
CHAPTER 1 

• 

Beyond the Educational Frontier: 

'1he Great American Dream Freeze 

Those who take the meat from the table 
Preach contentment. ... 
Those who eat their fill speak to the hungry 
Of wonderful times to come .... 
Those who lead the country into the abyss 
Call ruling too difficult 
For the ordinary. 

8ERTOLT BRECHT, 1937 

"Go West, young man!" advised Horace Greeley in 1851. A century later, 
he might have said: "Go to college!" 

The Western frontier was the nineteenth-century land of opportunity. In 
open competition with nature, venturesome white settlers found their own 
levels, unfettered by birth or creed. The frontier was a way out--out of 
poverty, out of dismal factories, out of the crowded Eastern cities. The 
frontier was the Great Escape. 

Few escaped. Railroad companies, mine owners, and, before long, an 
elite of successful farmers and ranchers soon captured both land and op
portunity. The rest were left with the adventure of making ends meet. But 
throughout the nineteenth century, the image of the frontier sustained the 
vision of economic opportunity and unfettered personal freedom in an 
emerging industrial system offering little of either. 

With the closing of the Western frontier in the latter part of the nine
teenth century and with the growing conflicts accompanying the spread of 
the now established "factory system," a new ideology of opportunity be
came the order of the day. The folklore of capitalism was revitalized: 
Education became the new frontier. Rapidly expanding educational oppor
tunity in the twentieth century has met many of the functions served earlier 
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by the Western frontier. Physical escape? Out of the question. But in 
school, an objective competition-as the story goes-provides an arena for 
discovering the limits of one's talents and, thence, the boundaries of one's 
life pursuit. Educational reformers have proposed an end run on economic 
strife by offering all children an equal opportunity to make it. Those who 
have failed to measure up have only themselves to blame. 

For half a century or more, the educational system provided an admira
ble safety valve for the economic pressure cooker. Larger numbers of 
children completed high school and continued on to college every year. 
Most thought they were getting ahead, and many were. But by the late 
1950s, the educational frontier was pressing its limits. Already a third of 
the age group was entering college; over the next decade, the fraction 
would rise to almost half. College graduates were driving cabs; others were 
collecting unemployment checks. Some were on welfare. The once rela
tively homogeneous appearance of the system of higher education was 
rapidly giving way to a hierarchy of colleges, dominated at the top by the 
elite Ivy League schools and descending through a fine gradation of private 
schools, state universities, and community colleges. Not surprisingly, a 
decade later, the expansion of education was slowed to a crawl. Between 
1968 and 1973, the percentage of high-school graduates going on to col-

- lege fell from 55 percent to 4 7 percent. 1 Public support for education 
began to wane. The fraction of all municipal school bond issues voted 
down in referenda doubled-from about a quarter in the mid-1960s to 
about a half in the early 1970s. ~ The percentage of national output de
voted to educational expenditures, having more than doubled in the thirty 
years since 1940, fell slightly. 3 

Like the nineteenth-century prairie settler, the late twentieth-century 
student has come to realize the fancy of flight. The school system has been 
increasingly unable to support the myth of equal opportunity and full 
personal development. And the fading of the American Dream, hardly 
confined to education, has been a persistent theme of recent years. 

The decade of the 1960s burst upon a complacent public in successive 
waves of political and cultural conflict. Their formative years untouched 
by depression, mobilization, and total world war, youth of the emerging 
generation were afforded more than a glimpse of the future of the Ameri
can Dream. Large numbers were less than enthusiastic. Discontent often 
took the form of sporadic, but intense, political assaults against economic 
inequality in the United States. Minorities, women, welfare recipients, stu
dents, and working people have periodically brought the issue of inequality 
into the streets, forced it onto the front pages, and thrown it into the 
legislature and the courts. The dominant response of the privileged has 
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been concern, tempered by a hardy optimism that social programs can be 
devised to alleviate social distress and restore a modicum of social har
mony. Not exempt from this optimism has been modern academic eco
nomics and sociology. At the core of this conventional wisdom has rested 
the conviction that, within the "free enterprise" system of the United 
States, significant social progress can be achieved through a combination of 
enlightened persuasion and governmental initiative, particularly in the 
spheres of education and vocational training. 

The social movements of the sixties and seventies did not limit their 
attack to inequality. The period witnessed a growing reaction against au
thoritarian and repressive social relationships. Wildcat strikes, worker 
insubordination, and especially, absenteeism became a serious problem for 
union bosses and for employers. Black people in open revolt against cen
turies of discrimination demanded control of their communities. Armed 
students seized administration buildings, general strikes swept the colleges, 
and police patrolled high-school study halls. What appeared to many as the 
cornerstone of social stability-the family itself-was rocked by a wom
en's movement which challenged the sexual division of labor and the 
monopolization of personal and social power by males. 

While the "law-and-order" forces gathered guns and adherents, the lib
eral community sought a more flexible answer. The "soft" human relations 
school of labor management enjoyed a boom. Civil rights legislation was 
passed. Some of the more oppressive laws defining women's place were 
repealed. But the key response to the movement against repressive social 
relations appeared in education. A free-school movement, reflecting the 
highest ideals of progressive students and parents, was welcomed by major 
foundations and supported by the U.S. Office of Education. The "open 
classroom" was quickly perceived by liberal educators as a means of ac
commodating and circumscribing the growing antiauthoritarianism of 
young people and keeping things from getting out of hand. Free schools 
proliferated. 

The educational system, perhaps more than any other contemporary 
social institution, has become the laboratory in which competing solutions 
to the problems of personal liberation and social equality are tested and the 
arena in which social struggles are fought out. The school system is a 
monument to the capacity of the advanced corporate economy to accom
modate and deflect thrusts away from its foundations. Yet at the same 
time, the educational system mirrors the growing contradictions of the 
larger society, most dramatically in the disappointing results of reform 
efforts. 

By now, it is clear to many that the liberal school-reform balloon has 
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burst. The social scientists and reformers who provided the intellectual 
impetus and rationale for compensatory education, for school integration, 
for the open classroom, for Project Headstart and Title I, are in retreat. In 
political as much as in intellectual circles, the current mood is one of 
retrenchment. In less than a decade, liberal preeminence in the field of 
educational theory and policy has been shattered. How did it happen? 

The disappointing results of the War on Poverty and, in a larger sense, 
the persistence of poverty and discrimination in the United States have 
decisively discredited liberal social policy. The record of educational re
form in the War on Poverty has been just short of catastrophic. A major 
Rand Corporation study, assessing the efficacy of educational programs, 
concluded that " ... virtually without exception all of the large surveys of 
the large national compensatory educational programs have shown no bene
ficial results on the average."4 The dissemination of the results of the 
Office of Education's Survey of Educational Opportunity-the Coleman 
Report-did nothing to bolster the fading optimism of the school re
formers. 5 Coleman's massive 1966 study of 600,000 students in over 
4,000 schools had been mandated by the Civil Rights Act of 1964; osten
sibly, it was designed to provide statistical support for a policy of financial 
redistribution that would correct educational inequality. But while Cole
man and his associates did identify positive effects of a few aspects of the 
school-such as teacher quality-the weight of the evidence seemed to 
point to the virtual irrelevance of educational resources or quality as a 
determinant of educational outcomes. Studies by economists in the latter 
1960s revealed an unexpectedly tenuous relationship of schooling to eco
nomic success for blacks.6 By the early 1970s, a broad spectrum of social
science opinion was ready to accept the view put forward by Jencks et a!. 
in their highly publicized study, Inequality: that a more egalitarian school 
system would do little to create a more equal distribution of income or 
opportunity. 7 

The barrage of statistical studies in the late 1960s and early 1970s-the 
Coleman Report, Jencks' study, the evaluations of compensatory educa
tion, and others--cleared the ground for a conservative counterattack. 
Most notably, there has been a revival of the genetic interpretation of IQ. 
Thus Arthur Jensen-sensing the opportunity afforded by the liberal 
debacle-began his celebrated article on the heritability of IQ with: "Com
pensatory education has been tried and apparently it has failed." 8 In the 
ensuing debate, an interpretation of the role of IQ in the structure of 
inequality has been elaborated: The poor are poor because they are intel
lectually incompetent; their incompetence is particularly intractable be-
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cause it is inherited from their poor, and also intellectually deficient, 

parentsY An explanation of the failure of egalitarian reform is thus found 
in the immutability of genetic structure. (This idea is not new: An earlier 
wave of genetic interpretations of economic inequality among ethnic 
groups followed the avowedly egalitarian, but largely unsuccessful, educa
tional reforms of the Progressive Era. 10 ) Others-Edward C. Banfield 
and Daniel P. Moynihan prominent among them-have found a ready 
audience for their view that the failure of liberal reform is to be located not 
in the genes, but in the attitudes, time perspectives, family patterns, and 
values of the poor. 11 

Free schools have fared better than egalitarian school reform. But not 
much-the boom peaked in the early 1970s. Today, much of the free
school rhetoric has been absorbed into the mainstream of educational 
thinking as a new wrinkle on how to get kids to work harder. Surviving free 
schools have not developed as their originators had hoped. The do-your
own-thing perspective found little favor with the majority of parents. Finan
cial support has become harder to locate. Critics of the free-school 
movement increasingly raise the time-honored question: Are the majority 
of youth-or their elders--capable of making good use of freedom? Minus 
some of the more petty regulations and anachronistic dress codes, perhaps 
the schools are about all that can be expected-human nature being what it 
is, the complexity of modern life, and so forth. 

These times, then, project a mood of inertial pessimism. Not a healthy 
conservatism founded on the affirmation of traditional values, but a 
rheumy loss of nerve, a product of the dashed hopes of the past decades. 
Even the new widespread search for individual solutions to social ills is not 
rooted in any celebration of individuality. Rather, to many people-view
ing the failure of progressive social movements-the private pursuit of 
pleasure through consumption, drugs, and sexual experimentation is seen 
as the only show in town. Liberal social reform has been reduced to a 
program of Band-Aid remedies whose most eloquent vision is making do 
with the inevitable. In the camp of the optimists, there remain only two 
groups: One, those who mouth old truths and trot out tired formulas for 
social betterment in the vain hope that the past decade has been a quirk, a 
perverse and incomprehensible tangle in the history of progress which will 
-equally incomprehensibly-shake itself out. The other group, like our
selves, have been driven to explore the very foundation of our social order 

and have found there both a deeper understanding of our common situa
tion and a conviction that our future is indeed a hopeful one. 

We began our joint work together in 1968 when, actively involved in 
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campus political movements, and facing the mass of contradictory evidence 
on educational reform, we became committed to comprehensive intellec

tual reconstruction of the role of education in economic life. Setting out to 
bring the total theoretical, empirical, and historical evidence of the social 
sciences to bear on the problem of rendering education a potent instrument 

of progressive social reform, we fully expected the results of this analysis to 
take novel and even radical forms. Moreover, we approached this task with 
a single over arching preconception: the vision of schools which promote 

economic equality and positive human development. Beyond this, we have 
questioned everything; we have found the social changes required to bring 
about what we would call a good educational system to be-while emi

nently feasible-quite far-reaching. 
Some of the statistical results of this investigation, which will be re

ported in detail in later chapters, shed light on what are and are not 
reasons for the faltering of reform efforts. First, liberal strategies for 

achieving economic equality have been based on a fundamental misconcep
tion of the historical evolution of the educational system. Education over 

the years has never been a potent force for economic equality. Since World 
War I, there has been a dramatic increase in the general level of education 

in the United States, as well as considerable equalization of its distribution 

among individuals. Yet economic mobility-i.e., the degree to which eco
nomic success (income or occupational status) is independent of family 

background of individuals-has not changed measurably. And the total 
effect of family background on educational attainment (years of schooling) 
has remained substantially_ constant. Thus the evidence indicates that, de

spite the vast increase in college enrollments, the probability of a high

school graduate attending college is just as dependent on parental socio
economic status as it was thirty years ago. Moreover, despite the important 
contribution of education to an individual's economic chances, the substan
tial equalization of educational attainments over the years has not led 

measurably to an equalization in income among individuals. 
Second, the failure of reform efforts as well as the feeble contribution of 

education to economic equality cannot be attributed to inequalities among 
individuals in IQ or other measured cognitive capacities, whether of genetic 
or environmental origin. Thus while one's race and the socioeconomic 

status of one's family have substantial effect on the amount of schooling 
one receives, these racial and family background effects are practically un

related to socioeconomic or racial differences in measured IQ. Similarly, 
while family background has an important effect on an individual's chances 
of economic success, this effect is not attributable to the genetic or envi-
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ronmental transmission of measured IQ. Thus the bitter debate of recent 
years over the "heritability of intelligence" would seem to be quite mis
placed. Indeed, the salience of these issues in educational circles appears to 
be part of a widespread overestimation of the importance of mental per
formance in understanding education in the United States and its relation
ship to economic life. The intensive effort to investigate the effect of 
educational resources on the cognitive attainments of different races and 
social classes loses much of its rationale given the wide variety of statistical 
sources which indicate that the association of income and occupational 
status with an individual's educational attainment is not due to measured 
mental skills. More surprising, perhaps, for the bulk of the population, the 
dollar payoff to increased education-while strongly dependent on race 
and sex-is related to IQ only tenuously, if at all. Thus the standard 
educational practice of using IQ and test scores as a criterion for access to 
higher educational levels has little merit in terms of economic (not to men
tion educational) rationality and efficiency, except perhaps for the extremes 
of the IQ-distribution curve. 

These results suggest that it is a mistake to think of the educational 
system in relation to the economy simply in "technical" terms of the men
tal skills it supplies students and for which employers pay in the labor 
market. To capture the economic import of education, we must relate its 
social structure to the forms of consciousness, interpersonal behavior, and 
personality it fosters and reinforces in students. This method gives rise to 
our third comment on the reform process. The free-school movement and 
related efforts to make education more conducive to full human develop
ment have assumed that the present school system is the product of irra
tionality, mindlessness, and social backwardness on the part of teachers, 
administrators, school boards, and parents. On the contrary, we believe the 
available evidence indicates that the pattern of social relationships fostered 
in schools is hardly irrational or accidental. Rather, the structure of the 
educational experience is admirably suited to nurturing attitudes and be
havior consonant with participation in the labor force. Particularly dramatic 
is the statistically verifiable congruence between the personality traits con
ducive to proper work performance on the job and those which are re
warded with high grades in the classroom. Like the egalitarian reformers, 
the free-school movement seems to have run afoul of social logic rather 
than reaction, apathy, inertia, or the deficiencies oi human nature. 

As long as one does not question the structure of the economy itself, the 
current structure of schools seems eminently rational. Reform efforts must 
therefore go beyond the application of logical or moral argument to a public 
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who probably understand these social realities far better than most advo
cates of the liberated classroom. Indeed, an impressive statistical study by 
Melvin Kohn indicates that parents are significantly affected by their job 
experiences-particularly those of dominance and subordinacy in work
and that these, in turn, are realistically reflected in the attitudes they ex
hibit toward the rearing and training of their children. Moreover, our 
historical investigations suggest that, for the past century and a half at 
least, employers have been similarly aware of the function of the schools in 
preparing youth psychologically for work. They have applied their con
siderable political influence accordingly. 

How can we best understand the evidently critical relationship between 
education and the capitalist economy? Any adequate explanation must 
begin with the fact that schools produce workers. The traditional theory 
explains the increased value of an educated worker by treating the worker 
as a machine.l 2 According to this view, workers have certain technical speci
fications (skills and motivational patterns) which in any given production 
situation determine their economic productivity. Productive traits are en
hanced through schooling. We believe this worker-as-machine analogy is 
essentially incorrect, and we shall develop an alternative at length in the 
chapters that follow. At this point a short sketch will suffice. 

The motivating force in the capitalist economy is the employer's quest 
for profit. Profits are made through hiring workers and organizing produc
tion in such a way that the price paid for the worker's time-the wage-is 
less than the value of the goods produced by labor. The difference between 
the wage and the value of .goods produced is profit, or surplus value. The 
production of surplus value requires as a precondition the existence of a 
body of wage workers whose sole source of livelihood is the sale of their 
capacity to work, their labor power. Opposing these wage workers is the 
employer, whose control of the tools, structures, and goods required in pro
duction constitutes both the immediate basis of his power over labor and his 
legal claim on the surplus value generated in production. 

Capitalist production, in our view, is not simply a technical process; it is 
also a social process. Workers are neither machines nor commodities but, 
rather, active human beings who participate in production with the aim of 
satisfying their personal and social needs. The central problem of the em
ployer is to erect a set of social relationships and organizational forms, 
both within the enterprise and, if possible, in society at large, that will 
channel these aims into the production and expropriation of surplus 
valueYl Thus as a social process, capitalist production is inherently an
tagonistic and always potentially explosive. Though class conflicts take 
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many forms, the most basic occurs in this struggle over the creation and 
expropriation of surplus value. 

It is immediately evident that profits will be greater, the lower is the total 
wage bill paid by the employer and the greater is the productivity and 
intensity of labor. Education in the United States plays a dual role in the 
social process whereby surplus value, i.e., profit, is created and expropri
ated. On the one hand, by imparting technical and social skills and appro
priate motivations, education increases the productive capacity of workers. 
On the other hand, education helps defuse and depoliticize the potentially 
explosive class relations of the production process, and thus serves to 
perpetuate the social, political, and economic conditions through which a 
portion of the product of labor is expropriated in the form of profits. 

This simple model, reflecting the undemocratic and class-based charac
ter of economic life in the United States, bears a number of central implica
tions which will be elaborated upon and empirically supported in the sequel. 

First, we find that prevailing degrees of economic inequality and types of 
personal development are defined primarily by the market, property, and 
power relationships which define the capitalist system. Moreover, basic 
changes in the degree of inequality and in socially directed forms of per
sonal development occur almost exclusively-if sometimes indirectly
through the normal process of capital accumulation and economic growth, 
and through shifts in the power among groups engaged in economic activity. 

Second, the educational system does not add to or subtract from the 
overall degree of inequality and repressive personal development. Rather, 
it is best understood as an institution which serves to perpetuate the social 
relationships of economic life through which these patterns are set, by 
facilitating a smooth integration of youth into the labor force. This role 
takes a variety of forms. Schools foster legitimate inequality through the 
ostensibly meritocratic manner by which they reward and promote stu
dents, and allocate them to distinct positions in the occupational hierarchy. 
They create and reinforce patterns of social class, racial and sexual identifi
cation among students which allow them to relate "properly" to their even
tual standing in the hierarchy of authority and status in the production 
process. Schools foster types of personal development compatible with the 
relationships of dominance and subordinacy in the economic sphere, and 
finally, schools create surpluses of skilled labor sufficiently extensive to 
render effective the prime weapon of the employer in disciplining labor
the power to hire and fire. 

