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| intended this essay far the congdeation o educationids but
wrae it with laymen in mind, ar at least those atizens who have
wondeed why thee is 0 mudh failure in cur shods Failure of
teacha's nat gudents Asis usualy the aase with me, | aondude
that at the heart o dgnificant refarm is language education, and
the essay addsto what | have said on the matter in dending
Againg the Inddfengble Ol n a somenhat different form, this essay
was presmited as the keynate addiess at the annual aonvention of
the Assodation far Supervison and Curriaculum Devdgpment, in
New Orleans M arch 1987.2

Of dl thepopular prgudices nurtured by academics,oneof the mostenduringisther
vigorous contempt for the subject of education and especidly for educationists, aword
often pronounced with an unmistakable hiss. As | consider mysdf an educationist, |
have had to endure the burden of this prgudice for many years, and, as a
conseguence, have given same considerable thought to its origins. The prgudice is
peculiar, of course, because many of the world® most estesmed philosghers have
written extensivdy on education and may properly be cdled educationists.

Indeed, Confudus and Plato were what we would cal today curriculum
speddists. Cicero was less spedfic in his writing on education than Confudus and
Plato, but hetoo was an educationist if we may take tha word to mean apersan who
IS serioudy concerned to understand how learning takes place and what part
schooling plays in fadlitating or obstructing it. In this sense, Quintilian was an
educationist, and so were Erasmus, John Locke, Rousseau, and T homas Jeffersa.
Thegreat English poa John Milton was somoved by the prospact of writing an essgy
on education that he called the reforming of educetion one of Ghe greatestand noblest
designsto bethought on.O

1 T hisartideis copyright 1988 by theN ationad Coundl of T eachers of Engdish. Reprinted with permisson. O he
Educationigt as PainkillerOwas origindly published in Endish Education (1988), 7-17. It was dso published in
Congientious Ohjetions(N ew York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1988), 82-96.

2 Posg man, N dl. Congientious Ohjedions (N ew York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1988), 82.
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In modern times, the list of educaionists continues to indude formidable
intellectsN William James, for example, whose T alks to T eacha's is among the best
books on education eve written. Two of the greatest philosghers in this century,
Ludwig Wittgenstein and Karl Popper, were dementary-sdool teachers who of
necessity would have thought desply about educationa issues. Wittgenstein®
professa a Cambridge, Bertrand Russdl, founded a sdoal, and Russell@oolleague
Alfred North W hitehead, wrote the impeccable Aims o Education. And, of course
America® greatest homegrown systematic philosgher, John Dewey, was an educa:
tionist par excdlence | n other words, the histary of W estern philosghy is sobound
up with the subject of educeation that thetwo can hardly be sgarated. One might even
sa/ tha justasit is naturd for aphysidst upon reaching his degpest understandings
to be drawn toward rdigon, soit is naturd for a maure philosgher to turn toward
the problems of education.

W hy, then, this persistent prgudice against the subject and thosewho makea
profession of its study? D efinitive Answers await arich and extensivereserch project
to which sadologsts, psychologsts, histarians, perhgps even anthropologsts must
contribute thar perspectives. | mention anthropology becausel suspect the intensity
of the prgudice veries from culture to culture There are placesN China, for
exampleN where the preudice may not exist a dl. But if we confine oursdves to the
West, we are dmost sureto find that it isin the United States that the prgudiceis
maintained in its most activestde. Thereare great univeasiiesin AmericaNl Yde, for
exampleN where a student cannot mgjor in the subject. There are even univesities
where the subject is hdd in such low esteam that it is possible for a student to mgor
in, of al things, Business Administration but not Education. Of course Business
Administration dumni are usudly better positioned to givelarge gifts to a univesity
than are Education dumni, but this fact by itsdf cannot explain the pervasiveness of
the prgudice After dl, in many univesties where the subject of education is
considered a side issug, if considered a dl, students may mgor in such subjects as
Soad Work and Nursing, nather of which promises its graduates the wherewitha
to bestow large giftson AimaMater. No, | do not think the economics of univesities
will tell us vey much. My own atempts to look into the maiter haveled in another
direction, and by following that path, | bdievel havefound a way of revesing the
prgudiceentirdy. Even better, | bdievemy inquiries point toward asdution to amore
formidable problem; namdy, how to increaseour own sdf-respect.

