5
THE CRISIS IN EDUCATION

The general crisis that has overtaken the modern world everywhere and in
almost every sphere of life manifests itself differently in each country, involving
different areas and taking on different forms. In America, one of its most
characteristic and suggestive aspects is the recurring crisis in education that,
during the last decade at least, has become a political problem of the first
magnitude, reported on almost daily in the newspapers. To be sure, no great
imagination is required to detect the dangers of a constantly progressing decline
of elementary standards throughout the entire school system, and the seriousness
of the trouble has been properly underlined by the countless unavailing efforts of
the educational authorities to stem the tide. Still, if one compares this crisis in
education with the political experiences of other countries in the twentieth
century, with the revolutionary turmoil after the First World War, with
concentration and extermination camps, or even with the profound malaise
which, appearances of prosperity to the contrary notwithstanding, has spread
throughout Europe ever since the end of the Second World War, it is somewhat
difficult to take a crisis in education as seriously as it deserves. It is tempting
indeed to regard it as a local phenomenon, unconnected with the larger issues of
the century, to be blamed on certain peculiarities of life in the United States
which are not likely to find a counterpart in other parts of the world.

Yet, if this were true, the crisis in our school system would not have become
a political issue and the educational authorities would not have been unable to
deal with it in time. Certainly more is involved here than the puzzling question
of why Johnny can’t read. Moreover, there is always a temptation to believe that
we are dealing with specific problems confined within historical and national
boundaries and of importance only to those immediately affected. It is precisely



this belief that in our time has consistently proved false. One can take it as a
general rule in this century that whatever is possible in one country may in the
foreseeable future be equally possible in almost any other.

Aside from these general reasons that would make it seem advisable for the
layman to be concerned with trouble in fields about which, in the specialist’s
sense, he may know nothing (and this, since I am not a professional educator, is
of course my case when I deal with a crisis in education), there is another even
more cogent reason for his concerning himself with a critical situation in which
he is not immediately involved. And that is the opportunity, provided by the very
fact of crisis—which tears away facades and obliterates prejudices—to explore
and inquire into whatever has been laid bare of the essence of the matter, and the
essence of education is natality, the fact that human beings are born into the
world. The disappearance of prejudices simply means that we have lost the
answers on which we ordinarily rely without even realizing they were originally
answers to questions. A crisis forces us back to the questions themselves and
requires from us either new or old answers, but in any case direct judgments. A
crisis becomes a disaster only when we respond to it with preformed judgments,
that is, with prejudices. Such an attitude not only sharpens the crisis but makes
us forfeit the experience of reality and the opportunity for reflection it provides.

However clearly a general problem may present itself in a crisis, it is
nevertheless impossible ever to isolate completely the universal element from
the concrete and specific circumstances in which it makes its appearance.
Though the crisis in education may affect the whole world, it is characteristic
that we find its most extreme form in America, the reason being that perhaps
only in America could a crisis in education actually become a factor in politics.
In America, as a matter of fact, education plays a different and, politically,
incomparably more important role than in other countries. Technically, of course,
the explanation lies in the fact that America has always been a land of
immigrants; it is obvious that the enormously difficult melting together of the
most diverse ethnic groups—never fully successful but continuously succeeding
beyond expectation—can only be accomplished through the schooling,
education, and Americanization of the immigrants’ children. Since for most of
these children English is not their mother tongue but has to be learned in school,
schools must obviously assume functions which in a nation-state would be
performed as a matter of course in the home.

More decisive, however, for our considerations is the role that continuous
immigration plays in the country’s political consciousness and frame of mind.
America is not simply a colonial country in need of immigrants to populate the
land, though independent of them in its political structure. For America the



determining factor has always been the motto printed on every dollar bill: Novus
Ordo Seclorum, A New Order of the World. The immigrants, the newcomers, are
a guarantee to the country that it represents the new order. The meaning of this
new order, this founding of a new world against the old, was and is the doing
away with poverty and oppression. But at the same time its magnificence
consists in the fact that from the beginning this new order did not shut itself off
from the outside world—as has elsewhere been the custom in the founding of
utopias—in order to confront it with a perfect model, nor was its purpose to
enforce imperial claims or to be preached as an evangel to others. Rather its
relation to the outside world has been characterized from the start by the fact that
this republic, which planned to abolish poverty and slavery, welcomed all the
poor and enslaved of the earth. In the words spoken by John Adams in 1765—
that is, before the Declaration of Independence—*“I always consider the
settlement of America as the opening of a grand scheme and design in
Providence for the illumination and emancipation of the slavish part of mankind
all over the earth.” This is the basic intent or the basic law in accordance with
which America began her historical and political existence.

