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I

The Role of Schooling in Society

"When examined, answer with questions'
1

-Graffiti Paris, 1968

Most people don't like being told what to do. Any institution that aims

to structure and regiment a person's life is, to a certain extent, in conflict with that

person. The interesting thing is that that person is not always in willful conflict

with the institution. Those who arc obedient and fulfill their role as students

understandably try to ignore the negative effects their schooling is having on

them. But who would honestly deny that these effects are quite visible? Students

are taught, through the process of schooling, to be conformist, unimaginative,

docile, and a great many other things that arc by and large considered virtues in

the working world. Stay this way and you may never feel good about yourself,

but you will be congratulated by authority figures for the rest of your life. I think

that the antagonistic feelings that people have toward school reflect what schools

are trying to do to you. Our present situation in which compulsory schooling

appears to be so natural has a historical context; the forces at work and reasons

why we spend so much of our lives in school can only be adequately explained

from a perspective that looks at schooling historically in terms of the means

employed and the ends desired and looks at where these institutional designs

leave the individual caught up in school. Such a perspective can be revolutionary

only if it identifies with the individual caught up in school— with their needs and

desires, their anger and frustration. We must look at how schooling fits into the

whole of society and what sort of social relationships and institutions are hinged

upon keeping this individual—you, for all practical purposes— acquiescent. The
problem, namely, that most people do in fact do what they are told, is a problem

with the totality of civilized social relations.

Schooling is a fundamental process of our society. It can be understood

as the ensemble of techniques by which a society instructs the young in the

knowledge, values, and attitudes necessary for becoming responsible members of

society, reproducing the dominant social order. The bells, the classes, the rules,

the discipline-all arc important aspects of a controlling process aimed at molding

the individual into a form more desirable to othcrs-to authorities. Schooling, like

work, is based on coercion. Generally speaking, one does not do schoolwork

because the experience itself is rewarding. One does not do schoolwork on

one's own terms. Also, there is a carrot or a stick guiding your progress-usually

both. Max Slirner had it right when he said that "the school question is a life

question." 1

The most important life-skill taught in schools is subservience. It is

1
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Karl Marx. Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 ( New York Prometheus 1988)

71

121. Ibid
,
74: "The worker therefore only feels himself outside his work, and in his work feels

outside himself His labor is therefore not voluntary, but coerced; it is forced labor It is

therefore not the satisfaction of a need, it is merely a means to satisfy needs external to it Its alien

character emerges clearly in the fact that as soon as no physical or other compulsion exists, labor

is shunned like the plague External labor, labor in which man alienates himself, is a labor of self-
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"

122. Knabb, 168

123. Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge Selected Intenicws & Other Writings 1 972- 1 977[New
York: Pantheon, 1980), 119.

124. Padover,226.

125. Michael P. Smith, The Libertarians and Education

1 26. Ficire. Pedagogy ofthe Oppressed

127. Murray Bookchin, The Spanish Anarchists The Heroic Years t868-l936(Sanfnncisco AK
Press. 1998). 48

128. Stimer, "The False Principle of Our Education"

41



93. Eric Hobsbawm, TheAge ofExtremes A History ofthe World. I 914- I99 I (New York Vintage,

1995), 295-296, 522-525

94. "One of the distinctive features ol" modem schooling is the use of classroom and school

organization to consciously shape the social behaviors of students ." Joel Spring, The Cultural

Transformatii in
i
ifa Waa'\ e American Family and Its Tube 1 763-I99S(Mahw2h, New Jersey:

Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1996), 200

95. Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man (Boston Beacon Press, 1964)

96. Jacques Ellul, Propaganda The Formation ofMen's Altitudes (New York Vintage. 1973)

From page 1 3 "No contrast can be tolerated between teaching and propaganda, between the critical

spirit formed by highei education and the exclusion of independent thought One must utilize the

education of the young to condition them to what comes later"

97. Paolo Freire, Pedagogy Ofilu- < ippiesscd (New York Continuum International Publishing

Group, 2003), 68

98. John Tay lot GattO, "Against School," Harper s (September 2003) 34 Contains the George

Bush quote being alluded to

99. Marrou. 159

100. John Dewey, "The Democratic Conception in Education," in The Evolution of Education ed.

David Swanger (Orlando, FL: Harcourl Brace, 1995), 232

101. Quoted in Geoffrey Walford and W S.F Pickering eds Durkhcim and Modern Education (New
York. Roullcdge. 1998), 4.

102. George S Counts, Secondary Education and Industrialism (Norwood, Massachusetts Harvard

University Pi ess, 1929), 11-12

1 03

.

