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ABSTRACT
A difficult heritage has been attached to the history of education since its beginnings as a field of
study. History of education is as a rule nationally oriented and/or constructed as a linear history of
progress. The philosophy of language distinction between paroles and langues is seen as a method-
ological route out of these limitations. Taking the example of a currently widely discussed thesis on
the connection between notions of societal progress and expectations of education, this paper
shows how history can be understood as a struggle between the individual (transnational) langues
for public dominance. The paper concludes by pointing out how historical knowledge is impor-
tant for the theoretical discussion and for efficient school policy.
Key words: History and historiography of education; languages of education; teacher education, nationalism.

RESUMEN
Una herencia difícil se ha unido a la historia de la educación desde sus comienzos como campo de
estudio. La historia de la educación en general se orienta nacionalmente y/o se construye como
historia lineal de progreso. La distinción, propia de la filosofía del lenguaje, entre langues y paroles
es considerada como una herramienta metodológica que sortea esas limitaciones tradicionales.
Tomando como ejemplo de una tesis ampliamente discutida, la conexión entre las nociones del
progreso social y las expectativas de la educación, el artículo demuestra cómo la historia se puede
entender como la lucha entre lenguajes individuales (transnacionales) para el dominio de lo
público. El trabajo concluye precisando cómo el conocimiento histórico es importante para la
discusión teórica y para la creación de una política eficiente sobre la escuela.
Descriptores: Historia e historiografía de la educación, languages de educación, educación de docents,
nacionalismo.

RÉSUMÉ
Un dur patrimoine a été rattaché à l’histoire de l’éducation comme champ d’étude depuis ses
débuts. L’histoire de l’éducation est en règle générale orientée vers la nation et/ou construite
comme une histoire linéaire de progrès. La philosophie de la distinction linguistique entre paroles
et langues est vue comme une route méthodologique hors de ces restrictions. Prenant l’exemple
d’une thèse présentement discutée largement sur la connexion entre les notions de progrès
sociaux et les attentes de l’éducation, le papier montre comment l’histoire peut être comprise



comme une lutte entre les langues individuelles (transnationales) en vue d’une dominance
publique. Le papier conclut en démontrant comment les connaissances historiques sont
importantes pour la discussion théorique et pour une politique scolaire efficace.
Mots-clés: l’histoire de l’éducation, les langues d’éducation, l’éducation des instructeurs; nationalisme.

T   : History of Education as a distinct area of academic research on
education no longer plays the dominant role that it took on at the time of its

emergence, the mid-nineteenth century. Its decreasing importance is connected with
both external and internal factors. From the external perspective, public expectations
towards the genre history of education declined, especially in the context of teacher
education. And within history of education research, there was no significant success in
adapting to these changes, that is, in finding new paradigms that would find greater res-
onance. Up to today, the dominant impression that this form of history of education
leaves is that not only does it deal with the past but also the very way in which it does
so itself belongs to the past. Although this judgment is, of course, a sweeping general-
ization that does an injustice to many productive studies, it cannot be dismissed. The
historiography of education did not succeed – in academia or in education policy – in
becoming a fundamental research approach to the field of education alongside the phi-
losophy of education and ahistorical empirical statistical research (dominant today).
With this, it not only did harm to itself but also to the academic field of education alto-
gether, which in the universities often has a rather low status. The fact that the Univer-
sity of Chicago – which can trace its fame not least back to the faculty of education
around 1900, that is, to Dewey and Mead – decided in 1996, despite protests, to close
the department of education is a particularly illustrative example.

In the following, I would like to consider the situation of historiography of educa-
tion and ask what could be undertaken in order to more fully exploit its potential, that
is, to optimize its contribution to the educational discussion, whether on theory or
with regard to education policy. As a first step I will reconstruct the heavy burden of its
heritage, which it was given in the nineteenth century (section 1). Then I want to pres-
ent the methodological impetus that we can expect to receive from the (science of )
history (section 2). Here I will focus on the distinction between paroles and langues, par-
ticularly as discussed by the Cambridge School; this distinction seems to me to be well-
suited to overcome the little convincing contrast between traditional history of ideas on
one side and social history on the other. In the main section of the paper, I attempt to
provide an example of how this methodological distinction can be applied to the his-
tory of education (section 3). Here I am interested in the historical reconstruction of a
currently much-discussed thesis stemming from sociology of the school. According to
this thesis, education in modernity became so important because it was confronted
with very central public expectations within the societies. The notion of social progress
became associated with effects attributed to education. In the final part of the paper, I
would like to, for one, point out the limits of this approach and formulate some
desiderata for research and, for another, illustrate the role that historical findings of
this kind could play in today’s discussion on education (section 4).
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The heavy burden of heritage
The loss of importance that history of education has had to put up with since its begin-
nings is largely its own fault. The reason lies mainly in the fact that history of education
research was not sufficiently able to emancipate itself from the task that was passed on it
to in the nineteenth century: preparation and national-religious molding of prospective
teachers. It was not coincidental that the genre “history of education” could celebrate a
breakthrough just after 1871, when the just-founded German Empire built up the
school system on a massive scale (with reparation monies from France). The internal
unity of the nation, that is, the advancement of the Deutsches Reich, was to a large part
understood to be an educational task, one that was to be handled organizationally by
the school. In addition to redesigning the curriculum, teacher education was also
reformed, and in this context the “History of Education” gained enormous impor-
tance. The importance ascribed to history of education was thanks to the upswing of
the history sciences in Germany generally as well as to the fact that history had always
been viewed as an edifying, moral subject and was written accordingly. For written
history can, through selection of the sources, silence unpopular alternatives and can,
through portraying great heroes, awaken moral feelings in readers. It was mainly sup-
posed to target national unity, in that the positive heroes are from one’s own nation, the
‘evil’ actors are foreigners, and the ‘good guys’ ultimately win – which in Germany
after 1871 was indeed the case. The great expectations that were placed in “history of
education” became apparent in the fact that as many as four different textbooks were
published within a period of three years (1871-1873); all of them went on to be pub-
lished in many editions, and some of them were in use for fifty years. In content and
structurally, the four history of education textbooks in Germany were all similar. They
all began with the ancient world, and they all started out from the premise of one pro-
gression of advancement in education. All of them divided this historical progress into
epochs that were represented by ‘great men’ in education; and all educational thinkers
cited in the books published after 1800 were German. On average, 60 percent of the
authors cited in these textbooks were German, 18 percent were figures from the ancient
world, Switzerland supplied 7 percent, and the remaining countries like France or Eng-
land were represented together by only 15 of the great figures in education (Tröhler,
2006a).

