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ABSTRACT 

In his famed pamphlet Dare the School Build a New Social Order? George S. Counts claims that 

“for Progressive Education...to be genuinely progressive, it must... become somewhat less 

frightened than it is today at the bogeys of imposition and indoctrination.”1 The current and 

prevailing definitions of progressive education and of indoctrination are antithetical to one 

another making Counts’ challenge and argument from the 1930s contradictory. This quandary 

calls into question the validity and relevance of Counts’ challenge for educators and educational 

policy today. Critiques of Counts’ work decry his use of indoctrination, yet little evidence exists 

regarding Counts' beliefs on indoctrination and education and his definition of the term. Has this 

lack of evidence perpetuated a misrepresentation of Counts’ beliefs and diminished the value that 

his work should have in the greater scholarly efforts to study the Social Foundations of 

Education? This research is a historical/philosophical study and exegesis of indoctrination in 

Counts’ work. The goal is to understand why he would argue for indoctrination in education and 

claim it to be a more progressive act.  

 

INDEX WORDS: George S. Counts, Indoctrination, Imposition, Education 

 
1 George S. Counts, Dare the School Build a New Social Order? (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University 

Press, 1969). 
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1 THE PROBLEM 

The legislative actions of many States in the US during the first part of 2022 have 

centered around a key educational issue: Who has the right to define what is and is not 

educationally acceptable to teach in classrooms across our nation and how much say should 

parents have on the public education experience of their children? A key example of the 

Republican position is Florida House Bill (HB) 7 that Governor Ron DeSantis signed into law on 

April 22nd, 2022.2 At the press conference after signing the bill, Governor DeSantis stated, “No 

one should be instructed to feel as if they are not equal or shamed because of their race… In 

Florida, we will not let the far-left woke agenda take over our schools and workplaces. There is 

no place for indoctrination or discrimination in Florida.”3  

Governor DeSantis framed his actions as a defense against indoctrination. His use of the 

concept of indoctrination as a principal reason for signing this educational policy into law is the 

central concern of this dissertation. As this fight continues around the teaching of so called 

“divisive content,” others may be similar to Governor DeSantis and use the term indoctrination 

as a label for particular educational ideas. The term indoctrination is arguably being used as a 

“dog whistle,” a politically charged term or idea used and intended to bolster support from a 

particular group of people susceptible to respond emotionally to action.  

Today, the concept is becoming more and more prominent as a reason for the actions of 

certain groups who argue for restrictions in education in the interest of protecting children from 

harm. The example of Ron DeSantis and the attacks on the use of Critical Race Theory in public 

 
2 Staff, “Governor Ron DeSantis Signs Legislation to Protect Floridians from Discrimination and Woke 

Indoctrination,” Office of the Governor of Florida News Release, April 22, 2022, accessed, June 8, 2022, 

https://www.flgov.com/2022/04/22/governor-ron-desantis-signs-legislation-to-protect-floridians-from-

discrimination-and-woke-indoctrination/. 
3 Staff, “Governor Ron DeSantis Signs Legislation.” 

https://www.flgov.com/2022/04/22/governor-ron-desantis-signs-legislation-to-protect-floridians-from-discrimination-and-woke-indoctrination/
https://www.flgov.com/2022/04/22/governor-ron-desantis-signs-legislation-to-protect-floridians-from-discrimination-and-woke-indoctrination/
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education is just one instance. The term indoctrination has also been brought up by those arguing 

against the implementation of a new AP African American Studies course recently proposed and 

developed by the College Board.4 Florida has also been at the front of the attacks on the College 

Board, going so far as to ban the course from being taught in the state.5 The deputy secretary for 

Governor Ron DeSantis, Jeremy Redfern, is quoted as saying that the AP course “is a vehicle for 

a political agenda and leaves large, ambiguous gaps that can be filled with additional ideological 

material… As Governor DeSantis has states, our classrooms will be a place for education, not 

indoctrination.”6  

Also more recently, the term indoctrination has been used to support a wave of book 

bannings across the country. The increase in bannings has been linked to a coalition of 

conservative organizations and indoctrination has been one of the primary reasons given for the 

effort. For example, the executive director of, Patriot Mobile Action, a political action 

committee, is quoted as stating that “the committee’s aim is to eliminate ‘critical race theory’ and 

‘L.G.B.T.Q. indoctrination’ from schools.”7 PEN America, a Non-Profit focused on the defense 

of liberties that protect the free expression of individuals, has been investigating and tracking the 

recent book banning action since July of 2021. Since then, the organization has published two 

reports, “Banned in the USA: Rising School Book Bans Threaten Free Expression and Students’ 

 
4 Giulia Heyward and Juma Sei, “College Board’s Revised AP African American Studies Course Draws New 

Criticism.” NPR. NPR, February 2, 2023. https://www.npr.org/2023/02/01/1153434464/college-boards-revised-ap-

african-american-studies-course-draws-new-criticism.  
5 Eliza Fawcett and Anemona Hartocollis, “Florida Gives Reasons for Rejecting A.P. African American Studies 

Class.” The New York Times. The New York Times, January 22, 2023. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/01/21/us/florida-ap-african-american-studies.html.  
6 Jon Jackson, “DeSantis Admin Defends Banning African American Studies Class.” Newsweek. Newsweek, 

January 20, 2023. https://www.newsweek.com/ron-desantis-administration-defends-banning-african-american-

studies-class-florida-1775151.  
7 Elizabeth A. Harris and Alexandra Alter, “A Fast-Growing Network of Conservative Groups Is Fueling a Surge in 

Book Bans.” The New York Times. The New York Times, December 12, 2022. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/12/12/books/book-bans-libraries.html.  

https://www.npr.org/2023/02/01/1153434464/college-boards-revised-ap-african-american-studies-course-draws-new-criticism
https://www.npr.org/2023/02/01/1153434464/college-boards-revised-ap-african-american-studies-course-draws-new-criticism
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/01/21/us/florida-ap-african-american-studies.html
https://www.newsweek.com/ron-desantis-administration-defends-banning-african-american-studies-class-florida-1775151
https://www.newsweek.com/ron-desantis-administration-defends-banning-african-american-studies-class-florida-1775151
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/12/12/books/book-bans-libraries.html
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First Amendment Rights” and “Banned in the USA: The Growing Movement to Censor Books in 

Schools.”8 In both of these reports they document the number of books actually banned 

according to their definitions and categories. PEN latest report counted 2,532 instances of a book 

that was banned from use in schools in 138 different school districts in 32 states between July 

2021 to June 2022.9 In addition, to tracking book bannings, PEN has also begun tracking a 

growing legislative trend they call, “Educational Gag Orders.”10 PEN ascribes these efforts to a 

growing group of organizations, two of which they note, “have curated lists of ‘radical’ books 

that they view as ‘indoctrination,’ and have actively sought to mobilize disaffected parents under 

the banner of ‘parents’ rights.’”11  

In this educational landscape, it seems essential that educational policy researchers 

clearly define the term indoctrination and adequately determine its relation to education and 

education policy. By making the concept of indoctrination more tangible in the national 

consciousness, clearly defining what indoctrination means, and articulating its position in and 

relationship to education in the United States, educational researchers can assist in removing 

indoctrination as a political bogey man, a specter that is currently haunting education and stifling 

the meaningful discussion of diverse concepts and ideas that could have the potential to bring our 

country more in congruence with its founding principles.   

 
8 Jonathan Friedman and Nadine Farid Johnson, “Banned in the USA: Rising School Book Bans Threaten Free 

Expression and Students’ First Amendment Rights (April 2022),” PEN America, December 20, 2022. 

https://pen.org/banned-in-the-usa/#trends; Jonathan Friedman and Nadine Farid Johnson, “Banned in the USA: The 

Growing Movement to Ban Books.” PEN America, January 3, 2023, https://pen.org/report/banned-usa-growing-

movement-to-censor-books-in-schools/.  
9 Friedman and Farid Johnson, “Banned in the USA: The Growing Movement to Ban Books.” 
10 PEN America, “PEN America Index of Educational Gag Orders.” Google Sheets. Google. Accessed February 4, 

2023. https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1Tj5WQVBmB6SQg-

zP_M8uZsQQGH09TxmBY73v23zpyr0/edit#gid=267763711.  
11 Friedman and Farid Johnson, “Banned in the USA: Rising School Book Bans.” 

https://pen.org/banned-in-the-usa/#trends
https://pen.org/report/banned-usa-growing-movement-to-censor-books-in-schools/
https://pen.org/report/banned-usa-growing-movement-to-censor-books-in-schools/
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1Tj5WQVBmB6SQg-zP_M8uZsQQGH09TxmBY73v23zpyr0/edit#gid=267763711
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1Tj5WQVBmB6SQg-zP_M8uZsQQGH09TxmBY73v23zpyr0/edit#gid=267763711
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Among US educational researchers who have considered the role and effect of 

indoctrination in US public education, George S. Counts is a major figure. Through investigating 

Counts’ work in this dissertation, I seek to consider what indoctrination might mean for 

education from the perspective of someone who did not shy away or shun the concept. In order 

to fulfill the goals of this dissertation, Counts’ own work must be scrutinized.  

This research stems from my first reading of Dare the School Build a New Social Order? 

by George S. Counts.12 Just like Governor DeSantis did this year, Counts, speaking in 1932, used 

indoctrination in a way that triggered emotional agitation for his audience.13 Counts raised 

striking concerns about progressive education and the role of teachers in society. In Dare the 

School, Counts presents this challenge to the progressive educators in his time:  

If Progressive Education is to be genuinely progressive, it must emancipate itself from 

the influence of [the upper-middle class], face squarely and courageously every social 

issue, come to grips with life in all of its stark reality, establish an organic relation with 

the community, develop a realistic and comprehensive theory of welfare, fashion a 

compelling and challenging vision of human destiny, and become somewhat less 

frightened than it is today at the bogeys of imposition and indoctrination.14 

 

One word from this statement and its usage served as a challenge and a curiosity: indoctrination.    

There is a contradiction that exists between Counts’ argument that progressive education 

needs to be more progressive and his belief that to do so progressive educators need to be more 

open to using indoctrination in education. This argument is contradictory if the modern definition 

of indoctrination is applied to Counts’ use of the term. The problem is that Counts does not 

provide a definition of indoctrination in Dare the School which leaves the receiver of his 

 
12 George S. Counts, Dare the School Build a New Social Order? (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 

1969). 
13 See Richard Niece and Karen J. Viechnicki, “Recounting Counts: A Review of George S. Counts’ Challenge and 

the Reactions to ‘Dare Progressive Education Be Progressive?’” The Journal of Educational Thought (JET) / Revue 

de La Pensée Éducative 21, no. 3 (1987): 149–54. 
14 Counts, Dare the School, 40. Unless the full title is used, I will refer to the central text as Dare the School 

throughout the dissertation. 
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challenge left to infer what he means rather than to understand clearly. As a result, a reader 

applying the modern definition of indoctrination to Counts’ challenge could arguably 

misconstrue his meaning. The challenge of applying a definition of indoctrination to Counts’ 

work possibility raises a number of questions: Could the use of indoctrination in education when 

Counts was writing have been something different than how it is understood today? Was the use 

of indoctrination progressive? Was Counts’ use of indoctrination in this piece simply a 

momentary case of a progressive educator influenced by the war years of the early 1900s and the 

growing movements of Communism and Fascism? What did Counts mean when he called for 

progressive educators to be less frightened of indoctrination in education? Was Counts really 

advocating for the use of indoctrination in the modern sense in education? Did George S. Counts 

advocate the use of indoctrination in education? If so, what did he advocate? Without a clear 

understanding of what Counts means by indoctrination his challenge only serves to ignite debate 

about the problems with indoctrination from a modern viewpoint, leaving his original goal of 

bringing the actions of public education more in line with the ideals of American civilization 

unfulfilled. At first blush Counts’ challenge might appear to align with the words and deeds of 

Governor DeSantis and others who seek to promote democracy by restricting the learning of 

particular concepts. A thorough investigation of Counts’ beliefs will reveal if the opinions of 

Governor DeSantis and others are the same as his view or whether there is any other way to view 

the role of indoctrination in education.  

One might think that Counts’ Dare the School would be the first place to look to find 

what Counts meant. The problem is that he offers no adequate answers in Dare the School. In 

fact, Counts only used the word “indoctrination” four times throughout the text.15 Counts offers 

 
15 Counts, Dare the School.  
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no definition of indoctrination at any point in this work. Additionally, he provides no explanation 

for the way that progressive education should embrace and use indoctrination. The writing in 

Dare the School does not offer satisfactory answers regarding what Counts means by 

“indoctrination” and, greater still, how to grapple with the apparent contradiction that exists 

between his argument and his challenge to progressive educators. Thus, it is essential to enlarge 

the scope of this inquiry and to look throughout Counts’ work for answers to these questions.  

Research Questions 

This research seeks answers to the questions that were raised after my initial reading of 

Dare the School Build a New Social Order? I investigate the role that indoctrination plays in 

Counts’ educational theory to address whether it is valid to see a contradiction in Counts’ 

challenge to progressive educators. Through analysis of the findings, I answer the following 

questions: “Did George S. Counts advocate the use of indoctrination in education? Did Counts 

believe that education and indoctrination were one and the same? And if so, what purpose and 

process did he set forth for indoctrination in the formalized educative process of schooling in the 

United States, and why?”  

Purpose 

The purpose of this research is twofold. The central purpose for this research is to 

specifically address what appears to be a contradiction in George S. Counts’ promotion of 

indoctrination in his challenge to progressive educators and to determine, on a larger scale, how 

his understanding of indoctrination affects his overall views on the organization and purpose of 

public education in the United States. As will be shown in an analysis of the previous research, 

Counts’ use of indoctrination has either been used to deem him a supporter of antidemocratic 

ideas or his use of indoctrination has not been given much attention resulting in the conclusion 

that he failed to define a clear solution to the educational issues he raised. Clarity is needed to 
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determine what indoctrination meant to Counts and what he believed the relationship was 

between indoctrination and education. The contradiction is not solved easily by reading one or a 

few of his works, but instead requires an attempt to trace his beliefs around indoctrination in 

education through the whole of his career as an educational theorist.  

The necessity of tracing his beliefs throughout his writings serves as the secondary 

purpose for this research. Previous attempts to define the essential elements of George S. Counts’ 

educational theory do not address with fidelity the importance of the concept of indoctrination to 

his overall understanding of education. The lack of emphasis has arguably limited the potential 

effect that Counts’ work has had on educational policy in the United States. Additionally, this 

lack of understanding has arguably allowed the debate regarding indoctrination and neutrality in 

education to go unresolved and to inspire the contradictory actions of educational policy makers 

and politicians who decry indoctrination in education while at the same time signing into law 

policies designed to restrict the teaching of particular information.16 The lack of emphasis is 

arguably driven by a lack of understanding around what Counts believed about indoctrination. 

This work seeks to establish the evidence needed to clearly understand a tenet of Counts’ 

educational theory, a tenet that feasibly is the central concept in his theory of education.   

The Meaning of Indoctrination: Historical and Contextual views in the United States 

To adequately understand Counts’ use of indoctrination it is important to establish a 

frame of reference for this research. This frame will be used as the lens to view Counts’ use of 

the term and to assist in determining his meaning. This frame is developed in two ways: 1) 

 
16 A prime example of this is the actions of Governor DeSantis mentioned earlier. The recent attacks on the concept 

of Critical Race Theory are not limited to Florida. As of the writing of this dissertation, eighteen states have a law 

that bans the teaching of Critical Race Theory in schools. Additionally, twenty-one other states have had a bill 

“vetoed, overturned, or stalled indefinitely.” Sarah Schwartz, “Map: Where Critical Race Theory Is under Attack.” 

Education Week. Education Week, February 3, 2023. https://www.edweek.org/policy-politics/map-where-critical-

race-theory-is-under-attack/2021/06.   

https://www.edweek.org/policy-politics/map-where-critical-race-theory-is-under-attack/2021/06
https://www.edweek.org/policy-politics/map-where-critical-race-theory-is-under-attack/2021/06
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understanding and establishing working definitions for indoctrination for the purpose of analysis; 

and 2) providing the historical context around indoctrination which existed at the time Counts 

was writing. 

Counts suggests in Dare the School that addressing the problems in education in the 

United States begins with addressing the role of indoctrination in education. While I will show in 

the next few pages that there is an educative definition of indoctrination, use of indoctrination in 

education today is understood to be authoritative and nefarious; education is believed to be the 

opposite of indoctrination.17 The terms indoctrination and education are antithetical to one 

another, making his suggestion problematic and contradictory. In the same text, Counts also calls 

for emancipation and the creation of a “compelling and challenging vision of human destiny.”18 

It appears that Counts is arguing for greater freedom while using an educational practice that is 

currently believed to restrict freedom. The idea that a leader of progressive education could be 

advocating for a restrictive formation of education and instruction in a democratic society is the 

opposite of progressivism and entirely in conflict with the whole of Counts’ argument in Dare 

the School, and yet this is what Counts arguably appears to be doing in this text.19  

It is important then to understand the history of the term indoctrination through an 

American educational context, to investigate the definition of indoctrination as it was understood 

prior to the early 1900s, and to address how it is currently understood. The history of the term 

 
17 For the purposes of this dissertation, education is defined as “The process of receiving or giving systematic 

instruction.” More specifically an education is defined as “an enlightening experience” (See 

https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/education) Education should be understood to be a liberating process 

which frees the individual by providing the information needed to allow for the person educated to determine what 

is true. 
18 Counts, Dare the School, 9. 
19 Counts is arguably a leader of progressive education during his lifetime based on a few points. He was the first 

editor of The Social Frontier, the premier progressive education journal of the time, he taught at Columbia’s 

Teachers College, the premier location for progressive educational thinkers at the time, from 1927 to 1956, and he 

was also known for his countless speeches and presentations on progressive education in the US and around the 

world.  

https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/education
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indoctrination provides context for this dissertation while also establishing a lens through which 

to view Counts’ words regarding indoctrination in education. By holding his words up to the 

definitions established in this section, I clarify Counts’ meaning of indoctrination. 

Two definitions  

The modern definition of indoctrination is “the process of teaching a person or group to 

accept a set of beliefs uncritically.” 20 Indoctrination uses the tools of instruction to eliminate the 

liberating elements of education, restricting rather than freeing the mind. Restricting occurs when 

what is taught is stated to be true absolutely and not open to interpretation or argument. 

Indoctrination requires an externalizing force, an individual or group of people, that determines 

what information should be presented and what should be omitted. The use of indoctrination in 

education molds the human mind to the acceptance of a particular set of beliefs. The use of 

education in this way arguably makes people more controllable and less likely to engage 

critically with the externalizing force, such as the government or the group in power. The phrase 

“tools of instruction” refers to the use of propaganda. This propaganda, what Edward Bernays 

defines as insidious propaganda, is defined as “information, especially of a biased or misleading 

nature, used to promote or publicize a particular political cause or point of view.”21 Quoting from 

an issue of the Scientific American, Bernays notes that propaganda becomes the type presented 

here “only when its authors consciously and deliberately disseminate what they know to be lies, 

or when they aim at effects which they know to be prejudicial to the common good.”22 The 

 
20 “indoctrination,” Lexico.com, https://www.lexico.com/definition/indoctrination, accessed January 2022. 
21 “propaganda,” Lexico.com, https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/propaganda, accessed February 2022; 

Edward L. Bernays, and Nancy Snow, Edward Bernays Reader: From Propaganda to the Engineering of Consent. 

(New York, N.Y.: IG Publishing, 2021), 115.  
22 Bernays and Snow, Edward Bernays Reader, 62.  

https://www.lexico.com/definition/indoctrination
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/propaganda
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application of this propaganda leads people to accept a particular view and to then hold that view 

as their own without criticality.  

There is also an archaic definition of indoctrination. Etymological analysis reveals a 

different definition of indoctrination which was more common in the past. The root of 

indoctrinate is related to the Latin word “doctrina” which means teaching, instruction, learning, 

education.23 Current etymological analysis reveals that the word indoctrinate, first seen in 1626, 

was defined as “teach or instruct,” derives from the earlier word indoctrine, meaning teach or 

instruct from 1509, is linked to the Middle English word endoctrinen, originating around 1450, 

and is borrowed from the Middle French word endoctriner. 24 Etymologically, indoctrinate 

means, “teach a doctrine, belief, or principle to.” 25 In its original form, indoctrination was about 

teaching specific information with the intent to inform. 

For the purposes of this dissertation, both definitions for indoctrination are considered. 

The conditional language of “authoritative” and “educative” are added in this dissertation to 

clarify what definition should be applied in the analysis. Indoctrination of the authoritative nature 

is defined as “the process of teaching a person or group to accept a set of beliefs uncritically.”26 

Indoctrination of the educative nature is defined as “teach a doctrine, belief, or principle to.”27  

The history of the shift from one definition to the other 

 
23 Kevin Mahoney, “Latin Definition for: Doctrina, Doctrinae.” Latin Definition for: doctrina, doctrinae (ID: 18345) 

- Latin Dictionary and Grammar Resources - Latdict. Accessed October 3, 2021. https://latin-

dictionary.net/definition/18345/doctrina-doctrinae. Ernest Klein, Klein’s Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of 

the English Language. Elsevier, 1966, 375. See also, Gatchel, “Evolution of the Concept,” 8.  
24 Robert Barnhart and Sol Steinmetz, The Barnhart Dictionary of Etymology (Bronx, N.Y.: H.W. Wilson Co, 

1988), 522. 
25 Barnhart, Dictionary of Etymology, 522. 
26 “indoctrination,” Lexico.com, https://www.lexico.com/definition/indoctrination, accessed January 2022. 
27 Barnhart, Dictionary of Etymology, 522. 

https://www.lexico.com/definition/indoctrination
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The use of indoctrination in the modern sense appears misaligned with the spirit of the 

rest of Counts’ work in Dare the School. Additionally, the fact that there are two definitions for 

indoctrination, calls Counts’ intent into question and raises concerns about his intent in using the 

term. It could be that he did not intend for progressive educators to exert greater control over 

education while restricting access to any other information, as indoctrination is understood to 

mean today, and he meant something else. Another point that raises the potential that Counts did 

not intend for progressive educators to exert greater control over education is true is the 

closeness of Counts’ work to the time when the educative definition of indoctrination was the 

most prominent. In his chapter about the “Evolution of the Concept,” Richard Gatchel notes, 

writing in 1972, “that little over half a century ago the employment of ‘indoctrination’ was no 

more offensive in educational circles than the use of ‘education.’”28 It could be that Counts 

viewed and intended to use indoctrination very differently than it is viewed today. In addition to 

understanding the definitions of indoctrination, it is also important to grasp the historical shift 

from one definition to the other and to keep that context in mind throughout the analysis of 

Counts’ work.  

Writing in 1972 in his book Indoctrination and Education, I.A. Snook states in the very 

first paragraph that,  

‘Indoctrination’ belongs to a family of concepts which includes ‘teaching’, 

‘education’, ‘instruction’, and ‘learning’. It is therefore of concern to the 

educationist. It also has affinities with concepts such as ‘bad’, ‘dishonest’, 

‘unjust’, and ‘immoral’. For this reason it is of interest to the moral philosopher.29  

 

It is the latter part of this statement that articulates the general feelings towards indoctrination 

today. The feelings towards indoctrination were shaped heavily by the early 1900s, the 

 
28 Richard Gatchel, “The Evolution of the Concept,” in Concepts of Indoctrination: Philosophical Essays, ed. Ivan 

Snook, International Library of the Philosophy of Education (London: Routledge & K. Paul, 1972), 7.  
29 I. A. Snook, Indoctrination and Education (Routledge and K. Paul, 1975), 1.  
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ideological storylines of World War I and World War II and the defining of a democratic society 

juxtaposed with one founded on Fascism or Communism. It was the morality of the use of 

indoctrination in education that was argued over most prominently. In his chapter in the Oxford 

Handbook of Propaganda Studies, Craig Kridel states that,  

Negative connotations [of indoctrination] stem from 1930s educational issues in 

which the role of the school in society—to establish “democracy as a way of 

life”—was placed in ideological combat with the forces of fascism that used 

deliberate mass persuasion to threaten free speech and public opinion.30 

 

Mary Anne Raywid in her article “The Discovery and Rejection of Indoctrination,” states that, 

“It is important to note at the outset that our hesitations about indoctrination are of relatively 

recent origin. Well into this century [20th], the terms “education” and “indoctrination” remained 

synonymous, providing simply alternative labels for naming the same process.”31 She writes that 

the New England Dictionary in 1901 defined indoctrination as “formal teaching.”32 Referencing 

the work of Richard Gatchel, she goes on to note that no direct challenge to the synonymous use 

of indoctrination and education existed before 1919.33 She claims that it was the work of Dewey 

in defining the difference between authoritarian and democratic education that helped to cultivate 

the soil for the modern notion of indoctrination to develop.34  

  The work of Progressive educators in the United States is arguably central to the shaping 

of the concerns over indoctrination in education in the United States. Kridel notes that a central 

aim of the work of early progressive educators like Dewey was directed towards addressing the 

 
30 Craig Kridel, “Instruction, Indoctrination, Imposition: Conceptions of Propaganda in the Field of Education” in 

The Oxford Handbook of Propaganda Studies, ed. Jonathan Auerbach, and Russ Castronovo, Oxford Handbooks 

(New York: Oxford University Press 2013), 164. 
31 Mary Anne Raywid, “The Discovery and Rejection of Indoctrination,” Educational Theory 30, no. 1 (Jan, 1980): 

1-10, 2.  
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
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influence of adults on children and to offer “‘imposition free’ conceptions of instruction” 

through a focus on the interests of the child as the driving factor in learning.35 By raising 

concerns about adult imposition on the development of children, progressive educators created a 

distinction that defined adult influence in education as a negative in the development of freedom 

and democracy. By getting students “more involved in determining their own curricular content” 

early progressive educators believed they could combat “the presence of propaganda and 

indoctrination” in education.36 There was no simple solution to this concern, but the presumed 

opposite of indoctrination was the concept of neutrality: the effort by an adult to inform/instruct 

without directing the child towards valuing one piece of information or choice over another. 

Challenges to this idea began to emerge as the efforts for neutrality in child-centered 

schooling ranged into extremes. Issues with a focus on the child brought about questions of 

whether children could naturally produce valuable learning opportunities on their own. It also 

raised the question about whether children had the developmental capacity to make appropriate 

educational choices for themselves. On the teaching side, in the attempt to limit influence, the 

teaching role became ill defined. The tendency of teachers to strive for neutrality by removing 

themselves in an extreme way from the learning process for fear of providing any influence on 

the child became a concern. As Kridel notes, the increased consideration of child-centered 

education raised questions such as:  

Should not the “informed” professional teach the “uninformed” novice and determine 

educational experiences in recognition of what students should know and how knowledge 

should be organized? And, if so, is this an “acceptable form of imposition”?37  

 

 
35 Kridel, “Instruction, Indoctrination, Imposition,” 166. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid, 167. 
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Attempts to reconcile these issues and to clearly define the new role that teachers should take 

helped to provide the first models for project-based learning.38 Other efforts, like the Eight-Year 

Study, attempted to establish a different parameter altogether for the development of the 

classroom curriculum.39 Rather than focus on content, the Eight-Year study researchers began 

with the premise that education should center around meeting the fundamental needs believed to 

be inherent to human living. By focusing on needs, values would not have any influence on 

meeting of those needs since they are biological and driven by the individual; however, issues of 

indoctrination and imposition arose when the researchers sought to define an “inventory of 

needs.” The development of a specific list of needs would cause the selection or elimination of 

needs based on the person making the curriculum or completing the list.  

The argument around how much influence adults should have on the education of the 

younger generations became more of a central and public debate with Counts’ use of the term 

indoctrination in Dare the School. His collection of speeches is credited with enlarging the 

debate in the United States and in progressive education about the nature and issues of 

indoctrination and starting the “educational movement of the 1930s and 1940s known as social 

reconstructionism that called for schools to help reconstruct society and to develop a more 

thoughtful, equitable social vision for America.”40   

 The debate about the relationship between indoctrination and education went largely 

unresolved during the progressive era; however, the negative connotation held fast. Today, the 

legacy of the progressives’ concerns about the morality of indoctrination in education continues. 

The titles for some articles written since 2000 illustrate the way that indoctrination is still 

 
38 See William Heard Kilpatrick, The Project Method: The Use of the Purposeful Act in the Educative Process (New 

York: Teachers College, Columbia University, 1929). 
39 Kridel, “Instruction, Indoctrination, Imposition,” 167.  
40 Ibid., 7.  
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thought of today: “Parents must get backbones, stand up to classroom indoctrination,” “Against 

Civic Schooling,” “‘My job isn’t to tell them what to think’: The Fear of Indoctrination and How 

it Shapes Education for Sustainable Development,” “Teaching Values, Teaching Stereotypes: 

Sex Education And Indoctrination In Public Schools,” “Academic Freedom And Political 

Indoctrination,” “Brainwashing 101,” “Teaching with critical pedagogy in ELT: the problems of 

indoctrination and risk,” “Indoctrination and Common Sense Interpretation of Texts: The Tucson 

Unified School District Book Banning,” “Indoctrination and Social Influence as a Defense to 

Crime: Are We Responsible for Who We Are?” “Is Indoctrination a Factor in So Much 

Homeschooling Growth?” and “More Classroom Indoctrination.”41  

This sampling of articles suggests continuing concern about the influence of adults on 

children. There also appears to be continuing concern about teaching subjects from civics to sex 

education and the use of critical theory. Issues surrounding academic freedom, book bans, and 

what curriculum should be taught all constitute examples of the negative influence of 

indoctrination in education. In nearly all of these articles, indoctrination is undefined and yet it is 

presented as a negative. Indoctrination is only clearly defined in two of these articles and in both 

 
41 Thomas Sowell, “Parents Must Get Backbones, Stand up to Classroom Indoctrination,” Capitalism Magazine 33, 

no. 36 (March 2004): 26; James Bernard Murphy, “Against Civic Schooling,” Social Philosophy and Policy 21, no. 

1 (December 1, 2004): 221–65; Ahmad Qablan, Sherry A. Southerland, and Yavuz Saka, “‘My Job Isn’t to Tell 

Them What to Think’: The Fear of Indoctrination and How It Shapes Education for Sustainable Development,” 

Electronic Journal of Science Education 15, no. 2 (September 2011): 1–28; Jennifer S. Hendricks and Dawn Marie 

Howerton, “Teaching Values, Teaching Stereotypes: Sex Education and Indoctrination in Public 

Schools,” University of Pennsylvania Journal of Constitutional Law 13, no. 3 (March 1, 2011): 587–642; Kenneth 

L. Marcus, “Academic Freedom and Political Indoctrination,” Journal of College and University Law 39, no. 3 

(January 1, 2013): 725–48; Jack Kenny, “Brainwashing 101,” New American 29, no. 15 (August 5, 2013): 23–27; 

Joanna Joseph Jeyaraj, and Tony Harland, “Teaching with Critical Pedagogy in ELT: The Problems of 

Indoctrination and Risk,” Pedagogy, Culture & Society 24, no. 4 (December 2016): 587–98; Emily J. M. Knox, 

“Indoctrination and Common Sense Interpretation of Texts: The Tucson Unified School District Book 

Banning,” Journal of Intellectual Freedom & Privacy 2, no. 2 (Summer 2017): 11–23; Paul H. Robinson and 

Lindsay Holcomb, “Indoctrination and Social Influence as a Defense to Crime: Are We Responsible for Who We 

Are?” Missouri Law Review 85, no. 3 (June 15, 2020): 739–802; Brian Ray, “Is Indoctrination a Factor in So Much 

Homeschooling Growth?” Old Schoolhouse (Winter 2021): 20–22; and Alexander F. C. Webster, “More Classroom 

Indoctrination,” Touchstone: A Journal of Mere Christianity 34, no. 5 (September 2021): 40. 
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cases the modern, authoritative definition is provided. Only one article makes mention of the fact 

that there is another definition of indoctrination, but still settles for the modern negative 

definition of the term.   

The dualism of the definition of indoctrination, the time that Counts was writing, the lack 

of a definition of indoctrination in Dare the School, and the ongoing concerns about 

indoctrination in education help to articulate the central problem of interest in this dissertation. 

Without understanding clearly what Counts meant by indoctrination, it is impossible to act on his 

challenge properly because the use of indoctrination in education is easily attacked for being 

immoral or antidemocratic. To apply the modern definition of indoctrination to his challenge 

conceals what Counts was advocating. Clarifying his definition of indoctrination is the first step 

to addressing whether there is a contradiction in his challenge to progressive educators. 

Significance of the Study 

There is a contradiction in George S. Counts’ challenge to progressive educators in the 

1930s. This contradiction affects our abilities to understand and meet the challenge that Counts 

set forth in his pamphlet Dare the School Build a New Social Order? and to use that knowledge 

to meet the challenges facing education policy today. The contradiction stems from Counts’ 

paring of two concepts that are antithetical to one another in a modern context: Indoctrination 

and Education. This perceived contradiction in his argument makes it difficult to agree with his 

suggestion that progressive educators should be more willing to use indoctrination and that it is 

possible that progressive education could be more progressive by doing so.  

Indoctrination is viewed today as undemocratic, but in the past indoctrination was not 

viewed with such negativity. Hidden behind this perceived contradiction in Counts’ work is 

something profoundly important about the relationship between schooling and society in general 

and more specifically in the United States. This contradiction also masks the value of Counts’ 
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role in the progressive education era and has resulted in the development of a potential blind spot 

in the larger study of the social foundations of education. Overcoming the restrictive notions 

about the concept of indoctrination and seeing indoctrination through Counts’ perspective can 

help future researchers come to terms with this contradiction and act accordingly.  

The concept of indoctrination was not as set in Counts’ Day as it appears to be today; 

however, Counts was aware of the negative connotation for indoctrination. The issue central to 

this dissertation then is why Counts would use this word and challenge progressive educators by 

claiming that they would be more progressive if they were more willing to embrace 

indoctrination. The fact that Counts would make this argument means that one of two 

assumptions must be true. Either: 1) Counts had a very different view of indoctrination; or 2) 

Counts knew he was calling for an undemocratic approach to American education. If it is the 

first then understanding and presenting that view to others might make his challenge more 

palatable to a modern educator. If the second is true then clarifying his views on the meaning of 

indoctrination would add to the body of work that argues his approach is not valuable to the 

modern researcher and would confirm that his challenge to progressive education is unrealistic.  

My initial review of Counts writing shows that there is more evidence in Counts’ own 

writing to support the first assumption rather than the second. I hypothesize that: A) Counts did 

not advocate for the modern form of indoctrination in education and was opposed to 

indoctrination designed any way to deny the growth of the individual within his or her given 

society either through excessive molding or excessive enlightenment; B) Counts believed that 

education and indoctrination were inseparable regardless of how one views indoctrination 

because a specifically organized education is essential to the development and growth of a 

specific civilization; and C) given the conclusions of A and B, Counts’ conception of 
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indoctrination is not supportive of either definition of indoctrination, authoritative or educative, 

and exists somewhere in between. 

The unknown in all of this is what Counts meant by indoctrination. As noted above, 

indoctrination has two definitions: as teaching/instructing/learning or as uncritical partisan 

training for the purposes of control by one over others. The literature review in this work shows 

that some researchers have provided information about Counts’ beliefs on indoctrination and 

seem to argue that Counts meant indoctrination in the authoritative sense; however, there is an 

inadequate amount of evidence to explain Counts’ beliefs on the matter and no real consensus on 

that point. Additionally, there is currently no research which investigates Counts’ thinking on 

indoctrination throughout the whole of his career to determine what he believed about 

indoctrination and whether it is valid to find a contradiction in his challenge to progressive 

educators. In the rest of this dissertation, I explore Counts’ views on indoctrination in education 

beginning with a presentation of who Counts was, reviewing the previous literature about his 

ideas, and concluding with a presentation and analysis of Counts’ uses of the term indoctrination 

throughout his writings on American education.  
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2 GEORGE S. COUNTS: The Conservative  

It is helpful to have some context about Counts since this research is focused on the 

thinking of one individual. This section presents, as much as possible, Counts’ own view of 

himself and his work. One piece exists that serves to both give context to the mind of Counts and 

to critique his work, his autobiographical essay. His essay will be used primarily in this section; 

however, some additional texts are also used to add some context where relevant. A presentation 

of Counts’ life is valuable in two ways. First, to understand the characteristics of the man and the 

events that shaped his life and guided his thinking. These might help to reveal whether there is 

any relation to indoctrination in his own life and how his upbringing and experiences might have 

shaped his understanding. Second, this information adds to the greater work of the dissertation 

by potentially showing how it might be possible for Counts to advocate two seemingly 

contradictory ideas: education and indoctrination. It is helpful to understand his educational and 

social upbringing as it might serve to provide a clearer view of the contextual frame that helped 

to shape Counts’ beliefs and arguments.  

George S. Counts was born on December 9th, 1889, on a farm three miles from the town 

of Baldwin, Kansas. Counts notes in his chapter titled “A Humble Autobiography,” in the book 

Leaders in American Education, that the time in which he lived had “been a period of 

unprecedented changes in [his] country and the world.”42 In addition to the times being turbulent, 

Counts was also born into a location with great potential for the nurturing of a future analyst of 

American society. Counts grew up near Baker University, “the oldest and finest college in 

Kansas.”43 Because of their position and prestige, Baker University and Baldwin City brought 

prominent spokespeople to town allowing for Counts to be exposed to political engagement 

 
42 Counts, “Autobiography,” 152. 
43 Ibid., 158. 
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throughout his early life.44 Counts even recalled his parents taking him to rallies and parades as a 

child.45  

In Counts’ autobiography, he reflects on his childhood and growing up on a farm. He 

notes, “with very few exceptions, the years of my childhood and youth were lived on this farm 

[one 3 miles from Baldwin] and a second farm which my father bought closer to the town so that 

his children could attend a town school.”46 He states that life on the farm was difficult, but it was 

the main way that he learned and “acquired most of the practical skills and knowledges 

necessary for life on the farm in those days.”47 He stated that “the youngster acquired not only 

knowledges and skills [from farming], but also moral character and discipline.”48 Such an 

upbringing shaped Counts’ interest in the agricultural foundations of American society.  

