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T h an k  you, thank  you for saying in 
print what we all have been saying for 
several years now. The word “no” is per­
haps the most undervalued word in our 
nation today. Your article strengthened 
my belief that I am right when I say no 
to certain behaviors my students wish 
to exhibit. Thank you so much for your 
courageous, honest description o f this 
horrible problem.

— E . W e b s t e r

I want to tell you how much I and sev­
eral o f my colleagues liked the article 
“Parenting: The Lost A rt.” Never has 
one article evoked so much conversa­
tion and dialogue in our office. I appre­

ciate it when someone such as Kay Hy- 
mowitz is willing to take a stand against 
w hat is popu lar bu t no t necessarily 
right.

T h a n k  you fo r p r in t in g  su ch  a 
poignant and effective piece.

— M e g h a n  C o o k

Saratoga Springs, N Y

Kay Hym ow itz’s article was the most 
insightful, brave piece that I have seen 
in education literature. Thank you for 
publishing it.

I am relieved that a well-reasoned, 
academic argum ent has finally shown 
the connec tion  betw een perm issive, 
amoral parenting and the woes experi­
enced by educators and students.

(Continued on page 55)

Final Copy to Typesetting

This is the last issue of American Educator I will edit. It has been my 
privilege to be the editor o f this magazine for the past seventeen years.

I hope our readers have found it of some use and interest, and perhaps 
discovered in its pages new ideas and perspectives— or old ones that hadn’t 
been getting the respect they deserved.

I thank the late A1 Shanker, who knew the power o f ideas and who time 
and again put himself on the line for the ones he believed in. I thank him for 
insisting I take this assignment, ignoring my protests that I didn’t know the 
slightest thing about the mechanics of putting out a magazine. More 
important, I thank him and the current AFT leadership— Sandy Feldman,
Ed McElroy, and Nat LaCour— for never blinking when American Educator 
published articles that went against the prevailing winds.

I thank my small and sturdy staff, this little band, for working harder than 
anyone I know, for bringing excellence to all they touch, and for having the 
fortitude and good hum or required to meet impossible deadlines and live to 
tell the tale. I also thank those who stood so competently in my stead during 
those periods when the AFT generously allowed me leave to tend to my chil­
dren and renew my spirit. I thank the many authors I have worked with over 
the years for allowing me to ask a lot o f questions, to wrestle with their argu­
ments and tinker with their prose, and for not threatening violence if we went 
to Revised 4. Finally, I thank the readers whose letters, phone calls, and 
e-mails cheered us on. I will sorely miss all of you.

Thoreau wrote, “I have been anxious to improve the nick of time, and 
notch it on my stick too....” I have been thinking about those words for quite 
a while, and plan to keep them close at hand during the slower-paced days 
that lie ahead. Close by, also, will be the unforgettable memories of my years 
at this desk. — L iz McPlKE
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Make Better Use 
o f the Literacy Time Block ...

By E. D. Hirsch Jr.

The latest fourth-grade reading scores for U.S. students 
made the front page of the New York Times with the 
headline: “Gap Between Best and W orst W idens on 
U.S. Reading Test.” The reporter, Kate Zernike, observed that 

after a “decade-long emphasis on lifting the achievement of all 
students...the release of the scores led to a round o f finger- 
pointing over the cause of the growing gap.”

That would lead to some tired fingers. The gap has persisted 
for half a century. O n that front— nothing new.

If not exactly news, the continued verbal gap between rich 
and poor students does deserve to be on the front page, not be­
cause of anything that happened or didn’t happen last year, but 
because the fourth-grade reading gap (which widens in each 
succeeding grade) represents the single greatest failure in Amer­
ican public schooling and the most disheartening affront to the 
ideal o f democratic education.

This latest reading report from the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress documents a steady state. It shows no sig­
nificant overall shift in American students’ reading proficiency, 
nor any drastic widening of the already-large reading gap in 
fourth grade between rich and poor students. In 2000, there 
were minor gains at the top, and slight declines at the bottom, 
but no global change in overall achievement or in the gap be­
tween middle-class and low-income students, a gap that has 
been a disturbing feature o f American schooling for at least 
fifty years.

(Continued on page 6)

E. D. Hirsch Jr. is a professor o f  education and humanities at the 
University o f  Virginia in Charlottesville, Va., author o f  The 
Schools We Need and  W hy We Don’t Have Them, and chair­
man o f  the Core Knowledge Foundation. This essay first appeared 
in Education Week, May 2, 2001.



Language Gap

And Invest Generously 
in Teacher Professional Development

By Louisa C. Moats

1 eporters are fond of calling me. Ever since our project
1 - ^  to study reading instruction in the District o f Columbia 

-A. X^jublic schools began four years ago, I have been viewed 
as an inside source. In the eyes of policy makers and press writ­
ers, ours may be useful science; our mission is to prevent read­
ing failure. W hen the latest scores from the National Assess­
m ent o f Educational Progress were published in mid-April 
showing that almost two-thirds of black, Hispanic, and other 
poor minority children had lost a bit o f ground in fourth-grade 
reading and were still “below basic,” I knew the press would 
solicit me for insights. Poor reading has become more than na­
tional news: It is a national crisis, an epidemic in the urban 
landscape.

Prior research consensus reports are true, I say: M ost early 
reading failure is preventable. We are seeing progress in D.C. 
We gather extensive data on students, school contexts, teach­
ers, and instructional programs. We have followed eight hun­
dred kindergarten and first-grade children randomly selected 
from classrooms in nine low-performing schools all the way 
through third and fourth grade. Ninety-eight percent o f the 
students in our study schools are African American and 96 

f percent qualify for free-and-reduced lunch. A ccording to
Snow, Burns, and Griffin’s research summary o f 1998, these 
students are “at risk” by demographics alone. The school dis­
trict listed seven o f our nine schools in 1996 as candidates for 
reorganization if their performance did not improve. Never­
theless, the evidence is clear: W hen teachers teach the in- 

(Continued on page 8)

Louisa C. Moats is project director o f  the District o f  Columbia site 
o f  the National Institute o f  Child Health and Human Develop­
ment Early Interventions Project, a four-year longitudinal study o f  
early reading instruction. She is the author o f  numerous articles 
and books on la?iguage and reading instruction, including, most 
recently, Speech to Print: Language Essentials for Teachers.



E .D . H ir s h , J r .
(Continued from  page 4)

Before NAEP began to record such findings, the fourth- 
grade reading gap had been documented by Walter Loban in 
the 1950s and 1960s, then by Jeanne Chall in the 1970s and 
1980s. In 1964, Mr. Loban published a graph that still de­
fines early reading in the U nited  States. It coordinated 
achievement along the vertical axis and student age along 
the horizontal. O n this matrix, he plotted two lines showing 
the performances o f low-and high-incom e students. The 
graph looks like a tilted funnel, with the narrow end at the 
left starting at kindergarten. In kindergarten, the two sides 
of the tilted funnel are fairly close. They begin to separate 
sharply around grade four. After that, the gap keeps the 
same heartbreaking trajectory. Jeanne Chall called this sharp 
widening “the fourth-grade slum p.” The latest news from 
NAEP about fourth-grade reading is, in short, anything but 
new.

For the past four years, I’ve taught a graduate course at 
the University of Virginia school of education that has 
focused on the causes and cures of the test-score gap. 

Over those years, my students and I have looked at the work 
o f  the m ost distinguished researchers in sociology, eco­
nomics, social psychology, cognitive psychology, and educa­
tional history. We have also looked at reports from the field.

Some o f the news from the field is prom ising. A few 
schools, even a few districts such as Inglewood, Calif.—  
which serve many low-income students on free and reduced- 
price lunch— have made inroads into the test-score gap. And 
some reading programs like O pen Court, Success for All, 
and Direct Instruction have, when well implemented, raised 
reading skills (decoding)— up to a point. But the early gains 
from those programs tend to fade by fourth grade, and stu­
dents still suffer the Chall “fourth-grade slump.”

Even the most effective public schools, like Nancy Ichi- 
naga’s Bennett-Kew School in Inglewood, have not been 
able to raise the verbal scores of disadvantaged students up 
to the level o f their math scores. O n the other hand, the 
gap-closing scores from some Core Knowledge schools are 
very promising. But as the president of the Core Knowledge 
Foundation, I am not the proper person to press that point. 
Rather, I shall summarize how the early reading gap can be 
reduced in all schools, if they will combine intimately a care­
fully worked-out reading (decoding) curriculum with a care­
fully worked-out content curriculum that develops academic 
knowledge and oral language during the long periods in the 
early grades that are currently (and very ineffectively) de­
voted to “language arts.”

Although such an approach will greatly reduce the read­
ing gap in all schools, no schools that I know of, including 
those calling themselves “comprehensive” and those calling 
themselves “Core Knowledge,” have effectively integrated 
the time spent on reading “skills” with time spent on “sub­
ject matters” during the long periods devoted to “language 
arts” in the early grades. Instead, those critical periods of the 
day are devoted to a fragmented hodge-podge of mainly fic­
tional stories— on the unexamined assumption that fiction

Many a low-income child 
entering kindergarten has 
heard only half the words 
and can understand only 
half the meanings and 
language conventions 
of a high-income child.

is the essence o f “language arts.” By no means, of course, 
should we dispense with good stories for children. But the 
current emphasis on “imaginative fiction” and the lack of 
emphasis on history and science— or even on systematically 
enhancing basic speaking and listening skills— is yet another 
vestige of the romantic movement’s emphasis on natural de­
velopment and “creative imagination,” and yet another bar­
rier to narrowing the equity gap.

To understand what needs to be done, it’s necessary first 
to grasp the cause and character of the current reading gap. 
And to view the gap accurately, it’s essential to give it a new 
name. The gap can’t be confined to reading, because it starts 
long before children are readers, and continues long after 
they have mastered decoding skills.

From age two on, there exist large differences in children’s 
familiarity with unusual words, standard pronunciation, and 
complex syntax, a fact that was long suspected, but not well 
documented and quantified until the monumental research 
of Betty H art and Todd Risley, as summarized in their book 
Meaningful Differences. M any a low-income child entering 
kindergarten has heard only half the words and can under­
stand only half the meanings and language conventions of a 
high-income child. O ur schools, as currently constituted, do
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not reduce this original knowledge/vocabulary gap.
The verbal gap is not effectively compensated for by pro­

grams like Direct Instruction and Success for All, which 
bring children to fluency in decoding skills yet do not suffi­
ciently and systematically enlarge their vocabularies. Low-in- 
come children who read with fluency still typically show big 
deficiencies in vocabulary and comprehension. Hence, in­
stead o f the term  “reading gap,” clarity would be better 
served by using a more descriptive term like “language gap” 
or “verbal gap.” Such a shift in terminology might reduce 
public confusion between “reading” in the sense of knowing 
how to decode fluently, and “reading” in the sense o f being 
able to comprehend a challenging diversity of texts. It is the 
second, comprehension, deficit, based chiefly on a vocabu­
lary deficit, that constitutes the true verbal gap indicated in 
the NAEP scores.

T he w idening o f  this verbal gap as students progress 
through the grades is the archetypal example of the so-called 
M atthew effect in education, “unto every one that hath shall 
be given, and he shall have abundance, but from him that 
hath not shall be taken away even that which he hath.”

Cognitive psychologists have explained the mechanism 
for the M atthew effect, which is made even more acute by 
subsequent social and emotional influences on the low-vo­
cabulary child. Experts in vocabulary estimate that to under­
stand spoken or w ritten speech, a person needs to know 
about 95 percent o f the words. The other 5 percent o f word 
meanings can then be inferred from context. If we assume 
that an advantaged kindergartner knows 95 percent o f the 
words in a teacher’s remarks, or in a passage read aloud from 
a book, the result is that the child is not only gaining new 
knowledge from the exposition, she is also gaining new word 
meanings, by being able to infer the meaning of the other 5 
percent o f  the w ords— achieving a gain in bo th  world 
knowledge and in word knowledge.

The less advantaged child, by contrast, suffers a double 
(or triple) loss. The exposition is puzzling from the start, be­
cause the child doesn’t know enough o f the words. He there­
fore fails to gain knowledge from the exposition and also 
fails to learn new word meanings from the context. And to 
intensify that double loss, the child loses even that which he 
hath— his interest, self-confidence, and motivation to learn.

Multiply that experience by dozens of similar daily experi­
ences, and the underlying cause of the widening verbal gap 
becomes clear.

H ow can the gap be reduced? The Coleman Report 
of 1966 disclosed that a child’s initial advantage of 
family and peers was more important to academic 

achievement than the school he or she attended. Then, in 
his later career, James S. Coleman, a hero to my students 
who have studied the test-score gap, devoted his extraordi­
nary scholarship to qualifying tha t conclusion. Schools 
could reduce the academic-achievement gap, he found, by 
becoming more “intensive,” by devising explicit academic 
standards for each grade, and making sure that every child 
meets those expectations. Since children are not at school all 
day and all year, school time must be used effectively. Cole­
man found that schools, both public and private, that main­

tained this “intensiveness” provided much greater equality of 
educational opportunity than those that didn’t.

Coleman’s conclusion has been amplified by cognitive psy­
chologists. The advantaged child has gained knowledge and a 
correspondingly large vocabulary chiefly by gradual, implicit 
means. The child has been read to, has heard complex syn­
tax, has been told about the natural and cultural worlds in 
the ordinary course of growing up. This indirect and implicit 
mode of learning is excellent if one has lots of exposure and 
lots of time, as an advantaged child typically does. But the 
disadvantaged child has to make up for lost time, and cogni­
tive psychologists tell us that this requires a very systematic, 
analytical, and explicit approach to early learning. If  you 
want to learn fast— be explicit. Break down each domain to 
be learned into manageable elements that can be mastered. 
T hen  systematically build on tha t knowledge w ith new 
knowledge. This is the most efficient mode of learning for 
everybody, but it is the essential mode if the aim is to make 
up for lost time in knowledge and vocabulary.

That is the basic principle for overcoming the verbal gap. 
First, define the deficit by determining what knowledge and 
words are lacking. Then effectively teach that knowledge 
and those words.

My students and colleagues have some definite ideas 
about how to do this, ideally starting in preschool. Some en­
abling words and concepts will need to be taught directly, 
and we must do this systematically, as Andrew Biemiller of 
the University of Toronto has recommended. Yet we are well 
aware that most words will continue to be learned indirectly, 
in context, which is all the more reason to make sure that 
the context is carefully and cumulatively sequenced so that 
every child understands it, and makes new gains in knowl­
edge and vocabulary.

C hildren  learn and rem em ber w hat is m eaningful to 
them. History and science become meaningful if they are 
taught in a sustained and coherent way. All those currently 
fragmented hours devoted to “language arts” need to include 
the worlds of nature and history, literature, art, and music 
that will build the knowledge and vocabulary o f children, 
and enable them to become readers in the true sense.

My graduate course on the verbal gap always ends in 
optimism. By the time we have gone through the 
relevant research, my students (who are mostly 

teachers or teachers-to-be) have concluded that the main 
barriers to equal educational opportunity are those that have 
been erected by unfortunate habits o f mind in the schools 
and by an unfortunate tendency to believe that the job can’t 
be done. While Jeanne Chall and James Coleman (and oth­
ers) are my students’ heroes, their only villain is the compla­
cency caused by social determinism and IQ  determinism—  
views that have currency only because we haven’t yet man­
aged to narrow the verbal gap.

Before giving way to determinism, however, we need to 
tran sfo rm  the h ou rs devo ted  to the lite racy  b lock  in 
preschool and in the early grades by doing what works best, 
according to the ablest researchers: providing an explicit, co­
herent, and carefully cumulative approach to a broad range 
of knowledge and language.
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Lo u is a  C . M oats

(Continuedfrom page 5)
structional components supported by reading research, al­
most all students can learn to read.

O ur progress has not come easily. Bringing the best that 
reading research has to offer into the classroom requires 
much more than handing teachers a good beginning reading 
series. We observe teachers and coach them, teach them to 
assess children’s progress, and reward them  for attending 
courses on how to teach phonological awareness, decoding, 
vocabulary, comprehension, and writing. One of our schools 
has been recognized for dramatic overall improvement. Four 
o ther schools are progressing faster than  o ther “reform 
model” schools in the district. O ur sample of students at the 
end o f second grade scored above the national average on 
several respected reading measures, including passage com­
prehension. Some of the class averages could rival the results 
from the wealthy suburbs of nearby Fairfax County, Vir­
ginia. I feel proud o f our achievements, but I mistrust their 
durability.

In 1977, Wesley Becker reported in the large-scale Follow 
Through studies done in high-poverty schools that children 
did best in code-emphasis reading programs that used direct, 
system atic, and explicit m ethods. T he gains in relative 
standing, however, were hard for children to sustain after 
fourth grade. I have reason to fear we will replicate this re­
sult. M any children have learned to read early and well. 
Skillful and direct teaching o f phonem e awareness, letter 
knowledge, sound-symbol correspondence, and decoding 
strategies, applied to reading text, really works. W ith excel­
lent preparation in the primary grades, students are reading 
hundreds o f books in their fourth-grade read-a-thon. Some 
teachers cannot satisfy their students’ appetites for new read­
ing material, as budgets for books are lim ited and the li­
braries are under-resourced.

Most children, however, came to us in kindergarten with 
little book experience, low knowledge o f  letters, and low 
phonem ic awareness. Even more striking were their enter­
ing vocabulary scores. O n a commonly used test o f the oral 
recognition o f word meanings (no reading involved), the 
students in our random ly selected kindergarten sample 
scored at the 5th percentile on average. T hat means they 
could not identify pictures showing the meanings o f words 
such as penguin, sewing, or parachute. In second and third 
grade, the score on oral vocabulary recognition had im ­
proved only to the 15th percentile, in spite o f much better 
results on the prim ary reading tests. C hildren  typically 
could not identify pictures showing the meanings of words 
such as amazed, locket, balcony, or weasel. By fourth grade, 
many students are clearly lost in the more complex text 
they encounter in school, even if their decoding skills are 
good. Although as first graders, they knew the meanings of 
perhaps 5,000 words instead o f 20,000 (the difference be­
tween linguistically “poor” and linguistically “rich” chil­
dren), they may have been able to get the gist o f primary 
text, especially with the m ultiple readings and contextual 
supports that primary teachers give. But by fourth grade, 
children are expected to be more self-sufficient. They must

decipher the vocabulary that carries the meanings o f spe­
cialized topics. They m ust learn, for example, in a un it 
about traditional and alternative medicines, the m ultiple 
meanings o f reservation and the differences between ma­
nipulate and maneuver. W ithout word knowledge, compre­
hension fails.

In addition to their vocabulary deficits, our students’ 
spelling is m uch poorer than their reading, and w ritten 
com position is seriously deficient. Sentences are poorly 
formed; paragraphs do not exist; and few papers are free 
from errors on inflections, pronouns, prepositions, or auxil­
iary verbs. Impoverished language will undermine their en­
tire academic performance as they move into the intermedi­
ate grades.

Language com prises ru les and  w ords, as lin g u is t 
Stephen Pinker describes. Reading and writing are ac­
quired, unnatural forms of language that rest on an 

oral language base. Letters abstractly represent phonemes. 
Punctuation abstractly represents phrase and sentence struc­
ture. Printed word forms abstractly represent morphemes, 
their language of origin, and their interrelationships. The 
layers of language are interwoven. As Yale linguist and psy­
chologist Alvin Liberman often pointed out, words carry 
meaning, but meaning is accessible only if the sounds and 
symbols of the word have been accurately processed. Vocab­
ulary instruction must therefore include explicit teaching of 
the sounds, structural elements, and contextual meanings of 
words. Children must be aware of the subtle phonemic dis­
tinctions between words such as then and than, further and 
farther, or perfect and prefect to know which is which. Words 
have phonological form, spelling, grammatical function, and 
one or more meanings in specific contexts, and literacy re­
quires awareness of all.

I watch the gradual toll of word poverty in those children 
who are struggling. W ord poverty includes partial knowl­
edge of word meanings, confusion of words that sound sim­
ilar bu t that contrast in one or two phonem es, lim ited 
knowledge o f how and when words are typically used, and 
knowledge o f only one meaning or function when there are 
several. A second grader, w hen asked to find  m ultip le  
m eaning words on a list, picks “ja il.” T he teacher asks, 
“W hat else does that mean besides the place where they put 
people who’ve been arrested?” The child answers, “It’s that 
stuff you put in your hair (gel).” In a fourth-grade class, dy­
namic Ms. Woods asks students for several meanings for 
“shock .” A s tu d en t responds, “a big fish .” Ms. W oods 
adeptly takes the cue. W riting both shock and shark on the 
board, she contrasts the phonemes, asking the student to re­
peat them  and use the words in sentences. The student 
looks surprised at the discovery that these are, indeed, two 
different words. In spite of previous exposure to each word, 
the girl has no t fully attended to the internal details o f 
sound and spelling or made the contrast implicitly. I am 
grateful that Ms. Woods understands her student’s need for 
intensive, explicit instruction. Ms. Woods has taken three 
of our courses on language, on the importance of phonol­
ogy to reading, and on the validated techniques o f vocabu­
lary and comprehension instruction. She is a star, but we
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Bringing the best that 
reading research has to 
offer into the classroom 
requires much more than 
handing teachers a good 
beginning reading series.

need hundreds more o f her.
Awareness o f morphological relationships could be an­

other im p o rtan t key to vocabulary knowledge, bu t the 
teacher must actively teach partnerships among such words 
as celebrity, celebrate, and celebration; manipulate, maneuver, 
and manual; and vent, ventilation, prevent, invention, and 
adventure.

In s tru c tio n a l m aterials, however, com partm en ta lize  
the various aspects o f  language. The word study part o f 
the lesson (phonology, phonics, spelling, syllabication) is 
often separated from the vocabulary instruction  tha t pre­
cedes and follows text reading. We choose vocabulary for 
instruction before, during, and after text reading accord­
ing to its im portance to understanding a passage {garage, 
mustache, ocean, probably, seriously are posted for Gloria: 
Who M ight Be M y Best Friend). The sounds, syllables and 
structural relationships between m orphologically related 
families (serious, seriously; probably, improbable, probable, 
p ro b a b ili ty ) m ay go u n n o tic e d  an d  u su a lly  are n o t 
taught. In m uch o f our instruction, word m eaning and 
w ord form  are inadequately  linked, especially for s tu ­
dents w ho need to be tau g h t explicitly  how  language 
works.

Early instruction in phoneme awareness is only the first 
layer o f the direct language teaching necessary for 
children at risk. From the time they enter preschool, 

students must experience language stimulation all day long 
if they are to compensate for their incoming linguistic differ­
ences. Teachers must immerse them in the rich language of 
books. Children need to rehearse the rules of discourse, such 
as staying on topic, taking turns, and giving enough infor­
m ation so the listener understands. C hildren m ust learn 
how to speak in discussions, to question, paraphrase, retell 
and summarize, as the recently developed standards for lis­
tening and speaking now specify.* Teachers must teach di­
rectly the form, meaning, and use o f words, phrases, sen­
tences, and texts. Everything from the articulatory features 
of Ikl and Igl to the construction of an organized essay is 
grist for the instructional mill.

The story o f reading failure has several episodes, themes, 
and subplots. All must be addressed if children with poor 
language skills can reach “proficient” and “advanced” levels. 
The language theme, however, is central. In fact, the slogan, 
Language is the new civil right! would be more meaningful 
than President Bush’s focus on reading alone. Language in­
struction, however, requires language instructors. W hat we 
ask our present and future teachers to know and do, and 
how we evaluate their preparedness, will have to change. 
Very few teachers come to classroom instruction with an un­
derstanding of the sound system, the print system, the na­
ture o f word learning, or the nature of sentence and text 
structure. A young teacher exclaimed in one of our classes, 
“I never heard o f any of this!” Her words resonated with the 
entire group.