The extraordinary enthusiasm for what is new, which is shown in almost
every aspect of American daily life, and the concomitant trust in an “indefinite
perfectibility”—which Tocqueville noted as the credo of the common
“uninstructed man” and which as such antedates by almost a hundred years the
development in other countries of the West—would presumably have resulted in
any case in greater attention paid and greater significance ascribed to the
newcomers by birth, that is, the children, whom, when they had outgrown their
childhood and were about to enter the community of adults as young people, the
Greeks simply called of véor, the new ones. There is the additional fact, however,
a fact that has become decisive for the meaning of education, that this pathos of
the new, though it is considerably older than the eighteenth century, only
developed conceptually and politically in that century. From this source there
was derived at the start an educational ideal, tinged with Rousseauism and in fact
directly influenced by Rousseau, in which education became an instrument of
politics, and political activity itself was conceived of as a form of education.

The role played by education in all political utopias from ancient times
onward shows how natural it seems to start a new world with those who are by
birth and nature new. So far as politics is concerned, this involves of course a
serious misconception: instead of joining with one’s equals in assuming the
effort of persuasion and running the risk of failure, there is dictatorial
intervention, based upon the absolute superiority of the adult, and the attempt to
produce the new as a fait accompli, that is, as though the new already existed.



For this reason, in Europe, the belief that one must begin with the children if one
wishes to produce new conditions has remained principally the monopoly of
revolutionary movements of tyrannical cast which, when they came to power,
took the children away from their parents and simply indoctrinated them.
Education can play no part in politics, because in politics we always have to deal
with those who are already educated. Whoever wants to educate adults really
wants to act as their guardian and prevent them from political activity. Since one
cannot educate adults, the word “education” has an evil sound in politics; there is
a pretense of education, when the real purpose is coercion without the use of
force. He who seriously wants to create a new political order through education,
that is, neither through force and constraint nor through persuasion, must draw
the dreadful Platonic conclusion: the banishment of all older people from the
state that is to be founded. But even the children one wishes to educate to be
citizens of a utopian morrow are actually denied their own future role in the
body politic, for, from the standpoint of the new ones, whatever new the adult
world may propose is necessarily older than they themselves. It is in the very
nature of the human condition that each new generation grows into an old world,
so that to prepare a new generation for a new world can only mean that one
wishes to strike from the newcomers’ hands their own chance at the new.

All this is by no means the case in America, and it is exactly this fact that
makes it so hard to judge these questions correctly here. The political role that
education actually plays in a land of immigrants, the fact that the schools not
only serve to Americanize the children but affect their parents as well, that here
in fact one helps to shed an old world and to enter into a new one, encourages
the illusion that a new world is being built through the education of the children.
Of course the true situation is not this at all. The world into which children are
introduced, even in America, is an old world, that is, a pre-existing world,
constructed by the living and the dead, and it is new only for those who have
newly entered it by immigration. But here illusion is stronger than reality
because it springs directly from a basic American experience, the experience that
a new order can be founded, and what is more, founded with full consciousness
of a historical continuum, for the phrase “New World” gains its meaning from
the Old World, which, however admirable on other scores, was rejected because
it could find no solution for poverty and oppression.

Now in respect to education itself the illusion arising from the pathos of the
new has produced its most serious consequences only in our own century. It has
first of all made it possible for that complex of modern educational theories
which originated in Middle Europe and consists of an astounding hodgepodge of
sense and nonsense to accomplish, under the banner of progressive education, a



most radical revolution in the whole system of education. What in Europe has
remained an experiment, tested out here and there in single schools and isolated
educational institutions and then gradually extending its influences in certain
quarters, in America about twenty-five years ago completely overthrew, as
though from one day to the next, all traditions and all the established methods of
teaching and learning. I shall not go into details, and I leave out of account
private schools and especially the Roman Catholic parochial school system. The
significant fact is that for the sake of certain theories, good or bad, all the rules
of sound human reason were thrust aside. Such a procedure is always of great
and pernicious significance, especially in a country that relies so extensively on
common sense in its political life. Whenever in political questions sound human
reason fails or gives up the attempt to supply answers we are faced by a crisis;
for this kind of reason is really that common sense by virtue of which we and our
five individual senses are fitted into a single world common to us all and by the
aid of which we move about in it. The disappearance of common sense in the
present day is the surest sign of the present-day crisis. In every crisis a piece of
the world, something common to us all, is destroyed. The failure of common
sense, like a divining rod, points to the place where such a cave-in has occurred.

In any case the answer to the question of why Johnny can’t read or to the
more general question of why the scholastic standards of the average American
school lag so very far behind the average standards in actually all the countries
of Europe is not, unfortunately, simply that this country is young and has not yet
caught up with the standards of the Old World but, on the contrary, that this
country in this particular field is the most “advanced” and most modern in the
world. And this is true in a double sense: nowhere have the education problems
of a mass society become so acute, and nowhere else have the most modern
theories in the realm of pedagogy been so uncritically and slavishly accepted.
Thus the crisis in American education, on the one hand, announces the
bankruptcy of progressive education and, on the other, presents a problem of
immense difficulty because it has arisen under the conditions and in response to
the demands of a mass society.