Third, the educational system operates in this manner not so much 
through the conscious intentions of teachers and administrators in their day-
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to-day actiVIties, but through a close correspondence between the social 
relationships which govern personal interaction in the work place and the 
social relationships of the educational system. Specifically, the relationships 
of authority and control between administrators and teachers, teachers and 
students, students and students, and students and their work replicate the 
hierarchical division of labor which dominates the work place. Power _is 
organized along vertical lines of authority from administration to faculty to 
student body; students have a degree of control over their curriculum 
comparable to that of the worker over the content of his job. The motiva
tional system of the school, involving as it does grades and other external 
rewards and the threat of failure rather than the intrinsic social benefits of 
the process of education (learning) or its tangible outcome (knowledge), 
mirrors closely the role of wages and the specter of unemployment in the 
motivation of workers. The fragmented nature of jobs is reflected in the 
institutionalized and rarely constructive competition among students and in 
the specialization and compartmentalization of academic knowledge. Fi
nally, the relationships of dominance and subordinacy in education differ 
by level. The rule orientation of the high school reflects the close supervi
sion of low-level workers; the internalization of norms and freedom from 
continual supervision in elite colleges reflect the social relationships of 
upper-level white-collar work. Most state universities and community col
leges, which fall in between, conform to the behavioral requisites of low
level technical, service, and supervisory personnel. 

Fourth, though the school system has effectively served the interests of 
profit and political stability, it has hardly been a finely tuned instrument of 
manipulation in the hands of socially dominant groups. Schools and colleges 
do indeed help to justify inequality, but they also have become arenas in 
which a highly politicized egalitarian consciousness has developed among 
some parents, teachers, and students. The authoritarian classroom does 
produce docile workers, but it also produces misfits and rebels. The univer
sity trains the elite in the skills of domination, but it has also given birth to 
a powerful radical movement and critique of capitalist society. The contra
dictory nature of U.S. education stems in part from the fact that the im
peratives of profit often pull the school system in opposite directions. The 
types of training required to develop productive workers are often ill suited 
to the perpetuation of those ideas and institutions which facilitate the 
profitable employment of labor. Furthermore, contradictory forces external 
to the school system continually impinge upon its operations. Students, 
working people, parents, and others have attempted to use education to 
attain a greater share of the social wealth, to develop genuinely critical 
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capacities, to gain material security, in short to pursue objectives different 
-and often diametrically opposed-to those of capital. Education in the 
United States is as contradictory and complex as the larger society; no 
simplistic or mechanical theory can help us understand it. 

Lastly, the organization of education-in particular the correspondence 
between school structure and job structure-has taken distinct and char
acteristic forms in different periods of U.S. history, and has evolved in 
response to political and economic struggles associated with the process of 
capital accumulation, the extension of the wage-labor system, and the tran
sition from an entrepreneurial to a corporate economy. 

We believe that current educational reform movements reflect these dy
namics of the larger society. Thus the free-school movement and, more 
generally, youth culture are diffuse reactions to the reduced status and 
personal control of white-collar labor and its expression in repressive 
schooling. The extent to which the educational establishment will embrace 
free schooling depends to some extent on the political power of the parents 
and children pressing these objectives. But the long-run survival of the free 
school as anything but an isolated haven for the overprivileged will depend 
on the extent to which the interpersonal relationships it fosters can be 
brought into line with the realities of economic life. The increasing com
plexity of work, the growing difficulty of supervising labor and the rampant 
dissatisfaction of workers with their lack of power may foretell a sustained 
effort by employers to redesign jobs to allow limited worker participation 
in production decisions. Experiments with job enlargement and team work 
are manifestations of what may become a trend in the soft human relations 
school of personnel management. A co-opted free-school movement, shorn 
of its radical rhetoric, could play an important role in providing employers 
with young workers with a "built-in" supervisor. In this, it would follow the 
Progressive Movement of an earlier era. This much, at least, is clear: the 
possibility of schooling which promotes truly self-initiated and self-con
scious personal development will await a change in the work place more 
fundamental than any proposed by even the softest of the soft human rela
tions experts. For only when work processes are self-initiated and con
trolled by workers themselves will free schooling be an integral part of the 
necessary process of growing up and getting a job. Nor, we suggest, are these 
necessary d:.:nges limited to the work place alone; they entail a radical 
transformation of the very class structure of U.S. society. 

The impact of the current movement for equalization of schooling
through resource transfers, open enrollment, and similar programs-like
wise hinges on the future of economic institutions. Education plays a major 
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role in hiding or justifying the exploitative nature of the U.S. economy. 
Equal access to educational credentials, of course, could not arise by ac
cident. But were egalitarian education reformers to win spectacular victories 
-the social relationships of economic life remaining untouched-we can 
confidently predict that employers would quickly resort to other means of 
labeling and segmenting working people so as to fortify the structure of 
power and privilege within the capitalist enterprise. 

In short, our approach to U.S. education suggests that movements for 
educational reform have faltered through refusing to call into question the 
basic structure of property and power in economic life. We are optimistic 
indeed concerning the feasibility of achieving a society fostering economic 
equality and full personal development. But we understand that the pre
requisite is a far-reaching economic transformation. An educational system 
can be egalitarian and liberating only when it prepares youth for fully 
democratic participation in social life and an equal claim to the fruits of 
economic activity. In the United States, democratic forms in the electoral 
sphere of political life are paralleled by highly dictatorial forms in the 
economic sphere. Thus we believe that the key to reform is the democrati
zation of economi· relationships: social ownership, democratic and par
ticipatory control of the production process by workers, equal sharing of 
socially necessary labor by all, and progressive equalization of incomes and 
destruction of hierarchical economic relationships. This is, of course, social
ism, conceived of as an extension of democracy from the narrowly political 
to the economic realm. 

In this conception, educational strategy is part of a revolutionary trans
formation of economic life. Under what conditions and by what means 
such a movement might be successful is discussed toward the end of our 
investigation. But the broad outlines of such an educational strategy are 
clear. We must press for an educational environment in which youth can 
develop the capacity and commitment collectively to control their lives and 
regulate their social interactions with a sense of equality, reciprocity, and 
communality. Not that such an environment will of itself alter the quality 
of social life. Rather, that it will nurture a new generation of workers
white and blue collar, male and female, black, white, brown, and red
unwilling to submit to the fragmented relationships of dominance and 
subordinacy prevailing in economic life. 

It will not have escaped the reader that the economic transformation 
which we envision, and which is the basis for our optimism, is so far
reaching and total in its impact on social life as to betoken a new stage in 
the development of U.S. society. Moreover, it requires an historical con
sciousness on the part of citizens of a type uncommon in our history. 
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Perhaps only at the time of the American Revolution and the Civil War 
have any significant numbers of people been aware of the need consciously 
to remake the institutions which govern their everyday lives and structure 
the quality of their social development. Yet to attain the social prerequi
sites for equality and full human development as a natural byproduct of 
economic life requires no less than this in the contemporary United States. 
Even the most sympathetic reader will understandably ask what view of the 
dynamics of historical change leads us to believe such a period might be at 
hand. In a word, we are impressed by Karl Marx's observation that funda
mental social change occurs only when evident possibilities for progress are 
held in check by a set of anachronistic social arrangements. In such peri
ods, basic social institutions lose their appearance of normality and in
evitability; they take on the air of increasing irrationality and dispensibility. 
In these conditions individuals, and especially those groups and classes 
most likely to benefit from progress, consciously seek alternative social 
arrangements. It is for this reason that the history of the human race, 
despite its tortuous path and periodic retrogression, has been basically 
progressive. 

In short, history in the long run seems to progress through a blending of 
reason and struggle. We take strong exception to such voguish historical 
pessimisms as Konrad Lorenz's view that: 

The ever-recurrent phenomena of history do not have reasonable causes. 
Most of us fail to realize how abjectly stupid and undesirable the historical 
mass behavior of humanity actually is. 14 

United States society offers all the materid, technical, and organiza
tional preconditions for a new stage in human liberation, but its economic 
institutions prevent progress from taking place. While there is nothing 
inevitable about a democratic socialist movement bursting through the 
fabric of irrational social relationships, the possibility grows yearly. More 
and more frequently and in ever-wider spheres of social life-of which 
education is merely one-the anachronism of our social institutions is 
impressed upon us. 

But is an egalitarian and humanistic socialism even technically possible? 
Some have suggested that inequality and dehumanized social relationships 
are imposed upon us by the very nature of modern technology. In the 
words of Jacques Ellul, a well-known critic of modern life: 

Technique has become autonomous; it has fashioned an omnivorous world 
which obeys its own laws and which has renounced all tradition. . .. Man 
himself is overpowered by technique and becomes its object.~:; 
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This common view, we believe, is quite unfounded. Technology, we shall 
argue, can only increase the set of alternatives open to society toward the 
satisfaction of its needs. Harmful social outcomes are the product of 
irrational power relationships in the dynamic of social choice, not the 
inevitable product of scientific rationality or technological necessity. Even 
the modern organization of work in the corporate enterprise, we suggest, is 
not technically rational but, rather, is geared toward the reproduction of 
contemporary patterns of property and power. Democratic and participa
tory work is not only more human, it is also more in line with modern 
technology. 

Another common objection to the possibility of an egalitarian society 
must be squarely faced: the seeming inevitability of bureaucracies control
ling our lives. According to this view, aptly expressed by Robert Michels in 
his classic Political Parties: 

It is organization which gives birth to the domination of the elected over the 
electors, of the mandatories over the mandates, of the delegates over the dele
gators. Who says organization says oligarchy. 16 

Indeed, the ossification of the Russian Revolution and the souring of 
innumerable reform movements has convinced many that, to use Seymour 
Martin Lipset's words, ". . . the objective of the mass-based elite is to 
replace the power of one minority with that of another." 17 The problem 
with this view is that all of the historical examples on which it is based 
involve economic systems whose power relations are formally undemo
cratic. While governmental bureaucracies have not been terribly responsive 
to the needs of the masses, it is fair to say they have been responsive to 
groups in proportion to their economic power. Thus economic democracy 
should be a precondition-though hardly a guarantee-to truly representa
tive government. With its appearance, Michels' "iron law of oligarchy'' can 

be relegated to the proverbial trash bin of history. 
Finally, it might be obj~cted that the types of changes we envision arc 

incompatible with basic human nature. The view we expound in this book 
is that the antagonisms, insecurities, provincialisms, egotisms, competitive
ness, greed, and chauvinism which we observe in U.S. society do not derive 
from innate biological needs or instincts or infirmities. Rather, these are 
reasonable responses to the exigencies and experiences of daily life. Just as 
slavery, feudalism, and political autocracies have been viewed in their time 
as the only systems compatible with the Natural Order, so it is with U.S. 
capitalism. Yet in the contemporary United States, we perceive a nearly 
universal striving among people for control over their lives, free space to 
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grow, and social relationships conducive to the satisfaction of group needs. 
The concept which infuses our vision of educational reform and social 
transformation is that of an irrepressible need for individuality and com
munity. Most likely, this is a result of an interaction between innate charac
teristics and concrete historical circumstances. A proper organization of 
educational and economic life, we believe, can unleash a people's creative 
powers without recreating the oppressive poles of domination and sub
ordinacy, self-esteem and self-hatred, affluence and deprivation. 

A revolutionary transformation of social life will not simply happen 
through piecemeal change. Rather, we believe it will occur only as the 
result of a prolonged struggle based on hope and a total vision of a qualita
tively new society, waged by those social classes and groups who stand to 
benefit from the new era. This book is intended to be a step in that long 
march. 
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CHAPTER 2 

• 

Broken Promises: 

School Reform in Retrospect 

We shall one day learn to supercede politics by education. 
RALPH WALDO EMERSON 

Educational reform in the past decade has hardly marked a major innova
tion in social policy. Rather, it has seemed to most, including its most 
ardent supporters, a natural extension of over a century of progressive 
thought. Its apparent failure is not only disconcerting in its social conse
quences, but casts strong doubt on liberal educational theory as a whole, 
and invites a thorough reassessment of its basic concepts and their histori
cal application. 

In this chapter, we begin with a review of liberal educational views in 
their most cogent and sophisticated forms. We then proceed to assess their 
validity as revealed in both the historical record and contemporary statisti
cal evidence. The discrepa.ncy between theory and practice, we shall sug
gest, has been vast not only in recent years, but throughout the years for 
which evidence is available. The educational system has rarely behaved 
according to traditional precepts; rarely has it promoted either social equal
ity or full human development. This conclusion bids us to offer a critique 
of traditional educational notions-one sufficiently detailed to motivate the 
alternative presented in later chapters in this book. 

The use of education as a tool of social policy has a long and eminent 
history. For instance, the period from 1890-1920, marking the transition 
of the U.S. capitalist system from its earlier individualistic competitive 
structure to its contemporary corporate form, presented a picture of acute 
social dislocation much as our own. 1 Andrew Carnegie, a major protag
onist of this drama, responded to the growing breakdown of "law and 
order" among working people with the National Guard, trainloads of 
strikebreakers, and the notorious Pinkerton men. But the survival of the 
new order over the long haul, all agreed, called for a bit more finesse. "Just 
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see," Carnegie pointed out, "wherever we peer into the first tiny springs of 
the national life, how this true panacea for all the ills of the body politic 
bubbles forth--education, education, education."1n Carnegie proceeded, 
in the lull between battles, to found the Carnegie Foundation for the Ad
vancement of Teaching. The Carnegie Foundation and its offshoots con
tinue to this day to play a critical role in the evolution of U.S. education. 

Carnegie's advocacy of schooling as the solution of the all-too-evident 
social ills of his day was echoed by other corporate leaders, by university 
presidents, trade union officials, and politicians; education quickly became 
the chosen instrument of social reformers. 2 Nor has enthusiasm waned 
with the passing years. Three-quarters of a century later, President Lyndon 
B. Johnson could proclaim that " ... the answer for all our national 
problems comes down to a single word: education." Why education for 
this critical role? The focal importance of schooling in U.S. social history 
and the attention devoted to it by current policy-makers and social critics 
can be understood only in terms of the way reformers have accommodated 
themselves to the seemingly inevitable realities of capitalist development. 

Whatever the benefits of the capitalist economy, its modern critics and 
defenders alike have recognized that a system based on free markets in 
land and labor and the private ownership of the means of production, if left 
to itself, would produce a host of undesirable outcomes. Among these 
include the fragmentation of communities, the deterioration of the natural 
environment, alienated work and inhuman working conditions, insufficient 
supplies of necessary social services, and an unequal distribution of in
come. (We will describe the workings of the capitalist economy in some 
detail in the next chapter.) The classical laissez-faire doctrine has been 
largely rejected in favor of what we call progressive liberalism. The basic 
strategy of progressive liberalism is to treat troublesome social problems 
originating in the economy as aberrations which may be alleviated by 
means of enlightened social programs. Among these correctives, two stand 
out: education and governmental intervention in economic life. Figuring 
prominently in the writings of liberals, both have become essential instru
ments of economic growth. Both, it is thought, can serve as powerful 
compensatory and ameliorative forces, rectifying social problems and limit
ing the human cost of capitalist expansion. 

The importance of education and state intervention as complements to 
the normal operation of the economy cannot be denied. Yet these correc
tives have not resolved the problems to which they have been directed. 
Inequality, class stratification, racism, sexism, destruction of community 
and environment, alienating, bureaucratic, and fragmented jobs persist. 

19 



SCHOOLING IN CAPITALIST AMERICA 

Rising per capita income has, if anything, heightened dissatisfaction over 
them to the point of unleashing a veritable crisis of values in the advanced 
capitalist societies in Europe and America. 

The thrust of many modern critics of capitalism is not merely to berate 
the operation of its economic institutions per sc, but to argue that educa
tion and state policy are relatively powerless to rectify social problems 
within the framework of a capitalist economy. The liberal position is, of 
course, that insofar as any reform is possible, it is possible within the 
present system, and can be achieved through enlightened social policy. The 
only constraints, it argues, are those dictated by technology and human 
nature in any materially productive society and, therefore, arc common to 
any advanced economic system. 

We take our stand with the critics. In this book, we shall focus our 
analysis on the educational system, maintaining that the range of effective 
educational policy in the United States is severely limited by the role of 
schooling in the production of an adequate labor force in a hierarchically 
controlled and class-stratified production system. Capitalism, not technol
ogy or human nature, is the limiting factor. 

Democracy and Technology in Educational Theory 

The minds ... of the great body of the people are in danger 
of really degenerating, while the other elements of civilization 
are advancing, unless care is taken, by means of the other 
instruments of education, to counteract tho~e effects which 
the simplifications of the manual processes has a tendency to 
produce. 

JAMES MILL, 1824 

Scholars abhor the obvious. Perhaps for this reason it is often difficult to 
find a complete written statement of a viewpoint which is widely accepted. 
Such is the case with modern liberal educational theory. Discovering its 
conceptual underpinnings thus requires more than a little careful searching. 
What exactly is the theory underlying the notion of education as "pana
cea"? In reviewing the vast literature on this subject, we have isolated two 
intellectually coherent strands, one represented by John Dewey and his 
followers-the "democratic school"-and the other represented by func
tional sociology and neoclassical economics-the "technocratic-merito
cratic school." These approaches are best understood by analyzing the way 
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they deal with two major questions concerning the limits of educational, 
policy. The first concerns the compatibility of various functions schools are 
supposed to perform. The second concerns the power of schooling to per
form these functions. We shall treat each in turn. 

In the eyes of most liberal reformers, the educational system must fulfill 
at least three functions. First and foremost, schools must help integrate 
youth into the various occupational, political, familial, and other adult 
roles required by an expanding economy and a stable polity. "Education," 
says John Dewey in Democracy and Education, probably the most impor
tant presentation of the liberal theory of education, "is the means of [the] 
social continuity of life." We refer to this process as the "integrative" 
function of education. 

