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by Albert Jay Nock, 1932

My interest in education had been comfortably asleep since my late youth, when circumstances waked it up
again about six years ago, | then discovered that in the meantime our educational system had changed its
aim. It was no longer driving at the same thing as formerly, and no longer contemplated the same kind of
product. When | examined it | was as far "out” on what | expected to find as if | had gone back to one of the
sawmills familiar to my boyhood in Michigan, and found it turning out boots and shoes.

The difference seemed to be that while education was still spoken of as a "preparation for life,"” the
preparation was of a kind which bore less directly on intellect and character than in former times, and more
directly on proficiency. It aimed at what we used to call training rather than education; and it not only did
very little with education, but seemed to assume that training was education, thus overriding a distinction
that formerly was quite clear. Forty years ago a man trained to proficiency in anything was respected
accordingly, but was not regarded as an educated man, or "just as good," on the strength of it. A trained
mechanic, banker, dentist or man of business got all due credit for his proficiency, but his education, if he
had any, lay behind that and was not confused with it. His training, in a word, bore directly upon what he
could do or get, while his education bore directly on neither; it bore upon what he could become and be.

Curiosity led me to look into the matter a little more closely, and my observations confirmed the impression
that the distinction between training and education was practically wiped out. | noticed, too, that there was a
good deal of complaint about this: even professional educators, many of them, were dissatisfied with it. Their
complaints, when boiled down, seemed to be that education is too little regarded as an end in itself, and that
most of the country’s student-population take a too strictly vocational view of what they are doing, while the
remainder look at it as a social experience, encouraged largely in order to keep the cubs from being
underfoot at home, and reciprocally appreciated mostly because it puts off the evil day when they must go to
work; and that our institutions show too much complacency in accommodating themselves to these views.

These complaints, | observed, were not confined to educators; one heard them from laymen as well, and the
laymen seemed to be as clear in their minds about the difference between education and training as the
professional educators were. For example, one of America’s most distinguished artists (whom | am not
authorized to quote, and I, therefore, call him Richard Roe) told a friend of mine that when his ship came in
he proposed to give magnificent endowments to Columbia, Harvard, Princeton and Yale on the sole
condition that they should shut up shop and go out of business forever. Then he proposed to put up a bronze
plate over the main entrance to each of these institutions, bearing this legend:

CLOSED
THROUGH THE BENEFACTION
OF
RICHARD ROE
AN HUMBLE PAINTER
IN BEHALF OF EDUCATION

As | saw the situation at the moment, these complaints seemed reasonable. Training is excellent, it can not be
too well done, and opportunity for it can not be too cheap and abundant. Probably a glorified creche for
delayed adolescents here and there is a good thing, too; no great harm in it anyway. Yet it struck me as
apparently it struck others, that there should also be a little education going on. Something should be done to
mature the national resources of intellect and character as well as the resources of proficiency; and,
moreover, something should be done to rehabilitate a respect for these resources as a social asset. Full of this



idea, | rushed into print with the suggestion that in addition to our present system of schools, colleges and
universities which are doing first-class work as training-schools, we ought to have a few educational
institutions. My notion was that the educable person ought to have something like an even chance with the
ineducable, because he is socially useful. I thought that even a society composed of well-trained ineducables
might be improved by having a handful of educated persons sifted around in it every now and then. I,
therefore, offered the suggestion, which did not seem exorbitant, that in a population of a hundred and
twenty-odd million there should be at least one set of institutions, consisting of a grade-school, a secondary
school and an undergraduate college, which should be strictly and rigorously educational, kept in perpetual
quarantine against the contagion of training.

This was five years ago, and about eighteen months ago | repeated the suggestion. My modest proposal was
hardly in print before I received a letter from a friend in the University of Oxford, propounding a point
which-believe it or not-had never occurred to me.

But think of the poor devils who shall have gone through your mill! It seems a cold-blooded thing . . . to turn
out a lot of people who simply can’t live at home. Vivisection is nothing to it. As I understand your scheme,
you are planning to breed a batch of cultivated, sensitive beings who would all die six months after they were
exposed to your actual civilization. This is not Oxford’s superciliousness, | assure you, for things nowadays
are precious little better with us. | agree that such people are the salt of the earth, and England used to make
some kind of place for them.... But now—well, I hardly know. It seems as though some parts of the earth
were jolly well salt- proof. The salt melts and disappears, and nothing comes of it.