In this connection we must bear in mind another more general factor which
did not, to be sure, cause the crisis but which has aggravated it to a remarkable
degree, and this is the unique role the concept of equality plays and always has
played in American life. Much more is involved in this than equality before the
law, more too than the leveling of class distinctions, more even than what is
expressed in the phrase “equality of opportunity,” though that has a greater
significance in this connection because in the American view a right to education
is one of the inalienable civic rights. This last has been decisive for the structure



of the public-school system in that secondary schools in the European sense exist
only as exceptions. Since compulsory school attendance extends to the age of
sixteen, every child must enter high school, and the high school therefore is
basically a kind of continuation of primary school. As a result of this lack of a
secondary school the preparation for the college course has to be supplied by the
colleges themselves, whose curricula therefore suffer from a chronic overload,
which in turn affects the quality of the work done there.

At first glance one might perhaps think that this anomaly lies in the very
nature of a mass society in which education is no longer a privilege of the
wealthy classes. A glance at England, where, as everyone knows, secondary
education has also been made available in recent years to all classes of the
population, will show that this is not the case. For there at the end of primary
school, with students at the age of eleven, has been instituted the dreaded
examination that weeds out all but some ten per cent of the scholars suited for
higher education. The rigor of this selection was not accepted even in England
without protest; in America it would have been simply impossible. What is
aimed at in England is “meritocracy,” which is clearly once more the
establishment of an oligarchy, this time not of wealth or of birth but of talent.
But this means, even though people in England may not be altogether clear about
it, that the country even under a socialist government will continue to be
governed as it has been from time out of mind, that is, neither as a monarchy nor
as a democracy but as an oligarchy or aristocracy—the latter in case one takes
the view that the most gifted are also the best, which is by no means a certainty.
In America such an almost physical division of the children into gifted and
ungifted would be considered intolerable. Meritocracy contradicts the principle
of equality, of an equalitarian democracy, no less than any other oligarchy.

Thus what makes the educational crisis in American so especially acute is
the political temper of the country, which of itself struggles to equalize or to
erase as far as possible the difference between young and old, between the gifted
and the ungifted, finally between children and adults, particularly between pupils
and teachers. It is obvious that such an equalization can actually be
accomplished only at the cost of the teacher’s authority and at the expense of the
gifted among the students. However, it is equally obvious, at least to anyone who
has ever come in contact with the American educational system, that this
difficulty, rooted in the political attitude of the country, also has great
advantages, not simply of a human kind but educationally speaking as well; in
any case these general factors cannot explain the crisis in which we presently
find ourselves nor justify the measures through which that crisis has been
precipitated.
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These ruinous measures can be schematically traced back to three basic
assumptions, all of which are only too familiar. The first is that there exist a
child’s world and a society formed among children that are autonomous and
must insofar as possible be left to them to govern. Adults are only there to help
with this government. The authority that tells the individual child what to do and
what not to do rests with the child group itself—and this produces, among other
consequences, a situation in which the adult stands helpless before the individual
child and out of contact with him. He can only tell him to do what he likes and
then prevent the worst from happening. The real and normal relations between
children and adults, arising from the fact that people of all ages are always
simultaneously together in the world, are thus broken off. And so it is of the
essence of this first basic assumption that it takes into account only the group
and not the individual child.

As for the child in the group, he is of course rather worse off than before. For
the authority of a group, even a child group, is always considerably stronger and
more tyrannical than the severest authority of an individual person can ever be.
If one looks at it from the standpoint of the individual child, his chances to rebel
or to do anything on his own hook are practically nil; he no longer finds himself
in a very unequal contest with a person who has, to be sure, absolute superiority
over him but in contest with whom he can nevertheless count on the solidarity of
other children, that is, of his own kind; rather he is in the position, hopeless by
definition, of a minority of one confronted by the absolute majority of all the
others. There are very few grown people who can endure such a situation, even
when it is not supported by external means of compulsion; children are simply
and utterly incapable of it.

Therefore by being emancipated from the authority of adults the child has
not been freed but has been subjected to a much more terrifying and truly
tyrannical authority, the tyranny of the majority. In any case the result is that the
children have been so to speak banished from the world of grown-ups. They are
either thrown back upon themselves or handed over to the tyranny of their own
group, against which, because of its numerical superiority, they cannot rebel,
with which, because they are children, they cannot reason, and out of which they
cannot flee to any other world because the world of adults is barred to them. The
reaction of the children to this pressure tends to be either conformism or juvenile
delinquency, and is frequently a mixture of both.

