can’t be achieved by any earthly community—can’t in 
principle and not just accidentally” (285).16  Where then has this image come from?  
And what is its status if the members of a community know in advance that the 
image they are striving toward is impossible? 
 
Stein gives one main hint: the image does not come from on high, but rather as the 
result of what the community has already been able to achieve.  The image of 
complete unification comes from the success already achieved in addressing the 
very deep and problematic tension between being a singular person and one who 
feels on behalf of others: “the possibility of complete community becomes 
insightfully given on the basis of what can be achieved in the midst of the earthly 
community toward overcoming absolute loneliness” (285).  This means, I take it, 
that the idea of genuine community is ours alone, only ours, and it arises as 
something that can be further developed, that can further educate us.  It arises as a 
response to our yearning to pursue the knot of individuality and communal life.  It 
arises as the very image of our striving together. 
 
 
IV.  Rogers and Stein Together (A Musical Number) 
 
 
At first glance, and contrary to what I have been developing here, there might seem 
to be nothing to Rogers show that is not, in Stein’s words, an ‘association.’  Viewers 
of Mister Rogers Neighborhood could be passive, disconnected, and too young to 
remember or to process deeply what occurs in thirty minutes on a computer screen.  
In fact, as much as Rogers wanted to call his viewer his ‘neighbor’ and ‘friend’, his 
very attempt at intimacy was surely fraught with empty promises—for there was 
never just one viewer, and none of the neighbors could claim to be synchronous 
with Rogers or to have him hear them. 
 
Thus, the project of Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood might seem to be more aligned 
with what Stein would call an ‘association’ or a ‘mass.’  The viewers were always 
anonymous and replaceable.  If this were true, then Fred Rogers would be a 
demagogue or merely someone who knew how to manipulate children into feeling 
good about spending thirty minutes a day in front of a screen and aligning their 
inner lives with Rogers’ own idiosyncratic imagination.  Rogers could not be open to 
and moved by the stirrings of anonymous viewers.  The viewers were only ‘there’ 
virtually. 

 
16 In my previous work on Stein, currently under review by the journal Emotion, I 
have noted how Stein connects here with the work of Jean-Luc Nancy who remarks 
on the impossibility of community in The Inoperative Community. 



 
But that would be to miss what actually occurred for those of us who watched (and 
still watch) the show.  And it would be to misconstrue the role not just of Fred 
Rogers but also of the music and introductions to persons and practices that the 
show offered. 
 
Rogers did not mobilize viewers to do anything but reflect on their own emotions, 
relationships, and self-development. And he did this by means of introducing 
viewers to art, music, work, and education.  So often, by drawing our attention to the 
works and the workers, Rogers permitted viewers to focus not on him but on a work 
of art.  And in doing so, he allowed the viewer to feel how their “admiration lays a 
claim that the artwork be given its due” and how their “experience calls for the 
experience of the community to be engaged and reproduced in itself” (Stein, 165).  
When Rogers would look into the camera and tell the viewer that Barbara Bingham 
used to go to the zoo when she was a child, when he would ask Yo-Yo Ma what 
music he played when he was angry—there Rogers was allowing the viewer to 
become educated as to the experience and the process of emotional life.  You can 
develop your relations as neighbors to one another, and to yourself, Rogers was 
implying, if you too enjoy what these people do and then take the time to build up a 
life worthy of sharing with others. 
 
Thus, to the extent that it was possible, Rogers did not simply entertain with his 
neighborhood.  Rather he initiated “a thinking-together” that would be experienced 
as “our common thinking” (Stein, 170).  To think about one’s anger with Rogers 
would be to remember his song “What Do You Do With The Mad That You Feel”—it 
would be to think about how to limit harm while feeling one’s anger.  And the kind 
of opening for ‘one’s own contribution’ would occur on the basis of what Rogers 
offered as an educative step. 
 
By turning to the camera in the final parts of the show and addressing each viewer 
as if their individual lives mattered, as if he were responding directly to each one as 
a singular person, Rogers modeled what he could not achieve.  He modeled the kind 
of treating each person as a subject that a community requires if it is to be genuine, 
life-affirming, and self-transcending. 
 