Teachers in our study have also affirmed, in anonymous 
interviews, that developing expertise took two years or more 
of coursework, in-class coaching, and program demonstra­
tion. “At first you’re confused and overwhelmed,” said one, 
“then the pieces of the puzzle fall into place. You know what 
you’re doing and then it’s easy." Many appreciated repeated 
opportunities to practice strategies with the companionship 
of colleagues, such as planning the questions for a compre­
hension lesson that would stimulate student discussion and 
understanding. Teachers developed with a combination of 
language study, strategy rehearsal, and assimilation o f re­
search summaries, such as the A FT’s Teaching Reading IS  
Rocket Science m onograph and the Report o f  the National 
Reading Panel. M any endorsed the importance of learning 
“the sounds.” Simultaneously they understood how sounds 
begin the path to meaning.

I am cautiously optimistic. We have developed teachers 
who give the instruction that every child deserves. If it can 
be done for some, it can be done for all. We must teach all 
of language explicitly, with intention and intensity, and pre­
pare all o f our teachers to do so. This will take both patience 
and impatience: patience to stay the course and impatience 
to embolden our political will. Only then will we achieve 
what is both a civil right for our children and a social and 
economic necessity for our country.

* Speaking and Listening fo r  Preschool through Third Grade, published 
by the New Standards Project.
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How 
To Prepare Students 

for Algebra

By H. W u

Recent interest in mathematics education has put the 
teaching o f algebra in the national spotlight. The 
present national goal is not only “Algebra For All,” 

but also “Algebra in the Eighth Grade.” Because algebra has 
come to be regarded as a gatekeeper course— those who suc­
cessfully pass through will keep going while those who don’t 
will be permanently left behind— the high failure rate in al­
gebra, especially among minority students, has rightfully be­
come an issue of general social concern. Many solutions of a 
pedagogical nature have been proposed, including the teach­
ing o f “algebraic thinking” starting in kindergarten or first 
grade. I will argue in this paper that no matter how much 
“algebraic thinking” is introduced in the early grades and no 
matter how worthwhile such exercises might be, the failure 
rate in algebra will continue to be high unless we radically 
revamp the teaching of fractions and decimals.

The proper study of fractions provides a ramp that leads 
students gently from arithmetic up to algebra. But when the 
approach to fractions is defective, that ramp collapses, and 
students are required to scale the wall o f algebra not at a 
gentle slope but at a ninety degree angle. N ot surprisingly, 
many can’t. To understand why fractions hold the potential 
for being the best kind of “pre-algebra,” we must first con­
sider the nature o f algebra and what makes it different from 
whole number arithmetic.

Algebra is generalized arithmetic. It is a more abstract and 
m ore general version o f  the arithm etic  operations w ith

Hung-Hsi Wu is professor o f  mathematics at the University o f  
California at Berkeley. He has written numerous articles on 
mathematics education, and is also the co-author with R.K. 
Sachs o/’General Relativity for Mathematicians.

whole numbers, fractions, and decimals. Generality means 
algebra goes beyond the computation of concrete numbers 
and focuses instead on properties that are common to all the 
numbers under discussion, be it positive fractions, whole 
numbers, etc. In whole number arithmetic, 5 + 4 = 9, for ex­
ample, means just that, nothing more, nothing less. But al­
gebra goes beyond the specific case to statements or equa­
tions that are true for all numbers at all times. Abstraction, 
the other characteristic o f algebra, goes hand-in-hand with 
generality. One cannot define abstraction any more than one 
can define poetry, but very roughly, it is the quality that fo­
cuses at each instant on a particular property to the exclu­
sion of others. In algebra, generality and abstraction are ex­
pressed in symbolic notation. Just as there is no poetry with­
out language, there is no generality or abstraction without 
symbolic notation. Fluency with symbolic manipulation is 
therefore an integral part o f proficiency in algebra. I will give 
an illustration of the concepts of generality and abstraction 
and how they are served by the use of symbolic notation by 
considering the problem of when the area of a rectangle with 
a fixed perimeter is largest. This of course would not be ap­
propriate as an entry-level algebra problem, but we choose it 
because it is an interesting phenomenon and because it illus­
trates the nature of algebra well. As preparation, let us begin 
with some well-known algebraic identities.

If x, y  and z  are any three numbers, then

xy = yx: 
and

x(y + z) = xy + xz

These are called, respectively, the commutative law (of m ulti­
plication)— which simply means that changing the order of
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factors in multiplication does not change the answer— and 
the distributive law, which means that if a number is broken 
into parts and each part is multiplied, the answer is the same 
as when the number is kept whole and multiplied. These 
laws are usually taken as basic assumptions about all num ­
bers, as we do likewise here. Using these simple but power­
ful m athem atical laws, we can derive three general state­
ments about numbers. First, for any numbers a and b, the 
following identity is always valid

{a + b)2 = a2 + 2 ab + b2. (1)

This is easily derived from the preceding two identities by 
substituting {a + b) for x  , a for y, and b for z:

(,a + b)2 = {a + b) {a + b)
= (a + b)a + [a + b)b (the distributive law)
= a{a + b) + b{a + b) (the commutative law)

= aa + ab + ba + bb (the distributive law twice)

= a!- + 2ab + b1 (the commutative law)

Now because identity (1) is valid for any two numbers a 
and b— including negative numbers— we may replace b by 
its opposite -b. W hen we do, identity (1) becomes:

{a + {—b))2 = a2 + 2 a{-b) + (-b)2.

But a + {-b) = a -  b, 2a{-b) = - 2 ab, and (— b)2 = b2. There­
fore we may rewrite the preceding as:

{a — b)1 = a1 -  la b  + b2 (2)

Identity (2) could have been derived directly as in identity 
(1). The present derivation, however, serves the purpose of 
illustrating one kind of abstract reasoning that routinely en­
ters into algebraic arguments: If a statement is true for all 
numbers, then we can reap dividends by specializing the 
statement to specific numbers. Let us see, for example, how 
identities (1) and (2) can be used to compute with ease the 
squares of numbers close to multiples o f 10. Using identity 
(1), we see that 622 = (60 + 2)2 = 602 + (2 x 60 x 2) + 22 = 
3,600 + 240 + 4 = 3,844. Or, we can solve a seemingly more 
difficult problem, (79)2, by first converting 79 to (80 -  1). 
Then, using identity (2): 792 = (80 -  l )2 = 802 — (2 x 80 x 1) 
+ l 2 = 6,400 -  160 + 1 = 6,241. O n a more sophisticated 
level, (1) can be used to explain the standard algorithm for 
the extraction of the square root o f a whole number,1 but we 
have to omit the details for lack of space.

We need one more identity. Again with a and b as arbi­
trary numbers, and using only the distributive and commu­
tative laws,

(a + b){a -  b) = a(a — b) + b(a — b) (distributive law)
= a2 — ab + ba — b2 (distributive law)
= a2 — ab + ab — b2 (commutative law)
= a2 lr

So we have:
a2 — b2 = {a + b)(a — b) (3)

Note that (3) can also be used to provide a simple way to

compute the product of some special numbers, e.g., 89 x 91 
= (90 -  1)(90 + 1) = 902 -  l 2 = 8,100 -  1 = 8,099. Likewise, 
117 x 123 = (120 -  3)(120 + 3) = 1202 -  32 = 14,400 -  9 = 
14,391.

Let us now take up the problem of the areas of rectangles 
in earnest: We want to show that the area of a rectangle with 
unequal sides is less than the area of a square with the same 
perimeter. (Recall that the perimeter of a rectangle is the sum 
of the lengths of all four sides.) Right at the outset, notice 
how this problem is distinctly different from a typical prob­
lem in arithmetic: Instead o f saying that the rectangles of 
sides 1.5 and 2.5, and 1.9 and 2.1 have areas less than that 
of a square w ith sides equal to 2 (they all have perimeter 
8)— a fact that can be easily verified by simple com puta­
tions— we are claiming that, no matter what the lengths o f  the 
sides o f  a rectangle may be, its area must be less than that of a 
square with the same perimeter. This is an example of gener­
ality: not about one rectangle or a few rectangles, but about 
all rectangles with unequal sides.

W ith very few exceptions in mathematics, one cannot un­
derstand the general w ithout first understanding the particu­
lar. Let us, therefore, first verify such a claim about areas of 
rectangles by considering some concrete cases. Take three 
rectangles with perimeters equal to 8, say with sides of 1.7 
and 2.3, 1.8 and 2.2, and 1.9 and 2.1. Let: us check that 
their areas are less than 4, which is the area o f the square 
with side 2 (and therefore perimeter 8):

1.7 x 2.3 = 3.91 
1 .8 x 2 .2  = 3.96 
1.9 x 2.1 =3.99

Indeed, they all have areas o f less than 4. Psychologically, 
these numbers give us more confidence in the general case,
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but mathematically, they would serve no purpose beyond 
themselves unless we can extract from them  a com m on 
thread that sheds light on all other rectangles. An inspection 
o f these numbers suggests that as the shorter side of the rec­
tangle increases toward 2 (from 1.7 to 1.8 to 1.9)— so that 
correspondingly the longer side also decreases toward 2— the 
area of the rectangle increases toward 4. To put this hypoth­
esis to the test, we look at the areas of rectangles with sides 
1.99 and 2.01, and 1.999 and 2.001:

1 .99x2 .01  = 3.9999 
1.999x2.001 = 3.999999

The new numerical data, therefore, support this hypothesis. 
O f course, more numerical data should be compiled if this 
discussion takes place in a classroom. Certainly rectangles 
with other perimeters should be considered, for example, 
those with sides 2.7 and 3.3, 2.8 and 3.2, and 2.9 and 3.1 
(all with perimeter 12), etc. They will be seen to give further 
corroboration of this hypothesis. The numerical evidence 
therefore suggests that if d  denotes the deficit o f the shorter 
side of the rectangle compared with the length of a side of 
the square with the same perimeter, then as d  gets smaller, 
the area of the rectangle gets bigger. This tells us that we 
should concentrate on this deficit in developing the general 
case.

Thus, let the sides of a rectangle be a and b {a < b), and 
let the side of the square with the same perimeter be s:

b

a s

b s

The area of the rectangle is then ab and the area of the 
corresponding square is r .  W hat we want to show is there­
fore:

ab < s2. (4)

Because the rectangle and the square have the same perime­
ters, 2a + 2b = As, or what is the same thing, dividing all 
terms by 2,

a + b = 2s. (5)

Now define a positive number d  as the deficit of a com­
pared with 5, i.e., d  is the difference between the side of the 
square and the shorter side of the rectangle:

a — s — d

Now if a is less than s by the am ount d, then the longer side 
b must exceed s by the same am ount because, from (5), a 
and b must add up to 2s. Thus,

b = s + d.

Now that we know that side a -  s — d, and side b = s + d, we 
can compute the area ab of the rectangle using identity (3), 
which you will recall, in its general form, is ar -  hr = (a + 
b){a — b)\

ab = (s -  d)(s + d) = s1 — d 2

Naturally, s2 — d 1 < s2 because d 2 is always a positive quantity. 
Therefore, ab (the area of the rectangle), which we now see 
is equal to s2 -  d 2, m ust be less than s2 (the area o f the 
square), and this is exactly what we had set out to prove.

One fact easily stands out in the preceding considerations: 
Fluency with the basic skills, both at the arithm etic and 
symbolic levels, is a sine qua non o f this demonstration. Flu­
ent computation with numbers lies at the foundation of the 
symbolic manipulations and the ultimate solution because 
the numerical experimentations furnished the platform  to 
launch the idea of writing ab as (j -  d){s + d). In addition, of 
course, identity (3), the difference o f squares, had to have 
been at one’s fingertips before such an idea would surface in 
the first place. Now, it could be argued that fluency with 
arithmetic operations is irrelevant in this discussion because 
all the numerical evidence we accumulated above could have 
been easily obtained by use of a calculator. Such an argu­
ment may seem to be valid, but it overlooks a hidden factor. 
If students are not sufficiently fluent with the basic skills to 
take the numerical computations for granted, either because 
they lack practice or rely too frequently on technology, then 
their mental disposition toward computations of any kind 
would soon be one of apprehension and ultimately instinc­
tive evasion. How, then, can they acquire the necessary con­
fidence to confront the kind of symbolic computations asso­
ciated with identities (l)-(3)? In other words, is it reasonable 
to expect a person to run well if his walk is wobbly?

H aving made the point that computational facility on 
the numerical level is a prerequisite for facility on 
the symbolic level, we must not oversimplify a com­

plex issue by equating the two kinds of facility. There is a siz­
able distance between them, and students in arithmetic need 
a gradual acclimatization with the concepts of generality and 
abstraction before they can learn to compute on a symbolic 
level. In terms of the school curriculum, we can describe this 
progression in greater detail. It is difficult to teach students in 
whole num ber arithm etic about symbolic notation other 
than to write down in symbolic form the commutative laws, 
the distributive law, etc., because the basic computational al­
gorithms for whole numbers do not lend themselves to be ex­
plained symbolically. However, the subject of fraction arith­
metic— usually addressed in grades 5 and 6— is rife with op­
portunities for getting students comfortable with the abstrac­
tion and generality expressed through symbolic notation. 
Consider for example the addition of fractions. If one stays 
away from the concept o f the lowest common denom ina­
tor— a topic we will discuss later on— then for whole num ­
bers a, b, c, and d, the following is true:

a + c _ ad  + be
b d  bd  (6)

Pedagogically, we can approach this formula in the fol­
lowing way: Once the concept o f addition for fractions has 
been clearly defined, then this formula could be shown to be 
true, first for small numbers such as a = 1, b = 3, c = 2, and 
d  = 5, and then for larger numbers such as a = 3, b -  12, c = 
5, and d  = 18. After a sufficient am ount o f practice, the
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proof o f (6) for arbitrary whole numbers a, b, c, and d  can 
eventually be given. Here is an abstract situation where stu­
dents can slowly build up their intuition from concrete cases 
to the general case, thereby gaining a gentle introduction to 
symbolic computations. The importance of good teaching 
in fractions as an introduction to algebra does not stop here, 
however. As students get to understand the division of frac­
tions so that i  becomes meaningful even when a and b are 
now themselves fractions, one goes on to prove that formula
(6) remains valid, as it stands, when a, b, c, and d  are frac­
tions. Then it follows that (6) is also valid for finite deci­
mals. One can go further. A standard topic in algebra is ra­
tional expressions, which are quotients of the form ~h , where 
a and b are now polynomials in a variable x, such as a = x ' — 
3x + 4 and b = 5x  + 2. Then the addition of rational expres­
sions is also given by (6) for polynomials, a, b, c, and d.

The message is now clear: Formal abstraction is at the 
heart of algebra. The addition-of-fractions formula (6) is an 
example because the same formula is seen to encode seem­
ingly disparate information. If we look at the school mathe­
matics curriculum longitudinally, the development of for­
mula (6) from whole numbers a, b, c, d  to polynomials as 
described above takes place over a period o f three to four 
years, and it starts with the teaching of fractions. W ithout 
this foundation in fractions, students who come to the study 
of rational expressions in algebra are severely handicapped.

The importance o f fluency with symbolic com puta­
tions in algebra can be reinforced from a slightly dif­
ferent angle. Let us revisit the problem about the 
area o f rectangles and give it a new proof. Still assuming that 

the sides o f the given rectangle are a and b, with a < b, we 
wish to show as before that its area is less than the area of 
the square with the same perimeter 2a + 2b. Again let s be a 
side of the square in question. Then, because the rectangle 
and square have the same perimeter, we have 2a + 2b = 4s, 
so that, dividing all terms by 4, s = V2 (a + b). Now the area 
of the rectangle is ab and that of the square is s2 = \^/i{a + 
b)Y = Vi(a + b)1. W hat we want to prove, in symbolic lan­
guage, is that ab < V4  (a + b)2, which, multiplying by 4, can 
be rewritten as:

Aab < {a + b)1 (7)

W hy should we believe (7) is true for any two numbers a 
and Let us try some special cases. If a = 2 and b = 3, (7) 
says 24 < 25; if a = 5 and b = 2, (7) says 40 < 49; if  a = 4 
and b = 11, (7) says 176 < 225; and if a = 7 and b = 9, then
(7) says 252 < 256. These are all true, o f course. Let us also 
try some small numbers: if a = Vi and b = 3, (7) says 6 < 
(3 V2)2, which is true because 6 < 9 = 32 < (3 V2)2. If a = V3 

and b = V10, then (7) says 2/i5 < (1%o)2.
This is a more difficult case. There is no way, even for an 

experienced m athematician, to take a quick glance at 2/i5 
and (13/3 o) 2 and determine which is larger. Furthermore, it 
does us no good to compute the square of W30 because then 
we wind up with a fraction even less receptive to intuition. 
So what we do is look for something a little easier to work 
with. For example, instead of ( ^ o ) 2, we will try (12/3o)2. If

(12/3o)2 proves to be larger than 2/is, then so of course will 
(13/3o)2. Now, (1%o)2 can quickly be simplified to (%)2, which 
computes to ¥25. Then by converting 2/i5 to V30 to make the 
comparison more obvious, we can easily see that 4/25 > V30 

and therefore ¥25 > 2/w. So, we have now shown that (7) is 
true for this more difficult case. (O f course one could have 
checked 2/i5 < (13/3o)2 directly by pushing buttons on a calcu­
lator, converting the fractions to decimals and then compar­
ing them, but if you want to see in a substantive mathemati­
cal context what estimation can do for you, this is a good ex­
ample.) So we have some evidence that (7) must be true, al­
though it may be difficult to see from these computations 
why it is true. We recall, however, that identity (1) gives a 
different expression to the right side of (7). W hy not make 
use of (1) and see if we can simplify (7) to the point where 
we know w hat to do next. By (1), the right side o f (7), 
which is (a + b)2, computes to a1 + 2ab + b2. Thus (7) is the 
same as Aab < a1 + 2ab + b2. This is, of course, the same as

a2 + 2ab + b2 > Aab (8)

So proving that (7) is true is the same as proving that (8) is 
true. If  we subtract Aab from both sides o f (8), then we 
would arrive at

a2 -  2ab + b2 > 0 (9)

Conversely, if (9) is true, then (8) would also be true, be­
cause by adding Aab to both sides of (9) we would obtain
(8). It follows that our task of proving the truth of (7) has 
been reduced to proving the truth of (9). If we now recall 
identity (2), which is (a -  b)2 = a2 -  2ab + b2, then (9) is ob­
viously true because

a2 — 2ab + b2 = {a -  b)2 > 0.

This is so because, as readers will recall, b is greater than a, 
and so a — b yields a negative number. And since the square 
of any negative number always produces a positive number, 
{a — b)2 has to be greater than zero. So we have again proved 
the desired assertion that the area of a rectangle with un­
equal sides is less than the area of a square with the same 
perimeter.

This proof differs from the previous one in its greater re­
liance on formal symbolic manipulations. If you retrace the 
steps from (7) to (8) to (9), and then onto the final step of 
invoking identity (2), you would recognize that those com­
putations are quite different from the ordinary numerical 
com putations one encounters in both whole num ber and 
fraction arithmetic. The former depends more on detecting 
formal patterns of the kind exemplied by identities (l)-(3) 
and less on brute-force calculations. This kind o f  skill is im­
portant in algebra, and students need lots o f practice with 
simpler symbolic com putations before they can deal with 
problems of this nature. It is in this context that we can put 
in perspective the recent attem pt at solving the algebra- 
learning problem by introducing “algebraic thinking” in the 
early grades. At the risk of slight oversimplification, we can 
say that the main characteristic of the “early algebraic think­
ing” approach is to focus exclusively on the conceptual-un­
derstanding aspect of abstract symbols. Such an approach re-
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Anectodal evidence 
abounds of students 
who can demonstrate a 
conceptual understanding 
of the use of symbols but 
who nevertheless fail 
to manipulate them 
correctly in computations.

lies heavily on the use of concrete objects, “real-life exam­
ples,” and graphs as aids to help students come to grips with 
the abstract reasoning in algebra. This is an important first 
step in the learning of algebra, but the learning must go on 
to encompass the skill component as well, i.e., the mastery 
of symbolic com putation. Anectodal evidence abounds of 
students who can demonstrate a conceptual understanding 
of the use of symbols but who nevertheless fail to manipu­
late them  correctly in com putations. Is there, perhaps, a 
danger that the “early algebraic thinking” approach would 
be taken by teachers (and therefore by students as well) as 
the only step needed to prepare students for algebra? In the 
absence of firm data, one can only offer an educated guess: 
Such a danger is very real because, in the words o f Roger 
H owe o f Yale University, “You have elem entary school 
teachers who do not know what algebra is about, so they’re 
not in the position to think about how the arithmetic they’re 
teaching will mesh with algebra later.”2

H ow would the good teaching of fractions help stu­
dents acquire the symbolic com putational skills 
necessary for success in algebra? The addition of 

fractions was presented earlier as an example, but that is a 
small example. A more substantial example is how the well- 
known cross-multiply algorithm can be used to advantage 
for this purpose. O f course, when students are first taught 
the cross-multiply algorithm, they would use concrete num ­
bers not abstract symbols. But at some point— perhaps sixth

grade— they need to be introduced to the symbolic repre­
sentation of this algorithm and its proof. This, again, pre­
pares them  for the concept o f generality in algebra. The 
cross-multiply algorithm  asserts that the equality of two 
fractions

a c 
b d

(where a, b, c, d  are whole num bers) is the same as the 
equality of a pair of whole numbers

ad  = be.

The reason is very simple: By the equivalence o f fractions, 
we have

— and °
~b ~ ~bd ~d~ Td ■

Therefore, the equality
a _ c 
b d

is the same as

ad _ be 
bd bd

which is therefore the same as ad  = be.
Note first of all that the preceding proof uses symbolic 

notation. The other th ing o f note is tha t this algorithm  
seems to get caught in the crossfire between two schools of 
thought. O n the one hand, the older curricula tend to ram 
the algorithm down students’ throats with little or no expla­
nation but otherwise make use of it quite effectively. O n the 
other hand, the more recent curricula would try to make be­
lieve that there is no such algorithm, and would at best hold 
it gingerly at arm’s length. Both are defective presentations 
of a piece of useful mathematics. Let us illustrate a good ap­
plication of this algorithm by proving:

a c • , a c— = — is the same as ------ = -------
b d a+ b  c + d  (10)

You may be wondering why you should be interested in 
such an arcane statement. Because there is no point in ex­
plaining something you don’t care about, let me begin by 
showing you its usefulness.

Consider a standard problem: If the ratio of boys to girls 
in an assembly o f 224 students is 3:4, how many are boys 
and how many are girls? This is an easy problem, but what is 
important is that we are going to present a solution to this 
problem using (10), which is strictly mathematical and free 
of any psychological overtone connected with the concept of 
a “ratio.” Here “ratio” would mean division, and just that. No 
more and no less. So the given data that the ratio of boys to 
girls being 3:4 means exactly that if B  denotes the number of 
boys and G  denotes the number of girls in the audience, then

_fi _ 3 
G ~ 4

(We have just made use of the provable interpretation of a 
fraction J, as “a divided by b.”)
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Let us proceed. According to (10), we now also know that 
. We are given that B  + G  = 224 and of course 3 +

4 = 7 .'So
B 3 

224 “  7 ’

and from this one readily solves for B  = 96. There are 96 
boys and, therefore, 224 — 96 = 128 girls.

If you are now convinced that (10) may be interesting, it 
is time to prove its validity. By the cross-multiply algorithm,

a c 
a + b c + d

is the same as a{c + d) = {a + b)c, which upon expanding 
both sides using the distributive law becomes ac + ad  = ac + 
be. Taking ac away from both sides, we are left with ad  = be, 
so the equality

a c 
a + b c + d

is the same as ad  = be. But the cross-multiply algorithm also 
tells us that ad = be is the same as So (10) is now fully 
justified.

The proof o f a statement such as (10) is the kind of lesson 
that should be a regular part o f the teaching o f fractions. It 
is not only a useful piece o f mathematical information, but 
also— and this is im portant to our argument here— it ex­
poses students to a small am ount of symbolic computation 
naturally. If fractions are taught properly, how can one hope 
for a better preparation for algebra? Unfortunately, the state 
o f the teaching o f fractions is anything but proper at the 
moment. If we believe that the subject o f mathematics is a 
logical unfolding o f ideas starting with clear and precise def­
initions and assumptions, then mathematics education in 
grades five through seven— where the teaching of fractions 
and decimals dominates— has not been about mathematics 
for quite some time.