The second basic assumption which has come into question in the present



crisis has to do with teaching. Under the influence of modern psychology and the
tenets of pragmatism, pedagogy has developed into a science of teaching in
general in such a way as to be wholly emancipated from the actual material to be
taught. A teacher, so it was thought, is a man who can simply teach anything; his
training is in teaching, not in the mastery of any particular subject. This attitude,
as we shall presently see, is naturally very closely connected with a basic
assumption about learning. Moreover, it has resulted in recent decades in a most
serious neglect of the training of teachers in their own subjects, especially in the
public high schools. Since the teacher does not need to know his own subject, it
not infrequently happens that he is just one hour ahead of his class in knowledge.
This in turn means not only that the students are actually left to their own
resources but that the most legitimate source of the teacher’s authority as the
person who, turn it whatever way one will, still knows more and can do more
than oneself is no longer effective. Thus the non-authoritarian teacher, who
would like to abstain from all methods of compulsion because he is able to rely
on his own authority, can no longer exist.

But this pernicious role that pedagogy and the teachers’ colleges are playing
in the present crisis was only possible because of a modern theory about
learning. This was, quite simply, the logical application of the third basic
assumption in our context, an assumption which the modern world has held for
centuries and which found its systematic conceptual expression in pragmatism.
This basic assumption is that you can know and understand only what you have
done yourself, and its application to education is as primitive as it is obvious: to
substitute, insofar as possible, doing for learning. The reason that no importance
was attached to the teacher’s mastering his own subject was the wish to compel
him to the exercise of the continuous activity of learning so that he would not, as
they said, pass on “dead knowledge” but, instead, would constantly demonstrate
how it is produced. The conscious intention was not to teach knowledge but to
inculcate a skill, and the result was a kind of transformation of institutes for
learning into vocational institutions which have been as successful in teaching
how to drive a car or how to use a typewriter or, even more important for the
“art” of living, how to get along with other people and to be popular, as they
have been unable to make the children acquire the normal prerequisites of a
standard curriculum.

However, this description is at fault, not only because it obviously
exaggerates in order to drive home a point, but because it fails to take into
account how in this process special importance was attached to obliterating as
far as possible the distinction between play and work—in favor of the former.
Play was looked upon as the liveliest and most appropriate way for the child to



behave in the world, as the only form of activity that evolves spontaneously from
his existence as a child. Only what can be learned through play does justice to
this liveliness. The child’s characteristic activity, so it was thought, lies in play;
learning in the old sense, by forcing a child into an attitude of passivity,
compelled him to give up his own playful initiative.

The close connection between these two things—the substitution of doing for
learning and of playing for working—is directly illustrated by the teaching of
languages: the child is to learn by speaking, that is by doing, not by studying
grammar and syntax; in other words he is to learn a foreign language in the same
way that as an infant he learned his own language: as though at play and in the
uninterrupted continuity of simple existence. Quite apart from the question of
whether this is possible or not—it is possible, to a limited degree, only when one
can keep the child all day long in the foreign-speaking environment—it is
perfectly clear that this procedure consciously attempts to keep the older child as
far as possible at the infant level. The very thing that should prepare the child for
the world of adults, the gradually acquired habit of work and of not-playing, is
done away with in favor of the autonomy of the world of childhood.

Whatever may be the connection between doing and knowing, or whatever
the validity of the pragmatic formula, its application to education, that is, to the
way the child learns, tends to make absolute the world of childhood in just the
same way that we noted in the case of the first basic assumption. Here, too,
under the pretext of respecting the child’s independence, he is debarred from the
world of grown-ups and artificially kept in his own, so far as that can be called a
world. This holding back of the child is artificial because it breaks off the natural
relationship between grown-ups and children, which consists among other things
in teaching and learning, and because at the same time it belies the fact that the
child is a developing human being, that childhood is a temporary stage, a
preparation for adulthood.

The present crisis in America results from the recognition of the
destructiveness of these basic assumptions and a desperate attempt to reform the
entire educational system, that is, to transform it completely. In doing this what
is actually being attempted—except for the plans for an immense increase in the
facilities for training in the physical sciences and in technology—is nothing but
restoration: teaching will once more be conducted with authority; play is to stop
in school hours, and serious work is once more to be done; emphasis will shift
from extracurricular skills to knowledge prescribed by the curriculum; finally
there is even talk of transforming the present curricula for teachers so that the
teachers themselves will have to learn something before being turned loose on
the children.



These proposed reforms, which are still in the discussion stage and are of
purely American interest, need not concern us here. Nor can I discuss the more
technical, yet in the long run perhaps even more important question of how to
reform the curricula of elementary and secondary schools in all countries so as to
bring them up to the entirely new requirements of the present world. What is of
importance to our argument is a twofold question. Which aspects of the modern
world and its crisis have actually revealed themselves in the educational crisis,
that is, what are the true reasons that for decades things could be said and done
in such glaring contradiction to common sense? And, second, what can we learn
from this crisis for the essence of education—not in the sense that one can
always learn from mistakes what ought not to be done, but rather by reflecting
on the role that education plays in every civilization, that is on the obligation that
the existence of children entails for every human society. We shall begin with the
second question.

