X CHAPTER II %

Modern Tzmes

_ EUNTIL recently great books
were central in liberal education; but liberal education was
limited to an élite. So great books were limited to an élite 2nd
to those few of the submerged classes who succeeded in break-
ing into them in spite of the barriers that society threw up
around them. Where anybody bothered to defend this exclu-
sion, it was done on the basis that only those with exception-
al intelligence and leisure could understand these books, and
that only those who had political power needed to undet-
stand them.

As the masses were admitted to political activity, it was
assumed that, though they must be educated, they could not
be educated in this way. They had to learn to read the news-
paper and to write a business letter and to make change; but
how could they be expected to study Plato or Dante or New-
ton? All that they nceded to know about great writers could
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THE GREAT CONVERSATION

be translated fot them in textbooks that did not suffer from
the embarrassment of being either difhicult or great.

The people now have political power and leisure. If they
have not always used them wisely, it may be because they
have not had the kind of education that would enable them
to do so.

It is not argued that cducanon through great books and the
liberal arts was 2 poor education for the élite. It is argued
that times have changed and that such an education would be
a poor education for anybody today, since it is outmoded. It
is remote from real life and today’s problems. Many of the
books were written when men held slaves. Mapy were writ-
ten in a prescientific and preindustrial age. What can they
have to say to us, free, democratic citizens of a scientific, in-
dustrial era? _'

This is a kind of sociological determinism. As economic de-
terminism holds that all activity is guided and regulated by
the conditions of production, so sociological determinism
claims that intellectual activity, at least, is always relative
to a particular society, so that, if the society changes in an
important way, the activity becomes irrelevant. Ideas orig-
inating in one state of society can have no bearing on another
state of society. If they seem to have a bearing, this is only
seeming. Ideas are the rationalizations of the social condi-
tions that exist at any given time. If we seck to use in our
own time the ideas of another, we shall deceive ourselves, be-
cause by definition these ideas have no application to any
other time than that which produced them.

History and common sense explode socxologlcal determin-
ism, and economic determinism, too. There is something
callcd man on this carth. He wrestles with his problems and
tries to solve them. These problems change from epoch to
epoch in certain respects; they remain the same in others.
What is the good life? What is 2 good state? Is there a God?
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What is the nature and destiny of man? Such questions and a
host of others persist because man persists, and they will per-
sist as long as he does. Through the ages great men have
written down their discussion of these persistent questions.
Are we to disdain the light they offer us on the ground that
they lived in primitive, far-off times? As someone has re-
marked, “The Greeks could not broadcast the Aeschylean
tragedy; But they could write it.” '

This set of books explodes sociological determinism, be-
cause it shows that no age speaks with a single voice. No so-
ciety so determines intellectual activity that there can be no
major intellectual disagreements in it. The conservative and
the radical, the practical man and the theoretician, the ideal-
ist and the realist will be found in every society, many of
them conducting the same kind of arguments that are carried
on today. Although man has progressed in many spectacular
respects, I supposc it will not be denied that he is today worse
off in many respects, some of them more important than the
respects in which he has improved. We should not reject the
help of the sages of former times. We need all the help we
can get.’ _

The chief exponent of the view that times have changed
and that our conception of the best education must change
with them is that most misunderstood of all philosophers of
education, John Dewey. It is one of the ironies of fate that his
followers who have misunderstood him have carried all be-
fore them in American education; whereas the plans he pro-
posed have never been tried. The notion that 1s perhaps most
popular in the United States, that the object of education is
to adjust the young to their environment, and in particular to
teach them to make 2 living, John Dewey roundly con-
demned; yet it is-usually advanced in his name.

Dewey was first of all a social reformer. He could not advo-
cate adjustment to an environment the brutality and injustice
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of which repelled him. He believed in his own conception of
liberal education for all and looked upon any kind of training
directed to learning a trade, solely to make a living at it, as
narrowing and illiberal. He would especially repudiate those
who seek to differentiate among the young on the basis of
their capacity in order to say that only some are capable of
acquiring a liberal education, in Dewey’s conception of it or
any other.

John Dewey’s central position is stated in his major book
on education, Democracy and Education, published in 1916. He
says: “Both practically and philosophically, the key to the
present educational situation lies in a gradual reconstruction
of school materials and methods so as to utilize various forms
of occupation typifying social callings, and to bring out their
intellectual and moral content.” The occupations that are to -
be engaged in are those “which are indicated by the needs
and interests of the pupil at the time. Only in this way can
there be on the part of the educator and of the one educated
a genuine discovery of personal aptitudes so that the proper
choice of a specialized pursuit in later life may be indicated.
Moreover, the discovery of capacity and aptitude will be a
constant progress as long as growth continues.”

