
EDUCATION: ITS NATURE
AND ITS ROLE

DEFINITIONS OF EDUCATION AND CRITICAL EXAMINATION

The word “education” has sometimes been used in a very broad sense to desig-
nate the totality of influences that nature or other men are able to exercise

either on our intelligence or on our will. It includes, says John Stuart Mill, “all that
we ourselves do and all that others do for us to the end of bringing us closer to the
perfection of our nature. In its most widely accepted sense, it includes even indi-
rect effects on the character and faculties of men produced by things having quite
a different objective: by laws, by forms of government, the industrial arts, and even
by physical phenomena, independent of human will, such as climate, soil, and
locality.” But this definition includes elements that are quite disparate, and that one
cannot combine under a single heading without confusion. The influence of things
on men is very different, in their processes and effects, from that which comes from
men themselves; and the influence of peers on peers differs from that which adults
exercise on youth. It is only the latter that concerns us here, and, therefore, it is this
meaning that it is convenient to reserve for the word “education.”

But what is the specific nature of this influence? Various answers have been
given to this question; they can be divided into two main types.

Following Kant, “the end of education is to develop, in each individual, all the
perfection of which he is capable.” But what is meant by perfection? It is, as has
often been said, the harmonious development of all the human faculties. To carry
to the highest point that can be reached all the capacities that are in us, to real-
ize them as completely as possible, without their interfering with one another, is
not this an ideal beyond which there can be no other?

But if, to a degree, this harmonious development is indeed necessary and
desirable, it is not wholly attainable; for it is in contradiction to another rule of
human behavior which is no less cogent: that which has us concentrate on a
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specific, limited task. We cannot and we must not all be devoted to the same kind
of life; we have, according to our aptitudes, different functions to fulfill, and we
must adapt ourselves to what we must do. We are not all made for reflection;
there is need for men of feeling and of action. Conversely, there is need of those
whose job is thinking. Now, thought can develop only in detachment from
action, only by turning in upon itself, only by turning its object entirely away
from overt action. From this comes a first differentiation which is accompanied
by a break of equilibrium. And behavior, in turn, as thought, can take a variety
of different and specialized forms. Doubtless this specialization does not exclude
a certain common base and, consequently, a certain balance of functions, organic
and psychic alike, without which the health of the individual would be endan-
gered, as well as social cohesion. We see, thus, that perfect harmony cannot be
presented as the final end of conduct and of education.

Still less satisfactory is the utilitarian definition, according to which the objec-
tive of education would be to “make the individual an instrument of happiness for
himself and for his fellows” (James Mill); for happiness is an essentially subjective
thing that each person appreciates in his own way. Such a formula, then, leaves the
end of education undetermined and, therefore, education itself, since it is left to
individual fancy. Spencer, to be sure, tried to define happiness objectively. For
him, the conditions of happiness are those of life. Complete happiness is the com-
plete life. But what is meant by life? If it is a matter of physical existence alone,
one may well say: that without which it would be impossible; it implies, in effect,
a certain equilibrium between the organism and its environment, and, since the
two terms in relation are definable data, it must be the same with their relation.
But one can express, in this way, only the most immediate vital necessities. Now,
for man, and above all for the man of today, such a life is not life. We ask more of
life than normal enough functioning of our organs. A cultivated mind prefers not
to live rather than give up the joys of the intellect. Even from the material point of
view alone, everything over and above what is strictly necessary cannot be exactly
determined. The “standard of life,” as the English say, the minimum below which
it does not seem to us that we can consent to descend, varies infinitely according
to conditions, milieux, and the times. What we found sufficient yesterday, today
seems to us to be beneath the dignity of man, as we define it now, and everything
leads us to believe that our needs in this connection grow increasingly.