I11

A crisis in education would at any time give rise to serious concern even if it did
not reflect, as in the present instance it does, a more general crisis and instability
in modern society. For education belongs among the most elementary and
necessary activities of human society, which never remains as it is but
continuously renews itself through birth, through the arrival of new human
beings. These newcomers, moreover, are not finished but in a state of becoming.
Thus the child, the subject of education, has for the educator a double aspect: he
is new in a world that is strange to him and he is in process of becoming, he is a
new human being and he is a becoming human being. This double aspect is by
no means self-evident and it does not apply to the animal forms of life; it
corresponds to a double relationship, the relationship to the world on the one
hand and to life on the other. The child shares the state of becoming with all
living things; in respect to life and its development, the child is a human being in
process of becoming, just as a kitten is a cat in process of becoming. But the
child is new only in relation to a world that was there before him, that will
continue after his death, and in which he is to spend his life. If the child were not
a newcomer in this human world but simply a not yet finished living creature,
education would be just a function of life and would need to consist in nothing
save that concern for the sustenance of life and that training and practice in
living that all animals assume in respect to their young.

Human parents, however, have not only summoned their children into life



through conception and birth, they have simultaneously introduced them into a
world. In education they assume responsibility for both, for the life and
development of the child and for the continuance of the world. These two
responsibilities do not by any means coincide; they may indeed come into
conflict with each other. The responsibility for the development of the child
turns in a certain sense against the world: the child requires special protection
and care so that nothing destructive may happen to him from the world. But the
world, too, needs protection to keep it from being overrun and destroyed by the
onslaught of the new that bursts upon it with each new generation.

Because the child must be protected against the world, his traditional place is
in the family, whose adult members daily return back from the outside world and
withdraw into the security of private life within four walls. These four walls,
within which people’s private family life is lived, constitute a shield against the
world and specifically against the public aspect of the world. They enclose a
secure place, without which no living thing can thrive. This holds good not only
for the life of childhood but for human life in general. Wherever the latter is
consistently exposed to the world without the protection of privacy and security
its vital quality is destroyed. In the public world, common to all, persons count,
and so does work, that is, the work of our hands that each of us contributes to
our common world; but life qua life does not matter there. The world cannot be
regardful of it, and it has to be hidden and protected from the world.

Everything that lives, not vegetative life alone, emerges from darkness and,
however strong its natural tendency to thrust itself into the light, it nevertheless
needs the security of darkness to grow at all. This may indeed be the reason that
children of famous parents so often turn out badly. Fame penetrates the four
walls, invades their private space, bringing with it, especially in present-day
conditions, the merciless glare of the public realm, which floods everything in
the private lives of those concerned, so that the children no longer have a place
of security where they can grow. But exactly the same destruction of the real
living space occurs wherever the attempt is made to turn the children themselves
into a kind of world. Among these peer groups then arises public life of a sort
and, quite apart from the fact that it is not a real one and that the whole attempt
is a sort of fraud, the damaging fact remains that children—that is, human beings
in process of becoming but not yet complete—are thereby forced to expose
themselves to the light of a public existence.

That modern education, insofar as it attempts to establish a world of children,
destroys the necessary conditions for vital development and growth seems
obvious. But that such harm to the developing child should be the result of
modern education strikes one as strange indeed, for this education maintained



that its exclusive aim was to serve the child and rebelled against the methods of
the past because these had not sufficiently taken into account the child’s inner
nature and his needs. “The Century of the Child,” as we may recall, was going to
emancipate the child and free him from the standards derived from the adult
world. Then how could it happen that the most elementary conditions of life
necessary for the growth and development of the child were overlooked or
simply not recognized? How could it happen that the child was exposed to what
more than anything else characterized the adult world, its public aspect, after the
decision had just been reached that the mistake in all past education had been to
see the child as nothing but an undersized grown-up?

The reason for this strange state of affairs has nothing directly to do with
education; it is rather to be found in the judgments and prejudices about the
nature of private life and public world and their relation to each other which
have been characteristic of modern society since the beginning of modern times
and which educators, when they finally began, relatively late, to modernize
education, accepted as self-evident assumptions without being aware of the
consequences they must necessarily have for the life of the child. It is the
peculiarity of modern society, and by no means a matter of course, that it regards
life, that is, the earthly life of the individual as well as the family, as the highest
good; and for this reason, in contrast to all previous centuries, emancipated this
life and all the activities that have to do with its preservation and enrichment
from the concealment of privacy and exposed them to the light of the public
world. This is the real meaning of the emancipation of workers and women, not
as persons, to be sure, but insofar as they fulfill a necessary function in the life-
process of society.