Counts was greatly influenced by the model that his parents set for him. Counts states 

that the most important quality of his “parents was their system of values and their code of 

ethics.”49 He witnessed their treatment of people, especially those who came to work on the 

farm, and he saw first-hand what it meant to take “the second of the two great commandments” 

seriously as he observed his parents treating all people “‘as if [they were] a member of the 

family’ regardless of background.”50 In addition to living out biblical teaching, his parents raised 

him under the strict discipline of the Methodist Church.51 Counts believed the Methodist Church 

and its social gospel served as an important source for his ideology.52 

 
44 Claudia Keenan, “The Education of an Intellectual,” Kansas History 25, no. 4 (Winter- 2002): 258-71, 262. 
45 Keenan, “The Education of an Intellectual,” 263. 
46 Counts, “Autobiography,” 152. 
47 Ibid., 153. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid., 156. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid., 157.  
52 Keenan, “The Education of an Intellectual,” 270. 
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Counts also recalls that he learned lessons about the value of a person’s ancestry from his 

father. As a child, Counts inquired about his parents’ ancestry, but he was warned off inquiring 

about it by his father because he might not like something he learned about an ancestor.53 He also 

grew up learning that it was undemocratic to boast about one’s forebearers.54 He had, however, 

investigated his ancestry later in his life and found that he came from colonial pioneer stock.55 

On his mother’s side his lineage traced back to a signer of the Mayflower Compact and his 

father’s side was likely of German ancestry who emigrated before the war for independence. 

Counts recalls that he knows “of no ancestor who came to America after the War for 

Independence.”56 

It is significant to note the importance that Counts’ family placed on public education. It 

was mentioned previously, but early in Counts’ life, his parents purchased a farm and moved the 

family closer to town. Counts states that his father’s purpose for their move was “so that his 

children could attend a town school.”57 In addition to this parental interest and investment in 

education, Counts notes that even though his parents had not attended college, they had finished 

some high school and both were well educated.58 His father was always reading and Counts 

notes that he “had an excellent command of the language and was an artist.59 His mother, he 

notes, was “a talented musician” who “played the organ” and sang.60 Counts says that aside from 

a brief stint as a “dropout” when he was 5 and one year when he was thirteen, where he had to 
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help work on the farm, he attended the local public school.61 This support for education allowed 

all of the Counts’ children to complete high school and attend post-secondary schooling.62  

Counts graduated from high school in 1907. From there he went on to earn his 

undergraduate degree at Baker University where he studied and majored in the Classics. Counts 

notes that all told, he had seven years of Latin training and four years of Greek training between 

his high school and college studies.63 In addition to studying the Classics, Counts also began to 

develop his interest in the study of peoples through courses in history, philosophy, and natural 

sciences.64 Counts also took pride in his active participation in school life. During his high 

school and university years, Counts was active in student affairs and served as the president of 

multiple organizations including the athletic association and as class president.65  

Although his life could have turned out differently several times, Counts continued on the 

path of education and study.66 After graduating from Baker University in 1911, Counts spent two 

years as a teacher and principal at a high school before attending the University of Chicago. He 

studied sociology on scholarship.67 Counts states that his reason for attending the University of 

Chicago was because “it was regarded at that time as a champion of radical ideas in the fields of 

biology, social science, philosophy, and theology.”68 Counts’ timing was indeed valuable to the 

development of his thinking. By attending the University of Chicago when he did he was able to 
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study “with a number of respected educators and social scientists who were establishing the 

standards of excellence in their disciplines.“69 Counts originally attended the University of 

Chicago to study sociology, but his future brother-in-law convinced him to speak to Charles 

Hubbard Judd, a well-known psychologist and the head of the School of Education at the time.70 

Counts notes that this encounter “changed profoundly the course of [his] life.”71 Although this 

experience shifted Counts’ original plan, he notes that it “did not [lead him to] abandon [his] 

interest in sociology and thus [he] became the first of Judd’s students to take a minor in that 

field.”72 Counts notes that during his studies at the University of Chicago he “took more courses 

in [his] minor than [his] major.”73 

Following the completion of his doctorate, Counts’ primary job was as a professor at 

various colleges around the country.74 Throughout his professional career he focused on two 

things, commentary about American society and education and the study of education in other 

countries around the world. Counts states, “I have written in whole or in major part twenty-nine 

or thirty books and monographs and several hundred articles for professional and popular 

magazines.”75 Aside from his many writings on American education, Counts is most well-known 

for his analysis of the Soviet Union and their educational efforts. He was invited in 1925 to come 

to Teachers College, Columbia “to serve as the associate director of the International Institute.”76 

His interest in the Russian revolution and the fact that no other member at the institute had 

 
69 Gutek, Counts and American Civilization, 6.  
70 Counts, “Autobiography,” 158. 
71 Ibid. 
72 Ibid. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Ibid., 159. 
75 Ibid., 171.  
76 Ibid., 160. 



24 

 

 

 

chosen the Soviet Union led him to choose this area as the focus of his research at the institute.77 

Throughout his life he made a number of trips to Russia, including one trip where he drove a 

Ford Model T across the country for six months which gave him unique insights into the 

Bolshevik Revolution and the efforts to develop a society based on Communism.78  

Later in his life, Counts turned his attention to political efforts in the United States. He 

joined the American Federation of Teachers and served as its president from 1939-1941.79 He 

also joined the American Labor Party and served as its chairmen for two years beginning in 

1942. He was nominated by the Liberal Party of New York to serve as its candidate for United 

States Senate in the 1952 election.80 He lost that election.  

Counts ended his prolific career in Carbondale, Illinois as a professor at Southern Illinois 

University. He taught there from 1962 until “he left teaching for the final time to live in a 

retirement home” in 1971.81 Counts died on November 10th, 1974, at the age of 84.  

In his autobiography, Counts raises a few other points about his life that are worthy of 

consideration. One interesting fact that he shares is that he “had never planned to become a 

teacher and, while in college, had not taken a single course in pedagogy.”82 Counts also says 

about himself, “wherever I have taught and regardless of the titles of my courses, I have always 

worked in the realm of the social and cultural foundations of education.”83 Counts also makes an 

interesting comment about what he was taught about Russia when he was young: “As a boy in 

the public schools of Kansas I had been taught to regard the tsarist government as a peculiarly 
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unenlightened and tyrannical despotism and to expect a revolution. Consequently, when the 

regime of Nicholas II collapsed in March 1917, I hailed the event as a great victory for the cause 

of democracy and human freedom.”84 Although Counts admits that he hoped the evils of the 

Bolsheviks would disappear over the years, he recognized the challenges they posed and was 

ultimately resigned to his doubts about the dictatorship.85  

Counts also defines the overall aim of his life’s work in his own words: “Sensing from 

early manhood the great dangers threatening… democracy due to the rise of our urbanized and 

industrialized society, I have ever sought to make organized education serve the purposes of 

democracy - democracy conceived both as social ends and as social means.”86 Because of this 

focus, Counts labels himself as a cross between a Jeffersonian democrat and a Lincolnian 

republican, even stating that he told his students that he is a conservative, meaning, in his words, 

“that I have striven throughout my life to “conserve our radical tradition.”87   

Counts’ autobiography gives unique insights into the nature of his thinking and what 

drove his work and his writings. Counts even takes time to reflect on the concepts and ideas that 

he thinks influenced him the most. He defines seven concepts that he states greatly influenced 

him: “The geographical frontier, the rural household and neighborhood, the Judeo-Christian 

ethic, the democratic tradition, the warfare between science and theology, and, with the passing 

of the years, the transformation of our society and the annihilation of distance.”88 In reflecting on 

his life, Counts also addresses the critiques put towards him based on his arguments presented in 

his 1930s works. In his autobiography, Counts defines the thesis of his work from the ‘30s as the 
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contention that “the school should assume responsibility for the improvement of our society, for 

the fulfillment of the age-long “promise of America” for bringing our actions in harmony with 

our professions.”89 Counts also points to a few of his statements from his Dare the School Build 

a New Social Order? One quote he discusses reads, “the school is but one formative agency 

among many and certainly not the strongest one at that.”90 Another quote he raises shows what 

he argued should be the goal of the school. He states: 

This does not mean that we should endeavor to promote particular reforms through the 

educational system. We should, however, give to our children a vision of the possibilities 

which lie ahead and endeavor to enlist their loyalties and enthusiasm in the realization of 

the vision. Also our social institutions and practices, all of them, should be critically 

examined in light of such a vision.91  

 

This quote and the presentation of Counts’ life provide a lens through which to view Counts and 

his work.  

 In the interpretation of a persons’ work, their identity and their own feelings about 

themselves can be helpful for understanding their meaning or revealing an interpretation of their 

work that may not be obvious when reading them in a modern context. In Counts’ case, it is 

helpful to have this chapter supported by his own autobiographical writing to hold up as a lens to 

view the proceeding chapters of this work. In addition to being a prolific writer, Counts’ own 

words about himself provide evidence to support his devotion to democracy as an ideal and 

provide context that supports his intent in doing the work that he did. The most profound idea 

that I take from his autobiography is his framing of himself as a conservative. Viewing Counts as 

a conservative, intent on “conserving our radical tradition” of democracy, stands in stark contrast 

to the way that he has been defined and represented in the research on his beliefs. The next 
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chapter helps to show the research that has already been done on Counts. Considering those 

works in relation to this account of Counts’ own interpretation of his work adds to my feeling 

that his work has been largely misunderstood.  

 

 

  



28 

 

 

 

3 INTERPRETING COUNTS: ISSUES WITH THE CURRENT FRAMING OF 

COUNTS’ EDUCATIONAL BELIEFS – A Review of the Literature 

This research is being done nearly 100 years after Counts first put his challenge to 

progressive education. As a result, it is reasonable to think that others might have identified the 

same contradiction in Counts’ challenge and that someone might have tried to address it. Given 

my concerns regarding Counts’ beliefs and the perceived contradiction in his challenge, it is now 

helpful to investigate what research has already been done about Counts’ educational theory. 

Looking at the previous research will help to show whether this line of thinking has been 

addressed already by other researchers and to possibly reveal what effects the conclusions of 

others might have on my own work. This literature review will specifically examine research 

into Counts’ American educational theory and writings concerning Counts’ use of indoctrination 

in education.  

Additionally, in all of my research no other dissertation provides a review or analysis of 

the collective works that have been done on Counts. Given the time in which I am writing, it 

seems both essential to my work and relevant to future researchers to provide this analysis. A 

major concern that I find in this literature review is the varied conclusions that researchers settle 

on. These conclusions are important for future researchers to ponder before beginning their own 

work. One major conclusion that some of the most prominent writings on Counts come to is that 

his work is irrelevant or not useful for current educational researchers. By viewing the previous 

research that has been done on Counts, I hope to show the inadequacy of the previous analyses 

and how the reliance on and existence of only a few authorities on Counts’ work could be both 

damaging to his important legacy and to the future of educational theory.    

To date, there are three published books about George S. Counts. Two books are written 

by Gerald L. Gutek: The Educational Theory of George S. Counts (1971) and George S. Counts 
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and American Civilization (1984). The other book is called George S. Counts: Educator for a 

New Age (1980) and was edited by Lawrence J. Dennis and William Edward Eaton. An 

additional book exists that is not directly about Counts but focuses on his friendship and 

correspondence with Charles A. Beard. Titled, George S. Counts and Charles A. Beard: 

Collaborators for Change. This book, also written by Laurence J. Dennis, chronicles the 

conversations between the two men and offers Dennis’ perspective on what their correspondence 

reveals about their respective intellectual evolutions. Because this book does not focus 

specifically on Counts or his educational theory, it is not discussed in this literature review. 

In addition to these texts, there are numerous dissertations and articles that focus 

specifically on Counts. Following the analysis of the books on Counts, I address each of the 

dissertations that have been written specifically about him and his work, and I present some of 

the most relevant investigations from articles that have been written about Counts. By providing 

a review of the literature, I hope to offer a clear representation of what research has been done on 

Counts, to consider whether my research assists in providing information to address the 

contradiction that I see in Counts’ argument, and to provide evidence to show a gap that I see in 

the research.  

Research into Counts’ Educational Theory 

The first published text written about Counts and his beliefs is The Educational Theory of 

George S. Counts. As the title suggests, Gerald L. Gutek has attempted to evaluate the whole of 

George S. Counts’ educational theory in this text.92 The text spans 277 pages and includes 11 

chapters with the titles: “A Culturally Oriented Approach to Education,” “The American 

Educational Tradition,” “Educational Responses to the 1930s,” “Education and Democratic 
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Collectivism,” “The Nature of Imposition,” “The Curriculum,” “Teacher Education,” “Proposed 

Educational Program,” “Counts and Marxism,” “Counts and American Social Reform,” 

“Counts’[sic] Educational Position.”93 Gutek argues in this book that Counts’ educational theory 

is based on cultural relativism and that he held a “civilization-oriented” philosophy of 

education.94 Gutek defines cultural relativism as an “outgrowth of pragmatic thought” in which 

“social and cultural development was particular or specific to the various climatic and 

geographical region of the earth” and that “institutional life… developed as a particular response 

to varying environmental factors.”95 Gutek also holds that a central component of Counts’ theory 

was “democratic collectivism.”96 He states that “Counts firmly advocated social planning and 

social engineering.”97  

The idea that Counts had a “civilization-oriented” philosophy of education makes sense. 

Counts believed that an education system could not be developed without considering the 

civilization and society that it was to be built in. The notion that Counts was arguing for 

democratic collectivism is challenging. Given my research and analysis, Counts’ writings about 

indoctrination appear to be arguing for something quite different, but it will be important to 

consider this notion as it relates to my findings.  

In his conclusion, Gutek argues that Counts was “one of the most articulate advocates of 

the socially oriented school,” but that Counts “never indicated the precise formula which should 

be used to implement his brand of “social reconstructionism.”98 Gutek argues that Counts did not 
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make any further developments or contributions toward social reconstruction efforts after the 

1930s.99 Based on his research, Gutek determined that Counts’ beliefs did change over time. He 

notes that “since World War II, Counts has changed his orientation from that of economic 

problems to the problems faced by the nation in the postwar world. The pleas for democratic 

collectivism have been stilled and replaced by the pleas for civil liberties and the preservation of 

the democratic processes.”100 As a result, Gutek claims that Counts’ post World War II work 

“emphasized a qualitative emphasis which demanded a more equalitarian distribution of the 

things necessary to satisfy basic life needs.”101   

As my work will show, Gutek is incorrect in determining that Counts “never indicated 

the precise formula which should be used to” implement his brand of “social 

reconstructionism.”102 Counts’ use of indoctrination and, furthermore, his use of imposition and 

the “program” that he wished to enact points to his vision for education. While his work may not 

exist as a manual to be followed word for word, it does not mean that Counts did not provide 

clarity on how to address social ills and the role the school should play. The evidence and the 

resulting analysis provided in the later chapters of my work help to challenge this critique of 

Counts.  

In the final pages of his last chapter, Gutek turns to his critique of Counts and argues 

whether Counts’ work can be useful to the modern educational researcher and if it can even be 

determined to amount to a theory at all. Gutek concludes that “Count’s theory was weak in that 

much of what seemed to be a social theory at the time was in reality a description of the 
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problems of the period in their historical setting.”103 He argues that Counts’ writings include too 

many generalities and vagueness related to key terms and that his arguments cannot be used with 

any validity as “instruments of analysis.”104 Gutek also states that Counts’ work and its 

application in the schools was “rendered inoperative by the change engendered by the shift” of 

the times and that Counts’ work might have been relevant when it was written, but it serves a 

limited relevance for today.105 This conclusion leads Gutek to ultimately determine that Counts 

“failed to elaborate a precise methodology of adjudicating social conflicts” rendering his work 

relatively useless for active policy development or educational analysis.106 

Gutek does note, however, that Counts’ “civilizational approach to educational problems 

remains a significant contribution to educational theory.”107 He states that educational theory 

failed to “translate current socio-economic trends into educational theory” until Counts and 

others raised the issue.108 He determines that Counts “undoubtedly was a pioneer in developing 

the socially-oriented approach to educational problems.”109 He ends his book by saying that “in 

many ways, Counts’ [sic] pioneering work in the social foundations of education was prophetic 

of the continuing tasks which face American educators.”110   

Gutek’s conclusions about Counts’ work in this book are considerably mistaken. For one, 

Counts’ work is not intended to be used as a model or instrument for analysis, so to critique him 

on this point is inappropriate. Secondly, Counts’ works, while couched in the issues of his time, 
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continue to be relevant today simply because little has been done to address the major concerns 

that Counts was trying to push progressive educators to address. Focusing on Counts’ beliefs 

around indoctrination and imposition in education might help to show that Counts did elaborate a 

methodology for “adjudicating social conflicts” and that his work is relevant for policy 

development and educational analysis if it is understood properly.111 In this work, Gutek does 

address Counts use of indoctrination, which will be presented in the next section of this chapter, 

but he again falls short in his analysis and valuation of Counts beliefs around indoctrination. 

Gutek is correct, however, to identify Counts’ civilizational approach to educational problems as 

a vital approach for educational researchers to keep in mind and to expand in the future.  

Gutek’s second book on Counts, George S. Counts and American Civilization, does not 

appear to change his perception on the relevance or validity of Counts’ educational theory but 

instead explores the aspects of American civilization at the time that Counts was living and 

considers their impact on his conception of American civilization. In the preface, Gutek states 

that his particular focus for this book is to “illuminate the process by which a leading educator 

entered into the arena of social and political analysis.”112 In this text, Gutek argues that: 

Counts… was a broad contextual thinker who located the school in its historically 

evolving social, political, and economic contexts. Even as the school was a potent agency 

of enculturation and formal education, Counts remonstrated that Americans often had an 

immature and naïve faith in organized education’s power to solve all sorts of social, 

personal, and political problems.113 

 

Gutek states that Counts was “using educational theory as a rationale for particular social and 

political policies and programs.”114 He also determines that each of Counts’ writings reveal a 
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consistency in Counts’ thinking and hold to the same general argument, that “American 

civilization… rested on the democratic heritage that was born on the frontier freehold” and that, 

for Counts, “the American challenge” was to create “a revitalized and reconstructed democracy 

that could function and give order to a technological society.”115 Gutek argues that “what Counts 

attempted to fashion was the framework for an American paideia, a culture that would be a self-

renewing civilization.”116 Gutek also notes, however, that Counts thought that Americans had an 

irrational faith in “organized education’s power” and that “Counts persistently held that 

organized education, or formal schooling, was but one of many educative forces in the United 

States.”117  

This book specifically focuses on the influences which drove Counts’ thinking. Gutek 

argues that economic conditioning, the rise of industrial society, and the rejection of 

totalitarianism shaped Counts’ educational theory.118 Gutek believes that the events of the 20th 

century drove Counts to formulate his “civilizational philosophy of education” and that his 

international work “helped to imprint his thought on American Democracy in a time of profound 

social and economic transition.”119 Gutek also brings in the influence of Counts’ religious 

upbringing and states that this upbringing was a primary component which shaped Counts’ 

thinking.120  

Gutek raises a few new aspects that he believes to be part of what shaped Counts’ 

educational theory that were not part of his first analysis. In this text, Gutek argues that “Counts 
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believed that the time had come for the new pleasure economy of plenty, comfort, and leisure to 

replace the old pain economy based on scarcity.”121 He also determines that Counts’ writing 

shows that “[he] found that the historical development of American democracy had experienced 

three stages: (1) the economic equality of the freehold farmers; (2) the social equality of the 

frontier society; and (3) the political equality of Jeffersonianism and Jacksonianism.”122 Gutek 

contends that this frame of reference is what led Counts to fear the rise of the economy under 

industrialization. He states that, “with the decline of its equalitarian economic and social 

foundations, Counts feared that the very survival of political democracy in the United States was 

jeopardized.”123 Gutek also concludes this text differently than his previous text and appears to 

afford more quality to Counts’ contribution than his previous text offered. He concludes: 

If there is any phrase that captures [Counts’] contribution to American life, it is perhaps 

that he was an ideologist on behalf of a democratic conception and program of education 

for the United States. He was an ideologist in the sense that he had developed an 

interpretation of the American past oriented toward a future program of action that 

embraced politics, society, and education.124 

  

In reviewing Gutek’s second book, it seems that it holds more closely to Counts’ thinking 

than his first text, however, Gutek still develops a narrow view of Counts’ thinking and what 

helped to shape his approach to educational theory. By viewing Counts’ thinking through the 

lens of imposition and indoctrination, my work helps to show that Counts’ faith in education was 

quite rational and more grounded than Gutek makes it seem. Because Gutek has written two 

books about Counts’ educational beliefs and they present Counts in this light, more research into 

Counts’ thinking is needed to offer a varied perspective and to call attention to some valuable 
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aspects of Counts’ work that might have been overlooked or misunderstood. Additionally, it is 

problematic that these two texts are the only published books that present a general synopsis of 

Counts to a larger audience. Gutek’s conclusions, have an impact on other researchers who look 

to investigate Counts after him, as will be seen in the dissertations and articles I analyze below. 

Gutek’s conclusions and general framing of Counts has likely been detrimental to Counts’ legacy 

and has arguably aided in the underutilization of Counts’ work and ideas in educational theory 

today.  

George S. Counts: Educator for a New Age, edited by Lawrence J. Dennis and William 

Edward Eaton, offers only a brief analysis of Counts’ theory or methods. The primary focus of 

their book is on re-presenting several excerpts from Counts’ writings in an anthology. They 

argue that the selections they have chosen show Counts’ beliefs through his “work… that deals 

with culture and with schooling and the relationship between them.”125 They argue that Counts’ 

works exhibit five main themes:  

(1) a view of national character shaped both by the history of the American people and by 

the topography of the land; (2) an examination of the nature of the social forces that 

affect formal schooling; (3) a conviction that this life spanned the great watershed of 

human history as civilization moved from an agrarian to an industrial age; (4) a faith that 

the twentieth century stands witness to the struggle between totalitarianism in several 

forms and democracy in imperfect forms; and (5) a belief that teachers can make small 

but appreciable differences in shaping the course of the future.126  

 

In focusing on these themes, the editors claim that “Counts did not, significantly change his 

views during his mature years, that is from around 1928.”127  

The editors do provide one chapter where they briefly offer insight into “The Professional 

Life of George S. Counts.” In this chapter, they provide a broad overview of his life and present 
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an analysis of what they see as his theories/arguments. They determine that his works show that 

“Counts viewed history as depicting the sweep of collective human experience from which one 

could draw usable generalizations about mankind, from which one could extract pattern and 

form, and from which one could glean the essence of human meaning and purpose.”128 They 

claim that this perception led to his preferred style of writing which did not adhere to historical 

analysis technicalities and led him to “sometimes… depreciate the daily labors of historical 

scholarship.”129 

The editors define Counts’ educational philosophy as reconstructionism and argue that it 

developed from his views of history and national character.130 “Indeed,” they claim, “the 

philosophy makes no sense at all apart from these views, for Count’s believed that educational 

practice essentially reflected the society of which it was a part.”131 They also take time to combat 

some of the critics of Counts who labeled him a utopian. They argue that “Counts’ [sic] 

reconstructionism should not be viewed as Utopian, but rather as the recognition, the 

rediscovery, and the reevaluation of America’s vital roots.”132   

 The editors also determine that Counts’ writings show that he was calling for central 

planning in the United States. They claim that “what was required, thought Counts, was a 

different social structure, one not entirely new, but one already grounded in the roots of the past: 

the United States Constitution, the basic governmental organization, and the traditions of 

freedom would be sufficient.”133 The creation of a different social structure would then lead to 
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the development of a different economic form, one where “free enterprise would be displaced by 

a planned economy.”134 They state that the development of a different economic form was his 

intention behind his idea of “democratic collectivism” which they believe was part of his earlier 

texts.135 They note that Counts drops the use of “democratic collectivism” from his later texts, 

but continues to discuss the concept and instead calls it “general planning” or “general economic 

planning.”136 It seems clear to them that “[Counts] believed that it was essential to develop some 

type of benevolently planned society that would be in the best interests and general welfare of 

all.” The editors conclude their analysis of Counts’ work by noting that “much of his work was 

first delivered in speeches, which probably explains the immediacy of his style.”137 They argue 

that “when his work is pruned down to its essential ingredients, Counts’[sic] thought is not at all 

complex.”138  

The authors’ themes appear appropriate; however, all of these could potentially be seen 

very differently in the light of Counts’ views of indoctrination and imposition. Their idea that 

Counts was calling for central planning in the United States is viewed very differently if Counts’ 

meaning for indoctrination and imposition are clarified. It is possible to see how Counts’ 

writings around the Soviet Union and even his arguments about indoctrination and imposition 

could be interpreted as social planning, however, given the evidence presented in my 

dissertation, it is likely that Counts meant something very different.139 The analysis in the 

following chapters leads to a clearer picture of the idea of social planning in Counts’ work. It is 

 
134 Ibid. 
135 Ibid.  
136 Ibid. 
137 Ibid., 18. 
138 Ibid. 
139 See chapters 5 and 6 of this dissertation 



39 

 

 

 

problematic that, like Gutek, the authors determined that Counts’ thought is not at all complex. 

This opinion and appropriately clarifying Counts intent serve as a challenge for the work of my 

dissertation.  

The next writings which are of value in this section are dissertations that focus on Counts. 

Four dissertations provide a treatment of Counts’ educational theory and attempt to synthesize 

his ideas and determine their validity for relevance in educational research. The first is “A 

Critical Study of the Major Writings of George S. Counts” by Albert Vogel.140 Gerald Gutek’s 

dissertation also came out in the ‘60s and is titled: “An Analysis of the Social and Educational 

Theory of George S. Counts During the Depression of the 1930s.”141 Gutek’s dissertation will 

not be discussed here because it was turned into his first book, presented above, and his books, 

previously discussed, serve as more definitive representations of his beliefs and arguments 

regarding Counts and his educational theory. The third dissertation was written by George 

Raymond Knight and is titled “An Analysis of the Educational Theory of George S. Counts.”142 

It serves as both a critique of Vogel and Gutek’s work and provides a different framing of 

Counts’ concerns, one that mainly expresses that Counts’ writings continue to be relevant. The 

fourth dissertation providing an analysis of Counts’ educational theory is “An Historical 

Analysis of the Educational Ideas and Career of George S. Counts,” written by Bruce 

Romanish.143  

 
140 Albert Vogel, “A Critical Study of the Major Writings of George S. Counts” (PhD diss., American University, 
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142 George Raymond Knight, “An Analysis of the Educational Theory of George S. Counts,” (PhD diss., University 
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Albert Vogel’s dissertation provide some insights that are important to the framing of my 

work. Vogel sets out in his dissertation to “1) attempt to sort out Counts’ educational ideas as 

they appear in his major works, and 2) … attempt to evaluate the ideas to see whether they are as 

profound as Counts’ reputation would lead us to believe.”144 In Vogel’s analysis, he determined 

that Counts’ work can be separated into three distinct periods which he deems: “1922—1929, the 

apprentice years; 1930-1940, the time during which Counts was concerned with shaping an 

educational theory for American democracy; and 1945—1957, the time of greatest concern with 

the dangers of Soviet totalitarianism.”145  

Investigating Counts’ early writings, 1922-1929, Vogel determines that “nothing in these 

early studies adds up to a coherent philosophy. Counts has merely done for education what the 

economists and sociologists had done elsewhere.”146 He elaborates, saying:  

The most one can say is that he seemed to be a kind of left-wing liberal who was familiar 

with the realities of class in American civilization, but who was not deeply committed to 

any extreme or consciously thought-out point of view. Nowhere in these studies does 

Counts offer any suggestion as to his beliefs concerning ultimate reality — much less the 

ultimate purpose of education.147 

 

Vogel argues that Counts’ analysis during these early years is “the very shallowest kind of social 

analysis.”148  

Addressing Counts’ later works, Vogel labels Counts a social utopian and criticizes him 

for not spelling out “how the teachers should go about seizing control of society from the “vested 

interests” that Counts described in his early works.”149 Vogel likens Counts to a general who 

 
144 Vogel, “A Critical Study of the Major Writings of George S. Counts”. 
145 Ibid., 157. 
146 Ibid., 162. 
147 Ibid. 
148 Ibid. 
149 Ibid., 166. 



41 

 

 

 

fails to give his people a target or the weapons to fight.150 Vogel also argues that Counts “failed 

as an educational philosopher during the thirties… because he did not describe clearly enough 

either his goals or the tactics necessary to achieve the goals.”151 Vogel states that: 

The most valuable thing that Counts did during this period was to insist that education 

was an integral part of society, and not a social step-child set off somewhere by itself. To 

this might be added the observation that by suggesting that the schools take the lead in 

changing society, Counts made education aware — perhaps for the first time — of its 

power as well as its responsibilities.152 

 

Vogel then turns to an analysis of Counts’ post-war writings. Again, Vogel characterizes 

Counts’ work as “the same vague utopianism.”153 Wrapping up his analysis, Vogel concludes 

that “Counts’ ideas do not have universal and timeless meaning for all men, and they are not 

based on a philosophical analysis of man or the ultimate nature of reality, the world, or for that 

matter, education.”154 Vogel argues that, since Counts’ arguments are couched in the 

contemporary problems of the time, “his solutions speak only to the time during which they were 

published.”155 

Putting aside the fact that Vogel completed this dissertation while Counts was still living 

and writing, a major problem of his critique is akin to my concerns about Gutek’s conclusions 

from his first book. Vogel seems to be hung up on the fact that Counts was challenging the social 

ideas of the time that he was writing in, and Vogel fails to recognize that Counts raised these 

issues as examples of how education in America was disconnected from the civilization it was 

being conducted in. Vogel is also hung up on the “shallowness” of Counts’ analysis. His 
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conclusion fails to consider the type of writer that Counts was. Much of, maybe all of his 

writings could arguably be considered for general public consumption, as a result, Counts’ 

writing was not meant to be academic and high-minded but was seeking to lead everyday people 

to action. Vogel is not wrong to believe that Counts’ solutions were meant to serve the time that 

they were published, but as will be shown later in my work, his approach to those issues has a 

greater universality than Vogel leads readers to believe.  

Vogel’s analysis of Counts is just as problematic as the ones offer by Gutek in his books. 

By coming to the conclusions that he does, Vogel all but slams the door on anyone taking 

Counts’ analysis seriously. If one was to read just Vogel and Gutek’s works on Counts, they 

would be hard pressed to find any reason to consider or use Counts’ for their own research in a 

modern context. What I believe is most lacking from their research is an understanding of 

Counts. Gutek attempts to do this in his second book, but his effort does not do enough justice to 

overcome the criticisms of Counts in any way. Their conclusions serve to make any researcher 

reconsider researching Counts and instead turn to someone else, to their detriment. Luckily, there 

are other researchers who have investigated Counts and offer a different perspective.  

Writing his dissertation in 1976, George Raymond Knight notes that his purpose for his 

study was to show how the issues that Counts faced were still central and ongoing even in the 

70s.156 Additionally he notes that in his review of the other attempts to analyze Counts’ 

educational theory that previous studies had failed in setting “Counts works in a way that 

expounded their central theme and showed their relevance for the post-seventies.”157 Knight 

believes that there is a central theme that flows through all of Counts work. He defies this as “a 
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call for an education system that would lead to the preservation of democratic values in a world 

that had undergone a major transformation from agrarianism to industrialism and was continuing 

to undergo accelerating change and ever increasing interdependency.”158  

Similar to Vogel, Knight breaks his analysis into sections based on the decades that 

Counts was writing in: “one, the 1920s and domestic threats to American democracy; two, the 

1930s and economic, social, and political threats to democracy; three, the post war world and 

international threats to American democracy, and four, Counts’ relation to education in the post-

seventies.”159 He begins each section with a general overview of the historical events and social 

context of the time. Following this contextual information, Knight provides a synopsis of each of 

the books that Counts wrote during that period and follows that by discussing the major 

educational issues that he believes Counts was addressing during that period. Knight expresses 

that he focuses specifically on Counts’ books because he believed “the ideas set forth in [his 

articles] received greater exposition and wider circulation in his published books.”160  

In his introduction, Knight briefly discusses the work of Gutek and Vogel. He only offers 

a single critique of Vogel’s writing, noting that the analysis was focused on individual books 

rather than a cohesive analysis of Counts’ work or main theme.161 Regarding Gutek, Knight 

believes that he did an acceptable job discussing Counts’ educational ideas, but that his work was 

only expository and lacked the historical context needed to understand Counts nor did it properly 

integrate Counts’ work on American and Soviet Education.162  

 
158 Ibid., 1. 
159 Ibid., 3.  
160 Ibid., 4.  
161 Ibid., 6.  
162 Ibid., 9. 



44 

 

 

 

In the section on the 1920s, Knight argues that Counts was focused on two beliefs: “first, 

that American society had left its agrarian roots behind; second, that secondary education must 

be adjusted to the reality of the new industrial order if it was to perform its function properly.”163 

Knight notes that for Counts, this shift was profoundly dangerous to the foundations of 

democracy in the United States. Counts’ solution was to seek “a transformation in the nature of 

the educational system and the social philosophy upon which it was founded.”164 According to 

Knight, Counts contended that “the new secondary education with its expanded population was a 

product of a new social order which he called industrial civilization.”165  

In his section on Counts’ writings from the 1920s, Knight also addresses Counts’ work 

on the selectivity of high schools. Counts’ works studying the selectivity of the early American 

secondary schools showed that the new industrial civilization was allowing for the continued 

education of only select members of the population based on the occupations of their parents at a 

far greater extent than promotion by natural talent and merit. The selectivity of students based on 

economic advantage brought on by industrial civilization was unlike life in the agrarian era 

where natural talent and merit played a far greater role in extending a person’s educational 

opportunities. Knight notes, “to Counts the problem of selectivity at the secondary level created 

the unjust spectacle of a privilege being extended at public expense to those very classes that 

already occupied the privileged positions in society.”166 Similar to his concerns about the 

growing influence of industrialization, Counts’ solution, according to Knight, was to be found in 

the fusion of “democratic theory and educational practice.”167 Arguably, the selection of 
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individuals for future educational opportunity was unavoidable and potentially essential; it 

occurred in both agrarian and industrial civilization. The problem was whether the result was 

beneficial for democracy when promotion was not based on talent, but on privilege. Knight 

believes that Counts’ solution was to push educators and educational leaders to determine and to 

be able to defend a clear principle of selection with the ideals of democracy and in the service of 

every person in the community.168 Knight states that Counts’ principle of selection was based on 

two ideas: social leadership and responsibility.169 Through these two principles as the basis for 

selection to higher education, Counts saw the best outcome for the continued maintenance of a 

democratic society.  

Knight also addresses Counts’ work around the curriculum and the influences on the 

administration of education through the methods of business. Both, for Counts, served as further 

examples and methods of the influence of the industrial order on American public education.170 

Knight believed Counts’ work of the 1920s was focused on “internal threats to American 

democracy” driven by the rapid changing of the social order from an agrarian society to an 

industrial one.171 In doing so, Knight sees Counts’ 1920s work as laying “the foundations for his 

more aggressive work of the thirties.”172  

In discussing Counts’ work from the 1930s, Knight notes that in addition to internal 

threats to democracy, Counts began to tackle the external threats to American democracy and as 

a result, “advocated social planning, a form of democratic collectivism, and social 
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reconstruction.”173 According to Knight, Counts believed that “the democratic basis of American 

life has been undermined and was on the verge of being destroyed” by the growth of an 

economic aristocracy.174 Knight, unlike Gutek and Vogel, argues that “Counts had a definite plan 

that he advocated for the improvement of society.”175 According to Knight:  

He called for an intelligent reconstruction of the social order in the light of the 

democratic ideal and the reality of industrial civilization. He pointed to the need for 

Americans to create a social ideal that would be just for all men and would inspire the 

youth of the nation with the vision of a good society based on democratic principles… He 

advocated a democratic collectivism and social planning in a social order in which laissez 

faire and individualism were no longer functional.176   

 

His plan was not intended to articulate the “pattern for this new social order. Rather he set down 

parameters within which some form of democratic collectivism needed to be constructed.”177 

 Knight makes a point of noting that Counts’ call for action was directed at the teachers of 

the nation and by doing so that Counts knew he was calling for “the imposition of social ideas in 

the schools.”178 Counts determined that imposition already existed in the school and was the 

imposition of the views of the ruling classes and the economic aristocracy.179 To combat the 

existing imposition and to bring about a new order, Counts “recommended a social science 

curriculum that reached in to the affective domain in an attempt to develop habits, dispositions, 

and loyalties to the principles of human justice upon which democracy relied.”180 Within this 

curriculum would be a “cognitive approach to civic education that would openly examine such 

issues as the nature of propaganda, the actual conflicts in the American socioeconomic system, 
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and the possibilities of new forms of economic democracy, and the nature and ramifications of 

industrial civilization.”181  

  Concluding his section on Counts’ work during the 1930s, Knight notes that the same 

themes Counts was working through in the 1920s came to be fully developed once they were 

“stimulated by the economic and political crises of the thirties.”182 Additionally, Counts work on 

the Soviet Union originally served as an example for Counts of a country attempting to 

“harmonize human values with industrial civilization;” however, according to Knight, Counts 

came to realize this was mere “rhetoric produced for the use of an unjust political system.”183 

Knight saw through Counts’ writings during this time that he was seeking for America to address 

the same issues that the Russians claimed to be addressing and to do so by learning “what they 

could from Soviet ideas concerning education and social institutions.”184 Knight states that 

Counts “consistently pointed out that America needed to develop its own road to the future in 

harmony with its own heritage, democratic ideals, and industrial reality” and that America could 

learn how to go about developing its own process by analyzing the actions of other systems.185  

 Addressing Counts’ work in the post-World War II years (the forties, fifties, and early 

sixties), Knight believes that Counts maintained “his central theses of the twenties and thirties, 

[but] shifted the focus of his approach from the national to the international arena just as he had 

changed his focus from the local to the national in response to the depression of the thirties.”186 

In making this shift, Counts was again making a claim about the impact of industrialization and 
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the landscape that had pushed countries so far so fast that their “moral sophistication had lagged 

dangerously behind [their] technical know-how.”187 The concerns over a lag in moral 

sophistication in the United States just further supported Counts’ call for “the needs of coming to 

grips with the fundamental realities of the age if a free democratic government or people was to 

be able to continue to exist in the new world order.”188  

Knight concludes his section on Counts’ work from the postwar years by showing how 

Counts “proposed a program of education for postwar America that was based on what [Counts] 

believed was the essence of the “American Way of Life.”189 This call stemmed from Counts’ 

belief that “America needed to take education far more seriously than it had in the past.”190 

According to Counts, Americans had been raised on the false notion that education was naturally 

democratic and that it “could not be effectively used by despotisms and autocracies since these 

forms of government wanted to keep their people in ignorance.”191 The war era had shattered this 

idea and yet, no effort had been done to change the false notion that education was always 

beneficent. “The implications of this position meant that America needed to strive to build the 

foundations of liberty in the institutions of society and in the hearts and minds of the members of 

the coming generation.”192 In effect, the American people needed to learn from the intentional 

use of education by despotisms and apply the same efforts driven towards the ideals of 

democracy rather than autocratic control. According to Knight, Counts believed learning about 
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the uses of education started with a critical inquiry into the “moral and social foundations of 

education.”193  

Knight concludes his work by arguing that Counts’ arguments continue to be relevant 

because they tackle the larger theme of “democratic survival in the changed and changing world 

order.”194 By pulling out this theme, Knight, unlike Gutek and Vogel, determines that Counts’ 

arguments and solutions continue to be relevant and can be applied to new and ongoing issues. 