We come here to the general criticism that all these definitions face. They
assume that there is an ideal, perfect education, which applies to all men indis-
criminately; and it is this education, universal and unique, that the theorist tries
to define. But first, if history is taken into consideration, one finds in it nothing
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to confirm such an hypothesis. Education has varied infinitely in time and place.
In the cities of Greece and Rome, education trained the individual to subordinate
himself blindly to the collectivity, to become the creature of society. Today, it tries
to make of the individual an autonomous personality. In Athens, they sought to
form cultivated souls, informed, subtle, full of measure and harmony, capable of
enjoying beauty and the joys of pure speculation; in Rome, they wanted above all
for children to become men of action, devoted to military glory, indifferent to let-
ters and the arts. In the Middle Ages, education was above all Christian; in the
Renaissance, it assumes a more lay and literary character; today science tends to
assume the place in education formerly occupied by the arts. Can it be said, then,
that the fact is not the ideal; that if education has varied, it is because men have
mistaken what it should be? But if Roman education had been infused with an
individualism comparable to ours, the Roman city would not have been able to
maintain itself; Latin civilization would not have developed, nor, furthermore,
our modern civilization, which is in part descended from it. The Christian soci-
eties of the Middle Ages would not have been able to survive if they had given to
free inquiry the place that we give it today. There are, then, ineluctable necessi-
ties which it is impossible to disregard. Of what use is it to imagine a kind of edu-
cation that would be fatal for the society that put it into practice?

This assumption, so doubtful, in itself rests on a more general mistake. If one
begins by asking, thus, what an ideal education must be, abstracted from condi-
tions of time and place, it is to admit implicitly that a system of education has
no reality in itself. One does not see in education a collection of practices and
institutions that have been organized slowly in the course of time, which are
comparable with all the other social institutions and which express them, and
which, therefore, can no more be changed at will than the structure of the soci-
ety itself. But it seems that this would be a pure system of a priori concepts; under
this heading it appears to be a logical construct. One imagines that men of each
age organize it voluntarily to realize a determined end; that, if this organization
is not everywhere the same, it is because mistakes have been made concerning
either the end that it is to pursue or the means of attaining it. From this point of
view, educational systems of the past appear as so many errors, total or partial.
No attention need be paid to them, therefore; we do not have to associate our-
selves with the faulty observation or logic of our predecessors; but we can and
must pose the question without concerning ourselves with solutions that have
been given, that is to say, leaving aside everything that has been, we have only to
ask ourselves what should be. The lessons of history can, moreover, serve to
prevent us from repeating the errors that have been committed.
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In fact, however, each society, considered at a given stage of development, has
a system of education which exercises an irresistible influence on individuals. It
is idle to think that we can rear our children as we wish. There are customs to
which we are bound to conform; if we flout them too severely, they take their
vengeance on our children. The children, when they are adults, are unable to live
with their peers, with whom they are not in accord. Whether they had been
raised in accordance with ideas that were either obsolete or premature does not
matter; in the one case as in the other, they are not of their time and, therefore,
they are outside the conditions of normal life. There is, then, in each period, a
prevailing type of education from which we can not deviate without encounter-
ing that lively resistance which restrains the fancies of dissent.

Now, it is not we as individuals who have created the customs and ideas that
determine this type. They are the product of a common life, and they express its
needs. They are, moreover, in large part the work of preceding generations. The
entire human past has contributed to the formation of this totality of maxims
that guide education today; our entire history has left its traces in it, and even the
history of the peoples who have come before. It is thus that the higher organisms
carry in themselves the reflection of the whole biological evolution of which they
are the end product. Historical investigation of the formation and development
of systems of education reveals that they depend upon religion, political organi-
zation, the degree of development of science, the state of industry, etc. If they are
considered apart from all these historic causes, they become incomprehensible.
Thus, how can the individual pretend to reconstruct, through his own private
reflection, what is not a work of individual thought? He is not confronted with
a tabula rasa on which he can write what he wants, but with existing realities
which he cannot create, or destroy, or transform, at will. He can act on them only
to the extent that he has learned to understand them, to know their nature and
the conditions on which they depend; and he can understand them only if he
studies them, only if he starts by observing them, as the physicist observes inan-
imate matter and the biologist, living bodies.

Besides, how else to proceed? When one wants to determine by dialectics
alone what education should be, it is necessary to begin by asking what objectives
it must have. But what is it that allows us to say that education has certain ends
rather than others? We do not know a priori what is the function of respiration
or of circulation in a living being. By what right would we be more well informed
concerning the educational function? It will be said in reply that from all the
evidence, its object is the training of children. But this is posing the problem in
slightly different terms; it does not resolve it. It would be necessary to say of what

i t s  n a t u r e  a n d  i t s  r o l e230

000200010270085113_CH10_p227-242  6/19/10  6:11 PM  Page 230



this training consists, what its direction is, what human needs it satisfies. Now, one
can answer these questions only by beginning with observation of what it has con-
sisted of, what needs it has satisfied in the past. Thus, it appears that to establish
the preliminary notion of education, to determine what is so called, historical
observation is indispensable.