Even though this specific pattern of handling education was developed in Germany
and served national unification, it was met with great interest also in other countries.
Remarkably, this German national education was first taken over by defeated France, of
all countries. With a delay of about ten years, France began a complete reform of the
school that led to teacher education at the university level. In the opinion of the leading
actors, this teacher education required study of history of education. In the years from
1883 to 1891, four different works appeared in France, whereby (in contrast to the
German textbooks) only one became successful, namely, Gabriel Compayré’s 1883
Histoire de la pédagogie, which was published also in English in Boston in 1888. This
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English translation of Compayré’s Histoire had a strong influence on the English-lan-
guage historiography of education, which up to this point in time had hardly become
established, as the English reformer Robert Herbert Quick complained in frustration in
his influential Essays on Educational Reformers1 first published in 1868: “I have found
that on the history of Education, not only good books, but all books are in German, or
some other foreign language” (Quick, 1874, p. iv).

The interesting thing about all of the four French textbooks was that they imitated
the model of the German books precisely. They differed only in two – but important –
respects. First, in the place of the 60 percent German figures in education, we now
find 62 percent French figures, while Antiquity, Germany, Great Britain, and Switzer-
land are represented with 7 percent each. And second, the French historiographers
replaced the Lutheran versions of redemption found in the German textbooks with
strictly secular argumentation or, following laborious Jansenist or Calvinist efforts,
with an orientation based on the child’s nature, which, however, was not longer under-
stood to be sinful. The result of the development of education in the French interpre-
tation – as in also Condorcet’s history of philosophy (1794), which has an
extraordinarily important place in French historiography2 – thus appears to be predes-
tined, namely, the idea of reason and morale through public education, whereas in
Germany, idealistic histories of philosophy such as Hegel’s shimmer though: redemp-
tion through the German spirit – and this also to the welfare of the whole world (Tröh-
ler, 2003; 2006a).

This pattern of historiography in education spread rapidly in the Western world,
but over the course of the twentieth century, it suffered a loss of attractiveness in the
different countries to differing degrees. The historical reconstruction of these individual
national developments in comparison remains a great Desideratum in the historiogra-
phy of education. But there is a feature that can be discerned, namely, the national
orientation of the research, lasting up to today. It is no coincidence that most of the his-
torical studies on education appear in journals that are associated with national associ-
ations for the history of education and that these studies very often deal with topics
from a country’s own national history. And it is not by chance that these journals find
little reception in other countries. This is not only the case for countries that speak
different languages; it is also the case, for example, for England, the United States, and
Canada. And it is not by chance that the two European journals that are not published
within the framework of national associations are found in small, multilingual coun-
tries (Belgium and Switzerland) and take a decidedly international orientation (Paeda-
gogica Historica and Zeitschrift für pädagogische Historiographie).3 Transatlantic journals
like Encounters on Education succeed better at launching historical topics as interna-
tional discussions than do nationally-bound journals, even historically-oriented ones.

Ideas on education in context: Langues
Of course, the treatment of topics from a country’s own national history is not a prob-
lem per se. It becomes difficult, if it does not succeed at breaking out of the intellectual
confines that arise when paradigms, methods, and topics of research grow out of one
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single tradition that has never been confronted with alternatives. Any national breed of
science – a contradiction in itself – has its own topics, heroes, and unique issues, on the
basis of which only then specific (research) questions are generated. A look at the great
heroes of the history of education illustrates this most easily. For the research in France,
for example, it is not doubted up to today that Condorcet and Compayré are emi-
nently ‘important,’ and so they are an important part of the curricula – whereas, in
neighboring Germany, they are inexistent, so to speak. Turned around, Dewey plays an
extremely important role in the American discussion, while in Continental Europe
Dewey’s role is much less prominent.

These heroes of history not only stand for the past; they also frame the intellectual
horizon in which research questions are asked today, even in empirical-statistical
research. In non-historical journals, too, we find articles that deal with topics that stem
from the national tradition. This may explain the fact that up to today, for example,
democracy – except for a relatively short time after 1945 – is not a topic at all in the
education discussion in Germany, whereas in American research it is a central one.
Turned around, it is no coincidence that there is no vocabulary in other languages to
express the most central concept in German education, Bildung. This is, however, not
primarily a problem of the ethnic diversity of languages, not a malum of Babylon,
although ethic languages construct reality differently, as, for example, Benjamin Lee
Whorf (1897–1941) showed (Whorf, 1956). Going beyond that, it is also so that
within an ethnic language there are various ideological languages that base upon polit-
ical or educational argumentations. In part, these languages are closely tied to national
boundaries; in part, however, they are transnational.

