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The critique of radical education

The progressive man 1is discontented because
his fellows heve noi reached the point which he has
reached. TYouth is neturally discontented because it
arrives in a world of older men thinking in the terms
of the previous generatlon. Education is the device
by which the previous generation puts & brake on voutih.
The majority are duly restrained because education is
reinforced by religious prejudice and armed with the
threat of economic feilure. In other wordes, youth
pust accept the education of its predecessors or Tail
to establish economic security. Education, however,
is never powerful enough 1o restrain & minority. This
minority in revolting ageinst its education begins -
presently to desire to revolt against the sociel schemse

_which produces such and educeation. This minority thus
steps beyond the problems of its own education and,
inspired by discontent, observes immense numbers of
human beings who ought to be discontented with their
servile lot apparently unaware that +he remedy lies in
+heir own hands. This minority becomes & revolutionary
minority. Of such are university studenis, poets, and
constitutionally sentimental liberals. On most of them
+the economic stPuggle exercises such a deadening influence
thzt they surrender to what seems the inevitable, and in
due course grow to regard the revolutionary fervour of
their youth as a pleasant extravagance, like love-affairs
with village maidens. They migtake loss of wviriliiy Tor
wisdor, 1lack of desire for prudence.

—~ Compton MacKenzie, The West Wind of ILeove, p. 122.

Radical educztion and the medieval guestion

' The scholastics of the middle zges, schooled in_the dizlectic
of their times, were given 4o beginning thelr consideration of
s21lmost any question with the rezally basic guesiion:: An sit?
Does this thing of which we gpeak really exist? As they moved,
whihronexdzestenes with the passageof centuries, intoc the decadence
of dogmetic philosorhy, the quesition remained, but was nearly
2lways answered in the affirmative. Nevertheless, the eystien
was not always as dogmetic as it azppears. An ansver entailed 7
an explanation of the terms of the disptte, in which the gquestion
itself was often chenged. And there wes a fair chence that they
Inew what they7wére arguing about. _ _ '

I+ is in fact difficult to reach anything like that kind of

consensus in education today; %o demand it as 2 condition of
discussing radical education raises & number of major questions.
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There azre, no doubt, utovian theorists who can “ell us

what & radicel project of education ought to be, and perheps
more who can tell us what it ought not to be, buv hardly
anyone carn point to en existing, realized project and say
"this ie radical educetion". Most of us are much closer

to medievel ohilosophers talking sbout God; we can wax
eloguen® zbout what it is not, but its existence is not
self-evident.

The mytholosy of gchooling

Tvervone xmows thet educetion should not be confused
with schooling. Yet this confusion is most evident in most
writing about education, perhaps because it is in the
'school, in the bureaucratic instituiional structures into
which young human beings are obliged to spend muéh of their
time, that the theories of educational thinkers can be
inflicted on these young human beings by other human beings
who are placed in zuthority over them., These are controlled
by the state to some extent even when they are not funded by
the state. BEven in the mos+t deﬁocratic and liberal societies
it is assumed that the state is rightly empowered to establish
the purpose of the institutidn, determine the quelifications
0f those in charge, decree in detail what happens inside %hem,
* and enforce attendance in these institutions for a determined
number of years. '

" Roughly since the end of the eighteenth century it has
also been assumed that these authoritarian and bureaucratic
institutions can provide, for the purposes of those who con-
trol them, an effective control over the hearts and minds of
the masses. Curiously enough, this belief coincides roughly
with the rise in Western culture of the definition of men as
an individuzl, .of a world in which man as individual is the
starting point for political and social theory. In the Enlightenmer
man is finally liberated from the chains of 2 hierarchical,
organic society to become z free, self-reliant individual. Once
men is so defined, it becomes imperative that he be subjected
to m new institutional control, at the service of the state,
and at the service of boih political and economie regimes}.

1 Paradoxically the Church, which renzined ideoclogicelly committed
to the zncien régime through much of the nineteenth century, _share
thie helie? and siruccled with the state for control of schools.
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™is mythclogy persists} The zliernztive, we are told,
is anarchy. |

The belief in the effectiveness of institutional socizl
control is well-established and formulated 2t the end of the
eighteenth century, as for example in Turgot's mémoire on
education tc Louis XVI. 4+ is spelled out a few years later
in Fichte's Addresses to the German Nation. The belief has

beern remerkably persistent. Whether it really works is another
guestion. But it is believed to work, at least by those in
authori‘tyz .

The mechanisms have been improved. Structures have been
esteblished to isolate the individual, <to make him or her
more vulnerable. Age-svecific grouping and the authoritarian
role of the teacher enhance the vulnerability of the student
znd increase his or her dependence on the teacher. Teachers
themselves zre integreted into a bureaucratic system that ftends
to ensure conformity. In the province of Nova Scotia, in
Canada (and in many other places as well) textbboks are imposed
by the bureaucracy with the full authority of the siate. In
meny places, teachers are reguired to file detailed lesson plens
with school authorities. Nothing is supposed to escape the
control of the ruling bureaucracy.