Second, while substantial inequality in economic privilege and social 
status arc believed by most liberals to be inevitable, giving each individual 
a chance to compete openly for these privileges is both efficient and de
sirable. Dewey is representative in asserting the role of the school in this 
process: 

It is the office of the school environment ... to see to it that each individual gets 
an opportunity to escape from the limitations of the social group in which he 
was born, and to come into living contact with a broader environment.3 

Many liberal educational theorists-including Dewey-have gone be
yond this rather limited objective to posit a role for schools in equalizing 
the vast extremes of wealth and poverty. Schooling, some have proposed, 
cannot only assure fair competition, but can also reduce the economic gap 
between the winners and the losers. We shall refer to this role of schooling 
in the pursuit of equality of opportunity, or of equality itself, as the "egali
tarian" function of education. 

Lastly, education is seen as a major instrument in promoting the psychic 
and moral development of the individual. Personal fulfillment depends, in 
large part, on the extent, direction, and vigor of development of our physi
cal, cognitive, emotional, aesthetic, and other potentials. If the educational 
system has not spoken to these potentialities by taking individual develop
ment as an end in itself, it has failed utterly. Again quoting Dewey: 

The criterion of the value of school education is the extent in which it creates a 
desire for continued growth and supplies the means for making the desire 
effective in fact. ... The educational process has no end beyond itself; it is 
its own end.4 

We refer to this as the "developmental" function of education. 
For Dewey, the compatibility of these three functions-the integrative, 
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the egalitarian, and the developmental-derives from basic assumptions 
concerning the nature of social life. First, be assumed that occupational 
roles in capitalist society are best filled by individuals who have achieved 
the highest possible levels of personal development. For Dewey, personal 
development is economically productive. Second, Dewey assumed that a 
free and universal school system can render the opportunities for self
development independent of race, ethnic origins, class background, and 
sex. Hence the integrative, egalitarian, and developmental functions of 
schooling are not only compatible, they are mutually supportive. 

But why may this be so? Dewey locates the compatibility of the three 
functions of education in the democratic nature of U.S. institutions.5 For 
Dewey, the essence of self-development is the acquisition of control over 
personal and social relationships; and in this process, education plays a 
central role: 

... Education is that ... reorganization of experience which adds to the mean
ing of experience, and which increases ability to direct the course of subse
quent experience. 6 

It follows in this framework that integration into adult life and self
development are compatible with equality of opportunity precisely in a 
democratic setting. In Dewey's own words: 

The intermingling in the school of youth of different races, differing religions, 
and unlike customs creates for all a new and broader environment. Common 
subject matter accustoms all to a unity of outlook upon a broader horizon 
than is visible to the members of any group while it is isolated .... A society 
which is mobile and full of channels for the distribution of a change occurring 
anywhere, must see to it that its members are educated to personal initiative 
and adaptability.7 

Dewey argues the necessary association of the integrative, egalitarian, 
and developmental functions of education in a democracy. A more recent 
liberal perspective argues only their mutual compatibility. This alternative 
view is based on a conception of the economy as a technical system, where 
work performance is based on technical competence. Inequality of income, 
power, and status, according to this technocratic-meritocratic view, is basi
cally a reflection of an unequal distribution of mental, physical and other 
skills. The more successful individuals, according to this view, arc the more 
skillful and the more intelligent. Since cognitive and psychomotor devel
opment are vital and healthy components of individual psychic develop
ment and can be provided equally according to the "abilities" of the 
students upon their entering schools, the compatibility of the three func
tions of the educational system in capitalism is assured. 
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The popularity of the technocratic-meritocratic perspective can be 
gleaned from the policy-maker's reaction to the "rediscovery" of poverty 
and inequality in America during the decade of the 1960s. Unequal oppor
tunity in acquiring skills was quickly isolated as the source of the prob
lem.s Moreover, in assessing the efficacy of the educational system, both of 
preschool enrichment and of other school programs, measures of cognitive 
outcomes-scholastic achievement, for example-have provided the 
unique criteria of success.9 Finally, the recent failure of educational poli
cies significantly to improve the position of the poor and minority groups 
has, among a host of possible reappraisals of liberal theory, raised but one 
to preeminence: the nature-nurture controversy as to the determination of 
"intelligence. "10 

This technocratic-meritocratic view of schooling, economic success, and 
the requisites of job functioning supplies an elegant and logically coherent 
(if not empirically compelling) explanation of the rise of mass education in 
the course of industrial development. Because modern industry, according 
to this view, consists in the application of increasingly complex and intel
lectually demanding production technologies, the deveiopment of the econ
omy requires increasing mental skills on the part of the labor force as a 
whole. Formal education, by extending to the masses what has been 
throughout human history the privilege of the few, opens the upper levels 
in the job hierarchy to all with the ability and willingness to attain such 
skills. Hence, the increasing economic importance of mental skills en
hances the power of a fundamentally egalitarian school system to equalize 
economic opportunity. 

This line of reasoning is hardly new. Well before the Civil War, 
educational reformers had developed the idea that the newly emerging 
industrial order would provide the opportunity for a more open society. In 
1842, Horace Mann, then secretary of the Massachusetts State Board of 
Education and the most prominent educational reformer of the nineteenth 
century, put the case this way: 

The capitalist and his agents are looking for the greatest amount of labor or the 
largest income in money from their investments, and they do not promote a 
dunce to a station where he will destroy raw material or slaken industry be
cause of his name or birth or family connections. The obscurest and hum
blest person has an open and fair field for competition. 11 

Unlike earlier economic systems in which incomes and social status were 
based on landed property which could easily be passed on from generation 
to generation, in the modern industrial era, Mann argued, one's station 
would be determined by one's own abilities and will to work: 
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In great establishments, and among large bodies of laboring men, where all 
services are rated according to their pecuniary value ... those who have been 
blessed with a good common school education rise to a higher and a higher 
point in the kinds of labor performed, and also in the rate of wages paid, 
while the ignorant sink, like dregs, and are always found at the bottom.l~ 

Thus, under the new capitalist order, an educational system which provides 
to all children the opportunity to develop one's talents can insure progress 
toward a more open class system and a greater equality of economic op
portunity. Horace Mann was unambiguous in asserting that: 

.. Nothing but universal education can counter work this tendency to the 
domination of capital and the servility of labor. If one class possesses all of 
the wealth and the education, while the residue of society is ignorant and 
poor ... the latter in fact and in truth, will be the servile dependents and 
subjects of the former,l3 

The modern technocratic-meritocratic perspective avoids Mann's class 
analysis but retains his basic assertions. According to the modern view, 
the egalitarianism of schooling is complemented by the meritocratic orien
tation of industrial society. Since in this view ability is fairly equally dis
tributed across social class, and since actual achievement is the criterion 
for access to occupational roles, differences of birth tend toward economic 
irrelevance. Since whatever social-class-based differences exist in an indi

vidual's "natural" aspirations to social status are minimized by the com
petitive orientation of schooling, expanding education represents a potent 

instrument toward the efficient and equitable distribution of jobs, income, 
and status. If inequalities remain at the end of this process, they must 
simply be attributed to inevitable human differences in intellectual capaci
ties or patterns of free choice. 

Thus as long as schooling is free and universal, the process of economic 
expansion will not only be consistent with the use of education as an 
instrument for personal development and social equality; economic expan
sion, by requiring educational expansion, will necessarily enhance the 
power of education to achieve these ends. So the argument goes. 

If we accept for the moment the compatibility of various functions of 
education, we are confronted with a second group of questions concerning 
the power of education to counteract opposing tendencies in the larger 

society. If the education system is to be a central social corrective, the issue 
of its potential efficacy is crucial to the establishment of the liberal outlook. 
Dewey does not withdraw from this issue: 

... The school environment ... establishes a purified medium of action .... As 
a society becomes more enlightened, it realizes that it is responsible not to 
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transmit and conserve the whole of its existing achievements but only such 
which make for a better future society. The school is its chief agency for the 
accomplishment of this end.l5 

But such generalizations cannot substitute for direct confrontation with 
the thorny and somewhat disreputable facts of economic life. In the reality 
of industrial society, can the school environment promote either human 
development or social equality? Self-development may be compatible with 
ideal work roles, but can education change the seamy realities of the work
aday world? Equality may be compatible with the other functions of educa
tion, but can the significant and pervasive system of racial, class, and 
sexual stratification be significantly modified by "equal schooling"? 

Early liberals viewing the rising industrial capitalist system of the eigh
teenth and early nineteenth centuries did not ignore the dehumanizing con
ditions of work. Adam Smith, betraying his celebrated respect for the work
ing person, notes: 

In the progress of the division of labor, the employment of the far greater part 
of those who live by labor ... comes to be confined to a few very simple op
erations .... But the understandings of the greater part of men are necessarily 
formed by their ordinary employments .... [A man employed] generally be
comes as stupid and ignorant as it is possible for a human creature to be
come.16 

Yet he did believe that social policy could successfully counter the deleteri
ous effects on the individual worker's development: 

His dexterity in his own particular trade seems ... to be acquired at the expense 
of his intellectual, social and martial virtues. But in every improved and civil
ized society this is the state into which the laboring poor ... must necessarily 
fall, unless government takes some pains to prevent it_17 

But modern liberal commentary has been less optimistic about the power 
of the educational environment to offset the dehumanizing conditions of 
work. Twentieth-century liberals have preferred to argue that proper edu
cation could improve the work environment directly by supplying experts 
with "well-balanced social interests." According to Dewey: 

... The tendency to reduce such things as efficiency of activity and scientific 
management to purely technical externals is evidence of the one-sided stimu
lation of thought given to those in control of industry-those who supply its 
aims. Because of their lack of all-around and well-balanced social interests, 
there is not sufficient stimulus for attention to the human factors in relation
ships in industry.JH 

This balance would be supplemented by the natural "desire and ability to 
share in social control" on the part of educated workers: 
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... A right educational use of [science] would react upon intelligence and inter
est so as to modify, in connection with legislation and administration, the so
cially obnoxious features of the present industrial and commercial order .... 
It would give those who engage in industrial callings desire and ability to 
share in social control, and ability to become masters of their industrial fate_l9 

This approach became a fundamental tenet of educational reformers in the 
Progressive Era. Education, thought Dewey, could promote the natural 
movement of industrial society toward more fulfilling work, hence bringing 
its integrative and developmental functions increasingly into a harmonious 
union. 

To complete our exposition of liberal theory, we must discuss the power 
of the educational system to promote social equality. For Dewey, of course, 
this power derives from the necessary association of personal growth and 
democracy-whose extension to all parts of the citizenry is a requisite of 
social development itself. In the technocratic version of liberal theory, 
however, the egalitarian power of the educational system is not automati
cally fulfilled. Were economic success dependent on race or sex, or upon 
deeply rooted differences in human character, the ability of schooling to 
increase social mobility would of course be minimal. But according to the 
modern liberal view, this is not the case. And where equal access is not 
sufficient, then enlightened policy may devise special programs for the 
education of the poor: job training, compensatory education, and the like. 

Poverty and inequality, in this view, are the consequences of individual 
choice or personal inadequacies, not the normal outgrowths of our eco
nomic institutions. The problem, clearly, is to fix up the people, not to 
change the economic structures which regulate their lives. This, indeed, is 
the meaning of the "social power" of schools to promote equality. 

Despite persistent setbacks in practice, the liberal faith in the equalizing 
power of schooling has dominated both intellectual and policy circles. 
Education has been considered not only a powerful tool for self-develop
ment and social integration; it has been seen, at least since Horace Mann 
coined the phrase well over a century ago, as the "great equalizer." 

Education and Inequality 

Universal education is the power, which is destined to over
throw every species of hierarchy. It is destined to remove all 
artificial inequality and leave the natural inequalities to find 
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their true level. With the artificial inequalities of caste, rank, 
title, blood, birth, race, color, sex, etc., will fall nearly all 
the oppression, abuse, prejudice, enmity, and injustice, that 
humanity is now subject to. 

LrsTER FRANK WARD, Education c. 1872 

A review of educational history hardly supports the optimistic pronounce
ments of liberal educational theory. The politics of education are better 
understood in terms of the need for social control in an unequal and 
rapidly changing economic order. The founders of the modern U.S. school 
system understood that the capitalist economy produces great extremes of 
wealth and poverty, of social elevation and degradation. Horace Mann and 
other school reformers of the antebellum period knew well the seamy side 
of the burgeoning industrial and urban centers. "Here," wrote Henry Bar
nard, the first state superintendent of education in both Connecticut and 
Rhode Island, and later to become the first U.S. Commissioner of Educa
tion, "the wealth, enterprise and professional talent of the state are concen
trated ... but here also are poverty, ignorance, profligacy and irreligion, 
and a classification of society as broad and deep as ever divided the ple
beian and patrician of ancient Rome."20 They lived in a world in which, to 
use de Tocqueville's words, " ... small aristocratic societies ... are formed 
by some manufacturers in the midst of the immense democracy of our age 
[in which] ... some men are opulent and a multitude ... are wretchedly 
poor."21 The rapid rise of the factory system, particularly in New Eng
land, was celebrated by the early school reformers; yet, the alarming 
transition from a relatively simple rural society to a highly stratified indus
trial economy could not be ignored. They shared the fears that de Tocque
ville had expressed following his visit to the United States in 1831: 

When a work man is unceasingly and exclusively engaged in the fabrication of 
one thing, he ultimately does his work with singular dexterity; but at the same 
time he loses the general faculty of applying his mind to the direction of the 
work .... [While] the science of manufacture lowers the class of workmen, it 
raises the class of masters. . . . [If] ever a permanent inequality of condi
tions ... again penetrates into the world, it may be predicted that this is the 
gate by which they will enter.:!" 

While deeply committed to the emerging industrial order, the far-sighted 
school reformers of the mid-nineteenth century understood the explosive 
potential of the glaring inequalities of factory life. Deploring the widening 
of social divisions and fearing increasing unrest, Mann, Barnard, and oth
ers proposed educational expansion and reform. In his Fifth Report as 
Secretary of the Massachusetts Board of Education, Horace Mann wrote: 
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Education, then beyond all other devices of human origin, is the great equalizer 
of the conditions of men-the balance wheel of the social machinery .... It 
does better than to disarm the poor of their hostility toward the rich; it pre
vents being poor.23 

Mann and his followers appeared to be at least as interested in disarming 

. the poor as in preventing poverty. They saw in the spread of universal and 
free education a means of alleviating social distress without redistributing 

wealth and power or altering the broad outlines of the economic system. 

Education, it seems, had almost magical powers. 

The main idea set forth in the creeds of some political reformers, or revolution
izers, is, that some people are poor because others are rich. This idea supposed 
a fixed amount of property in the community ... and the problem presented 
for solution is, how to transfer a portion of this property from those who are 
supposed to have too much to those who feel and know that they have too 
little. At thi<> point, both their theory and their expectation of reform stop. 
But the beneficient power of education would not be exhausted, even though 
it should peaceably abolish all the miseries that spring from the coexistence, 
side by side of enormous wealth, and squalid want. It has a higher function. 
Beyond the power of diffusing old wealth, it has the prerogative of creating 
new. 24 

The early educators viewed the poor as the foreign element that they 

were. Mill hands were recruited throughout New England. often disrupting 
the small towns in which textile and other rapidly growing industries had 

located. Following the Irish potato famine of the 1840s, thousands of Irish 
workers settled in the cities and towns of the northeastern United States. 

Schooling was seen as a means of integrating this "uncouth and dangerous" 

element into the social fabric of American life. The inferiority of the for

eigner was taken for granted. The editors of the influential Massachusetts 
Teacher, a leader in the educational reform movement, writing in 1851, 

saw " ... the increasing influx of foreigners ... " as a moral and social 

problem: 

Will it, like the muddy Missouri, as it pours its waters into the clear Mississippi 
and contaminates the whole united mass, spread ignorance and vice, crime 
and disease, through our native population? 

If ... we can by any means purify this foreign people, enlighten their ignorance 
and bring them up to our level, we shall perform a work c.f true and perfect 
charity, blessing the giver and receiver in equal measure .... 

With the old not much can be done; but with their children, the great remedy 
is education. The rising generation must be taught as our own children are 
taught. We say must be because in many cases this can only be accomplished 
by coercion. ~c. 
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Since the mid-nineteenth century the dual objectives of educational re
formers-equality of opportunity and social control-have been intermin
gled, the merger of these two threads sometimes so nearly complete that it 
becomes impossible to distinguish between the two. Schooling has been at 
once something done for the poor and to the poor. 

The basic assumptions which underlay this comingling helps explain the 
educational reform movement's social legacy. First, educational reformers 
did not question the fundamental economic institutions of capitalism: Cap
italist ownership and control of the means of production and dependent 
wage labor were taken for granted. In fact, education was to help preserve 

and extend the capitalist order. The function of the school system was to 
accommodate workers to its most rapid possible development. Second, i~ 

was assumed that people (often classes of people or "races") ·are differen

tially equipped by nature or social origins to occupy the varied economic 
and social levels in the class structure. By providing equal opportunity, the 
school system was to elevate the masses, guiding them sensibly and fairly 
to the manifold political, social, and economic roles of adult life. 

Jefferson's educational thought strikingly illustrates this perspective. In 
1779, he proposed a two-track educational system which would prepare 

individuals for ~~l~hood in one of the two classes of society: the "laboring 

and the learned.:'26 Even children of the laboring class would qualify for 

leadership. Scholarships would allow" ... those persons whom nature hath 

endowed with genius and virtue ... " to " ... be rendered by liberal 

education worthy to receive and able to guard the sacred deposit of the 

rights and liberties of their fellow citizens."27 Such a system, Jefferson 

asserted, would succeed in " ... raking a few geniuses from the rubbish."28 

Jefferson's two-tiered educational plan presents in stark relief the outlines 

and motivation for the stratified structure of U.S. education which has 

endured up to tPe present. At the top, there is the highly selective aristo

cratic tradition, the elite university training future leaders. At the base is 

mass education for all, dedicated to uplift and control. The two traditions 

have always coexisted although their meeting point has drifted upward over 

the years, as mass education has spread upward from elementary school 

through high school, and now up to the post-high-school level. 

Though schooling was consciously molded to reflect the class structure, 

education was seen as a means of enhancing wealth and morality which 

would work to the advantage of all. Horace Mann, in his 1842 report to 

the State Board of Education, reproduced this comment by a Massachu

setts industrialist: 
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The great majority always have been and probably always will be comparatively 
poor, while a few will possess the greatest share of this world's goods. And 
it is a wise provision of Providence which connects so intimately, and as I 
think so indissolubly, the greatest good of the many with the highest interests 
in the few.~11 

Much of the content of education over the past century and a half can only 
be construed as an unvarnished attempt to persuade the "many" to make 
the best of the inevitable. 