The distinction between argumentation and language is not new. It goes back to the
Genevan philosopher of language Ferdinand de Saussure (1857–1913), that is, to Saus-
sure’s seminal work Cours de linguistique générale (published posthumously in 1916), or
Course in General Linguistics (Saussure, 1959). In that work, Saussure differentiates
parole from langue, that is, spoken words or arguments (paroles) from language sys-
tems as a transindividual product (langues). This distinction was later, in the wake of
the linguistic turn, applied to the political history of ideas, mainly by thinkers associ-
ated with what is called the Cambridge School. There, langue was conceived as the
(ideological) context of political arguments, texts, or acts. For John G. A. Pocock, his-
tory deals with traditions passed down through the generations, that is, with “acts of
speech, whether oral, scribal or typographical,” which in turn are determined by the
conditions (contexts) “in which these acts were performed” (Pocock, 1987, p. 20).
This means that the parole of the historical actors always depend on a language (langue)
that allows them to express themselves: “For anything to be said or written or printed,
there must be a language to say it in; the language determines what can be said in it,
but is capable of being modified by what is said in it; there is a history formed by the
interactions of parole and langue” (p. 20). Langue is understood as idioms, idiomatic
expressions, rhetoric, and specific vocabularies and grammars – that is, as types of polit-
ical discourse that are created and diffused at a certain point in time. They are the ide-
ological context in which texts or arguments find expression and have, following
Pocock, “the character of paradigms” (p. 21).
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This approach can be applied to the history of education relatively easily. Histori-
ography of this kind then no longer appears as the linear historical progression of an
idea – for instance, “von Plato to the present” or as in Arthur O. Lovejoy’s The Great
Chain of Being: A Study of the History of an Idea (Lovejoy, 1936), which is a type of his-
toriography that has been given the name whiggish history (Butterfield, 1931). Quentin
Skinner formulated a critique of this type of historiography as follows: “The character-
istic point of departure in such histories is to set out an ideal type of the given doctrine
… The particular danger with this approach is that the doctrine to be investigated so
readily becomes hypostatized into an entity. As the historian duly sets out in quest of
the idea he has characterized, he is very readily led to speak as if the fully developed
form of the doctrine was always in some sense immanent in history, even if various
thinkers failed to ‘hit upon’ it, even if it ‘dropped from sight’ at various times, even if an
entire era failed (note the implication that they tried) to ‘rise to a consciousness’ of it”
(Skinner, 1988a, p. 34).

The alternative takes care not to select historical sources based upon a doctrinaire-
given history of progression and then to set them in chronological order, much like
stringing pearls into a necklace. What a pearl is – to stay with the metaphor – is anyway
not predetermined, because canonized texts (and heroes) are always the product of
later times and interests and have little to do with the historical context of the emer-
gence of an idea. Sources, therefore, are no longer interpreted in a synchronous and lin-
ear way, but rather (first) diachronously, reckoning with breaks and radical changes. In
other words, the question raised is what ideological worldviews or modes of thought
emerge from particular statements or arguments and how they can be understood in
the context of the time. Skinner, for example, looks at Machiavelli and asks how and
why it was possible that during the Renaissance someone appeared (Machiavelli) and
stated: “A prince must learn how not to be virtuous” (Skinner, 1988a, p. 61). For the
historian the question then arises as to whether this cynical statement was often voiced
in the context of the Renaissance or whether it was a singular comment going against
the mainstream of the discourse. In the former case, the interpretation would have to
be that Machiavelli merely reinforced the common moral attitude and in the second
that he wanted to attack established morals.

The question about the context of actors and their texts will generate a different his-
tory than the one that arose in the nineteenth century, because the different modes of
thought (or langues) do not exist alongside each other peacefully and with equal rights.
This is because one is always dominant, and the others, as competitors, wrestle for pre-
dominance. Here, historical events are touchstones of the dominant languages. Tech-
nical innovations, market developments, climatic catastrophes, or migration
movements can lead to perceptions of crisis for which the dominant language has no
adequate vocabulary. Crises may force people to seek new thought patterns, which cer-
tainly can be oriented to old but not dominant “paradigms.” If they come to the fore,
they reconstruct, with the power of their language, the social world anew. Therefore,
says Skinner in agreement with Pocock, it is the historian’s first task to study langues;
only in the second place should the relation between individual authors, as contributors
to such languages or to the discourse as a whole, be investigated. It is clear that this
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approach “leaves the traditional figure of the author in extremely poor health” – and yet
the author can still not be understood merely as a precipitate of his own context (Skin-
ner, 1988b, p. 276f.).

Skinner’s remark points out that – no matter how very much this type of historiog-
raphy differs from traditional history of ideas – it is not in agreement with Marxian his-
toriography, which mainly equates “context” with the economic conditions of
production, which can be ascribed decisive impacts on human consciousness. Skinner
explicitly conceives his methodological considerations between the two dominant
(“orthodox”) traditions of the history of ideas, namely, between the understanding
“that it is the context ‘of religious, political, and economic factors’ which determines the
meaning of any given text” and the assumption of the “autonomy of the text itself as the
sole necessary key to its own meaning” (Skinner, 1988a, p. 29). Both of these
approaches would generate more mythologies than historical findings. For Skinner
“context” is the dynamic competition, which differs depending on the historic situa-
tion, between differing modes of thinking, whereby in some periods the supremacy of a
langue can certainly be so dominant that the impression that there are sensible alterna-
tives does not even arise. But because languages do not simply reproduce the world
but instead construct it – this is the central thesis of the linguistic turn – they are deeds
that shape the social world (Skinner, 1988b, p. 260ff.): “To the extent that our social
world is constituted by our concepts, any successful alteration in the use of a concept
will at the same time constitute a change in our social world” (p. 276). Historiography
of this kind overcomes, at least partially, the traditional and little fruitful dichotomy of
traditional history of ideas and social history.