Dewey'’s chief reason for this recommendation is found in
his psychology of learning. “An occupation is a continuous
activity having a purpose. Education shrough occupations con-
sequently combines within itself more of the facrors condu-
cive to learning than any other method. It calls instincts and
habits into play; it is a foe to passive receptivity. It has an
end in view; results are to be accomplished. Hence it appeals
to thought; it demands that an idea of an end be steadily
maintained, so that activity must be progressive, leading
from one stage to anether; observation and ingenuity are re-
quired at each stage to overcome obstacles and to discover
and readjust means of execution. In short, an occupation,
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pursued under conditions where the realization of the activity
rather than merely the external product is the aim, fulfills the
requirements which were laid down earlier in connection
with the discussion of aims, interest, and thinking.”

The doctrine is that occupations, means of carning a living,

‘should constitute the object of the attention of the education-
al system, This is not for the purpose of teaching the pupils

how to make 2 living. Dewey opposes pure vocational train-
ing and urges that “a truly liberal, and liberating, education
would refuse today to isolate vocational training on any of its
Ievels from a continuous education in the social, moral and
scientific contexts within which wisely administered callings
and professions must function.” He proposes education
through occupations as 2 means of arousing interest, which
it is assumed can be aroused by the study of occupations,

~of helping students to select a vocation, and of showing

them the significance of the various ways of carning a living.
This is not the place for an elaborate critique of this doc-
trine. It is perhaps enough to say that the misinterpretations

- and misapplications of it were natural and inevitable. A pro-

gram of social reform cannot be achieved through the educa-
tional system unless it is one that the society is prepared to
accept. The educational system is the society’s attempt to
perpetuate itself and its own ideals. If 2 society wishes to im-
prove, it will use the educational system for that purpose.
Even in this case it will not allow the educational system to
determine for itself what improvement is, unless it is a soci-
ety that believes that the free and independent exetcise of in-
dividual judgment is the best way to achieve improvement.
If a society does not wish to change, it cannot be reformed
through the educational system. In practice, a program of so-
cial reform will turn out to be what Dewey's has turned out
to be in the hands of his followers, a program of social ad-
justment. -
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So a program of education rhrexgh occupations will in prac-
tice turn out to be a program of education for occupations.
Indeed, Dewey never tells us how it can be anything else. He
does not say how he would accomplish the study of the mor-
al, social, scientific, and intellectual contexts of occupations
without resorting to those great books and those liberal arts
which he regards as outmoded by experimental science and
industrialization. :

Nor does he indicate any awareness of the practical difficul-
ties of having occupations studied at school. The school can-
not duplicate the actual conditions of industry, commerce,
finance, and the learned professions. Machines, methods,
teachers can never be up to date. The conditions in the educa-
tional system generally can never be those that obtain in the
modern medical school, in which the atmosphere of reality
does not have to be created, because it is already there: the
patient is really sick; the professor is trying to cure him; and
the student learns to be a doctor by acting as the professor’s
assistant. :

Dewey is certainly correct in saying that the actual condi-
tions of practice teach by arousing interest and defining the
aim. But he fails to notice that this leads not to the study of
occupations in the educational system, but to the study of oc-
cupations through apprenticeship. This is the situation in the
medical school. The apprentice is committed to the occupa-
tion and learns it under the actual conditions of practice. In
the educational system generally the actual conditions of
practice cannot be successfully imitated; and the pupil 1s not
committed to the occupartion.

Since the pupil is not committed to the occupation, the
proposition that the occupations that are to be studied are
those which are indicated by the needs and interests of the
pupil at the time is alarming. Between the ages of six and
fourteen I wanted, in rapid succession, to be an iceman (a now
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extinct occupation), a “motorman” on the horse cars (also
extinct), a fireman, a postman, 2 policeman, a professional
baseball player, and a missionary. The notion that what my
teachers should have done was to offer me a study of these
occupations as the fancy for each of them took e is so
startling that Mr. Dewey’s followers may perhaps be excused
for refusing to take him literally and contenting themselves
with trade-school instruction looking toward earning a
living.

The educational results of studies of occupations as the
passing whims of children suggested them would hardly be
what Mr. Dewey hopcd even if such a curriculum could in
fact be instituted, as it never has been. One educational
proposnmn I take to be axiomatic, that matters that demand
experience of those who seek to understand them cannot be
understood by those who are without experience. A child
can and should learn about the economic and political
system by way of introduction to it, but he cannot under-
stand it, in the samec way or to the same degree that he can
understand arichmetic, music, and science. Nor can he un-
derstand the moral and social contents of occupations in
which he has never engaged under thc actual conditions of
practice.