The usud reasa given by standard-brand academics for thar distastefor the
subject of education isthat it istrivid. T histhey say without much forethought, asif
by rote, asif they nather expected nor could resistarebuttal. W hen rebuttal comesin
the form of a few wel-chosen questions of the type s it trivid to examine what is
meant by learning, and what rdation, if any, teaching has to learning?Other atack
shifts to a different ground. It is not the trividity of the subject, they sa, but the
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trividity of its professa's, many of whom have no degp knowledge of the works of
Plato, Cicero, Locke, Rousseau, and other philosphers of similar waght and
complexity. T his accusdion is probably true but is farly easy to parry, snce the sane
sat of defidency may be found in professa's of other subjects and probably not in
smdler measure. W ho can deny that there are professa's of economics who havenot
read Ricardo or Marx or even Adam Smith, from beginning to end?Or professas of
politicd saeence who know little of Machiavdli, let done Aristotle and Plato? Or
professa's of psychology who, though Freud considered him his equd, know nothing
of theworks of Arthur Schnitzler?1t isto be doubted that professas of education are
asagroup moreignorant than professars of other subjects.

The equd distribution of ignorance among a univeasty faculty, howeve,
Invites a question whose answer opens the way to a sdution that can free us of both
the prgudice and sane of our own inadequades. The question is this: Is there
anything worse about an ignorant professa of education than an ignorant professa
of economics, politicd sdence, or psychology? The answer, | bdieve is YesOAll
professa's are ignorant, but not al ignorances are of equd importance And thereis
nothing worse than ignorance on the subject of education. This is so because the
subject of education daims dominion ove the widest possible territory. It purportsto
tell us not only what intelligence is but how it may be nurtured; not only what is
worthwhile knowledge but how it may be gained; not only what is the good life but
how one may prepare for it. Thereis no other subjectN not even philosghy itséfN
that casts sowide a net, and therefore no other subject that requires of its professas
somuch genius and wisdom. A professa of political seence or economics who lacks
insight and brilliance is far from contemptible; indeed, the defidency may be hardly
noticegble. But without brilliance and insght, an educationistis apitiful sight, bereft,
fumbling, nakedly stupid in a way that can never gopear as obviously negligent in
other subjects. T o address the questions posel by Plato, Erasmus, Locke, and Dewey
but without thar intellectud power, not to mention thar spgritua strength, seems
arrogant and makes the garden-variaty educationist such as mysdf an object of pity
and ridicule.

Those of usN whether schoolteachers, administrators, or professasN who
wish to daim the name @ducationistOhave a problem with what the Gresks cdled
hubris How can we sdveit? The sdution is simpler than one might suppose T he
sdution is to diminish the extent of our limitations by diminishing the scope of the
subject. In sodoing, we may increasenot only our staure but asoour competence
and potency. If | may put it thisway: Smdler is beter.

Let me take the question of intelligence as my prindpd example It is nather
seemly nor necessay for educationists to dam to know what intelligenceis and how
it is nurtured. The dam is grandiose intelligence too vast and dusive Educationists
like oursdves are not up to the task of understanding the infinite verigies of
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intelligence, and we fool no one by generating a gant vacabulary that pretendsto take
hold of the matter. @V here understanding fails OGoethe wrote, @ word will come to
teke its placeOH e did not have the vocabulary of educationists in mind, but the
gohorism fits. To put it plainly, we know next to nothing about intelligence, in the
sane sese that medicd doctors know next to nothing about hedth. That is why
doctors do not concern themsdves with hedth, and gvedl ther atention to rdieving
us of sickness. | ndeed, thar definition of hedth isthe abseice of sickness. Thisisa
perfectly sensible way for them to gpproach matters and accounts in pat for the
success they havehad compared to teachers. By concentrating on the dimination of
sickness, doctors giveafocusto ther objectives and proceduresthat teachers havenot
been ableto match.