Turning historical interest to languages leads us to the question as to how many of
these languages can be distinguished in the field of education. For the modern period of
the Western World, at least three languages can be identified, such as – and this as an
overreaching thesis –
• a natural law-liberal language oriented to the modern sciences with the categories of
learning and knowledge,
• a political-(Calvinist-)Reformed language, that is, republican language with the cat-
egories socialization and public virtue, and
• an inner-(Lutheran-)Evangelical language with the category of Bildung (both as
process and as goal).4

What is gained from language analysis when we conduct historical research can be
shown by taking the example of the historiography with the longest tradition – histo-
riography in Germany. Whatever individual differences there are in the various histories
of education, there is always the ambivalent but undisputed key position of Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, and more precisely of one of his numerous works, namely, Emile.
With this work of 1762, Rousseau became the hero of the educational heroes; with
Rousseau – if we are to believe the historiographies – the meta-epoch of the modern
period was launched, as defined sharply against the meta-epoch of the pre-modern,
meaning the period before 1762. This construction is constitutive for the historio-
graphic paradigm or doctrine out of which history is written, but it is historically incor-
rect. For nothing new, conceptually, began with Rousseau. It is instead the case that
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Rousseau stands for a tradition of educational thinking that has been historiographi-
cally suppressed and therefore forgotten. This tradition is that of classical republican-
ism, which has an eminently political concept of education, and it is for this tradition
that the Luther-impregnated language of German education simply had no vocabulary.
Ever since, Rousseau has been held to be the “inventor of childhood,” who seeks to
solve the problems of society by means of a natural education of children at a far
remove from society. The fact that Rousseau, when writing of the decay of society, did
not have just any society and certainly not society per se in his mind’s eye, but instead
was referring to the monarchical society of France, which in the language of republi-
canism had to appear corrupted and decadent, is not understood. Just as poorly under-
stood is that Rousseau ultimately wrote a vehement plea for the republic. The reason,
namely, is because in the dominant language in Germany with its ideology of Bildung –
which interprets freedom always as an inner condition and not a political one (Hor-
lacher, 2004) – there exists no semantic parallel (Tröhler, 2004). The difference
between Rousseau’s work and his reception in Germany is, with this, a political and
religious one. Loyalty to the monarchy and inner freedom of the soul (Bildung) is the
dominant paradigm in German education, with which it writes its history up to today,
whereas Rousseau’s ideal is the free republic, in which people should achieve public, or
political, virtue, whereby his political visions show a Calvinist-religious inflation
(Rosenblatt, 1997, p. 175f.).

In the following, I want to demonstrate, using a specific example, how this historical
language analysis can be connected with current theses and discussion in a fruitful way. I
will look at an important and widely discussed thesis stemming from the field of neo-
institutionalism that throws light on the connection between modernity and education.

Educational langues and history of education
The thesis that I want to discuss, or reconstruct historically, was formulated by John
Meyer and Francisco Ramirez (2000), among others. The thesis states that the systems
of mass education could arise in the national states because they were rationalized using
functional theories and ideologies. In other words, it was believed that societal progress
was desirable and that it could be realized primarily through education (Meyer &
Ramirez, 2000, pp. 111ff.). As the example of teacher education in the German Empire
and in France after 1871 shows, this thesis has plausibility. It is also correct that the
national religious impetus for school reforms was not only nationalistic but that
national identity became bound with religious motives that – as Meyer himself states
(Meyer, 2000) – characterize the school discussion up to today.

In the following I do not want to discuss the thesis itself but rather to show that the
religiously justified coupling of education and progress of society is at least one hundred
years older. It is the result of a specific conflict that is probably still in effect today and
that we can reconstruct, if the history of the ideas is put into the political and social
context. This conflict arose already at the end of the seventeenth century, partly in
France but mainly in England, and the specific educational solution to the conflict
was found 70 years later in reformed republicanism.5



The conflict between commerce and republicanism in England
The conflict resulted from a process that we can call, somewhat sweepingly, the “capi-
talization of society” that became possible after the Peace of Westphalia in 1648 and the
death of Richard Cromwell in 1658, as capitalism builds essentially on trade, and trade
requires peace. This process, on which there are numerous inspiring studies, is a com-
plex one, for since Antiquity, views on commerce have always been conflicting. As a
rule, commerce, or trade, was brought into connection with passions and thus seen as
the opposite of reason and politics. Upon this background, the “capitalization of soci-
ety” caused a modification of the dominant political language: money had to be made
‘socially acceptable,’ so to speak. In other words, the traditional langue, and its vocabu-
lary, had to give way to a language in which money, capital, and capitalism were not
stigmatized.

In this connection, Felix Raab’s (1964) study should be mentioned, which demon-
strated how the concept of “interest” changed over the last decade of the seventeenth
century. In the sixteenth and for most of the seventeenth century, the concept had a
political connotation; that is, it was the notion of the prince’s acquired knowledge,
which served to maintain or expand his power. However, shortly before 1700 this
changed to a primarily economic meaning (Raab, 1964, p. 237). Albert O. Hirschman
(1977), in his famous study The Passions and the Interests, showed that this transforma-
tion was not by chance but rather occurred in order to depict the feared consequences
of commercialization, which were seen in the raging passions, more moderately. In the
classical dual between reason and passion, “interest” could take an intermediate posi-
tion, because it was understood to be free of the destructivity of the passions but also
free of the ineffectiveness of reason (Hirschman, 1977, pp. 42).

A particularly prominent expression of this process is the founding of the Bank of
England in 1694, an event that illustrates the “triumph” of the economy, so to speak.
When William of Orange took the throne in 1688 (William III), years of political
unrest had depleted public finances. The Scottish trader and financier William Patter-
son (1658–1719) proposed the establishment of a creditor association of wealthy pri-
vate citizens to lend money to the nation, a total of 1.2 millions pounds at an interest
rate of 8 percent. With the founding of the Bank of England a successful and long-lived
system of public underwriting was created that from then on allowed individual per-
sons and companies to invest in the state. This put owners of capital assets in a position
to transform “the relations between government and citizens, and by implication
between all citizens and all subjects, into relations between debtors and creditors”
(Pocock, 1979, p. 149). The competition between politics and capital was thus
decided; politics became the object of private interests and, through this, morally
largely indifferent.