Knight uses his conclusion to articulate how the issues Counts addressed “were still central 

problems in education and society in the mid-seventies.”195  

Knight’s general analysis of Counts’ work aligns more strongly with my own views and 

my reading and analysis of Counts’ beliefs. Knight’s dissertation offers more detail than Vogel 

and Gutek offered and appears to use a more complete analysis based on all of Counts books. 

Because Counts was a prolific writer during his life, it is a large task to look at his argument 

through all of the books that he wrote; however, by restricting his analysis to just the books, 

Knight is missing some of the details of Counts’ beliefs that are found in his articles. This work, 

then, is arguably an extension of Knight’s work and addresses what I believe he missed.  

In his conclusion, Knight turns to a comparison of other more modern arguments similar 

to Counts’ and by doing so he shows that the same issues continue to exist, but he fails to address 

what is actionable today in Counts’ educational theory. Although Knight does raise Counts’ use 

of indoctrination, he does not see the way Counts’ educational theory is driven by this concept. 

By addressing the importance of the concept of indoctrination in education to Counts’ 

educational theory, I believe that I can show not only that Counts’ concerns are relevant and 
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persist today but also that Counts’ solution to the issues are also essential to consider and to 

apply to education today.  

The final dissertation that addresses the whole of Counts’ educational theory is “An 

Historical Analysis of the Educational Ideas and Career of George S. Counts” by Bruce A. 

Romanish. This dissertation evaluates the educational philosophy of George S. Counts and 

focuses on his major areas of educational emphasis, which the author argues “include the role of 

the teacher in American society and the issue of neutrality and indoctrination in education.”196 

Romanish states that his study “attempts to fill the void that exists in the examinations that have 

been done on George S. Counts.”197 Romanish completed his dissertation because he felt the 

previous works of Vogel, Gutek, and Knight lacked the appropriate completeness, stating that 

“Major aspects of Counts’ career such as the A.F.T., the Social Frontier, and Soviet writings 

were ignored.”198 

In his attempt to provide what he sees as a more complete examination of Counts’ beliefs, 

Romanish chose to focus chapters on what he sees to be central themes in Counts’ educational 

philosophy: the importance of democracy in education, neutrality and indoctrination in 

education, and the role of the teacher in American society. In addition to providing support for 

these themes, Romanish also provides a “historical account of Counts’ role as President of the 

American Federation of Teachers,” explores his work on the Soviet Union, and provides a 

comparison of Counts’ beliefs to those held by John Dewey.199  
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 Romanish begins by laying out what he sees as Counts’ educational position. He states 

that Counts’ educational philosophy was based on his “interpretation of the history of 

humankind,” was driven by his belief that “education was always a “representation of a 

particular culture in a particular setting” and led him to determine that the ideal education for 

American society could be found through “a careful assessment of the society in its historical 

and worldly setting.”200 Romanish begins this chapter by expressing that Counts believed in the 

ideals of democracy and that “something as vital as freedom and liberty could not be left up to 

chance.”201 Romanish also claims that Counts “was convinced that education, in a generic form, 

did not by itself ensure democracy” and as a result, education for democracy must be designed 

with that intent in mind. “There was nothing in an educated population which inherently 

provided an appreciation of liberty.”202 

 Romanish notes that Counts saw the American educational ladder as a system that 

challenged the traditional European aristocratic educational model and allowed for the masses of 

people opportunity through a single educational system.203 While the ideal was evident in the 

original design, Romanish claims that Counts believed “the schools had been guilty of mis- 

interpreting the idea of equality in their seeming unwillingness to recognize that excellence was 

needed” and that that excellence should be driven by the natural aristocracy promoted by 

Jefferson.204 

 In Romanish’s section on “Democratic Faith,” he claims that Counts extrapolated articles 

of democratic faith that helped to define the remarkable achievement of American constitutional 
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democracy and were relevant to its perpetuation.205 Romanish claims that the first article was 

that “the individual human being is of unsurpassing worth.”206 The second article was, “that the 

earth’s materials and human culture belong to all men.”207 Third, “that men can and should rule 

themselves.”208 The fourth article he claimed was, “that the human mind can be trusted and 

should be set free.”209 The fifth article, Romanish states, was focused on the “method of peace as 

immeasurably superior to the method of war.”210 The final article of democratic faith, Romanish 

defines as the toleration, respect, and value of racial and political minorities.211  

 Although Romanish claims these “articles” were central to Counts, he summarizes these 

ideas based off one of Counts’ articles written in 1941. By only focusing on this one text that 

was written in the middle of Counts’ career, Romanish misses an opportunity to establish these 

concepts as foundational to Counts’ educational philosophy by not elaborating on these and not 

looking for these same concepts in other pieces of Counts’ writing. In his attempt to pull in 

information that the previous authors might have missed because they focused only on Counts’ 

published books, Romanish claims the idea of democratic faiths to be universal to Counts’ 

beliefs without providing sufficient evidence. The allusion to these same concepts in a more 

mature text later on in Counts’ career would add credibility to the idea that Counts held these 

“articles” as central to American civilization and as a result essential to education in the United 

States.  
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 A similar issue occurs when Romanish also establishes Counts’ beliefs about education 

and the individual. I generally agree with Romanish that Counts believed that the individual 

child was an active participant and not a passive recipient in education and that the school should 

1) “assist each child in growing to his or her full physical, intellectual, and moral structure,” 2) 

“create in the young an allegiance to human equality, brotherhood, dignity, and worth,” 3) 

develop “a loyalty to free discussion, criticism, group decision, and rational foundations” and a 

toleration and protection of diversity, 4) “develop an attitude which obliges every person of 

social mind and body to engage in some form of socially useful labor,” and 5) promote “an 

enlightened devotion to the common good;” however, these concepts serve merely as 

touchstones of Counts’ ideas on the place of the individual in education in relation to the way the 

individual was defined both in progressive education efforts and in modern economic 

thinking.212 Romanish again uses one text, published in 1939, to articulate Counts’ thinking on 

this point. By only using one text, he defines Counts’ educational position without proving 

consistency or providing any evidence of the maturing of his thought from the beginning to the 

end of his career. He would have, on my view, been better served by tracing these themes 

through different pieces of Counts’ writing. In this way, he could have established the proof 

necessary to claim these pillars to be essential to Counts’ educational position.  

The same is true of Romanish’s section regarding Counts thoughts on Economic 

Democracy and the Social Order. The changing of the economy from agrarian to industrial was 

an essential concern for Counts; however, Romanish spends the last half of this section focused 

on a mini argument about capitalism, Marxism, and the idea of a “static-state economy,” a 
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concept that is not developed by Counts’ nor is it related to his thinking.213 Romanish does turn 

back to how Counts economic concerns relate to education by stating that “Counts’ economic 

position demonstrates an outlook which he called for among teachers, that is a desire to 

understand the forces at work in society which either directly or indirectly influence and affect 

education.”214 He also states that “Counts’ economic ideas had an effect on his educational 

position generally since that relied heavily on reordering society along more democratic 

lines.”215 Just like with the other sections, there is little evidence provided to support these 

statements. Romanish claims, “throughout it all, however, he [Counts] never wavered in his 

commitment to a democratic future,” but his evidence provided in this chapter is lacking for such 

a claim.216  

Romanish’s next chapter on “Neutrality, Imposition, and Indoctrination” will be 

discussed in the next section of this literature review which specifically focuses on the research 

and writing into Counts’ beliefs on indoctrination in education. It is important to note that 

Romanish is the first to focus on this concept in a dissertation about Counts’ educational 

philosophy. Following this chapter, Romanish discusses Counts’ views of the “Teacher in 

American Society,” Counts’ time as the president of the American Federation of Teachers, a 

comparison of Counts and Dewey, and Counts’ work on Soviet Education. These chapters serve 

more as a representation of Counts’ effort to live out the vision that he had for the whole of 

education.  
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In his conclusion, Romanish states that “The foregoing thesis makes several valuable 

additions to the accumulated knowledge of the topic at hand.”217 It is in this way that his 

dissertation should be read. Rather than being an attempt to right the errors of previous 

dissertations, Romanish’s work should be read as an addendum or an epilogue to those previous 

works as it mainly adds to them by discussing some concepts that Romanish feels were 

important and left out of the previous researchers works. In doing so, his work does not provide a 

strong defense or evidence to support a clear framing of Counts’ educational philosophy and his 

own work might have been more valuable on this point if he pointed to the previous works to 

support his claims. This is a point of consideration that I keep in mind in my own analysis. 

Romanish expresses that “this study adds a dimension, the personal one, not present in other 

works.”218 In his effort to do so, Romanish perhaps moves too quickly through Counts 

educational theory in his effort address the personal aspects of Counts for this work to be relied 

on as a historical analysis of Counts’ educational ideas.   

The dissertations presented above represent the attempts to synthesize the whole of 

Counts’ educational beliefs. Each generally serves to add more and more to the previous 

attempts, but each fall short in some way. Some, like Gutek and Vogel’s analyses, apply 

critiques based on what the author wished to see Counts do rather than focusing specifically on 

Counts ideas. Some offer a more accurate depiction of Counts’ beliefs but miss opportunities to 

fully develop his ideas either by not bringing in other writings that he did like articles, or by not 

using enough of his texts to provide a cohesive defense of an argument. One of the central 

concerns that I see is that each previous dissertation, by not understanding or addressing the 
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importance of indoctrination to Counts’ educational theory, struggle to articulate the cohesive 

throughline in Counts’ beliefs. Knight comes the closest, and as a result, I would recommend that 

any future researchers use his work as a place to begin in their own critiques.  

The next two dissertations analyzed address Counts’ work to focus on a specific concept 

either in his thinking or in his career. Analyzing these works is relevant to my own work because 

I attempt to do the same by focusing on the place of indoctrination in Counts’ educational theory. 

While I believe that indoctrination is central to understanding the whole of Counts’ argument, I 

will not attempt to provide an analysis of the whole of his thought. Seeing how others have 

analyzed a specific concept in Counts’ thinking is helpful and adds additional context in areas 

perhaps missed by the researchers who attempted cohesive analyses. The review of these works 

also reveals additional issues in the way Counts’ beliefs have been analyzed and critiqued.  

The first piece in this group of dissertations is called “An Evaluation of the Democratic 

Conception of Education as found in the Writings of George S. Counts.”219 This thesis was 

completed by Chanan Singh in 1941 and takes a broad look at all of Counts’ writings concerning 

his thoughts on the democratic conception of education. Singh states, at the time of his writing, 

that “the United States at present claims one prominent man who advocates unequivocally that 

democracy can be safeguarded through education and, furthermore, through democratic 

education. The man in view is George Sylvester Counts…”220 Singh was seeking to analyze 

Counts’ works that address democracy and education and to clarify what it was that Counts 

believed. Singh, writing in 1941, noted that there had been no collective evaluation of Counts’ 

works up to that time. One interesting note is that Singh argues in 1941 that Counts was a 
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prolific writer and had written so much up to that time that a synthesis of his thoughts and ideas 

was necessary.221  

Singh states that he read and analyzed all of Counts’ writings up to that point and 

attempts to synthesize them into the central argument made by Counts.222 He begins with a 

discussion of Counts’ beliefs on the relation between education and democracy, addresses 

Counts’ views on education as a social function, and Counts’ views on progressive education.223 

Singh concludes that Counts believed “democracy and education… are interwoven and they 

must cooperate to survive.”224 He argues that Counts believed that “the democratic tradition here 

in America had come to the end of an era” and required radical change in order to survive.225 

Singh also concludes that Counts believed that politics must be kept out of educational affairs.226 

Regarding progressive education, Singh concludes that Counts saw planning for social welfare as 

the fundamental purpose of progressive education and progressive education had too much focus 

on the interests of the child and the needs of a selected group.227 Singh states that “the public as a 

whole must be made aware of the fact that progressive education ought to be universal, and the 

chief task of progressive education is to sell itself to the public.”228  

In summarizing Counts’ beliefs, Singh rests his argument about him on a few statements 

made by Counts in a small set of texts. Singh misses an opportunity to actually synthesize 

Counts’ views into a common or cohesive narrative. His work would have been better served by 
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focusing on each specific area and showing through multiple examples what Counts believed and 

then explaining how Counts defended his position in a particular way. Singh instead seems to use 

Counts and other theorists’ writings to state what he believes more than what might be a 

summary of the whole of Counts’ thinking. In an attempt to synthesize a persons’ beliefs on a 

concept, it can appear easier to draw conclusions from others’ summarizations; however, this 

could lead to misinterpretation. My dissertation makes a similar attempt to synthesize Counts’ 

beliefs, and as a result, it will be important to approach Counts’ thinking in a way that presents 

all his thoughts and arguments together to show cohesiveness. The benefit and challenge of my 

work is that I can look at Counts’ thinking across the whole of his career. It will be important 

then to follow his thinking through all the texts in order to build a cohesive understanding of 

what Counts believed.  

Another dissertation is Eunice D. Madon’s 1993 work, “An Historical Analysis of 

George S. Counts’ Concept of the American Public Secondary School with Special Reference to 

Equality and Selectivity.”229 This dissertation evaluates Counts’ earlier works into Secondary 

Education and investigates his thoughts on reforms that were needed and how those reforms 

might still be relevant today. Just like Romanish and myself, Madon, starts her work with a 

biographic sketch of Counts. Madon provides an extensive sketch tracing the breadth of Counts 

life and energies including the professors that influenced him during his graduate studies at The 

University of Chicago. She concludes this first chapter by returning to his time just after 

completing his dissertation to focus on five of Counts’ works from early in his career. All of 

those works focused on secondary education.  

 
229 Eunice Madon, “An Historical Analysis of George S. Counts’s Concept of the American Public Secondary 

School with Special Reference to Equality and Selectivity” (PhD diss., Loyola University of Chicago, 1993). 
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In her second chapter, Madon reviews Counts’ investigation into the development of the 

secondary school in the United States. She notes that “Counts sought to examine the educational 

history of the United States. Calling it a "living theory of education" rather than a purely 

theoretical one.”230 Her chapter lays out Counts’ investigation into American education by first 

highlighting Counts’ “analysis of the principles and ideas upon which American education was 

founded,” then moves into a summary of his investigations into the growth of the American 

secondary school, the development of the secondary curriculum, and the function of secondary 

schools.231  

In presenting the overall scope of Counts’ educational theory, Madon uses Counts’ ideas 

from his text American Road to Culture, published in 1930. She does state that he had written his 

most mature and thoughtful volume on the subject in his book Education and American 

Civilization, written in 1952, but she chooses to present his ten principles from his earlier text 

rather than his more mature thoughts. She does not address why this choice was made. Madon 

then summarizes Counts thoughts on each of the ten principles: “(1) faith in education, (2) 

governmental responsibility, (3) local initiative, (4) individual success, (5) democratic tradition, 

(6) national solidarity, (7) social conformity, (8) mechanical efficiency, (9) practical utility, and 

(10) philosophic uncertainty.” 

Madon provides a strong explanation of Counts’ ideas and uses evidence from a variety 

of his texts; however, she relies on his earlier texts not addressing any nuances or changes in his 

beliefs over time. Using Counts’ earlier texts appears to make some sense for her piece because 

she is focused on his earlier works regarding the development of secondary schools, but she does 
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not clearly address the lack of analysis of his later texts. At the conclusion of her chapter on 

Counts’ development of the concept of American Secondary education she notes that it was after 

his development of this concept that “Counts began to look towards the reality of American 

public secondary education” to analyze what was really happening in the schools and districts.232 

This statement does not fit with the timeline of Counts’ work since each of the writings about 

secondary education came prior to the publishing of American Road to Culture or most of the 

other texts that Madon uses as her primary sources for Counts conception of the American 

Secondary school.  

Madon’s third chapter provides a detailed depiction of the various studies that Counts 

conducted during the 1920s as he investigated American secondary education. She works 

through each one showing how Counts’ interest in the democratic ideal lived up to the reality of 

the schools and their formation in a growing and changing society. She states that, “Based on his 

studies, Counts concluded that his facts revealed that secondary education at that point in time 

did not meet the ideal of democracy.”233 She believes that Counts saw the family as a central 

reason for the issues with selectivity in the secondary school stating that, “the circumstances and 

goals of the family were the prime reasons children continued their formal education.”234 Even 

though it is possibly true that Counts felt this way, he also noted that the makeup of families 

themselves were unequal leading those economic inequalities to also impact the inequality seen 

in the schools. Madon notes that Counts was not opposed to selectivity and saw natural 

selectivity in everyone’s capability, the concern was the outsized role that nurture, or the 

conditions of the family was having on who attended and was afforded the opportunity of a 
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secondary education. Madon determined that Counts saw only two options, either the complete 

opening of secondary school to all, allowing for individuals of intellectual ability to rise above 

their station, or a restricting of secondary attendance based on a truly “defensible principle” that 

represented a means for finding the people capable of meeting the social obligation of securing 

democratic freedoms for all.235 She saw his preference being the opening of secondary education 

to all children as the most likely to further the cause of democracy.  

In the second half of her dissertation, Madon focuses on what Counts proposed as the 

solution to address the undemocratic nature of secondary education and the drift away from 

democratic values with the growth of an industrial society. She concludes that Counts saw 

teachers as the solution. “With their enormous power wielded through the schools, teachers 

could impose upon their students, the future generations of Americans, the collectivist, 

democratic ideals needed in the new society and could mold the schools into models of 

equality.”236 Madon only briefly touches on Counts’ idea of imposition in education, missing 

what I believe is central to his solution to the problems he saw in the 1920s. She focuses on his 

call to teachers rather than what it was that Counts was calling teachers to do. From here she 

turns to a discussion of how the same issues Counts saw in the 1920s continue to persist at the 

time she is writing.  

The first half of her piece is helpful as a depiction of Counts’ earlier works and his 

journey to understand the influences on American secondary education. By focusing on these 

earlier works, Madon does not have the same issue that the previous dissertations did. She does 

well in representing the information and using a variety of texts. Given the time she was writing, 
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where she falls short is in summarizing and viewing Counts’ beliefs through the totality of his 

thought from the early years to the end of his career. By not investigating the maturing of his 

ideas, I believe Madon misses the opportunity to suggest what might be actionable in her time 

from what Counts argued and believed. She raises the fact that the same problems with 

secondary schooling from Counts’ time persist into her own, but she stops short or misses the 

opportunity to consider whether Counts’ solution might also still be relevant. I feel that this 

missed opportunity comes from not pursuing his thoughts through his later writings.  

As the review above shows, Counts’ general ideas and concepts have been reviewed by 

multiple people with various approaches and conclusions. The most recent of these dissertations 

is from the 1990s. The lack of more current dissertations could mean that the ideas for research 

have been exhausted, or that Counts’ work has not been found to provide anything of great value 

for further investigation in the current age. It could also mean that other researchers might not 

have seen or been interested in the concept that I am concerned about analyzing. The critiques 

written by the early researchers, one that turned into the first text about Counts, could also be 

having an outsized influence on the use of Counts’ work. Thus, the biggest gap in the research is 

the overall lack of attention to Counts’ beliefs. Couched within this gap appears to be a lack of 

cohesion around what Counts’ theory was and whether his work is relevant to educational 

research in any timeframe.  

Although some of the above works mention Counts’ thoughts on imposition an 

indoctrination, there is only one dissertation that appears to address this idea specifically, and 

none of them consider the contradiction that exists in Counts’ call for progressive educational 

theorists. The absence of information on Counts’ views on indoctrination represents a gap in the 

research about Counts that I believe is necessary to fill. It is important to address Romanish’s 
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work and what he says about Counts’ use of indoctrination because it serves as the one piece 

which questions the relevance of my own work. In addition to there being little evidence in these 

texts about the relation of the concept of indoctrination to Counts’ beliefs, each of the previous 

works also relies heavily on Counts’ published texts. The large focus on his books leaves a gap 

in the research because the previous researchers are possibly missing the development of Counts’ 

beliefs that is more evident in his articles.  

An analysis of the writing about Counts in articles is also relevant to this work. Articles 

can help to reveal what the consensus is in academia about a particular topic or researcher. The 

following articles, although likely not exhaustive relating to the writings done on Counts, offer a 

strong enough sample size to consider the way that Counts beliefs have been understood and 

applied. The next few paragraphs present the articles, their conclusions about Counts, and more 

specifically how their conclusions relate to my own work.  

In the article “Prophecy or Profession? George S. Counts and the Social Study of 

Education,” Ellen Condliffe Lagemann argues that Counts achieved so much in his lifetime, and 

yet he seems to only be remembered for his controversial pamphlet, Dare the School? She claims 

that the focus on Dare the School is “myopic and unfortunate” and “masks the full significance 

of Counts’ thought and career as a scholar, teacher, public intellect, and politician.”237 

Lagemann, writing in 1992, argues that Counts’ work has relevance for education researchers 

today and should be reappraised to truly understand Counts’ viewpoint. To address this herself, 

Lagemann seeks to enlarge the view of Counts’ beliefs outside of Dare the School and to 

consider his arguments from that famous pamphlet “within the context of [Counts’] education 

 
237 Ellen Condliffe Lagemann, “Prophecy or Profession? George S. Counts and the Social Study of Education,” 
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and career.”238 Although it is her hope to bring a wider scope to Counts’ work, Lagemann’s 

article does little to address this point. The focus of her article is a recounting of events in 

Counts’ life rather than a specific investigation of arguments in Dare the School? and how 

understanding his life and educational background helps us better comprehend what he was 

arguing and why. Underlying her piece seems to be the belief that Counts approached his 

education writing in the same way that a minister or prophet would. She seems to believe this 

about Counts because of his upbringing, although she never comes out to say it directly. 

Lagemann’s review of Counts’ educational history and career somehow leads her to the 

conclusion that “Counts has not received his due and that his ideas have not been sufficiently 

scrutinized or widely built on because his perspective remains dauntingly demanding.”239 

Lagemann believes that “Counts’ perspective on education is far more relevant to current 

problems than a brief, decontextualized acquaintance with Dare the School Build a New Social 

Order? might suggest.”240 She ends her article by claiming that a reappraisal of Counts’ work 

may be needed and through this, Counts’ arguments about education could be vindicated and 

viewed as prophetic.  

Her piece is valuable to my research in two ways. First, it raises a concern that there is 

both a lack of clarity in the educational research around what Counts believed and that this is 

because of the audacity of the arguments in Dare the School. The lack of clarity leads to the 

reason that it is necessary to review the concept of indoctrination throughout the whole of 

Counts’ writings. Second, Lagemann raises the argument that there is a gap in the body of 

research about Counts and that his work needs to be reevaluated. Her argument lends credence to 

 
238 Ibid., 138. 
239 Ibid., 161. 
240 Ibid.  



65 

 

 

 

the importance of my analysis. This dissertation addresses this gap and enlarges the effort to 

show that Counts was more than just his arguments in Dare the School. 

Another paper, “Governmental Surveillance of Three Progressive Educators,” by Murry 

R. Nelson and H. Wels Singleton, provides a review of the FBI’s surveillance of Counts, Dewey, 

and Rugg as a result of their work during the 1930s and 1940s. Within this paper is a summary of 

the investigation into Counts by the FBI. The authors argue that “The case of George Counts is 

perhaps the saddest among the three.”241 From their research the authors detail how Counts was 

investigated from the 1940s to the 1960s under suspicion of being a communist. Although he 

was surveilled and investigated for over 20 years, the authors seem to show that no strong 

evidence was ever provided to lead the FBI to charge Counts with any crime. The authors argue 

that the persistent investigation by the FBI led Counts to “cave in” on his beliefs and to disavow 

components of his work to make the case that he was against communism, something apparently 

Dewey and Rugg did not do.242 The authors do not appear to offer any evidence to support this 

claim, but they do provide evidence of the countless documents in Counts’ FBI files which show 

the surveillance of him and the special interest groups that found Counts’ work problematic.243 

The authors note that this paper was just preliminary, but it shows that there is still more about 

Counts and his career yet to be understood. This article raises the issue of whether Counts had a 

consistent argument throughout his career and whether the effects of anti-communist fervor 

caused him to change his beliefs. This idea has been both supported and refuted by other 

researchers, discussed above, leading to a lack of consensus about the consistency of Counts’ 

thinking over time. My research helps to show whether there is a significant shift in Counts’ core 
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beliefs. The lack of consensus reveals a gap in the research and points to the value of my work to 

the body of knowledge about Counts. 

In the article, “Social Reconstructionism: Views from the Left and the Right, 1932-

1942,” C. A. Bowers investigates the responses of the extreme Left, which he defines as 

communists, and the Right, political conservatives, to the work of progressive educators which 

he identifies as Social Reconstructionist.244 Bowers includes Counts in this article as one of the 

progressive educators that he calls Social Reconstructionists. In reviewing the responses of the 

Left and the Right, Bowers shows how both viewed the work of progressive educators as a 

challenge. Bowers appears to find that Counts’ work specifically was more of a challenge to 

political conservatives than to Communists because, as he shows, there were many challenges to 

Counts’ work by conservatives. Bowers provides only one mention of Counts’ work in his 

writing about the Communists’ efforts. This article helps to raise questions about the way 

Counts’ work was interpreted when it was presented versus the reality of what Counts was trying 

to argue. Seeing his work apart from the lenses of anti-communist fervor could help to reveal 

what people of the time might have missed from what Counts was arguing. Understanding the 

affect that viewing Counts’ work through anti-communist fervor has on an understanding of his 

work reveals the value of my open approach to the term indoctrination and how my dissertation 

could help to identify what aspects of Counts’ work critics both then and now really should focus 

on.  

The authors of the article “Social Class Analysis in the Early Progressive Tradition,” 

Peter S. Hlebowitsh and William G. Wraga, argue that Counts’ work is the best example of 
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social class analysis in the progressive tradition.245 The authors point to Counts’ early work from 

his career as the research that led Counts to his beliefs as presented in Dare the School. They 

claim that his challenging pamphlet was “the philosophical apotheosis of Counts’ [sic] earlier 

scholarly efforts in social science, reinforcing his early message that democracy and educational 

opportunity in the American public schools were still largely unfulfilled.”246 Hlebowitsh and 

Wraga note that Counts’ work helped to call attention to the relationship of class issues and their 

impact on schools. The authors believe that Counts’ call to progressive educators was an effort 

“to involve the school more directly in the social and economic affairs of democracy by using it 

as an instrument for social planning.”247 They believe that Counts fell into a “conceptual trap 

when he tried to use the school to impose the ‘good indoctrination’ of democracy upon youth.”248 

They state that,  

Counts opened himself up to criticism by advancing the radical cause of rejecting 

neutrality and embracing ideology in the educational program. Thus, quite paradoxically 

it was Counts’ [sic] radicalism (for instance, his belief in using the school to directly 

recast the economy of the nation) that led him to be subject to the accusations of 

indoctrination and social planning.249 

 

Hlebowitsh and Wraga claim that Counts’ support of “the idea of indoctrinating youth toward a 

particular ideological viewpoint, helped contribute to the notion that progressives stood for 

planned social control working in the interests of planned social harmony.”250  

While the authors make these claims with little reservation, they do so after focusing on 

Counts’ earlier works. The authors claim that Counts argued for indoctrination, but they do not 
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provide any direct evidence for this. While Counts’ argument for indoctrination is not the focus 

of their work, their conclusion about Counts’ views on indoctrination shows an example of how 

Counts’ work is interpreted, how pieces of his work are used to create arguments about the 

totality of his thinking, and how assumptions of his work lead to conclusions which may not be 

warranted. By providing a more comprehensive analysis of his beliefs, my research will assist 

others in the future by providing a complete view of Counts’ thinking grounded in the totality of 

his thought over time.  

In the article “Can the Schools Build a New Social Order?” Herbert Kohl uses Counts’ 

work to present his responses to what he calls “Counts’ assumptions” in an effort to define what 

he considered to be the political and social responsibility of teachers in 1980s.251 Kohl presents 

five different assumptions he claims exist in Counts’ thinking. Although he begins with Dare the 

School?, Kohl does not tie these assumptions to that work directly and appears to set them up for 

his own purposes rather than prove they exist in Counts’ work. Kohl discusses the following 

assumptions, “1) social and economic democracy is good; 2) the schools potentially have the 

power to change society; 3) teachers are capable of being major agents of change; 4) the school 

should not be a neutral place, but one advocating a socially and economically democratic view of 

society; and 5) propaganda on the good side is part of good educational practice and that this 

implies changing the curriculum and the social role of the teacher.”252 Kohl appears to make an 

assumption of his own. By associating these statements with Counts and then offering no 

evidence from Counts’ work at all, he appears to believe that his audience would agree with him 

that these ideas are Countsian in nature. The concern that this raises for me is that it possibly 
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perpetuates a misleading narrative of Counts’ work which is based on opinion rather than 

grounded in the evidence of what he actually wrote. The other issue raised here for me is 

specifically Kohl’s use of the word propaganda in relation to Counts. My research seeks to 

question Kohl’s assumption that Counts’ argument was for “propagandistic and dictatorial 

methods of teaching.”253 By claiming to talk about Counts’ work and using terms like 

propaganda, Kohl’s work could perpetuate a false narrative about Counts that might lead to a 

misunderstanding of what Counts was really seeking. This piece further adds to the value that my 

research could have on the body of knowledge about Counts and shows why clarity about his 

beliefs is still needed.  

“Education, Democracy, and Social Discourse: A Contemporary Response to George S. 

Counts and Boyd H. Bode” by William J. Collins appears to run into a similar issue as many of 

the other scholarly writings. In claiming to provide a response to Counts, Collins only focuses on 

Dare the School. He makes a claim that “[Counts] says that schools, under the capitalist system, 

function as a tool of the capitalist rulers” without connecting that with anything directly stated by 

Counts.254 Collins also claims that “Counts asserts that there needs to be fundamental changes in 

the economic system if the country is to reroute its course,” again without providing any direct 

evidence.255 In another instance where he fails to provide evidence, Collins addresses imposition 

in his presentation of Counts’ thinking, claiming,  

Counts says that since students will be imposed on in some fashion by their environment, 

society needs to determine where such imposition will come from. Most people assume 

that most imposition will occur in the schoolhouse, led by the teachers. He says that if 

teachers could increase their stock of courage, intelligence, and vision, they might 

become a social force of some magnitude.256  
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Collins is supportive of what he believes Counts to have been arguing for, stating, “I tend 

to align my educational philosophies with those of Counts. I believe, like Counts, that the school 

should be a place where students can find a model of what society should strive to become.”257 

Collins claims to agree with Counts’ educational philosophies and yet bases those philosophies, 

in this paper at least, on only one of Counts’ writings while offering little direct evidence to 

prove that what he believes Counts argued for is actually true. Written in 2013, this article 

reveals another example of the possibility that there is a lack of clarity about exactly what Counts 

was advocating, or simply represents a tendency to assume that what Counts argued for is so 

commonly known by researchers today that citing evidence or defending your opinion on the 

matter is unnecessary.  

In the article “Recounting Counts: A Review of George S. Counts’ Challenge and the 

Reactions to ‘Dare Progressive Education Be Progressive?’” Richard Niece and Karen J. 

Viechnicki seek to reflect on Counts’ charge from his speech and to consider whether any 

progress has been made. To assess the impact of Counts’ charge, they spend most of their article 

summarizing the various reactions to Counts’ work. From time to time, they offer one or two 

lines of reflection regarding their own time, but like other researchers, they do not offer evidence 

to support their statements. Like the other articles, Niece and Viechnicki provide their own 

interpretations of Counts’ argument rather than providing an in-depth, evidence-based 

explanation of exactly what it was that Counts said. In providing summaries of the arguments of 

others to Counts’ thinking and not offering a presentation of what Counts said, the authors 

present the criticisms of Counts’ arguments as more valid than what Counts actually argued.  
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After completing their review, the authors boldly conclude that Counts’ speech, “Dare 

Progressive Education be Progressive?” split the progressive education movement. They claim 

that “instead of achieving unity based on a singular philosophical stance, the challenge split the 

movement even more.”258 They assert that Counts’ challenge separated the progressives into two 

camps: “child-centered supporters and social welfare advocates.”259 They appear to find Counts’ 

challenge to be a central reason they think the progressive education era ends. They claim that 

the polarization they believe Counts’ speech and later publication created, “began the demise of 

a once proud and influential era.”260 The conclusion they draw is questionable because of the 

way that it paints Counts and his work. This framing of Counts seems highly problematic 

because readers of this work are led to believe that Counts’ challenge failed because, in an effort 

to unify the movement his words instead drove the movement to its end. Rather than considering 

that the demise of the era could possibly have been caused by the progressive educators who 

refused to take up the challenge Counts presented, they instead provide an argument that 

wonders where education would be today if Counts never made the challenge at all. They end 

their conclusion by suggesting that Counts, speaking today, would likely receive a standing 

ovation, but they do not see that the result would be the same. The issue is not Counts’ challenge 

but the response to his challenge. The authors do not provide the information needed to avoid the 

same misunderstandings that lead to the disparate viewpoints when Counts first presented his 

challenge. As a result, they miss the opportunity to correct errors in judgement that would 

possibly lead to more than just a standing ovation, but actual action towards meeting Counts 
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challenge. This article seems to further help to show that Counts is misunderstood or at the least 

possibly misrepresented.  

“Dare Public School Administrators Build a New Social Order?” By Catherine A. Lugg 

and Alan R. Shoho is one if the articles that actually uses Counts’ own words from his work to 

support their argument. Early in their article, Lugg and Shoho state that they “believe a close 

examination of Counts – the man, the times in which he wrote, and his writings – can help 

inform contemporary researchers and leaders who wish to pursue socially just agendas.”261 

Before getting into their own argument, Lugg and Shoho present a review of Counts’ argument 

in Dare the School. Lugg and Shoho come to different conclusions than those presented by the 

researchers previously cited. They claim that Counts critiqued progressive education for its 

promoting of democratic welfare while not providing a theory of social welfare and that this 

caused progressive education to be a practice “of, by, and for, social and economic elites.”262 

They also use Counts’ own words to argue that Counts called for school to “not be political 

institutions that simply socialized children into accepting – if not embracing – the unjust status 

quo. Instead, educators should ensure that the public schools would become models of 

democratic and socially just practices.”263 They believe that Counts was seeking to form a new 

social order where the schools served as “exemplars of American democracy” and where 

“teachers and students would work for the further democratization of American society, 

including the move to a socialized economy…”264  
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Their evidence is lacking regarding their support of their claim that “by far [Counts’] 

most controversial proposal in Dare the Schools was his call for public school students to be 

politically indoctrinated by their teachers.”265 The evidence that they use in this paragraph is a 

statement by Counts from Dare where he states that progressive educators should endeavor to 

enlist the students’ loyalties and enthusiasms towards some vision.266 The authors do not explain 

how the quote they mention directly relates to or shows that Counts was advocating for teachers 

to politically indoctrinate their students. They also do not clarify how enlisting students’ loyalties 

and enthusiasms was specifically about politics and not simply about living in a particular way.  

Following their claim about Dare the School, the authors take on a larger set of Counts’ 

writings and address his thoughts and how they see them changing through his later works after 

Dare the School. They argue that Counts faced continual pressure and challenge to his work 

following the publication of Dare which they claim, caused “Counts to eventually alter his 

writings.”267 They state that “[Counts’] educational writings would remain far more cautious 

[sic] than those of the 1930s or even late 1920s, thanks to the relentless attacks on his work,” 

however, they do not provide examples or evidence of this from his writings nor do they cite 

another work where this might have been investigated and proven.268  

The authors seem to view Counts in a positive light and seek for others to do the same. At 

the conclusion of their article, they state, “There are few stronger examples of working for social 

justice than Counts. It is a legacy well worth embracing.”269 Lugg and Shoho’s work appears to 

be a more accurate depiction of Counts’ beliefs and seems to present different conclusions about 
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Counts’ arguments which are grounded in his actual work, however, there still appears to be a 

gap in their presentation of evidence about Counts’ beliefs about indoctrination. Their conclusion 

helps to support my research and to show how important it is to base any analysis of Counts on 

his actual words and work rather than on interpretations of his work.  