The last to be affected by this process of emancipation were the children, and
the very thing that had meant a true liberation for the workers and the women—
because they were not only workers and women but persons as well, who
therefore had a claim on the public world, that is, a right to see and be seen in it,
to speak and be heard—was an abandonment and betrayal in the case of the
children, who are still at the stage where the simple fact of life and growth
outweighs the factor of personality. The more completely modern society
discards the distinction between what is private and what is public, between
what can thrive only in concealment and what needs to be shown to all in the full
light of the public world, the more, that is, it introduces between the private and
the public a social sphere in which the private is made public and vice versa, the
harder it makes things for its children, who by nature require the security of
concealment in order to mature undisturbed.

However serious these infringements of the conditions for vital growth may



be, it is certain that they were entirely unintentional; the central aim of all
modern education efforts has been the welfare of the child, a fact that is, of
course, no less true even if the efforts made have not always succeeded in
promoting the child’s welfare in the way that was hoped. The situation is entirely
different in the sphere of educational tasks directed no longer toward the child
but toward the young person, the newcomer and stranger, who has been born
into an already existing world which he does not know. These tasks are
primarily, but not exclusively, the responsibility of the schools; they have to do
with teaching and learning; the failure in this field is the most urgent problem in
America today. What lies at the bottom of it?

Normally the child is first introduced to the world in school. Now school is
by no means the world and must not pretend to be; it is rather the institution that
we interpose between the private domain of home and the world in order to
make the transition from the family to the world possible at all. Attendance there
is required not by the family but by the state, that is by the public world, and so,
in relation to the child, school in a sense represents the world, although it is not
yet actually the world. At this stage of education adults, to be sure, once more
assume a responsibility for the child, but by now it is not so much responsibility
for the vital welfare of a growing thing as for what we generally call the free
development of characteristic qualities and talents. This, from the general and
essential point of view, is the uniqueness that distinguishes every human being
from every other, the quality by virtue of which he is not only a stranger in the
world but something that has never been here before.

Insofar as the child is not yet acquainted with the world, he must be
gradually introduced to it; insofar as he is new, care must be taken that this new
thing comes to fruition in relation to the world as it is. In any case, however, the
educators here stand in relation to the young as representatives of a world for
which they must assume responsibility although they themselves did not make it,
and even though they may, secretly or openly, wish it were other than it is. This
responsibility is not arbitrarily imposed upon educators; it is implicit in the fact
that the young are introduced by adults into a continuously changing world.
Anyone who refuses to assume joint responsibility for the world should not have
children and must not be allowed to take part in educating them.

In education this responsibility for the world takes the form of authority. The
authority of the educator and the qualifications of the teacher are not the same
thing. Although a measure of qualification is indispensable for authority, the
highest possible qualification can never by itself beget authority. The teacher’s
qualification consists in knowing the world and being able to instruct others
about it, but his authority rests on his assumption of responsibility for that world.



Vis-a-vis the child it is as though he were a representative of all adult
inhabitants, pointing out the details and saying to the child: This is our world.

Now we all know how things stand today in respect to authority. Whatever
one’s attitude toward this problem may be, it is obvious that in public and
political life authority either plays no role at all—for the violence and terror
exercised by the totalitarian countries have, of course, nothing to do with
authority—or at most plays a highly contested role. This, however, simply
means, in essence, that people do not wish to require of anyone or to entrust to
anyone the assumption of responsibility for everything else, for wherever true
authority existed it was joined with responsibility for the course of things in the
world. If we remove authority from political and public life, it may mean that
from now on an equal responsibility for the course of the world is to be required
of everyone. But it may also mean that the claims of the world and the
requirements of order in it are being consciously or unconsciously repudiated; all
responsibility for the world is being rejected, the responsibility for giving orders
no less than for obeying them. There is no doubt that in the modern loss of
authority both intentions play a part and have often been simultaneously and
inextricably at work together.

In education, on the contrary, there can be no such ambiguity in regard to the
present-day loss of authority. Children cannot throw off educational authority as
though they were in a position of oppression by an adult majority—though even
this absurdity of treating children as an oppressed minority in need of liberation
has actually been tried out in modern educational practice. Authority has been
discarded by the adults, and this can mean only one thing: that the adults refuse
to assume responsibility for the world into which they have brought the children.