Something quite similar may aso be sad of lawyers. When have you eve
heard of sameone consulting a lawyer in order to improvethe qudity of justice or
good dtizenship?W hether acting as prosesutors or defenders, lawyers do not trouble
themsdlves about justice or good ditizenshipN of which, in any case they know no
more than the grocer down the block. They trouble themsdves aout injustice and
bad atizenship, of which they know more than anyone dse and which, it turns out,
are much more profitable fidds of expertise Dodors and lawyers, in other words, are
pankillers. They are saught out by people who in one way or another have found
themsdvesin troubleand arein need of remedies.

This, then, isthe strategy | proposefor educationistsN that we abandon our
vague, seemingly arrogant, and ultimately futile atempts to make children intelligent,
and concentrate our atention on hdping them awid being stupid. You may be
indined to think that | am playing with language, proposing a semantic trick. Perhgps.
But it is no GnereOsemantic trick. By changing the way we talk about our role as
teachers, we provide our sdves with necessay constraints and redizable objectives. To
return to the medica andogy: T he physidan knows about sickness and can offer
spedific advice aout how to avoid it. Don't smoke, don® consume too much sdt or
sdurated fat, take two asprins, take penidllin evey four hours, and soforth. | am
proposing that the study and practice of education adopt this paradigm precisey. T he
educationist should become an expert in stupidity and be able to presaibe spedfic
procedures for avoidingit.

| grant that, unlike the study of sickness and injustice, the study of stupidity
has rardy been pursued in a systematic way. But this does not mean that the subject
has no histary. I n fact, there are many honorable booksthat takeit asther themeand
pursuethe maiter diligently. My own favaritesindude the Analeds of Confudus and
the early Dialogues of Plato, which are little dse but meditations on stupidity.
Adknowledging that he did not know what truth is, Socrates spent his time exposing
the fasebdiefs of thosewho thought they did. | am dsopartid to Erasmus®n Praise
o Fdly, Jonathan Swift@ Gulliva@ T ravds and, in amore modern ven, Jaoques Ellul®
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A Critiquedf the New Cammmnplagesand Stephen Jay Gould@T heMismessuredf M an.
But no matter how many books you read, | bdieve you will find that there are three
condusions about stupidity that al writers on the subject have reached. These
condusions gve educationists a foundation to build on. The first is tha eve'yone
practices stupidity, induding thosewho write aout it; none of usis eve free of it,
and we are most seiousy endangered when we think we are sde That thereis an
amost infinite supply of stupidity, induding our own, should provide educationists
with a sense of humility and, inadentally, assurance that they will nevea become
obsdete.

T he second condusion isthat stupidity is redudble. At present, educationists
consume vauable time in pointless debates ove whether or not inteligenceis fixed,
whether it is mostly genetic or environmental, and even how much of it different races
have Such debaes are entirdy unnecessay about stupidity. Stupidity is a form of
behavior. It is not samething we have it is samething we do. Unlike inteligence, it is
nather ametaphor nor ahypotheticad construct whosepresenceisinferred by asore
on atest. We can see stupidity, and we can hear it. And it is possible to reduce its
presance by changing behavior. This should provide educationists with a sense of
potency.

Thethird condusion isthat stupidity is mostly done with the larynx, tongue,
lips,and teeth; which isto sg, stupidity is chiefly embodied in talk. It istrue enough
that our ways of talking are controlled by the ways we manage our minds, and no one
is quite sure wha @nindOis. But we are sure that the main expression of mind is
sentences. W hen we are thinking, we are mostly arranging sentences in our heads.
W hen we are thinking stupidly, we are arranging stupid sentences. Even when we do
anonvebd stupid thing, we havepreceded the action by talking to oursdvesin such a
way asto make usthink the act is reesaable. The word, in aword, brings forth the
ad. T hisprovides educationists with aspedfic subject matter: the study of thoseways
of talking that lead to unnecessay mischief, fallure, misunderstanding, and pain.

