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IT was once the custom in the great universities to propound a series of
theses which, as Cotton Mather put it, the student had to "defend
manfully." With your permission I should like to revive this custom by
propounding a thesis about the state of education in this troubled age.

The thesis which I venture to submit to you is as follows: That during the
past forty or fifty years those who are responsible for education have
progressively removed from the curriculum of studies the western culture
which produced the modern democratic state;

That the schools and colleges have, therefore, been sending out into the
world men who no longer understand the creative principle of the society in
which they must live;

That, deprived of their cultural tradition, the newly educated western men
no longer possess in the form and substance of their own minds and spirits,
the ideas, the premises, the rationale, the logic, the method, the values,
or the deposited wisdom which are the genius of the development of western
civilization;

That the prevailing education is destined, if it continues, to destroy
western civilization, and is in fact destroying it;

That our civilization cannot effectively be maintained where it still
flourishes, or be restored where it has been crushed, without of the
revival of the central, continuous, and perennial culture of the western
world;

And that, therefore, what is now required in the modern educational system
is not the expansion of its facilities or the specific reform of its
curriculum and administration, but a thorough reconsideration of its
underlying assumptions and of its purposes.

I realize quite well that this thesis constitutes a sweeping indictment of
modern education. But I believe that the indictment is justified, and that
there is a prima facie case for entertaining this indictment.

Universal and compulsory modern education was established by the
emancipated democracies during the nineteenth century. "No other sure
foundation can be devised," said Thomas Jefferson, "for the preservation of
freedom and happiness." Yet as a matter of fact, during the twentieth
century the generations trained in these schools have either abandoned
their liberties or they have not known, until the last desperate moment,
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how to defend them. The schools were to make men free. They have been in
operation for some sixty or seventy years, and what was expected of them,
they have not done. The plain fact is that the graduates of the modern
schools are the actors in the catastrophe which has befallen our
civilization. Those who are responsible for modern education—for its
controlling philosophy—are answerable for the results.

They have determined the formation of the mind and education of modern men.
As the tragic events unfold, they cannot evade their responsibility by
talking about the crimes and follies of politicians, businessmen, labor
leaders, lawyers, editors and generals. They have conducted the schools and
colleges and they have educated the politicians, businessmen, labor
leaders, lawyers, editors and generals. What is more they have educated the
educators.

They have had money, lots of it, fine buildings, big appropriations, great
endowments, and the implicit faith of the people that the school was the
foundation of democracy. If the results are bad, and indubitably they are,
on what ground can any of us who are in any way responsible for education
disclaim our responsibility, or decline to undertake a profound searching
of our own consciences and a deep re-examination of our philosophy.

* * *

The institutions of the western world were formed by men who learned to
regard themselves as inviolable persons because they were rational and
free. They meant by rational that they were capable of comprehending the
moral order of the universe and their place in this moral order. They meant
when they regarded themselves as free, that within that order they had a
personal moral responsibility to perform their duties and to exercise their
corresponding rights. From this conception of the unity of mankind in a
rational order the western world has derived its conception of law, which
is that all men and all communities of men and all authority among men are
subject to law, and that the character of allparticular laws is to be
judged by whether they conform to or violate, approach to or depart from
the rational order of the universe and of man's nature. From this
conception of law was derived the idea of constitutional government and of
the consent of the governed civil liberty. Upon this conception of law our
own institutions were founded.

This, in barest outline, is the specific outlook of western men. This, we
may say, is the structure of the western spirit. This is the formation
which distinguishes it. The studies and the disciplines which support and
form this spiritual outlook and habit are the creative cultural tradition
of Europe and the Americas. In this tradition our world was made. By this
tradition it must live. Without this tradition our world, like a tree cut
off from its roots in the soil, must die and be replaced by alien and
barbarous things.

It is necessary today in a discussion of this sort to define and identify
what we mean when we speak of western culture. This is in itself ominous
evidence of what the official historian of Harvard University has called
"the greatest educational crime of the century against American youth,—
depriving him of his classical heritage." For there will be many, the
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victims of this educational crime, who will deny that there is such a thing
as western culture.

Yet the historic fact is that the institutions we cherish,—and now know we
must defend against the most determined and efficient attack ever organized
against them—are the products of a culture which, as Gilson put it, "is
essentially the culture of Greece, inherited from the Greeks by the Romans,
transfused by the Fathers of the Church with the religious teachings of
Christianity, and progressively enlarged by countless numbers of artists,
writers, scientists and philosophers from the beginning of the Middle Ages
up to the first third of the nineteenth century."

The men who wrote the American Constitution and the Bill of Rights were
educated in schools and colleges in which the classic works of this culture
were the substance of the curriculum. In these schools the transmission of
this culture was held to be the end and aim of education.