DEFINITION OF EDUCATION

To define education we must, then, consider, educational systems, present and
past, put them together, and abstract the characteristics which are common to
them. These characteristics will constitute the definition that we seek.

We have already determined, along the way, two elements. In order that there
be education, there must be a generation of adults and one of youth, in interac-
tion, and an influence exercised by the first on the second. It remains for us to
define the nature of this influence.

There is, so to speak, no society in which the system of education does not
present a twofold aspect: it is at the same time one and manifold.

It is manifold. Indeed, in one sense, it can be said that there are as many dif-
ferent kinds of education as there are different milieux in a given society. Is such
a society formed of castes? Education varies from one caste to another; that of the
patricians was not that of the plebeians; that of the Brahman was not that of
the Sudra. Similarly, in the Middle Ages, what a difference between the culture
that the young page received, instructed in all the arts of chivalry, and that of the
villein, who learned in his parish school a smattering of arithmetic, song and
grammar! Even today, do we not see education vary with social class, or even with
locality? That of the city is not that of the country, that of the middle class is not
that of the worker. Would one say that this organization is not morally justifiable,
that one can see in it only a survival destined to disappear? This proposition is
easy to defend. It is evident that the education of our children should not depend
upon the chance of their having been born here or there, of some parents rather
than others. But even though the moral conscience of our time would have
received, on this point, the satisfaction that it expects, education would not, for
all that, become more uniform. Even though the career of each child would, in
large part, no longer be predetermined by a blind heredity, occupational special-
ization would not fail to result in a great pedagogical diversity. Each occupation,
indeed, constitutes a milieu sui generis which requires particular aptitudes and
specialized knowledge, in which certain ideas, certain practices, certain modes of
viewing things, prevail; and as the child must be prepared for the function that
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he will be called upon to fulfill, education, beyond a certain age, can no longer
remain the same for all those to whom it applies. That is why we see it, in all civ-
ilized countries, tending more and more to become diversified and specialized;
and this specialization becomes more advanced daily. The heterogeneity which is
thus created does not rest, as does that which we were just discussing, on unjust
inequalities; but it is not less. To find an absolutely homogeneous and egalitari-
an education, it would be necessary to go back to prehistoric societies, in the
structure of which there is no differentiation; and yet these kinds of societies rep-
resent hardly more than one logical stage in the history of humanity.

But, whatever may be the importance of these special educations, they are not
all of education. It may even be said that they are not sufficient unto themselves;
everywhere that one observes them, they vary from one another only beyond a
certain point, up to which they are not differentiated. They all rest upon a com-
mon base. There is no people among whom there is not a certain number of
ideas, sentiments and practices which education must inculcate in all children
indiscriminately, to whatever social category they belong. Even in a society which
is divided into closed castes, there is always a religion common to all, and, con-
sequently, the principles of the religious culture, which is, then, fundamental, are
the same throughout the population. If each caste, each family, has its special
gods, there are general divinities that are recognized by everyone and which all
children learn to worship. And as these divinities symbolize and personify certain
sentiments, certain ways of conceiving the world and life, one cannot be initiat-
ed into their cult without acquiring, at the same time, all sorts of thought pat-
terns which go beyond the sphere of the purely religious life. Similarly, in the
Middle Ages, serfs, villeins, burgers and nobles received, equally, a common
Christian education. If it is thus in societies where intellectual and moral diver-
sity reach this degree of contrast, with how much more reason is it so among
more advanced peoples where classes, while remaining distinct, are, however, sep-
arated by a less profound cleavage! Where these common elements of all educa-
tion are not expressed in the form of religious symbols, they do not, however,
cease to exist. In the course of our history, there has been established a whole set
of ideas on human nature, on the respective importance of our different faculties,
on right and duty, on society, on the individual, on progress, on science, on art,
etc., which are the very basis of our national spirit; all education, that of the rich
as well as that of the poor, that which leads to professional careers as well as that
which prepares for industrial functions, has as its object to fix them in our minds.