There is of course a connection between the loss of authority in public and
political life and in the private pre-political realms of the family and the school.
The more radical the distrust of authority becomes in the public sphere, the
greater the probability naturally becomes that the private sphere will not remain
inviolate. There is this additional fact, and it is very likely the decisive one, that
from time out of mind we have been accustomed in our tradition of political
thought to regard the authority of parents over children, of teachers over pupils,
as the model by which to understand political authority. It is just this model,
which can be found as early as Plato and Aristotle, that makes the concept of
authority in politics so extraordinarily ambiguous. It is based, first of all, on an
absolute superiority such as can never exist among adults and which, from the
point of view of human dignity, must never exist. In the second place, following
the model of the nursery, it is based on a purely temporary superiority and
therefore becomes self-contradictory if it is applied to relations that are not



temporary by nature—such as the relations of the rulers and the ruled. Thus it
lies in the nature of the matter—that is, both in the nature of the present crisis in
authority and in the nature of our traditional political thought—that the loss of
authority which began in the political sphere should end in the private one; and it
is naturally no accident that the place where political authority was first
undermined, that is, in America, should be the place where the modern crisis in
education makes itself most strongly felt.

The general loss of authority could, in fact, hardly find more radical
expression than by its intrusion into the pre-political sphere, where authority
seemed dictated by nature itself and independent of all historical changes and
political conditions. On the other hand, modern man could find no clearer
expression for his dissatisfaction with the world, for his disgust with things as
they are, than by his refusal to assume, in respect to his children, responsibility
for all this. It is as though parents daily said: “In this world even we are not very
securely at home; how to move about in it, what to know, what skills to master,
are mysteries to us too. You must try to make out as best you can; in any case
you are not entitled to call us to account. We are innocent, we wash our hands of
you.”

This attitude has, of course, nothing to do with that revolutionary desire for a
new order in the world—Novus Ordo Seclorum—which once animated America;
it is rather a symptom of that modern estrangement from the world which can be
seen everywhere but which presents itself in especially radical and desperate
form under the conditions of a mass society. It is true that modern educational
experiments, not in America alone, have struck very revolutionary poses, and
this has, to a certain degree, increased the difficulty of clearly recognizing the
situation and caused a certain degree of confusion in the discussion of the
problem; for in contradiction to all such behavior stands the unquestionable fact
that so long as America was really animated by that spirit she never dreamed of
initiating the new order with education but, on the contrary, remained
conservative in educational matters.

To avoid misunderstanding: it seems to me that conservatism, in the sense of
conservation, is of the essence of the educational activity, whose task is always
to cherish and protect something—the child against the world, the world against
the child, the new against the old, the old against the new. Even the
comprehensive responsibility for the world that is thereby assumed implies, of
course, a conservative attitude. But this holds good only for the realm of
education, or rather for the relations between grown-ups and children, and not
for the realm of politics, where we act among and with adults and equals. In
politics this conservative attitude—which accepts the world as it is, striving only



to preserve the status quo—can only lead to destruction, because the world, in
gross and in detail, is irrevocably delivered up to the ruin of time unless human
beings are determined to intervene, to alter, to create what is new. Hamlet’s
words, “The time is out of joint. O cursed spite that ever I was born to set it
right,” are more or less true for every new generation, although since the
beginning of our century they have perhaps acquired a more persuasive validity
than before.

Basically we are always educating for a world that is or is becoming out of
joint, for this is the basic human situation, in which the world is created by
mortal hands to serve mortals for a limited time as home. Because the world is
made by mortals it wears out; and because it continuously changes its inhabitants
it runs the risk of becoming as mortal as they. To preserve the world against the
mortality of its creators and inhabitants it must be constantly set right anew. The
problem is simply to educate in such a way that a setting-right remains actually
possible, even though it can, of course, never be assured. Our hope always hangs
on the new which every generation brings; but precisely because we can base
our hope only on this, we destroy everything if we so try to control the new that
we, the old, can dictate how it will look. Exactly for the sake of what is new and
revolutionary in every child, education must be conservative; it must preserve
this newness and introduce it as a new thing into an old world, which, however
revolutionary its actions may be, is always, from the standpoint of the next
generation, superannuated and close to destruction.

IV

The real difficulty in modern education lies in the fact that, despite all the
fashionable talk about a new conservatism, even that minimum of conservation
and the conserving attitude without which education is simply not possible is in
our time extraordinarily hard to achieve. There are very good reasons for this.
The crisis of authority in education is most closely connected with the crisis of
tradition, that is with the crisis in our attitude toward the realm of the past. This
aspect of the modern crisis is especially hard for the educator to bear, because it
is his task to mediate between the old and the new, so that his very profession
requires of him an extraordinary respect for the past. Through long centuries,
i.e., throughout the combined period of Roman-Christian civilization, there was
no need for him to become aware of this special quality in himself because
reverence for the past was an essential part of the Roman frame of mind, and this
was not altered or ended by Christianity, but simply shifted onto different



foundations.