It is impossible to catalogue all the wrongs in the way 
fractions are taught, in all kinds of curricula, in a few para­
graphs. Perhaps we can give two clear cut examples. The first 
transgression is that a fraction is never defined in textbooks 
or professional developm ent materials. We have children 
who are completely lost as to what a fraction is, and educa­
tors who publicly bemoan students’ failure to grasp the con­
cept. Yet strangely enough, no clear definition o f a fraction 
is ever offered. It is sobering to realize that in elementary ed­
ucation, the importance of having precise definitions of key 
concepts such as fractions or decimals is not recognized.

The pedagogical problem is, in fact, far worse than this, 
because it is not only that a fraction is never defined but that 
very confusing inform ation is impressed on the children. 
First, children are told that a fraction such as %  is an activ­
ity: W hen they see a pie, if they slice it into 5 equal parts 
and take 3 of them, what they get will be %  of the pie. They 
can do the same to an apple, a square, etc. The problem is 
that if a fraction is an activity, how to tell a child to add or 
divide two activities? Second, children are told that a frac­
tion is a very complicated concept and they must know that 
the symbol %  comes equipped with many interpretations. It 
is 3 parts o f a division into 5 equal parts; it is 3 “divided” by

5 (students understand that 10 divided by 5 is 2, but 3 di­
vided by 5?); it is an operation that reduces the size o f any­
thing from 5 to 3, and it is also a “ratio” of 3 to 5. At this 
point, it is fair to say that learning fractions ceases to be a 
mathematical exercise because what is required is not intel­
lect but an uncommon supply of faith.

A second exam ple is the add ition  o f fractions. W hat 
would a child experience when she is exposed to a typical 
lesson on adding fractions? Because she already knows how 
to add  w hole  n u m b e rs— w here in tu i t io n  is s tro n g ly  
grounded on the counting on her fingers— she expects the 
addition of fractions to be similar. But then she is told that 
adding %  to Ve requires finding the least common multiple 
of 4 and 6, which is 12. Then she is supposed to change % 
to % 2  and Vfe to 2/ i2, and add 9/ i2 to % 2 by adding only the 
numerators, thereby obtaining.

4 + 6 "  12 + 12 “  12 .

This kind of education completely disrupts a child’s normal 
mathematical development. Instead of building on what she 
know s a b o u t th e  a d d itio n  o f  w ho le  n u m b e rs— as it 
should— this “explanation” confuses her by instilling the 
false belief that whole numbers and fractions are completely 
different objects.

Some o f the more recent curricula have improved on this 
dismal situation by making better sense of adding fractions. 
Where they still fail is in not having formulated a clear defi­
nition of a fraction that includes whole numbers as a special 
kind of fraction. As a result, students do not see that there is 
a smooth continuum  from whole numbers to fractions. A 
more serious concern is the failure of the newer curricula to 
emphasize the computational algorithms such as formula (6) 
for the addition of any two fractions. In these curricula, 
adding fractions remains a “conceptual” preoccupation: Un­
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derstanding the idea, the concept, is deemed sufficient. Being 
able to fluently execute the operations until they become 
second nature and thus effortlessly available when needed is 
downplayed. We have said it once before, but we should say 
it again: Fluency in computation is very im portant for the 
learning of algebra, and formulas such as (6) provide con­
ceptual continuity between grades. If  we are allowed to look 
further ahead, we can say that the computational aspect of 
numbers is essential for the learning of both higher mathe­
matics and science.

Grades five through seven are supposed to prepare stu­
dents for algebra. But children who come through two or 
three years o f the usual kind of instruction in fractions are in 
reality refugees from an educational devastation. M athemati­
cally starved and intellectually demoralized, they harbor a 
deep distrust of mathematics as a whole. How, then, do we 
expect them to learn algebra?

We have not dealt with decimals thus far, but the prob­
lems there are entirely parallel to those in fractions. Students 
are generally not told, forcefully and clearly, that (finite) 
decimals are merely a shorthand notation for a special type 
of fractions, namely, those whose denominators are 10, 100, 
1,000, or, more generally, a power of 10. Therefore, 0.12 is 
nothing but an alternate notation for 12/ioo, as 1.76 is for 1 + 
76/ioo. The failure to provide a clear definition of a decimal 
leaves students groping in the dark for the meaning of this 
mysterious piece o f no tation .3 No wonder they resort to 
such wild guesses as 0.19 > 0.4 on account of the fact that 
19 > 4. A clear definition of decimals would also help ex­
plain the usual rules about “moving the decimal point,” e.g., 
0.5 x 0.43 = 0.215 because we can see in a straightforward 
m anner that

0.5 x 0.43 = — x —  = 5x 4 3  = = 0.215.
10 100 10x100 1000

There is no need to memorize this rule by brute force, not 
here and not anywhere else in mathematics. Incidentally, no­
tice how the understanding of decimals is founded on an 
understanding of fractions.

T he m athem atical defects in the usual presentation of 
fractions and decimals can be remedied in a straightforward 
manner w ithout appealing to any heroic measures. Details 
are not called for in an article of this nature, but it would be 
appropriate to m ention briefly that one can, for example, 
begin with a definition of a number (which includes whole 
numbers and fractions) as a point on the number line. O f 
course, to do so would require that the number line be in­
troduced early, say in the third and fourth grades. One could 
then gradually but carefully raise the level of abstract reason­
ing and increase the use o f symbolic computations to ex­
plain the more subtle aspects of fractions, such as the inter­
pretation of fractions as quotients, as well as the more for­
mal concepts such as the division and multiplication of frac­
tions or operations with complex fractions.4 W ith the proper 
infusion of precise definitions, clear explanations, and sym­
bolic computations, the teaching of fractions can eventually 
hope to contribute to mathematics learning in general and 
the learning of algebra in particular.

It remains to supplement these curricular considerations 
o f mathematics in grades five through seven with two 
observations. One is the glaring omission thus far o f the 

basic reason why fractions are critical for undertanding alge­
bra: The study of linear functions, which is the dom inant 
topic in beginning algebra, requires a good com m and of 
fractions.5 The slope of the graph of a linear function is by 
definition a fraction, to cite just one example. The solution 
o f simultaneous linear equations leads inevitably to the use 
o f fractions, to cite another. Thus on the skills level alone, 
there is no escape from fractions in algebra.

The other observation is that no matter what the curricu­
lar improvement may be, its implementation rests ultimately 
with the teacher in the classroom. Liping Ma’s pathbreaking 
book, Knowing and Teaching Elementary Mathematics, did 
away with the myth that elementary mathematics is simple. 
Nowhere is M a’s observation more apparent than in the 
teaching of fractions. Fractions are difficult not only for stu­
dents, but also for their teachers, who, for the most part, are 
themselves the victims of poor mathematics education.

This, then, brings us full circle. If we are to prepare mil­
lions o f students to successfully open the gate o f algebra, we 
must prepare their teachers as well. This will require that 
college math courses for prospective teachers be drastically 
overhauled, so that they directly address teachers’ mathemat­
ical needs in the classroom. For those already teaching, we 
will need a massive commitment to inservice development, 
with classes that do not waste teachers’ valuable time. In ad­
dition, we should allow teachers who like math to specialize 
in the field at an earlier grade level. This specialization could 
begin at grade five— when fractions are introduced— or even 
earlier, as is done in many other countries. As Richard Askey 
pointed out in the pages of this magazine two years ago, the 
use of math specialists would unburden other teachers from 
a task many of them “now find difficult and unpleasant.”6 

All this can be done. It will require resources, good will, 
and political resolve. W hether these are forthcoming depends 
on how seriously we take the slogan “Algebra for All.”
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Religious Freedom 
in the World
A Global Comparative Survey 
Sponsored by Freedom House

Editor’s note:
Thomas Jefferson was a man of many accomplishments, in­
cluding being president, secretary of state, governor of Vir­
ginia, and ambassador to France. But when he composed his 
own epitaph for his tombstone, Jefferson asked that only 
three items be included: that he was author of the Declara­
tion of Independence, founder of the University of Virginia, 
and that he wrote the Virginia Statute for Religious Free­
dom. That statute, which took Jefferson and others of like 
mind nine years to convince the Virginia legislature to pass, 
reads in part:

“We the General Assembly o f Virginia do enact 
that no man shall be compelled to frequent or sup­
port any religious worship, place, or ministry what­
soever, nor shall be enforced, restrained, molested, 
or burthened in his body or goods, or shall other­
wise suffer, on account of his religious opinions or 
beliefs.”

Religious freedom holds a special place in the history of 
the United States. From the earliest days of this country, 
countless immigrants have come to our shores to escape reli­
gious persecution. Many did so at the risk of life and limb. 
We continue today to be graced by what Jefferson called 
“freedom of conscience.”

N ot all people in the world are so fortunate. This past 
fall, the human rights organization Freedom House— which 
has a long pedigree of monitoring political rights and civil 
liberties— published the first comparative global survey of 
religious freedom ever compiled. The report, entitled Reli­
gious Freedom in the World: A  Global Survey o f  Freedom and  
Persecution, provides profiles of the state of religious freedom 
in seventy-five nations representing 90 percent of the world’s 
population.

The survey’s editor, Dr. Paul Marshall, recently described 
the major findings:

“Worldwide, religious freedom is deteriorating. A

Opposite page: Women pray during the celebration o f  Little Saint Mary at an old church in the village ofRozavlea, Romania. 
Above, from left to right: Lobsang Dolma, Tibetan nun; Wailing Wall, Jerusalem; Choirboys singing, Varanasi, India; Men praying 
in a mosque in Karaganda, Kazakhstan.
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Above: Caodai sect worshippers praying in Tay Ninh, Vietnam. Below: Young Masai Ladies Pentecostal service, Tanzania.
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world is a difficult th ing to summarize, but the 
trend shows that repression of religious minorities 
is widespread in countries with large populations, 
such as China, India, Pakistan, Indonesia, Sudan, 
and Nigeria, and that religion is increasingly a key 
elem ent o f  m odern wars in the Balkans, Israel, 
Chechnya, and Kashmir.

“While overall the situation is worse, however, there 
is also good news. Latin America has become one of 
the most religiously free areas in the world. And, ex­
cept for the former Yugoslavia, the countries of East­
ern Europe have also become largely free. One great 
story of the last quarter century is the victory of free­

dom in the traditionally Catholic world. There are 
also many free countries in Africa, especially in the 
south, while several smaller Asian countries are also 
free. Nevertheless, the dominant pattern in the world 
is the increasing political influence of religion cou­
pled with increasing religious repression.”

Drawing on Freedom House’s half century of expertise in 
surveys of democracy, human rights, economic freedom, and 
press freedom, Religions Freedom in the World is the product 
o f a multi-disciplinary and multi-religious group o f more 
than sixty scholars from the U.S. and abroad. In addition to 
the seventy-five country profiles, the report includes regional 
surveys, background essays on religious freedom, and charts
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that summarize the findings by geographic area and by reli­
gious background. Each nation is given a religious freedom 
rating from one to seven, with one denoting “free” and seven 
denoting “unfree.”

In the pages that follow, we have reprinted the chart, “Re­
ligious Freedom by Area,” and four of the country profiles: 
Russia, because it remains an important country and because 
it is interesting to see what is happening in that nation’s trou­
bled post-Communist era; India, also because of its size and 
importance but also because of the worsening conditions 
there; North Korea, because it presents a rather pure view of 
what happens to religious liberty under Communist totalitar­
ianism; and Sudan— the largest country in Africa— where it 
is estimated that two million people have been killed as part

o f a brutal pattern o f religious persecution over the past 
twenty years. China, one of the world’s worst religious perse­
cutors, is not included because the situation there tends to be 
covered in some detail by the mainstream press.

The criteria used by Freedom Flouse to judge countries 
were developed from the International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights, the United Nations Declaration on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimina­
tion Based on Religion or Belief, the European Convention 
on Human Rights, and from a list of criteria developed by 
Willy Fautre, the head of Human Rights without Frontiers 
in Brussels. The authors of the report are careful to point 
out that (1) The ratings are based on “the situation in coun­
tries, not the conduct of governments. In some cases, such as

Religious Freedom by Area

Religious
Freedom
Rating

Former Soviet 
Union and 
Eastern Europe

North Africa 
and West 
Asia

Western 
Europe and 
North Atlantic

Asia Africa Latin
America

1 Estonia Finland 
Ireland 
Netherlands 
N orw ay 
United States

2 Lithuania
Poland

Austria
Sweden
United Kingdom

Japan
South Korea 
Taiwan

Botswana 
Nam ibia 
South Africa

Brazil

3 Hungary
Latvia
Romania
Ukraine

Israel Belgium
France
Germany
Spain

M ongolia
Philippines

Zimbabwe Argentina
Chile
El Salvador 
Guatemala

4 Armenia
Bulgaria
Georgia
Kazakhstan
Kyrgystan
M acedonia
M oldova
Russia

Greece
Lebanon
Morocco

Malaysia 
Singapore 
Sri Lanka

Tanzania Colombia
Mexico

5 Azerbaijan
Belarus

Egypt
Turkey

East Timor 
India 
Indonesia 
Nepal

N igeria

I6 Uzbekistan M auritania
Pakistan

Bangladesh
Bhutan
China
Vietnam

Cuba

7 Turkmenistan Iran
Saudi A rabia  
Sudan

Burma 
North Korea 
Tibet (China)

1 1 "tree" 1 1 "partly tree" L—  —1 "untree"
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in civil war, there may be little religious freedom, but a gov­
ernment may be able to do little about it”; (2) Freedom of 
religion includes the right not to be religious: “The persecu­
tion of all people of any or no religion should be equally as 
offensive in our eyes as that o f believers in any particular re­
ligion”; and (3) “In line with most hum an rights treaties, 
this survey covers freedom of ‘religion or belief.’ There are 
beliefs that, functionally, take the place of explicitly religious 
beliefs, and these, too, should be protected.”

Religious Freedom in the World, published by Broadman &

H olm an Publishers, may be ordered through your local 
bookstore, or it is available online through the Freedom 
House website for $16.99, including postage: www.freedom- 
house.org/religion.

Paul Marshall, the general editor of Religious Freedom in 
the World and the author o f several background essays in the 
report, is a former professor o f political philosophy at the 
University of Toronto and the author o f Their Blood Cries 
Out. He currently is a senior fellow at Freedom H ouse’s 
Center for Religious Freedom.

Country Profiles
Russia
Population 146.5 million
Russian Orthodox 55%
Muslim 9%
Protestant (Baptist, Pentecostal) 1%
Shamanist/Animist 0.8%
Buddhist 0.6%
Roman Catholic 0.5%
New Religions (e.g., Hare Krishna) 0.5%
Jewish 0.4%
Old Believers 0.1%
Agnostics/Atheists/Other 32.1%
Religious Freedom Rating 4

The nine-hundred-year official Christian status of the 
Russian Empire was replaced in 1917 by an atheist 
ideology, which was not abandoned until the late 
1980s, although it was enforced with varying degrees of 

severity. T his was the first tim e in h istory  th a t a state 
adopted the abolition of religion as official policy, and all the 
main political parties now abjure the former atheist policies.

In 1990, w ith a new religion law, the governm ent o f 
Mikhail Gorbachev established de jure the de facto religious 
liberty that had slowly emerged since 1986. Already at the 
celebration of the “Millennium of the Baptism of Rus” (June 
1988), Gorbachev had personally sanctioned these new free­
doms and encouraged the Russian O rthodox C hurch to 
plan public events, with full nationwide and international 
media coverage. Gorbachev forecast cooperation between 
Christians and Communists as one cornerstone of the new 
Soviet Union.

However, when the USSR collapsed three years later, the 
new law on religion was only a year old. In fact, there were 
two laws— one for the Soviet Union as a whole and one for 
the RSFSR (Russia). Both had repealed Stalin’s 1929 Law on 
Religious Associations and embraced religious liberty in a 
form acceptable in any Western democracy. The Soviet gov­
ernment sought advice from Western lawyers in drafting this 
law. The most significant difference between the laws was 
that the Russian one allowed the teaching of religion in state 
schools. Internal church statutes, which previously could not 
conflict with state atheism, were also changed to conform to 
the new freedom. Particularly notable was the new statute

for the Russian O rthodox  C hurch , prom ulgated  at the 
“sobor” (church council) held to coincide with the millen­
nium  celebrations.

The role of religion in society changed in every essential 
aspect during these years. Very im portant was the abolition 
of the Council for Religious Affairs, the government body 
that officially acted as a “liaison” between church and state, 
but which, in fact, exercised atheist controls on religious life 
and took its orders from the KGB. At the same time, there 
were multiple incursions into Russia by all kinds of prosely­
tizing groups. These groups included cults such as Aum 
Shinrikyo, implicated in nerve gas attacks in Tokyo, but also 
included many who sincerely wished to work with existing 
Russian religious groups.

The tens of thousands of now unemployed atheist lectur­
ers and government operatives (upolnomochennye) through­
out Russia’s eighty-nine administrative divisions were dis­
contented and soon worked to reestablish some form of gov­
ernment control over religion throughout the regions. They 
found it difficult to accept that the new Russia could permit 
religion to proliferate w ithout even the requirement o f regis­
tration. As early as 1993, there were discussions about estab­
lishing an “Experts’ Council” on religion to investigate— not 
whether— but how the government could impose order on 
the apparent chaos brought about by religious freedom. Var­
ious drafts of a new law were mooted at different parliamen­
tary levels, culminating in a long, detailed, and discrimina­
tory new law passed in September 1997. More than twenty- 
five regions had earlier introduced their own local legisla­
tion, all o f it variously restrictive, but with no two identical 
and none in complete conformity with Dum a legislation. 
Nor were these regional laws abolished when the federal one 
came into being. To add further contradictions, the new 
Russian C onstitution o f 1993 guarantees freedom o f con­
science to all citizens, in conformity with the international 
agreements to which Russia is signatory.

The im position  o f new legislation is so uneven, and 
sometimes ignored, that much more religious freedom exists 
than the letter o f the law implies. In the current administra­
tive chaos, the law, in effect, signals to distant officials that 
they have carte blanche to act as they wish, w ithout laws or 
bodies to which they are in practice answerable. O n the 
ground the situation is different in every one of the eighty- 
nine regions, varying from almost complete religious liberty
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The future of religious liberty 
in Russia depends on the 
development of a democratic 
and peaceful society.

fore, those that historically stood strongest for religious free­
dom are now the most disadvantaged by the new legislation.

In practical, as distinct from legal, terms, there is tremen­
dous variety across Russia’s vastness. In general, the gains 
since the Brezhnev era are immense. Teaching religion to 
children is possible in practice where teachers are available; 
m ost denom inations— Protestant, Catholic, and O rth o ­
dox— have their theological seminaries (in the latter case 
some thirty are now operative, as compared with two on 
Russian soil in 1980 and none for any other denomination). 
Printed literature is widely available, and imports continue. 
Churches are free to appoint their own pastors w ithout state 
interference. Charitable work has developed from zero in 
1980 to a nationwide network today. Much church property 
has been returned, and Orthodox churches are open virtu­
ally everywhere. For other groups the record is less good; for 
example, many Catholic churches are still in state hands, 
and the O rth o d o x  C hurch  has refused to re tu rn  some 
churches to the Old Believers.

In law, there is theoretically less religious liberty today 
than in Gorbachev’s heyday, but the restrictions are carried 
out haphazardly and they affect minority groups more than 
the mainstream churches. Islam and Judaism receive named 
protection under the law as “traditional religions.”

Where there is physical violence, it is caused more by a 
breakdown in law and order than by state policy, as had oc­
curred in Com m unist days. Two respected politicians, mem­
bers of the O rthodox Church, were murdered in 1995 (Vi- 
tali Savitsky) and 1998 (G alina Starovoitova), bu t this 
seemed to result from their anticorruption activities rather 
than action specifically connected to their faith. The 1990 
murder of Fr. Alexander Men, the apostle of the new deal 
for religion, was apparently an isolated incident (possibly re- 
vanchism by the KGB). Sanctions against individual O rtho­
dox clergy for their criticism o f the Moscow Patriarchate are 
internal church matters, unconnected w ith state interfer­
ence. There has been considerable violence against such 
breakaway groups as the True O rthodox Church, including

in Sakha (Yakutia) to considerable controls in Moscow or 
Khakassia.

The Moscow Patriarchate, the administrative center of the 
Russian O rthodox Church, had an active hand in drafting 
the 1997 bill and lobbying senior government officials to 
pass it. Both President Clinton and Pope John Paul II inter­
vened with President Yeltsin, who asked the drafting com­
mittee to modify it. This was not satisfactorily done, but 
Yeltsin received assurances that it had been and signed it 
anyway. All this occurred during the summer holiday pe­
riod, with no discussion in the press, and no adequate con­
sultation with the bodies most affected— the representatives 
o f the Protestant and Catholic churches.

T he purpose o f  the  law, as sta ted  by the O rth o d o x  
Church, is expressly to control “sectarian” groups, particu­
larly those funded from the outside and prom oted by for­
eign nationals. However, it can in practice be used as a tool 
against religion in general. If  the C om m unist Party were 
reestablished and it renounced its positive view of religion, 
the legal tool is already at hand to begin another atheist 
campaign.

All religions, including the O rthodox Church, are para­
doxically constrained to restrict their mission and educa­
tional work to their existing membership. By contrast, every 
atheist or secular group has the right to propagate its beliefs 
within society as a whole. There is a distinction between re­
ligious organizations (recognized churches) and “religious 
groups.” Only the former can enjoy tax privileges, have their 
clergy exempt from military service, set up educational insti­
tutions, or receive state subsidies for the restoration of his­
toric buildings.

W ithin the “religious groups” there is further discrimina­
tion. Those that cannot produce docum entation to prove 
their registered existence fifteen years ago m ust re-register 
every year for fifteen years and obey every state requirement 
as a condition  o f achieving legal status eventually. This 
makes 1982, the end of the Brezhnev era, when religion was 
severely repressed, the benchmark. Some groups, such as Je­
hovah’s Witnesses, Eastern-Rite Catholics, and Methodists 
(on Russian soil, not in Estonia) were completely illegal at 
the time; others, such as Pentecostals, Adventists, some Bap­
tist groups, and even the mainstream Catholics, existed in a 
penumbra between legality and illegality, the unwritten or 
secret restrictions being applied in arbitrary ways in different 
parts o f the Soviet Union. In the interim, until 2012, these 
groups may not own, rent, or hire property; or publish, 
print, import, or distribute religious literature, even for their 
own worship. They may not open educational institutions 
or make provision for training their leadership; they may not 
invite foreigners to preach or work alongside them or con­
duct services o f worship or public prayer in hospitals, or­
phanages, prisons, or m ental institutions. At the end o f 
1999, Putin extended the deadline for registration for one 
year, but threatened that those groups not registered by then 
would be “liquidated.”

M ost seriously affected by these provisions are those 
groups that refused cooperation with the old regime and re­
fused to apply for registration on the grounds that this was 
in itself a restriction on religious liberty. Paradoxically, there-

accusations that their clergy have been murdered for their 
stance.

In Chechnya, nominally Russian but, until the latest mili­
tary assault, in practice virtually independent, all Russian 
O rthodox priests have been kidnapped or have fled. The 
two pastors o f the Baptist church in Grozny, the capital, 
have been beheaded, and their successor kidnapped, and vir­
tually all Protestants have fled.
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M uslims cannot regain their m osque in Stavropol (a 
unique situation in today’s Russia); Jehovah’s Witnesses are 
fighting the removal o f their registration in Moscow; the 
Perm administration is attem pting to force registration on 
the local Pentecostal church; the Lutheran com m unity in 
Khakassia was deprived of registration in 1998; few Catholic 
priests are ethnic Russians (no seminary education was avail­
able in the C om m unist period), while foreign priests are 
forced to leave the country every three months in order to 
renew their visas. In October 1998, Communist lawmaker 
Albert Makashov blamed the country’s problems on zhidy, a 
derogatory term for Jews. Anti-Semitism is growing rapidly 
with bombings and attempted bombings of synagogues and 
physical attacks on Jewish leaders. The situation is in flux 
and the future of religious liberty in Russia depends not only 
on the future of the 1997 legislation but also on the devel­
opm ent of a democratic and peaceful society with a less cor­
rupt administration.

