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do with maintaining existing social hierarchy.

Universal education is the power. which is destined to
overthrow every species of hierarchy. It is destined to
remove all artificial inequality and leave the natural in-
equalities to find their true level. With the artificial in-
equalities of caste. rank. title. blood. birth. race. color.
sex, etc.. will fall nearly all the oppression, abuse. prej-
udice, enmity, and injustice, that humanity is now sub-
jectto. (Lester Frank Ward., Educarion < 1872)

A review of educational history hardly sup-
ports the optimistic pronouncementis of liberal
educational theory. The politics of education are
better understood in terms of the need for social
control 1 an unequal and rapidly changing eco-
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Education has long been held 10 be a means to realizing U.S. ideals of equal opportunitv. As Lesicr
Ward notes at the beginning of this selection, the promise of education is to allow “natural~ abilities
to win out over the “artificial ” inequalities of class, race. and sex. Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis
claim that this has happened very little in the United States. Rather, thev argue, schooling has more to

nomic order. The founders of the modern U.S.
school system understood that the capitalist
economy produces great extremes of wealth and
poverty, of social elevation and degradation.
Horace Mann and other school reformers of the
antebellum period knew well the seamy side of
the burgeoning industrial and urban centers.
“Here,” wrote Henry Bamard, the first state su-
perintendent of education in both Connecticut
and Rhode Island, and later to become the first
L.S. Commuissioner of Education, “the wealih,
enterprise und professional talent of the state are
concentrated ... but here also are poverty, igno-
rance. profligacy und irreligion, and a classitica-
tion of society as broad and deep as ever divided
the plebelan and patrician of ancient Rome.”
They Iived in a world in which. to use de Toc-
queville™s words, ... small arstocratic socie-
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ties ... are formed by some manufacturers in the
midst of the immense democracy of our age [in
which] ... some men are opulent and a multi-
tude ... are wretchedly poor.”™ The rapid rise of
the factory system. particularly in New England,
was celebrated by the early school reformers: vet,
the alarming transition from a relatively simple
rural society to a highly stratified industrial econ-
omy could not be ignored. They shared the fears
that de Tocqueville had expressed following his
visit to the United States in 1831:

When a workman is unceasingly and exclusively en-
gaged in the fabrication of one thing, he ultimately does
his work with singular dexterity: but at the same time he
Joses the general faculty of applying his mind to the di-
rection of the work. . .. [While] the science of manufac-
ture lowers the class of workmen, it raises the class of
masters. ... {If] ever a permanent inequality of condi-
tions . . . again penetrates into the world, it may be pre-
dicted that this is the gatc by which they will enter.’

While deeply committed to the emerging in-
dustrial order, the farsighted school reformers of
the mid-nineteenth century understood the explo-
sive potential of the glaring inequalities of fac-
tory life. Deploring the widening of social divi-
sions and fearing increasing unrest, Mann,
Barnard, and others proposed educational expan-
sion and reform. In his Fifth Report as Secretary
of the Massachusetts Board of Education, Horace
Mann wrote:

Education, then beyond all other devices of human ori-
gin. is the great equalizer of the conditions of men
the balance wheel of the social machinery. ... It does
better than to disarm the poor of their hostility toward
the rich: it prevents being poor.*

Mann and his followers appeared to be at least
as interested in disarming the poor as in prevent-
ing poverty. They saw in the spread of universal
and free education a means of alleviating social
distress without redistributing wealth and power
or altering the broad outlines of the economic
system. Education. it seems, had almost magical
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The main idea sct forth in the creeds of some politica]
reformers, or revolutionizers, is, that some people are
poor because others are rich. This idea supposed 3
fixed amount of property in the community ... and the
problem presented for solution is, how to transfer
portion of this property from those who are supposed
to have too much to those who feel and know that they
have too little, At this point, both their theory and theyr
expectation of reform stop. But the beneficent power
of education would not be exhausted, even though it
should peaceably abolish all the miseries that spring
from the coexistence, side by side, of enormous wealth
and squalid want. It has a higher function. Beyond the
power of diffusing old wealth, it has the prerogative of
creating new.”

The early educators viewed the poor as the
foreign element that they were. Mill hands were
recruited throughout New England, often disrupt-
ing the small towns in which textile and other
rapidly growing industries had located. Follow-
ing the Irish potato famine of the 1840s, thou-
sands of Irish workers settled in the cities and
towns of the northeastern United States. School-
ing was seen as a means of integrating this
“uncouth and dangerous™ element into the social
fabric of American life. The inferionty of the
foreigner was taken for granted. The editors of
the influential Massachusetts Teacher, a leader
in the educational reform movement, writing
in 1851, saw “... the increasing influx of for-
eigners . . .” as a moral and social problem:

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

If ... we can by any means purify this foreign peo-
ple, enlighten their ignorance and bring them up to our
level, we shall perform a work of true and perfect char-
ity, blessing the giver and receiver in equal measure. . ..

With the old not much can be done; but with their
children, the great remedy is education. The rising
generation must be taught as our own children are
taught. We say must be because in many cases this can
only be accomplished by coercion.”