Modern education, however, is based on a denial that it is necessary, or
useful, or desirable for the schools and colleges to continue to transmit
from generation to generation the religious and classical culture of the
western world. It is, therefore, much easier to say what modern education
rejects than to find out what modern education teaches. Modern education
rejects and excludes from the curriculum of necessary studies the whole
religious tradition of the west. It abandons and neglects as no longer
necessary the study of the whole classical heritage of the great works of
great men.

Thus there is an enormous vacuum where until a few decades ago there was
the substance of education. And with what is that vacuum filled: it is
filled with the elective, the eclectic, the specialized, the accidental and
incidental improvisations and spontaneous curiosities of teachers and
students. There is no common faith, no common body of principle, no common
body of knowledge, no common moral and intellectual discipline. Yet the
graduates of these modern schools are expected to form a civilized
community. They are expected to govern themselves. They are expected to
have a social conscience. They are expected to arrive by discussion at
common purposes. When one realizes that they have no common culture is it
astounding that they have no common purpose? That they worship false gods?
That only in war do they unite? That in the fierce struggle for existence
they are tearing western society to pieces? They are the graduates of an
educational system in which, though attendance is compulsory, the choice of
the subject matter of education is left to the imagination of college
presidents, trusteesand professors, or even to the whims of the pupils
themselves. We have established a system of education in which we insist
that while every one must be educated, yet there is nothing in particular
that an educated man must know.

For it is said that since the invention of the steam engine we live in a
new era, an era so radically different from ail preceding ages that the
cultural tradition is no longer relevant, is in fact misleading. I submit
to you that this is a rationalisation, that this is a pretended reason for
the educational void which we now call education. The real reason, I
venture to suggest, is that we reject the religious and classical heritage,
first, because to master it requires more effort than we are willing to
compel ourselves to make, and, second, because it creates issues that are

10/23/25, 1:42 PM ibiblio.org/pha/policy/1940/1940-12-29b.html

https://www.ibiblio.org/pha/policy/1940/1940-12-29b.html 3/7



too deep and too contentious to be faced with equanimity. We have abolished
the old curriculum because we are afraid of it, afraid to face any longer
in a modern democratic society the severe discipline and the deep,
disconcerting issues of the nature of the universe, and of man's place in
it and of his destiny.

I recognize the practical difficulties and the political danger of raising
these questions, and I shall not offer you a quick and easy remedy. For the
present discussion all I am concerned with is that we should begin to
recognize the situation as it really is and that we should begin to search
our hearts and consciences.

We must confess, I submit, that modern education has renounced the idea
that the pupil must learn to understand himself, his fellow men and the
world in which he is to live as bound together in an order which transcends
his immediate needs and his present desires. As a result the modern school
has become bound to conceive the world as a place where the child, when he
grows up, must compete with other individuals in a struggle for existence.
And so the education of his reason and of his will must be designed
primarily to facilitate his career.

By separating education from the classical religious tradition the school
cannot train the pupil to look upon himself as an inviolable person because
he is made in the image of God. These very words, though they are the
noblest words in our language, now sound archaic. The school cannot look
upon society as a brotherhood arising out of a conviction that men are made
in a common image. The teacher has no subject matter that even pretends to
deal with the elementary and universal issues of human destiny. The
graduate of the modern school knows only by accident and by hearsay
whatever wisdom mankind has come to in regard to the nature of men and
their destiny.

For the vital core of the civilized tradition of the west is by definition
excluded from the curriculum of the modern, secular, democratic school. The
school must sink, therefore, into being a mere training ground for personal
careers. Its object must then be to equip individual careerists and not to
form fully civilized men. The utility of the schools must then be measured
by their success in equipping specialists for successful rivalry in the
pursuit of their separate vocations. Their cultural ideal must then be to
equip the individual to deal practically with immediate and discreet
difficulties, to find by trial and error immediately workable and
temporarily satisfactory expedients.

For if more than this were attempted, the democratic secular school would
have to regard the pupil as having in him not merely an ambition but a
transcendent relationship that must regulate his ambition. The schools
would have to regard science as the progressive discovery of this order in
the universe. They would have to cultivate the western tradition and
transmit it to the young, proving to them that this tradition is no mere
record of the obsolete fallacies of the dead, hut that it is a deposit of
living wisdom.

But the emancipated democracies have renounced the idea that the purpose of
education is to transmit the western culture. Thus there is a cultural
vacuum, and this cultural vacuum was bound to produce, in fact it has
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produced, progressive disorder. For the more men have become separated from
the spiritual heritage which binds them together, the more has education
become egoist, careerist, specialist and asocial.

In abandoning the classical religious culture of the west the schools have
ceased to affirm the central principle of the western philosophy of life—
that man's reason is the ruler of his appetites. They have reduced reason
to the role of servant to man's appetites. The working philosophy of the
emancipated democracies is, as a celebrated modern psychologist has put it,
that "the instinctive impulses determine the end of all activities . . .
and the most highly developed mind is but the instrument by which those
impulses seek their satisfaction."