MM

India
Population 986 million
Hindu 78%
Muslim (mostly Sunni) 12%
Christian 3%
Indigenous 2.5%
Sikh 2%
Buddhist 0.9%
Jain 0.5%
Parsi 0.3%
Baha’i 0.2%
Jewish 0.1%
Nonreligious 0.5%
Religious Freedom Rating 5

Apart from the ancient set o f religions collectively 
known as H induism , several other world religions 
have also exerted considerable influence on India. 

Islam’s influence began with the Arab contacts o f the ninth 
century, followed by a succession o f M uslim  conquests, 
which have left their mark on Indian society. Christianity 
first came to India in the first century A.D. but long re­
mained confined to the coastal area of Kerala. W ith the ar­
rival o f the Portuguese in the fifteenth century and the 
British in the eighteenth century, Christianity’s influence in­
creased.

The constitution describes India as “a sovereign socialist 
secular democratic republic.” It also contains detailed provi­
sions for religious rights for all citizens. The constitution 
also empowers the courts to declare invalid any law passed 
by the parliament or a state government that contravenes the 
constitution. Article 25 guarantees freedom o f conscience, 
free profession and practice of religion, as well as the right to 
propagate religion. Article 28 states that no religious instruc­
tion shall be provided in any wholly state-funded establish­
ment, and parental consent in other institutions is required. 
This constitutional provision is currently under threat as a

result o f demands by H indu nationalists for all schools in 
the country to conform to the concept of India as a H indu 
nation. Article 30 guarantees religious minorities the right to 
establish and administer educational institutions. While mi­
nority institutions have enjoyed a certain degree of auton­
omy in the past, in recent years they have been increasingly 
subjected to restrictions and scrutiny, and there have been 
cases in which the courts have unjustly intervened in their 
internal affairs. Article 51 of the constitution also imposes a 
positive duty on citizens to promote harmony and the spirit 
o f common brotherhood among all people o f India tran­
scending religious boundaries, but failure to abide by these 
provisions cannot be challenged in the courts.

Provision is made in the area of personal law for Hindu, 
Muslim, and Parsi communities. These personal law provi­
sions are intended to safeguard religious liberty by providing 
for accepted religious differences. W hile, in 1965, the In­
dian government removed some of the anomalies of H indu 
personal law, Muslim personal law remains strictly governed 
by the principles of sbari’a. Among other disputes that have 
risen surrounding the issue of religious freedom for M us­
lims, an Allahbad High C ourt ruling in 1994 is significant: 
It states that unilateral divorce (Talaq) initiated by a Muslim 
husband is unconstitutional. This followed a ruling by the 
All-India Muslim Personal Law Board, which had upheld 
this provision as “a legitimate Islamic provision” for Muslim 
men. There is no separate personal law for Christians or the 
microscopic Jewish community. Under the 1869 Indian D i­
vorce Act, Christian women are not usually entitled to seek 
divorce from their husbands even if  they are mistreated. 
However, a court in Kerala State d id  allow a C hristian  
woman to divorce her husband on the grounds o f cruelty 
and desertion. Changes to the law have been proposed, but 
many Christians fear that these could become means of legal 
control.

Because of legal confusion over the status of religious per­
sonal law, matters affecting the religious freedom of minor­
ity groups are likely to remain unresolved until amendments 
are passed that clearly outline the rights and responsibilities 
obtained under different personal laws. In general, India—  
with its constitutional guarantees of religious freedom and 
its ambiguous provisions to protect sensitive religious feel­
ings— can be called a moderate secular state and not a radi­
cally or avowedly secular one. As Dr. Radhakrishnan, the 
former president of India, noted, “Secularism is not a posi­
tive religion, or the state would assume divine prerogative. 
We hold that no religion should be given preferential treat­
m ent.”

In reality, however, the religious freedom of Sikhs, Bud­
dhists, and Jains, who are distinct religious communities, is 
not guaranteed under the constitution. Although, like other 
minorities, Sikhs, Buddhists, and Jains enjoy absolute free­
dom o f worship and the freedom to establish and govern 
their own institutions, the government’s refusal to recognize 
these three traditions as separate from Hinduism  has been 
the subject of controversy. While Buddhist and Jain leaders 
have made fewer efforts to achieve separate constitutional 
recognition as religious entities distinct from H induism , 
Sikhs have strongly protested, and it is widely believed that
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this helped give rise to the Sikh Separatist movement in 
Punjab State in the 1980s. This has caused considerable 
bloodshed, including the assassination of then prime minis­
ter Mrs. Gandhi in 1983 by two of her own Sikh security 
guards.

Similar controversy concerning the religious identity of 
the indigenous (Adivasi) people has arisen because of the In­
dian governments consistent refusal at the United Nations 
to recognize that the religion of its indigenous people is dis­
tinct from Hinduism. This has led to the formation o f the 
Indian Council of Indigenous and Tribal People in 1987. 
Members o f officially scheduled tribes are about 8 percent of 
the population.

In the last few years, India has witnessed a rise in H indu 
n a tio n a lism  an d  o f  m ilita n t g roups such  as th e  RSS 
(Rashtriya Swayameseva), W ishua H unadu Parishad (VHP), 
Shiv Sena, Bajrang D al, and the BJP (Bharatiya Janata 
Party). The rise of Hindutva has led to the coming to power 
of the BJP, the political wing o f H indu nationalism. This 
ideology encompasses the vision of India as a H indu state in 
which minorities must assimilate to the majority culture and 
language, revere the H indu religion, and glorify the H indu 
“race” and culture. Meanwhile the Indian Supreme C ourt 
has held th a t there is no real legal con ten t to the term  
“H indu.” In the run-up to fall 1999 national elections, the 
BJP has criticized Sonia Gandhi’s foreign roots, and some of 
its supporters have complained that she is a “Christian” tool.

The presence of a substantial Muslim minority in India 
has always been perceived by radical Hindus as a threat to 
national unity  because o f the alleged potential loyalty of 
Muslims to Pakistan, which was formed as a separate land 
for Muslims in 1947. A lthough, since partition, Muslims 
have enjoyed freedom o f worship, they often complain of 
discrim ination in em ploym ent, education, and business. 
India has a long history of Hindu-M uslim  riots, and thou­
sands o f people have lost their lives and property. Rising 
H indu militancy and anti-Muslim sentiment resulted in the 
destruction o f the sixteenth-century Babri mosque in Ayo- 
dha in 1992 by a H indu mob, with the open support o f the 
BJP state governm ent. This destruction was followed by 
well-organized com m unal violence across the country, in 
which thousands o f people were either killed or disappeared. 
This raised questions as to whether India will be able to re­
main a secular country or become a H indu nation, particu­
larly when the election slogan of some radical H indu nation­
alists was “Muslims have only two abodes— Pakistan or the 
graveyard.”

In recent years the smaller Christian minority has also be­
come a scapegoat for many o f the ills prevailing in Indian 
society. While Christians are generally regarded as peace lov­
ing, they are still perceived by H indu nationalists to be loyal 
to a “foreign religion.” Systematic antiminority propaganda, 
fueled by the hate speech of right-wing H indu nationalists, 
has unleashed a recent campaign of terror against Christians, 
especially in Gujarat. Incidents of persecution of Christians 
inc lude  d estru c tio n  o f  churches, b u rn in g  o f  Bibles in 
schools, torture in police custody, mob violence to disrupt 
church services and C hristian meetings, rape, and brutal 
murder. In early 1997, Father Thomas, a Jesuit priest from

Belgium and a Christian human rights activist, was brutally 
killed by militants disguised as police officers. Father Chris- 
tudas was severely beaten and then paraded naked through 
the streets by H indu fundamentalists, in full view of the po­
lice.

Since late 1998, the number of attacks has increased. In 
1999, nationalists burned to death, along with his two sons, 
an Australian who worked with lepers. O n June 22, India’s 
Central Bureau of Investigation filed charges against eigh­
teen men for this murder. The United Christian Forum for 
Christian Human Rights has released a document under the 
title Open White Paper detailing 113 reported incidents of 
attacks, including the rape of four nuns and the murders of 
twelve Christians by H indu militants in the last two years. 
In March 1999, attacks on Christians in the state of Orissa 
left twelve h u n d red  hom eless. In Septem ber a Rom an 
Catholic was killed by a mob in Orissa, and a nun was kid­
napped in the eastern state of Bihar, while on October 2, a 
priest was killed in Orissa by H indu fundam entalists. In 
November a Christian gathering in Delhi was attacked, and 
at least twelve people were injured. Muslim and Christian 
leaders have jointly protested anti-Christian violence. A t­
tacks have increased in the new year.

Since Indian independence, conversion to Christianity 
and Islam has been a cause of tension. Despite demands for 
legislation by radical H indu nationalists for a ban on conver­
sion to religions of “foreign origins,” the constitutional right 
to choose and propagate a religion has been safeguarded. 
However, the courts have eroded this right. In 1977, the 
Supreme C ourt ruled that the constitutional right to propa­
gate religion did not include the right to convert any person 
to one’s own religion. W hile attempts to introduce a bill in 
the national parliam ent have failed, in the last five years 
some state governments have passed acts that outlaw conver­
sion to Islam and Christianity from low-caste H indu and 
tribal backgrounds, but they do not prohibit conversion to 
Hinduism.

Part of the ancient economic and religious system of H in­
duism, known as the caste system, has been a dom inant 
force of the socioeconomic life of India for more than two 
thousand years. A H indu majority means that the caste sys­
tem still plays an important part in Indian life, dividing the 
society according to a strict hierarchy. A majority o f converts 
from Hinduism are outcasts who embrace Islam or Chris­
tianity as a way to escape the traditional religious sanctions 
imposed on them under the H indu caste system. In Novem­
ber 1999, two hundred dalit families near New Delhi threat­
ened to convert to Christianity unless the government re­
served more slots for dalits in medical and engineering col­
leges. However, while conversion to Islam or Christianity is 
perceived by some as an emancipation from the bondage of 
H induism , many converts from a low-caste H indu back­
ground, especially women, still suffer a certain degree of dis­
crimination from their “high-caste” Christian and Muslim 
coreligionists.

H indu rules ban dalits (formerly called “untouchables,” 
and about 16 percent o f the population) from entering the 
temples. Although, since independence, legal forms of affir­
mative action have been introduced, it is an open secret that
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the great majority of low-caste Hindus in India still continue 
to be treated as dalit. In many parts of the country, it is so­
cially unacceptable to allow low-caste H indus to visit a 
H indu temple or participate in a H indu religious festival. In
1994, the national parliament was informed that between 
1991 and 1993, more than sixty-two thousand cases o f 
atrocities were registered against dalit and indigenous peo­
ple. This, together with legal limitations on their right to 
convert, adds up to serious violations of religious liberty and 
creates a system akin to religious apartheid. If dalits convert 
to Christianity or Islam, they lose their eligibility for affir­
mative action programs, though not if they convert to Bud­
dhism, Jainism, or Sikhism, as these faiths are legally re­
garded as subsets o f Hinduism.

Along with constitutional guarantees of religious freedom 
and respect for the religious feelings of all, there are restric­
tions in the penal code intended to protect religion. These 
include injuring or defiling places of worship with intent to 
insult the religion of any class, disturbance of religious as­
semblies, and utterances intended to wound the religious 
feelings of others. These laws are being increasingly violated, 
often with the connivance of the authorities. The authorities 
have consistently failed to take action in the face of mob at­
tacks on religious properties belonging to the m inority  
groups. Despite a Supreme C ourt ruling in 1995 outlawing 
hate speech, many H indu leaders and politicians continue to 
use antiminority propaganda (particularly against Muslims 
and Christians) for political gain w ith virtual impunity. 
Government figures have denounced those who report on 
religious violence. Undoubtedly, the ineffectiveness of the 
judicial system is compounded by the certain degree of inde­
pendence exercised by some state governm ents ruled by 
H indu groups. For example, in 1998, the Shiv Sena govern­
ment of Maharashtra decided to disband the National Com ­
mission for Minorities, which had been set up to investigate 
cases of violence against minorities.

While the vernacular press has always been biased against 
the minorities, the English press has historically had the rep­
utation of being fairly balanced toward all religious commu­
nities. W ith the rise o f H indu nationalism, this has changed, 
and some leading Hindu intellectuals and journalists, such 
as Arun Shoorie, have shown increasing sympathy for the 
cause of fundamentalist H indu nationalism. While constitu­
tional and legal provisions to safeguard religious freedom re­
main, the rise of H indu nationalism and H indu militancy, 
along with measures to increase public order, have seriously 
threatened those tenets.

m

North Korea
Population 22.2 million

Atheist 68%
Ch’ondogyo 15%
O ther Traditional 14%
Buddhist 2%
Christian 1%

Religious Freedom Rating 7
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Documenting human rights abuses in North Korea is 
extraordinarily difficult because it is one of the most 
closed places in the world. The few Westerners per­
mitted into the country are largely confined to the Pyongyang 

area, where they are carefully supervised. The government’s 
extremely tight security makes defections of N orth Korean 
citizens rare. As a result, little is known about the full extent 
of religious persecution and the extent of underground activ­
ity. The statistics used above reflect this uncertainty. W hat can 
be said unequivocally is that, as the U.S. State Department as­
serted, “genuine religious freedom does not exist.”

W hen Kim II-sung took power, he began a systematic 
campaign of indoctrination in his own Stalinist ideology, in 
which religion had no place. Today, virtually all outward 
vestiges of religion have been wiped out, and North Korea is 
regarded as the most hard-line atheistic nation in the world. 
The government relies on relentless propaganda and a com­
prehensive surveillance system to control virtually every act, 
belief, and desire of its citizens. N orth Koreans are prohib­
ited from m aking even the slightest deviation from the 
Communist Party’s rigid ideology.

Kim considered religion to be “superstition” and “a hin­
drance to the socialist revolution.” By the early 1960s, his 
secret police had begun an intense effort against religious be­
lievers. All temples, shrines, churches, and other religious 
sites were closed, and all religious literature and Bibles were 
destroyed. Religious leaders were either executed or sent to 
concentration camps.

In place o f Buddhism, Christianity and other religions, 
Kim imposed an alternative religion, a personality cult built 
around himself and his son. From early childhood, N orth 
Koreans were taught to look on the “Great Leader” Kim II- 
sung, and now Kim Jong-il, as infallible, godlike beings and 
the progenitors of the Korean race. The practice continues 
to the present, long after Kim Il-sung’s death.

The government allows and controls three religious orga­
nizations: the Buddhist Federation, the Korean Christian 
Federation, and the Korean Catholic Association. The Bud­
dhist Federation says tha t there are about four hundred 
thousand Buddhists, the Protestant Federation claims to 
have ten thousand members, and the Catholic Association 
claims about three thousand members. Ch’ondogyo, a tradi­
tio n a l K orean re lig ion  taken  over by the  governm ent 
through the Ch’ondogyo Youth Party, is said to have three 
million adherents. Another three million are said to practice 
other forms of traditional worship. Nearly 70 percent of the 
population is said by the government to be atheist.

Visitors report that some Buddhist temples are operating, 
and Buddhist practices are probably carried out in homes 
across N orth Korea. Although fifty years ago the N orth Ko­
rean capital city o f  Pyongyang was n icknam ed  “Asia’s 
Jerusalem” because o f the strong influence o f Christianity 
and some two thousand churches dotted the northern coun­
tryside, since 1988, in the capital, only three C hristian  
church buildings— two Protestant and one Catholic— have 
been erected by the governm ent. T hey seem to be used 
solely to impress Western observers. No Catholic priests live 
in the country, so the sacraments cannot be administered
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even in the showplace church. Foreign journalists who have 
attended services in the three churches reported that neither 
the congregants nor the national leader o f the Protestant 
Federation could name the first three books of the Bible. 
Others who went unannounced to the churches on Easter 
Sunday found them  locked and empty. Some foreign ob­
servers have even questioned whether Christianity still exists 
behind N orth Korea’s tightly guarded frontiers, though re­
cent reports indicate that there may be many thousands of 
North Korean Christians who continue to meet secretly in 
homes. They have almost no access to Bibles, religious liter­
ature, or teaching materials.

Christianity is perceived by authorities to be a dangerous 
threat, with the potential of undermining the Kim dynasty. 
Underground Christians have told foreign groups that if 
they are caught in possession o f  the Scriptures they fear 
being executed on the spot. Defectors report that Christians 
are given the heaviest work, the least am ount of food, and 
the worst conditions in prison. Those caught praying in 
prison are beaten and tortured. A recent defector reports 
that she saw some Christians working in a foundry put to 
death with hot irons. Defectors also report that children and 
grandchildren of Christians also face life imprisonment for 
the religious beliefs and activities o f their forebears. There 
were reports at the end of 1999 and the beginning o f 2000 
that up to twenty-three converts to Christianity (some re­
turning from China) had been executed by firing squad.

•
Sudan
Population 28.9 million
Sunni Muslim 70%
Christian 19%
Traditional 10%
O ther/N one 1%
Religious Freedom Rating 7

Sudan— Africa’s largest country— is one of the world’s 
worst religious persecutors. It practices forced conver­
sion, represses those who do not subscribe to its version 

o f Islam, has applied shari’a law to the entire population, en­
slaves its opponents, and is engaged in a war that the U.S. 
Congress, East African Bishops Conference, the U.S. Com ­
m ission on In ternational Religious Freedom , and m any 
other observers have explicitly labeled “genocidal.” Sudan’s 
conflic t broadly pits the co u n try ’s Arab M uslim  north  
against the black African Christian and animist south.

Egyptian Christians fled to Sudan during their persecu­
tion by the Romans in the first centuries. The churches in 
Sudan became firmly established in Nubia (northern Sudan) 
in the sixth century A.D., and Christianity was adopted by 
the inhabitants o f the Nubian kingdoms of Muqurrah, No- 
batia, and Alwah. Churches flourished along the Nile until 
the arrival o f Muslim Arabs in the seventh century. The final 
collapse o f the Alwah kingdom in the 1500s saw the end of 
the predominantly Christian era. Christianity reemerged in 
1848 with the arrival in the north o f a group of Catholic

missionaries who then traveled south. The British Closed 
D istricts O rdinance o f 1936 restricted contact between 
northern and southern Sudan and the N uba M ountains. 
Christian missionaries were all channeled to the south.

In 1957 the missionary schools and institutions were na­
tionalized. This left the church with only theological col­
leges, and these could not function properly since qualified 
teachers were denied the necessary visas to enter the country. 
In I960, Fridays legally became a public holiday and day of 
rest for all, regardless of faith. The Missionary Society Act of 
1962 legalized the expulsion o f missionaries and placed 
curbs on their activities, particularly in the south. Fluge 
num bers were expelled in the following years. Following 
this, many Islamic schools were established in the south, and 
Arabic replaced English as the medium of teaching. African 
languages were forbidden. Parents could no longer choose 
children’s schools, and many were forced to send them to 
the local Islamic school. The same Act declared it illegal to 
baptize a child before age eighteen. The teaching of Islamic 
and Arabic history was given priority in all schools, and 
African, even Sudanese, history was discouraged. All Su­
danese from the south who applied to study secular law were 
made to sit for an Islamic law exam in order to be admitted 
to the law faculty. It is reported that, during the Anya Nya 
wars of the 1960s and early ‘70s, Christian African Sudanese 
were slaughtered by the hundreds. Pastors and other leaders 
were specifically targeted.

Sharia law was imposed in 1983 and was made applicable 
to southerners and northerners alike. The Sudan Charter o f 
1987 stated that the Muslim community was the majority 
one within Sudan. (While religious statistics for all countries 
must be treated with care, in the case of Sudan this is even 
more so because m uch o f the country is a war zone and 
there has been no census for decades. Muslims appear to be 
about 70 percent o f the population , bu t C hristian ity  is 
growing rapidly in the south where animist views were for­
merly dom inant.) It also gave personal, social, and family 
autonomy to non-Muslims. However, while a Muslim man 
may marry a non-Muslim woman, a non-Muslim man may 
not marry a Muslim woman. Similarly, Muslims may adopt 
a child of any background, whereas non-Muslims are forbid­
den to adopt a child whose parents were Muslims or where 
the child was abandoned.

The 1992 National Assembly issued a document setting 
out fundamental rights, including a statement of respect for 
all “heavenly revealed religions and sacred beliefs” and pro­
hibiting religious intolerance. Sudan’s Constitutional Decree 
No. 7 (1993) affirms that Islam is the guiding religion for 
the overwhelming majority of the Sudanese people but ac­
cepts the adoption and practice of other faiths. Article 24 of 
the draft constitution of 1998 accords to all the freedom of 
creed, w orship, education , practice o f  cerem onies, and 
choice of religion. However, it is still widely held that the 
practice of religions other than Islam is perceived as more a 
privilege than a right. A new dress code was imposed on 
women in January 1999, requiring them to wear Islamic at­
tire and a head scarf, irrespective of faith. Even before this, 
C h ris tia n  w om en and  o th ers  had  been d e ta in ed  and 
whipped for not dressing according to Islamic custom.
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Christian women and others 
have been detained and whipped 
for not dressing according to 
Islamic custom.

In Jan u ary  1995, Pierre Sane, Secretary G eneral o f  
Amnesty International, said the regime had “embarked on an 
armed crusade to mould its society into its own version of a 
radical Islamist agenda.” Others have described the regime as 
a missionary one seeking to Islamize not only Sudan but also 
the whole of Africa. There are numerous calls to jihad  against 
the south by government figures including Turabi and Vice 
President O sm an Taha as well as regularly televised war 
footage accompanied by a stirring call to the holy struggle 
against the south. Nevertheless the m ajority o f Sudanese 
Muslims do not share the regime’s view of Islam.

The war methods adopted by the government include the 
bombing of civilian targets, a scorched-earth policy, looting 
of cattle, destruction of property, fueling of inter-ethnic and 
factional fighting, the arming o f militias, and encouraging 
the taking of slaves as booty by these militias. Firsthand ac­
counts of raids note the specific targeting o f churches. The 
government has engaged in calculated starvation by vetoing 
international flights, a tactic that in 1998 brought 2.6 mil­
lion to the brink o f starvation. The United Nations umbrella 
group for delivering international relief, “Operation Lifeline 
Sudan,” has been criticized by human rights groups for abid­
ing by Khartoum’s veto.

Islamization is accom panied by an equal drive toward 
Arabization. Many women from the south in the relocation 
camps have been raped or forced to marry soldiers. The 
macabre slave trade, which reemerged in Sudan in the mid- 
1980s, now involves several tens of thousands of individuals, 
mostly women and children. M any women are raped by 
their “owners” and the children brought up as Muslims, 
given Islamic names, taught Arabic, forced to say the salat 
(five daily prayers), and given a Quranic education. This 
process destroys the ethnic and religious iden tity  o f the 
south.

The government’s prosecution of the war was intensified 
in late 1999 after oil developed by the regime in partnership 
with Canadian, Chinese, and other foreign companies came 
onstream in m id-1999. The oilfields, located in the south, 
were subject to a scorched-earth campaign by the govern­
m ent in late 1999 and were the scene o f many atrocities. 
The oil has brought substantial revenues and new interna­
tional contacts for the formerly bankrupt regime.

The Lord’s Resistance Army, a rebel group operating in 
Uganda and funded by the Sudanese government, is notori­
ous for the abduction of civilians and children. It has been

fighting since 1988 to overthrow President Museveni’s secu­
lar government. UNICEF estimates that up to fifteen thou­
sand children have been kidnapped in the past decade; many 
girls turned into sex slaves and boys brutalized, including 
being forced to drink the blood of weaker captives. In De­
cember 1999, Sudan signed an agreement with Uganda that 
it would stop supporting the LRA and Uganda would cease 
to support the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA).

Churches in the north are badly overcrowded because of 
the government’s systematic refusal o f applications for re­
pairs or new buildings. This accentuates the shortages cre­
ated by the demolition or confiscation o f existing buildings. 
However, m osques and Islam ic centers are freely co n ­
structed.