A saense of humility, a sense of potency, a spedfic subject matter. This is
precisdy wha doctors and lawyers have, and this is wha is to be ganed if
educationists adopt the metgphor of educationist as pankiller. But, of course this
would not be the end of the matter, just the begnning. Two more giant stes are
needed to complete the transformation. First, we must construct an anatomy of
stupidity, induding a thorough taxonomy of it. Just as doctors have identified,
named, and described forms of sickness, we must identify, name, and describe forms
of stupidity. T hen, of course, we must invent two kinds of curricula: oneintended for
thosewho teach education to thosewho will become teachers; subseguently, another
for usein schoolsin vaious subjects and for children of various ages.

My background does not alow meto presumeto sg how this might be done.
But | want to insist on one point: following the andogy of medicd presaiption, the
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curriculamust bethought of as strategies for rdeasing students from the pan of both
practicing stupid talk and being victimized by it. Stupidity is like sicknessin that sane
of it we produce oursdves, like ulcers, and some of it is inflicced upon us, like
smalpox; our students need protection from both. In this, | fancy that | might make
samne contribution.

Ove the past twenty years, | have made seved atempts a constructing an
anatomy of stupidity, using as casematerid, | might add, my own tendendesin that
direction. | do not daim to havebeen entirdy successful, but | havebeen ableto isdate
thirty-two varieties of stupid talk. Theseindude sane of the more obvious forms,
such as d@ther-or thinking, ovegenerdization; inability to distinguish between facts
and inferences; and refication, a disturbingly prevdent tendency to confuse words
with things. For therest of thisessg, | should liketo gveafew additiona sanples so
that you will haveadearer view of what educationists would be expertsin remedying,
a lesstas| seeit.

| am aware, by the way, that same people do not goprove of my using theword
GtupidityQes alabd for these linguistic practicss. Apparently, they fed tha the word
IS too harsh and judgmental to suit the dignity of an educationd enterprise My
friend and colleegue Henry Perkinsan, who has himsdf tried to construct an
anaomy of stupidity, prefers the word @rror,Oas in his wonderful book The
Posshilities of Errar. But | have another friend and colleague, Charles W engartner,
who prefers the word @ullshit,Onot only because the kind of talk we want to study
deserves harsh judgment but asobecausethe word stressesthe point that stupidity is
mostly akind of talk. | havergected Professa W engartner® suggestion, athough |
will confess that | can think of no more uplifting thought in this matter than to
imagine a college catdogue offering courses with such titles as Beginning, In-
termediate, and Advanced Bullshit. I n any case herel will usethe word @aderdash,0
as a kind of compromise between Perkinson® gentleness and W eingartner®
forthrightness. But whether we cal theseforms of talk stupidity, errors, mistekes,
bullshit, baderdash, or anything dse what they amount to are forms of language
behavior that produce unnecessay confusion, pan, and misunderstanding. In sane
cases, they are consaous tricks people usein order to ddude others;in sane cases,
they are unconscdous habits with which we ddude oursdves. | n @ther case saneone
ISvictimized.

Therearesomany vaidiesof baderdash that | can hopeto mention but afew,
and to daborate on even fewer. | will therefore sdect only thoseveridies tha have
same transcendental significance. Now that last sentence is a perfectly good example
of baderdash, since | am not certain what @ranscendental significanceOmight mean
and ndther are you. | needed samething to end that sentence with, and since | did
not haveany dear criteria by which to séect my examples, | figured thisis the place
for sanebig-timewords. T hus we haveour first variety of baderdash: pomposity.
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Pompositty is the triumph of style ove substance and generdly it is not an
espeadly vend form of baderdash. A little pomposity a a graduation ceremony is
surdy bearable. But it is by no means harmless. Plenty of people are daily victimized
by pomposityN made to fed less worthy than they have aright to fed by people who
use fancy words, phrases, and sentences to obsaire thar own insuffidenaes. Many
peoplein theteaching business dwdl dmost exdusivdy in the ream of pomposity and
quite literdly would be unable to function if not for the fact tha the profession has
madethis form of balderdash quite respectable.

