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The Dangers of Education

E ARE currently preparing to launch yet another of our periodic

national crusades to improve education. I am in favor of improving

education, but what does it mean to improve education and what
great ends will that improved education serve? The answer now offered
from high places is that we must equip our youths to compete in the world
economy. The great fear is that we will not be able to produce as man
automobiles, VCRs, digital TVs, or supercomputers as the um@mbmmm ow
Europeans. In contrast, I worry that we will compete alf too mmann?&%
on an n.mﬁw already, seriously overstressed by the production of things
economists nocsmﬁcm too little production of things that are not easil
o@::ﬁEo such as well-loved children, good cities, healthy forests mnwzw
n.r,Bm,nmv healthy rural communities, sustainable family farms, mzﬁm diver-
sity_of all sorts. Many of the educational reforms now @mmuum proposed
have little to do with the goals of personal wholeness, or the pursuit of
truth and understanding, and even less to do with the great issues of how
we might live within the limits of the earth. The reformers aim to produce
people whose purposes and outlook are narrowly economic, not to edu-
cate citizens and certainly not “citizens of the biotic 888%3@.:

Hro :.:mozmbﬂ facts of our time have more to do with too much eco-
nomic activity of the wrong kind than they have to do with too little Our
means of livelihood are implicated everywhere in the sharp decline n.vm the
vital signs A.vm the earth. Because of our fossil fuel-based economies and
transportation systems, we are now conducting a risky and irreversible
experiment with ‘global climate. The same systems have badly damaged
the ozone layer. The way we produce food and fiber is responsible for the
loss of 24 billion tons of soil each year, the sharp decline in biological
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diversity, and the spread of deserts worldwide. The blind pursuit of
ational security has left a legacy of debt, toxicity, and radioactivity that
ill threaten the health and well-being of those purportedly defended for
long time to come. In addition, we continue to issue forth a stream of
chnologies and systems of technology that do not fit the ecological
imensions of the earth.

~ Most of this was not done by the unschooled. Rather it is the work
f people who, in Gary Snyder’s (1990) words,

make unimaginably large sums of money, people impeccably
groomed, excellently educated at the best universities—male and
female alike—eating fine foods and reading classy literature, while
orchestrating the investment and legislation that ruin the world. (p.

119)

ucation, in other words, can be a dangerous thing. Accordingly, I
end to focus on the problem of education, not problems iz education.
s time, I believe, for an educational “perestroika,” by which I mean a
eral rethinking of the process and substance of education at all levels,
ginning with the admission that much of what has gone wrong with the
d is the result of education that alienates us from life in the name of
man domination, fragments instead of unifies, overemphasizes success
careers, separates feeling from intellect and the practical from the the-
ical, and unleashes on the world minds ignorant of their own igno-
ice. As a result, an increasing percentage of the human intelligence

t attempt to undo a large part of what mere intellectual cleverness
 has done carelessly and greedily.

% Anticipations <

Nmrn?m_

Most ancient civilizations knew what we have apparently forgotten
- knowledge is a fearful thing. To know the name of something was to hol¢

ower over it. Misused, that power would break the sacred order anc
wreak havoc. Ancient myths and legends are full of tales of people whc
believed that they were smarter than the gods and immune from divine
punishment. But in whatever form, eating from the tree of knowledge
meant banishment from one garden or another. In the modern world thi
Janus-like quality of knowledge has been forgotten. Descartes, for exam
ple, reached the conclusion that “the more I sought to inform myself, the
more I realized how ignorant I.was.” Instead of taking this as a prope:
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conclusion of a good education, Descartes set about to find certain truths
through a ?dnmmm of radical skepticism. Francis Bacon went even further,
to pro etween science and power, which reached fruition
in th ttan Project and the first atomic bomb. :

There were warnings, however. Displaced tribal peoples commonly
regarded Europeans as crazy. In 1744, for example, the Chiefs of the Six
Nations declined an offer to send their sons to the College of William and
Mary in these words:

Several of our young people were mosan_% brought up at the colleges
of the northern provinces: they were instructed in your sciences; but
when they came back to us, 93» were bad runners, ignorant of every
means of living in the woods.. . . neither fit [to be] hunters, warriors,
nor counsellors, they were ﬁoﬂm__w good for nothing. (McLuhan,
1971, p. 57)

Native Americans detected %&m&m of nowbmna&bamm m:m Hoonnmsamm
that Europeans, with all of their advancements, could not see in them-
selves. European education incapacitated. whites in ways visible only
through the eyes of people whose minds still participated in the creation
and for whom the created order was still enchanted. In other words,
European minds were not prepared for the encounter with wilderness nor
were they prepared to understand those who could live in it. One had'to
step out of the dominant Eurocentrism and see things from the outside
looking in. A century later Ralph Waldo mEnnmoz was Eoﬁzm ﬁoémnm a
similar conclusion:

We are shut up in schools and college recitation rooms for ten or i
fifteen years, and come out at least with a bellyfyl of words and ao 3
not know a thing. We cannot use our hands, or our legs, or our eyes
or our arms. We do not know an edible root in the woods. We cannot
tell our course by the stars, nor the hour of the day by the sun. @ :
136)

These and other warnings were mozwvo&umm of a much more serious ?.ov-
lem that would gain momentum in the century to come. I think this
becomes clearer in a comparison of two prominent but contrary mmzamm
of the middle years of the twentieth century. :
One, Albert Speer, was born in Germany in 1905 to a well- 8 do
upper-middle-class family. His father was one of the busiest architects in
the booming industrial city of Mannheim. Speer attended a &mﬁ:m:_mrnm
private school and later various institutes of technology in Karlsruhe,
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‘Munich, and Berlin. At the age of 23, Speer became a licensed architect
He is not known to us for his architecture, however, but for his organi-
sational genius as Hitler’s Minister of Armaments. In that role he kep
World War II going far longer than it otherwise would have by keeping
Qmmm._mu arms production rising under the onslaught of Allied bombing
until the final months. For his part in extending the war and for using
, Emﬁ labor to do so, Speer was condemned by the Nuremburg Tribuna
""" foserve 20 years at Spandau Prison.

‘I think Speer’s teachers and professors should share some of the
ame. For example, in his memoirs Speer (1970) described his educatior
as apolitical:

- [Our education] impressed upon us that the distribution of power in
‘society and the nm%ﬁoz& authorities were part of the God-given
‘order of things. . . It never occurred to us to doubt the order of
things. (p. 8)

The result was a “generation without defenses” for the seductions of Hit
ler and the new technologies of political persuasion. The best educatex
nation in Europe had no civic education when it most needed it. Spee
~ was not appreciably different from millions of others swept along by th:
- current of Nazism.

' The purge of June 30, 1934, Was a moral turning point after whicl
‘Speer silenced all doubts about his role in the Nazi hierarchy:

I'saw a large pool of dried blood on the floor. There on June 30 Her-
bert Von Bose, one of Papen’s assistants, had been shot. I looked
‘away and from then on avoided the room. But the incident did not
affect me more deeply than that. (p. 53)

Speer had found his Mephistopheles:

After years of frustrated efforts I was wild to accomplish things—
" and twenty-eight years old. For the commission to do a great build-
:%i-ing, I would have sold my soul like Faust. Now I had found my
-~ “Mephistopheles. He seemed no less engaging than Goethe’s. (p. 31)

F ,o.owmbm back over his life near its end, Speer made the followin
858@5.

‘zw moral mm:zmn is not a matter of this item and that; it resides in
“i’my -active association with the whole course of events. I had partic-
-t ipated in a war which, as we of the intimate circle should never have |
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doubted, was aimed at world dominion. What is more, by my abil-
ities and my energies I had prolonged that war by many months. . . . _
Dazzled by the possibilities of technology, I devoted crucial years of
my life to serving it. But in the end my feelings about it are highly
skeptical. (pp. 523—524)

Finally, in what certainly would be among the most plaintive lines penned
by any leading figure of the twentieth century, Speer wrote, “The tears I
shed are for myself as well as for my victims, for the man I could have
been but was not, for a conscience I so easily destroyed.” :

If Speer and the years between 1 933 and 1945 seem remote from the
issues of the late twentieth century, one has only to change the names to
sée a relationship. Instead of World War I1, think of the war being waged
against nature. Instead of the Holocaust think of the biological holocaust
now under way in which perhaps 20% of the life forms on the planet in
the year 1900 will have disappeared by the early years of the next century.

Instead of the fanaticism of the 1000-year Reich, think of the fanaticism®

inherent in the belief that economies have no limits and can grow forever.
Speer’s upbringing and formal education provided neither the where-
withal to think about the big issues of his time nor the good sense to call
these by their right names. I do not think for a moment that this kind of
education ended in 1945. It remains the predominant mode of education
almost everywhere in an age that still regards economic growth as the
highest goal. :

Like Speer, Aldo Leopold was middle-class, the son of a prosperous
furniture manufacturer (in Burlington, Iowa) and had all the advantages
of good upbringing (Meine, 1988). Leopold’s lifelong study of nature
began as a boy in the nearby marshes along the Mississippi River. His
formal education at Lawrence Academy in New Jersey and at Yale Uni-
versity were, I think, rather incidental to his self-education, which con-
sisted of long walks over the nearby countryside. Leopold was an
outdoorsman who, over a lifetime of rambling, developed the ability to
observe in nature what others could not see. He was a keen student of
nature, and it Was this Gapacity that makes Leopold interesting and
important to us. Leopold grew from a rather conventional resource man-
ager employed by the U.S. Forest Service to become a scientist and phi-
losopher who asked questions about the proper human role in nature that
no one else bothered to ask. This progression led him to discard the idea