C hurch  build ings are destroyed in governm ent-held  
towns on the pretext that land is needed for houses and 
roads. However, in the same clearances mosques can be left 
untouched. O n January 8, 1997, three churches at Thoura 
were razed. In December 1997, the Catholic Club (a study 
and recreation center for members o f the Catholic church) 
was confiscated and subsequently occupied by the Sudan se­
curity. The influx of refugees from the south has led to new 
churches being established, and churches, albeit makeshift 
operations, do exist in many of the camps. Christians are 
also allowed access to prisons to pray with Christian prison­
ers. Government sources claim that the Catholic Church is 
still a major landowner in Khartoum and is free to operate 
unhindered. Christmas and Easter are recognized as public 
holidays. Muslims are given one day’s holiday on December 
25 in contrast to the three given to Christians. At Easter, 
only Christians are granted a public holiday.

A number o f Christian schools operate in the north. They 
are primarily Roman Catholic, although evangelicals operate 
some. The Catholic schools (Comboni order) provide a high 
quality education, attracting Muslims and Christians, pre­
dom inantly those from the south and N uba M ountains. 
Arabic is a prerequisite for access to higher education. In the 
south a whole generation has been denied education as a re­
sult o f the war. The church continues to try to take the lead 
in promoting and organizing whatever education it can.

In 1994, the present government repealed the 1962 Mis­
sionary Societies Act, which had obliged missionary groups 
to obtain an annual license for their activities. M any Chris­
tian groups work unhindered in Sudan, and evangelistic 
events, including a large rally, have been held w ithout prob­
lems. Christian marches have also been authorized, and the 
police have assisted by clearing the road of vehicles. Mission­
aries cannot work openly, and individuals have been de­
tained in this connection. Reports suggest that others work­
ing farther south have been forcibly deported. In 1992, mis­
sionaries were expelled from South Kordofan while the mass 
arrests and torture of local priests and catechists were carried 
out. Tight limitations are placed upon church relief efforts 
in the north, in contrast to the privileges enjoyed by Islamic 
relief organizations.

Individual Christians and Muslims have been targeted by 
the regime in incidents that clearly relate to their beliefs. 
Some individuals are routinely required to report to the se­
curity forces, and most clergy face travel restrictions.
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Roman Catholic Archbishop Gabriel Wako is frequently 
harassed by the authorities with complaints ranging from 
importing communion wine and hymn-books to going out­
side Khartoum to visit his “flock.” In July 1993, the Angli­
can Bishop, the Rt. Rev. Peter El Birish was publicly flogged 
for the alleged crime o f adultery. Observers suggest that 
charges against both clergymen were contrived. Catholic 
Chancellor of the Archdiocese of Khartoum, Father Hilary 
Boma, and his colleague Father Lino Sebit were detained in 
late July and early August 1989 and charged with various of­
fences relating to a bom bing attack in the capital in June 
1989. More than twenty others were also detained, three of 
whom died o f torture. It is believed that Father Boma “con­
fessed” to the crime after seeing Father Sebit tortured. They 
were released in December 1999 after refusing a pardon. 
O ther priests are believed to have been detained and tor­
tured for their faith in prison, including some in govern­
ment-held towns in the south.

Coptic O rthodox Christians, who can be found predomi­
nantly in the north, number under two hundred thousand. 
Follow ing the in tro d u c tio n  o f shari’a law in 1983, the 
Copts, though not subject to the worst excesses of the new 
law, found their status as court witnesses reduced. M any 
joined a “Christian Alliance” to defend Christians and en­
courage secular candidates. This led to a concerted effort to 
encourage the Copts to leave the country. After 1989, hun­
dreds of Copts were dismissed from the civil service and the 
judiciary, and their previous ease of access to Sudanese na­
tionality was underm ined. Com pulsory conscription has 
forced many to fight against fellow Christians in the south. 
In one case a Coptic child was flogged for failing to recite a 
Q uranic  verse. M any C optic businessm en have fled the 
country as a result of more subtle harassment, such as access 
to licenses and inspections o f properties followed by fines 
and/or closure o f businesses on spurious grounds.

In February 1999, an exhibition put on by the Associa­
tion o f Christian Students at the University o f Khartoum 
was attacked and destroyed. Following this incident, the 
O m durm an Islamic University Student Union issued a state­
ment referring to “the suspicious movement of Christianity 
in Sudan” and called for stricter controls on Christian mis­
sionary work and church land and property. Threats of vio­
lence against Christians in other universities ensued.

Reports abound o f incidents in which those in the so- 
called peace camps in the north and the Nuba Mountains re­
fusing to convert to Islam have been denied aid. In May
1995, the U N  Rapporteur reported the execution of twelve 
civ ilians by G o v ern m en t o f  Sudan  (G O S) so ld iers at 
Lobonok because they refused to convert to Islam. Whole 
villages in the Nuba Mountains have been held for ransom 
by security forces and forced to reconvert to Islam. Christians 
and animists alike have been affected. Atrocities against the 
people of Nuba have also included the burning of a church 
w ith all the people inside and the extrajudicial killing of 
church pastors. Catholic Bishop Macram Gassis has been 
forced into exile for having testified about the atrocities in 
the Nuba.

Reports of persecution in areas held by the SPLA are rare 
but do occur. O n one occasion in 1996, six missionaries

who complained to the SPLA about forced recruitment of 
children were detained and the priest beaten by a local SPLA 
m ilitary intelligence officer. M ore recently a num ber o f 
chaplains have been appointed to the SPLA.

Apostasy from Islam is punishable by death under Section 
126 of the Sudan Criminal Code. Although Turabi has al­
legedly stated that “if a Muslim wakes up in the morning 
and says that he doesn’t believe any more, that’s his busi­
ness,” his views are recognized as unorthodox, and the law 
still exists. In 1990, a Muslim imam who had converted to 
Christianity was tried and sentenced to six months in prison 
and dismissed from work. One of the most publicized recent 
cases was Ali-Faki Kuku Hassan, a former Muslim sheik who 
converted in 1995. He was imprisoned for fourteen months 
before being released following a stroke.

N ot only C hristians have faced this charge. In 1985, 
Muslim scholar M ahmoud M ohammed Taha was accused of 
apostasy and executed. He represented a modernist Islamist 
group that recognized the shari’a as a historical interpreta­
tion of the Q ur’an and the Sunna, allowing change accord­
ing to circumstances. Section 126 also refers to those who 
give up organized religion or profess to be agnostic or athe­
ists. Members of the Communist Party, which has now been 
banned, have been identified as atheists and a number de­
tained and tortured. The Muslims in the Nuba are perceived 
as disloyal to the regime and have been targeted on religious 
grounds by the military.

Despite constitutional guarantees o f nondiscrimination, 
C hristians experience m arginalization in em ploym ent. 
This has caused many to flee to Egypt and beyond. Non- 
Muslims are theoretically excluded from high-level govern­
ment office, the judiciary, and the military, but some do 
remain in such positions. M any southerners have fled the 
co u n try  because o f  co n sc rip tio n  requ irem en ts, w hich 
would force them to fight against their own kin. M ilitary 
training includes Islamic education, regardless o f the con­
script’s religion. Some of those conscripted have been un­
accompanied minors in the capital, and non-M uslim  boys 
in other northern cities have been picked up in sweeps by 
the police, subjected to the regime’s version o f Islamic in­
d o c tr in a tio n , and forcibly in d u c ted  in to  the m ilitary. 
Christians face problems receiving social welfare despite 
the fact that the tax to fund this is levied on all regardless 
o f  faith . Severe lim ita tions exist on the tim e given to 
Christian programs on radio and TV, and the media fre­
quently scapegoat Christians and Jews in the same breath 
as the West for many o f Sudan’s economic, social, and po­
litical problems.

Several members o f an influential Muslim religious broth­
erhood, the Ansar sect, were arrested in June 1999, on the 
eve o f an im portant Muslim festival. Previous acts o f vio­
lence against the sect had taken place in 1994 and 1997. In 
the latter attack, two people were killed and ten wounded 
when worshipers were attacked as they left a mosque. The 
Sudan H um an Rights Organization has reported that, in 
April 1998, more than seventy-four children were gunned 
down by the NIF military as they attempted to leave a con­
scription camp to spend time with their families on the oc­
casion of the Muslim Eid festival.
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A Forgotten Hero 
of Liberal Education
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There should perhaps be a special 
place o f  honor for those whose ideas 
are distorted or caricatured or deri­
sively categorized, who come to the 
public square expecting a fa ir fight, 
only to f in d  that their opponents 
have taken up the easy weapons o f  
name-calling and  labeling. The 
Hall o f  Fame for the Unjustly M a­
ligned, we could call it. In the last 
issue o f  this magazine, we paid trib­
ute to one such person— Jeanne  
Chall. Some thought they could shake 
Professor Chall from her pathbreaking 
work in reading research by dubbing  
her “reactionary” and “right-wing. ” They 
were wrong, o f  course, both in their char­
acterization and in their hope that it would 
scare her o ff Now we look back a ha lf century 
earlier, to another figure in the history o f  educa­
tion who challenged prevailing wisdom, faced similar 
attack, and stood his ground. — E D IT O R

By Diane Ravitch

Some are heroes because o f  their physical courage. 
William Chandler Bagley (1874-1946) is an example 
of moral and intellectual courage. For more than three 
decades, he challenged popular educational fashions, risking 

the disdain of his peers. But the possibility of being ostra­
cized never deterred him. By all accounts, he was always civil 
and reasonable when engaged in intellectual combat; he crit­
icized ideas, not persons. Despite the significant role that he 
played, few educators today know his name; he is seldom 
mentioned in histories of American education. Yet historical 
retrospect suggests that he deserves recognition for his role 
as a dissenter and a voice of reason.

Bagley was born in D etro it in 
1874. His parents were from Mas­
sachusetts and apparently moved 
a few times, because Bagley a t­
te n d e d  e le m e n ta ry  sch o o l in 
W orcester, M assachusetts, and 
high school in Detroit. He gradu­
ated from the Michigan Agricul­
tu ra l C ollege (la te r know n  as 
M ichigan State College), where 
students were required to do farm 
w ork two and  a h a lf hours each 

weekday. His plans for a career in 
agricultural science were frustrated 

when he graduated in the midst o f an 
economic depression in 1895; the only 

job he could find was teaching in a one- 
teacher school in rural Garth in the Upper 

Peninsula of Michigan. He was fascinated by 
both the challenge of the job and its lack of any 

scientific basis. He wrote to a friend that vastly 
more was known “about the raising of pigs than about the 

minds of children.”
Determined to study the science of the mind, he earned a 

master’s degree at the University of Wisconsin in 1898 and a 
doctorate at Cornell University in 1900, both in psychology, 
which was then a new field of study. He earnestly believed 
that it was possible to develop a science of education, one 
that would be as precise and predictable as any of the physi­
cal sciences. In February 1901, he was hired as principal of
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Susan Ware (The Free Press), copyright © 1998 by Society o f  
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an elementary school in St. Louis, and a few months later, 
he married a fellow student at Cornell, Florence MacLean 
Winger.

Because the climate in St. Louis was not good for his 
wife’s health, he accepted an invitation in 1902 to teach psy­
chology at the State Normal College in Dillon, M ontana, 
and direct the training school. From 1903 to 1906, he also 
served as superintendent of the Dillon public schools, and in 
1904 he became vice president o f the college as well. In the 
m idst o f all these responsibilities, he published his first 
book, The Educative Process (1905) and founded Intermoun­
tain Education, the first school journal in the northern  
Rocky M ountain region.

In 1906, Bagley left Dillon to teach educational theory at 
the State Normal School in Oswego, New York, and to di­
rect its training school. In 1907, he published Classroom 
Management, which remained in print for the next forty 
years. Based on the success of his books, he was offered sev­
eral university professorships, and in 1909 he became a pro­
fessor of education at the University of Illinois and director 
of the University’s School of Education.

Bagley spent nine years building the faculty of the School 
of Education at the University of Illinois. He also published 
several books, was one of the founders of the Journal o f  Edu­
cational Psychology, founded a professional honor society for 
educators, and was president of the National Society for the 
Study o f Education. Although deeply immersed in profes­
sion-building activities, Bagley always preferred to be ad­
dressed as “Mister Bagley” rather than “Doctor” or “Profes- 

»sor.
Bagley’s early career offered no hint of his future role as a 

dissident. Admired by his peers as a leader in the field, he 
tirelessly advocated a sound education for future teachers, a 
proposition that no one disputed. Yet as early as 1907, in 
Classroom Management, he lamented “the waves of fads and 
reforms that sweep through the educational system at peri­
odic intervals,” and he worried about reformers who would 
“leave teacher and pupil to work out each his own salvation 
in the chaos of confusion and disorder.”

Clearly Bagley was alarmed by the espousal o f untested 
theories by his fellow professors o f education. But he was 
not regarded as a controversialist until 1914, when he en­
gaged in a celebrated debate with David Snedden, commis­
sioner of education for Massachusetts, at the annual meeting 
of the National Education Association. Bagley was known as 
a genial teacher-educator; Snedden was a national leader in 
the vocational education movement, which was widely rec­
ognized as the leading edge of progressive reform. Snedden 
advocated the creation of separate vocational schools for the 
vast majority of adolescents.

Bagley defended liberal education for all children. He in­
sisted that all young people should have access to the knowl­
edge, skills, habits, and ideals that would equip them  for 
changing situations, not just for a particular job. He con­
tended that young people needed the historical perspective 
that would enable them to rise above local, sectional, or par­
tisan points o f view; the knowledge of science that would 
free them from superstition and error; and engagement in 
literature and art to enable them to understand human mo­

tives and conduct. To denigrate liberal education as a leisure 
activity for the few, as so many educators did, Bagley said, 
“is a sin against the children of the land, and it is a crime 
against posterity.” Bagley claimed that the American people 
were dedicated to “the theory that talent is distributed fairly 
evenly among the masses and that it is the special preroga­
tive of no especial class or group. . . . We mean to keep open 
the door of opportunity at every level of the educational lad­
der. It is a costly process, but so are most other things that 
are precious and worth while.”

At the next annual meeting of the National Education As­
sociation in 1915, attended by more than three thousand 
educators, Bagley criticized the next progressive reform: the 
junior high school. The U.S. commissioner o f education, 
Philander P. Claxton, maintained that the typical eight-year 
course should be reduced to six years, after which children as 
young as twelve could begin vocational and industrial train­
ing. W hen the leaders of the National Education Associa­
tion endorsed a resolution in support o f the junior high 
school, knowing that its purpose was to sort children into 
academic and vocational tracks, Bagley dissented: “Hitherto 
in our national life we have proceeded on the assumption 
that no one has the omniscience to pick out the future hew­
ers o f wood and drawers o f water— at least not when the 
candidates for these tasks are to be selected at the tender age 
o f twelve.”

One positive result of Bagley’s debate with Snedden was 
that he caught the attention of Dean James Russell o f Teach­
ers College, Columbia University, the nation’s leading school 
of education. Russell reportedly said that Bagley should be 
representing Teachers College in such debates instead of 
fighting on the outside. In 1918, Bagley joined the faculty 
o f Teachers College as head of the Department of Teacher 
Education. Having abandoned his earlier belief in the possi­
bility of a science of education, Bagley was convinced that 
education is an art, dependent on an adequate supply of 
skillful, well-educated teachers. Most o f the profession, how­
ever, endorsed the scientific movement in education, whose 
chief feature was mental testing.

World War I offered the mental testers a remarkable field 
for experimenting. Invited to help classify some 1.7 million 
recruits, leading psychologists developed group intelligence 
tests (IQ  tests) to determine whether men were fit to be offi­
cers or infantry, or rejected. Prominent academic psycholo­
gists, including Robert Yerkes of Harvard, Carl Brigham of 
P r in c e to n , Lewis T erm an  o f  S ta n fo rd , an d  E dw ard  
Thorndike o f Teachers College, developed the army tests. 
The psychologists asserted that their instruments measured 
innate intelligence, which they proclaimed was fixed and 
unchanging. After the war, Yerkes and Brigham reported 
that the average mental age of Americans was only about 
thirteen or fourteen and that the continued influx of non- 
Nordic groups from Europe threatened the nation’s future 
because of their low IQs. Their claims provided fodder in 
the 1920s for nativists, racists, and eugenicists, as well as for 
efforts to restrict im m igration from southern and eastern 
Europe.

O nly two men responded forcefully to the intelligence 
testers. One was Walter Lippmann, whose blistering attacks
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Bagley s continuing 
insistence that all children 
should have access 
to a liberal education, 
regardless of their IQ, 
branded him as a 
reactionary, hopelessly 
behind the times.

appeared in the N ew  Republic. T he  o ther was W illiam  
Chandler Bagley. The overwhelming majority of educators 
endorsed intelligence tests, bu t Bagley w arned that they 
posed grave “educational and social dangers.” He rejected 
the testers’ assumption that intelligence is innate and un­
changing; whatever they measured, he asserted, could well 
be the result of environment and education. He predicted 
that IQ  tests would be used to slam the doors of educational 
opportunity on large numbers o f children.

Bagley feared that the IQ  test, cloaked in the neutral but 
impressive language of science, would be an instrument of 
social stratification, threatening democracy itself. He insisted 
that the army test results actually proved the importance of 
environment and educational opportunity. He pointed out, 
for example, that many northern blacks scored higher than 
many southern whites and that the scores of immigrants in­
creased in relation to their length of residency in this coun- 
try.

Bagley summarized his charges against the testers and the 
misuse of IQ  tests in Determinism in Education (1925). He 
argued that the role of schools in a democracy is not to sort 
students for their future careers but to improve the intelli­
gence of everyone who comes to be educated. He wrote:

I make no absurd claim that if  I teach a com m on man the prin­
ciple o f  gravitation, let us say, I am m aking the com m on man 
equal to Newton. . . .  I do maintain that I have enabled this 
com m on man to participate in a very real measure in the expe­
riences o f  one o f the m ost gifted men of all time; I m aintain 
that I have given him  one control over his environm ent equal 
in a substantial way to that which this gifted man himself pos­

sessed; and I m aintain that in respect o f  this possession I have 
made this com m on man the equal o f  all others who possess it.
There are undoubtedly some men who could never grasp the 
principle in question, bu t I should wish to refine my teaching 
processes far more . . . before reaching any fatalistic conclusions 
as to where the line is to be drawn.

As in his earlier critique of vocational education, Bagley in­
sisted that education is powerful and that virtually everyone 
could become better informed and more intelligent if educa­
tion aimed to make them so. His complaint against the tests 
was not that they were invalid but that they would be used 
to restrict educational opportunity to those who needed it 
most.

Bagley was again out o f step with the field, and his argu­
m ents were ignored. Intelligence testing spread rapidly 
among the nation’s schools and was accepted as a reliable in­
strument to sort children into different curricular tracks, af­
fording different educational opportunities.

Because o f his defense o f liberal education in 1914 and 
his attack on intelligence testing in the 1920s, Bagley got a 
reputation among his fellow educationists as a conservative 
who was opposed to progressive education and hostile to 
modern, scientific education. His continuing insistence that 
all children should have access to a liberal education, regard­
less of their IQ , branded him as a reactionary, hopelessly be­
hind the times.

In the 1930s, when progressive educators like H arold 
Rugg and William Kilpatrick— Bagley’s colleagues at Teach­
ers College— led a national movement to promote classroom 
methods based on children’s interests instead of subject mat­
ter, Bagley was their leading critic. Kilpatrick believed that 
curriculum should not be set out in advance and that chil­
dren were best motivated if they learned through activities 
that interested them; his idea, christened the “activity move­
m en t,” was the ho ttest idea in education  in the 1930s. 
Rugg’s 1928 book, The Child-Centered School (co-authored 
with Ann Shumaker), described schools using Kilpatrick’s 
m ethods as makers o f  an “Educational Revolution” that 
would free American society from Puritanism and authori­
tarianism.

In his last m ajor book, Education and  Emergent M an  
(1934), Bagley took issue with the central doctrines of pro­
gressive education, especially its claim that the only knowl­
edge of value was instrumental and useful. Bagley contended 
that although knowledge for immediate use is important, so 
is knowledge for understanding and interpretation. Only a 
fraction o f what one needs to know, he maintained, can be 
learned by participating in activities and solving problems; a 
broadly educated person also needs a large fund o f back­
ground knowledge drawn from the systematic and sequen­
tial study of history, geography, science, mathematics, litera­
ture, and the arts. He did not reject the progressives’ prefer­
ence for activities, but he did reject their contem pt for orga­
nized subject matter.

Bagley insisted on a necessary balance between interest 
and effort. N o t everything in the classroom, he argued, 
should be fun and interesting; such an appeal taught stu­
dents to respond only to pleasure and self-gratification in- 

(Continued on page 53)
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The Education 
of Laura Bridgman

And the Epistemological 
Debates o f the 19th Century

A  m onth past her second birthday, Laura Bridgman was 
stricken with scarlet fever. The fever killed her two older sisters 
and left Laura blind and deaf and “almost completely obliter­
ated” her sense o f  taste and smell. In a fascinating and deftly 
written new book, Ernest Freeberg weaves together several sto­
ries: o f  Laura herself o f  course; o f  Samuel Gridley Howe, the 
director o f  the Perkins Institute for the Blind in Massachusetts, 
who eagerly took up Laura’s case both because he was a dedi­
cated educator and because it  allowed him  to test his ideas 
about human nature and cognition; o f  the lively philosophical 
debates o f  antebellum American culture; o f  the early attempts at 
empirical psychological research; and o f  19th century attitudes 
toward the disabled.