This system has to be justified. The inmates, or their
parents, must be convinced that all this is done for their own
good. Hence the confusion about the purpose of the institution.
Historically, the function of social control has always been
fundemental on the part of the state, although it is also essumed
thet the system is justified because of the learning that takes |
place, or is supposed to take place, within it. There is
a constant dialectic that takes place between these functions
of the system. Todey, in the United States, there is grest
anxiety about the_qualit& of the learning that takes place in
the schools. Yet this is routinely subordinated to other purposes:
if all the students lesrned their lessons well, some of these

2 It may not always work as it is intended. A Chilean Communis®
remarked +thzt they had no need of schools of thelr own. The
Jesuit schools served them remarkably well.



purposes would be syrustrated. The sorting machine would cease
to funciio class ctructures might be endangered, and peorle
might discover embarra ssing things about their societies.

In e word, +the school.is & bureauvcratic institution
dedicated o the preservetion of the status guo. As an institution,
it is inherently conservative.

If then, one persists in confusing education with schoollng,
the ansver to “he medieval question must be negative. =zRadical
educetion dces not exist. '

Bevond the school

Tortunstely, Fichte's dream of isolating students from

511 humen contact outeide the school is impractical. Humen
beings exist in the context of a multiplicity of human relztion-
ships. Children learn from their parents, from other adults,
and from other children of all ages. Even in school, they are
taught to read, and while what they read in school is carefully
controlled, the school has never been able to dictate everything
that children read. I have heard that some theorists in California
now regard reading as obsolete, but I do not believe it. In
2 brief autobiographical essay written before his executlon,
~Bartolomeo Vanzetti t2lke about his own education. As a2 young
men he read Kropotkin, Gorki, Merline, Melateste, Reclus,
Merx, Leone di Labriola, Pisacane, Mezzini. He read these
writers in his twenties; he had left school at the age of thirteen.
Bven 1n the United States, despite the schbol system, there
are poets, and +they appear to find some Space to survive in.
It is true that for the most part they appear to survive in a
fairly restricted, seif-selected world; the culture as 2 whole
hesnno passion for poetry, and the mainstream mey not regard
their space as part of the mpeal™ world. There is a story to
the effect that Stalin nimself had appended a note to Boris
Pasternzk's police dossier: n]eave this cloudhanger alcne”™. In
Lmerica, cloudhangers are TOHulﬂElY 1eft alone, since for the
most part they are not dangerous.
L project of radical or 1ibertarian education mest, I think,
find its own space, and on the whole it must find this space
outside the formzl school systems; these, in so far as it is
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possible, have been occupied by the power of the siate.
This is as true in the United States and Canada =zs it is
in the Soviet Unicen. t is extremely doubtful whether any
modern state, even the most dedicezted to "free entercrise”
and classical liberalism, would tolerate for 2z moment a

free enterprise or laissez-fzire school system. Business

élites who lose no opportunity to denounce the iniquities

of governmental regulation of the economy accept without
demur the minute buresucratic regulation of schools, and
complain of chaos in them. Even in universities, <the growth
of buresucratic administration continues unabated3.

Radiecal theory

There does exist a long tradition of radicel theory
in education, &t times confused, at times contradictory,
and, I think, largely ineffectuzl. The impeneirability
of the reigning establishment is due to the fact that it re-
presents in effect the convergence of a great number of vested
interests, from the bureaucracy to the large and specislized
industries engaged in producing textbooks and educatiénsl
hardware, bplus & large governmental supersiructure that operates
at 211 levels. Radical theorists can be and are dissatisfied

with the results -— as indeed are many theorists who are anything
but redical —— but it is extremely difficult to specify points
3

Mhe reasons for this are perhazps a2 matter of conjecture.
There has been zn increase in bureaucratic organization

in most sectors of human endeavour. One hypothesis to explain
its reception in educational institutions by those who protest
against it in government is that for the practising capitalist,
education is regarded as an investment. As such, it must be
subject to cost-zccounting. The resulis of expenditure should

be measurable z2nd measured, and there should be some efficient
control of the use of resources. The concept of efficiency hes
long been applied to the administration of educational institu-
tions, and even to the learning process itself. Monographs

have been written orn efficiency in the teaching of penmanship,
arithmetic, and literature. All this, no doubt, mekes it
easier for the capitalist to contemplate the opportunity costs
of public educetion. One might also note that while capitalists
often complzin about bureaucratic controls placed on them by

the stazte, their dislike of buresucratic organization and controls
skldom extends to their own establishments.
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jemending reform. The sysiem, if such it e, will
+ glmost zny point. Piecemeazl reforms tend in Tect
Z

reinforce the system, mobilizing energies and distracting

-
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discon*tent. There hses hardly been aitime in the past two

hundred years -- that is, since the present system tegan to

take shave —-- in which & number of major reform movements

were not reacting to one or another aspect of the system.

