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Abstract:

Moral education is commonly understood as what schools do to help young people become ethically mature adults, capable of moral thought and action. However, studying the history of moral education shows that it more often than not embodies the economic, political and social norms of particular times and places, in the guise of morality. This paper provides an overview of the birth of modern schooling and the position of moral education within that system, focusing on how moral education embodies the norms of modernity.
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Introduction

There is little doubt that the modern educational system is intertwined with state politics and social policies, ranging from issues of national identity to social control with the latter being particularly vivid (e.g. Foucault 1977, Gatto 1991, Illich 1970). Less studied, however, is the connection between moral education and state politics. This paper examines the socio-political goals of moral education in the modern educational system.

As Durkheim once observed, “we cannot speak of moral education without being very clear as to the conditions under which we are educating. Otherwise we will bog down in vague and meaningless generalities” (Durkheim 1961, p. 3). I agree with this premise, and will suggest that to discuss moral education today, we have to know the educational system within which moral education is administered and utilized.

To develop my discussion in this direction, I will introduce a historical, sociological and political perspective on the modern educational system globally, and specifically within the dominant nation-states that played a foundational role in forming this institution and making it a model for other nations. The educational system in modern societies has had specific sociological and political purposes, even though on the surface their mission was justified in terms of enlightening and spreading knowledge to all the children of nations. This study is a critical historical analysis of the position of the educational system in the modern world with particular attention to the position of moral education within this system.

The educational system is among the most powerful institutions in the modern world, and like any other modern institution, there are interactions between it and other institutions in the society. In order to evaluate moral education in the context I propose, we will need to look at the educational system as one of the institutions in the modern world, and in particular pay close attention to moral education as a special feature of this system and how the interaction between the educational system and other institutions in modern society may shape and impact the methods and purposes of moral education.
Along with development of the modern educational system in the world, moral education became an issue for debates within nation-state societies. The educational system, and more precisely schools, has often been considered responsible for moral order in society, especially when compulsory education made everyone walk through this narrowly controlled institutional channel to enter the society. Therefore, with the growth of so called literacy, or the 3Rs, the growth of morality has also been expected. However, there have been increasing complaints in many modern societies that each new generation is less and less moral. For example, Japanese media for a long while were calling for a better moral education, elaborating on the story of a 12 year old boy throwing his friend out of the window to the street and murdering her, or the increase of teenage girls who exchanges sex for money, not because of being poor, but to satisfy their desire of buying fantasy stuff in a consumer culture. These stories were repeated in Japanese media as an indication of moral laxity and led to the implementation of moral education policies. Such shocks in several rich countries, contained messages for human societies that the crimes are no more related to poverty and non-development, but it is more related to problem of humanization. On the other hand, in Iranian society similar moral problems are seen as indications of poverty and precisely the widening gap between poor and rich. However, the way many react to these events in all societies is to blame the educational system and call for the necessity of reforms in moral education.

Moral Education and Question of Humanization

Some significant critical thoughts and works on the modern schooling system and modern pedagogy have been my inspiration in this study. Several unique works, like those of great educators Ivan Illich and Paulo Freire, provided a strong foundation for this paper. De-schooling Societies by Illich, first published in 1970, is one of the critical theories of education that is still alive in the main stream criticism and retains its relevance today. Illich “raises the general question of the mutual definition of man’s nature and the nature of modern institutions that characterizes our worldview and language” and analyzing the hidden curriculum of school concludes that “public education would profit from the de-schooling of society” (Illich, 1970, p.2).

Having introduced his idea of De-schooling Societies, in an article in the New York Review of Books, Illich explains the general characteristics of what he calls “new formal educational institutions”:

A good educational system should have three purposes: it should provide all who want to learn with access to available resources at any time in their lives, empower all who want to share what they know to find those who want to learn it from them, and finally, furnish all who want to present an issue to the public with the opportunity to make their challenge known. Such a system would require the application of constitutional guarantees to education. Learners should not be forced to submit to an obligatory curriculum, or to discrimination based on whether they possess a certificate or a diploma. Nor should the public be forced to support—through a regressive taxation—a huge professional apparatus of educators and buildings which in fact restrict the public's chances for learning to the services the profession is willing to put on the market. It should use modern technology to make free speech, free assembly, and a free press truly universal and, therefore, fully educational (Illich, 1971).