Although the story o f  Laura Bridgman was soon eclipsed by 
that o f  Helen Keller, Laura was the first deaf and blind person 
ever to learn to communicate through language. Indeed, as 
Freeberg reports, “Keller’s parents first realized that their own 
daughter could be taught when they read an account o f  Laura’s 
education. ” As we look in on Laura’s journey, she has just ar­
rived at the Perkins Institute. She is not quite eight years old. To 

follow the unfolding events o f  Laura’s development and o f  the 
outcome o f  Samuel Howe’s famous “experiment," you will just 
have to visit your local library or bookstore this summer, and  
then settle in for a compelling read. — E D IT O R

By Ernest Freeberg

Laura’s parents delivered her to the Perkins Institution 
on O ctober 12, 1837. Confused and frightened, the 
young girl burst into “bitterest tears” when they left 

her. She soon recovered, however, and within a week began 
to develop strong attachments to the house matron and to 
Miss Drew, the instructor who had been assigned by Howe 
to w ork closely w ith Perkins’ first deaf-blind pupil. She 
spent her first days engrossed in her knitting and showed 
obvious signs of pleasure when the women praised her work 
by giving her a caress on the check.1

The maternal bond of trust between Laura and her female 
instructor was balanced by Howe’s role as the child’s new fa­
ther figure. D uring Laura’s first weeks at the institution, 
Howe established his paternal authority by attem pting to 
lead her around the room by the hand. W hen she resisted, 
he held her hand firmly, forcing her compliance. She soon 
submitted, and three weeks after her arrival a visitor to the 
school noted that she was “very much under the command 
of the D octor.” If Laura ever felt compelled to subm it to 
Howe’s superior strength, those feelings were soon super­
seded by intense affection toward him, and Howe never had 
to rely on force again. Once this bond of trust and affection 
was established and the child grew more comfortable in her 
new surroundings, he felt ready to begin his experiment to 
reach her intellect.2

Today, growing up as we do hearing the story of the mar­
velous accomplishments o f Helen Keller, we may take for 
granted the inevitable success o f Howe’s experiment. It re­
quires an effort o f historical imagination to recognize that, 
as he sat down w ith the eight-year-old to begin her first 
lessons, his faith that there was a mind “in there,” capable of 
learning, was an unproven intuition, one running counter to 
a century o f failed efforts to reach other deaf-blind children. 
M any years later Howe’s wife, the writer and suffragist Julia 
Ward Howe, would capture the excitement of that moment: 
“The personage within was unknown to him and to all, save 
in her outer aspect. W hat were her characteristics? W hat her 
tendencies? If  he should ever come to speech w ith her, 
would she prove fully and norm ally human? W ould her 
spirit be amenable to the laws which govern our thoughts 
and conduct for mankind in general?’” For searching out the

Ernest Freeberg is assistant professor o f  humanities a t Colby- 
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vard University Press. Copyright © 2001 by the president and  

fellows o f  Harvard College. Reprinted with permission.
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Laura quickly became the star pupil o f  Samuel Gridley Howe.



answers to these questions, Howe earned a repu ta tion  
among his contemporaries as the “Columbus” of the m ind.4

Unlike Columbus, Howe was not venturing into en­
tirely uncharted waters. A lthough his educational 
techniques were untested, his understanding of the 

hum an m ind  was guided along the w ell-worn tracks o f 
Anglo-A m erican m oral philosophy. Like m ost educated 
Americans of his day, Howe’s notions about human psychol­
ogy were drawn from the writings of the widely influential 
thinkers of the Scottish Enlightenment, particularly Thomas 
Reid and his disciple Dugald Steward. Howe had encoun­
tered these “common sense” philosophers in his undergradu­
ate courses in moral philosophy at the orthodox Brown Uni­
versity, as well as in sermons preached from Unitarian pul­
pits in Boston.5

Following in the philosophical tradition  o f Descartes, 
these Scottish philosophers were dualists, insisting that the 
m ind  is distinct from , and superior to, the body. T heir 
strong defense o f the existence o f  a nonm aterial hum an 
mind is one reason why their writings were so popular with 
American religious leaders, serving as a cornerstone of Amer­
ican theology and moral philosophy well into the nineteenth 
century. The historian Daniel Walker Howe has suggested 
that Boston’s Liberal Christians found the mind-body dual­
ism o f the Scottish philosophers particularly com patible 
with their Christian theology. In their view, the philoso­
phers’ concept o f an immaterial “m ind,” distinct from the 
body, was just another way of talking about what Christians 
had always called the eternal “soul.”6

Along with dualism, the Scots were strong believers in 
faculty psychology, the view that the mind is composed of 
various “faculties.” In the com m on sense trad ition , this 
m ind (or soul) was not a passive and ethereal abstraction but 
an active agent, possessed of certain “powers” of intuition 
and reason that allow us to clearly and directly perceive the 
world around us. This idea that the mind is a collection of

Howe required his students 
to take part in a rigorous 
daily exercise regimen.

distinct “faculties,” each attuned to a corresponding part of 
the external world, was first developed by the Greeks and 
had been commonplace since the M iddle Ages. But Scots 
like Thomas Reid offered a particularly strong defense o f the 
m ind’s innate “faculties, dispositions, and powers,” in re­
sponse to the epistemological skepticism of David Hume.

Though Howe cared little about the philosophical contro­
versy that had produced the common sense philosophy, he 
accepted Reid’s conclusion that the mind is endowed with a 
range of distinct faculties/ Pained by philosophical complex­
ities, Howe was particularly attracted to a simple and practi­
cal variation of faculty psychology, the “new philosophy” of 
phrenology. According to phrenologists, the common sense 
philosophers had correctly identified many of the faculties of 
the m ind but had failed to ground their psychological the­
ory in empirical observation. Phrenologists dismissed the 
philosophers’ concept o f “m ind” as only an intellectual ab­
straction, found between the covers o f weighty tomes and 
prone to the abuse of unfounded metaphysical speculation. 
Fashioning themselves to be scientists and practical reform­
ers rather than philosophers of the mind, the phrenologists 
argued that a truly scientific and useful psychology had to be 
grounded in the observable, verifiable material world. Ac­
cordingly, they claimed that the careful examination of hun­
dreds of human skulls and brains had revealed that each of 
the various faculties of the m ind has a physical existence, em­
bodied in one o f the dozens o f  separate “organs” o f  the 
brain, and usually reflected in the various “bumps” on each 
individual’s skull.8

O ne o f the founders o f phrenology, Dr. Joseph Spurz- 
heim, arrived in Boston in 1832, the same year that Howe 
began his career as an educator of the blind. As a young and 
relatively inexperienced physician cast suddenly in the role 
as Boston’s “expert” on the education of the blind, Howe 
was no doubt searching earnestly for some firm intellectual 
foundation. His undergraduate education at Brown had 
been largely wasted, he later confessed, in the pursuit of
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youthful pranks. Growing more serious while taking his 
medical training at Harvard, he found that he had particular 
talents as a dissector and anatomist. Thus, given his interest 
in anatomy and his own temperament, long on action and 
short on systematic reflection, Howe was understandably at­
tracted to this new science, with its self-proclaimed virtues 
of simplicity and practical utility, all grounded in the science 
of dissection.9

Howe maintained his allegiance to phrenology long after 
most o f his peers abandoned the cause, distancing them ­
selves as the science degenerated into carnival sideshow 
quackery. Yet in the 1830s, his fascination with “craniology” 
cannot simply be attributed to his peculiar training or his 
intellectual naivete. In these years, his interest in the new 
science put him in the company o f some of the most re­
spected medical minds of Boston, including many of his for­
mer professors at Harvard’s medical school. Howe was not 
the only one who was attracted to the prospect of replacing 
the wrangling o f the philosophers w ith an outline o f the 
mind that was “clear, simple [and] natural.”10

Thus, as Howe contemplated the prospect of educating 
Laura Bridgman, he consulted the phrenologists’ charts of 
the brain. There his attention was drawn to one particular 
“o rgan ,” the “intellectual faculty” o f “Language.” T his 
organ, according to Howe’s favorite manual on the new sci­
ence, “gives a facility in acquiring a knowledge o f arbitrary 
signs to express thoughts— a facility in the use of them—  
and a power of inventing them .” In short, Howe’s general 
education in Scottish mental philosophy supported what 
his more recent explorations in phrenology confirmed with 
more precision: that Laura Bridgman’s brain contained an 
innate ability to understand and create language. Guided by 
this premise, Howe reasoned that this power o f the m ind 
lay dorm ant, but unimpaired, inside the child’s damaged 
body.11

O f course, Laura had already shown a desire to communi­
cate and had even developed some of her own sign language. 
In Hanover, Howe had seen her family speak to her through 
a series of gestures— a pat on the head signaled approval, 
rubbing her hand m eant the opposite, and pushing and 
pulling were used to tell her which direction to move. Laura 
had also invented her own signs: fingers held to her face re­
ferred to a man with a beard; a hand revolved in the air 
meant the spinning wheel. Howe recognized that, if left on 
her own, she would probably continue to develop this non­
verbal language, learning to communicate many of her basic 
needs. But he decided that in the long run this language of 
gestures would be too limiting, putting blinders on her in­
tellect, shutting her off from the knowledge o f more com­
plex, subtle, and sublime human emotions and ideas, lock­
ing  h e r in  a s ta te  o f  p e rm a n e n t m en ta l an d  m oral 
childhood.12

Howe was determined, instead, to bring Laura into the 
conversation o f human society as an equal, and to prove to 
the world that, within a damaged body, her mind was intact 
and fully human. To do that, he felt that he must teach her 
the use o f  an a rb itra ry  language, in this case English, 
founded  on an alphabet. She needed, he explained, “a 
knowledge o f  letters, by the com bination  o f w hich she

might express her idea of the existence, and the mode and 
condition of existence, o f anything.”13

The plight of Julia Brace at the Hartford Asylum seemed 
to prove his point. Her education had failed, Howe believed, 
because her instructors had allowed her to rely on a “natural 
language” o f simple gestures, rather than the abstract and 
man-made language o f the alphabet. Howe expected that, 
w ithout this help, Laura would also rely on a primitive lan­
guage of simple signs, as automatically as water flows down­
hill by the easiest course. His goal, then, was to guide the 
stream o f Laura’s communication into the man-made chan­
nel o f an arbitrary alphabet.14

This distinction between the “natural” language o f ges­
ture and the artificial language o f the alphabet was not 
original with Howe but was another theme developed by 
Scotland’s common sense philosophers. In his Inquiry into 
the Human Mind, Thom as Reid devoted considerable at­
tention to the language of pantom im e, arguing that this 
form o f com m unication proved the existence o f an innate 
linguistic faculty in man. Those gestures— the pat on the 
back for approval, the frown to suggest displeasure, the 
knitted  brow o f anger— come instinctively to all hum an 
beings, in all cultures. Even the youngest infant, the unciv­
ilized tribesman, and the linguistically isolated deaf person 
au tom atically  understand  the m eaning o f  a smile or a 
frown or tears. Reid suggested that this natural language of 
posture and facial expression was the alphabet o f hum an­
ity’s first language, providing the common ground neces­
sary for the subsequent invention of the arbitrary language 
o f words.15

Reid believed that this evolution from natural gestures 
to artificial words came w ith a price. O ur original language 
o f gestures, he argued, was peculiarly well suited to ex­
pressing the inner world of emotions. W hen societies de­
veloped artificial languages, their instinctive vocabulary of 
physical gestures atrophied. By his own tim e, Reid be­
lieved, only orators and stage actors could still speak the 
true language o f  the emotions. W hile such an evolution 
drew hum an society farther away from the language o f its 
feelings, the transition was a necessary step in the fuller re­
alization of hum an intellect. “As ideas multiply,” Reid’s dis­
ciple Dugald Steward explained, “the imperfections o f nat­
ural language are felt and men find it necessary to invent
artificial signs, o f which the meaning is fixed by m utual

” 11kagreement.
Echoing Reid and Stewart, Howe summarized the distinc­

tion between natural and arbitrary language by comparing 
the former to a “man in his wild state, simple, active, strong, 
and wielding a club.” The spoken language o f an arbitrary 
alphabet, by comparison, was “subtle, flexible, minute, pre­
cise [and] is a thousand times more efficient and perfect in­
strument for thought; it is like civilized man, adroit, accom­
plished, well-trained, and armed with a rapier.”17

Howe reasoned that Laura could only develop this facility 
for language if her one remaining sense of touch could be 
developed to the point where she could use it to read a m an­
ual version of the alphabet. Howe’s plan was anticipated by 
the French philosopher Denis Diderot almost a century ear­
lier. The sense o f sight uses a written alphabet, Diderot ex­
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plained, and hearing relies on symbolic sounds. But he saw 
no reason why the sense of touch might not develop its own 
medium of symbolic language. “For lack o f this language,” 
he speculated in his Letter on the Blind, “there is no commu­
nication between us and those born deaf, blind, and mute. 
They grow, but they remain in a condition of mental imbe­
cility. Perhaps they would have ideas, if we were to com m u­
nicate with them in a definite and uniform m anner from 
their infancy; for instance, if we were to trace on their hands 
the same letters we trace on paper, and associated always the 
same meaning with them. Is not this language...as good as 
another?”18

D iderot’s conjecture about the possibility o f  a manual 
alphabet was confirmed by a later generation of French ed­
ucators w ho w orked w ith  the deaf. U n til the Abbe de 
1’E.ppe began his pioneering work with the deaf in the late 
eighteenth century, most philosophers who speculated on 
the subject believed that thought, even the w ritten word, 
was impossible w ithout sound; signs o f intelligence in deaf 
persons were often greeted as little short o f  miraculous. 
But the Abbe’s success in teaching a m anual alphabet to 
the deaf proved that the sense o f hearing is not an essential 
com ponent of thought. The manual alphabet cut language 
loose from its presum ed m oorings in the voice and the 
ear.19

The Abbe pushed even further. If  hearing could be dis­
pensed with, he reasoned, why not sight as well? Anticipat­
ing Howe by a half-century, he published speculations on a 
possible m ethod o f instruction for the deaf and blind, a 
problem more hypothetical than real to him since he did not 
know o f any person so afflicted. Sicard, the Abbe’s successor 
at the Parisian school for the deaf, went on to prove that 
even the blunt sense o f touch could become refined enough 
to serve as the medium of thought. In fact, he had actually 
used such a language, conversing with one of his students in 
the pitch darkness o f m idnight by impressing the signs of 
the manual alphabet into the outstretched hand of his com­
panion.

Thus, as Howe began his unprecedented experiment with 
Laura Bridgman, he was guided by the theories of Scottish 
philosophers and phrenologists, whose map o f the brain 
showed him that the child’s m ind was endowed with a lin­
guistic “faculty,” a capacity to learn and use an arbitrary lan­
guage. Their theories assured him that, if  he could find a 
way to speak to her through the lone sense of touch, she 
w ould eagerly meet him  half-way. French educators pro­
vided Howe with that language, the manual alphabet o f the 
deaf. Howe’s work as a pioneer in the education of the deaf 
and blind must be understood in the context of these Euro­
pean precedents. Presented with a rare opportunity to help a 
young deaf-blind student, Howe turned O ld World theory 
into New World practice.

H owe began Laura’s education by trying to teach her 
to associate simple objects w ith their names, im­
prin ted  in raised letters. H e attached embossed 

paper labels on a few simple objects— a knife, a pin, a pen, 
and others. Laura was first presented with the label itself, de­
tached from its corresponding object. She was then made to

feel the object, on which Howe had attached an identical 
label. To express the idea that the embossed letters “p-i-n” 
were somehow identical with the pin she held in her hand, 
Howe resorted to one of Laura’s own signs for likeness— he 
held his two forefingers together, suggesting identity. Ac­
cording to Miss Drew, Howe’s assistant in these lessons, 
Laura “readily perceived the similarity of the two words.” 
And, rewarded by pats on the head for correct answers, “the 
natural sign o f approbation,” the student learned within a 
few days to match the labels to their appropriate objects. 
The teachers knew they had succeeded in this first crucial 
step of Laura’s education when they saw that “a light o f in­
telligence lighted her hitherto puzzled countenance.” How­
ever, Howe recognized that, though his pupil was evidently 
bright and eager to learn, she had not yet grasped the myste­
rious power of language. She matched words and objects not 
in order to communicate but merely as an intellectual exer­
cise of “imitation and memory.”20

Once she had this first inkling about “words as a whole,” 
Howe then tried to teach her to create words herself. He 
broke the paper labels up into their com ponent letters. 
Laura soon learned to arrange these slips of paper in their 
proper order, recreating the label and matching it to its ob­
ject. At first she spelled out these words in a “mechanical” 
fashion. Howe compared her skills at that point to those of 
“a very knowing dog” who was eager to perform tricks only 
in order to win approval, the reward of loving pats on the 
head. Howe reached for a sign that she was beginning to 
truly appreciate the communicative power of those patterns 
at her fingertips, and it came at last, after several months of 
patient, methodical instruction.

T he tru th  began to flash upon her, her intellect began to work, 
she perceived that here was a way by which she could herself 
make up a sign o f anything that was in her own m ind, and 
show it to another m ind, and at once her countenance lighted 
up with hum an expressions; it was no longer a dog or parrot,—  
it was an im m ortal spirit, eagerly seizing upon a new link o f 
union with other spirits! I could almost fix upon the m om ent 
when this truth dawned upon her m ind, and spread its light to 
her countenance. I saw that the great obstacle was overcome.21

H ow e’s 1841 account o f  Laura B ridgm an’s linguistic 
breakthrough— described as a lightning-like burst of spiri­
tual insight— bears remarkable resemblance to the better 
known story o f the great turning point in Helen Keller’s ed­
ucation. Howe suggested that, in spite of months of prepara­
tion, the obstacle was overcome “at once.” The wide thresh­
old, he suggested, between the “know ing dog” and the 
human spirit was crossed almost instantaneously. Her sud­
den understanding of the value of language seemed to in­
duce a new birth within her, the creation of an “immortal 
spirit” right before Howe’s eyes.

In her autobiography, Helen Keller described a similar 
rapid transformation, in the often-told story of her trip to 
the well. Understanding for the first time that the letters “w- 
a-t-e-r” spelled into her hand corresponded to the cool water 
that flowed over her hand, she suddenly realized that all ob­
jects have names, and that the manual alphabet was her key 
to expressing them to others. Keller later described that mo­
ment as “in the nature of a revelation.”
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Laura was an eager reader, despite the discomfort caused by the 
large size o f  books with raised letters.

There was a strange stir w ithin me,— a misty consciousness, a 
sense o f som ething remembered. It was as if  I had come back to 
life after being dead .. . I understood it was possible for me to 
comm unicate with other people by these signs. Thoughts that 
ran forward and backward came to me quickly,— thoughts that 
seemed to start in my brain and spread all over m e .. .Delicious 
sensations rippled through me, and sweet strange things that 
were locked up in my heart began to sing.

These two accounts o f a miraculous and immediate trans­
formation of the soul, of a spiritual birth through language, 
are remarkably similar. Yet they also share the fact that they 
were written years after the events actually occurred. Setting 
aside consideration of Helen Keller’s experience, it is impor­
tant to notice that Howe’s version o f Laura Bridgman’s lin­
guistic apotheosis was first published in his annual report of 
1841, at least three years after the events he describes. All of 
his accounts prior to this time failed to mention this singular 
and powerful moment of intellectual and spiritual birth, and 
instead described a much more subtle and painstaking pro­
cess of gradual enlightenment.22

Howe’s 1841 report of a great spiritual apotheosis exag­
gerated the contrast between the pre- and postlinguistic 
child. While Laura’s introduction to arbitrary language was 
undoubtedly of profound importance to her subsequent in­
tellectual development, she arrived at Perkins with an intel­
lectual curiosity that could hardly be described, as Howe had 
done, as “mechanical” or animal-like. Howe himself noted, 
in his first report on her in 1838, that she was extremely cu­
rious about her surroundings, “constantly active,” evidently 
“intelligent,” able to express affection, take part in imagina­
tive play, and mind her manners while at the table.23

Howe’s later account also ignored his previous testimony 
about the child’s slow and painstaking introduction to lan­
guage. In his 1838 report, he announced that his pupil had 
succeeded in learning the nature of words and could use let­
ters to express the names of “substances.” In this first pub­
lished version of the story, Howe found her accomplishment 
“gratifying,” but did not suggest, as he did later, that “the 
great obstacle was overcom e.” Rather, he rem ained cau­
tiously optimistic that her grasp o f language could be ad­
van ced  th ro u g h  th e  “slow  an d  te d io u s ” p rocess o f  
education.24

The only other eyewitness observer o f Laura Bridgman’s 
introduction to language was Miss L. H. Drew, her daily in­
structor during this period. In an account also written much 
later, Drew made no m ention o f any single m om ent o f 
apotheosis, noting only that “whenever she overcame a diffi­
culty, a peculiarly sweet expression lighted up her face, and 
we perceived that it grew daily more intelligent.”25

In short, some o f the contours o f H ow e’s account o f 
Laura’s education seem to have taken shape over the course 
of his first few years with her. His role as a disinterested ob­
server and reporter o f an im portant psychological experi­
ment may well have been eclipsed by his inclinations as a 
journalist and a publicist to adorn a tale that might better 
capture the sympathy and imagination of his growing read­
ing public.
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hile the story o f Laura Bridgman’s first break­
through into the world of language may have 
developed over the course of her first few years 

at Perkins, Howe moved much more quickly to assert the 
im portant philosophical conclusions to be drawn from his 
successful experim ent. In his first public reports on her 
progress, he confidently announced that Laura Bridgman 
was not, as might be supposed, “but a blank.” He had bro­
ken through her damaged body to discover a soul, “active, 
and struggling continually not only to put itself in commu­
nication with things without, but to manifest what is going 
on within itself.”26

In this report, given four m onths after her arrival at 
Perkins, Howe believed that he was already beginning to dis­
cern the basic outline of that spirit that was “shut up in a 
dark and silent cell.’’ He marveled at her playfulness and af­
fection for her teachers and classmates, and he took a par­
ent’s pride in her physical skills, her ability to sew and knit 
and dress herself “with quickness and precision”— all skills 
she had learned prior to coming to Perkins. But most impor­
tantly, he rejoiced at what he called her “mental phenom-

nena.

She has a quick sense o f propriety; a sense o f property; a love o f 
approbation; a desire to appear neatly and sm oothly dressed, 
and to make others notice that she is so; a strong tendency to 
imitation, insom uch that she will sit and hold a book steadily 
before her face in imitation o f persons reading...T he different 
states o f  her m ind are clearly marked upon her countenance, 
which varies with hope and fear, pleasure and pain, self-appro­
bation and regret; and which, when she is trying to study out 
anything, assumes an expression o f intense attention and 
thought.27

At this early stage, Howe felt that he could not say con­
clusively that his young pupil had a clear sense of right and 
wrong, apart from the love of approval that she so eagerly 
sought. But he was convinced tha t her m ind, her con­
science, her soul showed all signs o f being in healthy work­
ing order, unimpaired by her physical infirmity. The mind, 
Laura’s case already seemed to prove, was not only at least 
partially independent of the body but showed every sign of 
being able to overcome the most horrendous physical barri­
ers imaginable. “T he im m ortal spirit w ithin her,” Howe 
wrote in the first m onth of his experiment to a supporter in 
Maine, “although in darkness & stillness like that of a tomb, 
is full o f life & vigor, is animated by innate power & tri­
umphantly refutes the doctrine that the soul is but a blank 
sh ee t u p o n  w h ich  e d u c a tio n  & ex p erien ce  w rite  
everything.”28

By insisting that Laura’s m ind was not a “blank sheet” but 
was driven by an “innate power” to communicate, Howe 
was entering the child as a crucial piece of evidence in one of 
the most im portant scientific and theological debates of his 
time. For more than a century, the role that the senses play 
in determining hum an nature and creating human knowl­
edge had been the crucial debate in philosophical circles, the 
sticking p o in t th a t had divided the various com peting  
branches o f  E n ligh tenm en t th ink ing  about the hum an 
mind.

Locke had established the starting point o f that debate,

with his efforts to place the study of the human mind on the 
same scientific footing that Newton had placed the study of 
the heavens. The view held by Descartes and his fellow ra­
tionalists that humans are born w ith certain innate ideas 
that the Creator plants, fully formed, into the human mind 
was, for Locke, an unfounded superstition, a remnant of the 
discredited vagaries of medieval scholasticism and mystical 
neo-Platonism. Searching instead for the observable mecha­
nisms of mental activity, Locke posited that the mind con­
tains no innate ideas but develops them from the sensory 
input o f the external world and from self-reflection on its 
own activity. Prior to receiving these sensory impressions, 
the child is born, in Locke’s famous phrase, into a state of 
tabula rasa.

D ow n to H ow e’s own tim e, A m erican in te llec tua ls  
revered Locke’s accomplishment, and college students duti­
fully worked their way through his Essay Concerning Human 
Understanding. But som e also w orried th a t a group o f 
Locke’s disciples, particularly among the French, had mis­
taken him to mean that the “mind is the result of sensation.” 
The mind, these French materialists argued, is born passive 
and inert and is shaped entirely by its external environment. 
Today, Locke scholars point out that this has been a com­
mon misreading of the philosopher’s famous m etaphor of 
tabula rasa and show that Locke actually credited the mind 
with a more active role in converting sensory input into 
knowledge through certain innate reasoning “faculties.” But 
in Howe’s time the materialistic implications o f Locke’s sen­
sationalist psychology were made dangerously clear by some 
o f the radical th in k ers  o f  the French E n lig h ten m en t. 
C ondillac , for exam ple, felt tha t he was only carrying 
Locke’s psychology to its logical conclusion when he tried to 
prove that the mind contains no innate faculties and that 
thought is therefore purely the product o f physical sensa­
tion. Explaining all mental phenomena as byproducts of the 
senses, the materialists seemed prepared to dismiss the im­
material mind and the immortal soul as unscientific super­
stitions.29

In Howe’s time, this philosophical radicalism was not eas­
ily dismissed as another O ld W orld madness, safely con­
tained on the far side of the Atlantic. In the 1830s, the fruits 
of French materialism were ripening in the midst o f pious 
New England. Two years before Howe met Laura Bridgman, 
he set down his own fears about the rise of an “infidel party” 
in Massachusetts in a tw o-part article called “Atheism in 
New England,” published in his own Neu> England Maga­
zine. Howe warned his readers that the freethinkers of his 
day enjoyed growing congregations who gathered each week 
to hear their “ministers” ridicule Christianity, foment envy 
and class hatred among the poor, undermine the institution 
of marriage, and promote “degrading profligacy.”30

At the bottom of all these threats to “the foundations of 
the social-fabric” lay the theory of materialism, what Howe 
called “the doctrines of the French infidels.” In an effort to 
make this perfectly clear, Howe quoted verses from the infi­
dels’ “Bible of Reason”:

T he soul is [only the] principle o f sensibility. To think, to suf­
fer, to enjoy— is to feel. W hen the body, therefore, ceases to
live, it cannot exercise sensibility. W here there are no senses,
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Below: Laura’s first letter 
home to her mother, 1839.