In the article, “Ideas That Shaped American Schools,” Franklin Parker reviews the books 

he believes “represent major turning points in American education.”270 One of the books that he 

reviews is Dare the School. Parker, in his review, claims that “Counts asked school leaders to go 

beyond transmitting culture, conserving values, and assuring social stability; beyond child-

centeredness and adaptation to change. He asked educators and the public consciously to use 

schools to remake American society, to determine the direction it should go and then to 

indoctrinate in that direction in the public schools.”271 Parker also comes to the conclusion that 

Counts’ writing in Dare the School shows that he believed that teachers were too afraid and 

inexperienced which caused them to be unable to seize and wield their power to change schools. 

According to Parker, Counts’ view of the weaknesses of teachers led him instead to push for the 

government and not the teachers to be the group who “would build the great society.”272 Parker 

concludes that the question of Counts’ work, which he sees as “How should schools serve a 

changing social order?,” is what makes his work so important even if the ideas of social 

reconstructionism, according to Parker, faded with the deaths of its advocates.273 Parker’s 

conclusions are considerably different than the conclusions of any other author.  
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This piece is important to this literature review because Parker includes Counts’ Dare the 

School in what he argues are the 10 most important books which lead to major turning points in 

American education. If readers are to give value to Parker’s claims about these 10 books, then 

they would possibly view Counts, through Parker’s review, as an advocate for governmental 

intervention in education which seems to be significantly different than the claims of other 

researchers. No other research claims that Counts was calling for governmental intervention, and 

it seems that most other articles argue the opposite. This article is example of how Counts’ work 

is possibly misinterpreted or misunderstood and how this is potentially problematic to future 

researchers who could find value in Counts’ actual work but avoid using it because articles like 

this present his work incorrectly.  

William B. Stanley wrote two articles in 1981, “The Radical Reconstructionist Rationale 

for Social Education” and “Toward a Reconstruction of Social Education” which are two parts of 

the same argument. In the first article, Stanley provides an account of what he believes to be 

Counts’ and one other progressive educator’s “rationale for social education” which Stanley 

labels as “radical reconstructionism.274 Stanley considers Counts to be “most responsible for 

developing the early views of the reconstructionists.”275 In his section on Counts’ views, Stanley 

uses Counts’ writings from the 1930s as the basis for his evidence. Stanley’s depiction of 

Counts’ beliefs falls in line with many of the other writers who have presented Counts’ 

arguments from the 1930s. Stanley notes Counts’ challenge to the Progressive Education 

Association and his apparent support for indoctrination and imposition. Stanley claims that 
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Counts argued “that indoctrination will take place regardless of what teachers do. Therefore, it 

should be used by them to check the power of less enlightened or more selfish groups.”276  

Rather than putting Counts’ argument in his own words, Stanley offers a number of direct 

quotations from Counts’ text to support his presentation of the ideas of radical reconstructionism, 

which is different from the other writers previously cited. Stanley also spends considerable time 

presenting Counts’ argument about imposition and indoctrination, pointing to Counts’ words to 

show that Counts had several reasons why he argued for the consideration of indoctrination and 

imposition. Stanley properly applies Counts’ own words to help him define Counts’ beliefs and 

to set up the characteristics of radical reconstructionism. In doing so, Stanley comes to similar 

conclusions as other writers which may provide evidence that there is some consensus about 

Counts’ thinking.  

The one area where Stanley falls short is in his determination that “after 1941, Counts 

added little to his reconstructionist views although he did not seem to abandon them.”277 Stanley 

makes a brief reference to an article Counts wrote in 1966 (“Should the Teacher Always be 

Neutral?”), and argues that Counts “reasserted his views on indoctrination” in this article, but 

that the remainder of Counts’ writings seem to avoid the controversies that marked Counts’ early 

career.278 There is no reference to other texts which a reader could go to in order to confirm his 

claim. Also, by not providing evidence that Counts continued to hold to his reconstructionist 

beliefs and by not addressing the argument that Counts apparently “reaffirms his beliefs in 

indoctrination” in 1966, Stanley is basing his conception of Counts’ radical reconstructionism 

only on the earliest theoretical arguments. Accepting Stanley’s conclusion might make a reader 
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think that Counts abandoned his own ideas. If Counts did turn from his ideas, then this might call 

into question the value that radical reconstructionism really has for researchers today. A return to 

Counts’ work in his section “Reconstructionism since 1945,” might have helped address this, but 

Stanley only addresses the work of Theodore Brameld in that section. Gaps in Stanley’s 

approach leaves a potential research gap regarding whether Counts ever changed his mind about 

reconstructionism. 

Stanley concludes his first paper by defining the following as the characteristics of 

radical reconstructionism:  

It focuses attention on the need for a philosophy of education to embody a theory of 

social criticism. It emphasizes the importance of an interdisciplinary analysis of major 

social issues, especially in terms of their economic dimension. It attempts to define the 

purpose and role of social education as it relates to the need for cultural transformation. 

And finally, it deals directly with the issue of teacher neutrality and imposition.279  

 

In his second paper, “Toward a Reconstruction of Social Education,” Stanley uses these 

characteristics to analyze and critique the categories which have come, in his view, to 

characterize social education, as of the start of the 1980s. Counts’ work is summarized in this 

work as a recap of what Stanley found in his first article. The value of this second article is the 

conclusion that Stanley comes to after comparing what he thinks radical reconstructionists like 

Counts were arguing for and what was the modern framing of social education at his time. In his 

conclusion, he determines that social education during his time did not, in his view, meet the 

challenge presented by the radical reconstructionists.280 He believes that the efforts of Counts 

and others provided the issues and guidelines for social education and are worthy of debate. In 

the end, he hopes that “modern social educators will give more attention to such questions and 
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the implications they have for revising current rationales.”281 This article provides evidence that 

there is still value to be found in Counts’ work for modern researchers and possibly still 

questions raised by Counts that are yet to be answered. Both of Stanley’s articles provide support 

for the value of my research.  

The article “Affecting Social Change: The Struggle for Educators to Transform Society” 

By William C. Sewell offers a few claims about Counts and his work which are different from 

the other articles reviewed here. For one, Sewell, claims that “Counts came to prominence for his 

promotion of a new educational system based upon ideas formulated during his travels” to the 

Soviet Union.282 Sewell claims that Counts provided “zealous acclaim for the Soviet model of 

education,” and points out that this was not because Counts was a communist, but because of the 

way that the Soviet Union endeavored “to remedy its failed state.”283 Sewell does not offer 

evidence from Counts’ own work, but relies on the statements of Gerald Gutek as evidence that 

Counts promoted a Soviet model of education and, as he claims, that Counts was “looking for 

alternatives to the U.S. model” as a result of the economic problems of the Great Depression in 

the US.284 Sewell does use some of Counts’ own words, but he claims that Counts was making 

“a case for a radical rethinking of social organizations” which appears to claim that Counts was 

talking about more than just education.285  

Sewell’s presentation of Counts’ ideas is confusing. In two paragraphs in particular, 

Sewell uses Counts’ work and presents two ideas that seem to contradict each other. In one 

paragraph, Sewell claims that Counts argued for the development of a particular individual best 
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equipped for the modern society, one who was “agile” and not bound to any particular views or 

loyalties, then in the next paragraph Sewell presents what he sees as Counts’ “radical call to 

indoctrinate students.”286 Sewell does not address how it could be that Counts argues for an 

“agile” individual and yet also calls for indoctrination to the specific ideals of democracy. After 

defining Counts as a zealot for the use of Soviet Education in the US and presenting two 

seemingly contradictory claims together, saying that Counts advocated for both of them, Sewell 

provides his conclusions about the value of Counts’ work.  

Sewell concludes that Counts’ “efforts stalled because he emphasized organizational 

change that a strong bureaucracy readily resisted” and that Counts’ issue was that “he misread 

the power structures that control society.”287 Sewell does not define who or what make up the so 

called “strong bureaucracy” or the “power structures that control society.” Sewell also concludes 

that “Counts misgauged teachers’ abilities to significantly affect change.” 288 Sewell does not 

appear to provide evidence for his conclusions about Counts’ work. Sewell’s article presents 

Counts’ work in a way that is different from other researchers and raises questions about exactly 

what Counts believed. His work also calls into question whether Counts was aware of the 

audience he was speaking to and the potential challenges to his work.  

The title of the next article is “Social Foundations in Exile: How Dare the School Build a 

New Social Order,” by Brian Dotts. Dotts appears to be in support of Counts’ work and maligns 

the influence of the government and interest groups on education. In his conclusion, Dotts states, 

“Imagine if we were to stop reifying our economic system and reconstruct education and teacher 
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preparation institutions in ways that are compatible with the social reconstructionists’ agenda.”289 

In calling for a return to the ideas and challenges of the progressive era and authors like Counts, 

Dotts lays out what he sees as Counts’ argument. According to Dotts, there were three main 

components of Counts’ argument: 1) “educators serve a unique capacity to critique the status quo 

with the aim of improving ‘human existence’ and ‘the democratic ideal’”; 2) “this pursuit [is] an 

attempt to affirm and actualize for everyone the moral claims put forth in the Declaration of 

Independence', namely, “that ‘all men are created equal’ and are entitled to ‘life, liberty, and the 

pursuit of happiness’”; and 3) “‘Every important educational event, institution, theory, and 

program’ will be subject to ‘critical review,’ … in order to fulfill the final goal of social 

reconstructionists: identifying and positively remedying the root causes of social injustice.”290  

Dotts’ conclusion is very different from the conclusions made by Sewell, and Dotts 

makes no reference to Soviet-style education whatsoever. Another critique of Dotts’ piece is the 

complete absence of any discussion about Counts’ arguments for indoctrination. Although Dotts 

is not speaking directly about Counts, Dotts claims that “witnessing the capture of public 

education by interest groups and corporate America, the Social Reconstructionists sought to 

highlight the fact that schooling, like other public and political institutions, was being infiltrated 

by special interests intent on utilizing this social institution as a venue to indoctrinate masses of 

children.”291 This claim appears to serve the interest of his argument, which is that neoliberalism 

is having a negative influence on education, however, his argument could possibly be challenged 

quite easily by the claim that others make about Counts and his potential support of 

indoctrination in education by progressive educators.  
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Dotts states that there are two “polarizing purposes” for education: 1) “indoctrination of 

the values, customs, ideologies, beliefs, and rituals, circumscribed by the current generation’s 

most powerful interest groups” and 2) “education … as a means of critique and social 

reconstruction in order to improve society.”292 Aside from possibly having a significant error in 

his argument due to the fact that he does not address Counts’ use of indoctrination when 

compared with the other presentations of Counts’ beliefs, Dotts’ article does add further evidence 

that there is possibly an issue of misinterpretation or misunderstanding of Counts’ arguments at 

play.  

The article, “Reconstructing George S. Counts: An Essay Review,” by Barbara Arnstine 

serves as both a presentation of Counts’ work and as a critique of Gerald Gutek’s first book The 

Educational Theory of George S. Counts. Arnstine notes that “Gutek’s book has been hailed as 

the comprehensive study of Counts and advertised as a definitive work on Counts’ [sic] writing” 

and yet she points to several possibly significant concerns with Gutek’s interpretations and 

conclusions about Counts and his beliefs. 293 She opens her critique of Gutek’s book by arguing 

that he treats Counts’ work “in a dispassionate, objective and scholarly way” and by doing so, 

she appears to believe that Gutek lends support to Counts’ challengers rather than highlighting 

the value of his work.294  

Arnstine addresses what she believes to be Counts’ views and points to why Counts 

himself might have had concerns with Gutek’s presentation of his beliefs. Her central issue is the 

impartiality with which Gutek presents Counts’ work. Arnstine states that “Counts was 

suspicious of the aim of impartiality, both as a pedagogue and as a scholar” and that impartiality 
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leads to misleading judgments.295 While she does not prove her viewpoint to be true by 

presenting Counts’ own words as evidence, Arnstine uses this concept as the basis of her 

argument. She also argues that scholarly writing should be objective, but that “objectivity is only 

achieved by the deliberate and controlled presentation of the author’s own values.”296 She 

addresses her own positionality at the beginning of this review, noting, “This review is biased in 

favor of Counts’ [sic] view of both teaching and scholarship.”297 As a result of her views on 

impartiality in analysis and her views on Counts’ work, Arnstine concludes that “Mr. Gutek has 

not written a book with [his own values and purposes] in mind; thus his book contributes little to 

an understanding of Counts’ thought or of his place in history.”298  

Arnstine also provides a secondary criticism of Gutek’s book arguing that it fails to have 

a clear audience because of his approach to Counts’ work. She argues that each chapter requires 

a different reading ability and knowledge base to understand, from the sophisticated to the basic. 

Additionally, she claims that Gutek could have appealed to readers interested in tackling the 

types of social problems Counts was interested in, but he never appeals to these readers.299  The 

focus of the rest of her paper provides evidence for her criticisms by addressing what she sees as 

three false conclusions that Gutek makes in his book about Counts: “(1) the alleged vagueness of 

Counts’ educational theory, (2) the clarification of Counts’ position towards Communism and 

Marxism, and (3) Counts’ ideas of ‘new history.’”300 Arnstine addresses each of the conclusions 
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in turn. She begins by presenting an example from Gutek’s writing and then explains what she 

feels is the proper evaluation of Counts’ work.  

First, Arnstine addresses Gutek’s conclusion that Counts’ work was vague and lacked a 

clear plan of action. She directs her readers back to another chapter in Gutek’s book where he 

presents a detailed review of Counts’ curricular views. Given the information presented in that 

chapter, Arnstine argues that “One’s initial response might be that there is a great deal of 

“program” in Counts’ writing.”301 Arnstine then explains what she sees as Counts’ actual 

position. She believes that Counts never intended to provide a clearly defined program and that 

he never intended “to tell anyone exactly what to do.”302 Arnstine argues that Counts was more 

interested in the conditions which would allow for people to attack the problems that needed to 

be solved and to promote the values that were needed to allow for the development of the right 

conditions.303 Arnstine’s viewpoint is possibly a significantly different conclusion from what 

many other authors have concluded about Counts; however, Arnstine does not provide evidence 

from Counts’ work to back up her conclusion.  

This lack of evidence persists throughout Arnstine’s critique. She raises a few seemingly 

valid questions about Gutek’s presentation of Counts, but by not providing alternative evidence 

and proof of Counts’ thinking directly, Arnstine allows for Gutek’s conclusions to stand. If 

Arnstine had provided direct evidence from Counts’ own writing to back up her conclusions, 

then that could possibly have pushed for someone to look at Counts’ work again. As it stands, 

Arnstine’s argument raises unanswered questions and seems to still leave Gutek’s work as “a 
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definitive work on Counts’ writing.”304 The lack of evidence in Arnstine’s writing raises the 

question of whether there is any validity to her claims. If there is validity to her argument and 

there is evidence from Counts’ own writing to support it, then this might mean a significant 

change in the valuation of Counts’ work and its relevance to education policy. My work helps to 

focus on Counts’ actual words and offer evidence that might address the conclusions of Gutek’s 

work and Arnstine’s article.  

In the article, “The Progressive Educator as Radical or Conservative: George S. Counts 

and Race,” Ronald Goodenow considers Counts’ thoughts in light of the pressures mounting 

against liberal policies to address racial inequality in the 1970s. Goodenow states that Counts 

was “one of the most influential and out-spoken figures in American educational history” and 

“one of the most prominent proponents of liberal ideology, stressing the role of the democratic 

idea as a social curative…”305 Goodenow states that “The purpose of this paper is to examine 

briefly the complex and somewhat shifting nature of Counts’ liberalism by focusing upon the 

ways in which he dealt with problems of race and ethnicity in the 1920s and 1930s.”306 

Goodenow states that “Counts’ empirical study of the education of blacks began with the 

publication in 1922 of The Selective Character of American Secondary Education.”307 

Goodenow notes that Counts, in his analysis “alluded to ‘historical forces’ which placed blacks 

in their socially disadvantaged position;” however, Goodenow is critical of Counts because he 

argues that he preferred to ascribe some of the blame for the disadvantage on “the state of the 

black family.”308 He levels another critique on Counts when reviewing his research into the 
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secondary curriculum. He notes that Counts acknowledged the restrictions on black students 

owing to what they were allowed to take in school, but Goodenow believes Counts “neglected to 

provide detail on the employment ceiling and what happened to these students upon 

graduation.”309 

Goodenow does note that Counts’ intentional focus on racial disparities was ahead of its 

time.310 He states that “…in School and Society in Chicago…” Counts “made his most trenchant 

comments on economics, political power, ethnicity and schooling” addressing the impact that 

organized interest groups had on the schools.311 Goodenow notes that in talking about pluralism, 

Counts argued that schools, regardless of separation by race, needed more increased political 

representation not more professional representation.”312 Goodenow further identifies Counts as 

different from his fellow researchers at the time through his 1930s text American Road to 

Culture where Counts argued that democracy in education could not exist if social democracy 

favored the upper social classes.313 Goodenow also raises Counts’ “Dare Progressive Education 

be Progressive” and Dare the School because Counts placed the challenge of addressing issues 

like racial disparities squarely on progressive educators.314 Goodenow sees Counts challenge as 

leading an effort in progressive education to address these challenges, but he believes it did little 

in the end to change the landscape as “progressive literature paid but scant attention to 

discrimination in education and in society at large.”315 
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In his conclusion, Goodenow acknowledges that Counts’ attention to race was important, 

but he ultimately agrees with Gutek’s conclusion that Counts did not establish a means by which 

newly enlightened students “once made aware of racism, were to act on it.”316 Goodenow 

believes this was due to a lack of understanding by Counts and other researchers regarding “the 

nature of ‘race’ and, in a larger sense, what it meant to be a member of a racial or ethnic 

group.”317 In addition to agreeing with Gutek, Goodenow also feels that Counts’ later work shifts 

him away from the empirical work he did earlier in his career which provided evidence of racial 

issues. He does not blame Counts for this change but feels that it fits with what he sees as in line 

with “the paradoxes and contradictions in progressivism and in the broader political economy” of 

the time that Counts was writing.318  

Goodenow improves the validity of his analysis simply by recognizing and using other 

works by Counts; however, his conclusions come only after using Counts’ earlier works and 

relying on the conclusions of Gutek. In doing so, he misses how Counts’ work on larger 

ideological issues in American education were in the service of all Americans and intended to 

build the citizenry that could address the systemic nature of racism. The concern with 

Goodenow’s work is that it makes a broad conclusion about Counts regarding racial inequality in 

the United States without providing a comprehensive analysis of his work. His conclusion 

appears to serve to direct future researchers with an interest in addressing racial inequality 

through schools away from considering Counts’ later works. While my own work is not related 

to Counts’ writings related to race and racism, it provides a challenge to the notion that Counts 

did not establish a means for ameliorating the social issues that students would face in using 
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modern society as their text for analysis. My investigation into Counts’ beliefs around 

indoctrination, the “ideological” work that Goodenow finds less valuable, will shed new light on 

Counts and how his views on education might be far more valuable to those seeking to challenge 

racial inequality today.  

The articles discussed above may only be a portion of the research that has been done on 

Counts. They show that Counts’ work appears to be mostly summarized without strong direct 

references to his actual words, and the conclusions about Counts’ beliefs vary widely. One of the 

biggest concerns with work around Counts is that researchers assume they understand the whole 

of Counts’ thinking, and yet often only cite one or only a few of Counts’ writings and at other 

times appear to offer no direct evidence from his work at all. Even with all these limitations, 

previous researchers form conclusions. The approach of previous researchers has led to a variety 

of different opinions and no clear consensus about what Counts was actually arguing. Although 

there seem to be some common themes, the fact that researchers have come to multiple 

conclusions is an issue, especially if Counts’ arguments are as simplistic as many of the 

researchers claim. Thus, my dissertation is valuable to the body of knowledge simply because it 

attempts to provide a look at the totality of Counts’ thinking about a specific concept across his 

entire career. My approach will help to establish a definitive conclusion about his beliefs and 

limit the need for speculation in the future. My hope will be to clear up the possible 

misinterpretation and to address any misunderstanding of Counts’ beliefs around a key concept 

in Counts’ educational theory.  

Research into Counts’ Use of Indoctrination 

To address the research around my specific area of focus, Counts’ meaning for and use of 

indoctrination, I specifically searched for texts which attempted to investigate this point. The 
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previous section noted some discussion about indoctrination in some of the works, but this 

section is specifically focused on texts which make indoctrination and Counts’ views a central 

feature of the text. The question of this section is whether my focus on indoctrination in Counts’ 

work will add to the body of research, or whether someone else has completed an analysis of the 

scope that I intend to complete. It is important to note at the outset that, to date, I have found no 

research which solely and directly investigates Counts’ belief about, use of, and meaning for 

indoctrination. I have found that some of the writings mentioned in the previous section do take 

time to discuss indoctrination, and there are two articles that seek to articulate the role of 

indoctrination in Counts’ arguments and in the theory of Social Reconstructionism in general. 

This information is reviewed below.  

Although my own critique and the critique by Arnstine, presented above, raise questions 

about his work, Gerald Gutek’s The Educational Theory of George S. Counts currently stands as 

the preeminent text regarding Counts’ educational theory and serves as one of the most complete 

analyses of Counts’ beliefs about indoctrination. In his first book, Gutek presents a chapter 

entitled, “The Nature of Imposition” about this subject.319 In this chapter, Gutek argues that 

Counts was motivated by his interests in democratic collectivism and that he “urged the schools 

to deliberately impose” a philosophy which would facilitate the social transition to the age of 

democratic collectivism.320 He notes that part of Counts’ argument referred to the original 

debates about indoctrination in American education which had to do with the application of 

religion in public schools. According to Gutek, Counts believed that religion was “baked” into 
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our education system simply because of the foundations of the nation, so the idea that removing 

religion from education somehow made it free from indoctrination was false.321  

Gutek believes “Counts argued that all education involved imposition or indoctrination” 

and “at no point could the school assume complete neutrality and at the same time become a 

concrete, functioning reality.”322 Gutek notes that Counts believed “the typical progressive failed 

to distinguish between the various contents of the various indoctrinations but rather condemned 

all imposition.”323 According to Gutek, “Counts emphasized that no educational program was 

unbiased since every educational program had form and substance, pattern and value, aversion 

and loyalty. He stated that there existed an appropriate and distinctive education for every social 

order.”324 Gutek also noted that Counts’ writing shows that he believed “if the tradition was vital 

and suited to the times, imposition released energies, established standards of excellence, and 

facilitated achievement.”325 Gutek concludes his analysis regarding Counts’ beliefs on 

indoctrination by stating: 

By stressing the crucial importance of cultural imposition for education, Counts came to 

the purpose for his analysis of the American cultural heritage. By isolating and analyzing 

the key elements of democracy and technology and by emphasizing the economic role in 

bringing about a collective society, Counts reached what he believed to be a viable 

concept of American civilization, democratic collectivism. An educational profession 

committed to this concept could advance the new social order by transmitting the goals 

and instruments needed to construct the emergent society.326 

 

Gutek’s writing about indoctrination adds some additional context and challenges to my 

work. The first challenge is that Gutek believes Counts was arguing for indoctrination to bring 
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about a form of democratic collectivism and that he was seeking to make schools the vehicles by 

which his beliefs on democratic collectivism would come to be. My analysis of Counts’ use of 

indoctrination or imposition does not show this to be the case; however, this line of inquiry is 

one that would help in determining Counts’ intent for indoctrination in education. Gutek’s 

writing also appears to trace Counts’ beliefs throughout his career. Gutek reaches similar 

conclusions to my own, mainly that Counts believed education and indoctrination were 

intertwined. Additionally, Gutek’s chapter addresses some of the criticisms of Counts and his 

rebuttal to those criticisms.  

There are a few points of concern with Gutek’s analysis. The first is that he appears to 

situate imposition as more prominent than indoctrination, but he uses both terms within this 

chapter, does not appear to determine them to be equal in Counts’ thinking, and does not point to 

the specific definition that Counts had for either of these terms. The fact that Gutek uses 

imposition in the title of this chapter and uses imposition more than indoctrination helps to 

support that there is an important distinction that needs to be made regarding these two words if 

Counts is to be understood. The second point of concern is that Gutek has the same issue as the 

articles above. Most of this chapter is an analysis of Counts’ thinking with little direct evidence 

from Counts’ own writing. By not providing source material, Gutek appears to assume that the 

reader will trust his expertise and take his word for it that what he writes is what Counts meant. 

Although some of his conclusions appear valid, my approach to this same research will help to 

situate my conclusions properly within Counts’ writing, thus limiting the potential pitfall of my 

own views and word choice affecting the conclusions of the analysis.  

The third point of concern is the presentation of the analysis in this chapter. In addition to 

discussing what he sees as Counts’ thoughts, Gutek also provides information from critics and 
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supporters of Counts along with a comparison of Dewey’s beliefs and Counts’ arguments. The 

presentation of the critics’ responses to Counts feels incomplete. Gutek presents the responses of 

critics while bringing up the work of other researchers like Kilpatrick and Dewey. Also, he offers 

no real rebuttal from Counts to his critics, nor does he mount his own defense of Counts’ ideas 

around imposition. He seems to just place the opinions out there, leaving the reader unsure of 

how to view Counts and indoctrination. This lack of clarity is further fueled by the 

Dewey/Counts comparison which follows the information about Counts’ critics.  

The inclusion of the comparison of Dewey’s thinking with Counts’ ideas appears ill-

placed especially since the supposed focus of this chapter is on imposition. This inclusion causes 

the chapter to veer into a conversation about Dewey and the idea of building a new social order. 

Gutek makes this even more confusing when he concludes his comparison by stating, “It would 

seem that both Dewey and Counts were not widely separated on the view that the school could 

share in building the new social order.”327 This statement leaves one to wonder, did Dewey 

support Counts’ ideas on imposition? This is a question that Gutek does not answer. Gutek’s 

presentation of Counts’ thoughts on imposition is also muddled in this section when he suddenly 

jumps back to Counts’ beliefs about the concept briefly raising Counts’ article, “Should the 

Teacher Always Be Neutral?” Following his presentation of Counts’ thoughts on imposition, 

Gutek abruptly concludes the chapter with a paragraph about what the next chapters will be 

about. He does not offer a synopsis of his conclusions about Counts’ beliefs on indoctrination in 

education.  

Gutek’s writing on Counts and indoctrination seems to lend support to the view that 

Counts believed indoctrination and imposition in education were inevitable. Gutek adds to this 
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view that Counts thought that the imposition of tradition, if designed properly, would release 

energies and bring about greater opportunities for people. This idea is addressed in my analysis 

of Counts’ thoughts in the later sections of this work. The problem is that Gutek’s chapter is the 

most complete and only published analysis of Counts’ work and his beliefs on indoctrination and 

imposition in education, but it significantly falls short in its clarity and accuracy and does little to 

help researchers who might be struggling to address the perceived contradiction in Counts’ 

challenge to progressive education. Gutek does not even directly address that this concept might 

even be contradictory to the other work that was of interest to Counts. My research helps to 

clarify exactly what it is that Counts was arguing for, explain his aim for indoctrination and 

imposition in education, and do greater justice to Counts’ beliefs making them more valuable to 

researchers in the future. Gutek’s failure to address the lack of clarity around indoctrination in 

Counts’ educational beliefs significantly masks the value of Counts’ work for educational policy 

today.  

An analysis of Counts’ use of indoctrination is also included in the dissertation “The 

Problem of Indoctrination: As Viewed from Sociological and Philosophical Bases” completed by 

Michio Nagai in 1952. Nagai utilizes Counts’ position on indoctrination to shape his 

understanding of the Indoctrination Controversy. Nagai claims Counts believed “that any school 

education, be it conservative or progressive, contains after all a large element of indoctrination. 

Indoctrination is inevitable; and furthermore, it is desirable if it is directed to the "right" ends.”328 

Nagai notes, “even a position that claims neutrality in teaching, Counts argues, turns out to be an 

unconscious indoctrination for the liberal-minded upper middle-class point of view.”329  

 
328 Michio Nagai, “The Problem of Indoctrination: As Viewed from Sociological and Philosophical Bases,” (PhD 

diss., Ohio State University, 1952), 7.  
329 Ibid., 7-8. 
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Nagai argues that Counts had developed a socially oriented philosophy of education, and 

if this was used as a guiding principle “for an educative practice that would represent the most 

desirable kind of indoctrination.”330 Nagai expresses that many thinkers went along with Counts 

and admitted with him that there was indoctrination involved in education and in teaching. 

“However,” Nagai notes, “their admission was qualified. Some scholars maintained that 

indoctrination, though it may not be avoidable, is not desirable. Others maintained that some 

kind of indoctrination is desirable, while another kind is not. Still, others showed how 

indoctrination may be converted to proper teaching.”331 

Nagai further investigates the concept of indoctrination in relation to Counts’ thinking 

and raises the arguments offered by both The Social Frontier, a periodical that Counts was 

affiliated with, and Theodore Brameld’s concept of “defensible partiality.” Nagai uses these as 

foils for Counts’ conception of indoctrination. Nagai first states that The Social Frontier’s final 

position positioned the editors as against indoctrination. He argues that the consensus of the 

group behind The Social Frontier was that, “Proper teaching which should be differentiated from 

indoctrination, is based on the premise of the democratic tradition; viz., reliance on intelligence 

for a better life.”332 Brameld’s concept of “defensible partiality,” on the other hand, argues 

Nagai, did not go as far as Counts’ conception of indoctrination, but leaves the door open for the 

fact that an instructor must be partial at times.333 Where Brameld expounded, according to Nagai, 

was in the use of the instructor’s ability to defend that partiality in the face of “open, unrestricted 

criticism and comparison.”334 Nagai’s comparison of these three appears to define Counts’ form 

 
330 Ibid., 8. 
331 Ibid., 9.  
332 Ibid., 11. Counts was an editor of The Social Frontier at the time that this position was developed.  
333 Ibid., 12. 
334 Ibid. See also: Theodore Brameld, Ends and Means in Education: A Midcentury Appraisal (Westport, CT: 

Greenwood Press, 1969). 
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of indoctrination as a “closed form” i.e. not open to scrutiny or debate, while Brameld’s and the 

position of The Social Frontier were “open” or did not constitute forms of indoctrination due to 

the scrutiny they were placed under in the public eye.  

Nagai’s work adds a second confirmation to the view that Counts believed that education 

contained a large amount of indoctrination, and that it was inevitable. He also appears to show 

that Counts saw indoctrination as good if put to the right purposes. This conclusion is important 

to my work because it serves as further confirmation of the possibility that Counts viewed 

indoctrination in education as a foregone conclusion. Nagai’s work is also important because of 

the comparison of Theodore Brameld’s work. By analyzing these two together, Nagai is 

interpreting Counts’ view of indoctrination to be of an authoritative nature even though he 

understands that Counts intended it to be used for positive means. This conclusion adds a 

challenge to my work to properly determine if Counts truly believed that he was advocating for 

indoctrination in the authoritative sense. I will seek to clarify this point in the concluding 

chapters of the dissertation.    

Nagai’s analysis and treatment of Counts’ conception of indoctrination spans only two 

pages in his dissertation and is primarily used to establish what he considers “the indoctrination 

controversy.” Additionally, Nagai presents his conclusions about Counts after citing only Dare 

the School. He does mention other texts written by Counts, but he does not use these to help 

clarify or confirm Counts’ theory of indoctrination. Additionally, it is important to note that 

Nagai completed this work in 1952, two decades before Counts died. While Nagai’s framing of 

Counts’ beliefs seems to connect well with my analysis, his evaluation does not treat this concept 

with the breadth that is warranted. It is also concerning that Nagai determined that Counts argued 

for indoctrination in an authoritative sense without much data from Counts’ work to support it. 
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Nagai’s comparison of the writings of others from the same time helped him define Counts’ 

position. This approach is interesting and might possibly be something worth considering as an 

extension in the future. The gaps in Nagai’s research, the minimal use of Counts’ work and the 

time when his research was completed, make it necessary to address Counts’ beliefs about 

indoctrination in a definitive manner. 

It is helpful to now turn to an analysis of Counts’ ideas on indoctrination as presented 

more recently. One article, written in 2014, entitled “Social Reconstructionist Philosophy of 

Education and George S. Counts - Observations on the ideology of indoctrination in socio-

critical educational thinking” by Ari Sutinen attempts to articulate and define Counts’ conception 

of indoctrination. A critical piece to note for this article is that it relies on only four of Counts’ 

writings and each of those writings is from 1932. Apart from these texts, Sutinen also uses 

writings by Gerald Gutek as support for his opinions about Counts’ views on indoctrination, 

about which I have already raised concerns.  

In his article, Sutinen presents a review of the whole of Social Reconstructionist 

philosophy, and he focuses on indoctrination as a central component of this philosophy. He states 

that progressive education believes “firstly [that] it is the function of education to socialize the 

educatee for loyal and just social activity. Secondly, as a result of education, the educatee should 

be able to evaluate and change social reality for a “new social order.”335 Sutinen claims social 

reconstructionists believe that the only way to achieve the goals of progressive education is 

through indoctrination.336 For Sutinen, “the extreme leftist wing of the social reconstructionist 

 
335 Ari Sutinen, “Social Reconstructionist Philosophy of Education and George S. Counts - Observations on the 

Ideology of Indoctrination in Socio-Critical Educational Thinking,” International Journal of Progressive 

Education 10, no. 1 (February 2014): 18–31, 20.  
336 Ibid., 20.  
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philosophy of education advocates educational thinking in which the teachers at school 

indoctrinate the pupils to accept a revolution in the capitalist society.”337 

Before his discussion specifically about Counts, Sutinen defines indoctrination using 

Gerald Guetek’s 1988 book Philosophical and Ideological Perspectives on Education as 

support.338 Sutinen states that “indoctrination refers to manipulation of the rising generation for a 

pre-designed social, political and economic social reality.”339 Sutinen claims that “indoctrination 

is the nature of the interaction related to education in the social reconstructionist philosophy of 

education.”340 Although he cites, Gutek’s work after defining indoctrination, this definition does 

not appear at the reference he notes nor anywhere else in Gutek’s book. The page that Sutinen 

references from Gutek’s text discusses what Gutek sees as the ideology and philosophy of social 

reconstrucionism. In turning to his discussion of Counts, Sutinen starts by placing him as the 

founder of the social reconstructionist philosophy of education.341  

After placing Counts as the founder of social reconstructionism, Sutinen claims that 

“Counts' educational philosophical thinking is based on the indoctrination of the rising 

generation into the desired social order.”342 Sutinen then adds further context, stating that Counts 

does not suggest this and reject human freedom, but instead believes freedom is “only part of 

human activity.”343 To Sutinen’s understanding, Counts came to this conclusion through his 

analysis of American capitalism. He determines that Counts believes “society can be changed 

into something better in the form of systematic social thinking,” and a “reconstruction of society 

 
337 Ibid., 22. 
338 Gerald Lee Gutek. Philosophical and Ideological Perspectives on Education. (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1988). 
339 Ibid.  
340 Sutinen, “Social Reconstructionist Philosophy,” 22. 
341 Ibid.  
342 Ibid., 23. 
343 Ibid. 
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means the change of “private capitalism” into a “socialized economy”.”344 According to Sutinen, 

Counts concludes:  

That education is not a child-centered activity, as the analysis of the contents of 

educational activity based on the principles of communal activity rests with the 

educators. As the contents are based on the principles of a better society, the educators 

have the right to transfer the principles reconstructed from communal activity to the next 

generation through indoctrination.345 

 

Based on Sutinen’s understanding of Counts’ work, three premises underly Counts’ views in 

favor of indoctrination. “Firstly, as the operations of capitalist society drift into a crisis, an 

opportunity arises to change communal methods of activity through a revolution” …; “Secondly, 

the justification of indoctrination is connected with the moral idea of reaching, through 

revolution and indoctrination, ‘a more beautiful society’ than what communal activity was 

before;” and “Thirdly, the educatee’s relationship with the educator and the social community is 

always one of subordination, whereby the educator and culture are the main influencers on the 

educatee.”346  

Sutinen claims that, for Counts, indoctrination can be understood to be similar to 

enculturation.347 He provides four examples, he says come from Counts’ work, to prove the 

direct influence of culture: (1) The “child is born in a given cultural medium” with set forms of 

language and communication; (2) “the educatee does not have any personal traits at birth” but 

rather the potential to learn various things under influences in a particular way; (3) the culture 

influences the child and gives allowance for the educator to do so by their value judgments; and 

 
344 Ibid., 24. 
345 Ibid., 25. 
346 Ibid.  
347 Ibid. 
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(4) leaving the child to develop blind or to conceal the influence on a child as activity even for 

the benefit of the child is problematic.348  

Sutinen utilizes the arguments made by Gutek to critique what he has determined to be 

Counts’ conception of indoctrination. He argues first that “indoctrination by the educator in 

educational activity is problematic because a finalistic, unchanged idea of issues is generated in 

the educatee as a result of the indoctrination.”349 He argues that this amounts to an absence of the 

educatee’s critical thinking ability as a result of the indoctrination conducted by the educator. 

Second, he claims that educatee’s point of view, or his or her human rights to be an individual, 

are deemed to be irrelevant in a process where the educator uses indoctrination.350 Sutinen states 

that Counts’ conception of indoctrination centered greater importance on the one performing the 

indoctrination with little care for the one being indoctrinated.351 The third point of Sutinen’s 

critique is that Counts’ support for indoctrination creates the problem of who determines what is 

acceptable educational activity and what is not. Sutinen states, “The issue is who shall decide on 

the ‘new social doctrines’ that will finally lead to the ‘salvation of the world.’”352 Sutinen does 

not explain how this issue aligns with Counts’ conception of indoctrination in education.  

In this part of his critique, Sutinen also raises the concerns of two other writers, I.A. 