Jill 1 launold. It's About Tunc Schooling as Oppression," Anarchy A Journal ofDesire

Armed(MSl, Spring-Summer 2004) 45

104. Tyack and Hansot, 11

105. Saul K Padovci ed The Essential Marx The Non-Economic Writings (New York: Signet,

1979), 355

106. Eby, 329-337

107. Michael P Smith, 77w Libertariansand Education (London George Allen & Unwin, 1983), 8

108. B.E Skinner, BeyondFreedom andDignity (Indianapolis, Indiana Hackct Publishing

Compaq 2002), 40

109- Ibid.. 19

40

absolutely essential to all hierarchical social systems. Education, as William

Torrey Harris (U.S. Commissioner of Education at the turn of the century) once

defined it, is "the subsumption of the individual.
, *

: Nobody is absolutely free of

social pressures, material forces, outside influences. But it does not follow that

we should submit to the ideal of the individual's "adjustment" to the social terrain:

behavior modification administered by the guardians of the Republic. There is

an essential tension here: the tension between unique individuals and the social

institutions that prevent their self-determination.

The necessity of schools is deeply ingrained in the modern psyche.

Implicit in the acceptance of any modern political ideology is the assumption

that the individual exists to serve the common good or some highei principle

exterior to personal subjeclivity-in fact, this seems to be the basis of all ideology,

all political systems, all forms of rule. So, proceeding from this assumption,

the sufficiently schooled person-the university student, for example-assumes the

thinking of asocial planner with regard to all political questions. Critical thinking

is so discouraged that many are virtually incapable of taking an an ti- political

stance against all the moral baggage of formal ideology, against the totality of

"mental production". 5 Alexander Inglis had the following to say about this aspect

of schooling: "It must be recognized that in American society each individual must

be not merely a law-abiding citizen but also to some extent a law-making citizen."
4

In a democratic state, social stability rests principally on the internalization of the

values behind the rules, the morality behind its reilicalion in law. One can dislike

school and still believe in its mythology-most people do. The stereotypes of good

students, bad students and every other category of student conceal the question

of the desirability of systems of grading and categorization. "Banalities, due to

what they conceal, work for the dominant organization of life . . . words will

not cease to work until people do," wrote Mustapha Khayati. 5 The mythology

of this dominant organization of life consists of myths such as the necessity of

being schooled in order to learn, the detached objectivity (and intelligence!) of

the intellectual, and many others, all reflecting capitalist values-lhe most salient

of which is Progress.

The student, like society, is continually making progress. The student's

progress, like that of society, is fundamentally a domestication of the human
animal. When Derrick Jensen asked himself why schooling takes so long, the

answer he came up with was straightforward and truthful: "It takes that long to

sufficiently break a child's will. It is not easy to disconnect children's wills, to

disconnect them from their own experiences of the world in preparation for the

lives of painful employment they will have to endure."" A few centuries earlier,

Immanucl Kant put it more succinctly: "Man must be disciplined because he

is naturally wild. . .
." 7 Discipline is at the heart of the educational enterprise.

Schools are obviously not organized by the studenls-they arc the population that

is to be controlled, monitored, measured, and disciplined. Discipline is "what the

factory and the office and the store share with the prison and the school and the



mental hospital."" There arc certain rules to be followed and the student is watched

at all times to make sure she is conforming. Discipline is essential, but it does

not explain all aspects of schooling. Knowledge, the commodity that the school

deposits in you or showers you with is something exterior to the student, who
accumulates knowledge in a process beyond her control. Knowledge is power,

most commonly to the extent (hat one can serve the interests of power and secure

a comfortable or powerful place in the social order. Foucault pointed out that

power necessarily produces knowledge: ".
. . power and knowledge directly imply

one another . . . there is no power relation without the correlative constitution of

a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute

at the same time power relations."
9 Highly specialized knowledge of the type that

schools impart reflects complex power relations hinging on extensive hierarchy

and division of labor. The increasing importance of schooling in modern society

reflects society's increasing totalitarianism, in the sense that more and more

human activities arc subordinated to and conditioned by the advanced techniques

of a technological society whose driving force is Capital. 1 "