The unequal contest between social control and social justice is evident 
in the total functioning of U.S. education. The system as it stands today 
provides eloquent testimony to the ability of the well-to-do to perpetuate in 
the name of equality of opportunity an arrangement which consistently 
yields to themselves disproportional advantages, while thwarting the as
pirations and needs of the working people of the United States. However 
grating this judgment may sound to the ears of the undaunted optimist, it is 
by no means excessive in light of the massive statistical data on inequality 
in the United States. Let us look at the contemporary evidence. 

We may begin with the basic issue of inequalities in years of schooling. 
/As can be seen in figure 2-1, the number of years of schooling attained by 
; an individual is strongly associated with parental socioeconomic status. 

This figure presents the estimated distribution of years of schooling at
tained by individuals of varying socioeconomic backgrounds. If we define 
socioeconomic background by a weighted sum of income, occupation, and 
educational level of the parents, a child from the ninetieth percentile may 
expect, on the average, fiye more years of schooling than a child in the 
tenth percentile. =~o 

A word about our use of statistics is in order. Most of the statistical 
calculations which we will present have been published with full documen
tation in academic journals. We provide some of the relevant technical 
information in our footnotes and Appendix. However, those interested in 
gaining a more detailed understanding of our data and methods are urged 
to consult our more technical articles. 

The data, most of which was collected by the U.S. Census Current 
Population Survey in 1962, refers to "non-Negro" males, aged 25-64 
years, from "non-farm" background in the experienced labor force.=11 We 
have chosen a sample of white males because the most complete statistics 
are available for this group. Moreover, if inequality for white males can be 
documented, the proposition is merely strengthened when sexual and racial 
differences are taken into account. 

Additional census data dramatize one aspect of educational inequalities: 
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FIGURE 2-l. 
Educational Attainments Are Strongly Dependent on Social 

Background Even for People of Similar Childhood I.Q.s 
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cates the estimated average number of years of schooling 
attained by men with IQ scores equal to the average for the 
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farm" backgrounds, aged 35-44 years in 1962.36 
SOURCE: Samuel Bowles and Valerie Nelson, "The 'Inheri
tance of IQ.' and the Intergenerational Transmission of Eco
nomic Inequality," The Review of Economic.\ and Stati,tics, 

Vol. LVI, No. I, February 1974. Reprinted by permission of the 
President and Fellows of Harvard College. 
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the relationship between family income and college attendance. Even 

among those who had graduated from high school in the early 1960s, 

children of families earning less than $3,000 per year were over six times 

as likely not to attend college as were the children of families earning over 

$15,000. 32 Moreover, children from less well-off families are both less 

likely to have graduated from high school and more likely to attend inex

pensive, two-year community colleges rather than a four-year B.A. pro

gram if they do make it to college.:l:l 
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Not surprisingly, the results of schooling differ greatly for children of 
different social backgrounds. Most easily measured, but of limited impor
tance, are differences in scholastic achievement. If we measure the output 
of schooling by scores on nationally standardized achievement tests, chil
dren whose parents were themselves highly educated outperform the chil
dren of parents with less education by a wide margin. Data collected for 
the U.S. Office of Education Survey of Educational Opportunity reveal, for 
example, that among white high school seniors, those whose parents were 
in the top education decile were, on the average, well over three grade 
levels in measured scholastic achievement ahead of those whose parent<; 
were in the bottom decile. 34 

Given these differences in scholastic achievement, inequalities in years of 
schooling among individuals of different social backgrounds are to be ex
pected. Thus one might be tempted to argue that the close dependence of 
years of schooling attained on background displayed in the left-hand bars 
of Figure 2-1 is simply a reflection of unequal intellectual abilities, or that 
inequalities in college attendance are the consequences of differing levels of 
scholastic achievement in high school and do not reflect any additional 
social class inequalities peculiar to the process of college admission. 

This view, so comforting to the admissions personnel in our elite univer
sities, is unsupported by the data, some of which is presented in Figure 2-
1. The right-hand bars of Figure 2-1 indicate that even among children with 
identical IQ test scores at ages six and eight, those with rich, well-educated, 
high-status parents could expect a much higher level of schooling than 
those with less-favored origins. Indeed, the closeness of the left-hand and 
right-hand bars in Figure 2-1 shows that only a small portion of the ob
served social class differences in educational attainment is related to IQ 
differences across social classes. 3 " The dependence of education attained on 
background is almost as strong for individuals with the same IQ as for all 
individuals. Thus, while Figure 2-1 indicates that an individual in the nineti
eth percentile in social class background is likely to receive five more years 
of education than an individual in the tenth percentile; it also indicated that 
he is likely to receive 4.25 more years schooling than an individual from 
the tenth percentile with the same IQ. Similar results are obtained when we 
look specifically at access to college education for students with the same 
measured IQ. Project Talent data indicates that for "high ability" students 
(top 25 percent as measured by a composite of tests of "general apti
tude''), those of high socioeconomic background (top 25 percent as mea
sured by a composite of family income, parents' education, and occupation) 
are nearly twice as likely to attend college than students of low socio
economic background (bottom 25 percent). For "low ability" students 
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(bottom 25 percent), those of high social background are more than four 

times as likely to attend college as are their low social background coun

terparts. 37 

Inequality in years of schooling is, of course, only symptomatic of 
broader inequalities in the educational system. Not only do less well-off 

children go to school for fewer years, they are treated with less attention 
(or more precisely, less benevolent attention) when they are there. These 

broader inequalities are not easily measured. Some show up in statistics on 
the different levels of expenditure for the education of children of different 

socioeconomic backgrounds. Taking account of the inequality in financial 
resources for each year in school and the inequality in years of schooling 

obtained, Jencks estimated that a child whose parents were in the top fifth 
of the income distribution receives roughly twice the educational resources 

in dollar terms as does a child whose parents are in the bottom fifth. 38 

The social class inequalities in our school system, then, are too evident 

to be denied. Defenders of the educational system are forced back on the 

assertion that things are getting better; the inequalities of the past were far 

worse. And, indeed, there can be no doubt that some of the inequalities of 

the past have been mitigated. Yet new inequalities have apparently devel
oped to take their place, for the available historical evidence lends little 

support to the idea that our schools are on the road to equality of educa

tional opportunity. For example, data from a recent U.S. Census survey 

reported in Spady indicate that graduation from college has become no less 

dependent on one's social background. This is true despite the fact that 
high-school graduation is becoming increasingly equal across social 

classes.39 Additional data confirm this impression. The statistical associa

tion (coefficient of correlation) between parents' social status and years of 

education attained by individuals who completed their schooling three or 

four decades ago is virtually identical to the same correlation for individu

als who terminated their schooling in recent years.40 On balance, the 

available data suggest that the number of years of school attained by a 

child depends upon family background as much in the recent period as it 
did fifty years ago. 

Thus, we have empirical reasons for doubting the egalitarian impact of 

schooling. But what of those cases when education has been equalized? 

What has been the effect? We will investigate three cases: the historical 

decline in the inequality among individuals in years of school attained, the 
explicitly compensatory educational programs of the War on Poverty, and 

the narrowing of the black/white gap in average years of schooling at
tained. 

Although family background has lost none of its influence on how far 
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one gets up the educational ladder, the historical rise in the minimum legal 
school-leaving age has narrowed the distance between the top and bottom 
rungs. Inequality of educational attainments has fallen steadily and sub
stantially over the past three decades.41 And has this led to a parallel 
equalization of the distribution of income? Look at Figure 2-2. The reduc-

FIGURE 2-2. 
Equalization of Education Has Not Been 
Associated with Equalization of Income. 
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NOTES: The upper line shows the trend over time in the degree 
of inequality of income, as measured by the standard deviation 
of the natural iogarithm of annual income of males aged 
twenty-five or older. The lower line shows the trend over time in 
the degree of inequality of years of schooling, as measured by the 
coefficient of variation (the standard deviation divided by the 
mean) of the years of schooling attained by males aged twenty
five and older. Data for 1970 to 1974 are estimates based on U.S. 
Census data. 
souRcE: Barry Chiswick and Jacob Mincer, "Time Series 
Changes in Personal Income Inequality in the U.S .. " Journal 
of Political Economy, Vol. 80, No.3, Part II (May-June 1972). 

tion m the inequality of years of schooling has not been matched by an 
equalization of the U.S. income distribution.42 In fact, a recent U.S. Labor 
Department study indicates that as far as labor earnings (wages and sal
aries) are concerned, the trend since World War II has been unmistakenly 
away from equality. And it is precisely inequality in labor earnings which is 
the target of the proponents of egalitarian school reformsY But does the 
absence of an overall trend toward income equality mask an equalizing 
thrust of schooling that was offset by other disequalizing tendencies? Per-
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haps, but Jacob Mincer and Barry Chiswick of the National Bureau of 
Economic Research, in a study of the determinants of inequality in the 
United States, concluded that the significant reduction in schooling differ
ences among white male adults would have had the effect-even if operat
ing in isolation-of reducing income inequality by a negligible amount.44 

Next, consider that group of explicitly egalitarian educational programs 
brought together in the War on Poverty. In a systematic economic survey 
of these programs, Thomas Ribich concludes that with very few excep
tions, the economic payoff to compensatory education is lowY' So low, in 
fact, that in a majority of cases studied, direct transfers of income to the 
poor would have accomplished considerably more equalization than the 
educational programs in question. The major RAND Corporation study by 
Averch came to the same conclusion. 

Lastly, consider racial inequalities. In 1940, most black male workers 
(but a minority of whites) earned their livelihoods in the South, by far the 
poorest region; the education gap between nonwhites and whites was 3.3 
years (38 percent of median white education).46 By 1972, blacks had 
moved to more affluent parts of the country, and the education gap was 
reduced to 18 percent ( 4 percent for young men aged 25-34 years). 47 

Richard Freeman has shown that this narrowing of the education gap 
would have virtually achieved black/white income equality had blacks re
ceived the same benefits from education as whites.48 Yet the income gap 
has not closed substantially: The income gap for young men is 30 percent, 
despite an education gap of only 4 percent.4u Clearly as blacks have 
moved toward educational (and regional) parity with whites, other mech
anisms-such as entrapment in center-city ghettos, the suburbanization of 
jobs, and perhaps increasing segmentation of labor markets-have intensi
fied to maintain a more-or-less constant degree of racial income inequality. 
Blacks certainly suffer from educational inequality, but the root of their 
exploitation lies outside of education, in a system of economic power and 
privilege in which racial distinctions play an important role. 

The same must be concluded of inequality of economic opportunity 
between men and women. Sexual inequality persists despite the fact that 
women achieve a level of schooling (measured in years) equivalent to 
men. 

We conclude that U.S. education is highly unequal, the chances of at
taining much or little schooling being substantially dependent on one's race 
and parents' economic level. Moreover, where there is a discernible trend 
toward a more equal educational system-as in the narrowing of the black 
education deficit, for example-the impact on the structure of economic 
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opportunity is minimal at best. As we shall presently see, the record of the 

U.S. school system as a promoter of full human development is no more 

encouraging. 

Education and Personal Development 

The government of schools ... should be arbitrary. By this 
mode of education we prepare our youth for the subordina
tion of laws and thereby qualify them for becoming good 
citizens of the republic. I am satisfied that the most useful 
citizens have been formed from those youth who have not 
known or felt their own wills til they were one and twenty 
years of age. 

BENJAMIN RusH, 1786 

School has never been much fun for children. For parents as well, the 

school has often seemed an alien world, hostile or indifferent to the con

cerns of its charges. Indeed, the annals of U.S. education exhibit what 

amounts to an historical constant: the dreary and rigid countenance of the 
school. With the ground swell of muckraking journalism in the decade of 

the 1890s, Joseph Mayer Rice could rock the educational establishment 
with his "expose" of the schools: 

The unkindly spirit of the teacher is strikingly apparent; the pupils, being com
pletely subjugated to her will, are silent and motionless, the spiritual atmo
sphere of the classroom is damp and chilly. ~o 

Sensationalism? Hardly, at least to anyone with firsthand knowledge of the 

schools of the time. Yet sixty-eight years and a vigorous reform movement 
later, Charles Silberman, an editor of Fortune magazine and author of a 

highly touted three-year Carnegie Foundation study of U.S. education, is 

pained to find: 

.. The grim joyless places most American schools are, how oppressive and 
petty are the rules by which they are governed, how intellectually sterile and 
aesthetically barren the atmosphere, what an appalling lack of civility obtains 
on the part of the teachers and principals, what contempt they unconsciously 
display for children as children.~· 1 

Rice himself was particularly concerned with the regimentation of stu

dents, with teachers who " ... blindly led their innocent charges in sing
song drill, rotc repetition, and meaningless verbiage."52 Relic of a previ-



Broken Promises: School Reform in Retrospect 

ous age? Not quite. How unsettlingly similar is Silberman's description of a 
typical classroom in the late 1960s. Singsong drill may be out, but retained 
is the essence of regimentation: 

... The slavish adherence to the time-table and lesson-plan, the obsession with 
routine qua routine, the absence of noise and movement, the joylessness and 
repression, the universality of the formal lecture or teacher-dominated "dis
cussion. n;,~ 

Our argument in this section is simple enough: Since its inception in the 
United States, the public-school system has been seen as a method of 
disciplining children in the interest of producing a properly subordinate 
adult population. Sometimes conscious and explicit, and at other times a 
natural emanation from the conditions of dominance and subordinacy 
prevalent in the economic sphere, the theme of social control pervades 
educational thought and policy. The forms of school discipline, the position 
of the te~cher, and the moral conception of the child have all changed over 
the years, but the overriding objective has remained. 

Unlike our modern educational critics, the intellectual leaders of the 
New England Puritan communities thought little of children. "You are all 
naturally in a miserable state and condition," preached the cheery Jona
than Edwards. "In a little while you will be in eternity, some sooner and 
some later. ... God is angry with you every day. How dreadful to have 
God angry with you .... Consider how it will be when you come to die and 
are unconverted." Children, it appeared, were ungodly, altogether too play
ful, lacking in seriousness, and ill-disposed toward work. Worse still, some 
parents appeared less than fully committed to countering the natural ten
dencies of the young. 

As early as 1647, the General Court (legislature) in Massachusetts 
invoked the power of schooling to reinforce the moral training of the 
family. The preamble of a law allowing local taxation for the support of 
public schools in that year outlined the evident need for such legislation: 

It being one chicfe project of that ould deluder, Satan, to keepe men from the 
knowledge of the Scriptures, as in former times by keeping them in an un
knowne tongue, so in these latter times by perswading from the uses of 
tongues, that so at lease the true scnce and meaning of the originall might be 
clouded by false glosses of saint seeming deceivers .... "4 

Not much came of the legislation, but the view that children needed some 
special disciplining to root out their susceptibility to error persisted. On the 
eve of the "Common School Revival" in 1834, Federalist Judge Joseph 
Story advised teachers to " ... repress the inordinate love of innovation of 
the young, the ignorant, and the restless.";;,, 
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That the school could supplement the beneficial effects of family up
bringing, first voiced by the Puritan educators, became commonplace in the 
nineteenth century as the influx of immigrant workers threatened to "dilute" 
Yankee morality. Turn-of-the-century educational theorist Edward A. 
Ross stated the mission of schools succinctly, namely: 

... to collect little plastic lumps of human dough from private households and 
shape them on the social kneadingboard. :;n 

A statement signed by seventy-seven college presidents and city and state 
school superintendents and published by the U.S. government in 1874 put 
the case this way: 

In order to compensate for lack of family nurture, the school is obliged to lay 
more stress upon discipline and to make far more prominent the moral phase 
of education. It is obliged to train the pupil into habits of prompt obedience 
to his teachers and the practice of self control in its various forms." 7 

While the educational practice of regimentation of children has persisted, 
the fundamentalist conception of a child as immoral or savage has given 
way, through various stages, to a more appreciative view. To modern 
educators, the child appears as the primitive embodiment of the good and 
the natural-the noble savage, if you will. Children are spontaneous and 
joyful, unpredictable and trusting-traits to be cherished but sadly evanes
cent in the path toward maturity.G" 

At the same time, the educator's view of the family has changed. Once 
the trusted engine of moral training for youth, to which the school was 
considered a complement and ballast, the family increasingly appears in 
the writings of educators ·as the source of the child's inadequacy. Thus 
in the thought of the culture of poverty and cultural deprivation advocates, 
the school has been elevated to the status of family surrogate in the well
engineered SocietyY' The social roots of this transformed concept of the 
family-school relationship have little to do with any alteration in family 
structure, and less to do with any heightening of the public morality. The 
impetus stems rather from the professional educator's profound mistrust 
of, and even fear of, the families of black and poor children, and in an 
earlier period, of Irish and other immigrant families. 00 Nor is this mistrust 
alien to the logic of social control. For all its nobility, the noble savage 
remains savage, and integration into the world of adults requires 
regimentation. 

The most striking testimonial to the hegemony of the social-control 
ideology is perhaps its clear primacy even among those who opposed such 
obvious manifestations of the authoritarian classroom as corporal pun-
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ishment and teacher-centered discussion. The most progressive of progres
sive educators have shared the common commitment to maintaining 

ultimate top-down control over the child's activities. Indeed, much of the 
educational experimentation of the past century can be viewed as attempt

ing to broaden the discretion and deepen the involvement of the child while 
maintaining hierarchical control over the ultimate processes and outcomes 
of the educational encounter. The goal has been to enhance student moti

vation while withholding effective participation in the setting of priorities. 
Hence, like the view of the child, the concept of discipline has itself 

changed. Two aspects of this change are particularly important. First, the 

once highly personalized authority of the teacher has become a part of 

the bureaucratic structure of the modern school. Unlike the teachers in the 
chaotic early nineteenth-century district schools, modern teachers exercise 

less personal power and rely more heavily on regulations promulgated by 

higher authorities. Although frequently prey to arbitrary intervention by 

parents and other community members, the nineteenth-century teacher was 
the boss of the classroom. The modern teacher is in a more ambiguous 
position. The very rules and regulations which add a patina of social 

authority to his or her commands at the same time rigidly circumscribe the 
teacher's freedom of action. 