Being aware of the philosophical base of the modern societies, Illich introduces the characteristics of a good educational system to replace the modern schooling system. In the 7th chapter of De-schooling Societies, Illich compares modern man’s life to a Greek myth and concludes that primitive man lived in a world of hope, “he relied on the munificence of nature, on the handouts of gods, and on the instincts of his tribe to enable him to subsist” (Illich, 1970, p. 106), while modern man, being trapped in institutions, is “reduced to a tool of his tools” (Illich, 1970, p. 109). At the end of the discussion, he concludes that “the world has lost its humane dimension and reacquired the factual necessity and fatefulness which were characteristics of the primitive times” (Illich, 1970, p. 111).

This is in some ways the same idea that Paulo Freire mentions in terms of the need for humanization. He begins his well-known work, Pedagogy of Oppressed, by explaining this key word:

While the problem of humanization has always, from an axiological point of view, been humankind’s central problem, it now takes on the character of an inescapable concern. Concern for humanization leads at once to the recognition of dehumanization, not only as an ontological possibility but as an historical reality. And as an individual perceives the extent of dehumanization, he or she may ask if humanization is a viable possibility. Within history in concrete, objective contexts, both humanization and dehumanization are possibilities for a person as an uncompleted being conscious of their incompletion (Freire, 1993, p. 1).

In a similar vein, Memmi`s The Colonizer and the Colonized refers to the same notions of oppressors and oppressed as the colonizer and the colonized emphasizing on the phenomenon of “colonialism” in a period of history when the European and American powers forcibly and physically held and exploited territories throughout what is now called the Third World, from which they extracted fabulous wealth. While understanding that the colonialism is already impoverished, Memmi explains how its effects remain virulent, and how at the same time there are recent attempts to reinvigorate colonialism through various international protocols and global economic agencies (Progler, 2005).

The above critical ideas provide a new understanding of the modern educational system that is far different from the traditional understanding that legitimizes this institution in today’s societies. They make it clear that schooling has never been an equalizer of opportunity and an agent of social mobility and changes; rather they have been in service of economic and political powers to shape societies in a way that fit their interests. The character developed by modern education therefore, is a character necessary to be able to play a role in the social, economic, and political framework of modern societies. As a result the morality that this system spread and teaches is not the same as the morality that is normally expected.

A Historical Review of the Birth of Modern Education

Discussion on moral education is as old as the calls for an educational system under the control of governments in Enlightenment movement of Europe. Enlightenment thinkers such as Erasmus, Luther, Comenius, Rousseau, and Humboldt theorized the necessity of a public education system as a prerequisite of every social reform, emphasizing that this system should be under the control of the government. This theory of public education was the core of enlightenment reforms.

Erasmus (1466-1536) suggested education for everyone, men and women, rich and poor, and emphasized that the amount and type of education should be based on people’s talent, and not their wealth and sex. His contemporary, Martin Luther (1483-1546), was the first one who suggested this in his letter to the Councilmen of All Cities in Germany on 1524 (Steinhaeuser, 1962, p. 347-378). In this letter, mentioning the importance of education for the success and development of the society, Luther explained why the governments should accept the responsibility of education for children instead of parents. He even made it a religious duty and a responsibility toward God for the governors to educate people under their rule. Luther believed that educational reform was the prerequisite for other social reforms and his theory of public education under the control of governments aimed to put an end to the Church domination and power over the society.

Comenius who is known as successive thinker following Luther believed in the equality of all people and condemned the educational discrimination based on social class. He insisted on the public schools by governments for all children as a solution of educational discrimination. He criticized Zopper and Absted who advised public education just for those who would get jobs in public services, and said that all children should be educated in those schools. Maybe he was the first one who thought of global schools, global books, global universities and even global language. He believed that religion should rule the school system, but the pure religion and not Church (Mayer, 1966).

Naturalism theory brought up by Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) on 18th century repeated the same idea on education. In an article titled “Political Economy” on 1753, Rousseau claimed that public education ruled and controlled by governments was one of the basic principles of democracy and national government. “Public education, therefore, under regulations prescribed by the government, and under magistrates established by the Sovereign, is one of the fundamental rules of popular or legitimate government” (Rousseau, 1755). Seventeen years later, in the 4th chapter of his book Considerations on the Government of Poland he writes:

It is education that must give souls a national formation, and direct their opinions and tastes in such a way that they will be patriotic by inclination, by passion, by necessity. When first he opens his eyes, an infant ought to see the fatherland, and up to the day of his death he ought never to see anything else. (Rousseau, 1772)

Rousseau’s ideas show obviously the political aspects of the modern educational system and how the propagation of nationalism has been one of the main objectives of this system since the very beginning.