Above:
Fine lace made by Laura.

there can be no ideas. T he soul only perceives by means o f the 
organs; how then is it possible for it to feel after their dissolu­
tion? ...T hat the effect, called m ind, ceaseth, and is entirely dis­
continued, is manifest; because, it hath a beginning, and is 
proved to be nothing w ithout the body; how great a folly it is 
to imagine what is m ortal can be immortal!

In Howe’s opinion, New Englanders had “too long been 
blind, and deaf, and dum b” to this threat o f materialism in 
their midst.31 He disagreed with those who felt that the 
best way to contain infidelity was to ignore it, that at­
tacks only stirred up public interest in the freethinkers’ 
ideas. In his opinion, American society was arriving at a 
crucial juncture, a time when education was “just begin­
ning to be general” and the im pressionable, “half­
formed minds” of the American people were ripe for 
influence, either for good or ill. “It is light and purifi­
cation that the public m ind requires,” Howe pro­
claimed.32

A nd so when he succeeded in teaching Laura 
Bridgman language, Howe seized the chance to in­
struct his fellow citizens, while dealing a scientific 
deathblow to the impious doctrines of materialism. 
If the materialists’ ideas about the hum an m ind 
were correct, Howe reasoned, a person in Laura 
Bridgman’s predicam ent would be incapable of 
thinking, since she lacked most o f the sensory 
input essential to the form ation o f ideas. In a 

sense, a deaf and blind person would have no m ind and 
no soul; she would be trapped in the vacant state o f tabula 
rasa in which Locke had supposedly suggested all babies are 
born . Howe liked to p o in t ou t tha t this bleak view o f 

human nature had even insinuated its way into En­
glish com m on law. Blackstone had classed the 
b lind-deaf as “in the same state as an idiot; he 

being supposed incapable of any understanding, as 
wanting all those senses which furnish the hum an 
m ind  w ith  ideas.” N ow  th a t he had show n th a t 
Laura could learn and communicate, Howe believed 
that no person could take seriously the radicals’ claim 
that “the soul is merely the result o f sensation.” As 
Laura reached out to the world around her, Howe 
thrilled to witness the trium ph of mind over matter.33

t first, Laura read and spelled out words on a set 
o f raised-letter metal types that Howe had spe­
cially made for her. This slow and cumbersome 

process was soon abandoned in favor of the manual alpha­
bet of the deaf. Laura’s instructor, Miss Drew, began each 
m orning’s lesson by introducing the child to a new object, 
spelling out its name in finger letters pressed into Laura’s 

eager palm. “She placed her right hand over m ine,” Drew re­
called, “so she could feel every change o f position, and with 
the greatest anxiety watched for each letter; then she at­
tempted to spell it herself; and as she mastered the word, her 
anx ie ty  changed  to  d e lig h t.” L aura m ade rem arkab le  
progress with this finger language, using it “so fast and so 
deftly, that only those accustomed to this language can fol­
low with the eye, the rapid motions of her fingers.” W ithin a 
year, Laura was also learning to write, her pencil guided by a
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grooved pasteboard placed underneath her paper. Before 
long she was conducting a simple but voluminous corre­
spondence with her family, and recording her daily lessons 
in a journal.’4

As Laura’s grasp of language continually improved, Howe 
grew more confident that his protege had dealt a knockout 
blow to the doctrine of materialism. He wrote to the English 
w riter H arrie t M artineau tha t “her w hole nature seems 
changed & the now trium phant mind begins to speak out in 
her countenance w ith a natural eloquence surprising to 
those who remember her former situation.”35

Howe drew his philosophical conclusion emphatically in 
his 1838 report.36 In the sentimental prose style that Howe 
used to appeal to the deepest sympathies of his readers, he 
painted the scene o f a chance meeting in the institution’s 
hallway between Laura and one of her classmates. He de­
scribed “an intertwining of arms— a grasping of hands— and 
a swift telegraphing upon the tiny fingers (which communi­
cated) exchanges of joy and sorrow.. .kissings and partings.” 
Moving to the moral, he concluded that such a scene was “a 
better refutation of the doctrine, that mind is the result of 
sensation, than folios o f learned argument. If those philoso­
phers who consider man as only the most perfect animal, 
and attribute his superiority to his senses, be correct, then a 
dog or a monkey should have mental power quadruple that 
o f poor Laura Bridgman.”37

Howe was fully prepared to give the senses their due. The 
“French philosophers,” he conceded, were correct in assert­
ing that “all ideas of sensible objects are derived immediately 
or remotely from impressions made upon the senses.” In 
o ther words, our knowledge o f the m aterial w orld m ust 
come from our experience of it, through the senses. Thus, 
for example, a deaf and blind person could never learn any­
thing about the true nature of color or sound. W here the 
empiricists had erred, Howe claimed, was in their attem pt to 
overapply this “doctrine of sensation,” claiming that moral 
and spiritual knowledge were also produced by sensory expe­
rience. “All the higher and nobler attributes of the soul, all 
that part o f man which is truly in the likeness of God, is in­
dependent o f sensation,” Howe concluded. “T he hope of 
immortality, the love o f goodness, the veneration o f justice, 
the desire o f sympathy, the yearning for affection, are all in­
dependent o f external sensations.” Though such claims car­
ried Howe far beyond the evidence provided by his experi­
ment thus far, he was confident that Laura would reveal all 
o f these symptoms o f the soul in due course.38

If popular press accounts o f Laura’s breakthrough into 
language may be taken as a measure o f general public reac­
tion, Howe’s audience was eager to accept his claim that the 
child’s story proved the existence o f  an im m aterial soul. 
Countless writers echoed Howe’s argument that Laura’s edu­
cation was a profound tribute to the hum an spirits power to 
overcome physical barriers. However, very few writers for 
the popular press took a serious interest in the more intricate 
philosophical details o f Howe’s battle against the philosophy 
o f materialism or his hasty attem pt to enter Laura’s story as 
evidence in the philosophers’ ongoing epistemological de­
bate. Popular Christian belief at the time led most people to 
accept dualism, a clear distinction between body and soul, as

a matter of course, untroubled by the arcane epistemologies 
o f European radicalism.

But the intellectual community took Dr. Howe’s contri­
bu tio n  to the  m ind /b o d y  problem  quite  seriously and 
praised his vindication of “this imperial mind of ours.” Dr. 
John Kitto, author o f a widely read book on the senses, 
called the m om ent o f Laura Bridgman’s linguistic break­
through proof that “wherever there is mind, there is no im­
prisonm ent from which it cannot be freed.” Kitto praised 
Howe’s work as a “great discovery in the history of man” and 
urged that the specific m om ent o f  the ch ild ’s linguistic 
breakthrough should be carefully recorded for posterity. One 
o f Howe’s professors at Harvard’s medical school, visiting 
Perkins less than a m onth after Laura’s education began, 
wrote that the child’s “power of ratiocination” was sufficient 
evidence “to convince the greatest skeptic of the existence of 
the soul.”39

The most thoughtful endorsement o f Howe’s attack on 
materialism came from the Christian Examiner, the leading 
journal o f Boston’s Unitarians. Mrs. L. M inot explained to 
her readers that there were “two grand divisions of meta­
physical systems,” one which attributed knowledge to the 
senses and the o ther w hich held tha t the in tellect, the 
human mind, is an essential and active agent in the forma­
tion of ideas. Like Howe, M inot freely acknowledged that 
the input o f the senses was necessary to the formation of 
most human knowledge about the world. But she claimed 
that the materialists, those prodigal heirs of Locke who had 
so troubled Howe, were guilty of exaggerating the impor­
tance of the senses, downplaying or dismissing altogether the 
crucial, even “godlike” role that the mind must play. Already 
anticipating Kant’s influence on America’s emerging Roman­
tic movement, M inot greeted Howe’s experiment as part of a 
broader intellectual revolution against materialism. “The 
senses, which in philosophy have long been lord of the as­
cendant, and claimed to be the source o f all the godlike 
thoughts of the soul, are now hiding their diminished heads. 
The ideal is regaining its rightful domain, and restricting 
them  more and more to the mere threshold of the soul’s 
temple.”40

As important as Howe’s experiment was for the vindi­
cation of the intellect and the ideal, M inot was more 
impressed by the breakthrough he had made in ap­

plying the scientific m ethod to the study o f  the hum an 
mind. Rationalists and empiricists, she explained, had been 
deadlocked for centuries in an armchair debate over the ori­
gin of hum an ideas in large part because they lacked the 
techniques for investigating the matter first-hand. Infants, 
M inot suggested, offer an ideal testing ground for resolving 
these questions about the workings of the human mind, yet 
this fertile field of scientific investigation was abandoned to 
mothers, their own minds hopelessly distracted by the “petty 
cares and duties” of child-rearing. Facts were needed, data 
gathered by “the closest attention of a cautious and philo­
sophic observer.”41

Howe’s experiment, M inot suggested, represented an en­
tirely new and scientific approach to ancient moral ques­
tions, the chance at last to gather “details such as the
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philosopher has long sought in vain.” Howe had found in 
Laura Bridgman an ideal specimen to study. Even infants 
learned at lightning speed, but Laura’s mental processes were 
slowed by her handicaps. “The steps of her progress are la­
borious,” M inot explained, “which enables a careful observer 
to note them accurately.” She added that it was the scientific 
community’s great fortune that fate had entrusted this case 
to Howe, a philosopher and “a man of candid and accurate 
habits of m ind.”42

In spite o f all the praise heaped upon Howe by his con­
temporaries for his scientific credentials and careful observa­
tion, the flaws in his famous “experiment” on the role the 
senses play in creating mind seem glaringly obvious to even 
a casual observer today. To refute the doctrine that “the 
m ind is the result o f sensation,” Howe would necessarily 
have had to show that Laura Bridgman’s mental life existed 
independent o f all sensory input. After her illness, Laura en­
joyed considerably less outside stimulation than the average 
person, but w ith her single sense of touch her m ind was 
never devoid of a sensory connection with the world around 
her.

Perhaps sensitive to this flaw in his experiment, Howe 
often minimized the importance of the sense of touch, dis­
missing it as the least articulate and the crudest o f senses. He 
portrayed the girl, prior to her education at Perkins, as little 
more than a cartesian corpuscle, bouncing in a cold and bar­
ren world made up only of space and matter. Even her own 
younger brothers and sisters, Howe wrote, “were but forms 
of matter which resisted her touch, but which differed not 
from the furniture, save in warmth and in the power of loco­
motion. And not even in these respects from the dog and 
the cat.”43

Yet Laura’s sense o f touch was undeniably an essential 
stimulus to her mind after her illness; and, judging from the 
affection she expressed to her family and the num ber of 
household duties she performed, the sense o f touch con­
veyed a great deal more to her mind than Howe acknowl­
edged. W ith o u t dow nplaying the severity o f  the ch ild ’s 
plight or the value o f Howe’s hum anitarian act, it seems 
clear that at no point during her illness and isolation did 
Laura ever resemble the child which he described as a “soul 
buried a thousand fathoms deep— so deep that no one could 
reach it or make a sign to it.”44

The most im portant challenge to Howe’s claim that his 
experiment had proven that the mind operates independent 
of the senses comes from the fact that Laura Bridgman expe­
rienced the full range of sense experience for more than two 
years before her illness, and had even begun to develop her 
powers of language. Howe repeatedly probed his pupil for 
evidence that she remembered any of the impressions she re­
ceived in those years, even resorting to experiments with 
hypnotism, then known as the new science o f “animal mag­
netism.” He concluded that, “to the best of my judgement, 
she has no recollection.” Since she was unable to recall any­
thing of the world of sights and sounds from her first two 
years o f life, Howe concluded that the influence o f these 
sensations had been completely erased from her brain, at 
least “for all practical purposes.”45

As years went by, his accounts o f the child’s earliest years
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usually omitted mention of her early language skills, or even 
her experience of sight and sound. She had been deaf and 
blind, he began to write, “from her tender infancy.” W hen 
some of his contemporaries expressed skepticism, suggesting 
that Laura’s remarkable progress in learning language was 
due to “some remembrance of oral language,” Howe could 
only accuse them of being “metaphysical hairsplitter[s].”46

Today, with the benefit o f a century and a half of empiri­
cal research, psychologists tell us that the sensory impres­
sions gathered in the first two years of life are both indelible 
and enormously im portant to proper mental development. 
In fact, subsequent work with the deaf and blind has shown 
that those born into this state face nearly insurm ountable 
barriers to mental development. Howe’s breakthrough to 
Laura was a remarkable achievement o f pedagogy, and a 
great act o f human kindness, but in the end it could not re­
solve the ancient complexities of the role that the senses play 
in forming human knowledge.47

The efforts Howe made to explain away these flaws in his 
experiment suggest that he was well aware o f them. Yet, in 
all the scientific discussion of Howe’s work during his life­
time, there was little explicit criticism of his methodology. 
N ot until the next generation of more empirically sophisti­
cated psychologists arose were the flaws in Howe’s experi­
ment made plain. In 1879, G. Stanley Hall, the last scientist 
to examine Laura Bridgman in person, concluded that she 
could rem em ber no th ing  o f  her first two years. But he 
added, “Yet, when we reflect on the amazingly rapid self-ed­
ucation of infantile life through the senses and its funda­
mental nature, it is impossible to believe that its effect can 
ever be entirely obliterated.” Hall conjectured that Bridg­
man’s “insatiable curiosity” about a world she could neither 
see nor hear was one crucial rem nant from her first two 
years.48 Perhaps even more im portant, her relatively rapid 
understanding o f the nature and use o f language was no 
doubt a product of her early linguistic development.

One possible explanation for the widespread uncritical ac­
ceptance of Howe’s method and conclusions is the fact that 
they accorded so well w ith the prevailing wisdom  o f his 
time. Laura Bridgman delighted the Anglo-American intel­
lectual community because she seemed to prove what they 
had already believed. Defenders of the Christian faith wel­
comed what they took to be scientific evidence o f an imma­
terial soul. Others in this era of democratic reform, individ­
ualism, and expansion embraced Howe’s claim that Laura 
Bridgman proved that the hum an spirit, however humble, 
could conquer the m ost form idable physical obstacles. 
Steven Jay Gould, the historian o f  science, has suggested 
that scientific attempts to describe and measure the human 
mind have often been “virtually free from the constraints o f 
fact.” One reason, says Gould, is that the study of the mind 
is typically “invested with very little reliable information. 
W hen the ratio o f data to social impact is so low, a history of 
scientific attitudes may be little more than an oblique record 
of social change.”49

According to Gould, the likelihood that an observer’s 
bias will corrupt the objectivity o f an experim ent is in ­
creased not only by the social significance of the results but 
also by the scarcity of reliable scientific evidence. In this re­
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gard, the obvious flaws in Howe’s experim ent reveal the 
primitive state of experimental psychology in the antebel­
lum period. In the previous century, the thinkers o f the En­
lightenm ent had called for a new, scientific study o f the 
human mind. Locke, as a pioneer in psychological specula­
tion, founded his new science o f the m ind on the method 
of “introspection,” the careful observation of the processes 
of one’s own mind. This approach was vulnerable to the 
charge that each observer’s self-reflections are inevitably 
subjective, even solipsistic.50

Howe, like many in his time, dismissed the introspective 
approach used by Locke and, later, the  com m on sense 
philosophers, as hopelessly flawed. “They all hold up con­
sciousness as a mirror before them ,” he wrote two years be­
fore finding Laura Bridgman, “and think they see there an 
image o f man which they attem pt to describe; but alas! the 
mirror is so narrow that it will admit but one image at a 
time, and that the image of him who holds it up.” Echoing 
the prevailing scientific wisdom of his day, Howe concluded 
that such an approach “must ever err.”51

Thus it was left to Howe and other nineteenth-century 
heirs o f the Enlightenment to devise a new model o f psycho­
logical investigation, based on the systematic observation of 
the minds of others. Howe’s work, flawed as it was, must be 
understood in this context— as an early attem pt to find a 
new m ethod o f em pirical psychological research. By at­
tempting to study the processes of Laura’s mind rather than 
those of his own, Howe anticipated the course of future ex­
perimental psychological research. But clearly his own bi­
ases, and those of his society, compromised his observations 
and his conclusions, making his work no more objective 
than that of his predecessors.

Because Howe’s earliest findings confirmed his society’s 
cherished belief in an im m aterial soul, m any observers 
hailed him as a profound philosopher and a pioneering sci­
entist of the human mind. But Howe’s work with Laura was 
just beginning at this point. He vowed to carry on, learning 
what he could o f the operations of the m ind as he studied 
the gradual unfolding of “the moral and intellectual nature 
of this interesting child.” Having proven the existence of the 
soul, he now proposed to dissect it, to search for clues to its 
internal nature.

As ever, Howe brought his own biases into this investiga­
tion. But at this point his assumptions about what he ex­
pected to find veered off from the broad intellectual consen­
sus shared by Anglo-American Christendom. He would find 
in his exotic pupil a m ind and soul that operated according 
to phrenological laws that mirrored his own liberal faith. 
While Howe’s famous experiment began with universal ad­
miration and acclaim, the doctor would soon find himself 
mired in controversy. □
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What 
Is a Man?
3000 Years o f Wisdom 

On the Art o f Manly Virtue

As we ponder a graduation gift for that special young man— or 
search perhaps fo r  a companion guide fo r  ourselves as we go 
about the task o f  raising, teaching, and forming our boys— we 
could do no better than the inspiring new anthology o f  readings 
gathered and edited by Waller Newell. Drawn from a wide 
range o f  sources— Plato, Homer, Shakespeare, St. Augustine, 
Tolstoy, Yeats, Jane Austen, de Tocqueville, Tecumseh, Stephen 
Crane, Frederick Douglass, John F. Kennedy, Milan Kundera, 
and a host o f  others— the readings reveal “a nobly inspiring tra­
dition o f  manliness that stretches more or less continuously ” 
down the ages, an “unbroken pedigree" o f  agreement about 
what manly virtue entails, expressed in “vividly contrasting por­
traits” and an "enticing variety” o f  types. I f  we cut our boys o ff 
from this tradition, or allow the notion o f  manliness to be lost 
to simplification or caricature, Newell argues, our boys will 
turn to coarse, sometimes violent, substitutes. Need we look fa r  
to see the truth o f  which he speaks?

The essay that follows is a slightly condensed version o f  Mr. 
Newell’s introduction to W hat Is a Man?

-— E d it o r

By Waller R. Newell

As America heads into the twenty-first century, there 
is an increasingly widespread feeling that we have 
forgotten the meaning of manliness. O n first reflec­

tion, this might seem like an absurd proposition. Across the 
nation, millions of men do their daily best to meet their re­
sponsibilities as husbands, fathers, partners, friends, and citi­
zens. We expect men to behave decently and honorably in 
those capacities and to pull their weight in families and rela­
tionships. But at the same time, we are curiously adrift as a 
society when it comes to knowing precisely what we mean 
by manliness— how to describe it, encourage it, and discour­
age its opposite. Especially in our public discourse, in the 
worlds o f academia, government, the social welfare bureau­
cracy, the educational establishment, and the learned profes­
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sions, an open discussion of manliness as a positive form of 
behavior is almost taboo. In many of these circles, to suggest 
without a sneer of irony that one should “be a man” would 
produce ripples of cringing embarrassment over the after- 
dinner decaf. There is a huge vacuum in our moral vocabu­
lary about the whole subject of the manly virtues, a feeling 
that even to raise such a matter is retrograde or at least a 
faux pas, like ordering Chardonnay with beef. We feel manly 
passions and impulses, but we don’t know how to articulate 
them. This is especially noticeable among young men in 
their teens and twenties, or even older. They have the same 
strong passions, the same need for love, that youths their age 
have always experienced. But, much more so than with pre­
vious generations, their passions are sometimes baffled and 
stifling because they lack the means to express them in a re­
fined yet heartfelt way.

The aim of the readings that comprise What Is a M an? is 
to help fill this vacuum, and to restore a sense of the positive 
meaning of manliness that we have somewhat mysteriously 
forgotten. I say mysteriously because, as the reader will see, 
there is an extraordinary continuity in the understanding of 
the manly virtues from their earliest origins in the ancient 
world until, so to speak, just yesterday. Despite considerable 
differences in content, style, and intrinsic quality among an­
cient and m odern artists, thinkers, historians, poets, and

Waller R. Newell is professor o f  political science and philosophy 
at Carleton University in Ottawa, Ontario. The author o f  nu­
merous books and articles on classical, Renaissance, and modern 
European political philosophy and literature, he has been a fe l­
low o f  the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars in 
Washington, D. C., and the National Humanities Center in Re­
search Triangle Park, North Carolina, and a John Adams Fel­
low at the Institute o f  United States Studies at the University o f  
London. From W hat Is a Man? 3,000 Years o f W isdom on 
the Art of Manly Virtue by Waller Newell. Copyright © 2000  
by Waller Newell. Published by arrangement with Regan Books, 
a division o f  Harper Collins Publishers, Inc.
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statesmen from the classical era to the twentieth century, 
there is also an unbroken pedigree in the Western concep­
tion o f what it means to be a man. Honor tempered by pru­
dence, ambition tempered by compassion for the suffering 
and the oppressed, love restrained by delicacy and honor to­
ward the beloved— from Plato to the tw entieth century, 
there is a com m on store o f richly textured observations, 
maxims, illustrations, and confirmations of this enduringly 
noble standard of conduct. Thus, although that tradition 
can be easily parodied and ridiculed today as som ething 
hopelessly out-moded and far away, in fact it is very close. 
Depending on our ages, many of us have parents and grand­
parents still living who em body the aspiration to those 
manly virtues; the rest o f us, as adults, still carry their letters, 
their diaries, and their childhood influence on us. We don’t 
need to reinvent manliness. We only need to will ourselves 
to wake up from the bad dream of the last few generations 
and reclaim it, in order to extend and enrich that tradition 
under the formidable demands of the present.

W hat are the tenets of manly pride and honor that we 
need to im part to young men? How might we recover an 
understanding of what it means to be a man in the positive 
sense— brave, self-restrained, dignified, zealous on behalf of 
a good cause, imbued with sentiments of delicacy and re­
spect for one’s loved ones? These are the questions explored 
by W hat Is a M a n ? In its pages, the reader will find  a 
panoply o f examples of manhood at its best. And among the 
cases made consistently th roughou t its pages is th a t the 
surest way o f convincing men to treat women with respect is 
to expose them to those traditional virtues of manly charac­
ter that make it a disgrace to treat anyone basely. Reclaiming 
the positive tradition of manly refinement and civility is the 
surest antidote to the m uch-decried balkanization o f the 
sexes that has characterized the last thirty years. As What Is a 
M anf illustrates through a wide variety of sources, reverting 
to the blond beast o f either sex is no answer to our present 
rom antic ills. W ith  all due respect to the proponents of 
“men’s rights,” such adversarial visions of our culture simply 
mirror the distortions of the most extreme, exclusionary ver­
sions o f academic feminism. The answer is not to return to 
the worship o f a primordial M other Goddess, or to primeval 
fantasies o f male shamanism and campfire dances, in order 
to breathe some life back into contemporary eros. Real and 
responsible friendships between men and women can only 
be lost in the pursuit o f a sectarian and rejectionist “gender 
identity.” Instead, we need a return to the highest fulfillment 
o f which all people are capable— m oral and intellectual 
v irtues th a t are the same for m en and w om en at their 
peaks— while recognizing the diverse qualities that men and 
women contribute to this common endeavor for excellence. 
We need a sympathetic reengagement with traditional teach­
ings that stress that men and women share what is highest, 
while accepting that their passions, temperaments, and sen­
timents can differ, resulting in different paths to those high 
standards shared in common. This anthology is meant to be 
a con tribu tion  to genuine friendship between men and 
women, through a recognition that each makes a distinct 
contribution to this common feast o f excellence.