- of human dominance and to propose more radical ideas on the basis of

our citizenship in the natural order.
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- Where Speer had seen human blood on the .moop. and turned away
Leopold described a different kind of turning point that took place on ¢
mrock overlooking a river in the Gila Wilderness in 1922. Leopold anc
his companions spotted a she-wolf and cubs along the bank and openec

. We reached the old wolf in time to watch a fierce green fire dying in
- her eyes. I realized then, and have known ever since, that there was

“ something new to me in those eyes—something known only to her
and to the mountain. I was young then and full of trigger itch; I
thought that because fewer wolves meant more deer, then no Eo?.om
‘would mean a hunters’ paradise. But after seeing the green fire die,
1 sensed that neither the wolf nor the mountain agreed with such a

“view. (Leopold, 1966, pp. 137-139)

e rest of Leopold’s life was an extended meditation on that fierce grees
. how mountains think, and what both meant for humans.
Where Speer regarded himself as apolitical, Leopold (1966) regarde:

oot

“biological education as a means of building citizens” (p. 208). Insteac

“of possessitig a déep naivete about scienice; Leopold-(1991) was scientifi
about science as few have ever been:

‘We are not scientists. We disqualify ourselves at the outset by pro-
fessing loyalty to and affection for a thing: SmmEmm.. A scientist in the
“old sense may have no loyalties except to mvmgmnﬁo.:mv no mm.moo:o:m
xcept for his own kind. . . . The definitions of science written by,
-let us say, the National Academy, deal almost oxn_:mim.@ with the
creation and exercise of power. But what about the creation and the
‘exercise of wonder or respect for workmanship in nature? (p. 276)

Where Speer’s (1970) approach to nature was sentimental and escapis
L . . . . 930
(to escape “the demands of a world growing increasingly complicated”’

- Leopold’s (1966) was hardheaded and practical:

‘The cultural value of wilderness boils down in the last analysis, to a
:asnmno: of intellectual humility. The shallow minded Bomnmm who
~-has lost his rootage in the land assumes that he has &Rma%.m._mno?
. ‘ered what is important; it is such who prate of empires, political or
~ ‘economic, that will last a thousand years. ,cu. 279)

Where Speer had to learn his ethics in 20 years of confinement after th
damage was done, Leopold learned his over a lifetime and _mma.ﬁrw bas:
for an ecologically solvent land ethic. And where Speer’s education mad
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him immune to seeing or feeling tragedy unfolding around him, Leopold
(1966) wrote the following:

One of the penalties of an ecological education is that one lives alone
ina &BnE of wounds. Much of the damage inflicted on land is quite
invisible to laymen. An ecologist must either harden his shell and
make believe that the consequences of science are none of his busj-
ness, or he must be the doctor who sees the marks of death in a com-

munity that believes itself to be well and does not want to be told
otherwise. (p. 197)

After Speer and the Nazis, it has taken decades
) y to undo the damage
that could be undone. After Aldo Leopold, in contrast, it will take &nanMm

to fully grasp what he meant by a “land ethic” and i
to male et and considerably longer

% Dangers %

From the lives of Speer and Leopold, what can be said about the dangers
wm @:d& education or schooling? This first and overriding danger is that
it @: e€ncourage young people to find careers before they find a decent
calling. A careeris a job, a way to earn one’s keep, a way to build a long
resume, a ticket to somewhere else. For upwardly mobile professionals. a
career is too often a way to support a “lifestyle by which one takes Bo.p.n
than one gives back. In contrast, a calling has to do with one’s larger pur-
pose, personhood, deepest values, and the gift one wishes to give the
ioﬁ.&. A calling is about the use one makes of a career. A career is about
. specific aptitudes; a calling is about purpose. A career is planned with the
help of an.mnman development” specialists, A calling comes out of an inner
conversation. A career can always be found in a calling, but a calling can-
not casily be found in a career. The difference is roughly like deciding to
s.&_nv end of the cart to attach the horse, Speer’s problem'was not a %mm-
ciency of mathematical skills, or reading ability, or computing ability, or
logic narrowly conceived. I imagine that he would have-done well on vzﬁ
Scholastic Aptitude Test or the Graduate Record Exam. His problem was

simply that he had no calling that nocﬁmﬁn%,mnm@gmszw his ambition.

He simply Wanited to “succeed,” doing whatever it took. Heé was 4s he
said, “wild to accomplish,” and ambition disconnected the &E.:“ bells
that should have sounded long before he saw blood on the floor in 1

Speer was a careerist with no calling, 74
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Leopold, on the other hand, found his calling as a boy in the marshes
round Burlington, Iowa, and followed it wherever it took him. In time
t took him a long way. From his boyhood interest in birds, he went on
n adult life to initiate the field of game management, to organize the Wil-
erness Society, to work actively on behalf of conservation throughout
s lifetime, and to lay the groundwork for the field of environmental eth-
cs, while still finding time to be a good teacher and a good father. There
s a consistency and harmony to Leopold’s life rather like a pilgrim fol-
lowing a vision.