As | say, | had never thought of that. It had never occurred to me that there might be disadvantages in being
educated, | saw at once where my mistake lay. | had been looking at the matter from the point of view of an
elderly person to whom such education as he had was just so much clear gain, not from the point of view of a
youth who is about to make his start in the world. | saw at once that circumstances, which had been more or
less in favor of my educated contemporaries, were all dead against the educated youngster of to-day.
Therefore, last year, when | was appointed to deal again with the subject in a public way, | went back on all |
had said, and ate my ration of humble- pie with the best grace | could muster.

Every shift in the social order, however slight, puts certain classes irrevocably out of luck, as our vulgarism
goes. At the beginning of the sixteenth century the French feudal nobility were out of luck. They could do
nothing about it, nobody could do anything about it, they were simply out of luck. Since the middle of the
last century, monarchs and a hereditary aristocracy are out of luck. The Zeitgeist seems always arbitrarily to
be picking out one or another social institution, breathing on it with the devouring breath of a dragon; it
decays and dissolves, and those who represent it are out of luck. Up to a few years ago an educated person,
even in the United States, was not wholly out of luck; since then, however, an educated young man’s chance,
or an educated young woman’s, is slim. I do not here refer exclusively to the mere matter of picking up a
living, although, as I shall show, education is a good bit of hindrance even to that; but also to conditions
which make any sort of living enjoyable and worth while.

So in regard to my championship of education it turned out again that everybody is wiser than anybody, at
least from the short-time point of view, which is the one that human society invariably takes. Some
philosophers think that society is an organism, moving instinctively always towards the immediate good
thing, as certain blind worms of a very low order of sensibility move towards food. From the long-time point
of view, this may often be a bad thing for the worm; it may get itself stepped on or run over or picked up by
a boy looking for fish-bait. Nothing can be done about it, however, for the worm’s instinct works that way
and, according to these philosophers, so does society’s, and the individual member of society has little
practical choice but to go along.



Hence our institutions which profess and call themselves educational, have probably done the right thing—the
immediate right thing, at any rate-in converting themselves, as our drugstores have done, into something that
corresponds only very loosely to their profession. No doubt the lay and professional complaint against this
tendency is wrong; no doubt the artist Richard Roe’s proposal to close up our four great training-schools is
wrong. No doubt, too, our young people are right in instinctively going at education, in the traditional sense
of the term, with very long teeth. If | were in their place, I now think I should do as they do; and since | am
in the way of recantation, as an old offender who has at last seen the light of grace, | may be allowed to say
why | should do so-to show what | now plainly see to be the disadvantages of being educated.

Education deprives a young person of one of his most precious possessions, the sense of co-operation with
his fellows. He is like a pacifist in 1917, alone in spirit - a depressing situation, and especially, almost
unbearably, depressing to youth. "After all,” says Dumas’s hero, "man is man’s brother," and youth
especially needs a free play of the fraternal sense; it needs the stimulus and support of association in
common endeavor. The survivor of an older generation in America has had these benefits in some degree; he
is more or less established and matured and can rub along fairly comfortably on his spiritual accumulations;
and besides, as age comes on, emotions weaken and sensitiveness is dulled. In his day, from the spiritual and
social point of view, one could afford to be educated-barely and with difficulty afford it perhaps, but
education was not a flat liability. It netted enough to be worth its price. At present one can afford only to be
trained. The young person’s fellows are turning all their energy into a single narrow channel of interest; they
have set the whole current of their being in one direction. Education is all against his doing that, while
training is all for it; hence training puts him in step with his fellows, while education tends to leave him a
solitary figure, spiritually disqualified.

For these reasons: education, in the first place, discloses other channels of interest and makes them look
inviting. In the second place, it gives rise to the view that the interest which absorbs his fellows is not worth
mortgaging one’s whole self, body, mind and spirit, to carry on. In the third place, it shows what sort of
people one’s fellows inevitably become, through their exclusive absorption in this one interest, and makes it
hard to reconcile oneself to the thought of becoming like them. Training, on the other hand, raises no such
disturbances; it lets one go on one’s chosen way, with no uncertainty, no loss of confidence, as a man of the
crowd. Education is divisive, separatist; training induces the exhilarating sense that one is doing with others
what others do and thinking the thoughts that others think.