It was of the essence of the Roman attitude (though this was by no means
true of every civilization or even of the Western tradition taken as a whole) to
consider the past qua past as a model, ancestors, in every instance, as guiding
examples for their descendants; to believe that all greatness lies in what has
been, and therefore that the most fitting human age is old age, the man grown
old, who, because he is already almost an ancestor, may serve as a model for the
living. All this stands in contradiction not only to our world and to the modern
age from the Renaissance on, but, for example, to the Greek attitude toward life
as well. When Goethe said that growing old is “the gradual withdrawal from the
world of appearances,” his was a comment made in the spirit of the Greeks, for
whom being and appearing coincide. The Roman attitude would have been that
precisely in growing old and slowly disappearing from the community of
mortals man reaches his most characteristic form of being, even though, in
respect to the world of appearances, he is in the process of disappearing; for only
now can he approach the existence in which he will be an authority for others.

With the undisturbed background of such a tradition, in which education has
a political function (and this was a unique case), it is in fact comparatively easy
to do the right thing in matters of education without even pausing to consider
what one is really doing, so completely is the specific ethos of the educational
principle in accord with the basic ethical and moral convictions of society at
large. To educate, in the words of Polybius, was simply “to let you see that you
are altogether worthy of your ancestors,” and in this business the educator could
be a “fellow-contestant” and a “fellow-workman” because he too, though on a
different level, went through life with his eyes glued to the past. Fellowship and
authority were in this case indeed but the two sides of the same matter, and the
teacher’s authority was firmly grounded in the encompassing authority of the
past as such. Today, however, we are no longer in that position; and it makes
little sense to act as though we still were and had only, as it were, accidentally
strayed from the right path and were free at any moment to find our way back to
it. This means that wherever the crisis has occurred in the modern world, one
cannot simply go on nor yet simply turn back. Such a reversal will never bring
us anywhere except to the same situation out of which the crisis has just arisen.
The return would simply be a repeat performance—though perhaps different in
form, since there are no limits to the possibilities of nonsense and capricious
notions that can be decked out as the last word in science. On the other hand,
simple, unreflective perseverance, whether it be pressing forward in the crisis or
adhering to the routine that blandly believes the crisis will not engulf its
particular sphere of life, can only, because it surrenders to the course of time,



lead to ruin; it can only, to be more precise, increase that estrangement from the
world by which we are already threatened on all sides. Consideration of the
principles of education must take into account this process of estrangement from
the world; it can even admit that we are here presumably confronted by an
automatic process, provided only that it does not forget that it lies within the
power of human thought and action to interrupt and arrest such processes.

The problem of education in the modern world lies in the fact that by its very
nature it cannot forgo either authority or tradition, and yet must proceed in a
world that is neither structured by authority nor held together by tradition. That
means, however, that not just teachers and educators, but all of us, insofar as we
live in one world together with our children and with young people, must take
toward them an attitude radically different from the one we take toward one
another. We must decisively divorce the realm of education from the others,
most of all from the realm of public, political life, in order to apply to it alone a
concept of authority and an attitude toward the past which are appropriate to it
but have no general validity and must not claim a general validity in the world of
grown-ups.

In practice the first consequence of this would be a clear understanding that
the function of the school is to teach children what the world is like and not to
instruct them in the art of living. Since the world is old, always older than they
themselves, learning inevitably turns toward the past, no matter how much living
will spend itself in the present. Second, the line drawn between children and
adults should signify that one can neither educate adults nor treat children as
though they were grown up; but this line should never be permitted to grow into
a wall separating children from the adult community as though they were not
living in the same world and as though childhood were an autonomous human
state, capable of living by its own laws. Where the line between childhood and
adulthood falls in each instance cannot be determined by a general rule; it
changes often, in respect to age, from country to country, from one civilization to
another, and also from individual to individual. But education, as distinguished
from learning, must have a predictable end. In our civilization this end probably
coincides with graduation from college rather than with graduation from high
school, for the professional training in universities or technical schools, though it
always has something to do with education, is nevertheless in itself a kind of
specialization. It no longer aims to introduce the young person to the world as a
whole, but rather to a particular, limited segment of it. One cannot educate
without at the same time teaching; an education without learning is empty and
therefore degenerates with great ease into moral-emotional rhetoric. But one can
quite easily teach without educating, and one can go on learning to the end of



one’s days without for that reason becoming educated. All these are particulars,
however, that must really be left to the experts and the pedagogues.

What concerns us all and cannot therefore be turned over to the special
science of pedagogy is the relation between grown-ups and children in general
or, putting it in even more general and exact terms, our attitude toward the fact
of natality: the fact that we have all come into the world by being born and that
this world is constantly renewed through birth. Education is the point at which
we decide whether we love the world enough to assume responsibility for it and
by the same token save it from that ruin which, except for renewal, except for
the coming of the new and young, would be inevitable. And education, too, is
where we decide whether we love our children enough not to expel them from
our world and leave them to their own devices, nor to strike from their hands
their chance of undertaking something new, something unforeseen by us, but to
prepare them in advance for the task of renewing a common world.