Second, the aim of discipline is no longer mere compliance: The aim is 
now "behavior modification." Prompt and obedient response to bureau

cratically sanctioned authority is, of course, a must. But sheer coercion is 
out of keeping with both the modern educator's view of the child and the 

larger social needs for a self-controlled-not just controlled-citizenry and 
work force. Discipline is still the theme, but the variations more often 

center on the "internalization of behavioral norms," on equipping the child 
with a built-in supervisor than on mere obedience to external authority and 
material sanctions. nl 

The repressive nature of the schooling process is nowhere more clearly 

revealed than in the system of grading, the most basic process of allocating 
rewards within the school. We will have gone some distance toward com

prehending the school as it is-in going behind the educational rhetoric-if 

we can answer the question: Who gets what and why? 
Teachers are likely to reward those who conform to and strengthen the 

social order of the school with higher grades and approval, and punish 

violators with lower grades and other forms of disapproval, independent of 
their respective academic and cognitive accomplishments. This fact allows 
us to investigate exactly what personality traits, attitudes, and behavioral 

attributes are facilitated by the educational encounter. 
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Outside of gross disobedience, one would suspect the student's ex
hibition of creativity and divergence of thought to be most inimical to the 
smooth functioning of the hierarchical classroom. For the essence of the 
modern educational encounter is, to use Paolo Freire's words, that teaching: 

... becomes an act of depositing, in which the students are the depositories and 
the teacher is the depositor. Instead of communicating, the teacher issues 
communiques and makes deposits which the students patiently receive, mem
orize, and repeat. This is the "banking" concept of education .... The teache1 
teaches and the students are taught. ... The teacher chooses and enforces his 
choice and tht? students comply .... The teacher acts and the students have 
the illusion of acting through the action of the teacher.6~ 

Others refer to this conception as the "jug and mug" approach to teaching 
whereby the jug tills up the mugs. 

Thus the hostility of the school system to student behavior even ap
proaching critical consciousness should be evident in the daily lives of 
students. Getzels and Jacksonr,a have shown that high school students 
perceive this to be the case. They subjected a group of 449 high school 
students to an 10 test and a battery of exams which purport to measure 
creativity. 64 They found no appreciable correlation between measured IQ 
and measured "creativity." The top 20 percent in 10 on the one hand, and 
in creativity on the other, were singled out and asked to rank certain 
personality traits (a) on the degree to which they would like to have these 
traits, and (b) on the degree to which they believed teachers would like the 
student to have. There was virtually complete agreement by the high 10 

, and the high creatives on which traits are preferred by teachers; in other 
words, these students view the demands made upon them in a similar way. 
However, the two groups disagreed on what traits they themselves would 
like to have: The correlation between the two groups' ratings of the per
sonality traits "preferred for oneself" was quite low.us Most striking of all, 
however, was the finding that, while the high lOs' "preferred traits" cor
respond closely to their perception of the teachers' values, the high cre
atives' ranking of preferred traits was actually inversely related to the 
perceived teachers' ranking.t;u The high creatives do not fail to conform; 
rather they do not wish to conform.u• 

Getzel and Jackson's is but one of the many studies which link personal
ity traits to school grades. We have undertaken a review of this literature, 
the results of which support the following interpretation. t;, Students are 
rewarded for exhibiting discipline, subordinacy, intellectually as opposed to 
emotionally oriented behavior, and hard work independent from intrinsic 
task motivation. Moreover, these traits are rewarded independently of any 
effect of "proper demeanor" on scholastic achievement. 
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Rather than plowing through this mass of data, we shall present the 
results of the most extensive of our sources. In the early 1960s, John L. 
Holland undertook a study of the determinants of high school success 
among a group of 639 National Merit Scholarship finalists-males for the 
most part in the top 10 percent of students in IQ and the top 15 percent in 
class rank. nn Holland collected four objective measures of cognitive de
velopment from his subjects' College Entrance Examination Board tests.' 0 

In addition, he collected some sixty-five measures of personality, attitude, 
self-concept, creativity, and home life through testing the students, their 
parents, and obtaining various ratings from their teachers. 71 

We have extensively analyzed this massive body of data.' 2 Our first 
conclusion is that, while the group's high academic rank is doubtless 
related to their above-average IQs, differences in scholastic achievement 
among them were not significantly related to their grades, despite a good 
deal of variation in both achievement and grades within the group. More 
telling, however, is the fact that many of the personality variables were 
significantly and positively related to grades. Most important were the 
teachers' ratings of the students' Citizenship and the students' self-evalua
tion of Drive to Achieve. n Neither of these variables had any significant 
impact on actual achievement measures! 

These results are not in themselves surprising. It is to be expected that 
students will be rewarded for their conformity to the social order of the 
school (Citizenship) as well as their personal motivation to succeed within 
the nexus of this social order (Drive to Achieve). Only the most naive 
would expect school grades to depend on scholastic achievement alone. 

But what do Citizenship and Drive to Achieve really reflect? In a liber
ated educational encounter, we would expect these traits to embody some 
combination of diligence, social popularity, creativity, and mental flexibil
ity. Yet statistical analysis of the Holland data reveals a strikingly different 
pattern. Students who arc ranked by their teachers as high on Citizenship 

and Drive to Achieve are indeed more likely to be diligent (e.g., they are 
high on such measures as Deferred Gratification, Perseverance, and Con

trol) and socially popular (e.g., they are high on Social Leadership and 
Popularity). But they are, in fact, significantly below average on measures 
of creativity and mental flexibility (e.g., they arc low on such measures as 
Cognitive Flexibility, Complexity of Thought, Originality, Creativity, and 
Independence of Judgment).' 4 Moreover, further statistical analysis shows 
that these same traits of creativity and mental flexibility are directly penal
ized in terms of school grades, holding constant test scores, Citizenship, 

and Drive to Achieve. 

The conclusions from this body of data seem inescapable. Conformity to 
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the social order of the school involves submission to a set of authority 
relationships which are inimical to personal growth. Instead of promoting a 
healthy balance among the capacity for creative autonomy, diligence, and 
susceptibility to social regulation, the reward system of the school inhibits 
those manifestations of personal capacity which threaten hierarchical au
thority. 

We have emphasized clements on the "hidden curriculum" faced in 
varying degrees by all students. But schools do different things to different 
children. Boys and girls, blacks and whites, rich and poor are treated 
differently. Affluent suburban schools, working-class schools, and ghetto 
schools all exhibit a distinctive pattern of sanctions and rewards. More
over, most of the discussion here has focused on high-school students. In 
important ways, colleges are different; and community colleges exhibit so
cial relations of education which differ sharply from those of elite four-year 
institutions. In short, U.S. education is not monolithic; our analysis will be 

expanded accordingly in future chapters. 
Why do schools reward docility, passivity, and obedience? Why do they 

penalize creativity and spontaneity? Why the historical constancy of sup
pression and domination in an institution so central to the elevation of 
youth? Surely this is a glaring anomaly in terms of traditional liberal edu
cational theory. The naive enthusiasm of the contemporary free-school 
movement suggests the implicit assumption that no one had ever tried to 
correct this situation-that the ideal of liberated education is simply a new 
conception which has never been tried. Even sophisticated critics, such as 
Charles Silberman, tend t? attribute the oppressiveness of schooling to 
simple oversight and irrationality: 

What is mostly wrong with public schools is not due to venality or indifference 
or stupidity but to mindlessness .... It simply never occurs to more than a 
handful, to ask why they are doing what they are doing to think seriously or 
deeply about the purposes or consequences of education. 75 

Yet, the history of the progressive-education movement attests to the in
transigence of the educational system to "enlightened change" within the 
context of corporate capitalism. 

Progressivism has been the keynote of modern educational theory em
bracing such pillars of intellect and influence as John Dewey, Charles W. 
Elliot, Alfred North Whitehead, William James, and G. Stanley Hall. The 
birth of the Association for the Advancement of Progressive Education in 
1918 was merely the political codification of an already active social 
movement whose aim, in the words of its founder Stanwood Cobb, " ... 
had little of modesty .... We aimed at nothing short of changing the entire 
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school system of America."76 Subscribing to Dewey's dictum that " ... 

education is the fundamental method of social reform, ... " the statement 

of principles of the Association for the Advancement of Progressive Edu

cation held its aim to be " ... the freest and fullest development of the 

individual, based upon the scientific study of his mental, physical, spiritual, 

and social characteristics and needs." 77 However avant-garde today's lib

eral educationists feel themselves to be, they envision little more than did 

the Progressives in the dawning years of the century. Schooling was to 

provide the child with the freedom to develop "naturally" with a teacher as 

guide, not taskmaster. Intrinsic interest not external authority was to moti

vate all work. The leitmotif of the day was "taking the lid off kids," and the 

aim was to sublimate natural creative drives in fruitful directions rather 

than to repress them. Emotional and intellectual development were to hold 

equal importance, and activity was to be "real life" and "student-directed." 

The mass media dramatically attest to the ideological victory of the 

Progressives: Professional journals, education textbooks, and even the 

various publications of the U.S. Office of Education mouthed the rhetoric 

of Progressivism. As Lawrence A. Cremin, a foremost historian of the 

Progressive Movement in education, notes: 

There is a "conventional wisdom" ... in education ... and by the end of 
World War II progressivism had come to be that conventional wisdom. Dis
cussions of educational policy were liberally spiced with phrases like "recog
nized individual differences," "personality development," "the whole child," 
"the needs of learners," "intrinsic motivation," "persistent life situations," 
"bridging the gap between home and school," "teaching children, not sub
jects," "adjusting the school to the child," "real-life experiences," "teacher
pupil relationships," and "staff planning." Such phrases ... signified that 
Dewey's forecast of the day when progressive education would eventually be 
accepted as good education had now finally come to pass. 7s 

Yet the schools have changed little in substance. 
Thus we must reject mindlessness along with venality, indifference, and 

stupidity as the source for oppressive education. A more compelling ex

planation of the failure to combat repression in U.S. schooling is simply 

that progressive education, though triumphant in educational theory, was 

never given a chance in practice. Indeed, this argument is often used by 

those adhering to the liberal perspective. Thus Raymond E. Callahan 

traces the failure of Progressivism to the growing preoccupation with order 

and efficiency in educational practice at the same time that progressive 

education was capturing hearts and minds in educational theory. Callahan 

argues that: 
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... Very much of what has happened in American education since 1900 can be 
explained on the basis of the extreme vulnerability of our schoolmen to pub
lic criticism and pressure and that this vulnerability is built into our pattern 
of local support and controJ.71l 

The direction the formal educational system took in this situation was 
dictated by the power of business interests and the triumphant ideology of 
"efficient management." Again Callahan: 

What was unexpected [in my investigation] was the extent not only of the power 
of the business-industrial groups, but of the strength of the business ideology . 
. . . I had expected more professional autonomy and I was completlye unpre
pared for that extent and degree of capitulation by administrators to whatever 
demands were made upon them.Rn 

This vulnerability had great implications for student, teacher, and adminis
trator alike. "Business methods" in schools meant that administrators were 
to be recruited from the ranks of politicians and especially businessmen, 
rather than professional educators, and their orientation was toward cost
saving and control rather than quality of education. Business methods also 
meant that the teacher was to be reduced to the status of a simple worker, 
with little control over curriculum, activities, or discipline, and whose ac
countability to the administrator again involved classroom authority rather 
than the quality of classroom experience. Lastly, the student was reduced 
to an "object" of administration, "busy-work," and standardized tests 
coming to prevail over play and self-development. 

In short, the history of twentieth-century education is the history not of 
Progressivism but of the imposition upon the schools of "business values" 
and social relationships reflecting the pyramid of authority and privilege in 
the burgeoning capitalist system. The evolution of U.S. education dur
ing this period was not guided by the sanguine statements of John Dewey 
and Jane Addams, who saw a reformed educational system eliminating the 
more brutal and alienating aspects of industrial labor. Rather, the time
motion orientation of Fredrick Taylor and "Scientific Management," with 
its attendant fragmentation of tasks, and imposition of bureaucratic forms 
and top-down control held sway. 

Thus there are some grounds for the opinion that the modern liberal 
view of the self -developmental capacities of schooling has not been falsified 
by recent U.S. experience; rather, it has never been tried. A historian of 
Progressivism in U.S. education might well echo Gandhi's assessment of 
Western civilization: "It would be a good idea." 
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A Preface to the Critique of Liberal Educational Reform 

Ignorance is the mother of industry as well as of supersti
tion. Reflection and fancy arc subject to err; but a habit of 
moving the hand or the foot is independent of either. Manu
facture, accordingly, prospers most where the mind is least 
consulted, and where the workshop may ... be considered 
an engine, the parts of which are men. 

ADAM FERGUSON 

An Essay on the History of Civil Society, 1767 

Decades of broken promises cast strong doubt on modern liberal educa
tional theory. But the anomalies which arise when theory and practice are 

juxtaposed cannot lay it finally to rest. As Thomas Kuhn has noted, even in 

the physical sciences, only a recognizably superior alternative seals the fate 

of faulty but generally accepted dogma. 81 

All the more true is this observation in the social sciences. In the case of 

liberal educational theory, the failures of educational reform we have pre

sented are by no means decisive. The "necessary connection" among the 

integrative, egalitarian, and developmental functions of education may ap

pear only in the long run. Capitalism may still be young, and does seem to 

promote a rhetoric of tolerance and egalitarianism, as well as a supreme 

emphasis on individualism and human development. That this rhetoric is 

consistently thwarted in practice may simply represent a perverse institu

tional inertia. While educational policy has failed in the past, maturity and 

increased expertise may render it vastly more potent in the future. No one 

ever claimed reform to be easy-only ultimately possible with proper dedi
cation. Finally, there may be tangible limits-technologically determined

to the degree of social mobility, due to inherent differences in mental 

ability. The possibility has been asserted forcefully by such writers as 

Arthur Jensen and Richard Herrnstein. 82 

In short, decent respect for liberal theory demands it be critiqued on 

theoretical grounds as well as in terms of the social outcomes it predicts, 

and, preferably, with an alternative in mind. This will be our goal. While 

detailed presentation of our alternative will await Chapters 4 and 5, our 

argument may be summarized simply enough here: the failure of progres
sive educational reforms stems from the contradictory nature of the objec

tives of its integrative, egalitarian and developmental functions in a society 

whose economic life is governed by the institutions of corporate capitalism. 

Both the democratic and technocratic versions of liberal education 
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theory focus on the relationships into which individuals enter upon adult
hood. In Dewey's democratic version, political life is singled out as central, 
while for the technocratic version, the technical aspects of production hold 
the honored position. Both have been blind to-or at least treated in quite 
unrealistic manner-the social relationships of capitalist production,_l)e~
ey's overall framework seems emminently correct. His error lies in charac
terizing the social system as democratic, whereas, in fact, the hierarchical 
division of labor in the capitalist enterprise is politically autocratic. More
over, his central thesis as to the economic value of an educational system 
devoted to fostering personal growth is untrue in capitalist society. Dewey's 
view requires that work be a natural extension of intrinsically motivated 
activity. The alienated work of corporate life is inimical to intrinsic 
motivation. 

In corporate capitalist society, the social relations of production con
form, by and large, to the "hierarchical division of labor," characterized by 
power and control emanating from the top downward through a finely 
gradated bureaucratic ordet:-~3 The social relationships of the typically 
bureaucratic corporate enterprise require special attention because they are 
neither democratic not technical. 

For Dewey, democracy is, in essence, " ... a mode of conjoint com
municative experience ... " which " ... repudiates the principle of external 
authority ... in favor of voluntary disposition and interest." In this sense, 
the dominant forms of work for which the educational system prepares 
youth are profoundly antidemocratic. Under capitalism, work is character
ized not by conjoint, but by hierarchical "communicative experience," and 
rigid patterns of dominance and subordinacy, where personal interaction is 
dictated primarily by rules of procedure set by employers: Dewey's "volun
tary disposition" of the worker extends only over the decision to work or 
starve. 

Dewey is of course aware of the undemocratic control of production in 
capitalist society; indeed, he refers explicitly to " ... those in control of 
industry-those who supply its aims." But he avoids the fatal consequence 
of this admission for his theory by de-emphasizing democratic process and 
focusing on outcomes: the quality of the decisions made by industrial 
aristocrats. The dehumanized nature of work-in Dewey's time, exempli
fied by Taylorism and time-motion studies, and today, by the "human 
relations" school of organizational theory-is attributed to their '"one-sided 
stimulation of thought," and hence responsive to liberal educational ex
posure. Here Dewey exhibits in raw form the liberal proclivity to locate the 
source of systemic failures in the shortcomings of individuals and to propose 
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"expert" solutions which respect-even reinforce-the top-down control 
of social life under corporate capitalism. sl Surely he could not have been 

1 unaware of the forces in a market-oriented economy forcing managerial 
decision continually toward profit maximization to which end secure hier
archical authority and flexible control of the enterprise from the top are 
prime requisites."'" 

Similarly, the technocratic version of liberal educational theory suffers 
from an extremely partial characterization of the capitalist system. Th~ 
major error in the technocratic school is its overemphasis on cognitive 
skills as the basic requirement of job adec1uacy. We shall show that cogni
tive requirements are by no means determinate, and indeed, can account 
for little of the association of education anu economic success. Had the 
technocratic school looked at the social rather than the technical relations 
of production, it might have been more circumspect in asserting the com
patibility of the integrative, egalitarian, and developmental functions of 
schooling. Indeed, it might have found that the way in which the school 
system performs its integrative function-through its production of a strati
fied labor force for the capitalist enterprise-is inconsistent with its per
formance of either developmental or egalitarian functions. Focusing on 
cognitive variables, it cannot even entertain the idea that the correspon
dence between the social relations of production and the social relations of 
education-the essential mechanism of the integrative function of school
ing-might preclude an egalitarian or truly humanistic education. 

Thus the modern economy is a product of a social as well as a technical 
revolution. In the development of productive organization from precapital
ist forms, through the relatively simple entrepreneur-worker relationship of 
the early factory system based on piecework, immediate supervision, and 
direct worker assessment to the modern complex, stratified, and bureau
cratically ordered corporation or governmental organ, not simply the tech
nical demands of work, but its social organization have changed drastically. 
Seen from the present, the Industrial Revolution may appear as a simple 
upgearing of the pace of technological change. From the point of view of 
those experiencing it, however, it constituted a thoroughgoing social up
heaval involving not only radically new institutions in the governance of 
economic activity, but a radically different pattern of social interactions 
with demanding and pervasive reyuirements on the level of individual psy
chic functioning. Values, beliefs, modes of personal behavior, and pat
terns of social and economic loyalties were formed, transformed, and 
reproduced in the process of bringing the individual into line with the needs 
of capital accumulation and the extension of the wage-labor system. 