Generdly speeking, pomposity is not a seious afliction among the young,
dthough they are essiy victimized by it. There sems to be a corrdation between
pomposity and aging, as | am begnning to disove mysdf. Young people, howeve,
suffer badly from a rdated form of baderdashN what might be caled earthiness.
Earthiness is basal on the assumption that if you use direct, off-color, four-letter
words, you samehow are speeking moretruth than if you obsevethe proper language
forms. It is the mirror image of pomposity, because like pomposty, it hopes that
people will be sodazzled by the manner of speach that they will not notice the absance
of matter. Earthiness becomes dangerous when we convince oursdves that four-letter
words arethe naturd mode of expressing sincerity or honesty or candor.

Another, far more distressing vaiety of baderdash is cdled euphemism, and it
is exemplified by the word ®aderdashOitséf. By using the word, | am guilty of
euphemizing. But my guilt is not nearly as serious as the guilt of sane other, more
prominent people One of the best examples of euphemizingin the past seved decades
was provided by President Nixon® press secretary, Ronad Ziegler, who instead of
using the four-letter word dlesOas in the sentence O he President® previous
staements were liesOchose the deven-letter word GnoperaiveOPresident Nixon
went Ziegler one better when he chose to sg that members of his campagn
organization were guilty of an excess of zed. Thiswas thefirsttimeto my knowledge
that the word GealOhas been used as a euphemism for illegd entry, steding, bribery,
and pejury. In any case euphemism sems to be playing an increasingly important
role in American public life We have had to endure such phrases as Qrotective
reection strike, Oreventivedetention,OPadfication programs,Cand one of my dl-time
favorites, @isinformation.OThe Reagan administration says it did not lie to the
American public aout Libya it merdy disseminated disinformation. And on the
subject of the present administration, | am obliged to mention one of its more cregtive
euphemisms concerning President Reagan, of whom it issad that he favors a ®ands-
off managerid styleQ assumethat the reeder understandsthat this means he doesn®
know what the hdl isgoing on.

Euphemism, then, is that form of baderdash wheran we atempt to obsaire
the nature of redity. Like pomposty, this processis not dways harmful, for thereare
many occasions when simple good tasteor good manners require euphemism.
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But when euphemism becomes a dominating mode of expression in our
institutiond life, it is dangerous and ought not to be tolerated. T he saneis true of
euphemism® dosest cousinN word magic. Word magic is the process of using lan-
guage not to obsaure redity but to replace it dtogether. Word magc is a seious
afliction among the young, but they are not the mgor carriers of the disease T he
idea that merdy sajing sanething will make it true is the fundamental strategy of
America® largest private enterpriséN advetising. The advertising industry rdies
heavily on apopulation that bdieves in the magicd powers of words to cregte redities
that do not exist. There are many people roaming the strests who gopear to bdieve
that the use of Listaine will improvethdar se lives or that All-PurposeTide, if used
in dundance, will hdp sdidify thar family situaion. Actudly, if Tide sdidifies any-
thing, it isour riveas, not our families,and | am not sure how much more of this
baderdash our environment can take

W ord magcis an andent form of baderdash and is neve to be taken lightly.
But there is another that is just as andent and perhagps even more maignant: what
same people cal fanatidsm. T hereis one type of fanatiasm usualy cdled bigotry, of
which | will say nothingN not only because it is so wlgar and obvious but aso
becauseteachers are vay wdl aware of it and have made strenuous efforts to hdp
students ovecomeit. But other forms of fanatidsm are not as obvious and therefore
may be more dangerous. One of them iswhat | cdl Eichmannism, in honor of Adolf
Eichmann, who expertly managed to transport about 1 million Jws to the gas
chambers but who to the end of his life could see nothing wrong with what he did.
Eichmannism is tha form of baderdash which acogpts as its starting and ending
point offidd definitions, rules, and regulations without regard for the redities of
particular situations. T he language of Eichmannism is the voice of the organization,
which iswhy it is usudly polite, subdued, and even graciousN in aplastic sat of way.
A friend of mine actualy recaved a letter once from a mini-Eichmann which began:
QV e areplessal to inform you that your sdolarship for the academic year 198191982
has been cancdled.O Eichmannism is the cool, orderly, cynicd language of the
bureaucratic mentality dienated from human interests. It is espeadly dangerous
becauseit is so utterly detached. Tha means, anong other things, tha sane of the
nicest peopleturn out to be mini-Eichmanns, and that indudes most of us.