Since the mid-nineteenth century the dual ob-

jeetives of cducational reformers—equality of




opportunity and social control-—have been inter-
mingled, the merger of these two threads some-
times so nearly complete that it becomes impos-
sible to distinguish between the two. Schooling
has been at once something done for the poor and
to the poor.

The basic assumptions which underlay this
commingling help explain the educational reform
movement’s social legacy. First, educational re-
formers did not question the fundamental eco-
nomic institutions of capitalism: Capitalist own-
ership and control of the means of production
and dependent wage labor were taken for
granted. In fact, education was to help preserve
and extend the capitalist order. The function of
the school system was to accommodate workers
to its most rapid possible development. Second,
it was assumed that people (often classes of peo-
ple or “races”) are differentially equipped by na-
ture or social origins to occupy the varied eco-
nomic and social levels in the class structure. By
providing equal opportunity, the school system
was to elevate the masses, guiding them sensibly
and fairly to the manifold political. social, and
economic roles of adult life.

Jefferson’s educational thought strikingly 1l-
lustrates this perspective. In 1779, he proposed a
two-track educational system which would pre-
pare individuals for adulthood in one of the
two classes of society: the “laboring and the
learned.” Even children of the laboring class
would qualify for leadership. Scholarships would
allow *. .. those persons whom nature hath en-
dowed with genius and virtue .. . to ©. .. be ren-
dered by liberal education worthy to receive and
able to guard the sacred deposit of the rights and
libertics of their fellow citizens.” Such a system,
Jefferson asserted, would succeed in ™. .. raking
a few geniuses from the rubbish.™ Jefferson’s
two-tiered educational plan presents in stark re-
lief the outlines and motivation for the stratified
structure of U.S. education which has endured up
to the present. At the top. there is the highly se-
lective aristocratic tradition. the elite university
training future leaders. At the base i1s mass edu-
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cation for all, dedicated to uplift and control. The
two traditions have always coexisted although
their meeting point has drifted upward over the
years, as mass education has spread upward from
elementary school through high school, and now
up to the post-high-school level.

Though schooling was consciously molded to
reflect the class structure, education was seen as
a means of enhancing wealth and morality, which
would work to the advantage of all. Horace
Mann, in his 1842 report to the State Board of
Education, reproduced this comment by a Massa-
chusetts industrialist:

The great majority always have been and probably al-
ways will be comparatively poor, while a few will pos-
sess the greatest share of this world’s goods. And it is
a wise provision of Providence which connects so inti-
mately, and as 1 think so indissolubly, the greatest
good‘)of the many with the highest interests in the
few. "

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

The unequal contest between social control
and social justice is evident in the total function-
ing of U.S. education. The system as it stands
today provides eloquent testimony to the ability
of the well-to-do to perpetuate in the name of
equality of opportunity an arrangement which
consistently yields to themselves disproportional
advantages, while thwarting the aspirations and
needs of the working people of the United States.
However grating this judgment may sound to the
ears of the undaunted optimist, 1t is by no means
excessive i light of the massive statistical data
on inequality in the United States. Let us look at
the contemporary evidence.

We may begim with the basic issue of inequal-
ities in the vears of schooling. As can be seen in
[Figure 1], the number of years of schooling at-
tained by an individual is strongly assocrated
with parental socioeconomic status. This figure
presents the estimated distribution of years of
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schooling attained by individuals of varying so-  c¢xpect, on the average. five more years of
cioeconomic backgrounds. If we define socio-  schooling than a child in the tenth percentile.

economic background by a weighted sum of - ... We have chosen a sample of white males
come., occupation, and educational level of the  because the most complete statistics are available
parents, a child trom the ninetieth percentile may  for this group. Moreover, 1f inequality for white

FIGURE 1 Educational Attainments Are Strongly Dependent on Social
Background Even for People of Similar Childhood 1Qs
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Notes: For cach socioeconomic group, the left-hand bar indicates the estimated average number of years of schooling attained
by all men from that group. The right-hand bar indicates the estimated average number of years of schooling attained by men
with 1) scores equal fo the average for the entire sample. The sample refers to “non-Negro™ men of “nonfarm™ backgrounds.
aged 35-44 years in 1962. Source: Samuel Bowles and Valerie Nelson, “The *Inheritance of [Q" and the Intergenerational
[ransmission of Economic Inequality,” The Review of Econoniics and Statistics, vol. LVi. no. 1 (Feb. 1974).




males can be documented, the proposition is
merely strengthened when sexual and racial dif-
ferences are taken into account.

Additional census data dramatize one aspect
of educational inequalities: the relationship be-
tween family income and college attendance.
Even among those who had graduated from high
school in the early 1960s, children of families
earning less than $3,000 per year werc over six
times as likely nor to attend college as were the
children of families earning over $15.000.'
Moreover, children from less well-off families
are both less likely to have graduated from high
school and more likely to attend inexpensive,
two-year community colleges rather than a four-
year B.A. program if they do make it to college.'?