From these facts it follows that each society sets up a certain ideal of man, of
what he should be, as much from the intellectual point of view as the physical
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and moral; that this ideal is, to a degree, the same for all the citizens; that beyond
a certain point it becomes differentiated according to the particular milieux that
every society contains in its structure. It is this ideal, at the same time one and
various, that is the focus of education. Its function, then, is to arouse in the child:
(1) a certain number of physical and mental states that the society to which he
belongs considers should not be lacking in any of its members; (2) certain phys-
ical and mental states that the particular social group (caste, class, family, profes-
sion) considers, equally, ought to be found among all those who make it up.
Thus, it is society as a whole and each particular social milieu that determine the
ideal that education realizes. Society can survive only if there exists among its
members a sufficient degree of homogeneity; education perpetuates and rein-
forces this homogeneity by fixing in the child, from the beginning, the essential
similarities that collective life demands. But on the other hand, without a certain
diversity all co-operation would be impossible; education assures the persistence
of this necessary diversity by being itself diversified and specialized. If the socie-
ty has reached a degree of development such that the old divisions into castes and
classes can no longer be maintained, it will prescribe an education more uniform
at its base. If at the same time there is more division of labor, it will arouse among
children, on the underlying basic set of common ideas and sentiments, a richer
diversity of occupational aptitudes. If it lives in a state of war with the surround-
ing societies, it tries to shape people according to a strongly nationalistic model;
if international competition takes a more peaceful form, the type that it tries to
realize is more general and more humanistic. Education is, then, only the means
by which society prepares, within the children, the essential conditions of its very
existence. We shall see later how the individual himself has an interest in sub-
mitting to these requirements.

We come, then, to the following formula: Education is the influence exercised
by adult generations on those that are not yet ready for social life. Its object is to arouse
and to develop in the child a certain number of physical, intellectual and moral states
which are demanded of him by both the political society as a whole and the special
milieu for which he is specifically destined.

CONSEQUENCES OF THE PRECEDING DEFINITION: THE 
SOCIAL CHARACTER OF EDUCATION

It follows from the definition that precedes, that education consists of a method-
ical socialization of the young generation. In each of us, it may be said, there exist
two beings which, while inseparable except by abstraction, remain distinct. One
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is made up of all the mental states that apply only to ourselves and to the events
of our personal lives: this is what might be called the individual being. The other
is a system of ideas, sentiments and practices which express in us, not our per-
sonality, but the group or different groups of which we are part; these are reli-
gious beliefs, moral beliefs and practices, national or professional traditions, col-
lective opinions of every kind. Their totality forms the social being. To constitute
this being in each of us is the end of education.

It is here, moreover, that are best shown the importance of its role and the
fruitfulness of its influence. Indeed, not only is this social being not given, fully
formed, in the primitive constitution of man; but it has not resulted from it
through a spontaneous development. Spontaneously, man was not inclined to
submit to a political authority, to respect a moral discipline, to dedicate himself,
to be self-sacrificing. There was nothing in our congenital nature that predis-
posed us necessarily to become servants of divinities, symbolic emblems of soci-
ety, to render them worship, to deprive ourselves in order to do them honor. It is
society itself which, to the degree that it is firmly established, has drawn from
within itself those great moral forces in the face of which man has felt his inferi-
ority. Now, if one leaves aside the vague and indefinite tendencies which can be
attributed to heredity, the child, on entering life, brings to it only his nature as
an individual. Society finds itself, with each new generation, faced with a tabula
rasa, very nearly, on which it must build anew. To the egoistic and asocial being
that has just been born it must, as rapidly as possible, add another, capable of
leading a moral and social life. Such is the work of education, and you can readily
see its great importance. It is not limited to developing the individual organism in
the direction indicated by its nature, to elicit the hidden potentialities that need
only be manifested. It creates in man a new being.