reforme are swallowed whole, sterilized, and
r

e
the svstem. Then, of course, they 2

One of the principal weaknesses of the syvstem as it exists,
which parzdozically becomes one of its greatest sirengths, is
the systematic refusel to consider seriously the Question of
purpose. It is like Moses on the mountain: in the presence
of Yahweh he covers his face, for no one can look the deity
in the face and live. I hsve heard of a top-level administrator
eppointed by a reformist provinecisl government in Caneda, who
was determined %o take 2 hard and open lock ai the whole question
of purpose in schooling. He lasted four months. Instead there
are & great number of aims, goals and objectives wnich ere the
subjects of books ground out by the mills of the establishment,
but these are all, by definition, limited and partial, so
that they do not obviously contradict one enother. These are
all subject to empirical verificatidn or falsificetion, thus
gaining admittance to the halls of science. Turpose is value-
laden and hence illegitimate, and one suspects that it is like
bastard children in nineteenth-century bourgeois soclety: the
léess said about them the better.

Historically, such reticence was not present. Those who
promoted the establishment of school systems had a purpose in
mind, and it was moral, not cognitive. While it was expressed
in a variety of ways, the common theme is clear. The formation
of attitndes takes precedence over the acquisition of skills,
2nd the zttitudes desired are those which support the status quo.
Thiers, &t the mid-century in Prance, is feirly typiczl. He
weants the schools staffed by peopib who will teach obedience and
morality to the working classes. In the United Stztes, Horace



Menn regarded the school azs the "bzlance wheel of soclety”,
and relied for its propotion on an appeel to stebililty, =noi
learning.

Todey, it zppears to be uniashionable to discuss
purpose,  <&lthough it is hard to say that anything has changed.
If the radical critic complzins that there is purpose built
into the system, and that this purpose is the perpetuating
of economic znd political regimes, socialization, the
lezitimization of class structures, the enforcement of
conventional nmorelity, the training of industrial or bureau-
cratic servants, even to the detriment of "lezrning", he or
she is usually told by the criticsof the critics that a) the
charges zre irue but irrelevant; b) they ere false dbut irrelevant;
c) they are meaningless, or d) that aznerchists should not be
taken seriously. If one cbjects that the systenm makes'learning
difficult, the'response ig that this may be true in some cases,
but that socialization is necesszry lest soriety come ungliued.
If one objects that the socializetion process leads to unimaginative
conformists who follow their leaders like sheep, the rasponse is
that while this is true in some cases, <the system is necessary
becavse young people need intellectual or academic skills. In
effect, nothing is perfect and one must take the bad with the
good, |

I+ is not that much serious critigue has not been done.
Frustrated students and teachers, at their peril, attack
the system from within, and are either expelled or co-opted.
Critics from ocutside fare no better. The fortress appears 3o
be impregnable. - |
¥het is to be done?

Someone has noted that the reasl divisicn is not between
Left and Right, but between imagination and the lack thereof.
To this, =25 a matter of survivel, one must add humour. I
do not mean a2 humour of despeir. Imagination znd humour are
valueble resources for those who are —- 2nd we all are to sone
extent -- caught up in the system. They who refuse to take the
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systex seriounzly, who refuse %o gllow themselwses
defined - ii, are thereby the better eguipped o educe:
themselves, and ultimetely, &1l education is self-educeiion.
Those who heve the imazination to perceive thet schooling is
not educetion should be eauipped not only +o urndersitand the
radical crl*lque but to profit from it. The syestem as =z
whole is sufficiently mindless s=o that those who lmow what they'a
want cer orobebly get it. If & voung human beingz wents to -

learn msths, or language skills, or zlmost an thing else thet
is supposedly btaught, he can probably do it, nerticulerly if
he or she is perceptive encugh o realize thet this is deviant
behaviour. _ _ _

Adrittedly this is a hard saying. It punishés those who
are caught by the dream, or who tzke the System seriously, who
believe the promise of social mobllity or serious education, '
and it probably re*ards cynics as well as clear-sighted people
who have =2 sense cof humour. 7Yet one cannot 2void the impression.fﬁ
that  the situation is one of sauve gui peut. People who have

therselves together and are w1lllng to sabotage the basic purpose‘
of the institution by acting as if this purpose were learning
have a fair chance of getting away with their bluff, because

‘most educational bureaucrats are unwilling to admit that learning

is the last thing with which the system is concerned. A few of S
them -- and there are some in every system -- mey have encugh |
humour to understand whet is happening, and if they do, they

are often capable of aiding and abetting in the subversion of

the system. DMere institutional reform is, I think, doomed to
failure. The radical critics have, for the most part, seen

this, and accept it. Humour and imegination azre zbsolutely
essential for the radicel. 7The zlternative is_madness.
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