As the quotations I have given show, Mr. Dewey wants to
concentrate on the study of occupations because he thinks
that they will arouse real interest and lead to real leatning.
But the interest of the young in occupations is neither intense
nor permanent, cxcept in the case of an individual with 2 very
special, overwhelming bent, until the time is almost at hand
at which they have to make up their minds about the choice
of their careers. Even then they can learn little about them
until they have engaged in them, as the apprentice does, un-
der the conditions under which they are carried on in the
world. They cannot understand them; least of all can they
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understand their social and economic and political contexts,
until they have had some experience as wage carners and
citizens. I say again that imitation experiences in the class-
room are not a substitute for actual experiences in life. Such
experiences can lead oaly to illusion: they lead the pupid to
think he understands something when he does not.

From the looks of things, all young Americans of a certain
age now want to be cowboys. I doubt whether it would be
useful for the schools to concentrate on cowpunching in its
moral, social, political, scientific, and intellectual contexts.
I do not see how the schools could do it, except by apprentic-
ing the pupils to cowmen. I doubt whether, in the absence of
such apprenticeship, much real learning would result. I doubt
that, if it were possible to arousc real interest in cowmanship
and its various contexts and to train up a generation of ac-
complished cowboys through the educational system, it
would be in the public interest to dedicate the educational
system to this purpose.

The reason is, apart from those I have already mentioned,
that to regard the study of occupations as central in educa-
tion assigns them a place to which they are not entitled.
Work is for the sake of leisure. What will Mr. Dewey do
about leisure? Will he ignore the end and concentrate on the
means, so that, when the means have given us the end, we do
not know what to do with ourselves? What about the duties
of citizenship, which are more complicated and more im-
portant than at any time in history? Will the study of occu-
pations, in all their contexts, help us to achieve that in-
tellectual independence which democratic citizenship re-
quires? Is it not a fact that we are now so wrapped up in our
own occupations and the special interests of our own oc-
cupational groups that we are almost at the pretyrannical
stage described by Vico, the stage where everybody is so
concerned with his own special interests that nobody looks
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after the common good? Is not the study of occupations the
way to hasten the disintegration of such community as still
remains, through emphasizing our individuality at the ex-
pense of our common humanity?

Democracy and Education was written before the assembly
line had achieved its dominant position in the industrial
world and before mechanization had depopulated the farms
of America. The signs of these proccsses wete already at
hand; and Dewey saw the necessity of facing the social
problems they would raise. One of these is the humanization
of work. His book is a noble, generous effort to solve this and
other social problems through the educational system. Un-
fortunately, the methods he proposed would not solve these
problems; they would merely destroy the educational system.

The humanization of work is one of the most baffling issues
of our time. We cannot hope to get rid of work altogether.
We cannot say that we have dealt adequately with work when
we have urged the prolongation of leisure.

Whatever work there is should have as much meaning as
possible. Wherever possible, workmen should be artists; their
work should be the application of knowledge or science and
known and enjoyed by them as such. They should, if possi-
ble, know what they are doing, why what they are doing has
the results it has, why they are doing it, and what constitutes
the goodness of the things produced. They should understand
what happens to what they produce, why it happens in that
way, and how to improve what happens. They should under-
stand their relations to others co-operating in a given process,
the relation of that process to other processes, the pattern of
them all as constituting the economy of the nation, and the
bearing of the economy on the social, moral, and political
life of the nation and the world. Work would be humanized
if understanding of all these kinds were in it and around it.

To have these kinds of understanding the man who works
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must have a good mind. The purpose of education is to de-
velop a good mind. Everybody should have equal access to
the kind of education most likely to develop such a mind and
should have it for as long as it takes to acquire enough intel-
lectual excellence to fix once and for all the vision of the
continuous need for more and more intellectual excellence.

This is the educational path to the humanization of work.
The man who acquires some intellectual excellence and in-
tends to go on acquiring more will, to borrow a phrase from:
Dewey, “reconstruct and reorganize his experience.” We
need have few fears that he will not be able to learn how to
make 2 living. In addition to performing this indispensable
task, he will inquire critically about the kind of life he leads
while making a living. He will seek to understand the man-
ner in which the life of all is affected by the way he and his
fellow workers are making a living. He will develop all the
meaning there is in his work and go on to see to it that it has
more and better meaning.

This set of books is offered not merely as an object upon
which leisure may be expended, but also as 2 means to the
humanization of work through understanding.
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