These developments, which capitalized people’s relations to the state and among
themselves, were associated with the Whig Party majority in the English Parliament.
Language ideology and political party were closely tied. The political opposition, the
Tories, consequently formulated their arguments in a decidedly anti-capitalist langue,
which led to a Renaissance of republicanism. This revival of the republican ideal made
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it possible for representatives of the “commercial society” to be accused of “corrup-
tion” and for the ideal of the patriotic citizen to be raised against them (Pocock, 1979,
p. 148). The accusation of corruption was based on the reasoning that people whose
lives are so utterly shaped by trade and commerce could make no contribution to the
common good. The “commercial men” were specialists dedicated to the production
and trade of specific goods and who paid other specialists, that is, politicians and sol-
diers (mercenaries), to lead the country politically and militarily. From the view of the
republican ideology, “commercial men” lacked rationality and efficiency, for they were
subject to their passions: “For these the appropriate term in the republican lexicon was
corruption” (Pocock 1975, p. 464). Against this, the patriotic ideal was the fully moral
person able and willing to fulfill public duties. This ideal is based not on owners of
money and goods but on owners of land.

The notion is that land owners are far less concerned with income than people who
invest their monies in the stock markets. For this reason, they are in a position to put
themselves politically fully in the service of the common good: “The landed man, suc-
cessor to the master of the classical oikos, was permitted the leisure and autonomy to
consider what was to others’ good as well as his own; but the individual engaged in
exchange could discern only particular values – that of commodity which was his, that
of the commodity for which he exchanged it” (Pocock, 1975, p. 464). Although the
commercial society came to reign, says Pocock (1980), it never succeeded in developing
a concept of a person that was as attractive as the image of the patriot whose central
passion was the common good. Upon this background, from 1700 on “patriot” and
“investor” stood in dialectic opposition: “The social thought of the eighteenth cen-
tury has begun to look like a single gigantic querelle between the individual as Roman
patriot, self-defined in his sphere of civic action, and the individual in the society of pri-
vate investors and professional rulers, progressive in the march of history, yet hesitant
between action, philosophy, and passion” (Pocock, 1980, p. 349). The ideal of the cit-
izen, so it seemed in England but also in other parts of the republican discussion in
Europe on up to Thomas Jefferson, was possible only in an anti-commercial setting,
that is, in an agrarian economy: “I repeat it again, cultivators of the earth are the most
virtuous and independent citizens (…) But the actual habits of our countrymen attach
them to commerce. They will exercise it for themselves. Wars then must sometimes be
our lot; …” (Jefferson, 1984, p. 301).

The conflict between commerce and republicanism in Switzerland
The querelle that occupied the eighteenth century became the starting point of attribut-
ing to education the function of solving fundamental societal problems and allowing
progress. This thinking developed as a public consensus for the first time – as far as I
can see – in Switzerland. There were two preconditions, namely, first, the querelle
between commerce and free republic, which was viewed as a crisis, and, second,
Reformed Protestantism (more precisely the Protestant unification of Calvinism and
Zwinglianism of 1710, called Formula Consensus), which suggested a way out of the cri-
sis. At the center stood Zurich, and later also Basel; both were Protestant, city, com-
mercial republics.
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Once again, there was a process at the beginning that can be called the “commer-
cialization of society,” and once again, there was a reaction that led to a Renaissance of
the republican language. The precondition was steady population growth and contin-
uous development of the Zurich “industry” (mainly, spinning and weaving) and trade.
This development, which had been spared any larger crises, and a system of duties and
taxes resulted in the relatively great wealth of Zurich around 1750. In contrast to the
monarchies in other countries, which in the eighteenth century staged an elaborate
lifestyle and had a huge need for finances, particularly also for their standing armies, the
problem for Zurich was not the procurement of finances but investment. This can be
shown by the rate of interest, which had been set at 5% since the Reformation but fell
to 3% in the eighteenth century. Seeking better investment vehicles for the accumu-
lated monies, Zurich began to consider exporting capital, for there were plenty of inter-
ested parties. To this purpose, in 1754 the government of Zurich established a
committee to oversee return on investments. This interest rate committee first invested
monies from the various city funds in what were called the “Town Hall Bonds” at 3 to
31?%; from 1755 on, also private monies were invested. With the goal to bring in
higher returns, the monies were invested in loans to foreign powers but also in loans to
trading companies and plantations in Middle and South America (Peyer, 1968, p. 140
f.). Soon six private banks came into being that operated according to the same model.

What was decisively new about these allocations of monies was that business was
conducted with more or less any interested party, regardless of that party’s political
preferences. That means that the credit system previously bound to personal contacts
was superseded by (impersonal) loans. Prior to 1750, the giving of credit had been
concentrated mainly on interested parties of the same political or religious persuasion
(Peyer, 1968, p. 124). While a few loans had been made to large cities, Zurich had
been restrained in the case of France, which favored the Catholic parts of Switzerland
(p. 130). In contrast to this credit system, the impersonal system of loans came to be
dominant after 1755. Profiting from this not least were the countries towards which
Zurich, for political reasons, had been very cautious (Fritzsche, 1983):

Mediation by the banks not only made the loan business easier but also imper-
sonal; the impersonal investments, loans, and also bonds of private societies were
politically neutral, they could be sold also prior to the end of the stipulated
period, and because of division into shares, risk was spread more broadly. With
the credit market becoming independent, the Zurich government was able, via
the interest rate committee, to invest in the English, French, Austrian, Saxon,
and Danish national debt. (p. 42; freely translated here)

For this reason, the conditions in Zurich around 1755 were not identical to those in
England around 1700; however, both experienced comparable commercialization. In
England the Bank of England was established, because the state needed monies; the
interest rate committee was founded in Zurich, because Zurich possessed surplus capi-
tal. In both cases, a commercial society developed in which political relations were not
marked by moral or religious concerns but were instead shaped by the forms of trading.
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Investments were made not on the basis of political or religious preference but instead
in accordance with the impersonal laws of the market. As in England, upon this back-
ground Zurich saw a Renaissance of republicanism. One of the most important expo-
nents of republicanism was Johann Jacob Bodmer (1698–1783), professor of history at
the Zurich Academy.