This creative quality is, moreover, a special prerogative of human education.
Anything else is what animals receive, if one can apply this name to the progres-
sive training to which they are subjected by their parents. It can, indeed, foster
the development of certain instincts that lie dormant in the animal, but such
training does not initiate it into a new life. It facilitates the play of natural func-
tions, but it creates nothing. Taught by its mother, the young animal learns more
quickly how to fly or build its nest; but it learns almost nothing that it could not
have been able to discover through its own individual experience. This is because
animals either do not live under social conditions or form rather simple societies,
which function through instinctive mechanisms that each individual carries
within himself, fully formed, from birth. Education, then, can add nothing
essential to nature, since the latter is adequate for everything, for the life of the
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group as well as that of the individual. By contrast, among men the aptitudes of
every kind that social life presupposes are much too complex to be able to be con-
tained, somehow, in our tissues, and to take the form of organic predispositions.
It follows that they cannot be transmitted from one generation to another by way
of heredity. It is through education that the transmission is effected.

However, it will be said, if one can indeed conceive that the distinctively
moral qualities, because they impose privations on the individual, because they
inhibit his natural impulses, can be developed in us only under an outside influ-
ence, are there not others which every man wishes to acquire and seeks sponta-
neously? Such are the divers qualities of the intelligence which allow him better
to adapt his behavior to the nature of things. Such, too, are the physical quali-
ties, and everything that contributes to the vigor and health of the organism. For
the former, at least, it seems that education, in developing them, may only assist
the development of nature itself, may only lead the individual to a state of rela-
tive perfection toward which he tends by himself, although he may be able to
achieve it more rapidly thanks to the co-operation of society.

But what demonstrates, despite appearances, that here as elsewhere education
answers social necessities above all, is that there are societies in which these qual-
ities have not been cultivated at all, and that in every case they have been under-
stood very differently in different societies. The advantages of a solid intellectual
culture have been far from recognized by all peoples. Science and the critical
mind, that we rank so high today, were for a long time held in suspicion. Do we
not know a great doctrine that proclaims happy the poor in spirit? We must
guard against believing that this indifference to knowledge had been artificially
imposed on men in violation of their nature. They do not have, by themselves,
the instinctive appetite for science that has often and arbitrarily been attributed
to them. They desire science only to the extent that experience has taught them
that they cannot do without it. Now, in connection with the ordering of their
individual lives they had no use for it. As Rousseau has already said, to satisfy the
vital necessities, sensation, experience and instinct would suffice as they suffice
for the animal. If man had not known other needs than these, very simple ones,
which have their roots in his individual constitution, he would not have under-
taken the pursuit of science, all the more because it has not been acquired with-
out laborious and painful efforts. He has known the thirst for knowledge only
when society has awakened it in him, and society has done this only when it has
felt the need of it. This moment came when social life, in all its forms, had become
too complex to be able to function otherwise than through the co-operation of
reflective thought, that is to say, thought enlightened by science. Then scientific
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culture became indispensable, and that is why society requires it of its members
and imposes it upon them as a duty. But in the beginning, as long as social organ-
ization is very simple and undifferentiated, always self-sufficient, blind tradition
suffices, as does instinct in the animal. Therefore thought and free inquiry are
useless and even dangerous, since they can only threaten tradition. That is why
they are proscribed.

It is not otherwise with physical qualities. Where the state of the social milieu
inclines public sentiment toward asceticism, physical education will be relegated
to a secondary place. Something of this sort took place in the schools of the
Middle Ages; and this asceticism was necessary, for the only manner of adapting
to the harshness of those difficult times was to like it. Similarly, following the cur-
rent of opinion, this same education will be understood very differently. In Sparta
its object above all was to harden the limbs to fatigue; in Athens, it was a means
of making bodies beautiful to the sight; in the time of chivalry it was required to
form agile and supple warriors; today it no longer has any but a hygienic end,
and is concerned, above all, with limiting the dangerous effects of a too intense
intellectual culture. Thus, even the qualities which appear at first glance so spon-
taneously desirable, the individual seeks only when society invites him to, and he
seeks them in the fashion that it prescribes for him.

We are now in a position to answer a question raised by all that precedes.
Whereas we showed society fashioning individuals according to its needs, it could
seem, from this fact, that the individuals were submitting to an insupportable
tyranny. But in reality they are themselves interested in this submission; for the
new being that collective influence, through education, thus builds up in each of
us, represents what is best in us. Man is man, in fact, only because he lives in
society. It is difficult, in the course of an article, to demonstrate rigorously a
proposition so general and so important, and one which sums up the works of
contemporary sociology. But first, one can say that it is less and less disputed.
And more, it is not impossible to call to mind, summarily, the most essential facts
that justify it.