Snook and C.A. Bowers. He claims that Snook raised the issue that “the social reconstructionist 

philosophy of education about indoctrination in education and about the educatee’s growth into a 

democratic actor is conflicting.”353 The citation that Sutinen uses directs the reader to a part in 

 
348 Ibid., 25-26. 
349 Ibid., 27. 
350 Ibid. 
351 Ibid.  
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Snook’s text where Snook explains that some critics had issues with the social reconstructionist’s 

use of indoctrination as a method of instruction mainly because they believed that social 

reconstructionist could not support indoctrination and also claim to promote the teaching of 

discussion and the scientific method. At no point on the page Sutinen cites from Snook does 

Snook mention anything about a democratic actor.354 Additionally, Snook appears to be offering 

this information as context to his reader, not as his own conclusions about social 

reconstructionist philosophy.  

Sutinen then mentions Bowers who he claims sees the same logical problem raised by 

Snook. Interestingly, Snook refers his readers to Bowers to provide a “succinct account of this 

controversy” directly after presenting his summary of the critics’ attitudes towards the social 

reconstructionist’s use of indoctrination in education.355 Sutinen’s citation of Bowers’ text does 

point to a conclusion that he makes regarding a conflict he sees in the aims of social 

reconstructionists. Bowers states, “The primary problem that confronted them involved obtaining 

the cooperation of all classes… to construct a socialistic economy consonant with the nation’s 

democratic ideals. Because democratic cooperation was the key to the self-repairing society, the 

social reconstructionists could not, without jeopardizing the very principle of democracy they 

wanted the school to instill, employ undemocratic methods of coercing groups that did not want 

to restructure society along socialistic lines.356 Bowers follows this conclusion by mentioning 

that social reconstructionist’s promoted “methods,” but he never states what those methods are. 

Stuinen appears to fill this in for Bowers by calling those methods “educational 

 
354 I. A. Snook, Indoctrination and Education (London: Routledge & K. Paul, 1972), 19.  
355 Ibid., 20.  
356 C. A. Bowers, The Progressive Educator and the Depression: The Radical Years (New York: Random House, 

1969), 107. 
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indoctrination.”357 Regardless of the thin nature of his citations, Sutinen uses this conception of 

Counts’ to conclude that indoctrination and democratic activity are antagonistic of one another. 

Sutinen states that “an undemocratic education cannot produce a democratic actor.”358  

In his final critique, Sutinen also appears to agree with C. A. Bowers and his critique of 

Social Reconstructionism because of its weak social analysis and faith in education’s ability to 

improve communal activity causally and unambiguously.359 Bowers wrote a book in 1969 titled, 

The Progressive Educator and the Depression: The Radical Years, and in this text, he traces 

what he determines to be the development of the social reconstructionist movement while 

critiquing what he sees as its central tenants. Sutinen presents Bowers’ critique as representative 

of his own thoughts and feelings. According to Sutinen, Bowers believes that social 

Reconstructionist philosophy failed because:  

[F]irstly, the advocates of social reconstructionist philosophy of education have not 

presented any systematic social analysis that would provide the outline for new 

communal activity. Secondly, they have not presented how the educator should act, if a 

social analysis was presented and if it was found to be realistic to put into effect. Thirdly, 

which is the true operational forum for decision-making by the teachers? Fourthly, the 

teachers’ analysis of social problems and their solution, which are transferred to teaching 

activity, is too slow a method to solve current social problems.360  

 

Sutinen presents this assertion with no rebuttal or argument to the contrary. He also cites the 

book Curriculum for Utopia by William B. Stanley in this section because Stanley provides a 

summary of Bowers’ critique. What Sutinen does not mention is that after presenting Bowers’ 

critique, Stanley points out a number of issues with Bowers’ conclusions.361 Sutinen either was 

not swayed by Stanley’s concerns with Bowers’ book or disagreed with the issues Stanley raises. 

 
357 Sutinen, “Social Reconstructionist Philosophy,” 27. 
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359 Ibid., 28. 
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361 William B. Stanley, Curriculum for Utopia: Social Reconstructionism and Critical Pedagogy in the Postmodern 
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Either way, Sutinen gives Bowers critique authority by restating it with no critical investigation. 

Sutinen simply concludes his analysis by stating, “The advocates of the social reconstructionist 

philosophy of education only present their hopes for a utopia in which the values of the capitalist 

economic system are changed to give rise to a ‘new social order.’”362 

Sutinen’s work offers a prime example of why my research is important. His work 

misinterprets Counts because of its reliance on only a few pieces of Counts’ writing. He also 

provides a potentially dangerous and inaccurate interpretation of Counts’ thinking that might 

lead other educational researchers to write off Counts’ work as too controversial. Analyzing 

Counts’ works more fully will provide a more accurate picture of Counts’ thinking.  

Sutinen’s conclusions about what social reconstructionism is and its belief system 

provide a challenge to my work. Counts was not presenting some utopia or even calling for a 

“new social order” and this misinterpretation is problematic. Sutinen does raise the fact that there 

appears to be a contradiction with the support of indoctrination and its usage as a method of 

educating within a democracy; however, Sutinen does not offer efficient evidence to support his 

claim that there is a contradiction in Counts’ support for indoctrination. Sutinen’s work serves to 

confuse potential researchers and might lead to a belief that Counts and possibly the whole social 

reconstructionist movement was undemocratic when that is quite possibly not the case. 

Developing true clarity on the intent of the social reconstruction movement, at least in relation to 

Counts’ thinking, is both valuable and necessary. 

Considering Gutek’s and Sutinen’s framing of Counts’ beliefs around indoctrination, it is 

important to look at other writers’ analyses of this same subject. As stated earlier, Bruce 

 
362 Ibid. 



102 

 

 

 

Romanish, who wrote his dissertation on George S. Counts, also published an article in 2012 

titled, “George S. Counts: Leading Social Reconstructionist.” It is important to look at 

Romanish’s two pieces in comparison to one another as it relates to Counts and his beliefs about 

indoctrination in education. Additionally, these works serve as challenges to the conclusions 

presented by Nagai, Gutek, and Sutinen.  

 In his dissertation, Romanish devotes his chapter “Neutrality, Imposition, and 

Indoctrination” to Counts’ beliefs on this topic. Opening his chapter Romanish summarizes what 

he sees to be Counts’ beliefs around indoctrination in education. Romanish states that the 

controversy of neutrality was central to Counts’ criticism of progressive education.363 Romanish 

claims that Counts’ “entire argument for using the school as an agency for bettering society” 

hinged on his views about neutrality.364 Like other researchers, Romanish claims that Counts, 

“satisfied by reason and evidence,” believed “the school could never be neutral in the true 

meaning of the term.”365 Romanish argues that Counts, based on his belief that schools could 

never be neutral and the belief that attempting to make them so was a futile effort, sought to 

control the forces of imposition and indoctrination “toward positive ends.”366 In the remainder of 

the chapter, Romanish seeks to “examine and explain Counts’ endorsement of imposition,” how 

Counts sought to break the suppositions of school neutrality arguments, and to explain Counts’ 

“view on the nature and role of indoctrination and imposition in education.”367 Romanish also 

 
363 Romanish, “An Historical Analysis,” 52. 
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spends time providing criticisms from other researchers at the time to provide context and 

“evidence from both sides of the issue.”368 

 Romanish begins the core of his argument by summarizing what he sees as Counts’ 

reason for critiquing progressive education. He notes that Counts was equally supportive of the 

movements focus on the child as a central actor in the educative process, but that “Counts took 

issue with the movement because it lacked a solid social foundation.”369 This lack of social 

foundation was rooted in the fears of the adults towards any notion of imposing on a child. 

Romanish, without providing support from Counts’ writing, believes that he saw the progressives 

fear as rooted in their own childhoods.370 In an attempt to make an education “freer” than the one 

they experienced, they tore at the democratic and educational principles essential to the fabric of 

American society leaving the children vulnerable to other influences and undemocratic systems. 

 Romanish claims that Counts selected neutrality as the issue to address because “it was 

the antithesis of what he had held to be the democratic and political purposes of the public 

school.”371 Romanish then explains how Counts saw the trust in neutrality stemming from a 

“naïve faith in the good that results from education.”372 Counts used modern history to articulate 

this point showing how well-educated countries still created the catastrophe of World War II. 

Just being educated, Romanish claims Counts argued, was not enough and did not naturally lead 

to democracy.373 If democracy is the desire, “then the educational apparatus must be faced in 

such a direction.”374 In Romanish’s view,  
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Counts objected to the claims that schools ought to be neutral and defended his position 

on the grounds that all education contained a large element of imposition, that this was 

inevitable, that society’s existence and evolution depended upon it, that as a result it was 

eminently desirable, and that the frank acceptance of this fact by the educator was a 

major professional obligation. Moreover, he argued that a failure to do this represented a 

repudiation of a most crucial educational responsibility, the clothing of one's own 

prejudices in the garb of universal truth, and the introduction into the theory of education 

of an element of obscurantism.375 

 

Romanish notes that Counts’ desire was for education to serve democratic ends and that 

“political liberty, if it was to endure, had to be something which was imposed because of the 

demands it placed on human nature and on the character and mind of men and women.”376 

 Later in the chapter, Romanish spends some time attempting to provide a definition of 

indoctrination according to Counts. Romanish claims that Counts “expressed his concern over 

the employment of the word by asserting that he did not intend its interpretation to be pejorative 

and that it was possible that indoctrination was too strong and uncompromising a word to apply 

to the kind of influence which he had in mind.”377 Additionally, Romanish believes that Counts 

felt that imposition might be better, stating that, “[Counts] warned that even this term should be 

made to carry its milder connotations.”378 Although he makes this claim and notes that this 

clarification was made before Counts’ Dare the School was published, Romanish does not cite 

any supporting evidence. Referring to Counts, “Should the Teacher Always be Neutral,” 

Romanish relays Counts’ recollection of his argument with John Dewey about the term 

indoctrination. Romanish shares how Dewey later notes that “indoctrination” in the dictionary at 

the time was defined as “teaching.”379  
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Returning to his effort to define indoctrination according to Counts, Romanish lays out 

what he sees as the characteristics that Counts determined were “definitely not to be incorporated 

under indoctrination.”380 He uses a quote from an NEA Department of Superintendence – 

Official Report from 1932, where Counts denounces that indoctrination refers to the 

establishment of a state church or the teaching of a sacred set of dogmas as fixed and final.381 

Romanish also uses Counts’ strong opposition to the blind teaching of patriotism as an example 

of what Counts did not want education for democracy to be.382 From there, Romanish does not 

come to any sort of conclusion about Counts’ definition. This section veers off into an extended 

discussion of Counts’ concerns about patriotism in schools and then into a recounting of some of 

Counts critics. It concludes unsatisfactorily without providing clarity regarding a definition of 

the term.  

Romanish’s chapter on “Neutrality, Imposition, and Indoctrination” is the best 

representation I have found that depicts both the importance of indoctrination to Counts’ work 

and the meaning/intent of indoctrination for Counts. Romanish also comes to some of the same 

conclusions I have found in my own work; however, the evidence Romanish uses condenses this 

concept too much and it does not fully articulate the scope and meaning behind Counts’ beliefs. 

Another point of concern is that Romanish’s dissertation was written in 1980. Considering the 

texts written after this time, most importantly Sutinen’s article written in 2014, the view 

regarding Counts and his relation to indoctrination was not shifted by Romanish’s work, further 

raising the essential nature of a proper analysis of Counts and his beliefs around indoctrination in 

education. 
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The intent of Romanish’s dissertation was to add to the dissertations already completed 

on Counts. In considering that effort, this chapter calls attention to a concept little discussed 

anywhere else and is deserving of that recognition. Reading it through though, I am still left with 

questions. Romanish’s chapter reveals that this concept is important to an understanding of 

Counts and warrants further investigation. Taking up his own call again, Romanish 

acknowledges the need for further investigation in his article from 2012 titled, “George S. 

Counts: Leading Social Reconstructionist.” Romanish frames this article as a biography of 

Counts where he “provides an analysis of important segments of Counts’ career that have 

received limited attention or are underdeveloped in the literature.”383 One of the areas that he 

addresses is Counts’ position on indoctrination.  

According to Romanish, Counts was different than many of his fellow progressive 

educators, and rather than focus on the child, he put all of “his efforts to the social aims and 

purposes of schooling.”384 Romanish makes a similar claim that the other works about Counts 

have made when he states that Counts held “a belief that the future would be more collectivist in 

nature and therefore it was critical [to him] that it be organized with fundamental commitments 

to a democratic ethos.”385 Romanish then turns to a discussion of indoctrination and Counts’ 

thinking specifically. He states that Counts used the term indoctrination, but the concept was 

never sufficient enough for him to use it “in its historic and more literal sense.”386 Romanish 

claims that Counts “leaned on a Webster definition [for indoctrination], which meant to instruct 
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in doctrines, principles, theories, or beliefs; to instruct; to teach,” however, Romanish does not 

cite any source for this claim to allow for it to be confirmed.387  

Continuing his section on indoctrination, Romanish claims that Counts “acknowledged 

that indoctrination was possibly too strong and uncompromising in its vernacular and that 

imposition might be a better term to use,” however, on this point, just as with his dissertation, he 

does not offer any source to support this claim. At this point in his piece, Romanish does address 

Counts’ article, “Should the Teacher Always Be Neutral?” written later in Counts’ life, where he 

notes that Counts defends “the idea of “imposition” as a basic and inescapable aspect of the 

process of rearing the young in any society.”388    

Returning to the timeline of Counts’ thinking on indoctrination, Romanish presents what 

he sees as Counts’ attitude towards the idea of the inculcation of patriotic values, something that 

was on the rise in educational discussions as a result of World War II.389 He notes that “Counts 

opposed attempts to bring what he saw as despotism into public schools under the guise of 

teacher patriotism.” He provides a citation for this section which points to Counts’ article “The 

Teaching of Patriotism.” According to Romanish, Counts supported the teaching of patriotism if 

it was approached from a democratic nature, but if the focus was on the “mindless indoctrination 

of the flag-waving variety” then Counts was against it.390 According to Romanish, Counts 

actually warned “against the teaching of blind loyalties” and that if that was done with the 

machinery of traditional democracy it “would doubtless be the surest way of destroying it.”391 
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Romanish critiques Counts on this point arguing that Counts was seeking to “have it both 

ways” and that, to him, is impossible.392 He argues that “there is a great difference between the 

socialization everyone receives by virtue of being born into a given culture or civilization, and 

the political education one receives through a formal school curriculum.”393 Romanish argues 

that Counts would have been better served by the sociological notion of “covert and overt 

socialization.”394 He argues that, in presenting his argument, Counts “failed to incorporate the 

necessity of critical thought as part of democratic citizenship, and as something to serve as a 

counterbalance to socialization or imposition,” a critical notion he sees as “common to nearly all 

notions of autonomy [and] at the core of a democratic education.”395  

Romanish argues that Counts’ framing of indoctrination positions the students as a means 

to achieve democracy, which he finds problematic.396 He believes that Counts assumed too easily 

that “some forms of imposition on the young are inevitable, unavoidable, and to a degree 

necessary if not desirable, [and was too willing] to use that as a basis to support direct, overt 

imposition or indoctrination.”397 Romanish believes that categorizing certain forms of 

socialization as necessary was highly problematic and that by doing so, Counts was more closely 

related to the aspects and actions of the authoritarian political systems that he critiqued.398  

One of the most valuable aspects of this article is that Romanish states that Counts’ ideas 

on indoctrination have received limited attention and are underdeveloped in the literature. 

Romanish’s article gives credence to my research. Romanish does attempt to provide a clear 

 
392 Ibid., 43. 
393 Ibid. 
394 Ibid. 
395 Ibid. 
396 Ibid. 
397 Ibid. 
398 Ibid. 
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framing of Counts’ ideas, but it is presented in a section of an article, and he does not delve into 

this concept with the approach that I am seeking to in my dissertation. Romanish does confirm 

that Counts had beliefs around indoctrination, even providing a definition that he claims was 

used by Counts for indoctrination. This definition offered by Romanish proposes a challenge to 

my work and shows that further and complete analysis of all of Counts’ works is still warranted. 

Romanish brings up the contradiction that exists in Counts’ thinking, however, Romanish does 

not determine whether it is appropriate to consider Counts’ view of indoctrination as 

authoritative. Romanish appears to attach this label himself and this leads to his conclusions that 

Counts was in error in his support of indoctrination in education. Defining whether Counts’ 

views align with indoctrination of the authoritative nature is an issue that is central to my work 

because I am interested in determining if there is a contradiction and if critiques like Romanish’s 

are even warranted. Given Romanish’s argument, it is necessary to provide a robust analysis of 

Counts’ thinking. I will challenge Romanish’s argument by getting to a closer understanding of 

what Counts was really arguing for.  

It is important to note one additional framing of Counts and his beliefs around 

indoctrination which comes from the first chapter of the book Concepts of Indoctrination: 

Philosophical Essays by I.A. Snook. The chapter is called, “The Evolution of the Concept” by 

Richard H. Gatchel. In this chapter, Gatchel addresses Counts briefly as he traces the evolution 

of the concept of indoctrination, however, what he presents is interesting. Just like Romanish, 

Gatchel offers a different take than that of Sutinen and Gutek. Gatchel argues that Counts 

asserted “that indoctrination for liberal-mindedness was just as progressive as the Progressives 

and much more stable.”399 Gatchel defined the Countsian position as one that asserts “the 

 
399 Richard Gatchel, “The Evolution of the Concept,” in Concepts of Indoctrination: Philosophical Essays, ed. Ivan 

Snook, International Library of the Philosophy of Education (London: Routledge & K. Paul, 1972), 10. For this 
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necessity of indoctrination in American education.”400 While this seems like Sutinen’s argument, 

Gatchel’s brief review of Counts in his chapter offers a differing perspective on the motive and 

intent behind Counts’ supposed support of indoctrination. Unlike Sutinen and Romanish, Gatchel 

argues that when Counts used indoctrination he meant, attention focused “on the problems of a 

philosophically consistent perpetuation and improvement… of social democracy’s core 

values.”401 In this way, Counts was not arguing for indoctrination as a total aim of education, but 

rather that American education should be focused on the core values of social democracy. 

Gatchel argues that Counts’ conception of indoctrination ultimately “lost out to the 

experimentalists’ derogation of the word” leading to more “conceptual support, especially among 

educators and educationists” that any use of indoctrination was only “‘indoctrination in the bad 

sense.’”402 The fact that Gatchel determines that Counts’ conception of indoctrination “lost” to 

“indoctrination in the bad sense” raises questions about which side of the indoctrination debate 

Counts was on. Taken from the view of Gutek, Sutinen, and Romanish, one would think that 

Counts was calling for the “bad” type of indoctrination, but Gatchel frames Counts differently.  

Gatchel’s argument helps to question whether there is consensus regarding Counts’ 

beliefs, and this supports that further research might help to shed more light on the subject. 

Gatchel brings up several ideas that affirm the value of this research. My work will help to 

provide additional evidence to confirm or deny that Counts’ ideas on indoctrination lost out to 

“indoctrination in the bad sense” and that Counts could possibly have been arguing for 

something other than authoritative indoctrination. Gatchel also raises the possibility that Counts 

 
statement Gatchel is citing George Counts, The American Road to Culture (New York: The John Day Co., 1930), 

193.  
400 Gatchel, “Evolution of the Concept,” 11. 
401 Ibid. 
402 Ibid.  
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was not advocating for indoctrination to be the aim of education, but rather the frame for what 

type of education we should be providing. This conclusion is a critical note about Counts’ 

writing that only Gatchel has raised. My work seeks to determine if this view of Counts’ thinking 

on indoctrination can and should be the way that we view Counts’ work.  

The review of the writings about Counts and his beliefs on indoctrination show that there 

is much still that is left to understand. The fact that there are so few pieces about this subject also 

shows that this area has not been fully addressed. The small sample size is concerning especially 

given the identification of indoctrination in education as a central component of social 

reconstructionist theory and a centerpiece of Counts’ beliefs.  

This literature review helps me to identify a few issues that I seek to avoid in my own 

work. The research into Counts’ views on indoctrination continue to have the same issues as the 

literature that exists about Counts’ beliefs in general. Many of the conclusions made in the 

writings in this section have come from a small sampling of Counts’ writings rather than the 

totality of his thinking. I make a concerted effort to utilize Counts’ own work as the source of my 

evidence, and I have attempted to gather the largest sample size possible from Counts’ own 

words to ensure that I am warranted in making claims about Counts’ beliefs. Additionally, while 

there is some consensus, there seem to be conflicting conclusions about what Counts really 

meant. It also appears that the conclusions about Counts’ beliefs on this subject have largely 

been presented as the opinions of others rather than based on exactly what Counts said. The 

differing opinions are to be expected, but the greater concern that comes out of this is the 

overwhelming consensus that Counts’ work either has no value for current researchers or is his 

thoughts are undemocratic and harmful. These misinterpretations have the greatest impact on me 

and are a central reason a concerted effort must be made to address Counts’ beliefs properly.  
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These concerns represent the reasons why my focus on this topic and my approach to this 

research are necessary and beneficial to the larger body of educational scholarship. By 

addressing the issues with these pieces, I add to the body of knowledge and help to determine 

exactly where Counts should sit amongst the great educational theorists of the United States, as a 

radical utopian with useless ideas because he sought to change the society into something 

undemocratic or as a visionary ahead of his time whose ideas, if understood properly, could help 

to bring about the democratic society the founding fathers envisioned.  
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4 COUNTS’ WRITINGS ON THE ROLE OF INDOCTRINATION IN EDUCATION 

As noted before, Counts was a prolific writer. This chapter provides evidence of every 

instance of Counts’ use of indoctrination in all his writings that I have been able to gather. It is a 

methodical and thorough exegesis of Counts’ writings with a specific focus on his use of the 

term indoctrination. To avoid making the same mistakes I have charged others within my 

literature review, I present the full quotation for each of the instances of the use of the term 

indoctrination, rather than summarizing his thoughts in my own words. Also, to avoid losing 

Counts’ meaning for each instance, I summarize each text prior to sharing the quotes and I 

follow each table of quotes with an explanation of the context surrounding each use of the word. 

This thorough detailing of each quotation and the relevant context is important also to show how 

it is that Counts use of the term related to his larger arguments in his writing.  

The presentation of the information in this way is essential for two reasons. The first is to 

present Counts’ words as he intended them to be read. Viewing his use of the term in the context 

in which he is writing, will help to reveal his thinking rather than my own. Additionally, I have 

mentioned previously that much of Counts’ work was made for public consumption. I believe 

that Counts’ word choice was not made without conscious effort. He knew he was speaking to an 

audience and pulling his words out of context would not do him justice. The second value of 

presenting the information this way is to allow others to view Counts’ words for themselves and 

consider whether the previous researchers have accurately interpreted his work or whether there 

has been a large amount of misinterpretation in the presentation of Counts’ ideas. Many 

researchers summarize Counts’ work because he wrote so much. I offer a balance between 

summarization and direct presentation of Counts’ work.  

For the purpose of my later discussion, I also include Counts’ use of the term 

“imposition.” The inclusion of a methodical presentation of the term imposition serves two 
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purposes in the analysis to follow, one to consider whether Counts should be more associated 

with the concept of imposition rather than with indoctrination, and second to articulate the 

fullness of the meaning of indoctrination to Counts. I argue that Counts likely saw these terms as 

two sides of the same coin, or that the concept of imposition better articulates the activities of 

indoctrination that Counts intended. As a result, failing to address his use of imposition would 

leave a gap in the understanding of Counts’ beliefs around the role of indoctrination and 

education.  

The following texts were identified using the bibliography of Counts’ writings written by 

John P. Casey and found in the George S. Counts archives at Southern Illinois University as well 

as the bibliography provided by Dennis and Eaton’s George S. Counts: Educator for a New 

Age.403 Some additional unpublished manuscripts were also found through a search of the 

George S. Counts archives at Southern Illinois University. 

Principles of Education (1924) 

The first text is Principles of Education co-written by James C. Chapman and Counts. 

Principles of Education is part of a series of textbooks designed for the training of future 

teachers. The intent behind the series was to offer foundational writings in the philosophy and 

evolution of educational thought in order to assist the young teacher in the formation of their 

own “sound working philosophy of the educative process.”404 In the editors’ note, the editor, 

Ellwood P. Cubberley, states that the purpose of Principles of Education was to provide the 

material needed for a “course on the philosophy of the educative process.”405 He describes that 

this text is written in a way to address modern concerns, noting, “Discarding the old 

 
403 Dennis, and Eaton, George S. Counts: Educator for a New Age, op. cit. 
404J. Crosby Chapman and George S. Counts, Principles of Education (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1924), 

vii. 
405 Ibid., viii. 
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philosophical conceptions and terminology, the two authors have based their work firmly on the 

conceptions of modern biology and psychology and the changing needs of an economic and 

industrial civilization.”406 

The text was written in a way “to give material aid to the teacher” of a modern focused 

philosophy of education course.407 In addition to the authors’ discussions of education in relation 

to a variety of modern contexts, they also provide discussion questions at the end of each 

chapter. The book went through use in practice with students before it was published allowing 

for the material at the end of each chapter to be tailored based on real questions and discussions 

had between the authors and their own students.408 Although Cubberley notes that the text, 

written by two authors, is a synthesis of both writers ideas and experiences and was done in a 

way “that practically every page reflects the point of view of the two authors,” it is important to 

keep in mind that there are two voices in this text when viewing the quotes presented below 

since this is the only text where Counts is not considered the primary author. 409 

Ellwood P. Cubberley concludes his editors statement this way: 

In the form as presented it is believed that this book on the Principles of Education offers 

a thoroughly modern philosophy of the educative process, and that this, coupled with its 

readable style and good teaching organization, serves to make it an important textbook 

for use in colleges and universities giving courses in the Principles of Education.410 

 

Table 1. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in Principles of 

Education  

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

  

Imposition Quotes  

 
406 Ibid.  
407 Ibid., ix. 
408 Ibid. 
409 Ibid. 
410 Ibid. 
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“What are the advantages and disadvantages of imposing the folkways of one 

generation on the succeeding generation?” 
36 

“Whenever possible, arrange the conditions of learning that the connections 

established shall be the outcome of self-initiated and self-driven activity, rather 

than the result of externally-imposed and artificially motivated labor.” 

83 

“Their problems are solved for them; their life plans are imposed by others.” 109 

“To more robust minds, especially, does externally imposed authority tend to be 

irksome.” 
140 

“The check of a conscience which has been built up from habits imposed by the 

approval and disapproval of our fellows, is often willingly accepted when the direct 

restrictions of society seem arbitrary and unjust.” 

140 

“In this sense the internal monitor serves a most valuable function in reconciling 

the individual to the rules imposed by the community.” 
140 

“If, for a considerable number of the pupils, such attendance means continuous 

coercion in externally imposed activities under conditions of anti-social 

competition, perchance the moral disintegration brought about by such process may 

more than counter-balance the small amount of book knowledge gained.” 

187 

“The obvious benefit derived by some of the more intellectually gifted pupils 

should not blind us to the equally obvious futility of imposing this type of 

education on all.” 

188 

“If universal compulsory education is to justify itself, educators, recognizing the 

intellectual limitations imposed by nature, must embark on fearless 

experimentation in the attempt to make the activities of the school more meaningful 

and more serviceable to its diverse clientele.” 

188 

“Furthermore, in the practical absence in America of aristocratic orders erected 

about other principles, an aristocracy of wealth has had little difficulty in securing 

the general acceptance of its own badge of excellence and in imposing on an 

unresisting society the standards of a commercial civilization.” 

251 

“This unfortunate state of affairs is due in part to an economic system in which the 

individual workman is a means to production, in part to an education that exalts 

routine over freedom, in part to a native endowment that limits the powers of 

appreciation, and in part to the conditions imposed on mankind by natural forces.” 

296 

“Expenditures on secondary education have increased many fold since 1890; the 

number of high schools has grown from about twenty-five hundred to more than 

fifteen thousand; the high-school building has developed into the most imposing 

edifice found in many a community; the number of teachers has increased 

approximately nine hundred per cent; and in the more populous centers the 

curriculum has been greatly enlarged.” 

446 

“With this smaller and more highly selected student body, the intellectual 

temperature of the college of liberal arts would be raised; instructors would be 

relieved from the onus which the presence of mediocre students imposes and could 

direct their attention to the consummation of the major aims of the college.” 

486 

“At every turn the social obligation which the advantages of a college education 

impose must be stressed: too often have we preached the monetary value of a 

college education; too widely have we bred the conviction that the training is 

advantageous because it enables the individual to get ahead; too insidiously have 

498 
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we spread the doctrine that the college opens up avenues to the exploitation of the 

less capable men.” 

 

The first use of the term imposition in this text comes from a discussion question 

provided at the conclusion of the chapter titled, “Problem 3: What Properties of Society Make 

Education Necessary.” In this chapter, the authors set out to provide a context to explain group 

living and how, because of the nature of living together, education is essential to sustaining this 

group life. The use of the term imposition in the first quote directly relates to the concept of 

“folkways” discussed by the authors. The authors define folkways as, “ways of doing and 

thinking” that are “conserved and transmitted to each succeeding generation.”411 The question 

posed in the first imposition quote also refers to advantages and disadvantages. In the section 

about folkways, the authors describe how group living eventually leads to the development of 

customs, laws, and practices. As a result, the older generation seeks to conserve these past 

achievements and pass them to the next generations. The authors note that this is done for two 

reasons, “to secure stability within the group and to maintain their own [the elders] 

supremacy.”412 The authors see the promotion of folkways as a resistance to change and a desire 

to maintain privilege for the older members of a group. They note that “As nothing is more 

certain than the eventual death of each member, the education of the young in the customs of the 

group — the ways of the folk — is absolutely essential to the stability and perpetuity of 

society.”413 

The second quotation that uses the term imposition comes from a section on the general 

rules that should control habit formation in the chapter “Problem 6: How is Education 

Conditioned by Habit Formation?” Counts and Chapman define five rules that should govern 

 
411 Ibid., 26-7.  
412 Ibid., 27.  
413 Ibid., 27.  



118 

 

 

 

habit formation: the Rule of Repetition, the Rule of Distribution of Practice, the Rule of Direct 

Action, the Rule of General Motivation, and the Rule of Self-Motivation. In this section, the 

authors are drawing on their determination that “the problem of education and of human 

engineering consists in building up certain connections within the individual.”414 The use of the 

term imposition comes in when they are presenting their fifth rule. When defining their rule for 

self-motivation and how it relates to building and strengthening the connections within the 

individual, they juxtapose externally imposed and artificially motivated labor with that of self-

initiated and self-driven activity.415 Essentially, the authors are arguing that habits/learning that is 

self-initiated or self-driven is far more likely to result in sustained connections within the 

individual. 

The next quotation comes from a section that answers the question: “Why must society 

cultivate the reflective attitude in its members?”416 The term imposition is used in this section 

when talking about a person “whose inability to reflect renders him incapable of taking heed to 

his ways [and] is so dangerous to society that special institutions have been created... to guard 

him and others from the consequences of his action.”417 The authors use the term imposition in 

this instance to denote the way that life is for inmates in prison, noting that they cannot make 

decisions for themselves, and instead follow those plans “imposed” on them by the institution.  

The next three quotes come from the authors’ response to the question, “What is the 

function of the conscience?” in the chapter about “Problem 9: How does Personality Emerge 

Through Education?” In this section, the authors begin by defining what they mean by 

conscience. They note that, “conscience is usually regarded as “the active principle” which 

 
414 Ibid., 82. 
415 Ibid. 
416 Ibid., 109. 
417 Ibid. 
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drives a man to choose what he believes to be the right way.”418 They restate this to plainly mean 

“an internal monitor which controls behavior.”419 They follow this definition by discussing how 

the conscience has been vital in the process of “reconciling man to the stern environmental and 

social conditions under which he has been compelled to lead his life.”420 It is at this point that the 

authors use the term imposition. They note that it is at the point that something is imposed on a 

person that the conscience comes into play and eases the pressure caused by the imposition. Here 

the authors state is when the conscience takes on the process of providing “inner sanction and 

direction” for the reasoning behind the imposition by an external force. As a result, the person, 

“feeling that he is no longer a mere subject but rather a directive agent, accepts, without murmur, 

the restraining influences.”421 The authors’ address the reinforcing nature of peer pressure which 

helps to shape the response of the conscience when the individual might feel a need to challenge 

the larger restrictions of the society. The authors note that, “in this sense the internal monitor 

serves a most valuable function in reconciling the individual to the rules imposed by the 

community.”422 

The next two quotes come from the same section “How must the school recognize the 

fact of individual difference?” in the chapter, “Problem 11: How is Education Conditioned by 

Individual Differences?” The authors begin this section stating that “the school must have a 

diversity in its objectives and methods which is comparable with the diversity in human 

nature.”423 The authors note that the offering of schooling to the wider population means that the 

curriculum and procedure must be varied and flexible enough to meet the wide array of needs, 

 
418 Ibid., 139. 
419 Ibid. 
420 Ibid., 140. 
421 Ibid.  
422 Ibid.  
423 Ibid., 186.  
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only being limited by the particular needs at the given time and the actual resources of the 

school.424 Additionally the authors critique the singular aim of schooling for the purpose of 

intellectual book knowledge. They argue that the singular approach gives students that are unable 

to meet it an “inferiority complex.” This conclusion then leads them to question if compulsory 

education is actually good for all if the only aim is “high academic attainment.” The first use of 

imposition in this section comes when they suggest that the force of such a limited scope likely 

leads to a “moral disintegration” that outweighs the book knowledge students might gain in the 

process.425 The authors also address the “abounding confidence” in the United States that “mere 

bodily presence” in school is better for a student regardless of what is being taught. They raise 

the concern that the high performance of some students under this rigid aim serves to mask the 

concerns with the “futility of imposing this type of education on all.”426 Because of the central 

attention being on intellectual achievement, the authors see the school failing when by 

broadening its aim and considering other possibilities and the individual needs of students, it 

could likely achieve more. 

The next quote that uses the term imposition, comes in the very next section of this 

chapter. In the section, “Why must universal education have a great diversity of aim?” the 

authors argue that universal compulsory education must be made to have more meaning and be 

more of a service to the diverse student population. If education is not directed at a diversity of 

aims, then they think universal compulsory education is hard pressed to justify itself. The use of 

imposition here relates to the intellectual limitations established by a students’ nature. This view 

considers that the students’ intellectual limitations serve as a ceiling on the amount of intellectual 

 
424 Ibid. 
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progress that he or she can make. The authors argue that as a result of this “different aims, 

different curricula, different social organizations must be tried.”427 In this section they argue for 

schools to serve a more utilitarian aim that prepares “children of modest intellectual capacity” 

with the skills befitting “the simpler walks of life” and allows them to participate in the activities 

needed to “induct the individual into a fuller physical, family, economic, civic, recreational, and 

religious life.”428 

The authors use imposition in a statement in the section, “Is education responsible for 

Extravagant consumption in the chapter, “Problem 14: How May Education Order and 

Humanize the Economic Life?” In this section, the authors address what they see as the 

extravagance of Americans. They see this extravagance and lack of thrift as the result of business 

practices that inflate “wants” into “needs.” They also think this extravagance exists because it is 

the one thing that the aristocracy in the United States is built on. Their use of imposition in this 

context is to point out the way that the aristocracy maintains and promotes its dominance by 

pushing “the standards of a commercial civilization” on to the people.429 

The authors’ next use the term imposition in their section on, “What is the relation 

between play and work?” in chapter 16. The authors begin this section by noting that work and 

play can be found within one another and they note that for some, “work becomes identified with 

play.”430 They argue, however, that this idea of work as play is affected by the way that the 

American economy operates, by an education that promotes routine, personal ability to 

appreciate the “play” in work, and by the imposition of natural forces that limit the means of 

 
427 Ibid. 
428 Ibid., 188-9. 
429 Ibid., 251. 
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“play.” The authors suggest the way to address this concern is to equip “the individual to 

supplement his hours of labor with a rich recreational life.”431 

The authors also use the term imposition when discussing the development of the high 

school. In their section, “How is the high school abandoning the selective principle?” the authors 

begin by addressing the growth of the four-year public high school. They note the increase in 

funding for the development of the high school and the imposing size of high school buildings in 

communities.432 The documentation of increase in the high school is used to show the influence 

that growth of secondary education was having at the time. 

In the chapter, “Problem 21: What is the Function of College?” the authors use the term 

imposition when describing the function of a college of liberal arts. Prior to this section in this 

chapter, the authors argue that “each student should be encouraged to leave the college for the 

occupation or for the specific vocational training as soon as the return from the general education 

received becomes socially unprofitable.”433 By allowing for some students to self-select out of 

liberal arts college, they argue there would then exist a “smaller and more highly selected student 

body.”434 The authors believe that with a smaller student population, the instructor of the college 

of liberal arts would not be burdened by the “mediocre students” which pull the attention of the 

instructor, thus imposing on the instruction.435 

The last use of the term imposition comes in the section, “Why must the college stress 

social responsibility?” in the chapter, “Problem 21: What is the Function of the College.” In the 

 
431 Ibid., 297. 
432 Ibid., 446. 
433 Ibid., 485. 
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proceeding sections of this chapter, the authors lay out an argument that makes the aim of the 

college, 

...to train leaders who will be capable of viewing broadly and disinterestedly the 

problems of a cooperative society; leaders who will rise above class interests and class 

prejudices, who will be dominated by a spirit of service, who honestly and courageously 

will tread the paths which lead to progress. Into these chosen individuals must be 

inculcated, by a special type of education, those social ideals without which our material 

advance is mere emptiness.436 

 

To achieve the aim of the liberal arts college, the authors stress that vocational training should be 

separated from collegiate training.437 Doing so would leave the students specifically suited to a 

liberal arts education and focused on a role in the leadership of the country. In the specific 

section where imposition is used, the authors begin their discussion of other changes to college 

“if the college is to render a fuller service to its students and to society.”438 Before going into 

these, they lay out their main points from the earlier sections. The authors use the term 

imposition as they are restating their point that social obligation is a vital aim of college, how 

college is a privilege, and that students who receive a college education should repay this 

advantage by giving back to their fellow man by serving in leadership. The authors state that 

“higher education involves higher responsibility and nobler cares; this cardinal truth must be 

impressed upon every recipient of its advantages.”439 The use of imposition here specifically 

refers to the pressure that should exist within the recipient of a college education. 