Social expectations towards education: Solution to the conflict
In the wake of these developments, Zurich’s city parliament began discussing new
sumptuary laws in 1755. Johann Jakob Bodmer, who was a member of the parliament,
comments in a letter to a friend:

It is believed that luxury is a consequence of the industry, of the abundance, of
the commerce, and that those would suffer if the laws restricted the enjoyment of
their fruits. But on the other hand, it is believed that luxury creates a strong
break in the spirit of equality and mitigation that is so important in a popular or
half-popular state. But a soul depraved by luxury has many other desires and
soon becomes an enemy to the laws that confine it. (Bodmer to Zellweger, Feb-
ruary 16th 1755; freely translated here).

It is interesting to note Bodmer’s words here are almost identical with the words of
Montesquieu in The Spirit of the Laws of 1748 (Montesquieu, 1951, Book VII/2).
This makes it clear that Bodmer “speaks” the republican language using Montesquieu’s
words, or paroles. This language enabled recognition and articulation of a problem –
namely, the capitalization of society, interpreted as a cultural crisis. In this way, this
language is transnational and to a certain extent trans-denominational; Montesquieu
was Catholic and Bodmer Protestant. But, precisely because of this, it is easy for Bod-
mer to formulate the problem in educational terms. Bodmer’s letter continues:

Only a small part of them seriously seek new sumptuary laws. Vanity is shared by
both, the noble and the common. You would not believe how absurd the pomp
of clothing, furniture, food, and beverages has become. Who will control those
who are assigned to control the people? There is no way to correct corrupted
customs all at once. How can fathers lacking of sentiments implant sentiments in
their children? What kind of education can a father give them if he needs it him-
self? (Bodmer to Zellweger, February 16th 1755; freely translated here)

The problem is again the passions, as Bodmer, once again using the words of Mon-
tesquieu states: “Une ame corrompue par le luxe a bien d’autres desires que l’amour de
la patrie” (Bodmer to Zellweger, February 16th 1755).

The question was what concepts of education should follow this “educationalized”
republican perception of crisis. Some radical approaches followed the primate of the
agrarian economy, which was rather unrealistic in the face of Zurich’s commercial econ-
omy. For this reason, the concept that became successful was one that aimed at medi-
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ating between commerce and republic. This mediation was thought of as the task of
education, which was essentially shaped by the Protestant psychology.

One of the influential authors was Johann Kaspar Hirzel (1725–1803),6 physician
to the city of Zurich, whose work Der philosophische Kaufmann [The Philosophical
Merchant] was published in 1775. In this work, Hirzel first seeks to demonstrate that,
in contrast to the republican accusations, one’s profession per se does not impair the
person. Hirzel emphasizes explicitly that “in the profession of the merchant the moral
virtues and correct taste for the good and beautiful can be present as much as in any
other profession” (Hirzel, 1775, p. 53). In other words, contrary to the diverse accusa-
tions, merchants are not any more strongly subject to the passions than people in other
walks of life. This comment is equivalent to a de-moralization of the professions.
Hirzel, however, does not formulate it in order to rationalize a liberal-capitalist state but
rather a republic with the ideal of the virtuous citizen. This is thus his attempt to
resolve the querelle.

It is characteristic that Der philosophische Kaufmann does not describe the practice of
a “philosophical merchant” but instead lays out educational maxims for the prospective
merchant. The work is thus an educational work – even if not apparent in the title. The
book culminates in the conclusion that a person aspiring to be a “philosophical” –
meaning moral – merchant must be educated to virtue already early on. This education
takes place alongside actual training for the profession, in bookkeeping, correspon-
dence, and foreign languages. It targets the “soul,” which is to be educated to be virtu-
ous (p. 84f.). The means of doing so – and this where Protestant psychology finds
expression – is self-examination. The philosophical merchant-to-be should be taught,
from the earliest youth onwards and each and every day, to subject his inner self to
permanent self-examination and to justify his motives (p. 119). The soul that emerges
from this, tested and justified, is the guarantor of a virtuous commercial republic.

Hirzel’s concept was not unique but instead represented the opinion of the elite in
Zurich, who wanted to profess their faith in both the principle of the republic and of
commerce. This is shown by a most explosive case of censorship that occurred in the
face of the translation into German of Gabriel Bonnot de Mably’s (1763) Entretiens de
Phocion. Mably’s work is an anti-capitalist tract, a plea for an agrarian republic (it was
published as Phocion’s Conversations: Or, the Relation between Morality and Politics in
London in 1769). The translator, Hans Conrad Vögelin, came into conflict with the
censor because of the passage in which Phocion, in accordance with agrarian republi-
canism and the ideal of the landed man, espouses the opinion that tradesmen should
not be allowed to participate in government. It would take a miracle to “turn them
into just, clever, and courageous people,” for which reason it would not be wise to
allow them to participate in government (Mably, 1764, p. 109). The censor objected to
this passage, as Vögelin recounted in a letter, because it was “directly opposed to” the
economic structures and would therefore cause “civil commotion” (Vögelin, cited in
Zehnder-Stadlin, 1875, p. 664). For this reason, Vögelin added a note to the German
translation, stating that the corruption of tradesmen noted by Phocion did not lie in
the trades per se. There was no reason why a tradesman could not be virtuous: “Why
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shouldn’t they be industrious and moderate, why shouldn’t they be able to have a desire
for fame and religion?” And opposing the opinion that agriculture was a considerably
more favorable basis for a republic than the trades, Vögelin wrote further: “What then
is especially virtuous about the plow, more so than the hammer?” Vögelin’s conclusion
regarding Phocion’s criticism of tradesmen is as follows: “The nobility are good, trades-
men are good, commerce is also good, as long as it can be correctly modified” (Vögelin,
cited in Mably, 1764, p. 111).