First, if there is today an historically established fact, it is that morality stands
in close relationship to the nature of societies, since, as we have shown along the
way, it changes when societies change. This is because it results from life in
common. It is society, indeed, that draws us out of ourselves, that obliges us to
reckon with other interests than our own, it is society that has taught us to con-
trol our passions, our instincts, to prescribe law for them, to restrain ourselves, to
deprive ourselves, to sacrifice ourselves, to subordinate our personal ends to high-
er ends. As for the whole system of representation which maintains in us the idea
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and the sentiment of rule, of discipline, internal as well as external—it is society
that has established it in our consciences. It is thus that we have acquired this
power to control ourselves, this control over our inclinations which is one of the
distinctive traits of the human being and which is the more developed to the
extent that we are more fully human.

We do not owe society less from the intellectual point of view. It is science
that elaborates the cardinal notions that govern our thought: notions of cause, of
laws, of space, of number, notions of bodies, of life, of conscience, of society, and
so on. All these fundamental ideas are perpetually evolving, because they are the
recapitulation, the resultant of all scientific work, far from being its point of
departure as Pestalozzi believed. We do not conceive of man, nature, cause, even
space, as they were conceived in the Middle Ages; this is because our knowledge
and our scientific methods are no longer the same. Now, science is a collective
work, since it presupposes a vast co-operation of all scientists, not only of the
same time, but of all the successive epochs of history. Before the sciences were
established, religion filled the same office; for every mythology consists of a con-
ception, already well elaborated, of man and of the universe. Science, moreover,
was the heir of religion. Now, a religion is a social institution.

In learning a language, we learn a whole system of ideas, distinguished and
classified, and we inherit from all the work from which have come these classifi-
cations that sum up centuries of experiences. There is more: without language,
we would not have, so to speak, general ideas; for it is the word which, in fixing
them, gives to concepts a consistency sufficient for them to be able to be handled
conveniently by the mind. It is language, then, that has allowed us to raise our-
selves above pure sensation; and it is not necessary to demonstrate that language
is, in the first degree, a social thing.

One sees, through these few examples, to what man would be reduced if there
were withdrawn from him all that he has derived from society: he would fall to
the level of an animal. If he has been able to surpass the stage at which animals
have stopped, it is primarily because he is not reduced to the fruit only of his per-
sonal efforts, but cooperates regularly with his fellow-creatures; and this makes
the activity of each more productive. It is chiefly as a result of this that the prod-
ucts of the work of one generation are not lost for that which follows. Of what
an animal has been able to learn in the course of his individual existence, almost
nothing can survive him. By contrast, the results of human experience are
preserved almost entirely and in detail, thanks to books, sculptures, tools, instru-
ments of every kind that are transmitted from generation to generation, oral tra-
dition, etc. The soil of nature is thus covered with a rich deposit that continues
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to grow constantly. Instead of dissipating each time that a generation dies out and
is replaced by another, human wisdom accumulates without limit, and it is this
unlimited accumulation that raises man above the beast and above himself. But,
just as in the case of the cooperation which was discussed first, this accumulation
is possible only in and through society. For in order that the legacy of each gen-
eration may be able to be preserved and added to others, it is necessary that there
be a moral personality which lasts beyond the generations that pass, which binds
them to one another: it is society. Thus the antagonism that has too often been
admitted between society and individual corresponds to nothing in the facts.
Indeed, far from these two terms being in opposition and being able to develop
only each at the expense of the other, they imply each other. The individual, in
willing society, wills himself. The influence that it exerts on him, notably through
education, does not at all have as its object and its effect to repress him, to dimin-
ish him, to denature him, but, on the contrary, to make him grow and to make
of him a truly human being. No doubt, he can grow thus only by making an
effort. But this is precisely because this power to put forth voluntary effort is one
of the most essential characteristics of man.

THE POWER OF EDUCATION. THE MEANS OF INFLUENCE

After having determined the end of education, we must seek to determine how
and to what extent it is possible to attain this end, that is to say, how and to what
extent education can be efficacious.