So, the public schooling under the control of governments can be called the main educational reform of enlightenment Europe, which all Enlightenment thinkers since 15th century appreciated and talked about. However, it did not fully enter the people’s lives until the 18th century. During the last quarter of 18th century, three important events, or what might be seen as three revolutions, happened in the West, the first industrial, the second social, and the third political. The industrial revolution began in England and then spread out to other Western European countries, and later to other places. The social event was the French revolution that ended the kingdom in France and provided new beginning for different social classes. The political revolution happened in United States, where the rebellion of the British colonies led to the creation of an independent republic in America. These three revolutions played an impressive role in the transition of educational systems in the world by changing the social and political structures, as well as public thoughts. Till then, the idea of public education was just a theory.

The industrial revolution was a calm event, but the changes it made in people’s lives was much deeper than any other prior historical event. The invention of machines changed all the social institutions and economical features, and in turn these inventions affected morality and beliefs of the society. (Nehru, 1989) During the Industrial Revolution, science changed not only methodologies and contents of social philosophy but also the entire nature of society (Connell, 1980). At the beginning of the industrial development, the lack of personal possessions or ownership, the lack of social rights, and the demolition of the extended family spirit due to lack of free time changed the old way of life, which had gotten its meaning from religion and pride in craftsmanship, and in this respect altered the continuity of moral values between past and present (Brezinka, 1976). The development of machines and factories made it impossible for the local craft production to compete with them. As a result, most people had to leave their towns and villages and move to the cities where factories were built, which changed the lifestyle of the area. The first generation factory labors consisted of wandering village people, orphans and the homeless, but the invention of the steam engine, electricity, and generators changed the labor from unskilled to skillful labor. In addition, since factories were built in the areas where there were raw materials, energy sources, and transportation facilities together, some rural areas where there was coke and iron, in a short period of a few decades changed to industrial populated cities. Following the factories, laborers left their hometown and family trades and lost their calm environment of their village, and little by little got separated from their traditions, including a sense of moral values. Most of these people faced a new beginning in life to make a life from zero and live independently without any help from others (Brezinka, 1976).

Developments of machines and industry lead to the development of cities and capitalism and a new social class called the Bourgeoisie appeared in Western Europe. This new class developed its area of activity by leading the industrial revolution toward their own benefits. The development of the Bourgeoisie in the fields of science, technology, banking, trade, industry and all other fields related to the capitalism development bring about a series of fundamental changes in social and political affairs, which made it possible for this new class to gain the political power and take care of all new values, new institutions, production thoughts and relations that this class brought about (Ha’eri, 1993).

These changes showed themselves in the two other revolutions of the last decades of 18th century, which were led by the West Bourgeois. These two revolutions called for freedom and equality and talked of the “natural rights” of human beings. The American Revolution proves that the thoughts of “human rights”, “social contracts”, “freedom”, and “equality” brought about in the 18th century can be practices in real life (Palmer, 1964). Being a struggle between capitalism and bourgeois, this revolution inspired the independence movements in other countries, too. In the American Revolution, the migrants wanted to be equal to their English Bourgeois rulers and since there was no noble class in the new migrant society, it became possible to establish a democratic government based on the principles of secular individualism developed by 18th century thinkers such as Rousseau and Voltaire. The victory of the American Revolution created the notion of a “nation” as it is known in the world today, and this was accompanied by the sovereignty of Bourgeoisie. This case became even clearer in the France Revolution. France was not a colony seeking independence, but the new class of the bourgeoisie wanted to end the domination of noble classes. Luckily, the poor classes like farmers and labors who were under pressure joined the bourgeois and made the revolution happen. But at the end, it was the rich bourgeois class who get the political power (Ha’eri, 1993). All of these changes in social structure brought about concurrent changes in the understanding of morals and values.