This modification, the education of the soul to (public) virtue, here becomes an
attractive solution to this fundamental conflict between modern economy and classical
republic. This is shown also in the book Schreiben eines Vaters an seinen Sohn, der sich
der Handelschaft widmet (Iselin, 1781), written by Isaak Iselin (1728–1882), council
secretary of Basel. Whereas in the book farming the land is depicted as an especially
noble occupation, following closely at second place is the occupation of merchant.
However, Iselin warns his son against choosing that occupation simply in order to
enjoy privately the “pleasures and delicacies” that “the stupid mortal buys with money,
often to his doom.” Iselin therefore goes on to advise his son to apply the “eight prin-
ciples” that underlie any occupation – also the occupation of merchant (p. 392f.). To
ensure that his son submit to these good intentions (pp. 420ff.), Iselin, in a supplement
at the end of the book, draws up a procedure designed to serve “Preparation in the
Morning. Examination in the Evening.” Following to this procedure, his son should
start the day by recalling his great duties to God and humanity, with Reason, which
makes him in God’s image. Only insights into good and evil should adorn his soul. He
should treat the poor well, fight against the depravities, and refrain from pride and
malice. He is to treat women “respectfully” and not bother them with “criminal pas-
sions”; hard work, restraint, gentleness, and fairness should be the central virtues. Van-
ity and garrulousness are to be avoided, as is hedonism; flattery should be avoided (p.
423). Then, as the day draws to a close, his son should ask himself the following ques-
tion: “From what fault have you freed yourself today? What evil have you conquered?
To what extent have you improved your soul?” (p. 425).

Educating the young towards self-examination thus appears as key to resolution of
the conflict between republican politics and the modern economy, as guarantor of an
ordered modernity that does not fall prey to the passions but instead will ensure justice
and progress. If I am not mistaken, this idea became attractive in the Western world in
the most diverse contexts, and it is still the basis of our thinking on education and
schooling today.

Outlook
This example shows that the sociological thesis of John Meyer and Francisco Ramirez –
that the school was built up so massively in the modern nation-state because it was
expected that it would produce societal progress – has a (past) history. This history
makes it clear in particular why it is that public attributions to the school still today
have a strongly religious character. Originally, this notion was not yet organized struc-
turally but rather still paternal in character. But it fascinated the public, because it
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promised to assure both economic progress and the ideal citizen. For this reason, edu-
cation became one of the central themes in many countries on both sides of the
Atlantic in the decades around 1800. Cult figures like Pestalozzi knew how, also mak-
ing use of the booming media market, to promise that by means of the “right” (that is,
their own) educational methods, lasting solutions to the problems of society would be
achieved. In particular, the psychologization of the educational discussion, the early
forms of developmental psychology, made possible the adaptation of the educational
redemption also in republics other than Protestant commercial republics. Condorcet’s
design for a state education system during the time of crisis of the French Revolution,
for instance, pinned hopes primarily on knowledge, learning, and the power of an
enlightened public due to natural scientific knowledge. The plans for the school rein-
forced the natural law-liberal language that can be demonstrated starting with Bacon
and relied far more upon Christian assumptions than the philosophes cared to admit, as
Carl Becker (Becker, 2003) taught us in 1932. On the other hand, in Lutheran Ger-
many after the French Revolution and especially after the collapse of the German
Empire with Napoleon in 1806, educational strivings were aimed at the goal of edu-
cating the inner soul to harmony, far removed from all earthly circumstances. The
recourse to the soul, therefore, did not aim primarily at visible, political-social impacts
as in Reformed Protestantism (Calvinism/Zwinglianism). Instead, following the
“inner” Evangelical (Lutheran) language with the category of Bildung, education would
impact only people’s inner life. In contrast, after 1776 in the United States, the ques-
tion was explicitly raised as to what education a republic like the United States should
have in order to stabilize the republic and to educate people to become virtuous citizens
(Rush, 1965 [1786]; Webster, 1965 [1787/88/1790]). Whatever individual differences
may be found in the discussions, almost all of them contain exorbitant, that is, sacral,
expectations, which through the course of the nineteenth century were transferred to
the schools, which were already long in existence although not particularly structured.
It is only with this process that the person of the teacher became crucial, as mediator
between earthliness and transcendence – especially in Protestant nations, which, by
the way, explains why the school reformers in France after 1871 were almost without
exception Huguenots and republicans.