This question has always been very controversial. For Fontenelle, “neither
does good education make good character, nor does bad education destroy it.”
By contrast, for Locke, for Helvetius, education is all-powerful. According to the
latter, “all men are born equal and with equal aptitudes; education alone makes
for differences.” The theory of Jacotot resembles the preceding.

The solution that one gives to the problem depends on the idea that one has
of the importance and of the nature of the innate predispositions, on the one
hand, and, on the other, of the means of influence at the disposal of the educator.

Education does not make a man out of nothing, as Locke and Helvetius
believed; it is applied to predispositions that it finds already made. From another
point of view, one can concede, in a general way, that these congenital tendencies
are very strong, very difficult to destroy or to transform radically; for they
depend upon organic conditions on which the educator has little influence.
Consequently, to the degree that they have a definite object, that they incline the
mind and the character toward narrowly determined ways of acting and thinking,
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the whole future of the individual finds itself fixed in advance, and there does not
remain much for education to do.

But fortunately one of the characteristics of man is that the innate predispo-
sitions in him are very general and very vague. Indeed, the type of predisposition
that is fixed, rigid, invariable, which hardly leaves room for the influence of exter-
nal causes, is instinct. Now, one can ask if there is a single instinct, properly
speaking, in man. One speaks, sometimes, of the instinct of preservation; but the
word is inappropriate. For an instinct is a system of given actions, always the
same, which, once they are set in motion by sensation, are automatically linked
up with one another until they reach their natural limit, without reflection hav-
ing to intervene anywhere; now, the movements that we make when our life is in
danger do not at all have any such fixity or automatic invariability. They change
with the situation; we adapt them to circumstances: this is because they do not
operate without a certain conscious choice, however rapid. What is called the
instinct of preservation is, after all, only a general impulse to flee death, without
the means by which we seek to avoid it being predetermined once and for all.
One can say as much concerning what is sometimes called, not less inexactly, the
maternal instinct, the paternal instinct, and even the sexual instinct. These are
drives in a given direction; but the means by which these drives are expressed vary
from one individual to another, from one occasion to another. A large area
remains reserved, then, for trial and error, for personal accommodations, and,
consequently, for the effect of causes which can make their influence felt only
after birth. Now, education is one of these causes.

It has been claimed, to be sure, that the child sometimes inherits a very strong
tendency toward a given act, such, as suicide, theft, murder, fraud, etc. But these
assertions are not at all in accord with the facts. Whatever may have been said
about it, one is not born criminal; still less is one destined from birth for this or
that type of crime; the paradox of the Italian criminologists no longer counts
many defenders today. What is inherited is a certain lack of mental equilibrium,
which makes the individual refractory to coherent and disciplined behavior. But
such a temperament does not predestine a man to be a criminal any more than
to be an explorer seeking adventures, a prophet, a political innovator, an inven-
tor, etc. As much can be said of any occupational aptitudes. As Bain remarked,
“the son of a great philologist does not inherit a single word; the son of a great
traveler can, at school, be surpassed in geography by the son of a miner.” What
the child receives from his parents are very general faculties: some force of atten-
tion, a certain amount of perseverance, a sound judgment, imagination, etc. But
each of these faculties can serve all sorts of different ends. A child endowed with
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a rather lively imagination will be able, depending on circumstances, on the
influences that will be brought to bear upon him, to become a painter or a poet,
or an engineer with an inventive mind, or a daring financier. There is, then, a
considerable difference between natural qualities and the special forms that they
must take to be utilized in life. This means that the future is not strictly prede-
termined by our congenital constitution. The reason for this is easy to under-
stand. The only forms of activity that can be transmitted by heredity are those
which are always repeated in a sufficiently identical manner to be able to be fixed,
in a rigid form, in the tissues of the organism. Now, human life depends on con-
ditions that are manifold, complex, and, consequently, changing; it must itself,
then, change and be modified continuously. Thus it is impossible for it to
become crystallized in a definite and positive form. But only very general, very
vague dispositions, expressing the characteristics common to all individual expe-
riences, can survive and pass from one generation to another.