47 



Conclusion 

SCHOOLING IN CAPITALIST AMERICA 

Of manufactures, of commerce, of both individual and na
tional prosperity, nay even of science itself, the extended and 
abundant increase tends to complete the fatal circle: and, by 
decay, convulsion, anarchy, and misery, to produce a new and 
renovated order of things. In an advanced state of wciety, 
where the meridian is attained or passed, nothing can prevent 
or even protract the evil day, except the revivifying influence 
of education. 

THOMAS BERNARD, "Extract from an 
Account of the Mendip Schooh," 
Report of the Society for Betterin~ 

the Condition of the Poor, 1799 

The record of actual successes and failures of education as reform is not 
sufficient either to accept or to reject the liberal outlook. But it must be a 

point of departure in any serious inquiry into its potential contribution to 
social improvement. The record, as we have shown, is not encouraging. 

Fir~t, despite the concerted efforts of progressive educators of three gener
ations, and despite the widespread assimilation of their vocabularyTri the 
United States, schools, by and large, remain hostile to the individual's 
needs for personal development. Second, the history of U.S. education 
provides little support for the view that schools have been vehicles for the 
equalization of economic status or opportunity. Nor arc they today. The 
proliferation of special programs for the equalization of educational oppor
tunity had precious little i~pact on the structure of U.S. education, and 
even less on the structure of income and opportunity in the U.S. economy. 

It is clear that education in the United States is simply too weak an influence 
on the distribution of economic status and opportunity to fulfill its promised 

mission as the Great Equalizer. Schooling remains a meager instrument in 
promoting full participation of racial minorities in the United States
indeed, even the expensive pilot projects in this direction seem to have 
failed rather spectacularly. 

The educational system serves-through the correspondence of its social 
relations with those of economic life-to reproduce economic inequality 
and to distort personal development. Thus under corporate capitalism, the 
objectives of liberal educational reform are contradictory: It is precisely 
because of its role as producer of an alienated and stratified labor force 
that the educational system has developed its repressive and uneLJUal struc
ture. In the history of U.S. education, it is the integrative function which 
has dominated the purpose of schooling, to the detriment of the other 
liberal objectives. 
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More fundamentally, the contradictory nature of liberal educational re

form objectives may be directly traced to the dual role imposed on educa

tion in the interests of profitability and stability; namely,. enhancing 

workers' productive capacities and perpetuating the social, political, and 

economic conditions for the transformation of the fruits of labor into cap

it~list profits. It is these overriding objectives of the capitalist class-not 

the ideals of liberal reformers-which have shaped the actuality of U.S. 

education and left little room for the school to facilitate the pursuit of 

equality or full human development. When education is viewed as an as

pect of the reproduction of the capitalist division of labor, the history of 

school reforms in the United States appears less as a story of an enlight

ened but sadly unsuccessful corrective and more as an integral part of the 

process of capitalist growth itself. 

We cannot rule out the possibility that a future dramatic and unprece

dented shift toward equality of educational opportunity might act as a 

force for equality. Nor do we exclude the possibility that open classrooms 

and free schools might make a substantial contribution to a more liberating 

process of human development. Indeed, we strongly support reforms of this 

type as part of a general strategy of social and economic transformation. 

But to consider educational change in isolation from other social forces is 

alt~ethcr too hypothetical. The structure of U.S. education did not evolve 
in a vaccum;-nor will it be changed, holding other things constant. Educa

tion has been historically a device for allocating individuals to economic 

positions, where inequality among the positions themselves is inherent in 

the hierarchical division of labor, differences in the degree of monopoly 

power of various sectors of the economy, and the power of different occu

pational groups to limit the supply or increase the monetary returns to their 

services. Thus equalization of educational outcomes, rather than reducing 

inequality, would more likely simply shift the job of allocating individuals 

to economic positions to some other "institution." Similarly, a less repres

sive educational system will produce little more than the "job blues" unless 

it can make an impact upon the nature of work and the control over 

production. 
This much, at least, we can say with some certainty: Repression, indi

vidual powerlessness, inequality of incomes, and inequality of opportunity 

did not originate historically in the educational system, nor do they derive 

from unequal and repressive schools today. The roots of repression and 
inequality lie in the structure and functioning of the capitalist economy. 

Indeed, we shall suggest in the next chapter that they characterize any 

modern economic system-including the socialist state-which denies peo

ple participatory control of economic life. 
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CHAPTER 11 

• 

Education, Socialism, 

and Revolution 

The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a night
mare on the brain of the living. And just when they seem en
gaged in revolutionizing themselves and things, in creating 
something that has never yet existed, precisely in such periods 
of revolutionary crisis they anxiously conjure up the spirits 
of the past to their service and borrow from them names, 
battle cries and costumes, in order to present the new scene 
of world history in this time-honored disguise and this bor
rowed language. 

KARL MARX, 

The Eirhteenth Brumaire 
of Louis Napoleon ( 1852) 

Venereal disease ravaged the population of prerevolutionary China, attack
ing one in ten in urban areas. The colonial administration in the British
held ports was concerned i.ndeed, and went to great lengths to battle the 
dread disease. In 1920, the wife of a High Court judge, as part of a 
concerted effort, collected the names of all 900 brothels owners in Shang
hai. They were invited to a grand ball where they would be given paper 
carnations and Christian Bibles; one hundred eighty, chosen at random, 
would be "invited" to close their establishments. Only twenty of the flour
ishing businessmen showed up, and none saw fit to restrict their activities. 
In Shanghai alone 150,000 prostitutes were working. Their number was 
continually swelled by the poverty and famine to which prostitution was a 
welcome alternative. It was not surprising that the colonial administration, 
despite its good will, made no headway. Venereal disease was simply a fact 
of life. Yet after the revolution, progress was so rapid that, in 1969, Dr. 
Joshua Horn could say: "Active venereal disease has been completely 
eradicated from most areas and completely controlled throughout China." 1 

The British administration should not have been so pessimistic. Often the 
best social policy is a revolutionary policy. But how could they have sus
pected that? 
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Education and venereal disease are social problems of a different order. 

But our analysis of the dynamics of liberal educational reform and the 

weakness of its successes urges upon us a correspondingly radical alterna

tive. What we demand of U.S. schools is perfectly straightforward. We 

envision an educational system which, in the process of reproducing soci

ety, vigorously promotes personal development and social equality. What 

we have shown in this book is equally straightforward: The major char

acteristics of the educational system in the United States today flow directly 

from its role in producing a work force able and willing to staff occupa

tional positions in the capitalist system. We conclude that the creation of 

an equal and liberating school system requires a revolutionary transforma

tion of economic life. 
The most critical aspect of U.S. capitalism is that a few people own and 

control the bulk of productive resources, while most-aside from personal 

possessions-own only their labor power. The U.S. economy exhibits the 

most extensive and complete wage-labor system in the history of civiliza

tion. This system, which emerged historically as a progressive force in the 

service of economic productivity and the ethos of individuality and per

sonal freedom, has long become repressive and anachronistic, an obstacle 

to further human progress. The many must daily acquiesce to domination 

by the few, giving rise to the systemic perpetuation of extensive inequalities 

-not only between capital and wage labor, but among working people as 

well. The stability and security of these economic power relationships re

quire the creation and reinforcement of distinctions based on sex, race, 

ethnic origin, social class, and hierarchical status. 

The educational system, basically, neither adds to nor subtracts from the 

degree of inequality and repression originating in the economic sphere. 

Rather, it reproduces and legitimates a preexisting pattern in the process of 

training and stratifying the work force. How does this occur? The heart of 

the process is to be found not in the content of the educational encounter

or the process of information transfer-but in the form: the social rela

tions of the educational encounter. These correspond closely to the social 

relations of dominance, subordination, and motivation in the economic 

sphere. Through the educational encounter, individuals are induced to ac

cept the degree of powerlessness with which they will be faced as mature 

workers. 
The central prerequisite for personal development-be it physical, emo

tional, aesthetic, cognitive, or spiritual-lies in the capacity to control the 

conditions of one's life. Thus a society can foster personal development 

roughly to the extent that it allows and requires personal interaction along 

the lines of equal, unified, participatory, and democratic cooperation and 
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struggle.* Needless to say, these very conditions are those most conducive 
to social and economic equality. The U.S. educational system, in the pres
ent nexus of economic power relationships, cannot foster such patterns of 
personal development and social equality. To reproduce the labor force, 
the schools are destined to legitimate inequality, limit personal develop
ment to forms compatible with submission to arbitrary authority, and aid 
in the process whereby youth are resigned to their fate. 

Hence we believe-indeed, it follows logically from our analysis-that 
an equal and liberating educational system can only emerge from a broad
based movement dedicated to the transformation of economic life. Such a 
movement is socialist in the sense that private ownership of essential pro
ductive resources must be abolished, and control over the production pro
cess must be placed in the hands of working people. 

The goals of such a revolutionary socialism go beyond the achievement 
of the Soviet Union and countries of Eastern Europe. These countries have 
abolished private ownership of the means of production, while replicating 
the relationships of economic control, dominance, and subordination char
acteristic of capitalism. While the abolition of private property in the means 
of production has been associated with a significant reduction in economic 
inequality, it has failed to address the other problems with which we have 
dealt in this book. The socialism to which we aspire goes beyond the legal 
question of property to the concrete social question of economic democ
racy as a set of egalitarian and participatory power relationships. While we 
may learn much about the .process of building a socialist society from the 
experiences of the Soviet, Cuban, Chinese, and other socialist peoples
and indeed, may find some aspects of their work downright inspiring
there is no foreign model for the economic transformation we seek. 
Socialism in the United States will be a distinctly American product growing 
out of our history, culture, and struggle for a better life. 

What would socialism in the United States look like?2 Socialism is not 
an event; it is a process. Socialism is a system of economic and political 
democracy in which individuals have the right and obligation to structure 
their work lives through direct participatory control. Our vision of social
ism does not require as a precondition that we all be altruistic, selfless 
people. Rather, the social and economic conditions of socialism will facili
tate the full development of human capacities. These capacities are for 
cooperative, democratic, equal, and participatory human relationships; for 
cultural, emotional, and sensual fulfillment. We can ascribe to a prospec-

* Here we could not he in closer agreement with 1 ohn Dewey's philosophy; see 
chapter 2. 
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tivc U.S. socialism no fixed form, nor is socialism a solution to all the 

problems we have discussed here. Socialism directly solves many social 

problems, but, in many respects, it is merely a more auspicious arena in 
which to carry on the struggle for personal and social growth. Its form will 
be determined by practical activity more than abstract theorizing. Never

theless, some reasonable aspects of socialism in the United States of direct 

relevance to the transformation of education can be suggested. 
The core of a socialist society is the development of an alternative to the 

wage-labor system. This involves the progressive democratization of the 

workplace, thus freeing the educational system to foster a more felicitous 

pattern of human development and social interaction. The ironclad rela

tionship between the division of labor and the division of social product 
must also be broken: Individuals must possess, as a basic social right, an 

adequate income and equal access to food, shelter, medical care, and social 

services independent of their economic position. Conversely, with the whip 

of material necessity no longer forcing participation in economic life, a 
more balanced pattern of material, symbolic, and collective incentives can, 

indeed must be developed. Essential in this respect is the legal obligation 

of all to share equitably in performing those socially necessary jobs which 

are, on balance, personally unrewarding and would not be voluntarily filled. 
An educational system thus freed from the legitimation of privilege could 

turn its energies toward rendering the development of work skills a pleas
ant and desirable complement to an individual's life plans. 

The object of these changes in the social division of labor is not abstract 
equality, but the elimination of relationships of dominance and subordi

nacy in the economic sphere. There will certainly always be individual 

differences in ability, talent, creativity, and initiative, and all should be 

encouraged to develop these capacities to their fullest. But in a socialist 
system, they need not translate into power and subordinacy in control of 

economic resources. For similar reasons, historical patterns of racial, sex

ual, and ethnic discriminations must be actively redressed as socially 
divisive and unjust. What is now called household work will also be 
deemed, at least in part, socially necessary labor. This work, whether done 

in collective units or individual homes, must be CLJUitably shared by all 
individuals. 

Another central goal of socialism in the United States must be the 
progressive democratization of political life. From production planning, the 

organization of social services, and the determination of consumption 
needs at the local level right up to national economic planning and other 

aspects of national policy, decisions will be made in bodies consisting of or 
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delegated by those affected by the result. We envisage a significant role for 
the national government: assuring regional economic equality; integrating 
and rationalizing local production, service and consumption plans; and, 
directly implementing other social and economic policies which are infeasi
ble at the local level. The egalitarian and democratic nature of economic life 
should vastly increase the responsiveness and flexibility of governmental 
institutions. While mediating disputes between groups and regions will re
main a central political function, economic equality will eliminate the need 
of the state to pander to interests and powers of a small minority who 
control production. Though political activity will not be a major preoccu
pation of most, the process of participation in work and community should 
dramatically increase the political sophistication, participation, and knowl
edgeability of citizens. Indeed, we venture to suggest that all of the glaring 
inadequacies of political democracy in the United States are attributable to 
the private ownership of the means of production and the lack of a real 
economic democracy.a 

It is a tenet of liberal thought that social equality can be purchased only 
at the expense of economic efficiency. Yet the evidence is less than persua
sive. Democratic social relationships in production lead to highly motivated 
and productive workers, who will turn their creative powers toward the 
improvement of work and the satisfaction of consumer needs rather than 
profit. Moreover, democratic control of work can reorient technology to
ward the elimination of brutalizing jobs, toward a progressive expansion of 
the opportunity of attaining skills through on-the-job and recurrent educa
tion, and toward a breakdown of the division between mental and physical 
labor. The elimination of racial and sexual discriminations would liberate a 
vast pool of relatively untapped talents, abilities, and human resources for 
productive purposes. Comprehensive and rational economic planning leads 
to heightened efficiency through elimination of wasteful competition and 
redundancy in the provision of services (e.g., insurance, banking, and fi
nance), the elimination of unemployment, rational programs of research 
and development, and a balanced policy of resource development with 
environmental stability. 

The increased efficiency of socialist economic life should quickly reduce 
the workweek devoted to the production of social necessities, thus freeing 
individuals for creative leisure and more informal production. Indeed, this 
aspect of individual development in U.S. socialism will represent one of its 
most central successes-a veritable new stage in the history of humankind. 
Under capitalism, a true dedication to the fostering of individual capacities 
for creative leisure and craft production is incompatible with generating a 
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properly subservient labor force. We expect the creative production and 

consumption of social amenities to form an ever-increasing portion of 

economic activity in socialist society. Thus, there must be a stress on the 

development of a vital craft and artistic sector in production as a voluntary 

supplement to socially necessary work. It can be organized on a master

apprentice or group-control line and open to all individuals. Far from being 

a neglected afterthought in socialist society, this sector will be a major 

instrument in channeling the creative energies unleashed by liberated edu

cation and unalienated work toward socially beneficial ends. 

To those of us who envision economic equality and a social system 

dedicated to fostering personal growth, democratic and participatory so

cialism is clearly desirable. But is such a system of economic democracy 

feasible? The conventional wisdom in academic social science supports a 

negative reply. Yet in this book we have shown that the cynicism bred by 

modern mainstream economics, sociology, and political science is based on 

a series of myths: that inequality is due to unequal abilities; that hierarchi

cal authority is necessitated by modern technology; that capitalism is al

ready meritocratic; and that the existing situation corresponds to people's 

needs and is the product of their wills. 

Just as the philosophers of ancient Greece could not conceive of society 

without master and slave and the Scholastics of medieval times without 

lord and serf, so, today, many cannot conceive of society without a con

trolling managerial hierarchy and a subservient working class. Yet neither 

technology nor human nature bar the way to democratic socialism as the 

next stage in the process of civilization. Unalienated work and an equal 

distribution of its products is neither romantic nostalgia nor postindustrial 

Luddism. The means of achieving social justice and of rendering work 

personally meaningful and compatible with healthy personal development 

are as American as apple pic: democracy and equality. 

What is the role of education in this process? In the context of U.S. 

capitalism, a socialist education is a revolutionary education. Our objective 

for U.S. schools and colleges here and now is not that they should become 

the embryo of the good society but that struggles around these institutions, 

and the educational process itself, should contribute to the development of 

a revolutionary, democratic socialist movement. An ideal education for a 

socialist society may, in some respects, be irrelevant to the task of bringing 

that society into existence. This danger is not intrinsically great, however, 

for the struggle to liberate education and the struggle to democratize eco

nomic life are inextricably related. The social relations of education can be 

altered through genuine struggle for a democratic and participatory class-
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room, and for a reorganization of power in education. The process of 
creating a socialist educational system for the United States, if successful, 
render the contradictions among administrators, teachers, and students 
nonantagonistic in the sense that the day-to-day outcomes of their struggles 
may be the positive, healthy development of both structures and individ
uals beneficial to all parties concerned. The experience of struggle and 
control promotes personal growth, forges solidarity, and prepares the stu
dent for a future of political activity in factory and office. The conscious
ness nurtured in such an integrated educational encounter is one of self
worth, cooperation, and an implacable hostility to arbitrary authority. 

Even following a successful transformation of formal power relation
ships in the economic sphere, education will be part of the struggle for 
democratization of substantive social relationships. The educational system 
will be set the task of preparing youth for a society which, while geared 
toward the progressive realization of revolutionary goals, still bears the 
technological and cultural heritage of the present system. J n this setting, 
the social relations of education will themselves be transitional in nature. 
For instance, the elimination of boring, unhealthy, fragmented, uncreative, 
constraining, and otherwise alienated but socially necessary labor requires 
an extended process of technological and organizational change in a tran
sitional phase. The shift to automated, decentralized, and worker-controlled 
technologies requires the continuous supervision and cooperation of the 
workers themselves. Any form this takes in a transitional society will in
clude a constant struggle among three groups whose ultimate interests may 
converge, but whose daily· concerns remain distinct: managers concerned 
with the development of the enterprise, technicians concerned with the 
scientific rationality of production, and workers concerned with the impact 
of innovation and management on job satisfaction and material welfare. 
The present educational system does not develop in an individual the 
capacities of cooperation, struggle, autonomy, and judgment appropriate to 
this task. The need for developing innovative educational forms is here 
paramount. 