And he modeled the very notion of striving.  Of course a genuine community could 
not be created through television.  Nor should it be.  But those of us who watched 
and begin again to value Rogers’ commitments, through acts of writing such as these 
in this volume, can see that the very image of neighborhood that he created still 
resounds in our hearing of Costa’s musical arrangements.  The image that Rogers 
created is an image borne out of what he really was able to achieve—and in a time 
before the bewildering multiplicity of cable television and the loss of a sense of 
common ground. 
 
The image of the neighborhood on Rogers’ show was one that was never meant to 
be self-referential only; it was always one that we are to take out and reshape, 



reflect on, and rebuild.  The image of Rogers’ neighborhood, then, to return to Stein’s 
definition, is organic—and it is in danger of being lost by virtue of Rogers’ passing.  
But this fragility is a testament to its genuineness.  Any military unit, any family is in 
danger of being lost when its leaders die.  This fragility is even something rooted in 
Rogers’ particular vision and in the particular way in which he made the effort to 
highlight the works and days that he did.  Community is not an address of loss.  It is 
loss.   
 
This vision of Rogers’, then, is not really compromised by the passing away of the 
leader of the group of us who assigned our emotional lives to its classroom.  It is 
attempting to confirm itself.  But there is a very real danger—and the real danger 
lies rather in the possibility that no one else steps forward, that the members do not 
sense the imminence of the demand.  The danger is in the very growing of the 
associational mechanisms of our life now within a society that is further away from 
shared values and from education as the very definition of community. 
 
Certainly Fred Rogers lived by what Stein asserts as the mechanism of community 
within a structure of given leadership: “even when I’m sweeping the other guy along 
toward an action he wouldn’t be capable of on his own, he’s still got to commit 
himself to my influence” (193).  We were given an opportunity to commit to Rogers, 
and remain committed to Rogers’ influence not because of his power but because of 
his invitation to see his show as a springboard to self-development.  It is because he 
saw himself as one who could disappear from view in order for the neighborhood to 
become what was real—it is because we knew this, I suspect, that those of us who 
took up what he sang and said did what we did.   
 
To this day, those of us who began our lives with regular viewings of his show, and 
who defined ourselves by means of its music and values, see Rogers and each other 
within a shared set of values and commitments.  We are a generation of viewers 
who have a “zone of reciprocal understanding” (206) that makes community 
possible.  This was of course visible at his acceptance speech for his lifetime 
television award.  And it was represented for us by the man, to us also the child, in 
his wheelchair who said to Rogers what Rogers had said all along to us’’It’s You I 
Like.” 
 
For Rogers, community, being a neighbor, was always “founded essentially in 
individuals” (238).  And his movement into mass media was done by breaking with 
the very mechanisms of that media.  What Rogers achieved with us was a process of 
education that was enjoyable, that spoke and sang in ways that functioned as the 
touchstones of memory.  And in this process of education, the “genuine being of the 
community” shone through (263).   
 
Community for Rogers and for us was rooted in the “further evolution of the 
common mind” (263), a mind that was musical, literary, focused on work and 
relationships.    Community for Rogers was the very notion that education was what 
each person required in order to feel toward others, in order to move toward others.  



Community was the tension between being alone, between him not being able to see 
or hear us, and becoming together by means of playing alongside each other, on 
behalf of each other in the future, when we would meet on the basis of our striving 
to make real what most mattered—how to live well. 
 
We couldn’t know it then, but those of us who viewed him were an opera.  An opera 
that was both work and music.  We were becoming the kinds of persons who could 
treat each other as subjects, who could live together by means of shared projects.  
Who could maintain individuality while being together even in the midst of great 
pain.  It’s such a good feeling to know that we can try again.  It’s such a good feeling 
to remember that Rogers always opened with a question, an appeal.  That is not 
nothing.  To be asked, to be invited—not just to come and play but to be a neighbor. 
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