It is obvious that any critique of schooling must have within it a critique

of the social order of which the schools are a part and vise versa. Schooling seems

to be a positive feedback system: more and more people go through schools,

capitalism advances, and more schools are needed to keep people subservient to

the bosses. Education is such an important "right" for all people that it "shall be

compulsory" according to Article 26 of the 1 948 I Ini versal Declaration of Human
Rights." Education seems to be something that all the ideologues can agree on.

It is obviously helping people to adapt to the insanity of modem society. We
become automatons, docile bodies-boring, dumb, and monotonous from doing

schoolwork with the same characteristics. By and large, students submit to their

behavior modification and faithfully reproduce the current social order.
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64. Rcyhacr and Edcr, 33-37.
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I lassroom An Autobiography by Richard Henry Pratt (Oklahoma I Inivcrsity of Oklahoma Press,

2003), xi-xv | from winch the quote was taken), Robert M Utley, "Introduction " Richard Henry

Pratt, Battlefield S: ( 'lassroom An Autobiography by Richard Henry Pratt (Oklahoma University
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boarding schools and 225 day schools with almost 20,000 children in attendance " Hagan, 134.

66. Angle Debo, .4 History ol the Indians of'the United States (Oklahoma University of Oklahoma

Press. l970),287-288 In The Cultural transformation ofa Native American Family and Its Tribe

I 7oj- 1 995 ( Marrwah, New Jersey Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1 996), Joel Spring writes,

"The specific values that common school reformers of the period wanted instilled [Protestantism,

republicanism, and capitalism] matched those advocated for the civilizing of Native Americans
."

Since Native American children were considered lazy by missionaries, Lancaster's method of

instruction, which encouraged orderliness, industnousness, and obedience, was at one time used

in Indian schools " many of the missionary teachers sponsored by the Civilization Fund Act

established schools among the Choctaws and Cherokees using Lancasterian methods of instruction."

(Both quotes taken from page 29)

(»7. David Wallace Adams Education foi Extinction:American Indians and the Boarding School

Experience 1875-1928 (Kansas University Press of Kansas, 1995), 221

68. Ibid
.
210-230 A group of Navajo students who were once asked to write a poem about school,

responded with the following

If I do not believe you

The things you say.

Maybe 1 will not tell you

That is my way.

Maybe you think 1 believe you

That thing you say.

But always my thoughts stay with me

M> own way.

69. Foucault. 176

70. Norval Morris and David J Rothman eds The Oxford History ofthe Prison The Practice of
Punishment in Western Society (Ucw York Oxford University Press, 1998), 106.

71. 1 -oucault, 80-81.

72. Cesare Beccaria An Essay on ( 'runes and Punishments (Boston International Pocket Library,

1992). 97 Beccaria nonetheless did not foresee the rise of common schools and compulsory

schooling

73. Gatlo. 777C Underground History, 256

74. Howard /inn, A People's History ofthe United States I'492-Prcsent (New York HarperCollins,
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II

The History of Schooling

"It may be an easy thing to make a Republic; but it is a very laborious thing to

make Republicans. . .
." -Horace Mann

"The family and the tribe are the schools of savages," wrote James

Mulhcrn. 12
It would be far more accurate to say that "savages" don't have schools,

but that would perhaps bring the whole idea of schools into question, or at least

get the reader to think about how tribes have been replaced by schools, families

by classes. II modern schools are presented as simply more advanced forms of

something that has always existed, they somehow seem more unavoidable, a part

of our "human nature." Schooling is necessary to a society to the extent that

a given society constitutes a social order where individuals arc subordinated to

some collectivity. Government and hierarchical social relations maintain "social

order" in civilized societies, and are therefore prerequisites for the development

of schooling.