Revolutionary Education 

We must force the frozen circumstances to dance by singing 
to them their own melody. 

KARL :MARX 
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A revolutionary education must be guided by a revolutionary educational 

philosophy. In this section, we tentatively suggest what such a philosophy 

might look like. We have been motivated by several concerns. First, educa

tional goals must recognize the correspondence between the social relation

ships of economic life and those of the educational encounter. Work and 

personal development are intimately related not only in capitalist, but in 

any conceivable society. Second, we want to embrace the elan of the con

temporary egalitarian and antiauthoritarian critique of U.S. education 

while avoiding the pitfalls described in the previous chapter. 

Hence, we shall develop a dialectical humanism, largely inspired by the 

Marxist concept of personal development through the dialectical interac

tion between individuals and their environments. In this approach, the 

educational system is judged by the way it resolves the basic contradition 

between the reproduction needs of the community and the self-actualizing 

needs of students and, more narrowly, its inevitable reflection in the con

tradiction between teacher and student. 

The development of simple forms of life, from birth to death, is gov

erned by the unfolding of genetic potential. The organism's natural and 

social environment can promote, retard, or even end this unfolding but has 

little effect on the forms that it may assume. Complex forms of life, in 

contrast, exhibit learned components of behavior. That is, the organism's 

path of maturation depends on its particular interaction with its environ

ment. The higher on the evolutionary ladder, the greater the tendency for 

the individual organism to be the product of its social experience and less 

of its genetic unfolding. In the case of human beings, the staggering variety 

of past and present patterns of social interaction attests to the importance of 

learned components of behavior. 

The primacy of social experience in human maturation implies a basic 

contradiction to which all educational theory must relate: the contradiction 

between individual and community. Among the manifold potential paths of 

individual development, only certain ones are compatible with the repro

duction of the community. At each point in one's personal development, 

the individual acts on the basis of interest, inclinations, and personal codes. 

The final result of this is submission to the requirements of social life or, 

failing this, the destruction of either individual or community as consti

tuted. The contradiction is an inescapable aspect of modern life whether 

the community is slave or "free," class or classless, democratic or totali

tarian, purgatory or utopia. 
Of course, this contradiction has its realm of freedom as well as its 

realm of necessity: the poles of the individual/community dichotomy de-
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pend on one another for the very existence of each. Personal development 

is inconceivable outside a structured social context, and no community can 

transcend the individuals participating in its reproduction. Or more point

edly, we have the potential to choose paths of personal development more 
conducive to our needs by reorganizing the institutions which frame our 

social experience toward forms we embrace but within which we struggle 
for autonomy and solidarity, individuality and acceptance, free space and 

social security. 
The contradiction between individual and community is mediated by 

formal and informal institutions-kinship and peer group, rites of passage, 
churches and armies, guild and factories, town meetings, prisons and asy
lums. In American society, one of these institutions is the school. The 

essence of the school (or of its social surrogate) lies in its counterposition 

to the student, who is taken with manifest needs and interests and turned 

against his or her will into a product of society. 
Schools cannot be considered repressive merely because they induce 

children to undergo experiences they would not choose on their own, or 
because they impose forms of regimentation which stifle immediate spon

taneity. Schools, or any other institution that mediates the passage to full 

adult social participation, are intrinsically constraining. Schools which 
deny this role, or claim compatibility with a society in which this role is 

unnecessary, are hypocritical and misleading. Worse, they are positively 

harmful. They thereby forfeit their roles as historical agents. To wish away 

this contradiction between individual and community is quickly to be 
pushed aside in the historkal struggle for human liberation. 

Nor would this stance be desirable were it possible. Human development 
is not the simple "unfolding of innate humanity." Human potential is real

ized only through the confrontation of genetic constitution and social ex

perience. Dogma consists precisely in suppressing one pole of a contradic
tion.4 The dogma of repressive education is the dogma of necessity which 
denies freedom. But we must avoid the alternative dogma of freedom 

which denies necessity. Indeed freedom and individuality arise only 

through a confrontation with necessity, and personal powers develop only 
when pitted against a recalcitrant reality. Accordingly, most individuals 
seek environments which they not only draw on and interact with, but also 

react against in furthering the development of their personal powers. In
dependence, creativity, individuality, and physical prowess are, in this 
sense, developed in institutionalized settings, as are docility, subservience, 
conformity, and weakness. Differences must not lie in the presence or 

absence of authority but in the type of authority relations governing 
activity. 
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If authority alone were the culprit, the cure would be its abolition-a 

quick and painless excision-as advocated, for example, by Theodore 

Roszak: 

... to teach in freedom, in complete freedom, in response to the native inclina
tion of the student; to be a teacher only when and where and insofar as the 
student authorizes us to be. 5 

But to assert authority as the culprit is to suppress the inevitable contradic

tion between individual and community. Too often, this is done and, fre

quently, by the most sensitive and poignant interpreters of youth's pre

dicament. Thus, Peter Marin can write: 

[In education] the individual is central; the individual in the deepest sense, iJ 

the culture, not the institution. His culture resides in him, in experience and 
memory, and what is needed is an education that has at its base the sanctity 
of the individual's experience and leaves it intact. 6 

Of course, education can recognize the sanctity of the individual's experi

ence, but it cannot leave it intact. 

The teacher is delegated by society to mediate the passage to adulthood, 

and his or her obligation is dispatched only when society's trip is success

fully laid on its new members. The student, on the other hand, seeks the 

power-within the constraints placed on him or her by society and its 

coercive instruments-to use the educational encounter toward personal 

ends. This contradiction is pervasive and inevitable, independent from the 

wills of the individuals involved, and independent as well from the formal

ity or informality of the teacher-student relationship. It stands above 

whatever warmth and personal regard these adversaries have for one an

other as human beings. By denying the necessary conflict between teacher 

and student, the radical teacher is suppressing a most manifest, and per

sonally destructive contradiction: that his or her personal interests, goals, 

and ideals often involve the negation of his or her social role. Personally 

expedient, perhaps, but socially irrelevant. Society cannot be suppressed as 

easily as the consciousness of contradictions in our lives. The majority of 

individuals with senses tuned tr~ the realities of everyday life will take pleas 

for a release from the bonds of authority for what they are: poetic fancy. 

The creators of valid educational values must begin by affirming this con

tradiction and proceed to ask whether its process of resolution, reappear

ance, and reresolution in the educational encounter promotes or retards 

our personal development, cultivates or stunts our potential for equal and 

cooperative relationships, fosters or hinders the growth of our capacities to 

control the conditions of our lives. 

The immediate implication is that education need distort human devel-
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opment only to the extent demanded by the repressiveness of the social 
relationships of adult life. The educator must represent society in mediating 
the contradiction between individual and community in order to fulfill his 
or her institutional role. Or unwilling, he or she must make war on social 
institutions and, by opposing them, change them. Even within the individ
ual classroom, the dissident teacher can become an effective subversive 
through teaching the truth about society; through inspiring a sense of col
lective power and mutual respect; through demonstrating that alternatives 
superior to capitalism exist; through fighting racist, sexist, and other ideol
ogies of privilege through criticizing and providing alternatives to a culture 
that, in Woody Guthrie's words: 

... makes you feel you're not any good ... just born to lose, bound to lose ... 
because you're too old or too young or too fat or too thin or too ugly or 
too this or too that, that runs you down, that pokes fun at you on account of 
your bad luck or your hard traveling .... 

But institutional change in education, unless itself random and chaotic, 
is the culmination of the coordinated activity of social classes. The politics 
of a revolutionary education like its philosophy are grounded in dialectics. 
They must proceed from a commitment to a revolutionary transformation 
of our entire society. We have argued both the desirability and the feasibil
ity of a socialist society. But is it possible to get from here to there? And if 
so, what form might a democratic socialist revolution take? 

The Contradictions of Capitalism 

Turning and turning in the widening gyre 
The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold ... 
Surely the Second Coming is at hand. 

WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS, The Second Cominr:, 1921 

A revolutionary transformation of both education and economic life in the 
United States is possible because the advanced capitalist society cannot 
solve the problems it creates. A social system which generates or awakens 
needs in people which it cannot fulfill is surely vulnerable to social up
heaval. This is all the more true when the means to the satisfaction of 
people's felt needs arc clearly available. Capitalism in the U.S. is indeed 
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such a system. It both awakens and thwarts people's needs-needs for 
economic security, for mutual respect, and for control over one's life. 
Capitalism has, at the same time, developed a technological and material 
base which could successfully address these needs, though under a radically 
different social order. Both the desirability and the possibility of demo
cratic socialism flow from a basic contradiction in the capitalist system: 
While capitalism vigorously promotes the development of production, its 
basic social institutions are not geared to translating this development into 
balanced social development for fostering general human fulfillment and 
growth. The power, class, and institutional arrangements of capitalist 
society do not permit the full exploitation of the benefits of those productive 
forces that the capitalist growth process has brought into being. Modern 
capitalism is characterized by a set of highly advanced technological pos
siblities played out in the confines of a backward and retarding set of social 
relationships. Transportation engineers are laid off, while urban mass 
transit systems decay. Astronauts circle the globe eating their ftll, while 
farmers die of hunger. Capitalism is an irrational system, standing in the 
way of further social progress. It must be replaced. 

Progress and welfare in capitalist society is highly uneven. Americans 
believe in progress. We believe that the United States is the most advanced 
country in the world. We mark our achievements by the wondrous de
velopment of science, technology, and organization that can potentially 
benefit all areas of social life: power, transportation, television, computers, 
wonder drugs, automation, synthetic materials, and so on. But the only 
area in which we measure real, clear-cut progress is in the area of com
modity production: Per capita gross national product (corrected for in
flation) has quadrupled since the close of the nineteenth century. 

Where else should we expect social progress to be equally evident? In 
greater community integrity, better environment, more meaningful work, 
greater equality? In each of these areas, however, we see that U.S. capital
ism is not fulfilling people's needs. Progress, when perceivable, is absurdly 
slow; more often, it is nonexistent. In fact, many of these aspects of life are 
deteriorating in the United States. But this is not necessary or inevitable. 

Without the benefit of advanced technology, many societies have devel
oped socially integrated communities which are architecturally pleasing 
and well-engineered to relate work, family life, play, and social activity into 
a meaningful unity. Capitalism has produced only the urban nightmare, the 
opprobrious dormitory suburb, the fragmented megalopolis, and the de
pressed rural ghetto. 

Why should science and technology destroy the natural environment? 

275 



SCHOOLING IN CAPITALIST AMERICA 

Modern technology should draw us into an ever more perfect union with 
nature. Instead, capitalist society destroys nature. This is true not only for 
air and water pollution. It applies equally to the more general balance 
between people and nature. Even if there were no pollution, the inexorable 
growth of sprawling megalopolises would eliminate the last vestiges of 
nature. Our places of natural beauty are being overrun and-far from 
being brought into harmony with social life-are slowly being destroyed. 

Since the dawn of humanity, men and women have been condemned to 
"earn their bread by the sweat of their brow." Perhaps there is no better 
clear-cut indication of the success of modern society than its ability to 
reduce the brute physical toll of work. While millions of workers still ruin 
their bodies and shorten their lives in unnecessary and often dangerous 
work in America, more and more are liberated from this condition. But in 
scarcely any other respect has progress extended to the social sphere of 
work. Within capitalism, progress has not made work meaningful-indeed, 
it is not hard to argue that in the olden days of independent farming and 
small crafts, work offered an incomparably more vital outlet for indepen
dence, creativity, craft, and pride. 

Because of the class nature of production under capitalism, there is no 
progress in this sphere of social life. The ideals of the French revolution 
and the American War of Independence were visions of equality. Certainly, 
any notion of progress includes movement toward a society of evermore 
equal economic outcomes. Yet capitalist society exhibits no movement 
toward more equality in such vital spheres as income, wealth, and power. 
Most efforts in this direction have failed miserably. 

But we cannot stop here in our assessment of progress. What about 
people? Mose Allison once said, "Things are getting better and better. It's 
people I'm worried about'" The paradox of progress is that there are more 
and more "things" around (higher GNP), but this docs not seem to lead to 
progress in the sphere of human development. The social relationships of 
economic life, despite a vast extension of productive technology, render 
impossible a qualitative and society-wide expansion of people's capacities 
to function physically, cognitively, emotionally, aesthetically, and spir
itually. 

Emotional progress? Capitalism and the "Anxious Society" are one. 
Drugs, suicide, mental instability, personal insecurity, predatory sexuality, 
depression, loneliness, bigotry, and hatred mark the perennial fears of 
Americans. Psychology has made advances; why cannot progress include 
emotional health? 

Even physical capacities are left out of the march of progress. People 
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live longer with modern medical practice-they are less prone to crippling 

diseases-but we certainly expect much more than this from progress. Why 

are we weak, uncoordinated, flabby, and unathletic-in short, unphysical? 

Why must we get our physical pleasures vicariously, watching superstars 

on television, without moving a muscle? 
Why is progress so uneven? The answer, important elements of which 

have been developed in this book, is that the uneven development of social 

progress results from the inability of the social relationships of economic 

life in U.S. capitalism to harness for social ends the productive forces to 

which it gives rise. This contradiction between the forces and social rela

tions of production under advanced capitalism not only renders democratic 

socialism a progressive transformation of social life, but gives rise to some 

of the basic preconditions of such a transformation. We believe that the 

political and social upheavals of the 1960s-including the black and wom

en's movements, radical student revolts, rank-and-file unrest in the labor 

movement, the rise of the counterculture, and a new mood of equality 

among youth-have ushered in a growing consciousness directed against 

the power relationships of the U.S. society. These are but manifestations of 

the contradictions that inevitably arise out of the system's own successes

contradictions that lead to social dislocation and require structural change 

in the social relations of production for the further development of the 

social system. 
Central to our optimism that social revolution is indeed possible in the 

United States is the ever-widening gulf between human needs-what 

people want-and the imperatives of further capitalist expansion and pro

duction. This position may seem out of place in a book which has laid such 

stress on the reproduction of consciousness and skills consistent with capi

talist expansion. The preponderant influence of the capitalist class, not only 

on the structure of the workplace but on schools and other institutions cen

tral to the process of human development, is well documented. Why then 

do the needs of workers diverge from those of capital? We can only outline 

an answer. 
The work process produces people as well as commodities. But people, 

unlike commodities, can never be produced exactly to capitalist specifi

cations. The product-including the experienced needs of people-depends 

both upon the raw material with which the production process begins, and 

the "treatment" it receives. Neither is by any means under the full control 

of the capitalist class. 
What people become, the consciousness they exhibit, the needs they feel 

depends on the joint interaction of human genetic potential and the social 
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environments experienced by the developing person. It matters not that 
the patterns of development consistent with human genetic constitution dis
play an impressive variety. What is critical here is that people bring to the 
process of personal development something independent of the wills of the 
capitalist class. 

Equally important, the social experiences through which genetic potential 
is developed are not determined solely by the capitalist class. To paraphrase 
Marx in a different context: the capitalist class produces people, but not 
exactly as it chooses and under conditions inherited from the past. It is 
equally true that people produce themselves. Just as labor is an active agent 
in the process of production and never a passive commodity, so too, human 
beings are active agents in their own reproduction, pursuing their own ends 
and resisting the designs of others. 

The institutions which govern the process of human development
families and schools as well as the workplace-have evolved historically 
in response to struggles among competing groups, of which the capitalist 
class has been dominant but by no means unchallenged. In the school sys
tem, as we have emphasized, contradictory forces meet: capital expressing 
its objective-a well trained and well-behaved work force-and students 
and their families pursuing their own objectives-material security, intellec
tual and cultural development, and the like. The outcome, today's school 
system, cannot be understood without reference to these partially successful 
attempts over a century and a half by working people to capture some con
trol over the process of human development. 

The conditions of human development are inherited from the past and 
are, for this reason as well, never perfectly attuned to the changing needs of 
capital. Values, needs, and consciousness which may once have been con
sistent with the objectives of capital often become anachronistic barriers 
to the further accumulation of capital and the reproduction of the class 
structure. Perhaps no better example of this can be given than the spread of 
democratic ideology in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Initially 
propagated by bourgeois ideologists in the struggle between capital and the 
Crown, the "Rights of Man" quickly became a potentially powerful weapon 
in the hands of the working class. 

The felt needs of working people may diverge from the requirements of 
capital for other reasons as well. Most fundamental. perhaps, is the now 
familiar fact that the capitalists' objectives for the development of a labor 
force may be internally inconsistent. Thus, contradictions between the 
progressive. growth-oriented tendencies of the capitalist accumulation 
process and the conservative. inertial tendencies of the capitalist social 
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relations of production are evident within the school system itself. The 

imperative of enhancing labor power consistent with the evolving forces 

of production often, as we have seen, clashes with the objective of repro

ducing the social, political, and economic conditions for the perpetuation of 

capitalism as a system. 
This contradiction between accumulation and reproduction is, of course, 

quite general, reaching far beyond the school system, and giving rise to a 

broad range of revolutionary possibilities. 
At the base of these contradictions lies the irreconcilable and repeatedly 

erupting antagonisms between capital and labor. Yet the fundamental 

character of these antagonisms has changed in several significant ways in 

recent history. First, the legitimacy of the capitalist system has been histor

ically based, in no small part, on its proven ability to satisfy people's 

consumption needs. The ever-increasing mass of consumer goods and ser

vices seemed to promise constant improvement in levels of well-being for 

all. Yet the very success of the process has underminded the urgency of 

consumer wants. Other needs-for community, for security, for a more 

integral and self-initiated work and social life-are coming to the fore and 

indeed are the product of U.S. society's very failures. These needs are 

unified by a common characteristic: They cannot be met simply by produc

ing more consumer goods and services. On the contrary, the economic 

foundations of capital accumulation are set firmly in the destruction of the 

social basis for the satisfaction of these needs. Thus through economic 

development itself, needs are generated that the advanced capitalist system 

is not geared to satisfy. The legitimacy of the capitalist order must increas

ingly be handled by other social mechanisms, of which the educational 

system is a major element. It is not clear that the latter can bear this 

strain. 
Second, the concentration of capital and the continuing separation of 

workers-white collar and professional as well as manual-from control 

over the production process have reduced the natural defenders of the 

capitalist order to a small minority. Two hundred years ago, over three

fourths of white families owned land, tools, or other productive property; 

this figure has fallen to about a third and, even among this group, a tiny 

minority owns the lion's share of all productive property. Similarly, two 

hundred years ago, most white male workers were their own bosses. The 

demise of the family farm, the artisan shop, and the small store plus the 

rise of the modern corporation has reduced the figure to less than 10 

percent. Even for the relatively well-off, white, male American worker, the 

capitalist system has come to mean what it has meant all along for most 
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women, blacks, and other oppressed peoples: someone else's right to prof
its, someone else's right to work unbossed and in pursuit of one's own 
objectives. The decline of groups outside the wage-labor system-farmer, 
artisan, entrepreneur, and independent professional-has eliminated a bal
last of capitalist support, leaving the legitimation system alone to divide 
workers against one another. 