Education, in a word, leads a person on to ask a great deal more from life than life, as at present organized, is
willing to give him; and it begets dissatisfaction with the rewards that life holds out. Training tends to satisfy
him with very moderate and simple returns. A good income, a home and family, the usual run of comforts
and conveniences, diversions addressed only to the competitive or sporting spirit or else to raw sensation-
training not only makes directly for getting these, but also for an inert and comfortable contentment with
them. Well, these are all that our present society has to offer, so it is undeniably the best thing all round to
keep people satisfied with them, which training does, and not to inject a subversive influence, like education,
into this easy complacency. Politicians understand this-it is their business to understand it-and hence they
hold up "a chicken in every pot and two cars in every garage™ as a satisfying social ideal. But the mischief of
education is its exorbitance. The educated lad may like stewed chicken and motor-cars as well as anybody,
but his education has bred a liking for other things too, things that the society around him does not care for
and will not countenance. It has bred tastes which society resents as culpably luxurious, and will not connive
at gratifying. Paraphrasing the old saying, education sends him out to shift for himself with a champagne
appetite amidst a gin-guzzling society.

Training, on the other hand, breeds no such tastes; it keeps him so well content with synthetic gin that a
mention of champagne merely causes him to make a wry face. Not long ago | met a young acquaintance



from the Middle West who has done well by himself in a business way and is fairly rich. He looked jaded
and seedy, evidently from overwork, and as | was headed for Munich at the moment, I suggested he should
take a holiday and go along. He replied, "Why, | couldn’t sell anything in Munich—I’m a business man." For
a moment or two | was rather taken aback by his attitude, but I presently recognized it as the characteristic
attitude of trained proficiency, and | saw that as things are it was right. Training had kept his demands on life
down to a strictly rudimentary order and never tended to muddle up their clear simplicity or shift their
direction. Education would have done both; he was lucky to have had none.

It may be plainly seen, | think, that in speaking as he did, my friend enjoyed the sustaining sense of co-
operation with his fellows. In his intense concentration, his singleness of purpose, and in the extremely
primitive simplicity of his desires and satisfactions, he was completely in the essential movement of the
society surrounding him; indeed, if his health and strength hold out, he may yet become one of those
representative men like Mr. Ford, the late Mr. Eastman or Mr. Hoover, who take their tone from society in
the first instance and in turn give back that tone with interest. Ever since the first westward emigration from
the Atlantic seaboard, American civilization may be summed up as a free-for-all scuffle to get rich quickly
and by any means. In so far as a person was prepared to accept the terms of this free-for-all and engage in it,
so far he was sustained by the exhilaration of what Mr. Dooley called "th” common impulse f’r th’ same
money." In so far as he was not so prepared, he was deprived of this encouragement.

To mark the tendency of education in these circumstances, we need consider but one piece of testimony. The
late Charles Francis Adams was an educated man who overlived the very fag-end of the period when an
American youth could afford, more or less hardly, to be educated. He was a man of large affairs, in close
relations with those whom the clear consenting voice of American society acclaimed as its representative
men, and whose ideals of life were acclaimed as adequate and satisfying; they were the Fords, Eastmans,
Owen Youngs, Hoovers, of the period. At the close of his career he wrote this:

As | approach the end, I am more than a little puzzled to account for the instances | have seen of business
success- money-getting, It comes from rather a low instinct. Certainly, as far as my observation goes, it is
rarely met in combination with the finer or more interesting traits of character. | have known, and known
tolerably well, a good many "successful™ men-"big" financially-men famous during the list half-century; and
a less interesting crowd | do not care to encounter. Not one that I have ever known would | care to meet
again, either in this world or in the next; nor is one of them associated in my mind with the idea of humor,
thought or refinement. A set of mere money-getters and traders, they were essentially unattractive and
uninteresting. The fact is that money-getting, like everything else, calls for a special aptitude and great
concentration; and for it | did not have the first to any marked degree, and to it | never gave the last. So, in
now summing up, | may account myself fortunate in having got out of my ventures as well as I did.

This is by no means the language of a man who, like my acquaintance from the Middle West, is sustained
and emboldened by the consciousness of being in co-operation with his fellows—far from it. It will be
enough, I think, to intimate pretty clearly the divisive and separatist tendency of education, and to show the
serious risk that a young person of the present day incurs in acquiring an education. As matters now stand, |
believe that he should not take that risk, and that any one advising or tempting him to take it is doing him a
great disservice.

v

An educated young man likes to think; he likes ideas for their own sake and likes to deal with them
disinterestedly and objectively. He will find this taste an expensive one, much beyond his means, because the
society around him is thoroughly indisposed towards anything of the kind. It is preeminently a society, as