American Road To Culture (1930) 

This text serves as the first known piece on American Education where Counts uses the 

term indoctrination. American Road to Culture is Counts’ attempt at a “broad social and 

theoretical interpretation of American education” and is his attempt “to abstract from American 

 
436 Ibid., 487. 
437 Ibid., 489. 
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social and educational practice the principles and ideas that shape the conduct and evolution of 

education in the United States.”440 Counts notes in his preface to this text that he tried to take an 

objective view in writing this text and to write as if he was a “foreign observer” of America and 

American education.441 

Table 2. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in American Road to 

Culture 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

"They fear that the central government, if it had administrative control over the 

schools, might fall under the influence of some unscrupulous minority and that the 

entire educational system from one end of the country to the other might be 

employed to keep this minority in power and to indoctrinate the coming generation 

with a social philosophy inimical to the common good.” 

44 

"This position may perhaps be clarified by examining the widespread notion that 

indoctrination is undesirable and dangerous." 
184-5 

"In general the American people express a fear of using the schools for purposes of 

indoctrination.” 
185 

"As a consequence, when any segment of the American people teach to their 

children that their views of the universe, from the functions of the county sheriff to 

the destiny of man, are good, true, and right, they do not feel that they are 

indoctrinating the coming generation with the peculiar set of beliefs which they 

have inherited from their fathers." 

185 

"To be sure, when they behold their neighbors behaving in similar fashion, they 

recognize the process at once as indoctrination of the most dangerous and 

unjustifiable character; but when they behave thus themselves they sincerely 

believe that they are merely guarding their boys and girls from error." 

185 

"American educators, however, are developing a more thoughtful form of 

opposition, to indoctrination in the schools." 
186 

"They begin by defining indoctrination as the authoritative teaching of any attitude 

or belief as fixed, final, and unchanging." 
186 

"Other opponents of narrow forms of indoctrination who make the nature of 

modern society their point of departure seem to be standing on much firmer 

ground." 

187 

“They argue very cogently therefore that the indoctrination of the child with a set 

of fixed beliefs and attitudes is to unfit him for life in the world as it is.” 
187 

"Thus, at the very time that the Americans are becoming fearful of all forms of 

indoctrination they may be in danger of becoming completely victimized and 

molded by the mechanics of industrialism." 

188 

 
440 George S. Counts, The American Road to Culture, (New York: The John Day Company, 1930), vii. 
441 Counts, American Road to Culture, viii. Quotations in the original  
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"The theoretical opposition of the Americans to indoctrination and their insistence 

on the separation of education and politics find expression at the higher levels of 

the educational system in the doctrine of academic freedom." 

189 

"Afraid of social forces, fearful of indoctrination, and trustful of experience, they 

refuse to give the positive guidance which is the only alternative to superficiality 

and drift." 

193 

Imposition Quotes  

“Thus, the imposing register of the names of the students, which is often 

prominently displayed in the catalogues, is obviously calculated to impress the 

prospective patron with the aristocratic tone of the school.” 

81 

“Their hope is that the citizens of the future will thus be equipped to bear their 

particular civic burdens in the way that seems best to them, and that they will 

impose upon themselves whatever of discipline the conditions of life may make 

necessary.” 

114 

“Thus learning becomes primarily an acceptance by the child of an externally 

imposed order and consequently an instrument of social conformity.”  
127 

“At present the theory that learning is after all a matter of imposition whether it is 

skillfully and efficiently or crudely and wastefully done, seems to be generally 

accepted in practice.” 

128-9 

“Just why imposition of this character, regardless of the quality of the pattern 

selected, is undesirable is a question which remains unanswered.” 
186 

“It would seem that any imposition which society might make upon the child 

through the school is a small matter in comparison with the imposition of which the 

parents are guilty in bringing the child into the world at a particular point in time 

and place and endowed with a particular set of inborn qualities.” 

186 

“They should observe, however, that the order of society implicit in their proposals 

is anarchy, and that in shaping the environment in which they place the child they 

are imposing their adult wills upon him just as surely as though they taught him a 

particular doctrine about the universe.” 

187 

 

Aside from the use of the term indoctrination in the title of the fourth section of Counts’ 

final chapter, ““Philosophic Uncertainty,” Counts’ first use of the term indoctrination in this text 

comes from chapter four, titled “Local Initiative” in a section about “The Weakness of the 

Federal Government.” Counts opens this section by broadly discussing the union of the thirteen 

colonies and the creation of the American Federal government. He addresses how the Federal 

government was given explicit powers while any power not mentioned was reserved to the 

individual States, education being one of the latter. He then explains the ways that the Federal 

government has been involved in education even though it is not explicitly in its list of powers. 
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He concludes that section by expressing how careful the American people are generally to ensure 

that the rights of the individual states are secured. Counts uses the term indoctrination when 

addressing the opposition to federal control in education. The quote that uses the term 

indoctrination follows his statement that, “according to the American point of view, education is 

too powerful an instrument to place in the hands of any single authority.”442 It is the idea of a 

single authority in power that Counts uses indoctrination, noting that the American people 

generally fear the education system would be used to “indoctrinate the coming generation with a 

social philosophy inimical to the common good.”443 He follows this by noting the belief that 

experimentation exists since each of the states is capable of approaching education in their own 

way, leading to the “advance in the theory and practice of education.”444 He further states that 

Americans argue that this decentralized system avoids the establishment of a rigid and 

unchanging system. 

The next eleven quotes that use the term indoctrination all come from Counts’ final 

chapter of this text titled “Philosophic Uncertainty.” This chapter serves as his investigation of 

this idea of philosophic uncertainty which he states is “distinctly characteristic of the American 

way of thought on educational matters.”445 Counts notes in his last section of this chapter that 

American educational theory is “dominated by a strong positivistic and agnostic tradition” which 

leads to what he sees as uncertainty; “an attitude of mind deliberately adopted.”446 He argues that 

this uncertainty is partially by choice and also forced by the changes brought on by industrialism. 

 
442 Ibid., 44. 
443 Ibid. 
444 Ibid., 44-5. 
445 Ibid., 173. 
446 Ibid., 192. 
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He states that, “the American people are consequently between two civilizations and are the 

inevitable victims of doubt and uncertainty.”447 

Counts starts off the main discussion of the chapter by addressing what he sees as the 

ways that American society is both planned and unplanned. He discusses the ebb and flow of 

American society through a determination to avoid rigid plans while grappling with times when 

planning and structure are essential. Counts looks at the struggle of planning through the 

interplay of various social forces. The work of these social forces provides evidence of planning 

in America but also show that the social planning is intended for particular individuals and 

groups but also has a larger impact on the structures of the society as a whole. Counts applies his 

views of the effect of social forces by discussing the relationship of education to politics. He 

argues that the American people are continually fighting the ideological battle to separate 

education and politics; however, he believes that “since education must always be one of the 

major concerns of any advanced culture, it should be recognized as one of the central problems 

of politics.”448 He perceives that the feeling that education be separated from politics stems in 

part from a “strange notion regarding the nature of education.”449 “In some of their 

pronouncements they [Americans] seem to regard education as possessing a pure and 

independent quality which removes it from the passions generated by social conflict and which 

gives it a sort of transcendent authority in human affairs.”450 It is this notion about education 

which leads Counts to his discussion of indoctrination. 

Counts states that Americans “tend to agree in the abstract that education is to be 

distinguished clearly and radically from all forms of propaganda and that the latter are the natural 

 
447 Ibid.  
448 Ibid., 182. 
449 Ibid., 184. 
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and inevitable consequence of the incursion of political forces in the school.”451 Counts sees this 

distinction between propaganda and education best articulated in the fear Americans express 

about “using the schools for the purpose of indoctrination.”452 Counts states that this fear is only 

held in its naive form because Americans firmly believe themselves to be “the chosen people of 

God, that their culture is obviously superior to all others, and that their institutions are the pure 

product of human reason.”453 These naive notions lead people all over the country to teach their 

children explicit concepts as good, true, and right, but to deny that this is in any way 

indoctrinating their children. He notes that they are quick to judge others and to see 

indoctrination occurring in their neighbors and to denounce that, but to “sincerely believe that 

they are merely guarding their boys and girls from error” when they act in the same manner.454 

Counts turns his discussion to the way that American educators specifically oppose 

indoctrination in schools. Here he states that American educators define “indoctrination as the 

authoritative teaching of any attitude or belief as fixed, final, and unchanging.”455 While he sees 

American educators as generally uniform in this belief, he states that the theory underlying the 

opposition depends on the writer. Here Counts begins a specific discussion of imposition which 

he relates as one of the reasons some educators raise concerns about indoctrination in education. 

His specific statements regarding the concerns over indoctrination in education will be addressed 

in the following section. He sees the other general argument against indoctrination as based on 

the dynamic quality of a society built on science. He notes that “they argue very cogently 

therefore that the indoctrination of the child with a set of fixed beliefs and attitudes is to unfit 

 
451 Ibid. 
452 Ibid., 185. 
453 Ibid. 
454 Ibid., 185-6. 
455 Ibid., 186.  
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him for life in the world as it is.”456 It would be better, in their opinion that the individual be 

equipped to change with the development of new innovations. Counts sees a weakness in this 

argument. He addresses this through the issues of the rapid growth of industry. By promoting 

“individual advancement” and having an open mind that can change with the times, Counts sees 

the people as being “in danger of becoming completely victimized and molded by the mechanics 

of industrialism.”457 Counts suggests that “a society which is dominated less by the thought of 

individual advancement and more by certain far-reaching purposes and plans for social 

construction might find a firmer and more steadfast mentality desirable.”458 

One of Counts last uses of indoctrination in this text come from his discussion of “the 

doctrine of academic freedom.”459 Counts states that academic freedom is an expression of 

Americans opposition to indoctrination and political influence in education. Academic freedom 

in the Collegiate space is an example of a desire to have no outside influence on the individual in 

the effort to promote innovation and to remove the influence of outside parties (politics) from 

directing what constitutes appropriate research and teaching. 

Counts uses indoctrination one last time in this text in his final discussion of philosophic 

uncertainty. In this section, Counts addresses the issues he is seeing with the growth of 

industrialism and the lack of a clear path forward. He states that, “the intellectual classes have 

abandoned the old and as yet have not created a new outlook upon the world.”460 As a result, 

Counts sees that education “faces an enormous task of construction.”461 Counts use of the term 

indoctrination comes from his chastisement of educational leaders who have not addressed the 

 
456 Ibid., 187.  
457 Ibid., 188.  
458 Ibid.  
459 Ibid., 189.  
460 Ibid., 192-3. 
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problem. He notes that their approach has been largely an evasion of the problem and “to 

formulate a philosophy of negation.”462 Counts argues that “afraid of social forces, fearful of 

indoctrination, and trustful of experience, they refuse to give the positive guidance which is the 

only alternative to superficiality and drift.”463 Counts sees this refusal to address the problem as 

leading other forces, social and political, to address the problem instead. Counts concludes by 

stating, “American education to-day, like American society at large, is in need of a conception of 

life suited to the new civilization.”464 

Counts’ first use of imposition in this text comes from his discussion of “The Single 

System” of education in his sixth chapter about “Democratic Tradition.” Counts’ use of the term 

imposition comes specifically from his discussion about how the American education system is 

not a single system but includes public and private schools. He states that these schools use 

certain tactics to attract students. One of the ways is through the “imposing register” of student 

names printed and “calculated to impress the prospective patron with the aristocratic tone of the 

school.”465 

His next use of the term imposition comes from his chapter, “National Solidarity.” In the 

section titled, “Emphasis on Civic Training,” Counts addresses the discussions around civic 

education in schools. He discusses the viewpoints of two sides, conservatives and radicals. He 

states that the conservatives blame the issues of decline in the social order on “soft pedagogy” 

and their solution is to “restore the principle of discipline to its historical place in the school, 

introduce a little “iron” into the methods of instruction, and teach children their duties in the 
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social order."466 Radicals, on the other hand, see the issues in society stemming from 

industrialism. Count notes, “They are confident that there must be a general reconstruction of 

society, but they have no positive social program to propose.”467 He states that they would prefer 

that the school make “the coming generation intelligent about this new industrial civilization and 

its problems” and by doing so the future citizen would “impose upon themselves whatever [sic] 

discipline the conditions of life may make necessary.”468 

Counts next use of imposition comes from his section on “The Conception of Learning” 

from his chapter on “Social Conformity.” In this section, Counts discusses the American 

conception of learning. He states that American education is dominated by “a process of 

absorption.” Counts describes this process as the passing down of the vast store of knowledge 

from generation to generation. Counts notes that learning in this process is not done through 

living, but through a review of “the records of mankind.”469 Counts defines learning in America 

then as “primarily an acceptance by the child of an externally imposed order and consequently an 

instrument of social conformity.”470 Following this statement, Counts details the efforts by 

educational theorists in the United States to fight against this conception of learning. 

His discussion about the efforts of reformers to change the conception of learning in the 

United States leads to his next use of the term imposition. Counts discusses the two camps of 

reformers, one which favors the teacher who arranges the learning so that the child becomes 

interested and the other who argues that the teacher follows the spontaneous interests of the 

child. What he considers not to be in dispute in practice is “the theory that learning is after all a 

 
466 Ibid., 113. Quotations in the original 
467 Ibid., 114.  
468 Ibid.  
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matter of imposition.”471 He finishes this section by making the claim that child-centered 

supporters have failed to show how they are not promoting a type of “social anarchy.”472 

The next four uses of the term imposition come in Counts’ chapter about “Philosophic 

Uncertainty” and each of them is used in the section titled “The Fear of Indoctrination.” This 

section discusses what Counts sees as Americans fear of indoctrination. He shares how the 

people teach their children an explicit set of beliefs and do not feel that what they are doing is 

indoctrination, but then will call out their neighbors for the same behavior and call that 

indoctrination. Counts’ use of imposition comes specifically in his discussion about the response 

of American educators to indoctrination in education. After stating what he sees as the educators’ 

definition of indoctrination, Counts addresses the different theories that educators use to defend 

their opposition to indoctrination. His first use of the term imposition comes from what he sees 

as the sentimental argument that “helpless little children should not be imposed on by their 

elders.”473 Counts follows this statement by noting that “they appear to regard with genuine 

horror anything that resembles the molding of the child according to a preconceived pattern.”474

 Counts next use of the term imposition come from his own questioning of and response 

to this sentimental argument against indoctrination. Counts wonders what makes imposition from 

a school and ultimately brought on by the society so particularly undesirable. He notes, “It would 

seem that any imposition which society might make upon the child through the school is a small 

matter in comparison with the imposition of which the parents are guilty in bringing the child 

into the world at a particular point in time and place and endowed with a particular set of inborn 
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qualities.”475 He tries to offer what he thinks could be the reasoning behind this horror towards 

indoctrination. He notes that maybe it could be due to a “strong sense of justice” and a desire to 

come to the aid of children who cannot defend themselves, or a belief that children are naturally 

good, and society is essentially evil, or that the educators own experience has led them to 

conclude that “better human beings are developed under the conditions of freedom which they 

advocate.”476 Counts’ response to those concerned with protecting the goodness of children is to 

call their proposals a promotion of “anarchy” and that by the proposals the educators are making 

“they are imposing their adult wills upon [the child] just as surely as though they taught him a 

particular doctrine about the universe.”477 

Dare The School Build a New Social Order (1932) 

Dare the School Build a New Social Order is arguably Counts’ most widely known 

publication. In the forward to this text, Counts notes that Dare the School is the compilation of 

three papers that he “read at the national educational meetings in February” 1932.478 The three 

papers used as the basis of Dare the School are “Dare Progressive Education be Progressive?”, 

“Education Through (Thru) Indoctrination,” and “Freedom, Culture, Social Planning, and 

Leadership.”479 All three of the speeches were able to be found separately from Dare the School. 

There are components of each of the pieces which are not present in the combined text of Dare 

the School including additional uses of the terms indoctrination and imposition. Given the 

relation of these texts, they are presented collectively in this section. The individual speeches are 

addressed, followed by a presentation of the whole text of Dare the School where all uses of the 

key terms are mentioned but only the additional context is mentioned when it deviates from the 

 
475 Ibid.  
476 Ibid., 187. 
477 Ibid.  
478 Counts, Dare the School, 1.  
479 Ibid.  



134 

 

 

 

original speech or is an additional use of imposition and indoctrination that is not in any of the 

other texts. 

“Dare Progressive Education Be Progressive?” 

Table 3. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “Dare Progressive 

Education Be Progressive?” 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

"If Progressive Education is to be genuinely progressive, it must emancipate itself 

from the influence of this class, face squarely and courageously every social issue, 

come to grips with life in all of its stark reality, establish an organic relation with 

the community, develop a realistic and comprehensive theory of welfare, fashion a 

compelling and challenging vision of human destiny, and become somewhat less 

frightened than it is today at the bogeys of imposition and indoctrination." 

4 

"You will say, no doubt, that I am flirting with the idea of indoctrination. And my 

answer is again in the affirmative.” 
11 

Imposition Quotes  

“We may all rest assured that the younger generation in any society will be 

thoroughly imposed upon by its elders and by the culture into which it is born.” 
11-12 

 

Counts first use of the term indoctrination in this piece, comes during his review of the 

progressive education movement at the start of this text. He first opens by defining the concepts 

that progressive education is focused on, noting, “It has focused attention squarely upon the 

child; it has recognized the fundamental importance of the interest of the learner; it has defended 

the thesis that activity lies at the root of all true education; it has conceived learning in terms of 

life situations and growth of character; it has championed the rights of the child as a free 

personality.”480 Counts responds that this is not enough, and that its “too narrow a conception of 

the meaning of education.”481 He continues, arguing that progressive education does not express 

any specific orientation or direction and while it is valuable to consider the “good individual,” 

 
480 Counts, George S. “Dare Progressive Education Be Progressive? George S. Counts.” “Dare Progressive 

Education Be Progressive?”, https://talkcurriculum.files.wordpress.com/2014/09/counts-g-1932-dare-progressive-

education-be-progressive.pdf. 2. 
481 Counts, “Dare Progressive Education Be Progressive?” 2. 
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this concept means nothing without a conception of the good society. Counts states that “man 

without human society and human culture is not man. And there is also no good education apart 

from some conception of the nature of the good society.”482 Counts then turns to what he sees as 

the great weakness of Progressive Education, that “it has elaborated no theory of social 

welfare.”483 He continues arguing that this theory is missing because progressive education and 

its schools are dominated by well-off persons of the liberal minded upper middle class, who 

would rather “guard their offspring from too strenuous endeavor and from coming into too 

intimate contact with the grimmer aspects of industrial society.”484 Counts concludes his critique 

of the social class behind progressive education stating, “According to their views, education 

should deal with life, but with life at a distance or in a highly diluted form.”485 Counts response 

to this includes his first use of the term indoctrination: 

If Progressive Education is to be genuinely progressive, it must emancipate itself from 

the influence of this class, face squarely and courageously every social issue, come to 

grips with life in all of its stark reality, establish an organic relation with the community, 

develop a realistic and comprehensive theory of welfare, fashion a compelling and 

challenging vision of human destiny, and become somewhat less frightened than it is 

today at the bogeys of imposition and indoctrination. In a word, Progressive Education 

cannot build its program out of the interests of children: it cannot place its trust in a child-

centered school.486 

 

Counts’ initial challenge leads into the focus of his piece which is to articulate the issues he 

believes progressive education should address. 

 Counts’ second use of the term indoctrination in this text comes when he begins to 

describe what he believes should be done. Counts begins by acknowledging that progressive 

schools should study the issues, but believes it should move further outside of the school to 
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“engage in the positive task of creating a new tradition in American Life — a tradition 

possessing power, appeal, and direction.”487 Counts brings up the idea of reconstituting and 

revitalizing what “the American Dream — a vision of a society in which the lot of the common 

man will be made easier and his life enriched and ennobled,” means in a modern context. He 

argues that his idea is needed “because men must have something for which to live” and 

“ordinary men and women crave a tangible purpose for which to strive and which lends richness 

and dignity and meaning to life.”488 Counts suggests, “I would consequently like to see 

progressive education come to grips with the problem of creating a tradition that has roots in 

American soil, is in harmony with the spirit of the age, recognizes the facts of industrialism, 

appeals to the most profound impulses of our people, and takes into account the emergence of 

world society.”489 Following this statement, he addresses the concern that this approach is 

outside the comfort zone of teachers, but he concludes that “neutrality with respect to the great 

issues that agitate society, while perhaps theoretically possible, is practically tantamount to 

giving support to the most powerful forces engaged in the contest.”490 

 Addressing his audience and their concerns, Counts uses indoctrination a second time. He 

states, “You will say, no doubt, that I am flirting with the idea of indoctrination. And my answer 

is again in the affirmative. Or, at least, I should say that the word does not frighten me.”491 

Counts determines that indoctrination by the school in the life of the child should not be a 

concern because children are being influenced by their elders and the culture around them. 

Counts argues that “for the school to work in a somewhat different direction with all the power at 
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its disposal could do no great harm. At the most, unless the superiority of its outlook is 

unquestioned, it can serve as a counterpoise to check and challenge the power of less enlightened 

or more selfish purposes.”492 Counts further defends this suggestion by arguing that tradition 

“does not necessarily close the mind or dry up the springs of energy.”493 If the tradition is 

suitable then “it may illuminate the world, release the powers of youth, and fill every department 

of life with significance."494 

Counts uses the term imposition once in this section. When discussing why the term 

indoctrination does not frighten him, Counts states, “We may all rest assured that the younger 

generation in any society will be thoroughly imposed upon by its elders and by the culture into 

which it is born.”495 This level of imposition by adults outside the school and by the culture and 

society as a whole seems to Counts to be far more powerful than anything that the school could 

do, unless, as he notes, the “superiority of [the schools] outlook is unquestioned.”496 

“Education Through (Thru) Indoctrination” 

Table 4. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “Education Through 

(Thru) Indoctrination” 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

“In undertaking the defense of the theory of indoctrination, I realize that I am 

assuming a thankless task.” 
193 

“Our generation has been so thoroly indoctrinated with the idea that indoctrination 

is always an evil thing that we all feel ourselves in the presence of a moral outrage 

when we see the word coupled with education.” 

193 

“This feeling is so widespread that even Mr. Lunacharsky, Commissar of Education 

in the R. S. F. S. R. until 1929, assured me in the summer of 1927 that the Soviet 

educational leaders did not believe in the indoctrination of children in the ideas and 

principles of communism.” 

193 

“If indoctrination is made to imply the establishment of a state church, the adoption 193 
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of a set of sacred dogmas, and the teaching of these dogmas as fixed and final, then 

few of us while in our right minds would care to subscribe to the idea.” 

“It is quite possible that indoctrination is too strong and uncompromising a word to 

apply to the kind of influence which I have in mind.” 
194 

“Perhaps that is the reason we are so fearful of indoctrination.” 197 

“Those who fear indoctrination seem to feel that the school may impose a single 

point of view upon all children and mold them all according to a single pattern.” 
197 

Imposition Quotes  

“On the other hand, I am prepared to defend the thesis that all education contains a 

large element of imposition, that in the very nature of the case this is inevitable, 

that the existence and evolution of society depend upon it, that it is consequently 

eminently desirable, and that frank acceptance of this fact by the educator is a 

major professional obligation.” 

194 

“Perhaps imposition is better; but even this term should be made to carry its milder 

connotations.” 
194 

“In the development of this thesis I shall first examine a number of rather wide 

spread fallacies which seem to me to underlie the opposition to imposition.” 
194 

“By being nurtured on a body of culture, however backward and limited it may be 

comparatively, the individual is at once imposed upon and liberated.” 
194 

“The child is terribly imposed upon by being compelled thru the accidents of birth 

to learn one language rather than another, but without some language man would 

never become man.” 

194 

“One of the most important elements of any culture is a tradition of achievement 

along a particular line — a tradition which the group imposes upon the young and 

thru which the powers of the young are released and disciplined.” 

195 

“One might argue that the imposing of these traditions upon children involves a 

severe restriction upon their freedom.” 
195 

“My thesis is that such imposition, provided the tradition is vital and suited to the 

times, releases the energies of the young, sets up standards of excellence, and 

makes possible really great achievement.” 

195 

“Any defensible educational program must be adjusted to a particular time and 

place, and the degree and nature of the imposition must vary with the social 

situation.” 

195 

“My thesis is that complete impartiality is utterly impossible, that schools must 

shape attitudes, develop tastes, and even impose ideas.” 
195-6 

“Recently Professor H. H. Horne took me to task for defending the principle of 

imposition and then in the very next breath stated that we should “cultivate 

democratic sentiments” in children.” 

196 

“This suggests that perhaps the real question is not whether imposition will take 

place (that we may take for granted) but rather from what source the imposition 

will come.” 

197 

“In that event, they would have to assume some responsibility for the more 

fundamental forms of imposition which, according to my argument, are inevitable.” 
197-8 

“This brings us to the final question of the kind of imposition in which teachers 

should engage, if they had the power.” 
198 
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“This vision I would introduce into our schools as the supreme imposition but one 

to which our children by right of inheritance are entitled to — a priceless legacy 

which it should be the first concern of our profession to refashion and bequeath.” 

199 

 

The term indoctrination is the central focus of this piece. Counts opens first by stating, 

“In undertaking the defense of the theory of indoctrination, I realize that I am assuming a 

thankless task. Our generation has been so thoroughly [sic] indoctrinated with the idea that 

indoctrination is always an evil thing that we all feel ourselves in the presence of a moral outrage 

when we see the word coupled with education.”497 He follows this statement by expressing an 

interaction he had with the Commissar of Education of Russia who assured Counts that “the 

Soviet educational leaders did not believe in the indoctrination of children in the ideas and 

principles of communism” but that the students still none the less became “good communists” 

which the Commissar credited to proper teaching of the “truth about human history. As a 

consequence, all of the more intelligent boys and girls, he asserted, adopted the philosophy of 

communism.”498 The conclusion of the Commissar, Counts notes, reminds him of his own 

Methodist upbringing where the church spoke of truths as well. 

Counts continues stating that “much of the confusion regarding this question undoubtedly 

arises out of a failure to define terms. If indoctrination is made to imply the establishment of a 

state church, the adoption of a set of sacred dogmas, and the teaching of these dogmas as fixed 

and final, then few of us while in our right minds would care to subscribe to the idea.”499 He 

notes that he does not wish to set up indoctrination in that way, but that he is willing “to defend 

the thesis that all education contains a large element of imposition, that in the very nature of the 
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case this is inevitable, that the existence and evolution of society depend upon it, that it is 

consequently eminently desirable, and that the frank acceptance of this fact by the educator is a 

major professional obligation.”500 Counts provides a footnote when he uses the term imposition 

in this quote. In the footnote he states, “it is quite possible that indoctrination is too strong and 

uncompromising a word to apply to the kind of influence which I have in mind.”501 

Counts’ next use of the term indoctrination comes towards the end of his discussion of a 

set of fallacies that he believes underly peoples’ aversion to the idea of indoctrination in 

education. The sixth fallacy that Counts describes is the fallacy that “education is primarily 

intellectualistic in its processes and goals.”502 What Counts sees as lacking in American 

education is an understanding of “meaning, direction, and significance to life.”503 Counts 

critiques the schools and specifically the intellectual class saying, 

We are able to contemplate the universe and find that all is vanity. Nothing really stirs us, 

unless it be that the bath water is cold, the toast burnt, or the elevator not running. 

Perhaps this is the reason why we are so fearful of indoctrination. We are moved by no 

great faiths; we are touched by no great passions. We can view a world rushing rapidly 

towards collapse with no more concern than the outcome of a horse race; we can see 

injustice, crime, and misery in its most terrible forms all about us and, if we are not 

directly affected, register the emotions of a scientist studying white rats in a laboratory. 

And in the name of freedom, science, and the open mind, we would transmit this general 

attitude towards life to our children.504 

 

Counts sees the apathy of the intellectual class as akin to moral and spiritual bankruptcy and 

argues against perpetuating that apathy in the future generation. He states that the “younger 

generation” should be given “a vision which will call forth their active loyalties and challenge 

them to creative and arduous labors.”505 Without being given this vision, he believes they will be 
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set up for “a life of absorption in self, inferiority complexes, and frustration.”506 Counts 

concludes stating that “the genuinely free man is not he who spends his day contemplating his 

own navel, but rather he who loses himself in a great cause or in the service of others.”507 

Counts’ last use of the term indoctrination in this text comes from his discussion of the 

seventh fallacy, “that the school is an all-powerful educational agency.”508 Counts states, “Those 

who fear indoctrination seem to feel that the school may impose a single point of view upon all 

children and mold them all according to a single pattern.”509 Counts argues that this view of the 

school in America is not possible given the complexity of life and the fact that the school is not 

the strongest educational agency. Counts states that “if the school endeavored vigorously and 

consistently to win its pupils to the support of a particular social reform... it could act only as a 

mild counterpoise to the most powerful forces of society. The chances are, however, that the 

school will work in more or less harmony with these forces and thus serve to fasten upon the 

coming generation an outworn philosophy of life and society.”510 

Counts’ first use of the term imposition in this text comes when he presents his thesis, 

mentioned in full above. Counts prepares to defend the thesis that education contains a large 

element of imposition and that this is not only inevitable but also desirable. He provides a 

footnote for the term imposition used in this thesis. He notes that the term indoctrination might 

be too strong of a word for what he means and instead he states, “perhaps imposition is better; 

but even this term should be made to carry its milder connotations.”511 After laying out his thesis 
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and argument, Counts states that he will “first examine a number of rather widespread fallacies 

which seemed to [him] to underlie the opposition to imposition.”512 

Counts’ next use of the term imposition comes in his discussion of the first fallacy, “that 

man is born free.”513 Counts argues that man “is born helpless. He achieves freedom, as a race 

and as an individual, thru the medium of culture.”514 As a result of this view, Counts believes 

that a discussion of indoctrination and imposition must start fundamentally with the “fact that the 

individual is born into a particular culture.”515 Counts argues that being born into a culture is the 

price of birth, but “by being nurtured on a body of culture, however backward and limited it may 

be comparatively, the individual is at once imposed upon and liberated.”516 While the child is 

“imposed upon by being compelled thru the accidents of birth to learn one language rather than 

another,” Counts believes “without some language man would never become man.”517 Counts 

argues that this requires no additional elaboration because he believes the connection of culture 

is obvious, but it’s concerning because it is “commonly disregarded by those who are fearful of 

molding the child.”518 

Continuing his argument that culture is foundational to the question of imposition and 

indoctrination in education, Counts moves on to discuss the “tradition of achievement along a 

particular line — a tradition which the group imposes upon the young and thru which the powers 

of the young are released and disciplined.”519 After giving examples of possible traditions and 

arguing that a society is built on a number of traditions that work together to express the culture, 
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Counts addresses the concern that “the imposing of these traditions upon children involves 

severe restriction upon [children’s] freedom.”520 Counts argues instead that “such imposition, 

provided the tradition is vital and suited to the times, releases the energies of the young, sets up 

standards of excellence, and makes possible really great achievement.”521 Counts then considers 

that a person may go against the traditions of the society and as a result “enjoy a certain type of 

freedom” but not a freedom a parent would want for their children or for themselves.522 

Counts next uses the term imposition in his third fallacy, “that education is some pure and 

mystical essence which remains unchanged, from everlasting to everlasting.”523 He argues that 

this fallacy perceives education as separate from culture and has led to efforts to impart 

education in other countries without understanding that what is being promoted is American 

education. Counts argues that “any defensible educational program must be adjusted to a 

particular time and place, and the degree and nature of the imposition must vary with the social 

situation.”524 He continues stating that society can be held together under ordinary situations 

simply by the social structure, “but when the forces of disintegration become sufficiently 

powerful it may well be that a fairly large measure of deliberate control is desirable and even 

essential to survival.”525 

 Counts’ use of the term imposition continues in his discussion of the fourth fallacy, “that 

all education should be impartial in its emphases, that no bias should be given to instruction.”526 

In arguing against impartiality, Counts begins by restating that he has shown how the individual 

is molded by the culture. He argues that this molding by the culture also occurs to the school and 
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that the shaping of the school is done “to a degree of conscious direction.”527 Counts argues 

instead “that complete impartiality is utterly impossible, that the school must shape attitudes, 

develop tastes, and even impose ideas.”528 He argues that partiality is essential because selection 

is a natural fact of the school and that selection involves weighing in favor of one thing over 

another. He contends that this selection factor cannot be disregarded, and it is imperative to any 

discussion of this topic. At this point, Counts alludes to Dewey’s Democracy and Education and 

notes that Dewey calls for the school to “provide a purified environment for the child.”529 Counts 

agrees with this view, arguing that no one would support the teaching of pornography in schools, 

but the refusal to teach something, “means the stacking of the cards in favor of the particular 

systems of value which we or our society may happen to possess.”530 

Counts follows this illustration with another example and uses the term imposition in the 

description. He describes a discussion he had with another professor, H. H. Horne, who “took 

[him] to task for defending the principle of imposition and then in the very next breath stated that 

we should ‘cultivate democratic sentiments’ in children.”531 Counts argues in support of 

cultivating such sentiments, but against the idea of leaving that up to chance. He concludes that 

“as educators we must make many choices involving the development of attitudes in boys and 

girls and that we should not be afraid to acknowledge the faith that is in us or mayhap the forces 

that compel us.”532 

Counts’ next use of imposition, aside from its use in his discussion of the seventh fallacy 

which was already discussed in the indoctrination section above, comes from his conclusive 
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statements following his presentation of the seven fallacies. Three uses of the term imposition 

come in one paragraph. Counts states, 

This suggests that perhaps the real question is not whether imposition will take place (that 

we may take for granted) but rather from what source the imposition will come. If we 

were to answer this question in terms of the past, there could, I think, be but one answer: 

on all really crucial matters the school will follow the wishes of the groups or classes that 

actually rule society; on minor matters the school may be allowed a certain measure of 

freedom. But the future may be unlike the past. It is possible that the teachers, thru 

powerful organizations, might come to exercise a larger measure of control over the 

schools than hitherto. In that event, they would have to assume some responsibility for 

the more fundamental forms of imposition which, according to my argument, are 

inevitable.533 

 

Counts then turns to his beliefs and desires regarding teachers and how they should take action 

knowing the power education holds. 

 Given his view that teachers should take an active role in shaping education, Counts turns 

lastly to “the final question of the kind of imposition in which teachers should engage, if they 

had the power.”534 Counts imagines first that basic economic questions and issues have been 

solved for people with the growth of industrialization. If it is that the economic question is 

addressed, then the school could focus on “the more challenging opportunities of cultural 

advance.”535 It is here that Counts articulates a vision that schools should impose, “a vision of the 

possibilities which lie ahead and endeavor to enlist their loyalties and enthusiasms in the 

realization of the vision.”536 He goes further, arguing that Americas’ “chief contribution to the 

heritage of the race” lies in the “creation of what [James Truslow Adams] calls the ‘American 

Dream’ — a vision of a society in which the lot of the common man will be made easier and his 

life enriched and ennobled.”537 Counts wonders why we would not consider rearticulating this 
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vision for modern times if it had been such a driving force in the creation of the country. He 

argues that he would introduce this vision “into our schools as the supreme imposition, but one 

to which our children by right of inheritance are entitled.”538 concludes stating, 

I do not of course mean that here is something to be rammed down the throats of resisting 

pupils without criticism or examination. On the contrary I believe it should be freely and 

critically examined. But if the task is well executed [sic] they would be about as likely to 

reject this spiritual legacy as they would be to reject a tangible legacy of land and 

property. Thru it they would find their energies released and their lives made significant. 

And as a people we would then be on the road to give expression to our particular genius 

and thus make our particular contribution to the cultural heritage of the race.539 

 

“Freedom, Culture, Social Planning, and Leadership” 

Table 5. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “Freedom, Culture, 

Social Planning, and Leadership” 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

“It is here that the question of imposition and indoctrination assumes its most acute 

form.” 
3 

Imposition Quotes  

“The real question, therefore, is not whether some tradition will be imposed by 

intent or circumstance upon the coming generation (we may rest assured that this 

will be done), but rather what particular tradition will be imposed.” 

4 

“Our present educational difficulty lies not in the fact that tradition is being 

imposed by the coming generation but rather in the fact that the tradition which we 

impose, whether in the sphere of politics, religion, morals, or art, has lost its 

vitality? 

4 

 

Counts’ use of the term indoctrination comes in the first part of his thesis where he 

discusses the relationship of freedom and culture. In his thesis, Counts first claims that freedom, 

genuine freedom is “relative and derivative” and is an “achievement rather than a gift or a 

condition.”540 Counts claims that “the freedom of mankind has come thru the development of 
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culture; the freedom of the individual comes thru the mastery of culture.”541 Counts then presents 

two aspects of culture that he sees as relevant to education: the basic tools needed for the 

survival of the society and the virtues, values, and traditions of that culture. He notes that the 

second aspect of culture brings up “the most severe educational controversies” and where “the 

question of imposition and indoctrination assumes its most acute form.”542 

Counts’ use of the term imposition comes up following his use of indoctrination. It comes 

after Counts states his thesis as, 

[T]radition gives meaning not only to the life of a people but also to the life of the 

individual and to the educative process. Human energy is consequently released, not by 

freeing the individual from tradition, but rather by inducting him to identify himself most 

completely with a vital and growing tradition and to find the fulfillment of his life in that 

tradition. Only as he is influenced by and nurtured upon some particular tradition can his 

life become integrated and effective.543 

 

Moving on in his thesis, Counts concludes that the focus should then be “not whether some 

tradition will be imposed by intent or circumstance upon the coming generation (we may rest 

assured that this will be done), but rather what particular tradition will be imposed.”544 He 

concludes that refusing the determination of what particular tradition will be imposed “is to 

evade the most crucial, difficult, and important educational responsibility.”545 

Dare the School Build the New Social Order? 