Third, developments in technology and work organization have begun to 
undermine a main line of defense of the capitalist system; namely, the idea 
that the capitalist relations of production-private property and the hier
archical organization of work-are the most conducive to the rapid ex
pansion of productivity. We have suggested that in those complex work 
tasks that increasingly dominate modern production, participatory control 
by workers is a more productive form of work organization. The boredom 
and stultification of the production line and the steno pool, the shackled 
creativity of technical workers and teachers, the personal frustration of the 
bureaucratic office routine increasingly lose their claim as the price of 
material comfort. The ensuing attacks on bureaucratic oppression go hand 
in hand with dymystification of the system as a whole. Support for capital
ist institutions-once firmly rooted in their superiority in meeting urgent 
consumption needs and squarely based on a broad mass of property
owning independent workers-is thus weakened by the process of capitalist 
development itself. At the same time, powerful anticapitalist forces are 
brought into being. The accumulation of capital-the engine of growth 
under capitalism--has as its necessary companion the proletarianization of 
labor, and the constant increase in the size of the working class. 

Fourth, the international expansion of capital has fueled nationalist and 
anticapitalist movements in many of the poor countries. The strains associ
ated with the world-wide integration of the capitalist system arc manifested 
in heightened divisions and competition among the capitalist powers the 
resistance of the people of Vietnam. in the socialist revolutions in China 
and Cuba, and in the political instability and guerrilla movements in 
Asia, Africa, and Latin America. The U.S. role in opposition to wars of 
national liberation-particularly in Vietnam-has brought part of the 
struggle back home and exacerbated many of the domestic contradictions 
of advanced capitalism. 

Fifth, and cutting across all of the above, with the return of compara
tively smooth capitalist development in the United States in the mid-1950s 
after the tumultuous decades of the 1930s and 1940s, the impact of far
reaching cumulative changes in the class structure is increasingly reflected 
in crises of public consciousness. The corporatization of agriculture and 
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reduction of the farm population has particularly affected blacks; they are 

subjugated to the painful process of forceful integration into the urban 

wage-labor system. The resulting political instabilities are not unlike those 

following the vast wave of immigrants in the early decades of the century. 

Changes in the technology of household production and the increase in 

female labor in the service industries also portend a radically altered eco

nomic position for women. Finally, the large corporation and the state 

bureaucracies have replaced entrepreneurial, elite, white-collar, and inde

pendent professional jobs as the locus of middle-class economic activity. 

This effective proletarianization of white-collar labor marks the already 

advanced integration of these groups into the wage-labor system. In each 

case, the contradictions have arisen between the traditional consciousness 

of these groups and their new objective economic situations. This has 

provided much of the impetus for radical movements among blacks, 

women, students, and counterculture youth. 
Sixth, even the vaunted material productivity of capitalism-its ability 

to deliver the goods-seems increasingly open to question. Inflation, com

modity shortages, unemployed workers, and unmet social needs all attest to 

the growing inability of capitalism to meet people's needs for material 

comfort, economic security, and social amenity. 

Lastly, in response to the unsolved-and we believe unsolvable-prob

lems of capitalism, modern liberals have advocated, and won, significant 

extensions of the role of government in our society. Indeed, the expansion 

of education is a prime example of this process. Increasingly, the govern

ment has taken responsibility for the attainment of social objectives unat

tainable within the capitalist economic framework: full employment, clean 

air, equality of opportunity, stable prices, and the elimination of poverty, 

to name only a few. The result: Social problems are increasingly politi

cized. People are increasingly coming both to understand the political ori

gins of social and economic distress and to sense the possibility of political 

solution to these problems. 
The assault on economic inequality and hierarchical control of work 

appears likely to intensify. Along with other social strains endemic to 

advanced capitalism, the growing tension between people's needs for self

realization and material welfare through work and the drive of capitalists 

and managers for profits opens up the possibility of powerful social move

ments dedicated to the construction of economic democracy. 
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Wandering between two worlds, one dead 
the other powerless to be born. 

MATTHEW ARNOLD, 

Stanzas from the Grand Chartreuse 

Revolutionary social change is a serious affair. Responsible individuals and 
social groups with a sober respect for the inertial pace of historical prog
ress do well to consider the tumultuous dislocation and uncertainties of 
revolutionary change only as a last resort. Gradualism and piecemeal re
form represent normal and healthy responses to social problems, to be 
rejected only in the face of compelling evidence of their failure or un
feasibili ty. 

Nonetheless, we support the development of a revolutionary socialist 
movement in the United States. However arduous the path to success, a 
socialist alternative can provide the sole access to a future of real progress 
in terms of justice, personal liberation, and social welfare. Revolutionary
even violent-changes have unleashed massive progressive forces in the 
past. Witness the French, Russian, Chinese, Cuban, Revolutions and the 
American War of Independence. They will continue to do so in the future. 
At least in areas of education, human development, and social equality
which we have treated extensively in this book-the socialist alternative is 
both necessary and feasible on technological and political grounds. We 
believe this to be true in other areas as well. We need, in short, a second 
American revolution-and a more democratic, egalitarian, and participa
tory one at that. 

How do we get there? This is the central question of political strategy. 
We have not approached this problem with anywhere near the degree of 
focus and intensity that we have devoted to the analysis of education and 
the class structure in U.S. capitalism. Indeed, we have no firm, strongly 
held, overall, and intellectually coherent answer to the central issue. We 
consider this a major task of socialists in the coming years-one to be dealt 
with in terms of both social theory and concrete political practice. 7 In this 
section, we will restrict our remarks to those aspects of socialist strategy of 
most immediate relevance to the issues raised in this book. 

Our analysis is inspired by three basic principles. First, socialism is the 
progressive strengthening and extending of the process of economic democ
racy, with its attendant continual transformation of the process of inter-
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personal relationships in work, community, education, and cultural life. 
Economic democracy includes such "events" as a change in the patterns of 
ownership of the means of production, or the adoption of particular institu
tional forms in work or education, but merely as aspects in the develop
ment process. Second, the nature of socialism will depend on the content of 
revolutionary struggle in this society. A socialist movement cannot sub
ordinate means to ends and cannot manipulate and deceive to achieve 
success precisely because socialism is not an event. The consciousness 
developed in struggle is the very same consciousness which, for better or 
worse, will guide the process of socialist development itself. Thus a socialist 
movement, while striving to obtain power, must do so through means which 
inexorably promote democracy, participation, and a sense of solidarity and 
equality. Third, a socialist movement must be based on the recognition of 
class struggle as its organizing principle. A revolution is a fundamental 
shift in the structure of power in the social system and, with it, a shift in 
those aspects of social life on which power is based and by means of which 
it is reproduced. A socialist revolution is the shift of control over the process 
of production from the minority of capitalists, managers, and bureaucrats 
to the producers themselves. The move toward democratic and participatory 
economic relationships makes possible the breakdown of the hierarchical 
division of labor and the antagonistic relationships among groups of workers 
vying for positions in the stratification system (e.g., between blacks and 
whites, men and women, white- and blue-collar workers). It unleashes the 

possibility of turning technology and organization toward unalienated social 
relationships. By undermining the social subordination of working people, 
it allows the emergence of a truly democratic consciousness-both political 

and economic-of the citizenry. By removing the economic base of class op
pression, it permits the construction of social institutions-such as schools 
-which foster rather than repress the individual's struggle for autonomy 
and personal development while providing the social framework for mak
ing this a truly cooperative struggle. 

A revolutionary shift in power renders all this possible but not inevita
ble. A change which formally transfers power to workers but is not based 
on a spirit of socialist consciousness around the goals of economic democ
racy will merely reproduce the old power relationships in new forms. This 
is true also for the elimination of racism, sexism, and the fetishism of 
hierarchical authority. 

A revolution may be violent or peaceful; it may succeed with the aid of 
existing political channels or in spite of them. Which characteristics pre
dominate is of central strategic importance, but cannot be prejudged in one 
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way or another as intrinsic to a revolutionary movement. Nevertheless, we 
must forcefully reject the notion that a revolution is a bloody putsch by a 
minority of political zealots. A socialist revolution in the United States 
cannot be a coup in which one small ruling minority replaces another. Nor 
can it be a result of the insurgency of a Messianic "vanguard." We have 
argued that those who will benefit from socialism are workers in all walks 
of life. We have also argued that, at the present time, the overwhelming 
majority of individuals are workers, and increasingly proletarianized work
ers at that. Hence, the new American revolution cannot succeed without 
being a truly democratic movement which ultimately captures the hearts of 
the majority of the people. 

The question of violence, while clearly a weighty tactical consideration, 
must also be assigned to a position of secondary importance. A majori
tarian revolution has no use for terrorism. The socialist alternative involves 
a struggle for power and the struggle will be bitter and hard-fought. It is 
almost inconceivable that a socialist revolution in the United States would 
not involve violence at some stage. But there is little reason to depend on 
violence as a basic strategic weapon. Rather, socialists must be prepared to 
counter violent measures taken against them; they must deploy all their 
resources to deflect and expose any such violent measures. Strong local and 
national victories, electoral or otherwise by the socialist movement raise a 
strong probability that dominant elites will subvert the democratic process 
and attempt to draw on the might of the armed forces and the National 
Guard to restore order. This tactic can be countered only if military rank 
and file are on the side of the socialists and refuse to exercise a repressive 
role. The question of violence recedes into the background, for the only 
viable socialist strategy is to disable the military capacity of the capitalist 
class, rather than to develop the force to combat it on its own terms. 

As we have suggested, the socialist movement is a social, not merely a 
political, movement as it deals with the transformation of daily life rather 
than the mere reorientation of political power. As such, the diversity of the 
U.S. working class lends a socialist movement immense potential for vital
ity and creativity. We expect socialist manual workers to use their exten
sive knowledge in reorganizing production and training others to do their 
share of manual work. We expect socialist women to be in the forefront of 
eliminating oppression in the home and demanding vital alternatives to 
traditional domestic patterns. We expect socialist artisans, architects, and 
planners to heighten the artistic and aesthetic powers of the rest of us in the 
process of pursuing their own struggles. We expect revolutionary health 
workers to open new horizons in health-care delivery, and revolutionary 
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teachers to forge the liberating schools of tomorrow as major tactics in 
their struggles for power. Revolutionary athletes must teach us all to re

spect our bodies, and teachers our minds-all this and more the creative 

potential of the revolutionary movement derives from the diversity and 
resourcefulness of American workers. 

The other side of the diversity of the U.S. working class is its lack of a 

unified consciousness. We have argued that major aspects of U.S. society 
can best be understood in terms of the need of the dominant classes to 

fragment the work force and by dividing, conquer them. The strategy is 

as old as civilization itself. In the United States today, the fragmentation 

of consciousness is facilitated by racial, sexual, and socioeconomic 
antagonisms. 

The overriding strategic goal of a socialist movement is the creation of 

working-class consciousness. Too frequently, this task is seen as simply 

making people aware of their oppression. Far from it! Most people are all 
too well aware of the fact of their oppression; what is lacking is a strategy 

to overcome it. The conviction that a change for the better is possible will 
arise only where the divisive and fragmented consciousness of U.S. working 

people is progressively replaced by an understanding that, beneath the all 
too real differences in needs, desires, and social prerogatives, all suffer 

oppression from the same source and stand to gain similarly from the 

socialist alternative. Toward the end, each group struggling for control over 
its conditions of production must deploy its forces to overcome immediate 

conflicts among the people. In part this can be done by each group extend
ing its demands to embrace other potential allies and to protect their in

terests. Workers seeking higher pay and control of the enterprise must fight 
also to promote consumers' rights, to reduce pay differentials on the job, to 

eliminate the demeaning secondary-status jobs and discriminatory hiring, 
and to create free day-care centers for the children of employees. Pursuit of 

an integrated set of objectives broad enough to encompass most elements 
in the working class will of course require some form of co-ordination 

among popular groups. In the absence of a untied theoretical and pro

grammatic framework, radical spontaneity may result in less rather than 

more unity among oppressed peoples. 
Capitalism is by no means the sole source of oppression in the United 

States, nor is socialism the solution to all forms of oppression. Racial and 

sexual oppression are part and parcel of the capitalist system; yet, they 
have quite distinct sources as well. The struggle against racism and sexism, 
while part of the socialist revolutionary movement, will take distinct forms. 

The evolution of economic life in the United States, by undermining the 
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mechanisms which reproduce and legitimate the class structure, has already 
done much to create a common consciousness of capitalist oppression. We 
expect this process of disintegration to continue. Constructive ideological 
work must be based on the evolving, concrete, and material experiences of 
all segments of the population. Political work by radical and other groups 
can considerably hasten or retard the potential afforded by changing ma
terial circumstance. 

A major strategic element of a socialist movement is the continual inter
jection of a broader vision of a socialist alternative into concrete struggles 
of all types. All too often, those with utopian visions of the Good Society 
have neither the capacity nor the inclination to engage in real social strug
gle. Conversely, those with an earthy sense of the arduous task of day-to
day struggle have either cynically or opportunistically buried their vision of 
the larger goals. Yet the propagation of a socialist vision in the context of 
down-to-earth politics is essential. Few in the United States will opt for a 
revolutionary change as a nothing-to-lose desperation assault on a literally 
unbearable status quo; life for most people is simply not that bad. People 
must choose, and choose to fight for, socialism as a positive alternative 
based on a serious, desirable, and feasible vision. This vision must develop 
in the course of struggle, but the struggle will not develop without it. 
Moreover, vague notions of socialism and economic democracy, however 
effective in producing change, will by no means insure that change will take 
desirable and ultimately progressive forms. As we are often reminded by 
our more conservative friends, revolutionary change can be a disaster, 
too-a disaster which buries the fondest hopes of the strongest supporters. 
Only a vigorous and creative effort at defining the course of socialist devel
opment before its ultimate victory, however extensively this course must be 
altered through the practical experience of people involved in the struggle, 
can minimize this possibility. Finally, the fragmentation of consciousness 
of working people can be overcome only by offering an alternative in which 
the disparate objectives of different groups are simultaneously met. 

The final strategic consideration we have in mind is the sober recogni
tion that the preparatory phase of a revolutionary movement involves 
working in, and through, existing capitalist institutions. We cannot sit 
around and wait for a political cataclysm. We cannot rely solely on creat
ing alternative institutions as " ... little islands of socialism in a sea of 
capitalism." Rather, we must think in terms of building up working-class 
and popular power; creating arenas of social management and direct de
mocracy in the major branches of production; conquering positions of 
strength in bodies such as unions, schools, the media, and government. In 
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short, proper strategy requires what Rudi Dutschke called the " ... long 
march through the institutions." This crucial aspect of movement strategy 

is necessary to prepare people for taking power in every area of their lives. 
It has two aims: ( 1) to weaken progressively the power of those who 
control economic life and undermine the functioning of oppressive capital

ist institutions, and ( 2) to develop in people the facility for making co
operative decisions and for exercising power, an experience normally 
denied us in a capitalist society.8 

The drive for an egalitarian and liberating educational system must be 
an essential element of a socialist movement. Indeed, the process-oriented 

nature of the educational encounter can render political activity in the 
school system exemplary for the rest of society. We offer five guidelines 

toward a socialist strategy for education. First, revolutionary educators
teachers, students, and others involved in education-should vigorously 

press for the democratization of schools and colleges by working toward a 

system of participatory power in which students, teachers, parents, and 
other members of the community can pursue their common interests and 

rationally resolve their conflicts. Second, the struggle for democratization 

should be viewed as part of an effort to undermine the correspondence 

between the social relations of education and the social relations of produc
tion in capitalist economic life. Socialist educational reform must con

sciously move toward equating liberated education with education for 
economic democracy, along lines sketched earlier in this chapter. Third, a 

movement for socialist education must reject simple antiauthoritarianism 

and spontaneity as its guiding principles. We must develop and apply a 

dialectical educational philosophy of personal development, authority, and 
interpersonal relationships as sketched above. Fourth, revolutionary educa

tors must be in the forefront of the movement to create a unified class 
consciousness. Socialist teachers must not only demand control over their 

activities; we must also extend this control to students and to the broader 
community. We must fight for curriculum which is personally liberating 

and politically enlightening; we much reject our pretentions as profes
sionals-pretentions which lead only to a defeatist quietism and isolation 

-and ally with other members of the working class. We must expand their 

demands to include the use of educational resources by parents, workers, 
community groups, and the elderly; and finally, we must fight for egali

tarian educational practices which reduce the power of the schools to 
fragment the labor force. Fifth, socialist educators should take seriously 
the need to combine a long-range vision with winning victories here and 

now. In the long march through the institutions, reforms must be sought 
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which satisfy the immediate needs of students, teachers, and parents. Pie-in
the-sky politics must be rejected in favor of a program of revolutionary 
reforms built around such issues as democracy, free classrooms, open en
rollment, adequate financial aid for needy students, and development of a 
critical antidiscriminatory and socialist content of education. 

We cannot move forward through the band-aid remedies of liberal edu
cational reform. The people of the United States do not need a doctor for 
the moribund capitalist order; we need an undertaker. Nor can the political 
challenge facing us be met through the spontaneous efforts of individuals or 
groups working in isolation. The development and articulation of the vision 
of a socialist alternative, as much as the ability to meet today's concrete 
human needs requires a mass based party able to aid in the daily struggles 
of working people throughout the United States and committed to a revolu
tionary transformation of the U.S. economy. 