John Stuart Mill said, in which the test of a great mind is agreeing in the opinions of small minds. In any
department of American life this is indeed the only final test; and this fact is in turn a fair measure of the
extent to which our society is inimical to thought. The president of Columbia University is reported in the
press as having said the other day that "thinking is one of the most unpopular amusements of the human race.
Men hate it largely because they can not do it. They hate it because if they enter upon it as a vocation or
avocation it is likely to interfere with what they are doing."” This is an interesting admission for the president
of Columbia to make-interesting and striking, Circumstances have enabled our society to get along rather
prosperously, though by no means creditably, without thought and without regard for thought, proceeding
merely by a series of improvisations; hence it has always instinctively resented thought, as likely to interfere
with what it was doing. Therefore, the young person who has cultivated the ability to think and the taste for
thinking is at a decided disadvantage, for this resentment is now stronger and more heavily concentrated than
it ever was. Any doubt on this point may be easily resolved by an examination of our current literature,
especially our journalistic and periodical literature.

The educated lad also likes to cultivate a sense of history. He likes to know how the human mind has worked
in the past, and upon this knowledge he instinctively bases his expectations of its present and future
workings. This tends automatically to withdraw him from many popular movements and associations
because he knows their like of old, and knows to a certainty how they will turn out. In the realm of public
affairs, for instance, it shapes his judgment of this-or-that humbugging political nostrum that the crowd is
running eagerly to swallow; he can match it all the way back to the policies of Rome and Athens, and knows
it for precisely what it is. He can not get into a ferment over this-or-that exposure of the almost incredible
degradation of our political, social and cultural character; over an investigation of Tammany’s misdoings;
over the Federal Government’s flagitious employment of the income-tax law to establish a sleeping-
partnership in the enterprises of gamblers, gangsters, assassins and racketeers; over the wholesale looting of
public property through official connivance; over the crushing burden which an ever- increasing bureaucratic
rapacity puts upon production. He knows too much about the origin and nature of government not to know
that all these matters are representative, and that nothing significant can be done about them except by a self-
sprung change of character in the people represented. He is aware, with Edmund Burke, that "there never
was for any long time a corrupt representation of a virtuous people, or a mean, sluggish, careless people that
ever had a good government of any form." He perceives, with Ibsen, that "men still call for special
revolutions, for revolutions in politics, in externals. But all that sort of thing is trumpery. It is the soul of man
that must revolt.”

Thus in these important directions, and in others more or less like them, the educated youth starts under
disadvantages from which the trained youth is free. The trained youth has no incentive to regard these
matters except as one or another of them may bear upon his immediate personal interest, Again, while
education does not make a gentleman, it tends to inculcate certain partialities and repugnances which training
does not tend to inculcate, and which are often embarrassing and retarding. They set up a sense of self-
respect and dignity as an arbiter of conduct, with a jurisdiction far outreaching that of law and morals; and
this is most disadvantageous. Formerly this disadvantage was not so pressing, but now it is of grave weight.
At the close of Mr. Jefferson’s first term, some of his political advisers thought it would be a good move for
him to make a little tour in the North and let the people see him. He replied, with what now seems an
incomprehensible austerity, that he was "not reconciled to the idea of a chief magistrate parading himself
through the several States as an object of public gaze, and in quest of an applause which, to be valuable,
should be purely voluntary.” In his day a chief magistrate could say that and not lose by it; Mr. Jefferson
carried every northern State except Connecticut and every southern State except Maryland. At the present
time, as we have lately been reminded, the exigencies of politics have converted candidacy for public office
into an exact synonym for an obscene and repulsive exhibitionism.

Again, education tends towards a certain reluctance about pushing oneself-forward; and in a society so
notoriously based on the principle of each man for himself, this is a disadvantage. Charles Francis Adams’s



younger brother Henry, in his remarkable book called The Education of Henry Adams, makes some striking
observations on this point. Henry Adams was no doubt the most accomplished man in America, probably the
ablest member of the family which as a whole has been the most notable in American public service since
1776. His youth was spent in acquiring an uncommonly large experience of men and affairs. Yet he says that
his native land never offered him but one opportunity in the whole course of his life, and that was an
assistant-professorship of history at Harvard, at four dollars a day; and he says further that he "could have
wept on President Eliot’s shoulder in hysterics, so grateful was he for the rare good-will that inspired the
compliment.” He recalls that at the age of thirty:

No young man had a larger acquaintance and relationship than Henry Adams, yet he knew no one who could
help him. He was for sale, in the open market. So were many of his friends. All the world knew it, and knew
too that they were cheap; to be bought at the price of a mechanic. There was no concealment, no delicacy
and no illusion about it. Neither he nor his friends complained; but he felt sometimes a little surprised that, as
far as he knew, no one seeking in the Labor market even so much as inquired about their fitness . . . . The
young man was required to impose himself, by the usual business methods, as a necessity on his elders, in
order to compel them to buy him as an investment. As Adams felt it, he was in a manner expected to
blackmail.