The development of writing systems in Sumcria and Egypt set the

stage for the lirst specialists in the modern sense: scribes. Writing evolved as

a way of monitoring wealth, keeping track of the size of armies, and recording

monetary transactions-important functions of power for early cities.
13 Scribes, or

intellectuals, have always existed to serve the interests of power. Schooling was

originally intended for scribes and other functionaries who occupied administrative

and priestly roles. The impersonal relationship of students to an authority figure

who instructs them is thus historically very intimately tied to the functioning of

power. Schools developed as adjuncts to the temple-courts of the ruling castes of

ancient cities. Accounting, mathematics, chemistry, astronomy, and a significant

amount of literature concerned with religious themes grew out of these first

specialized intellectual environments. Along with all of these cultural pursuits,

emphasis was always placed on morality and good manners-renunciation being at

the root of the work ethic so essential to schooling. 14 Education in the East shared

these characteristics: Hindu schools stressed mental purity and self-discipline,

which were religious as well as school virtues."

It is with Greece that the Western tradition in education is said to begin.

Greek education was originally concerned with the ideal of the noble warrior.

Slowly this heroic culture became more of a scribe culture, although the written

word was not to be the sole concern of education until all learning was organized

around the Hook of Books, the Christian bible. In Sparta, education had an

essentially military character, its chief purpose being the training of the hoplites,

or heavy infantry. Athenian education was never as strictly organized as that

Movement A Documentor, Histon(Nc\\ York Teachers College Press, 1973). 3-48. John Zetzan.

Elements ofRefusal (Columbia. MO C A.L Press. 1999). I2S This book examines the origins of

modern domestication and presents an impressive account of the practical effects of the Industrial

Revolution.

54. Edward H Reisner, The Evolution ofthe Common School (New York Macmillan. 1930). 215

55. Johann Gottlieb Fichtc, Addresses to die German Nation (New York Harper & Row. 1968),

19-29

56. Reisner, 179-200 From pages 199-200: "Briefly to mention the major changes which arc to be

attributed to Pestalozzi's precept and example, we may say that he called the attention of his age to

the social significance of the common schools, that he did much to icscuc teaching in the common
schools from a nondescript teaching personnel and to place it in the hands of men and women much
more adequately prepared to follow teaching as an honorable and skilled calling, that he gave great

impetus to the classification of pupils according to their abilities and achievements, that he greatly

expanded the curricula of the common schools beyond the narrow exercise in reading which it had

been before his time, that he introduced methods of instruction which greatly facilitated the masteiy

of the ordinary school skills and the acquisition of information; that he substantially improved the

quality of school experience by introducing more of conciseness, more of thinking, and more of
doing into school, that he wrought a revolution in the conception of school discipline by substituting

the rule of love for the rule of fear and by treating children as cooperative individuals in a social

enterprise rather than as potential rebels in a kingdom of repression
"

57. Gatto, The Underground Histon; 137-144

58. Horace Mann, Life and Works ofHorace Mann Vol ///(Boston Life and Shepard Publishers,

1891), 302-303,365-366.

59. Reisner, 235-236

60. John Taylor Gatto, Dumbing (75 Doun (Gabriola Island. British Columbia New Society

Publishers, 2002), 22. H G Good writes, "According to the Massachusetts law of 1 852. all children

between the ages of eight and fourteen years were required to attend school for twelve weeks a year,

and for six of the twelve weeks the attendance had to be consecutive ."
II G. Good, A History of

Western Education Second Edition (New York Macmillan, 1 960), 450

6 1 . Richman, 44.

62. Jon Reyhaer and Jeanne Edcr. "A History of Indian Education ' Jon Rcyhaer ed Teaching

American Indian Students (Oklahoma University ofOklahoma. 1992), "44

63. William T Hagan, American Indians Revised Edition (Chicago The University of Chicago
Press, 1979), 87-88 Joel Spring writes. "In the early days of missionary schools, teaching the value

ofwork became a major source ofconflict between teachers and parents " Joel Spring. The Cultural

Transformation ofa Native American Family and Its Tribe 1 763- /<-'95(Mahwah, New Jcrsev

Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 1996), 69 Along with the teaching of "a good work ethic " came
profound social transformations For example. "Among Choctaws, who traditionally did not have

social classes, schooling became an important means of creating and distinguishing social classes
"

Spring, 201
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