The logic of this conception of the human reason must lead progressively to
a system of education which sharpens the acquisitive and domineering and
possessive instincts. And in so far as the instincts, rather than reason,
determine the ends of our activity, the end of all activity must become the
accumulation of power over men in the pursuit of the possession of things.
So when parents and taxpayers in a democracy ask whether education is
useful for life, they tend by and large to mean by useful that which equips
the pupil for a career which will bring him money and place and power.

The reduction of reason to an instrument of each man's personal career must
mean also that education is emptied of its content. For what the careerist
has to be taught are the data that he may need in order to succeed. Thus
all subjects of study are in principle of equal value. There are no
subjects which all men belonging to the same civilization need to study. In
the realms of knowledge the student elects those subjects which will
presumably equip him for success in his career; for the student there is
then no such thing as a general order of knowledge which he is to possess
in order that it may regulate his specialty.

And just as the personal ambition of the student, rather than social
tradition, determines what the student shall learn, so the inquiry and the
research of the scholar becomes more and more disconnected from any general
and regulating body of knowledge.

It is this specialized and fundamentally disordered development of
knowledge which has turned so much of mans science into the means of his
own destruction. For as reason is regarded as no more than the instrument
of men's desires, applied science inflates enormously the power of men's
desires. Since reason is not the ruler of these desires, the power which
science places in men's hands is ungoverned.

Quickly it becomes ungovernable. Science is the product of intelligence.
But if the function of the intelligence is to be the instrument of the
acquisitive, the possessive, and the domineering impulses, then these
impulses, so strong by nature, must become infinitely stronger when they
are equipped with all the resources of man's intelligence.

That is why men today are appalled by the discovery that when modern man
fights he is the most destructive animal ever known on this planet; that
when he is acquisitive he is the most cunning and efficient; that when he
dominates the weak he has engines of oppression and of calculated cruelty
and deception that no antique devil could have imagined.
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And, at last, education founded on the secular image of man must destroy
knowledge itself. For if its purpose is to train the intelligence of
specialists in order that by trial and error they may find a satisfying
solution of particular difficulties then each situation and each problem
has to beexamined as a novelty. This is supposed to be "scientific." But,
in fact, it is a denial of that very principle which has made possible the
growth of science.

For what enables men to know more than their ancestors is that they start
with a knowledge of what their ancestors have already learned. They are
able to do advanced experiments which increase knowledge because they do
not have to repeat the elementary experiments. It is tradition which brings
them to the point where advanced experimentation is possible. This is the
meaning of tradition. This is why a society can be progressive only if it
conserves its tradition.

The notion that every problem can be studied as such, with an open and
empty mind, without preconception, without knowing what has already been
learned about it, must condemn men to a chronic childishness. For no man,
and no generation of men, is capable of inventing for itself the arts and
sciences of a high civilization. No one, and no one generation is capable
of rediscovering all the truths men need, of developing sufficient
knowledge by applying a mere intelligence, no matter how acute, to mere
observation, no matter how accurate. The men of any generation, as Bernard
of Chartres put it, are like dwarfs seated on the shoulders of giants. If
we are to "see more things than the ancients and things more distant" it is
"due neither to the sharpness of our sight nor the greatness of our
stature" but "simply because they have lent us their own."

For individuals do not have the time, the opportunity, or the energy to
make all the experiments and to discern all the significance that have gone
into the making of the wholeheritage of civilization. In developing
knowledge men must collaborate with their ancestors. Otherwise they must
begin, not where their ancestors arrived, but where their ancestors began.
If they exclude the tradition of the past from the curricula of the
schools, they make it necessary for each generation to repeat the errors,
rather than to benefit by the successes, of its predecessors.

Having cut him off from the tradition of the past, modern secular education
has isolated the individual. It has made him a careerist,—without social
connection,—who must make his way,—without benefit of man's wisdom,—through
a struggle in which there is no principle of order. This is the uprooted
and incoherent modern "free man" that Mr. Bertrand Russell has so
poignantly described, the man who sees "surrounding the narrow raft
illumined by the flickering light of human comradeship, the dark ocean on
whose rolling waves we toss for a brief hour; from the great night without,
a chill blast breaks in upon our refuge; all the loneliness of humanity
amid hostile forces is concentrated upon the individual soul, which must
struggle alone, with what of courage it can command, against the whole
weight of the universe that cares nothing for its hopes and fears."

This is what the free man, in reality merely the freed and uprooted and
dispossessed man, has become. But he is not the stoic that Mr. Russell
would have him be. To "struggle alone" is more than the freed man can bear
to do. And so he gives up his freedom and surrenders his priceless
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heritage, unable as he is constituted to overcome his insoluble personal
difficulties and to endure his awful isolation.
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