- A second danger of formal schooling is that it will imprint a disci-
slinary template onto impressionable minds and with it the belief that the

orld really is as disconnected as the divisions, disciplines, and subdis-
ciplines of the typical curriculum. Students come to believe that there is
uch a thing as politics separate from ecology or that economics has noth-
ng to do with physics. Yet, the world is not this way, and except for the
emporary convenience of analysis, it cannot be broken into disciplines
- and specializations without doing serious harm to the world and to the

" minds and lives of people who believe that it can be. We often forget to

el students that the convenience was temporary, and more seriously, we
~+- fail to show how things can be made whole again. One result is that stu-

o mnnnm.mnumcmﬁn without knowing how to think in whole systems, how to
- find connections, how to ask big questions, and how to separate the trivial
. from the important. Now more than ever, however, we need people who

~ think broadly and who understand systems, connections, patterns, and
oot causes. :

. This is an unlikely outcome of education conceived as the propaga-
n of technical intelligence alone. Speer in his Nazi years was a tech-
ician and a good one. His formal schooling gave him the tools that could

“be used by the Third Reich but not the sense to ask why and not the
: humanity necessary to recognize the face of barbarity when he saw it.
- Léopold, in contrast, began his career as something of a technician, but

‘outgrew it. A Sand County Almanac, written shortly before his death,
~ was a nearly perfect blend of science, natural history, and philosophy.

- Third, there is the danger that education will damage the sense of
- wonder—the sheer joy in the created world—that is part of our origina.
equipment at birth. It does this in various ways: by reducing learning tc
routines and memorization, by excess abstractions divorced from livec
experience, by boring curriculum, by humiliation, by too many rules, by
overstressing grades, by too much television and too many computers, by
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too much indoor learning, and mostly by deadening the feelings from
which wonder grows. As our sense of wonder in nature diminishes, so too
does our sense of the sacred, our pleasure in the created world, and the
impulse behind a great deal of our best thinking. Where it is kept intact
and growing, teachers need not worry about whether students learn read-
ing, writing, and arithmetic.

In a small book titled The Sense of Wonder, Rachel Carson (1984)
wrote that “it is not half so important to know as to feel” (p. 45). Feel-
ings, she wrote, begin early in life in the exploration of nature, generally
with the companionship of an adult. The sense of wonder is rooted in the
trust that the world is, on balance, a friendly place full of interesting life
“beyond the boundaries of human existence” (p. 88). The sense of wonder
that Carson describes is not equivalent to a good science education,
although in principle I see no reason why the two cannot be made com-
patible. I do not believe that wonder can be taught as “Wonder ro1.” If
Carsoniis right, it can only be felt, and those early feelings must be encour-
aged, supported, and legitimized by a caring and knowledgeable adult.
My hunch is that the sense of wonder is fragile; once crushed, it rarely
blossoms again but is replaced by varying shades of cynicism and disap-
pointment in the world.

I know of no measures for wonder, but I think Speer lost his early on.

“His relation to nature prior to 193 3 was, by his testimony, romantic and

escapist. Thereafter, he mentioned it no more. To Speer, the adult, the
natural world was not particularly wondrous, nor was it a source of
insight, pleasure, or perspective. His orientation toward life, like that of
the Nazi hierarchy, was necrophilic. Leopold, on the contrary, was a life-
long student of nature in the wild. By all accounts he was a remarkably
astute observer of land, which explains a great deal of his utter sanity and
clarity of mind. Leopold’s intellectual and spiritual anchor was not forged
in a laboratory or a library but in time spent in the wild and in his later
years in a randown farm he purchased that the family called “the shack.”,

< Conclusion <

What are the dangers of education? There are three that are particularly
consequential for the way we live on the earth: (1) that formal education
will cause students to worry about how to make a living before they know
who they are, (2) that it will render students narrow technicians who are
morally sterile, and (3) that it will deaden their sense of wonder for the
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created world. Of course education cannot do .Eamn mw_:umm Wﬁmm.vsw ,
requires indifferent or absentee parents, shopping ma ,M te anmnow
MTV-Nintendo, a culture aimed at the lowest noBBoM _unnoBﬁw nwam ,
nd de-placed people who do not wwoﬁ. the very groun o:mm fheir
feet. Schooling is only an accomplice in a larger process o H.n: oy
ecline. Yet, no other institution is better able to reverse nvm.; decline. The

; is not to abolish or diminish formal education but rather

ans +
change it.
-
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