Ironicaly, avesion of Eichmannism may be identified in the language of its
victims, people soovewhdmed by establishments and systemsthat they haveaccepted
as unchangegbledl therulesand regulationsthat bureaucratsadminister.

T his acogptance frequently takes the form of defying @heyOand Ghem,Oes in
G hey won®let me do thisQor, O hereis no way of dedling with them.OT he fact is
that eve'y system, no matter how impersad, isin theend controlled by peopleand is
therefore susoeptible to modification. T here is, of course, no grest harm in using a
word like @stalishmentOas long as it is understood tha the term is merdy a
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metaphor for organized power. But to the extent tha terms like Ghe establishmentO
and Ghe power structureQare assumed to mean a non-human agent that perpetudly
frustrates individua human enterprise then they are the equivdent of saing, O he
Devil made me do it.Olt isthe greatest achievament of Eichmannism that in the end
the language of the oppressa and the language of the oppressal are identicd. T hey
both end up sajing, @ can®hep what | am doing.O

Two other vaieties of baderdash require aword or two of explanation here,
and one of them is what is usudly caled superstition. Superstition is ignorance
presented under the doak of authority. A superstition isabdief, usualy expressal in
definitiveterms, for which there is no veifiable factud basis; for instance, that the
country in which you live is a finer place dl things considered, than al other
countries. Or tha the rdigon into which you were born confers upon you same
spedd standing with the cosmos that is denied to other people The teaching
profession, it grieves me to s@, has generated dozens of similar superstitionsN for
example, the bdief that people with college degrees are educated, or the bdief that
students who are given lessms in granmar will improvetheir writing, or that one®
knowledge of anything can be objectivdly measured. For me, the most perilous of dl
these supergtitions is the bdief, expressed in a variay of ways, tha the study of
literature and other humanistic subjects will result in one® becoming a more decent,
liberd, tolerant, and dvilized human being. W heneve saneone dludes to this
bdderdash in my presence, | try to remind mysdf that during the last two decades
men with Ph.D.sin the humanitiesand sadd saences, many of them working for the
Pentagon, have been responsble for killing more people in any given wesk than the
M afiahas managed sinceitsinception.

Findly, I want to mention an exceedingly depressing form of baderdash that
neve sems to diminish in popularity, namdy, slaganesring. Sloganeering consists
largdy of ritudistic utterances intended to communicate sdidarity. T he utterances
themsdves may have meanings quite contrary to thosethe slaganeers intendN as in
the merdifully obsdete expression @ower to the People OV ery few sloganears who
used this expression could possbly have wanted the people to hae dl that power
since, were it possible, most of the people probably would haveput an immediate end
to campus dissent, women® liberation, black ativism, and other troublesame politica
movements. W hat ®ower to the PeopleGredlly meant, of course, was GPower to Our
People,Ca perfectly legitimate sentiment provided you have made dear to yoursdf and
others tha tha is what you are saing. The mgor problem with sloganeering,
whether shouted from a picket line or convention hal, or disdayed on acar bumper,
isthat it is a substitute for thought, indeed a repudiation of thought. T he young are
aflicted badly with this sat of baderdash, of course and if we could get them to
restrict its useto cheering a footbdl games, we would be making same progress. But
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as long as slagans are used to simulate ideas, no métter in whosename, we havea
serious problem in need of trestment.

Now, | know that thewaysin which | havestded these forms of stupidity are
inadequate. Nor do | daim that theseare necessaily the most crippling habits of mind
that aflict us. Even if same of them were, | assureyou tha | haveno spedd expertise
in imagning how we could get oursdves and our students to awoid them. | mean
them to be taken only as examples of the behaviors we might identify as the focus of
our activities as educeationists.

Education as the art of heding the mind is in its infancy. In sging this, |
intend no disrespect to the great educationists of the past. For a least 2,500 years,
there were men caled doctors of medicing many of them brilliant and sane of them
useful. And yet, prior to this century, the whole histay of medicine was smply the
histay of the placdho effect. Doctors have become effective systematic heders only
within the recent memory of living people. Perhapsin fifty years we shdl beableto say
the sane of educationists.
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