Table 6. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in Dare the School Build 

the New Social Order? 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

“If Progressive Education is to be genuinely progressive, it must emancipate itself 

from the influence of this class, face squarely and courageously every social issue, 

come to grips with life in all of its stark reality, establish an organic relation with 

9-10 
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the community, develop a realistic and comprehensive theory of welfare, fashion a 

compelling and challenging vision of human destiny, and become somewhat less 

frightened than it is today at the bogeys of imposition and indoctrination.” 

“And when the word indoctrination is coupled with education there is scarcely one 

of us possessing the hardihood to refuse to be horrified.” 
10 

“This feeling is so widespread that even Mr. Lunacharsky, Commissar of Education 

in the Russian Republic until 1929, assured me on one occasion that the Soviet 

educational leaders do not believe in the indoctrination of children in the ideas and 

principles of communism.” 

10 

“Far more terrifying than any indoctrination in which the school might indulge is 

the prospect of our becoming completely victimized and molded by the mechanics 

of industrialism.” 

27 

Imposition Quotes  

“In many cases they feel themselves victims of narrow orthodoxies which were 

imposed upon them during childhood and which have severely cramped their 

lives.” 

11 

“On the other hand, I am prepared to defend the thesis that all education contains a 

large element of imposition, that in the very nature of the case this is inevitable, 

that the existence and evolution of society depend upon it, that it is consequently 

eminently desirable, and that the frank acceptance of this fact by the educator is a 

major professional obligation.” 

12 

“In the development of this thesis I shall examine number of widespread fallacies 

which seem to me to underlie the theoretical opposition to all forms of imposition.” 
12 

“By being nurtured on a body of culture, however backward and limited it may be 

comparatively, the individual is at once imposed upon and liberated.” 
13 

“The child is terribly imposed upon by being compelled through the accidents of 

birth to learn one language rather than another, but without some language man 

would never become man.” 

13 

“One of the most important elements of any culture is a tradition of achievement 

along a particular line — a tradition which the group imposes upon the young and 

through which the powers of the young are focused, disciplined, and developed.” 

14 

“One might argue that the imposing of these traditions upon children involves a 

severe restriction upon their freedom.” 
14 

“My thesis is that such imposition, provided the tradition is vital and suited to the 

times, releases the energies of the young, sets up standards of excellence, and 

makes possible really great achievement.” 

14-15 

“Any defensible educational program must be adjusted to a particular time and 

place, and the degree and nature of the imposition must vary with the social 

situation.” 

18 

“My thesis is that complete impartiality is utterly impossible, that the school must 

shape attitudes, develop tastes, and even impose ideas.” 
19 

“Other vigorous opponents of imposition unblushingly advocate the “cultivation of 

democratic sentiments” in children or the promotion of child growth in the 

direction of “a better and richer life.”” 

20 

“The first represents definite acquiescence in imposition; the second, if it does not 

mean the same thing, means nothing.” 
20 
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“On the one hand, they speak continually about reconstructing society through 

education; and on the other, they apparently live in a state of perpetual fear lest the 

school impose some one point of view upon all children and mold them all to a 

single pattern.” 

23-4 

“Many who would agree that imposition of some kind is inevitable seem to feel 

that there is something essentially profane in any effort to understand, plan, and 

control the process.” 

24 

“Here we have imposition with a vengeance, but not the imposition of the teacher 

or the school.” 
27 

“Nor is it an enlightened form of imposition.” 27 

“Rather it is the imposition of the chaos and cruelty and ugliness produced by the 

brutish struggle for existence and advantage.” 
27 

“If we may now assume that the child will be imposed upon in some fashion by the 

various elements in his environment, the real question is not whether imposition 

place, but rather from what source it will come.” 

27 

“They would then have to assume some responsibility for the more fundamental 

forms of imposition which, according to my argument, cannot be avoided.” 
28 

“This brings us to the question of the kind of imposition in which teachers should 

engage, if they had the power.”  
31 

“Such a vision of what America might become in the industrial age I would 

introduce into our schools as the supreme imposition, but one to which our children 

are entitled — a priceless legacy which it should be the first concern of our 

profession o fashion and bequeath.” 

54 

 

Counts’ first use of the term indoctrination in Dare the School comes in the same quote 

and in the same context that it is used in “Dare Progressive Education be Progressive?” 

Counts’ next use of the term indoctrination comes in a quote similar to one from 

“Education Thru Indoctrination” but it is more tailored to the writing of Dare the School. After 

Counts’ quote challenging Progressive Education, he states that, “Progressive Education cannot 

place its trust in a child centered school.”546 Counts argues then that the most crucial question in 

education is “the question of the nature and extent of the influence which the school should 

exercise over the development of the child.”547 What complicates this is the “advocates of 

extreme freedom” who Counts states have even convinced people whose job it is to persuade 
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people of their opinion to “disclaim all intention of molding the learner.”548 It is here that Counts 

uses the term indoctrination when he states, “and when the word indoctrination is coupled with 

education there is scarcely one among us possessing the hardihood to refuse to be horrified.”549 

Counts follows this statement by presenting the same example of “Mr. Lunacharsky,” the 

Commissar of Education in Russia, that he used in “Education Thru Indoctrination” to show how 

widespread the attitude against indoctrination in education is. There are two changes to this 

quote, but they do not change the central focus of his statement. Counts shows how the 

Commissar of Education in Russia denied that children in Russia were made into Communist 

and instead “naturally” became so by learning the “truth.” 

Counts’ last use of the term indoctrination is different from any other text. In Dare the 

School, Counts addresses “the fallacy that in a dynamic society like ours the major responsibility 

of education is to prepare the individual to adjust himself to social change.”550 Counts 

acknowledges that this argument is realistic given the rate of change and the uncertainty that 

exists in the future. He also notes that because of this uncertainty the argument under this fallacy 

is that “the individual who is to live and thrive in this world must possess an agile mind, be 

bound by no deep loyalties, hold all conclusions and values tentatively, and be ready on a 

moment’s notice to make even fundamental shifts in outlook and philosophy.”551 Counts argues 

that,  

Under this conception of life and society, education can only bow down before the gods 

of chance and reflect the drift of the social order. This conception is essentially anarchic 

in character, exalts the irrational above the rational forces of society, makes security an 

individual rather than a social goal, drives every one of us into an insane competition 
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with his neighbors, and assumes that man is incapable of controlling in the common 

interest the creatures of his brain.552 

 

Counts argues that this leads the person to be imposed on by “the chaos and cruelty and ugliness 

produced by the brutish struggle for existence and advantage.”553 It is here where Counts uses the 

term indoctrination again. He raises the concern that “far more terrifying than any indoctrination 

in which the school might indulge is the prospect of our becoming completely victimized and 

molded by the mechanics of industrialism.”554 Counts argues that instead of a nimble mind and 

character, “a firmer and more steadfast mentality would be preferable.”555 

Counts’ use of imposition mostly falls in the same context as it is used in “Education 

Thru Indoctrination;” however, there are some changes to some of the quotes and there are some 

additional uses of imposition in Dare the School that do not show up in the other three pieces. 

The first use of imposition, aside from the use of the term in his stated challenge to progressive 

education, comes after Counts discusses his example of Lunacharsky, which has been explained. 

After detailing the example of Russian students naturally becoming good communists through 

the teaching of “truth,” Counts argues that the champions of extreme freedom are products of an 

age that has broken from “the past and is equally uncertain about the future.”556 Counts continues 

arguing that these advocates are responding to their own upbringing, feeling that they were 

“victims of narrow orthodoxies which were imposed upon them during childhood and which 

have severely cramped their lives.”557 These feelings towards their own pasts are causing them to 

overreact to any suggestion of adult influence and to feel that any suggestion of adult influence is 
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tantamount to the “establishment of a state church, the formulation of a body of sacred doctrine, 

and the teaching of this doctrine has fixed and final.”558 Counts argues that this particular 

argument against adult influence in education then creates an artificial choice between “an 

unenlightened form of pedagogical influence and a condition of complete freedom for the child,” 

and while most would choose the second option, “neither extreme is possible.”559 

Counts’ next use of imposition comes when he presents the same thesis that he offered in 

“Education Thru Indoctrination” that indoctrination is inevitable, that it is desirable, and that 

acceptance of this fact is a professional obligation of educators. Before he discusses this view, 

Counts adds an additional statement. In “Education Thru Indoctrination” Counts states just 

before his thesis that “a critical factor must play an important role in any adequate educational 

program, at least any such program fashioned for the modern world.”560 In Dare the School, 

Counts clarifies this critical factor stating, “an education that does not strive to promote the 

fullest and most thorough understanding of the world is not worthy of the name. Also, there must 

be no deliberate distortion or suppression of facts to support any theory or point of view.”561 

Counts then states his thesis which is the same in both texts. In both texts, Counts follows this 

statement arguing that avoiding teaching about the world is to setup prejudices as universal truths 

and to introduce obscurantism into education, the intentional act of preventing facts or details to 

be known. 

Counts then states that he will address the “widespread fallacies which seem to [him] to 
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underlie the theoretical opposition to all forms of imposition.”562 Counts alters this quote slightly 

from its original form in “Education Thru Indoctrination.” In Dare the School he adds the words 

“all forms” denoting the opposition to any argument for imposition. Counts concludes noting that 

he believes the discussion of these fallacies will help to clarify the issue. 

Counts begins with the same fallacy in both “Education Thru Indoctrination” and Dare 

the School, that man is born free. Both quotations, using the term indoctrination, in this section 

are the same. Counts argues that being born into a culture is what defines freedom and how 

someone achieves freedom and that being born into and being raised by a culture “the individual 

is at once imposed upon and liberated.”563 Counts notes that language is an example of the 

imposition of culture that occurs from birth. Language is imposed on the child with no say by 

them, but at the same time, by learning the language of the culture, the child is freed to full 

expression within that culture. Counts argues, “without some language man would never become 

man” and as a result any language is better than no language at all.564 In Dare the School, Counts 

adds that “in the life cycle of the individual many choices must of necessity be made, and the 

most fundamental and decisive of these choices will always be made by the group.”565 Counts 

sees the imposition of culture as obvious, but believes it is “disregarded by those who are fearful 

of molding the child.”566 

Counts then continues by discussing tradition. The quotes in this paragraph are similar 

between “Education Thru Indoctrination” and Dare the School, but in Dare the School, Counts 

changes the last part of the sentence regarding how tradition is imposed on children from, “...the 
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powers of the young are released and disciplined” to “the powers of the young are focused, 

disciplined, and developed.”567 Counts discusses tradition and addresses that some might think 

that imposing traditions on children restricts their freedom; however Counts proposes instead 

that “such imposition, provided the tradition is vital and suited to the times, releases the energies 

of the young, sets up standards of excellence, and makes possible really great achievement.”568 

Counts notes a person not participating in the tradition of the civilization might experience 

freedom, “but it is scarcely a kind of freedom that anyone would covet for either himself or his 

children. It is the freedom of mediocrity, incompetence, and aimlessness.”569 

In Dare the School, Counts’ third fallacy from “Education Thru Indoctrination” becomes 

his fourth fallacy. The paragraph is relatively unchanged between the two except for the second 

sentence of the paragraph which Counts breaks into two sentences in Dare the School. Following 

the statement of the fallacy that education is something pure and unchanging, Counts states, 

“according to this view, genuine education must be completely divorced from politics, live apart 

from the play of social forces, and pursue ends particular to itself. It thus becomes a method 

existing independently of the cultural milieu and equally beneficent at all times and in all 

places.”570 As in “Education Thru Indoctrination,” Counts argues that “any defensible 

educational program must be adjusted to a particular time and place, and the degree and nature of 

the imposition must vary with the social situation.”571 

Counts continues into the next fallacy from “Education Thru Indoctrination” that the 

school should be impartial, and bias should be avoided. He argues that “complete impartiality is 
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utterly impossible that the school must shape attitudes, develop tastes, and even impose ideas.”572 

Counts provides the same argument in support of this in Dare the School as he provided in 

“Education Thru Indoctrination.” A change comes when Counts removes the name of Professor 

H. H. Horne and simply states, “other vigorous opponents of imposition unblushingly advocate 

the ’cultivation of democratic sentiments’ in children or the promotion of child growth in the 

direction of a ‘better and richer life.’”573 He adds that, 

The first represents a definite acquiescence in imposition; the second, if it does not mean 

the same thing, means nothing. I believe firmly that democratic sentiments should be 

cultivated and that a better and richer life should be the outcome of education, but in 

neither case would I place responsibility on either God or the order of nature. I would 

merely contend that as educators we must make many choices involving the development 

of attitudes in boys and girls and that we should not be afraid to acknowledge the faith 

that is in us or mayhap the forces that compel us.574 

 

Counts’ next use of imposition in this text comes in his discussion of the fallacy that “the 

school is an all-powerful educational agency.”575 This paragraph is completely reworked from its 

original form from “Education Thru Indoctrination.” Following the statement of the fallacy, 

Counts addresses how professional groups tend to exaggerate their influence and importance and 

teachers are no exception. Counts notes that, “the leaders of Progressive Education in particular 

seem to have an over-weening faith in the power of the school. On the one hand, they speak 

continually about reconstructing society through education; and on the other, they apparently live 

in a state of perpetual fear lest the school impose some point of view upon all children and mold 

them all to a single pattern.”576 Counts argues that this view of the school is unreasonable since 

the “world is far too complex” and that “the school is but one formative agency among many, 
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and certainly not the strongest at that.”577 He argues instead that the “major concern 

consequently should be, not to keep the school from influencing the child in a positive direction, 

but rather to make certain that every Progressive school will use whatever power it may possess 

in opposing and checking the forces of social conservatism and reaction.”578 Counts concludes 

that if the school was focused on promoting a particular social program it would only be “a mild 

counterpoise to restrain and challenge the might of less enlightened and more selfish 

purposes.”579 

Counts continues using imposition in his discussion of another fallacy “that ignorance 

rather than knowledge is the way of wisdom.”580 He begins by stating, 

Many who would agree that imposition of some kind is inevitable seem to feel that there 

is something essentially profane in any effort to understand, plan, and control the process. 

They will admit that the child is molded by his environment, and then presumably 

contend that in the fashioning of this environment we should close our eyes to the 

consequences of our acts or at least should not endeavor to control our acts in the light of 

definite knowledge of their consequences. To do the latter would involve an effort to 

influence deliberately the growth of the child in a particular direction — to cause him to 

form this habit rather than that, to develop one taste rather than another, to be sensitive to 

a given ideal rather than its rival. But this would be a violation of the ‘rights of the child,’ 

and therefore evil.581 

 

Counts responds that it seems from this approach that the only way to protect the rights of the 

child is to cloak adult influence “under a heavy veil of ignorance.”582 Counts states that if this is 

the best schools can do, they should not exist. He sees this approach as “the doctrine of laissez 

faire, driven from the field of social and political theory, seeking refuge in the domain of 

pedagogy.”583 Counts concludes, “Progressive Education wishes to build a new world but refuses 
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to be held accountable for the kind of world it builds.”584 The school,” he argues, “should know 

what it is doing, in so far that this is humanly possible, and accept full responsibility for its 

acts.”585  

Counts also uses imposition in the final fallacy that he discusses, “that in a dynamic 

society like ours the major responsibility of education is to prepare the individual to adjust 

himself to social change.”586 This fallacy was discussed earlier because Counts used the term 

indoctrination in this section. Counts first relays what he sees as the basis for this belief. He 

concludes that this argument sets up the individual to “be as willing to adopt new ideas and 

values as to install the most up-to-the-minute labor saving devices in his dwelling or to introduce 

the latest inventions into his factory.”587 Counts argues that, 

This conception is essentially anarchic in character, exalts the irrational above the 

rational forces of society, makes of security an individual rather than a social goal, drives 

every one of us into an insane competition with his neighbors, and assumes that man is 

incapable of controlling in the common interest the creatures of his brain. Here we have 

imposition with a vengeance, but not the imposition of the teacher or the school. Nor is it 

an enlightened form of imposition. Rather it is the imposition of the chaos and cruelty 

and ugliness produced by the brutish struggle for existence and advantage.588 

 

Counts concludes that the character needed is not “the nimble mind responsive to every eddy in 

the social current,” but instead “a firmer and more steadfast mentality would be preferable.”589 

Counts then uses the term imposition in his conclusion. He opens the section stating, “if 

we may now assume that the child will be imposed upon in some fashion by the various elements 

in his environment, the real question is not whether imposition will take place, but rather from 

what source it will come.”590 Counts’ conclusion is similar to his conclusion from “Education 

 
584 Ibid. 
585 Ibid. 
586 Ibid., 25-6.  
587 Ibid., 25.  
588 Ibid., 26-7. 
589 Ibid., 27.  
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Thru Indoctrination,” but he provides more elaboration in Dare the School. He starts by 

considering the position of the school in the past and how it is has mainly been following the 

wishes of the ruling class in society. He argues for a possible future where “teachers, if they 

could increase sufficiently their stock of courage, intelligence, and vision, might become a social 

force of some magnitude.”591 He is not faithful that this future is possible, but believes the 

society is lacking leadership and teachers might be willing to offer leadership as a result. He 

states that, “through powerful organizations they might at least reach the public conscience and 

come to exercise a larger measure of control over the schools than hitherto. They would then 

have to assume some responsibility for the more fundamental forms of imposition, which 

according to [his] argument, cannot be avoided.”592 

After providing some more argument in support of teachers having a greater say over 

education, Counts then considers “the question of the kind of imposition in which teachers 

should engage, if they had the power.”593 He begins his argument noting first that the social 

situation helps to answer this question. He defines the social situation as “the rise of a 

civilization quite without precedent in human history — a civilization founded on science, 

technology, and machinery, possessing the most extraordinary power, and rapidly making of the 

entire world a single great society.”594 Counts argues that this new civilization has already 

changed things so much that “we cannot afford for a single instant to remove our eyes from the 

social scene or shift our attention from the peculiar needs of the age.”595 Counts argues and 

presents his thoughts on the economic issues being the most pressing social problem of the age. 

 
591 Ibid., 28.  
592 Ibid.  
593 Ibid., 31.  
594 Ibid.  
595 Ibid., 32.  
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While he sees the economic problems as overwhelming, he also sees much possibility in the 

moment and argues that “the only cause for doubt or pessimism lies in the question of our ability 

to rise to the stature of the times in which we live.”596 Counts refers to a piece written by Dewey 

where he pointed out that the school and the nation are in need of a central purpose. Following 

his reference to Dewey, Counts concludes, 

This suggests, as we have already observed, that the educational problem is not wholly 

intellectual in nature. Our Progressive schools therefore cannot rest content with giving 

children an opportunity to study contemporary society in all of its aspects. This of course 

must be done, but I am convinced that they should go much farther. If the schools are to 

be really effective, they must become centers for the building, and not merely for the 

contemplation, of our civilization. This does not mean that we should endeavor to 

promote particular reforms through the educational system. We should, however, give to 

our children a vision of the possibilities which lie ahead and endeavor to enlist their 

loyalties and enthusiasms in the realization of the vision. Also our social institutions and 

practices, all of them should be critically examined in light of such a vision.597 

 

Counts’ last use of the term imposition comes in his conclusion. He concludes that 

capitalism has failed to provide a sure foundation for the new civilization and that industrialism 

has created too many changes for society to turn back to the agrarian foundations of American 

society. Counts argues that with industrialization, “the justification, or at least the rational basis, 

of the age-long struggle for property has been removed” and that the growth of technology has 

removed the need to fight over material goods.598 Yet, the systems of scarcity remain. Counts 

argues that “the times are literally crying for a new vision of American destiny.”599 Counts states, 

“such a vision of what America might become in the industrial age I would introduce into our 

schools as the supreme imposition, but one to which our children are entitled — a priceless 

 
596 Ibid., 36. 
597 Ibid., 37.  
598 Ibid., 52. 
599 Ibid., 54.  
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legacy which it should be the first concern of our profession to fashion and bequeath.”600 Counts 

concludes stating, 

Only through such a legacy of spiritual values will our children be enabled to find their 

place in the world, be lifted out of the present morass of moral indifference, be liberated 

from the senseless struggle for material success, and be challenged to high endeavor and 

achievement. And only thus will we as a people put ourselves on the road to the 

expression of our particular genius and to the making of our special contribution to the 

cultural heritage of the race.601 

 

“Education for What?: The Ten Fallacies of the Educators” (I) and “Indoctrination and a 

Workable Democracy” (II) (1932) 

“Education for What” is a two-part argument that was published in a weekly journal 

called The New Republic. The first, “Education for What? I: The Ten Fallacies of the 

Educators,” (EfW 1) was in the May 18th edition and the second, “Education for What? II: 

Indoctrination and a Workable Democracy” (EfW 2) was published in the May 25th edition. 

Since these two pieces are part of the same argument, they have been included together in this 

section. The locations of the quotes and which part of the argument they come from are notated 

by the initials next to the quotations. Comparing these two pieces to Dare the School shows that 

this is a republication of the Dare the School with some omissions of paragraphs and some 

shifting of information and formatting. No additional language appears to be added. As a result, 

please see the context provided under Dare the School as the quotes here which use 

indoctrination and imposition are exactly the same. 

Table 7. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “Education for 

What? I: The Ten Fallacies of the Educators” and “Education for What? II: Indoctrination 

and a Workable Democracy” 

 
Quotation 

Page 

# 

   

Indoctrination Quotes 

EfW 1 “If Progressive Education is to be genuinely progressive, it must emancipate 13 

 
600 Ibid.  
601 Ibid., 55-6.  
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itself from the influence of this class, face squarely and courageously every 

social issue, come to grips with life in all of its stark reality, establish an 

organic relation with the community, develop a realistic and comprehensive 

theory of welfare, fashion a compelling and challenging vision of human 

destiny, and become somewhat less frightened than it is today at the bogeys 

of imposition and indoctrination.” 

EfW 1 
“And when the word indoctrination is coupled with education, there is 

scarcely one among us possessing the hardihood to refuse to be horrified.” 
13 

Imposition Quotes  

EfW 1 

“On the other hand, I am prepared to defend the thesis that all education 

contains a large element of imposition, that in the very nature of the case 

this is inevitable, that the existence and evolution of society depend upon it, 

that it is consequently eminently desirable, and that the frank acceptance of 

this fact by the educator is a major professional obligation.” 

13 

EfW 1 

“In the development of this thesis I shall examine a number of widespread 

fallacies which seem to me to underlie the theoretical opposition to all forms 

of imposition.” 

13 

EfW 1 

“By being nurtured on a body of culture, however backward and limited it 

may be comparatively, the individual is at once imposed upon and 

liberated.” 

13 

EfW 1 

“The child is terribly imposed upon by being compelled through the 

accidents of birth to learn one language rather than another, but without 

some language man would never become man.” 

13 

EfW 1 

“One of the most important elements of any culture is a tradition of 

achievement along a particular line — a tradition which the group imposes 

upon the young and through which the powers of the young are focused, 

disciplined, and developed.” 

13 

EfW 1 
“One might argue that the imposing of these traditions upon children 

involves a severe restriction upon their freedom.” 
13 

EfW 1 

“My thesis is that such imposition, provided the tradition is vital and suited 

to the times, releases the energies of the young, sets up standards of 

excellence, and makes possible really great achievement.” 

13 

EfW 1 
“My thesis is that complete impartiality is utterly impossible, that the school 

must shape attitudes, develop tastes, and even impose ideas.” 
14 

EfW 1 

“Other vigorous opponents of imposition unblushingly advocate the 

“cultivation of democratic sentiments” in children or the promotion of child 

growth in the direction of “a better and richer life.”” 

14 

EfW 1 
“The first represents definite acquiescence in imposition; the second, if it 

does not mean the same thing, means nothing.” 
14 

EfW 1 

“On the one hand, they speak continually about reconstructing society 

through education; and on the other, they apparently live in a state of 

perpetual fear lest the school impose some one point of view upon all 

children and mold them all to a single pattern.” 

15 

EfW 1 

“Many who would agree that imposition of some kind is inevitable seem to 

feel that there is something essentially profane in any effort to understand, 

plan, and control the process.” 

15 
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EfW 1 
“Here we have imposition with a vengeance, but not the imposition of the 

teacher or the school.” 
16 

EfW 1 “Nor is it an enlightened form of imposition.” 16 

EfW 1 
“Rather is it the imposition of the chaos and cruelty and ugliness produced 

by the brutish struggle for existence and advantage.” 
16 

EfW 2 

“If we may now assume that the child will be imposed upon in some fashion 

by the various elements in his environment, the real question is not whether 

imposition will take place, but rather from what source it will come.” 

 38 

EfW 2 
“This brings us to the question of the kind of imposition in which teachers 

should engage, if the power.” 
38 

EfW 2 

“Such a vision of what America might become in the industrial age I would 

introduce into our schools as the supreme imposition, but one to which our 

children are entitled — a priceless legacy which it should be the first 

concern of our profession to fashion and bequeath.” 

41 

 

The Social Foundations of Education (1934) 

The Social Foundations of Education is Part IX of the Report of the Commission on the 

Social Studies for the American Historical Association. In the preface, it states that this text 

“deals with the social background of American education from the beginnings of national 

organization and activity.”602 The preface also notes that Counts “came to feel that contemporary 

activity and thought about education were insufficient to explain or even reveal the full purpose 

and function of the public school” and this is what led him to “examine the development of 

American society from the time of its definite organization to the present.”603 Counts was 

working through his thoughts on this idea when he was tasked with writing this report for the 

commission.604 

Table 8. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in The Social 

Foundations of Education  

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

“As a result of the disclosures, public resentment was aroused and the activities 212 

 
602 George S. Counts, The Social Foundations of Education, (Report of the Commission on the Social Studies, 

American Historical Association. Pt. IX. New York: C. Scribner’s sons, 1934.), vii. 
603 Counts, The Social Foundations of Education, vii. 
604 Ibid., vii-viii.  
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were curbed for a time; but publicity organizations are still maintained and the 

indoctrination of the utility point of view, even if now done in a more covert 

fashion, is still carried on.” 

Imposition Quotes  

“Consequently, in the light of the data provided by the social sciences and within 

the limits imposed by necessity, as revealed by the data, educational leaders are 

obliged to make an interpretation of contemporary history and with full recognition 

of all the hazards involved, submit their interpretation in educational program to the 

judgment of time.” 

3-4 

“To multitudes throughout the earth, laboring under the disabilities imposed by 

centuries of class or despotic rule, America was a land of hope, freedom, and 

opportunity to which they were drawn as by a magnet.” 

10 

“To be sure, by the enactment of blue laws, the imposing of censorship, and the 

prohibition of recreation practices that run counter to traditional standards of right 

and wrong, they have given expression from time to time to the Puritan strain 

running through their mores.” 

307 

“Thereafter, because of the discovery of new evidence and the wide interest in the 

case, their fate hung in the balance until April 9, 1927, when the sentence of death 

was imposed on them.” 

417 

“Life in army or navy may unfit men for the ordinary occupations; the ravaging of 

fields destroys homes and drives families into poverty; the destruction of cities 

spreads disease, starvation, and death; and the imposition of taxes bows the 

back of labor and deprives children of educational opportunities.” 

470 

“The foregoing argument, however, is not intended to convey the impression that 

education, since it involves a large measure of imposition, requires a severe 

regimentation of the mind, a rigorous teaching of a body of doctrine as fixed and 

final.” 

537 

“This does not mean that high achievement would be frowned upon or that a single 

standard of mediocrity would be imposed upon all.” 
545 

“Industrial society is marked by various powerful and competing groups and 

interests, each of which seeks to impose its will upon the school.” 
560 

 

Counts uses the term indoctrination, in any of its forms, only once in this text. It comes in 

the chapter titled “Communication,” and specifically in the section about “The campaign of the 

power industry.” The focus of the chapter on “Communication” is a review of the way that the 

communication industry has developed over time in American society. Specifically, Counts 

notes that this chapter is devoted to a review of how the growth of communication has “made 

possible mass production and the exchange of commodities on an enormous scale” while also 
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complicating “the problems of government and profoundly [affecting] the cultural life of the 

people.”605 

The term indoctrination comes in a section where Counts discusses the efforts during the 

1920s by “managers of the power industry... to persuade the American people that public utility 

corporations are benevolent agencies which serve the public with a maximum of efficiency and 

which... do not operate for private profit as do other forms of business enterprise.”606 Counts 

discusses the use of the newspapers to carry out the power industries “campaign of 

propaganda.”607 He states that “the press deluged the country with articles glorifying private 

ownership, demonstrating the fairness of rates charged, and attacking as ‘socialistic,’ 

‘communistic,’ or ‘bolshevistic’ all proposals for public interference.”608 Counts notes that “the 

efforts of the power industry to mold public opinion through the schools, the press, and other 

agencies” went on and even included the assistance of social clubs in promoting the propaganda 

until it was “exposed by the investigations of the Federal Trade Commission.”609 He noted that 

the investigations conducted by the FTC called attention to the problem and slowed it for a time, 

“but publicity organizations [were] still maintained and indoctrination of the utility point of 

view, even if now done in a more covert fashion, is still carried on.”610 

Counts’ first use of the term imposition comes in the introduction to the text, titled: 

“Education as Statesmanship.” Counts opens the chapter by stating that “the historical record 

shows that education is always a function of time, place and circumstance” and that “there can be 

no all-embracing educational philosophy, policy, or program suited to all cultures and all 

 
605 Ibid., 189.  
606 Ibid., 210. 
607 Ibid., 211.  
608 Ibid., 212. 
609 Ibid. 
610 Ibid. 
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ages.”611 This view, Counts argues, means that any shaping of educational theory should begin 

with “an examination of the society to be served.”612 Counts’ first use of imposition comes in his 

discussion of the important role that educators play. He notes that “educational leaders are 

obliged to make an interpretation of contemporary history” that is limited only by the studies that 

exist and the imposition, or restrictions that are set on the educators.613 He goes on to say, 

Since, being denied the privilege of neutrality, they must act, no other rational course is 

open to them. But it should never be forgotten that in acting they, in proportion to the 

power of organized education, mold the minds of the coming generation and thus share in 

shaping the future of the nation and even of world society.614 

 

Counts next use of imposition comes from his chapter on “Democratic Tradition.” His 

use of the term comes during his introduction to the chapter and in a paragraph where Counts is 

describing the way that Americans have projected themselves to the world and how they have 

been seen by others around the world. He starts by describing how Americans “proclaimed to 

themselves and to the world their devotion to democracy” and how these efforts in both words 

and deeds were recognized by “the downtrodden of other nations.”615 Counts use of the term 

imposition in this context comes from a sentence which describes the situation of the “multitudes 

around the earth who have to live “under the disabilities imposed by centuries of class or 

despotic rule.”616 It was these people who, Counts notes, saw America as a land of freedom and 

opportunity. He concludes this paragraph by noting that those who saw America as a land of 

hope, freedom, and opportunity were not only “lured by the material riches of the new continent” 

 
611 Ibid., 1.  
612 Ibid. 
613 Ibid., 4.  
614 Ibid.  
615 Ibid., 10. 
616 Ibid. 
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but also “by the promise of escape from a state of society in which the masses of men were 

bound to poverty of body and spirit by the forces of law and custom.”617 

Counts’ next use of imposition does not come for nearly another 300 pages. It comes in 

his chapter about “Recreation” and specifically it is in a section of the chapter titled, “The 

problem of recreation.” In this section, Counts addresses a concern he sees around recreation. He 

states, “The American people have formulated no adequate theory of recreation; they have given 

little consideration to the function of play in the evolution of culture.”618 In a rebuttal to this 

argument, Counts acknowledges that American history shows some attempts to govern play 

through “the enactment of blue laws, the imposing of censorship, and the prohibition of 

recreation practices that run counter to traditional standards of right and wrong,” but he sees this 

censorship relating more to Puritan ideology rather than a true attempt to provide a clear social 

understanding of the appropriateness and bounds of recreation and play.”619 Here the use of 

imposition is relating to the restrictions established to bar some forms of recreation because of a 

religious beliefs. 

Counts’ third use of imposition in this text comes in the chapter about “Justice” and is in 

the section about “Justice and political non-conformists.” In this section, Counts seeks to provide 

evidence for the belief that in the struggle over political dissent, “the spokesmen of change and 

of the laboring classes have commonly been denied free and equal justice in the American 

courts.”620 To defend this view, Counts discusses three “world-famous cases.” Counts’ use of 

imposition comes in his discussion of the third case, the Sacco-Vanzetti case of Massachusetts. 

Counts relays the basic points of the case, a double murder and robbery. He states how “Nicola 

 
617 Ibid. 
618 Ibid., 307. 
619 Ibid.  
620 Ibid., 413. 
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Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, two Italian workmen... known for their radical activities, were 

arrested and charged with the crime” and found guilty.621 Although the supposed crime occurred 

in 1920 and the men were convicted in 1921, Counts notes that the “sentences of death was 

imposed upon them” in 1927 and they were executed just a few months after sentencing.622 

Following the depiction of the events, Counts notes that “the trial was conducted in a prejudicial 

atmosphere which the judge apparently made no effort to dispel.”623 Counts uses this information 

to support the idea that “they were deliberately sent to the electric chair, not for murder or 

robbery, as charged, but for their ideas.”624 

In the chapter “World Relations,” Counts uses imposition in a section titled “Human 

cost” which addresses “the human cost of war.”625 Counts uses imposition when specifically 

showing how the economic costs of war are interconnected with human costs. His quote, “Life in 

[the] army or navy may unfit men for the ordinary occupations; the ravaging of fields destroys 

homes and drives families into poverty; the destruction of cities spreads disease, starvation, and 

death; and the imposition of taxes bows the back of labor and deprives children of educational 

opportunities” specifically refers to the ways he sees the cost play out in society.626 His use of the 

term imposition specifically relates to the increased taxes that are levied during war time to fund 

the war effort. He sees these taxes as being forced or imposed on the poor and specifically costly 

to workers and the educational opportunities for children. 

Counts next use of the term imposition specifically relates to his ideas around education. 

In his chapter on “The Public School,” Counts uses the term imposition in a section titled 

 
621 Ibid., 417. 
622 Ibid.  
623 Ibid.  
624 Ibid., 417-18 
625 Ibid., 469. 
626 Ibid., 470. 
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“Education as a form of action.” In this section, Counts specifically sets out to examine “the 

relation of education to social action.”627 He first discusses what he sees as two conceptions of a 

faith in education held by different groups in American society. One faith sees education as the 

“only true road to safety” while the other holds a faith that an education unguided by adults will 

lead the younger generation to grow up without the prejudices of the past. Counts notes that both 

are short-sighted. Of the second, he specifically states that “it is a refuge of ignorance — an 

escape from reality — a shirking of responsibility.”628 In his foregoing argument prior to his use 

of imposition, Counts defines his beliefs about education. He notes first that, “if education is to 

grapple with a given social situation, it must incorporate a social philosophy adequate to that 

situation — a social philosophy that has substance as well as form — a social philosophy that 

represents great historic choices.”629 He notes also that “a practicable educational program or 

theory cannot be generic: it must be specific: it must be suited to a particular time and place in 

history.”630  

Counts also states that education has a role to play in the future, but not just any 

education, “an education that is carefully designed, both as method and as content, for the 

present day and generation;” “an education that recognizes the impossibility of moving in all 

directions at once...”631 Counts also states that “these grand choices will be made for children by 

adults,” that “partiality is the very essence of education, as it is of life itself,” and that “each 

choice involves rejection as well as selection.”632 As a result of this view about selection and the 

consequence of the expression of some theory of governance brought about by the choices made, 

 
627 Ibid., 533. 
628 Ibid., 534. 
629 Ibid.  
630 Ibid.  
631 Ibid., 535.  
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Counts notes that “every school must make some decision concerning the motives to which to 

appeal in stimulating and guiding the process of learning.”633 Since the school is dealing with 

living growing beings it cannot remain neutral and must have growth and direction of its own.634 

Counts concludes his argument by noting that “the major object of education since the beginning 

of time has been the induction of the immature individual into the life of the group.”635 

Education, Counts argues, includes “not only the development of intellectual powers, but also the 

formation of character, the acquisition of habits, attitudes, and dispositions suited to a given set 

of living conditions, a given level of culture, and a given body of ideals and aspirations.”636 

Following his definition of education, Counts uses imposition in his quote, “The 

foregoing argument, however, is not intended to convey the impression that education, since it 

involves a large measure of imposition, requires a severe regimentation of the mind, a rigorous 

teaching of a body of doctrine as fixed and final.”637 Counts notes that the idea of rigid teaching 

might have been beneficial in the past, but it would be “extremely dangerous in the highly 

dynamic social order of today.”638 In defending his position and arguing that he is not seeking a 

teaching of a fixed and final body of doctrine, Counts states that education should promote a full 

and thorough understanding of society and also permit and encourage students “to question all 

things.”639 In trying to find the boundary lines, Counts follows this quote by saying that “this 

does not mean that a particular educational program may not be dominated by certain great 

social ideals.”640 Counts use of imposition in this section calls attention to the fact that there are 

 
633 Ibid., 536.  
634 Ibid.  
635 Ibid.  
636 Ibid.  
637 Ibid., 537.  
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decisions being made which impose on students, but that there is a dynamism that is equally 

important and both must serve as boundary lines in the development of education in a dynamic 

society. 