Such were the disabilities imposed upon the educated person fifty years ago, when as Adams says, "the
American character showed singular limitations which sometimes drove the student of civilized man to
despair.” Owing to increased tension of the economic system, they are now much heavier. Even more than
then, the educated youth emerges, as Adams and his friends did, to find himself "jostled of a sudden by a
crowd of men who seem to him ignorant that there is a thing called ignorance; who have forgotten how to
amuse themselves; who can not even understand that they are bored."

One might add a few more items to the foregoing, chiefly in the way of spiritual wear and tear—specific
discouragements, irritations, disappointments—which in these days fall to the lot of the educated youth, and
which the trained youth escapes; but | have mentioned enough for the purpose. Now, it is quite proper to say
that the joys and satisfactions of being educated should be brought out as an offset. One can not get
something for nothing, nor can one "have it going and coming." If an education is in itself as rewarding a
thing as it is supposed to be, it is worth some sacrifice. It is unreasonable to court the joy of making oneself
at home in the world’s culture, and at the same time expect to get Standard Oil dividends out of it. Granted
that your educated lad is out of step, lonesome, short on business acumen and concentration, and all the rest
of it-well, he has his education; nobody can get it away from him; his treasure is of the sort that moth and
rust do not corrupt, and stock-market operators can not break through and mark down quotations on it.
Agreed that if Charles Francis Adams had not been an educated gentleman he might have become another
Gould, Fisk, Harriman, Rockefeller, Huntington. Morgan; but given his choice, would he have swapped off
his education and its satisfactions for the chance to change places with any of them? Certainly not.

Certainly not; but times have changed. If economic opportunity were now what it was even in Henry
Adams’s day, a young person just starting out might think twice about balancing the advantages of an
education against its disadvantages. In that day, by a little stretching and with a little luck, a young person
might come to some sort of compromise with society, but the chance of this is now so remote that no one
should take it. Since the closing of the frontier, in or about 1890, economic exploitation has tightened up at
such a rate that compromise is hardly possible. It takes every jot of a young person’s attention and energy
merely to catch on and hang on; and as we have been noticing these last two years, he does not keep going
any too well, even at that. The question is not one of being willing to make reasonable sacrifices; it is one of
accepting every reasonable prospect of utter destitution. The joys and satisfactions of an education are all
that Commencement orators say they are, and more; yet there is force in the Irishman’s question, "What’s the
world to a man when his wife’s a widdy?"
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Things may change for the better, in time; no doubt they will. Economic opportunity may, by some means
unforeseen at present, be released from the hold of its present close monopoly. The social value of intellect
and character may some day be rediscovered, and the means of their development may be rehabilitated.
Were | to be alive when all this happens, | should take up my parable of five years ago, and speak as strongly
for education as | did then. But I shall not be alive, and | suspect also that none of the young persons now
going out into the world from our training-schools will be alive; so there is no practical point to considering
this prospect at present. Hence | can only raise my voice in recantation from the mourner’s bench, a convert
by force of, expediency if not precisely in principle—rice Christian style, perhaps, and yet, what is one to say?
I belong to an earlier time, and for one reason or another the matter of rice does not present itself as over-
important problem, but nevertheless I see that the Christians have now "cornered" all the rice, so | can not
advise young persons to do as | and my contemporaries did. No, they are right, their training-schools are
right; Richard Roe and | are wrong. Let them be honest Christians if they can possibly manage the will-to-
believe—one can make astonishing successes with that sometimes by hard trying—but if not, let them be rice-
Christians, they can do no better.

By the time of his death in 1945 at the age Of 72, Albert Jay Nock had achieved a considerable reputation
for his "distinguished, humorous, and incisive" style of writing and his intensely iconoclastic views. After a
strictly classical education at St. Stephen’s College (now part of Columbia University), he spent some years
as a clergyman, then turned to journalism and to critical studies of American involvement in war and
diplomacy. He was a great admirer of Henry George, Thomas Jefferson, and Francois Rabelais, and in his
last years a devoted enemy of the New Deal and of Franklin D. Roosevelt. A prolific writer of articles for
magazines, be published several collections, including On Doing the Right Thing, and Other Essays (1928),
The Book of the Journeyman (1930), and Free Speech and Plain Language (1937), from which we take the
present essay, first published in Harper’s in 1932. A more elaborate statement of his views on education will
be found in his The Theory of Education in the United States (1932).
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