The new industrial society with its new way of life also gets a new political structure. And it is natural that when the middle class comes to the power, it terminates the power of the old noble class over all institutions. Prior to the growth of modern institutions after the birth of the modern state, what there was of an institutionalized form of education was under the control of the Church, and it was being used primarily for consolidation and transmission of Christian religious beliefs and certain strains of Medieval philosophy. However, after the three revolutions and with the birth of the modern state, the developing industries needed skillful laborers and the modern state needed loyal citizens. The development of industrial cities within the modern state brought about new social and political problems, stemming from the social fractions brought about by individualism and the task fell upon institutionalized schooling to partly solve these problems. In this way, the new economic, social and political situations paved the way for the formation of formal schooling and the time came to put into practice the ideas of educational thinkers from the 15th to 18th centuries, such as Luther, Comenius, Rousseau, and Humboldt, on the scale of the state.

Modern Education in the Service of Industrial Society

Public schooling, according to Alvin Toffler, is a genuine system made by industrialism to produce the kind of “adults” it needed. There was a complex situation that involved how to prepare children for a new world in which they should live within a building full of smoke, that was noisy and crowded, and where the time is not with the movement of the sun and moon, but with the whistle of the factory. The solution for this complex problem was an educational system with the same structure as the new world, and its task was to adjust the human being to this new set of experiences, along with the new set of industrial values. Of course this system was not founded at once, but the idea of gathering students, as so many raw materials, into a central school, as a sort of factory, where teachers are the laborers to produce the new products of the modern citizen, was the spark of genius of industrialism. All the future hierarchal structure of schooling formed and later developed was according to the bureaucratic model of industrialism. (Toffler, 1970)

In other words, the theoretical basis of the modern educational system was established by the thinkers of Enlightenment, but in order to practice this idea, some social, economical and political change was necessary. These changes were provided by the revolutions of the last decades of 18th century. A collection of economic features along with the new pattern of population distribution, gradual, yet fast disappearing of old economical institutions by development of industries, changes of patriarch and extended families to the nuclear family made the educational change possible. The most important feature of modern education that caused its performance was its harmony with social and political changes and its ability to answer the moral and ethical necessities of a new society.

These changes took place during 1815 to 1945 in Europe and North America generally, and they economically benefited the minority of Bourgeois in those societies, while for the majority just brought about serious needs including new system of formal schooling (Mialaret & Vial, 1981). The new economic system made people feel an increasing need for schooling. The request for education, by now almost entirely understood as certification by a hierarchical system of formal schooling, increased more every day and since it could benefit the newly empowered Bourgeois class, they established and formalized a system of modern schooling. Herman Tenbrook, in “A History of Germany,” mentions the role of the Bourgeois in establishing schools. He believes that the period of 1815 to 1848 was a critical period for Germany, when within an apparently stable political system a great economical change happened. The first steps of industrialization, through establishment of foundries and steelwork factories, making railways, and producing developed steamships, led to the lack of skillful labor for the industry on the one hand, and on the other hand, the feudal system made the exchange of industrial products difficult. These obstacles on the way of industrial and economical developments caused the industries’ ownerships to ask for the public schooling, which politically involved changing the notion of a “German union” to a national government with a constitution (Tenbrock, 1968).

Looking at modern schooling as a part the modern industrial process can tell us how everything about schools has political, social and economical features, above and beyond the notion of merely providing “an education.” Industrialization changed all the current social and economic values, and the old norms of education, which served the old system, were rendered useless and dead in the new society. The new society needed a specialized system that could produce the kind of adults needed by the modern industrial state. This was the first and main function of the new modern schools. But at the same time, the new societies had their special moral features, which were very different from those of the old morality, which was still related to religion and inherited cultural traditions. In the old way of education, children learned through their whole life how to follow their family and social traditions, along with the trades of their fathers. However, the new industrial societies were labyrinthine in the case of schooling. The traditional ways of education, often informal, could lead to no preparation in the modern industries, which made it difficult to follow the special sense of values that families and local cultures had kept for long. So, the solution was the production of a new set of values, a new morality subservient to the state and industrial society, and schools became the main site of the social production. 

Moral Education in the Service of a New Political Order

Nationalism is a special emotional stability between the members of a nation who has the same language, history, land, and traditions and with the consciousness toward this unity they should create their own government who is the symbol and representative of their union (Davari Ardakani, 1985, p. 88). Nationalism in Europe was the beginning of exiting the medieval and independence from the Church. The emergence of nationalism was directly related to the downfall of church authorities and religious powers. When the religion couldn’t be the main stream of a union in Western societies to link people of the same countries together, nationalism came to make that coherence (Cottam, 1964). When the movement of religious reform ended the community of religion as the base of people’s union, the ideology of nationalism took its position. Actually when they rejected the political power of church, the political power backed by nationalism. If we consider Bourgeois the identification of economical and social status of modernity, nationalism identifies its political status (Davari Ardakani, 1985, p. 88). But what was the relation between this political status identification, nationalism and schooling?