W hat have past ages had to say about manliness? W hat
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might we learn from history? Does it offer any consistent 
lessons? W hat I found as I burrowed into the annals of our 
W estern literary heritage can only be described as buried 
treasure: hundreds o f readings from every period on the 
theme of manliness— ancient, medieval, Renaissance, early 
modern and Romantic, down almost to today.

This chorus of voices presents a conjunction of timeless 
virtues that can still inspire us today with a series o f vividly 
contrasting portraits o f manliness and an appreciation for 
the enticing variety of manly types. In selecting the readings 
to include in this anthology, my aim has been to explore the 
manly virtues as the key to understanding the male psychol­
ogy and character, and to refresh our acquaintance with the 
vibrant, fully rounded knights, lovers, gentlemen, thinkers, 
artists, statesmen, spouses, and warriors who people our his­
tory.

Fatherhood and manliness have always been closely 
connected, not only because fathering a child is a pal­
pable proof of manhood, but because fathers are sup­

posed to provide their sons with a model of how to live. And 
yet, as a culture, we have never been more unsure or con­
flicted about what we mean by manhood.

In a recent novel by C huck Palahniuk, Fight Club, a 
group of young men in their twenties, stuck in typical Gen- 
X jobs as office temps and couriers, relieve their boredom by 
meeting after hours in the basement of a bar and beating 
each other senseless. Sometimes they show up for work with 
black eyes and stitches as a warrior’s badge of honor. Aside 
from their jobs— white collar, but holding out no clear ca­
reer prospects— what these young men have in common is 
that they are underfathered, the product of divorce and of 
fathers who had no time for them. “I’m a thirty-year-old 
boy,” says the novel’s protagonist. “I knew my dad for about 
six years, but I don’t remember anything.. .W hat you see at 
fight club is a generation of men raised by women.”

In the absence of a clear idea from their distant, distracted 
fathers of what it means to be a man, these bored and frus­
trated youths react against their antiseptic jobs by reverting 
to the crudest stereotype o f “macho” violence. The club’s 
founder, Tyler, progresses from consenting violence among 
buddies to random  m urder— a slacker Raskolnikov. The 
novel is chillingly insightful about the unmapped psyche of 
young males in the nineties.

Given these signals from the culture, confirmed every day 
by real acts o f mayhem, some hold that we should try to 
abolish ideals of manliness altogether and make more rigor­
ous efforts to create a genderless personality free of male vio­
lence. The recent horrific shootings in American schools 
from Arkansas to Colorado, with little-boy killers waiting in 
arm y fatigues to am bush their classmates and teachers, 
might suggest that this view is right. Add to this the fact that 
the majority of violent crimes are committed by young men 
between the ages of fifteen and twenty-five, and there seems 
further good reason for discouraging male children from 
embracing any notion of manly pride.

But it is not so simple. The last thirty years have, in fact, 
witnessed a prolonged effort at social engineering through­
out our public and educational institutions. Its purpose is to
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an understanding of what 
it means to be a man in 
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zealous on behalf of 
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with sentiments of 
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for ones loved ones?

eradicate any psychological and emotional differences be­
tween men and women on the grounds that any concept of 
manliness inevitably leads to arrogance and violence toward 
women, and to rigid hierarchies that exclude the marginal­
ized and powerless. This experiment was meant to reduce vi­
olence and tensions between the sexes. And yet, during this 
same period, “macho” violence and stress between men and 
women may well have increased. Recent crime statistics sug­
gest as much in the United States, Canada, and the United 
Kingdom— the countries where the feminist social experi­
m ent stigmatizing manliness has had the greatest latitude to 
prove itself.

As a recent book by Barbara Dafoe W hitehead confirmed, 
the absence of a father is one of the strongest predictors of 
violence among young men in the United States, at least as 
im portant as poverty, lack of education, or minority status. 
The ease with which men of my baby boomer generation 
have abdicated their roles as fathers is undoubtedly con­
nected with feminism and with the sexual revolution of the 
1960s. Boomers were told not to be hung up about provid­

ing masculine role models for children, reassured that we 
should do whatever made us happiest, including escaping an 
unsatisfying marriage. After all, to hold things together for 
the sake of the children would restrict both men and women 
to old-fashioned “patriarchal” responsibilities. The casualties 
of this hard, bright credo o f selfishness are today’s underfa­
thered young m en, m any o f them  from broken hom es, 
prone to identify their maleness w ith aggression because 
they have no better model to imitate.

This generation’s experience is summed up in a brilliant, 
pathetic scene from a film by Atom Egoyan called Family 
Viewing. The central character, a teenage boy, drifts in and 
out o f his divorced father’s house. The father is totally preoc­
cupied with his relationship with a younger woman. The 
boy’s only solid hum an contact is w ith his dying grand­
mother, shunted to a nursing home lest she spoil the father’s 
swinging lifestyle. One day the boy digs out some family 
videos. At first, he sees a backyard barbecue with happy chil­
dren and his parents when they were still together. Suddenly, 
the film jumps to the father and his new girlfriend having 
sex. The father simply taped over the family movies, literally 
erasing his son’s connection with the only secure part o f his 
childhood.

It seems plain enough that we are missing the boat about 
manliness. A strong case can be made that manly honor, and 
shame at failing to live up to it, are the surest means of pro­
m oting respect for wom en. M oreover, m anly anger and 
combativeness can provide energy for a just cause. Horrified 
as we are by the cult o f warrior violence in the Balkans or 
Rwanda, we may have gone too far toward the opposite ex­
treme in the Western democracies. As Michael Kelly recently 
observed, “There are fewer and fewer people, and they are 
older and older people, who accept what every twelve-year- 
old in Bihac knows: that there are some things worth dying 
for and killing for.” Abolitionism in the antebellum United 
States, the Allies’ defeat of Nazi Germany, or the civil rights 
movement of the sixties would never have succeeded w ith­
out the legitimate expression of anger against injustice. The 
point is not to eradicate honor and pride from the male 
character, but to rechannel those energies from the nihilistic 
violence of Fight Club or the Arkansas schoolyard to some 
constructive moral purpose.

To do this, we must recover a positive sense of manhood. 
For, if young men are cut off from this positive tradition of 
manly pride, their manliness will reemerge in crude and ret­
rograde forms. Some th irty  years ago, the Rolling Stones 
recorded a m isogynist rant called “U nder My T h u m b .” 
Today, it is one o f the songs that fans most often request of 
these aging shamans of adolescent attitudinizing.

Hostility toward women is an aberration of male behav­
ior. If, as the prevailing orthodoxy contends, the male gen­
der were intrinsically aggressive, hegemonic, and intolerant, 
then by definition male behavior could never improve. The 
message young males receive from feminist reasoning is not 
You should be ashamed o f  liking “Under M y Thum b” bu t 
That’s the way your gender thinks about women.

So the first step toward a sensible debate about manly 
pride is to rescue the positive tradition o f manliness from 
three decades of stereotyping that conflates masculinity with
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violence, hegemony, and aggression. We have to recognize 
that men and women are moral and intellectual equals, that 
decent and worthy men have always known this, and that, 
while men and women share the most im portant human 
virtues, vices, and aptitudes, they also have different psycho­
logical traits that incline them toward different activities.

The gurus of sensitivity have tried to convince men to be­
come open, fluid, genderless beings who are unafraid to cry. 
But little boys still want to play war and shoot up the living 
room with plastic howitzers, and we can’t give them all Ri­
talin. Psychologists have begun to express concern about our 
educational institutions’ readiness to pathologize what once 
would have been regarded as boyish high spirits— rough- 
housing, “hating” girls, locker-room language— and the use 
of powerful drugs to extirpate their perfectly ordinary imma­
turity.

Again, the point is to channel these energies into the de­
velopment of character. Boys and young men still want to be 
heroes, and the way to teach them to treat girls and women 
with respect is to appeal to their heroism, not try to blot it 
out. Look at those kids perform ing daring flips on their 
skateboards, or sailing on their Rollerblades into downtown 
traffic like warriors contemptuous of fear or danger. Look at 
that squeegee kid with his shaved head and horsehair plume, 
decked out like some road-warrior Achilles. Walk into one 
of those high-voltage computer emporiums, selling our cen­
tury’s most potent icon for the extension of human mastery 
over the cosmos. W ho are the salespeople? Almost always 
cocky young men, celebrities-in-waiting in dark suits and 
moussed hair, hooked on the sheer power of it all.

Channel surf on your television late at night and sample 
the rock videos. Nearly all the bands in rock videos are male, 
snarling or plaintive over the world’s confusions and their 
erotic frustrations, oozing male belligerence alternating with 
Byronic alienation and a puppyish longing for attention. 
Their names (Goo Goo Dolls) and attitudes (the lead singer 
o f Radiohead is wheeled around a supermarket in a giant 
shopping cart curled up like an overgrown five-year-old) 
combine an infantile longing to return to childhood with an 
in-your-face attitude of distrust and suspicion.

And what else would one expect, since so many o f the 
families into which they were born ended in divorce? By 
denying and repressing their natural inclination to m anli­
ness, we run the risk of abandoning them to such infantile 
posturing. W hen they pierce their bodies, it is because they 
w ant to experience moral and erotic constraint. Having 
failed to find an authority  they can respect, someone to 
guide them from boyish impetuosity to a mature and manly 
vigor of judgment, they confuse authority with oppression. 
Still, cast adrift in a world without any limitations, they long 
to pay a price for their hedonism. Since no one is leading 
them back to the great ethical and religious traditions that 
set these limits on the highest intellectual and spiritual level, 
they pierce their bodies in a crude simulacrum of traditional 
restraint. In that very gesture, they reveal not only the won­
drous capacity o f spirited young people to see through the 
aridity o f the establishment, but also the potential for an en­
nobling transformation.

It is precisely in traditional understandings of manly pride
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The best way of convincing 
young men to treat women 
with respect is to educate 
them in those traditional 
virtues of character that 
make it a disgrace to treat 
anyone basely dishonestly 
or exploitively.

and honor that we will find the only sure basis for respect 
between men and w om en. T he best way o f convincing 
young men to treat women with respect is to educate them 
in those traditional virtues of character that make it a dis­
grace to treat anyone basely, dishonestly, or exploitively. 
Moreover, the surest way o f raising young men to treat 
young women as friends rather than as objects for sexual ex­
ploitation is to appeal to their natural longing to be honored 
and esteemed by the young women to whom they are at­
tracted. W hen our erotic attraction to another is properly 
directed, it leads us to cultivate the virtues of moderation, 
honesty, gratitude, and compassion, all of which make us 
worthy of love in the eyes of the beloved. We try to be virtu­
ous because we want to be worthy of being loved.

One thing is sure: Given our current confusion over the 
value and meaning of manliness, we have nothing to lose by 
reopening the issue. If academic feminism is correct that vi­
olence toward women stems from traditional patriarchal at­
titudes, our grandparents’ lives must have been a hell of ag­
gression and fear. Yet, if anything impresses us about our 
forebears, judging from their lives, letters, and diaries, it is 
the refinement o f their affections for one another, and of 
men’s esteem for women in particular. Perhaps we cannot re­
turn to that world. But boys and young men today need to 
be reintroduced to the tradition of manly civility, to supple­
ment our contemporary insistence that all romantic stress 
between men and women can be solved by the adjudication 
of rights and the stigmatization of exclusively male traits of 
character.

Despite recent caricatures of the Western tradition as one 
long justification for the oppression of women, poets and 
thinkers from Homer to Rousseau have explored the delicate 
interplay o f love and self-perfection. In H om er’s Odyssey\ 
Telemachus, son of the great war hero Odysseus, embarks 
on a search to find his missing father and thereby save his
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mother from the oppressive noblemen who want her to give 
up her husband for dead and marry one o f them. As he 
searches for his father, in an adventure parallel to Odysseus’s 
own search for a way home to his long-lost wife and child, 
Telemachus is educated by his adventures and grows from a 
boy into a man, guided by the wise goddess Athena who is 
also his father’s best friend among the gods. Telemachus’s 
search for his missing father, guided by the goddess, in effect 
provides him with the upbringing Odysseus was unable to 
give him. Even so, Odysseus still inspires his son from afar, 
because Telemachus learns during his travels of his father’s 
exploits and wants to prove himself the hero’s worthy son.

Whenever I describe Telemachus, this boy from a broken 
home, forced at a too-early age to be his mother’s protector 
from oppressive men, compelled to bring himself up in a 
way that he hopes his absent father will be proud of, the 
young men in my undergraduate classes tend to become 
very quiet and reflective. They are Telemachus.

* * *

As we enter the new millennium, the meaning of man­
liness is increasingly unclear and fragmented. The 
Rolling Stones’ paean to alienation, “Shattered ,” 

might serve as an anthem for our disaffection with tradi­
tional ideals. Up until at least World War II, a more or less 
continuous tradition from Plato to Theodore Roosevelt had 
codified a subtle, complex, and yet common vision of man­
hood. In the last few generations, by contrast, the meaning 
of manliness seems to have exploded into a million shards of 
shrapnel. The last section of What Is a Man?, entitled “The 
Invisible M an,” offers a sampling o f those fragments, from a 
statement by rebel icon James Dean to a sketch of teenage 
G oth culture, as conveyed by fiction, lyrics, poetry, and 
journalism.

Some of these fragments are bleak indeed. They speak of 
homelessness both physical and spiritual, o f aimlessness and 
despair; o f young men who have forgotten what it is to feel, 
or who cannot pu t those feelings into words because no one 
has taught them the vocabulary of love and honor. Hence, 
while they have strong passions, and strong loves, those pas­
sions often remain mute, baffled, and stifling because they 
can find no release and relief in the expression of honest and 
delicate sentiments.

But the panorama isn’t all bleak. Contemporary man may 
be an invisible man, but you can still see his shadow as he 
walks those lonely streets. As often as these fragments are de­
pressing and nihilistic, just as often they are full of naive 
wonder, generous feeling, a longing for heroism and adven­
ture, and a burning desire to be decent toward others and be 
treated decently in return. Through the shadows there are 
occasional flares of brilliance, honest and authentic intima­
tions of what men have lost, and of what it still could mean 
to be a good man, husband, parent, and citizen. No one 
who knows many young people today is likely to capitulate 
entirely to despair. Young men still want heroes, and they 
still want to be heroes. They still want to fall in love and 
prove themselves worthy o f their beloved’s affection. The 
young man who may be invisible today will soon reemerge 
into the sunlight. CD
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(Continued from page 35)

stead of learning self-discipline and the value o f effort. There 
was a good deal to be said, he thought, for teaching children 
to complete difficult tasks; the reward was the self-confi- 
dence that children gained by conquering challenges. Bagley 
believed that some children would follow the line of least re­
sistance and not learn as much as they would have if they 
had been instructed in subject matter by talented, insightful, 
and well-educated teachers.

Over the years, Bagley consistently argued that there was 
so much mobility in American society that a common na­
tional curriculum in basic subjects like arithmetic, history, 
geography, and science was needed. He believed that the fed­
eral governm ent should support the schools to prom ote 
“equality of educational opportunity throughout the country, 
and the consequent protection of the stake that the people as 
a whole have in a literate, informed, and disciplined popula­
tion.” He called ignorance “a menace to national welfare.” 
He consistently argued that the spread and improvement of 
education would contribute to social progress by reducing 
not only illiteracy, but crime, corruption, drunkenness, di­
vorce, and poverty.

In 1938, Bagley helped organize the Essentialist Com m it­
tee for the Advancement of American Education; it issued a 
platform advocating rigorous standards and a common cur­
riculum  to ensure a high level o f a shared culture across 
American society. The essentialists were promptly rebuked. 
Although the statem ent was careful to praise John Dewey 
and to claim that his followers had distorted his teachings, 
Dewey told a New York Times reporter, “The movement is 
apparently an im itation of the fundam entalist movement, 
and may perhaps draw support from that quarter as well as 
from reactionaries in politics and economics.” William Kil­
patrick, Dewey’s chief disciple, told the same reporter, “The 
essentialists represent the same sort o f reactionary trend that 
always springs up when a doctrine is gaining headway in the 
country. The astonishing thing is not the fact o f the reaction 
but that it is so small and on the whole comes from such in­
conspicuous people.” Time magazine reported on the con­
tretemps between essentialists and progressives by putting  
the president of the Progressive Education Association on its 
cover, accompanied by a laudatory article about progressive 
education.

Bagley died in 1946, never knowing that others would 
carry forward his lonely crusade for higher standards, equal­
ity of educational opportunity, liberal education for all, bet- 
ter-educated teachers, and abundantly supported schools. 
Widely known as a critic o f fads, the only innovation that he 
fought for throughout his career was, in the words of his bi­
ographer, Isaac L. Kandel, to “put a competent and cultured 
teacher into every American classroom.” Today, as the Amer­
ican education system is pressed to provide higher standards 
for the great majority of students, William Chandler Bagley’s 
ideas deserve a hearing. And he deserves to be recalled by the 
term that he himself preferred: “stalwart educator,” a man of 
o u ts tan d in g  vigor and com m onsense. A nd uncom m on  
courage. Li
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(Continued from page 2)

The one thing lacking was a plan for 
improvement. How can we tell children 
and students that anything is wrong if 
we have no moral basis for doing so? I 
find  it iron ic  th a t, as educators, we 
lament the lack of principle-based par­
enting while simultaneously elim inat­
ing moral absolutes from our curricula.

I hope that the courageous publica­
tion o f  this article will lead to a dia­
logue about the role o f morals in our 
schools.

— J o n  T a n n e r

Prospect Heights, IL

I would like to express my appreciation 
for the article by Kay S. Hymowitz. As 
an elementary school educator, I have 
personally  encoun tered  every paren t 
comment or quote Hymowitz penned.

Prior to reading this wonderfully ac­
curate and direct article, I had spoken 
w ith a school w orker w ho asked my 
opinion on the reason(s) for the lack of 
schoolchildren’s respect. W ithout hesi­
tation, I responded, “The breakdown of 
parenting and its direct effect on the 
family.” I plan to share this piece with 
her.

I also wish it were published in a 
journal for parents, as most teachers al­
ready know  the article’s content, but 
(for reasons mentioned in the article it­
se lf) are u n ab le  to  verbalize  those 
though ts to parents and com m unity  
m em b ers . T h a n k  you  fo r y o u r re ­
spected publication.

— J o d ie  S h a r p
Basom, N Y

Bravo! Your article “Parenting: T he 
Lost Art” should be commended.

The breakdown of parenting occurs 
when our parents do not pass their reli­
gious heritages to their children. This is 
where the heart and core of our values 
lie. Every religious heritage has a variety 
o f insightful teachings that our children 
can learn from, enriching their lives. 
T hus, today’s ch ildren  need to  have 
high regard for themselves— to avoid 
drugs, alcohol, seeking love from all the 
wrong places, and hurting themselves 
or others.

I am a high school psychologist, and 
I have w orked for tw enty years w ith 
teenagers. The most well-adjusted stu­

dents I have seen were those teens in­
volved with their parents in community 
service, youth groups, and regular at­
tendance at temple, mosque, or church. 
These students were happy and exuded 
co n fid en ce . T h ey  w ere n o t  easily  
swayed by the media or ills o f society. 
Parents o f today m ust realize their re­
sponsibility to teach their children core 
values. This was handed down to them 
by their parents, and must be passed to 
the next generation!

I hope today’s parents take the time 
from  their busy schedules to see the 
truth before it is too late.

— Sh a l o m  M c G u ir e

New York, N Y

J e a n n e  C h a l l

Dear Editor:
I was greatly surprised and pleased to 

read the tribute to Jeanne Chall in the 
Spring 2001 American Educator. W hen 
I was in graduate school getting  my 
master’s degree in reading and writing, 
her research was totally ignored and she 
was misrepresented by the “indoctrina- 
tors of liberal education,” as I came to 
refer to my instructors. Feeling as I al­
ways have, that one should never accept 
the precepts of one side only, I sought 
research that contradicted  the whole 
language/top-down theories. I arrived 
at some research by Jeanne Chall that 
reaffirmed my personal beliefs in a bot- 
tom-up approach starting with phonics. 
Chall was made out to be a phonics- 
driven m ad-wom an, yet I found that 
unlike many whole-language advocates, 
she believed in a com bination o f ap­
proaches that emphasized comprehen­
sion once some basic decoding skills 
were learned. In other words, students 
need to read before they can read with 
understanding.

— J e n n if e r  T o m p k in s

Littleton, CO

W h y  G e o g r a p h y  M a t t e r s

“Geography, the Tie that Binds” is a 
collection of lessons from the New York 
Geographic Alliance. I was reminded of 
this when I read Walter A. McDougall’s 
article “W hy G eography M atters” in 
the Spring 2001 issue o f American Edu-
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cator. His essay implies that geography 
should be at the core of lessons, not an 
a d ju n c t. T h e  te a c h e r c o n su lta n ts  
trained by the National Geographic So­
ciety’s education program would totally 
agree.

Recognizing the lack o f geography 
education in m ost schools, NGS has 
trained  thousands o f  teachers to be­
come turn-key trainers in their states 
and school districts. All fifty states have 
become “G eographic Alliance” states 
and continue this work by hosting ge­
ography institutes to promote more and 
better geography education. The insti­
tutes have three components: college- 
level geography instruction taught by 
professors, geography inclusion lessons 
taught by NGS-trained teacher-consul- 
tants, and a presentation m ethod that 
turns teachers into com petent profes­
sional presenters.

I have been privileged to be a part of 
the New  York G eograph ic  A lliance 
since 1989, and like many of my col­
leagues, I have presented geography 
program s at the local, state, and na­
tional levels. I have w orked hard  to 
make a difference in my own district to 
get more geography content incorpo­
rated in lesson plans. It is often an up­
hill battle to get funding for our Al­
liance activities and to make an impres­
sion on state education departments to 
include geography in the core curricu­
lum, but progress has been made.

In my presentations, I ask teachers 
“to look at their classes through geogra­
phy glasses” and be amazed how often 
geography can be incorporated. It is 
nice to have Mr. McDougall on the side 
o f us “geo-evangelists” whose teaching 
methods have been affected by our as­
sociation w ith N ational G eographic 
and our Alliances. There is much more 
work to do! We welcome “converts” to 
the joys o f  teaching such an exciting 
subject.

— V ir g in ia  M. F ig u ra
Buffalo, N Y

T hank you for continually identifying 
the fads, follies, and delusions o f con­
temporary education— and for standing 
steadfastly against them (“W hy Geogra­
phy Matters,” Spring 2001).

My college students have long been 
profoundly  ignorant o f  fundam ental 
facts o f the world (the number of states

in the U.S. is a matter of some contro­
versy am ong them ), and for the first 
time I have a class majority that con­
tends that all theories and opinions are 
o f  equal value, as are all readings o f 
works o f fiction— regardless o f the facts 
o f  the case. As I am told repeatedly, 
“My high school teacher told me that a 
poem can mean anything I want it to 
mean.”

So w heth er the text is the  Bible, 
Shakespeare, or Toni M orrison, s tu ­
dents read only themselves over and 
over w ith the predictable results that 
the greater their ignorance the higher 
their self-esteem. Such a student once 
identified Hitler as the German Martin 
Luther King (The Holocaust? “It was 
right for him .”) Such is the frightening 
legacy of instruction lacking focus, dis­
crimination, and facts.

— K.J. W alters
Monroe, N Y

K u d o s

The spring edition is truly exceptional; 
all the articles are excellent and educa­
tio n a l. It m akes me p ro u d  to  be a 
teacher and AFT member. Thank you 
for this edition.

— R ic h a r d  R eames
Oklahoma City, OK

Write Us!
We welcome comments on American 
Educator articles. Address letters to 
Editor, American Educator,
555 New Jersey Ave., N.W., 
Washington, D.C. 20001 or via 
e-mail at amered@aft.org. Letters 
selected may be edited for space and 
clarity and must include a phone 
number or e-mail address so we may 
contact you if needed.
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