The link between (Reformed) Protestantism and republicanism appears, upon this
background, to have played a decisive role for the development of the school and the
educational discourse. The attraction that this phenomenon exerts on research, how-
ever, can again lead to exclusions. What happened in England and its colonies, what in
the Iberian Peninsula or in Eastern Europe? Are the histories that can be reconstructed
of the school and education in these countries an expression of what John Meyer and
others established for the twentieth century, namely, an expression of a structural iso-
morphism with collective myths of modernity? (Meyer & Rowan, 1977, p. 346, 353;
DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Did the Protestant idea of education in the context of
modernization then find expression also in Catholic countries – and what cultural,
semantic, and conceptual adaptations did this require? This opens up the necessity for
international comparative school and education historiography that precisely recon-
structs the routes of reception and precisely analyzes implementation processes.
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These questions lead into a second problem, which we can only touch upon here.
The explanations make it clear that religions, or denominations, are not identical with
the political and educational langues but instead shape people’s view of life. When the
American colonists decided to separate from England in the 1770s, the motives for
separation did not stem primarily from classical republicanism. Still, republicanism
became the dominant language of secession, because for one, it had the most decidedly
anti-monarchy vocabulary, and for another, because the notion of the equality of citi-
zens had a high affinity with the ideal of the equality of Christian brothers. The value
system seemed compatible, and thus there came about in the United States this mix of
Calvinist religion and republican politics, with emphasis on the one or the other pole
depending on time of crisis. Pragmatism is a particularly relevant example here. When
in 1900 the consequences of almost infinite industrial growth became apparent, this
triggered social and education reflection that ultimately aimed at the establishment of
the Kingdom of God on earth (Tröhler, 2006b). But in the late 1930s, when the threat
posed by the totalitarian states in Europe (Germany, Russia, Italy) became evident,
Dewey wrote Freedom and Culture, a tract that is almost entirely marked by the lan-
guage of republicanism (Dewey, 1939).

The evident attraction between a certain religion, or denomination, and certain
political, or educational, langues thus points up not only the necessity to also take into
consideration repulsions between them. It also points up the importance of what in
neo-institutionalism is called “environment” or “institution,” that is, collectively shared
views that are taken for granted and therefore do not stand under the individual’s power
of judgment (Meyer & Rowan, 1977, p. 344). These culturally-bound collective expec-
tations are the result of long historical processes through which human acts took on
collectively shared meanings. They are also that which gives organizations such as the
school stability, even if this rests on collective myths. But these collective expectations
lead educational reformers of today, as they did the reformers of 100 years ago in the
age of progressive education, into despair. No matter what reformers wanted to do
with the school: changing it requires knowledge of its interweaving in collective, taken-
for-granted expectations and in the dynamics of the langues – that is, knowledge of its
contexts, which can be reconstructed only historically. History-based knowledge, there-
fore, saves time and money – which is actually a good argument for historical research
in a time that has prescribed for itself the key concepts of efficiency and excellence.
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Notes
1 The first edition of Essays on Educational Reformers was published in London in 1868; a

pirate edition appeared in Cincinnati in 1874. In 1890 a revised edition was published
in the spirit of progressive education.

2 Condorcet (1743-1794) was one of the decisive school politicians of the French Republic
who wanted to build the school essentially based on rationality, knowledge, and the
rational public. Condorcet wrote his optimistic philosophy of history, Esquisse d’un tableau
historique des progrès de l’esprit humain, in the underground, and it was published in the
year of his death, 1794. As early as 1795, the book was published in English translation in
London 1795 under the title Outlines of an historical view of the progress of the human mind;
it appeared in 1796 in Baltimore and New York. For many school reformers in France,
Condorcet remained the relevant theorist, because he supported a laical school that was
also largely autonomous vis-à-vis the state, that is, it was supposed to be controlled by the
rational public – an idea that was implemented in the United States, in Canada, and in
Switzerland by the establishment of local school boards. With these two demands,
Condorcet was for the discussion in France after the 1871 French defeat by the Germans
the ideal historical figure to put forward in opposition to the Germans dominating the
pedagogical discourse, who never truly made the secular turn; this was especially so for
the French Protestants, who found themselves in the minority.

3 It is remarkable that Germany, the motherland of educational historiography, does not
have a single journal on the history of education. But it is the country where the genre
of History of Education has been best maintained; “histories of education” are still being
published that contain German “personnel” (almost) exclusively.

4 The question of whether Catholicism has its own educational language is still open. This
does not mean that there was no Catholic educational practice; the Jesuits are the prime
example here, but also the diverse activities of the Missionary Oblate Sisters, as Rosa
Bruno-Jofré recently showed (Bruno-Jofré, 2005).

5 In France, in the circle of Enlightenment philosophers who called themselves the
Physiocrats, there was a correlation between progress and education that was far less
religious. However, due to the historical developments after 1762 – the expulsion of the
Jesuits and turn away from the Physiocratic national economy in 1776 – the Physiocrats
did not have a broad impact (see, generally, Goutte & Klotz, 2003).

6 Hirzel became renowned throughout Europe in 1761 with his work, Die Wirthschaft eines
philosophischen Bauers. In this work he lauded hard work, thriftiness, common sense, and
obedience as the fundamental virtues of the ‘wise’ farmer. The work appeared as early as
1762 in French translation, under the title Le Socrate rustique, ou description de la conduite
économique et morale d’un paysan philosophe, translated by Jean Rodolphe Frey, who was
from Basel and an officer in the French Services. The Frey translation was translated into
English by Arthur Young and published in London in 1770 in an anthology under the
title Rural Oeconomy. All of these appeared in several editions; an American edition was
published in 1800. Thomas Jefferson recommended this book in 1820 as a title that
should belong in an agricultural library (I thank Ellen Russon for this instructive hint. See:
http://www.lib.umd.edu/RARE/MarylandCollection/Riversdale/biblios/jefferson.html.)
An undated, probably earlier edition was published in Italian translation in Florence under
the title L’ economia d’un contadino filosofo.
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Unpublished Source
Bodmer, Johann Jacob: Letter to Laurenz Zellweger, 16 February1755

Kantonsarchiv Appenzell, Ms 75, Band 3 (Korrespondenz Laurenz Zellweger 1750-1761),
f.o 88
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