Not surprisingly. the results of schooling dit-
fer greatly for children of different social back-
grounds. Most easily measured, but of limited
importance, are differences in scholastic achieve-
ment. If we measure the output of schooling by
scores on nationally standardized achievement
tests, children whose parents were themselves
highly educated outperform the children of par-
ents with less education by a wide margin. Data
collected for the U.S. Office of Education Survey
of Educational Opportunity reveal, for example,
that among white high-school seniors, those
whose parents were in the top education decile
were, on the average, well over three grade levels
in measured scholastic achievement ahead of
those whose parents were in the bottom decile.™

Given these differences in scholastic achieve-
ment, inequalities in years of schooling among
individuals of different social backgrounds are to
be expected. Thus one might be tempted to argue
that the close dependence of vears of schooling
attained on background displayed in the left-hand
bars of [Figure 1] is simply a reflection of un-
equal intellectual abilities, or that inequalities in
college attendance are the consequences of dif-
fering levels of scholastic achievement in high
school and do not reflect any additional social
class inequalities peculiar to the process of col-
lege admission.
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This view. so comforting to the admissions
personnel in our elite universities, is unsupported
by the data, some of which is presented in [the
figure]. The right-hand bars of [the figure] indi-
cate that even among children with identical 1Q
test scores at ages six and eight, those with rich,
well-educated, high-status parents could expect a
much higher level of schooling than those with
less-tavored origins. Indeed, the closeness of the
left-hand and right-hand bars in [the figure]
shows that only a small portion of the observed
social class differences in educational attainment
s related to 1Q differences across social
classes.'” The dependence of education attained
on background is almost as strong for individuals
with the same 1Q as for all individuals. Thus.
while [the figure] indicates that an individual in
the ninetieth percentile in social class back-
ground is likely to receive five more years of ed-
ucation than an individual in the tenth percentile,
it also indicated that he is likely to receive 4.25
more years schooling than an individual from the
tenth percentile with the same 1Q. Similar results
are obtained when we look specifically at access
to college education for students with the same
measured [Q. Project Talent data indicates that
for “high abihity” students (top 25 percent as
measured by a composite of tests of “general ap-
titude™), those of high socioeconomic back-
ground (top 25 percent as measured by a com-
posite of family income, parents’ education, and
occupation) are nearly twice as likely to attend
college than students of low socioeconomic
background (bottom 25 percent). For “low abil-
ity students (bottom 25 percent), those of high-
social background are more than four times as
likelv to attend college as are their low-social
background counterparts. '

Inequality in vears of schooling is. of course.
only svmptomatic of broader inequalities in the
educational system. Not only do less well-off
children go to school for fewer years, they are
treated with less attention (or more precisely, less
benevolent attention) when they are there. These
broader inequalities are not casilh  measured.
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Some show up in statistics on the different levels
of cxpenditure for the education of children of
different sociceconomic backgrounds. Taking
account of the inequality in financial resources
for cach year in school and the inequality in years
of schooling obtained. Jencks estimated that a
child whose parents were in the top fifth of the
income distribution receives roughly twice the
educational resources in dollar terms as does a
child whose parents are in the bottom fifth.'”

The social class inequalities in our school sys-
tem. then, are too evident to be denied. Defend-
ers of the educational system are forced back
on the assertion that things are getting better;
the inequalities of the past were far worse. And,
indeed. there can be no doubt that some of the
inequalities of the past have been mitigated. Yet
new inequalities have apparently developed to
take their place, for the available historical evi-
dence lends little support to the idea that our
schools are on the road to equality of educational
opportunity. For example, data from a recent
U.S. Census survey reported in Spady indicate
that graduation from college has become no less
dependent on one’s social background. This is
true despite the fact that high-school graduation
is becoming increasingly equal across social
classes.'® Additional data confirm this impres-
sion. The statistical association (coefficient of
correlation) between parents’ social status and
years of education attained by individuals who
completed their schooling three or four decades
ago is virtually identical to the same correlation
for individuals who terminated their schooling in
recent years.'” On balance, the available data
suggest that the number of years of school at-
tained by a child depends upon family back-
ground as much in the recent period as it did fifty
years ago.

Thus. we have empirical reasons for doubting
the egalitarian impact of schooling. ... We con-
clude that U.S. education is highly unequal, the
chances of attaining much or little schooling
being substantially dependent on one’s race and
parents’ economic level. Moreover, where there

is a discernible trend toward a more equal educa-
tional systern--as in the narrowing of the black
education deficit, for example—the impact on
the structure of economic opportunity is minimal
at best.

CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS

1. Describe how the educational system of the
United States has historically had two objectives:
increasing opportunity on the one hand and stabi-
lizing an unequal society on the other. Which is
emphasized in most public discussions of school-
ng?

2. In what respects, according to Bowles and
Gintis, has schooling supported the capitalist
economic system? How have such supports
shaped the content of the educational system?

3. What are Bowles and Gintis’s conclusions
about the relationship between schooling and
natural ability? Between schooling and social
background?
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