To be the base of unity in new societies, nationalism needed to be felt, accepted, and believed by all the members of nations, all individuals. The best means able to do this were new schools. Connell believes that the main impression nationalism had on education was using schools, especially primary schools to propagate nationalism and living in new societies as a member of nation (Connell, 1980). It was done through the national curriculum, speeches, institutions, shows, nationalistic festivals, and etc. to link students emotionally and mindfully to its nation. Connell’s work is a good description of how the propagation of nationalism has become one of the important functions of schools in early 20th century. Cubberley also explains how propagation of nationalism has become a new notion in US educational system. He writes: “Schools are getting more and more responsible for imparting a special social and political idea that can union the diverse society and lead to improvement of our democratic institutions” (1909, p. 55).

The first curriculum written with this purpose was that of France’s educational reforms in 1870s and 1880s. They approved a permanent subject for social and moral teachings in all primary school levels in which the students’ duties toward family and society, as well as the goodness of republic government and France nationalism, were imparted. The most favorite lessons in this subject were talking about notions of duty and unity mentioning the attractive stories of heroes and nationalism behaviors (Connell, 1980).
Hobsbawm in Nations and Nationalism Since 1780 says that compulsory education has been one of the main means for the formation of nation-state (Hobsbawm, 1992, p. 81) and continues:

Naturally states would use the increasingly machinery for communicating with their inhabitants, above all the primary schools, to spread the image and heritage of the `nation` and to inculcate attachment to it and to attach all to country and flag, often `inventing traditions` or even nations for this purpose (Hobsbawm, 1992, p. 92).

He also said that “the educational system was transformed into a machine for political socialization by such devices as the worship of the American flag, which, as a daily ritual in the country’s schools, spread from the 1880s onwards” (Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1992, p. 280).

Thus, nationalism introduced significant changes to modern schooling, and turned it to an important means for serving its purposes. In turn, it also became a main factor for the continual development of schooling throughout the modern period. As a German educator wrote in 1898: “Today, public schooling is considered to be a necessity for national power and salvation, and more important it is the main way to social justice” (Rein, 1898, p. 452). Nationalism became one of the pillars of modern schooling and was defined for the purposes of curricular discussions as moral education.

Moral Education within the System of Modern Education

Moral education is commonly understood as what schools do to help young people become ethically mature adults, capable of moral thought and action (Ryan, 1986). However, my study of the history of moral education shows that it more often than not embodies the economic, political and social norms of particular times and places. The modern educational system innovated special features which taken together create a special identity and function for schooling that can integrate within its surrounding system. Such features were not found in pre-modern educational system in any pre-modern societies. For example, education in the modern world is a sub-system within the larger political system that became an integral part of the modern nation state. This political model of societies gives education a special identity, because before modernity, societies did not have such strictly defined national boarders and people were living mostly inside their local ethnic geographical environment, often as part of a larger empire by default, but not necessarily identifying with it. They educated their children based on their cultural traditions and community needs and their main relation with their rulers was in the form of paying imperial taxes.

Modernity created a new meaning for nations, along with a new map of the world, shaping societies within specific geographical boarders and giving them a more conspicuous identity based on nationalism. Even now, centuries after this division, there are still obvious problems in such borders, obliging governments to police their borders and encourage nationalistic emotions within the state to keep its lands and people within defined borders. Therefore, the modern educational system continues to have a very powerful political feature, and although it is not always recognized as such, it will be my contention that it is a political institution more than anything else. The importance of this feature becomes clearer when we expect this system to produce moral citizens for society. It is obvious that morality by its very nature cannot easily be produced in a system formed for other purposes.

Another feature of the modern educational system that was not found in pre-modern educations is that schools largely became compulsory. Citizens of modern nation states, in other words, are compelled by the state to attend school, and there are no other options to enter the society, which makes this feature of schooling an important tool for social control. However, when we come to the problem of moral education, the inefficiency of this system of social control in producing moral citizens is an important point to be discussed. When the only educational road to a society is unable to make moral persons, there are few other options a society may have to offer its children.
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