To say that innate characteristics are for the most part very general, is to say
that they are very malleable, very flexible, since they can assume very different
forms. Between the vague potentialities which constitute man at the moment of
birth and the well-defined character that he must become in order to play a useful
role in society, the distance is, then, considerable. It is this distance that education
has to make the child travel. One sees that a vast field is open to its influence.

Now, these two conditions are present in the relationships that the educator has
with the child subjected to his influence: (1) The child is naturally in a state of pas-
sivity quite comparable to that in which the hypnotic subject is found artificially
placed. His mind yet contains only a small number of conceptions able to fight
against those which are suggested to him; his will is still rudimentary. Therefore
he is very suggestible. For the same reason he is very susceptible to the force of
example, very much inclined to imitation. (2) The ascendancy that the teacher
naturally has over his pupil, because of the superiority of his experience and of his
culture, will naturally give to his influence the efficacious force that he needs.

This comparison shows how far from helpless the educator is; for the great
power of hypnotic suggestion is known. If, then, educational influence has, even
in a lesser degree, an analogous efficacy, much may be expected of it, provided
that one knows how to use it. Far from being discouraged by our impotence, we
might well, rather, be frightened by the scope of our power. If teachers and par-
ents were more consistently aware that nothing can happen in the child’s pres-
ence which does not leave some trace in him, that the form of his mind and of
his character depends on these thousands of little unconscious influences that
take place at every moment and to which we pay no attention because of their
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apparent insignificance, how much more would they watch their language and
their behavior! Surely, education cannot be very effective when it functions
inconsistently. As Herbert says, it is not by reprimanding the child violently from
time to time that one can influence him very much. But when education is
patient and continuous, when it does not look for immediate and obvious suc-
cesses, but proceeds slowly in a well-defined direction, without letting itself be
diverted by external incidents and adventitious circumstances, it has at its
disposal all the means necessary to affect minds profoundly.

It is not necessary to show that authority, thus understood, is neither violent
nor repressive; it consists entirely of a certain moral ascendancy. It presupposes
the presence in the teacher of two principal conditions. First, he must have will.
For authority implies confidence, and the child cannot have confidence in any-
one whom he sees hesitating, shifting, going back on his decisions. But this first
condition is not the most essential. What is important above all is that the teacher
really feels in himself the authority the feeling for which he is to transmit. It con-
stitutes a force which he can manifest only if he possesses it effectively. Now,
where does he get it from? Would it be from the power which he does have, from
his right to reward and punish? But fear of chastisement is quite different from
respect for authority. It has moral value only if chastisement is recognized as just
even by him who suffers it, which implies that the authority which punishes is
already recognized as legitimate. And this is the question. It is not from the out-
side that the teacher can hold his authority, it is from himself; it can come to him
only from an inner faith. He must believe, not in himself, no doubt, not in the
superior qualities of his intelligence or of his soul, but in his task and in the
importance of his task. What makes for the authority which is so readily attached
to the word of the priest, is the high idea that he has of his calling; for he speaks
in the name of a god in whom he believes, to whom he feels himself closer than
the crowd of the uninitiated. The lay teacher can and should have something of
this feeling. He too is the agent of a great moral person who surpasses him: it is
society. Just as the priest is the interpreter of his god, the teacher is the interpreter
of the great moral ideas of his time and of his country. Let him be attached to
these ideas, let him feel all their grandeur, and the authority which is in them,
and of which he is aware, cannot fail to be communicated to his person and to
everything that emanates from him. Into an authority which flows from such an
impersonal source there could enter no pride, no vanity, no pedantry. It is made
up entirely of the respect which he has for his functions and, if one may say so,
for his office. It is this respect which, through word and gesture, passes from him
to the child.
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Liberty and authority have sometimes been opposed, as if these two factors of
education contradicted and limited each other. But this opposition is factitious.
In reality these two terms imply, rather than exclude, each other. Liberty is the
daughter of authority properly understood. For to be free is not to do what one
pleases; it is to be master of one-self, it is to know how to act with reason and to
do one’s duty. Now, it is precisely to endow the child with this self-mastery that
the authority of the teacher should be employed. The authority of the teacher is
only one aspect of the authority of duty and of reason. The child should, then,
be trained to recognize it in the speech of the educator and to submit to its ascen-
dancy; it is on this condition that he will know later how to find it again in his
own conscience and to defer to it.
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