Counts’ next use of the term imposition in this text comes from a section devoted to the 

“Curriculum” in Counts’ chapter on “The Public School.” In this section, Counts relays his 

thoughts about the curriculum and how he sees it meeting the great purpose he set for it:  

The great purpose of the public school therefore should be to prepare the coming 

generation to participate actively and courageously in building a democratic industrial 

society that will co-operate with other nations in the exchange of goods, in the cultivation 

of the arts, in the advancement of knowledge and thought, and in maintaining the peace 

of the world.641 

 

Counts notes that the curriculum should serve this purpose and that shifting education in 

this direction would not require any discernable changes to the subjects or the organization of the 

school.642 What would be different would be the “the spirit, the approach, the orientation” of the 

curriculum.643 He notes that changes would be made to remove “the egoistic and possessive 

tendencies,” and “social and cooperative and creative impulses” would be emphasized.644 He 

notes that the school would be organized around this idea and “no individual would be rewarded 

merely for overcoming or surpassing another.”645 Counts uses the term imposition in an effort to 

articulate what he means. He seeks to assure the reader that by promoting this ideal it would not 

lead to the opposite occurrence where “high achievement would be frowned upon or that a single 

standard of mediocrity would be imposed on all.”646 Counts argues instead that the opposite 

would be the case. He states that “in a closely integrated society the fullest development of the 

 
641 Ibid., 544.  
642 Ibid.  
643 Ibid.  
644 Ibid., 545. 
645 Ibid.  
646 Ibid.  
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varied gifts and abilities resident in the population is demanded by the common welfare” and that 

this would “be one of the major objects of organized education.”647 He notes that not recognizing 

and developing the talents of individuals would have a negative cost on the group and would be a 

waste of a natural resource. Counts believes the important shift is in what we qualify as 

achievement. Individual or group achievement would be recognized when it added to the 

“material and cultural level of the total population.”648 

Counts’ final use of the term imposition in this text comes in his section about “School 

and society” in his chapter on “The Public School.” Counts uses this section to provide what he 

says is “a word of caution... regarding the powers of organized education.”649 Counts notes that 

“although the school is the focal point of the educative process and the only form of education 

under conscious and reasoned direction of society, its power for influencing social change is 

strictly limited.”650 He raises the point that “various powerful and competing groups and 

interests, each of which seeks to impose its will upon the school” have an effect on the school 

and require strong leadership to hold at bay.651 However, Counts does not spend the rest of the 

section discussing these interest groups, but instead turns to a discussion of the “non-scholastic 

educational agencies” like the family, the church, the community organization, and the various 

forms of media communication.652 This viewpoint leads him to conclude that although the school 

has grown rapidly, “it is clearly but one among many educational agencies.”653 

 
647 Ibid.  
648 Ibid.  
649 Ibid., 560. 
650 Ibid.  
651 Ibid.  
652 Ibid.  
653 Ibid.  
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The Prospects of American Democracy (1938) 

In The Prospects of American Democracy, Counts seeks to present the American heritage 

of liberty and democracy “and to suggest how it may be employed in the task of adjusting our 

democracy to the conditions of the industrial age.”654 In the first half of this text, Counts attempts 

to lay out information about the founding of American democracy along with the challenges and 

lessons from the events of the past and present in his time and to defend the need for an explicit 

plan to ensure democracy’s survival. In the second half, beginning with the chapter “A Program 

for Democracy,” Counts lays out the plan that he feels is necessary to address the challenges to 

democracy brought about by the industrial age and to face the threat posed by authoritarian 

governments. All of Counts’ uses of the term indoctrination in this piece come from the second 

half of this text while just over a half of the uses of imposition come in the first part of his 

discussion and the rest come from his solution to the problem. 

Table 9. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in The Prospects of 

American Democracy 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

“The more immediate task, however, is to subject to constant scrutiny those 

modern and far-flung organs of news, opinion, and political indoctrination — the 

press, the radio, and the cinema “and those professed artists and purveyors of 

propaganda — advertising public relations counsellors.” 

203 

“In the absence of a clear analysis here there is certain to be much confusion 

regarding such fundamental issues as indoctrination, freedom of teaching, and the 

formulation of educational policy.” 

293 

“In the same breath or in a single page an educational leader may oppose the 

slightest suggestion of indoctrination, advocate the teaching of democracy in 

schools, and demand the formulation of a highly specific list of objectives.” 

293 

“A program that emphasizes the former to the entire exclusion of the latter, an 

actual impossibility in fact, would result, if successful, in an indoctrination of the 

most extreme type, in the reduction of learning to a mere matter of conditioning, in 

the absolute fixing of loyalties to social ideas and institutions, and in the 

development of minds impervious to new conceptions, dominated by servility to 

authority, and lacking elasticity, resilience and creativeness.” 

302 

 
654 George S. Counts, The Prospects of American Democracy (New York: The John Day Company, 1938.), vii. 
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“In no case should an effort be made to enforce a narrow indoctrination upon the 

minds of the younger generation.” 
335 

Imposition Quotes  

“It imposes itself starkly on all who read the newspapers, attend the movies, listen 

to the radio, or even take the trouble to observe casually the world in which they 

live.” 

49 

“For at least two centuries and a half, beginning with the blind peasant revolt led by 

Stenka Razin in 1667, the blackest autocracy of the western world, modeled after 

the despotism imposed upon the Slav by the ‘Tartar, was threatened with revolution 

in practically every generation.” 

141 

“And, in view of the basic differences between the two countries, it is self-evident 

that any attempt to impose upon America a precedent established in Moscow is 

doomed from the start to futility and disaster.” 

148 

“Being incapable of distinguishing between the despotism of the Tsar and the 

liberalism of the Weimar Republic, between the general cultural backwardness of 

the Slav and the high cultural level of the Teuton, the extremists in German 

endeavored to impose upon Berlin a pattern fashioned in Moscow.” 

170 

“Equally important is the absence of a military caste, proud and arrogant, scornful 

of peaceful persons and pursuits, confident of its natural right to rule, and ready at 

all times either to impose its own will upon the state or to ally itself with some 

faction for the protection or promotion of its special interests.” 

257-8 

“The intrusion of political forces here might impair the efficient operation of the 

school and therefore prevent the most complete fulfillment of the purposes which 

those very forces might wish to impose upon the institution.” 

297-8 

“Moreover, even if they had the power arbitrarily to impose their will upon the 

schools, they would be violating the principles of their calling if they should do 

so.” 

307 

“Even though boards so constituted may refrain generally from positive acts of 

censorship and dismissal of instructors, they will invariably impose their outlook 

by methods of indirection—by appointing “safe professors,” by withholding 

promotions, by manipulating the budget, by sending out invitations to tea, by 

employing their vast resources of social prestige and respectability.” 

345 

 

Counts’ first use of indoctrination in this text comes in his chapter “A Program for 

Democracy.” Specifically, it comes in a section on the “Exposure of political propaganda.” In 

this section, Counts is explicitly arguing for the exposure of “all major campaigns of political 

propaganda.”655 He argues that they should not be outlawed because propaganda is essential to 

democracy, but “that secrecy, deception, and manipulation be removed from the process as 
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thoroughly as possible.”656 Counts argues that propaganda is necessary because, the 

concentration of economic power has led to a manipulation of truth to the benefit of those in 

power. This imbalance restricts the natural power that the Founding Fathers believed truth would 

have in winning out over errors in judgement.657 By bringing it into the light, Counts argues that 

truth in the democracy can function effectively. Counts then argues that this “careful selection 

and preparation of the mental pabulum on which the people are nourished” is a cornerstone of 

autocratic rule.658 He then addresses how this same thing plays out in American democracy for 

the benefit of the aristocracy in order to turn the people away from addressing the true issue of 

“the control of economic power.”659 

In his solution to address this issue, Counts uses the term indoctrination. He notes that the 

school plays a role in preparing the next generation to detect the use of propaganda, but that adult 

education should also educate against the use of propaganda and that “modern and far-flung 

organs of news, opinion, and political indoctrination” need to be held under scrutiny.”660 His use 

of indoctrination specifically refers to political propaganda. He argues that liberal newspapers 

might help combat this propaganda, but that the “most promising suggestion is the establishment 

of a powerful bureau or institute” that would trace all propaganda campaigns and expose their 

sources.661 This institution would also appraise the other forms of media and present its findings 

through multiple outlets.662 

Counts next two uses of the term indoctrination come from his chapter on “Education and 

American Democracy” and more specifically, from his section about “Education and politics.” In 

 
656 Ibid.  
657 Ibid., 201.  
658 Ibid.  
659 Ibid., 202.  
660 Ibid., 203.  
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662 Ibid.  



175 

 

 

 

this section, Counts tries to clarify the relationship between education and politics. He notes that 

without this analysis, “there is certain to be much confusion regarding such fundamental issues 

as indoctrination, freedom of teaching and the formulation of education policy.”663 To show this 

confusion, Counts describes the way that educational leaders talk. He states,  

In the same breath or on a single page an educational leader may oppose the slightest 

suggestion of indoctrination, advocate the teaching of democracy in schools, and demand 

the formulation of a highly specific list of objectives. He may argue that the school is 

controlled to the last detail of its program by the economic aristocracy and then proceed 

to advise teachers to participate in the radical reconstruction of society. He may contend 

that the school is completely free from external pressures and immediately caution 

teachers about the dangers attending the discussions of all controversial subjects. Or he 

may maintain that the scholar should be indifferent to the tendencies of the social 

structure and at once lament the regimentation of the intellectual life characteristic of 

dictatorships.664 

 

Counts then proceeds into his discussion of three “divergent and conflicting conceptions of the 

relation of education to politics:” first, “education is by nature entirely separate from politics,” 

second, “education is itself an original and positive political force, a child of history and 

geography and yet a creative factor in the world,” and third, “education is by nature wholly an 

instrument of politics.”665 Counts finds a measure of truth in each of these.  

Counts’ next use of the term indoctrination comes a few pages later. Leading up to it 

Counts describes how “organized education has two phases or aspects,” one “technical, the other 

political.”666 Counts spends the next few pages elaborating on the political aspect of education. 

In his elaboration Counts argues that, 

[B]esides the transmission of technical knowledge and powers indispensable in any 

modern society, every educational program embraces the apparently logically 

contradictory processes of molding and enlightenment. A program that emphasizes the 

former to the entire exclusion of the latter, an actual impossibility in fact, would result, if 

successful, in an indoctrination of the most extreme type, in the reduction of learning to a 

 
663 Ibid., 293.  
664 Ibid., 293-4. 
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mere matter of conditioning, in the absolute fixing of loyalties to social ideas and 

institutions, and in the development of minds impervious to new conceptions, dominated 

by servility to authority, and lacking elasticity, resilience and creativeness. Such a view 

of education is approached historically in the practices of various religious denominations 

and today in the totalitarian states of Europe and the Orient. On the other hand, a program 

that endeavors to repudiate the molding process completely, and actual impossibility also, 

would result, if successful, in the cultural disinheriting of its subjects and in the rearing of 

a generation without roots in any society or epoch — futile, amorphous, purposeless, 

lacking in common loyalties, and wholly unfitted for life in this world. Indeed, 

enlightenment itself can have no substance or meaning apart from personalities formed 

and created by the molding influences of a given culture and system of social 

arrangements.667 

 

Counts notes that enlightenment has never been practiced fully simply because by its existence it 

would destroy the process of organized education and to that point, he notes that “the architects 

of organized education have almost uniformly erred in the other direction, and grievously. The 

molding process has been so generally and powerfully emphasized that in many minds it has 

been identified with education.”668 

Counts’ final use of the term indoctrination in this text comes in Chapter twelve: A 

Program for Public Education. Counts states “from the standpoint of the preservation of free 

institutions and the successful operation of democratic processes, the program of popular 

education is primary.”669 Counts then articulates that knowledge through the school should be 

provided under eight categories: “the nature and history of man, the story of American 

democracy, the rise of industrial civilization, the present structure of American society, the 

contradictions and conflicts of the contemporary world, the social ideas, philosophies, and 

programs now in competition, the agencies and methods of propaganda in current use, and the 

purposes and potentialities of American democracy.”670 Counts use of the term indoctrination 

 
667 Ibid., 302-3.  
668 Ibid., 303.  
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comes when he discusses the sixth point regarding the teaching of the “social ideas, philosophies, 

and programs which are competing for survival and mastery in the world.”671 

In this paragraph, Counts argues that the school should address U.S. doctrine and also 

“the doctrines and practices associated with communism, fascism, socialism, syndicalism, the 

cooperative movement and any current ‘new deal.’”672 Counts uses the term indoctrination when 

he addresses where people might be critical of the teaching of these concepts. He states, “in no 

case should an effort be made to enforce a narrow indoctrination upon the minds on the younger 

generation. On the other hand,... the approach to these rival systems would not be lacking in bias 

and orientation.”673 He argues that the bias and orientation would be “democratic values and the 

necessities of industrial civilization.”674 

Counts first use of the term imposition in this text comes from his chapter, “American 

Democracy Today” and the discussion of economic democracy. Counts describes the effect that 

industrialization has had on the self-contained rural household and the free-hold farmer and how 

industrialization has resulted in “the concentration of economic power.”675 Counts believes that 

the concentration of economic power does not need to be described explicitly, because “it 

imposes itself starkly on all who read the newspapers, attend movies, listen to the radio, or even 

take the trouble to observe casually the world in which they live.”676 He concludes that Alexis de 

Tocqueville observing the America of Counts’ time would probably not find Democracy in 

America an appropriate title and would likely get no pushback if he changed the title to 

Plutocracy in America.677 

 
671 Ibid., 335.  
672 Ibid. 
673 Ibid.  
674 Ibid., 336.  
675 Ibid., 49. 
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Counts’ next use of the term imposition comes nearly one hundred pages later in his 

chapter, “Some Lessons from the Present.” He starts out this chapter by discussing Russia and 

uses the term imposition when describing the history of challenges to Russia’s despotic 

government. He states, “for at least two centuries and a half, beginning with the blind peasant 

revolt led by Stenka Razin in 1667, the blackest autocracy of the western world, modeled after 

the despotism imposed upon the Slav by the Tartar, was threatened with revolution in practically 

every generation.”678 Counts also uses the term imposition in the same chapter towards the end 

of the section on Russia. In the second to last paragraph, he describes a few aspects that make 

America and Russia different. Following this comparison he concludes, “in view of the basic 

differences between the two countries, it is self-evident that any attempt to impose upon America 

a precedent established in Moscow is doomed from the start to futility and disaster.”679 

In the same chapter, Counts also uses imposition in his conclusion where he provides a 

general synopsis of the “record of political democracy abroad.”680 Counts uses the term 

imposition when describing the way that the political left in each country generally lost its way 

in its pursuit to rid itself of despotism. Counts argues that the left, “being enslaved by a body of 

rigid revolutionary dogma, lost their powers of original social analysis and forced all capitalistic 

societies into the Procrustean bed of an ossified Marxism.”681 As an example of the weakening of 

political democracy, Counts describes the experience of Germany. “Being incapable of 

distinguishing between the despotism of the Tsar and the liberalism of the Weimar Republic, 

between the general cultural backwardness of the Slav and the high cultural level of the Teuton, 

 
678 Ibid., 141.  
679 Ibid., 148. 
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the extremists in Germany endeavored to impose upon Berlin a pattern fashioned in Moscow.”682 

These events he sees as leading to a division that allowed for the rise of a dictator in Germany. 

Counts next use of imposition comes in his chapter, “Some Assets” where he describes 

the aspects of American history which have made it a viable place for the development of 

political democracy. He defines ten assets that he considers to be most important: “the 

liquidation of feudal institutions and mentality, the democratic heritage, the experimental temper 

of the people, the tradition of ‘good neighborship,’ the contemporary European spectacle, the 

weakness of the aristocracy, the natural and technical resources of the country, the security of the 

nation from external attack, the high political sense of the population, and the growing body of 

precise knowledge of man and human affairs.”683 Counts use of imposition comes from the first 

asset, the “Liquidation of Feudal Institutions and Mentality.” Imposition is used specifically 

when he discusses the “absence of a military caste, proud and arrogant, scornful of peaceful 

persons and pursuits, confident of its natural right to rule, and ready at all times either to impose 

its own will upon the state or to ally itself with some faction for the protection or promotion of 

its special interests.”684 Counts notes that when a particular caste like this has existed, the 

historical record shows that “democracy is rendered extremely precarious.”685 He goes on noting 

that the Founding Fathers were aware of this and as a result, “the constitution subordinates the 

military to the civil authority and guarantees ‘the right of the people to keep and bear arms.’”686 

Counts’ next use of the term imposition comes from his explanation of organized 

education from his chapter, “Education and American Democracy” and specifically in his section 

 
682 Ibid.  
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discussing “Education and Politics.” After stating that the technical and the political are the two 

aspects of organized education, he defines what he means by technical. He states that the 

technical are, 

[T]hose professional knowledges and powers which are the special possession of persons 

trained to perform the functions associated with the conduct of education — 

understanding of the nature of the human organism, with particular reference to the 

learning process; knowledges of the individual disciplines and activities composing the 

school program; mastery of the various methods and procedures involved in teaching, 

management, organization, and administration.687 

 

Counts argues that each of these certainly have a political component, but what sets them apart is 

that these are areas that educators “might most appropriately claim a high degree of 

sovereignty.”688 He argues also that, “The intrusion of political forces here might impair the 

efficient operation of the school and therefore prevent the most complete fulfillment of the 

purposes which those very forces might wish to impose upon the institution.”689 

In the same chapter, Counts provides a section called “The Responsibility of the 

Profession” where he describes his conception of the teaching profession. His use of imposition 

comes in his opening paragraph of this section when he first argues that “the responsibility for 

the development and propagation of a conception of education designed to guard and nourish 

democratic values must rest largely on the teaching profession.”690 He takes this further and 

argues that the teachers need to be supported by the public in this effort. He notes, “the teachers 

of the country, constituting but a small minority, cannot themselves wield sufficient authority to 

make any conception of education prevail. Moreover, even if they had the power arbitrarily to 

impose their will upon the schools, they would be violating the principles of their calling if they 

 
687 Ibid., 297.  
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should do so.”691 While they may not have this ability and doing so would go against their moral 

code, they do, in his mind, have the ability to start the conversation and to “make the problem of 

education a major public interest.”692 

Counts’ last use of the term imposition in this text comes from his chapter “A Program 

for Public Education” where he spends time discussing higher education. He argues, “while a 

well-conceived and competently administered program of popular education is essential to the 

preservation of American democracy, the full realization of the potentialities of a society of free 

men and women, particularly in the industrial age, requires an equally appropriate and excellent 

system of higher learning.”693 Counts argues that just like public education, higher learning 

institutions must be changed to “meet most effectively the challenge of dictatorship and class 

rule.”694 He then lays out eight propositions to “stimulate discussion and provide a modicum of 

guidance.”695 

Counts’ use of imposition comes in his eighth proposal which is that “the control and 

conduct of the higher learning should be liberalized and democratized.”696 He argues that the 

current structure of higher education rests too much in the hands of the higher social and 

economic class. His proposal to combat the influence of the upper classes is to have boards of 

control “composed largely of persons representing immediately popular causes, movements, and 

sympathies.”697 He argues this board is more preferred to the current situation because, 

[T]o expect bankers, corporation officials, owners of great properties, and their habitual 

associates and servitors in the professions to favor liberation of the higher learning is to 

ask too much of human nature. Even though boards so constituted may refrain generally 

from positive acts of censorship and dismissal of instructors, they will invariably impose 
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their outlook by methods of indirection — by appointing ‘safe professors,’ by 

withholding promotions, my manipulating the budget, by sending out invitations to tea, 

by employing their vast resources of social prestige and respectability.698 

 

Counts continues noting that the “principle should be established that the loyalty of the teacher 

or investigator is to society rather than the state or any creature of the state.”699 He also argues 

that college and university faculty should present their work periodically for public review and 

criticism and “they must assume the responsibilities of self-discipline, devise ways and means of 

removing incompetents, and develop a defensible philosophy of their relation to society.”700 

“The Promise of American Democracy” (1939) 

“The Promise of American Democracy” is a chapter in the text, Democracy and the 

Curriculum: The Life and Program of the American School, edited by Harold Rugg.701 The 

chapter is adapted from Counts’ text The Prospects of American Democracy. The purpose of the 

whole book is to provide “a guide for teachers, youth, and parents in the study of The American 

Problem.”702 They define the American problem as, “to bring forth on this continent — in some 

form of cooperative commonwealth — the civilization of economic abundance, democratic 

behavior, and integrity of expression which is now potentially available.”703 The authors wrote 

the book “to help citizens generally, and especially teachers, to make their constructive 

contribution” towards addressing the problem.704 This text is written in chapters authored by 

separate writers and is intended to provide a cohesive position on the schools role in supporting 

and growing democracy in the United State. Counts’ chapter comes in part two of the text which 

 
698 Ibid. 
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Program of the American School, ed. Harold Rugg (New York: D. Appleton-Century Company, Inc.,1939). 
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is titled “The Creative Resources of America.” Counts’ chapter is the first one in this section of 

the text. 

Table 10. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “The Promise of 

American Democracy” 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

  

Imposition Quotes  

“It imposes itself starkly on all who read the newspapers, attend the movies, listen 

to the radio, or even take the trouble to observe casually the world in which they 

live.” 

200 

 

In this chapter, Counts does not include a mention of the term indoctrination, however 

there is one use of the term imposition. His use of the term imposition comes from his section 

about “American Democracy Today.” This section discusses the differences between the 

American Democracy of Jefferson and Jackson to what he sees in American society today. 

Counts specifically focuses on the changes in the economic foundations of American democracy. 

He describes the statistics relating to workers, noting that farming makes up a small percentage 

of the working population at his time. He also argues that the concept of the “freehold farmer” 

from the founding age is starkly different and arguably non-existent in the early 1900s. Although 

Counts sees the loss of this foundation as concerning, he believes that “of greater significance is 

the concentration of economic power which has marched hand in hand with the conquest of the 

continent and the growth of industrialism.”705 Here, Counts uses the term imposition in his 

description of the pressure that the concentration of power has on individual people. He states 

that “it imposes itself starkly on all who read the newspapers, attend the movies, listen to the 

radio, or even take the trouble to observe casually the world in which they live.”706 Counts sees 
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this imposition of industrial society as being pushed by a new aristocracy led by the merchant 

and financial classes.707 

The Schools can Teach Democracy (1939) 

The book jacket for this text notes that it was born out of a speech presented before the 

Progressive Education Association on Washington’s Birthday in February 1939. The speech was 

then edited and expanded to be presented in pamphlet form for public consumption. The book 

jacket summarizes the text by stating that it articulates a challenge that Counts put to the 

American people. The challenge this text addresses is Counts’ belief that there has been a failure 

to educate for democracy, and his conclusion that it is essential for teachers and school 

leadership to focus their attention on remedying that failure by determining the responsibility 

that the school has in making educating for democracy a reality. 

Table 11. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in The Schools Can 

Teach Democracy 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

“In no case should an effort be made to enforce a narrow indoctrination upon the 

minds of the younger generation.” 
28 

Imposition Quotes  

“To those who would see in the dedication of the school to the teaching of 

democracy an unfair imposition of the viewpoint of the adult world upon the child, 

or of the present upon the future, the point can be made that the ideas, values, and 

outlooks of democracy are quite as much the product of man’s creative genius as 

language or number, and quite as precious.” 

16 

 

In this text, Counts only uses the term indoctrination once. It comes in the latter half of 

this text when Counts describes what he sees as the responsibilities of the school. He summarizes 

this in the following way, 

...the school, besides giving an account of the nature and history of man, with particular 

emphasis on the content and fortunes of the great liberal and humane tradition developing 
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through the ages and on the contributions of diverse races and peoples to our common 

culture, should instruct the coming generation in the story of democracy, the rise of 

industrial civilization, the present structure of American society, the conflicts and 

contradictions of the contemporary world, the social ideas, philosophies, and programs 

now in competition, the agencies and methods of propaganda current today, and the great 

organizations and movements tending to increase the power and make effective the will 

of the people.708 

 

The following paragraphs then expound on each of these areas. Counts’ use of the term 

indoctrination comes in the section where he discusses “the various social ideas, philosophies, 

and programs which are competing for survival and mastery in the world.”709 He argues that the 

school should be the place where these varied viewpoints are put through “honest and critical 

review.”710 Counts argues that American “social, economic, and political tradition” should be 

reviewed as well as “doctrines and practices associated with communism, fascism, socialism, 

syndicalism, the co-operative movement, and any current ‘new deal.’”711 

Counts’ use of indoctrination comes immediately after the mention of these varied 

concepts. He argues that even though he is calling for the teaching of such concepts, “in no case 

should an effort be made to enforce a narrow indoctrination upon the minds of the younger 

generation.”712 While at the same time, he acknowledges that any approach to the discussion of 

“these rival systems would not be lacking in bias and orientation.”713 Using the American 

context, Counts then sets his preferred bias and orientation by stating that, “every one of them 

would be appraised in terms of democratic values and the necessities of industrial 

civilization.”714 In doing so, Counts considers that “useful ideas and suggestions” might be 

 
708 George S. Counts, The Schools Can Teach Democracy (New York: The John Day Company, 1939). 23.  
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identified, but that those suggestions would be interpreted and adapted to the unique American 

society.715 

Counts’ use of the term imposition also only occurs once in this text. The use of 

imposition appears earlier in the text and after Counts’ argument that the teaching of democracy 

has not advanced since the founding of the country. Counts argues that this “failure is traceable 

at bottom to a widespread assumption that education is a self-determining process, that it is 

indifferent to social values and systems, that it moves forward in accordance with its own 

timeless and universal laws, and that when so conceived it inevitably and automatically serves 

the cause of democracy.”716 Counts argues that the way to turn from this false assumption is to 

reject social and moral neutrality and “direct the energies of organized education without 

reservation to the defense and strengthening of the democratic tradition and way of life.”717 

Counts use of imposition comes as his response to the obvious critical challenge he 

knows will be leveled at his view, one specifically that raises “the respect for individual 

personality cherished by democracy.”718 He believes this challenge to his view helps to prove his 

basic argument. He says, 

To those who would see in the dedication of the school to the teaching of democracy an 

unfair imposition of the viewpoint of the adult world upon the child, or of the present 

upon the future, the point can be made that the ideas, values, and outlooks of democracy 

are quite as much the product of man’s creative genius as language or number, and quite 

as precious. To live by them is far more difficult than the conquest of the alphabet or the 

mastery of the multiplication table.719 

 
715 Ibid.  
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The Education of Free Men in American Democracy (1941) 

Counts was tasked by the Education Policies Commission to complete a text that was 

“first outlined and planned by the commission in 1938.”720 The acknowledgements at the 

beginning of the text note that the Commission had been “exploring the relationships between 

American democracy and the American school” for several years leading up to the publication of 

this text.721 They consider this text to be an extension and synthesis of the past research. The 

Commission notes that it chose Counts to complete this task because of his ability to state the 

views of the Commission “clearly, honestly and convincingly” and for his “broad knowledge of 

education and its social background and [his] devotion to American democracy which have made 

him an invaluable collaborator in the Commission’s entire program.”722 The text, similar to some 

of the other pieces that Counts wrote, is designed for use in the classroom or by citizens in their 

discussion of this topic. After the body of the text, a study-guide is provided which offers a 

summary of each chapter along with discussion questions. The study guide was not developed by 

Counts but was developed from Counts’ text by R. I. Grigsby, a curriculum consultant for the U. 

S. Office of Education. 

Table 12. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in The Education of 

Free Men in American Democracy  

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

  

Imposition Quotes  

“With the initiative in their hands the totalitarian powers appear resolved to impose 

their pattern upon the world, to place the whole earth under the rule of a few great 

military states.” 

9 

 
720 George S. Counts, The Education of Free Men in American Democracy (Washington, DC: National Education 

Association of the United States, 1941), acknowledgements.  
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“The source of this error seems to reside in the assumption that democracy is the 

“natural” form of human society, that men have not had to devise and learn the 

peculiar ways of democracy, that men, if liberated from the arbitrary compulsions 

imposed by tyrants, turn instinctively to these ways, that men are born with the 

qualities, dispositions, and loyalties essential to the guarding and fulfillment of the 

democratic faith.” 

47 

“Although some may recoil from such a program on the ground that it would be an 

unwarranted imposition of the old upon the young, the fact is, as indicated above, 

that only thus can the immature achieve maturity and the bound be set free.” 

53-4 

“In a democracy all of the people, in the light of their knowledge and in obedience 

to their basic loyalties, impose upon themselves, voluntarily and resolutely, the 

restraints necessary to the guarding and advancing of the common interest.” 

79 

“The first school of thought has believed that discipline must be imposed by an 

arbitrary and all-powerful authority; the second that it will develop from within in 

any properly conducted education.” 

88 

“Members of the first school, like all supporters of authoritarian doctrine, have 

assumed that man is evil by nature and must be remade according to a pattern 

imposed by some external power; members of the second, like all followers of the 

romantic tradition, have assumed that man is good by nature and should be 

permitted and encouraged to develop in accord with his own inner tendencies.” 

88 

“Government should guarantee to the teacher of proven worth a just wage, 

economic security, reasonable tenure, opportunity for continued study, and 

protection from the assaults of all busybodies and pressure groups seeking to 

impose upon him and the school their special and peculiar brands of morals and 

patriotism.” 

107 

“While guarding education from the pressures and encroachments of other forces, 

government should not make the mistake of imposing a host of its own regulations 

and prescriptions.” 

108 

 

In this text, the term indoctrination only appears once, but it is in the Study Guide which 

is not written by Counts. R. I. Grigsby uses the term indoctrination in one of his discussion 

questions associated with Counts’ chapter titled “The Loyalties of Free Men.” 

Counts uses the term imposition several times in this text. His first use of imposition is in 

his summary of the rising movements of despotism and the growth of fascism and communism. 

In his section “Hopes Deferred,” Counts reflects on the hopes that existed after the first World 

War. His use of the term imposition supports his concerns regarding the pressure he sees rising 

from totalitarian states. Rather than a League of Nations devoted to peace, Counts notes that 
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dictators lead much of Europe and Asia. It is these dictators that Counts notes “appear resolved 

to impose their pattern upon the world, to place the whole earth under the rule of a few great 

military states.”723The result is a second World War. 

Counts’ second use of the term imposition occurs many pages later in his section about 

“The Nature of Democracy in Relation to Education.” In the previous section, Counts talks 

through the “Nature of Education in Relation to Democracy.” In that section, Counts addresses 

the idea that education is always democratic and that totalitarian states seek to keep their people 

uneducated. He describes how totalitarian states have not avoided education but perfected it for 

their particular aims. As a result, American people have not properly perceived the nature of 

education in relation to democracy and it seems the same issues exists in their perception of the 

nature of democracy in relation to education. The issue Counts’ seeks to tackle is the perception, 

That democracy is the ‘natural’ form of human society, that men have not had to devise 

and learn the particular ways of democracy, that men, if liberated from the arbitrary 

compulsions imposed by tyrants, turn instinctively to these ways, that men are born with 

the qualities, dispositions, and loyalties essential to the guarding and fulfillment of the 

democratic faith.724 

 

Counts questions how it could be possible that Americans came to hold this perception given 

how much people had to struggle to bring American democracy into existence. Counts use of the 

term imposition in the above quote, relates to the perception of the actions of tyrants and in the 

idea that democracy liberates people from this imposition. 

Counts next uses imposition in his section on “The Cultivation of Democratic Loyalties.” 

Counts argues that the only way for democracy to survive is for it to employ its own methods to 

cultivate its essential loyalties and the nature of those loyalties in the children, youths, and adults 

 
723 Ibid., 9.  
724 Ibid., 47. 
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of the country.725 Counts use of the term imposition here comes in his acknowledgement that 

people might be taken aback by such a suggestion, but he argues that this imposition is the only 

way that “the immature achieve maturity and the bound be set free.”726 Counts follows this 

conclusion by stating that, “appropriate loyalties constitute one of the indispensable conditions 

for the maintenance of individual liberty as a general and enduring quality of social life.”727 

Counts’ next utilizes of the term imposition in his section called “Democratic and 

Totalitarian Disciplines” in his chapter “The Disciplines of Free Men.” In this chapter, Counts 

addresses the concept of discipline, a discipline designed to sustain the democratic faith. 

He addresses discipline because it appears as a central argument from authoritative countries, 

that a democracy cannot be disciplined enough to sustain itself.728 Counts defines discipline as 

“the putting of loyalties and knowledge to efficient use, the ordering of life in the light of 

understanding and toward the attainment of purpose.”729 In leading up to his discussion of 

disciplines for democracy and disciplines for totalitarianism, Counts argues that democracy 

requires a social discipline and that “social discipline is a form, though a particularly severe 

form, of individual discipline.”730 In coming to this conclusion, Counts is arguing that 

democracies need just as much discipline as despotisms, and perhaps more. 

His section about “Democratic and Totalitarian Disciplines” is an attempt to define the 

difference between discipline in a democracy and discipline in a totalitarian state. He defines the 

discipline of totalitarian states as “the discipline of slaves,” and the forced surrender of self, 

while on the other side, “the discipline of democracy is the discipline of free men” in the 

 
725 Ibid., 53.  
726 Ibid., 54.  
727 Ibid.  
728 Ibid., 75.  
729 Ibid., 76.  
730 Ibid., 77. 
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conscious surrender of self.731 Counts states that, “in a democracy all of the people, in the light of 

their knowledge and in obedience to their basic loyalties, impose upon themselves, voluntarily 

and resolutely, the restraints necessary to the guarding and advancing of the common interest.”732 

Counts acknowledges that some physical force might still be needed in a democracy, but that 

more attention is placed on seeking for the “understanding of consequences, rather than on fear 

of punishment by some authority.”733 As a result of his conception of the locus of control in a 

democracy, Counts argues that “the educational task is to achieve the degree of devotion to the 

general welfare that the totalitarian systems arouse toward the person of the dictator.”734 To 

achieve this devotion without resorting to the methods of control employed by totalitarian 

regimes, Counts argues that “democracy must be presented to the young as a way of life and a 

social faith immeasurably superior to all others.”735 

The next two uses of imposition are found in the same chapter as the one above, but they 

are later in the chapter in a section called, “The Teaching of Discipline.” In this section, Counts 

states that “at no time in the history of American education has a concerted effort been made to 

rear a generation in the discipline of free men.”736 Counts again addresses the two camps of 

thought, democratic and totalitarian. He notes that “one has been inclined to identify education 

with discipline, the other has tended to associate it with liberty.”737 He on the other hand, 

believes both “are needed in the schools of a free society” and the problem lies in the way that 

each conceives of the concepts of discipline and liberty.738 

 
731 Ibid., 78-9.  
732 Ibid., 79.  
733 Ibid. 
734 Ibid. 
735 Ibid.  
736 Ibid., 87.  
737 Ibid.  
738 Ibid.  
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Counts’ first use of the term imposition in this section relates to the belief of totalitarian 

governments that “discipline must be imposed by an arbitrary and all-powerful authority.”739 

Counts uses the term imposition in a series of statements meant to show the contrasting views of 

totalitarian states versus democratic ones. He sees the confusion exists from the view that each 

has of human nature, conceptions he sees as false and fundamentally alike. He defines the 

authoritarian notion as a belief that man is evil by nature and must be “remade according to a 

pattern imposed by some external power” while supporters of the democratic tradition “have 

assumed that man is good by nature and should be permitted and encouraged to develop in 

accord with his own inner tendencies.”740 Counts believes that “man is neither evil nor good by 

nature, but rather becomes evil or good, according to a given set of standards as he grows to 

maturity in a given society or culture.”741 In both cases in this section, Counts use of the term 

imposition focuses on the efforts made by totalitarian states. 

The final two uses of imposition in this book are in the chapter, “Government, the 

Teacher, and the People.” More specifically, both are found in the section dealing with the 

“responsibilities and obligations of the government.” The first use of imposition in this text is in 

his discussion of the fourth responsibility of a democratic government, “to safeguard the integrity 

of the teacher and to encourage him to grow to his full stature” while the second is used in the 

fifth responsibility of the government “to restrain itself and refuse to make full use of its 

power.”742 Counts uses imposition in the first sentence when he addresses the fourth 

responsibility. Counts argues that government must protect teachers “from the assaults of all 

busybodies and pressure groups seeking to impose upon him and the school their special and 

 
739 Ibid., 88. 
740 Ibid.  
741 Ibid. 
742 Ibid., 107-8.  
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particular brands of morals and patriotism.”743 Counts argues that government should work to 

support teachers in order to treat them as the “free men” that he claims should exist. He states 

that this protection for teachers should not be done for their benefit, but to ensure that teachers 

can continue to do their jobs. Counts states “if the American people desire to defend the 

democratic faith against assault from within or without, they can scarcely pay too high a price to 

place such men and women in the public schools of the country.”744 

The second use of the term imposition in this text comes from Counts’ concern that 

government exhibits just as much pressure and force as outside groups. He states, “while 

guarding education from the pressures and encroachments of other forces, government should 

not make the mistake of imposing a host of its own regulations and prescriptions.”745 He argues 

instead that the government should do what it needs to protect schools and the teaching 

profession but otherwise allow the public school to govern itself under the guidance of the 

teaching profession. 

“Presidential Address” (1941) 

While serving as the president of the American Federation of Teachers, Counts wrote this 

presidential address which was published in the October 1941 edition of The District Teacher. 

The District Teacher was a quarterly publication by the Teachers’ Union of the District of 

Columbia. It is believed that this address was presented to the American Federation of Teachers 

at their twenty-fifth annual convention. 

Table 13. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “Presidential 

Address” 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

 
743 Ibid., 107.  
744 Ibid., 108.  
745 Ibid.  
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Imposition Quotes  

“Victory in Russia, even if not followed by a successful invasion of Britain, would 

lead to the imposition of the Nazi pattern of life and society upon more than three-

fifths of the earth.” 

6 

“On the other hand, we must resist all efforts, from whatever source, to impose a 

narrow orthodoxy upon the schools.” 
7 

 

There is no use of the term indoctrination in Counts’ presidential address; however, he 

uses the term imposition twice. The larger sentiment of his address is a reflection on the realities 

of World War II and a call for a unified effort to defeat the aims of Hitler even if that means 

allying with another dictatorship in Russia to succeed. Counts states that, “We must realize 

further that the fortunes of the American people are irrevocably involved in that stupendous and 

bloody struggle which is now being waged on the vast plains of western Russia.”746 Counts then 

details the reality if the Nazi’s were to win out against the Russians. This depiction of a 

hypothetical situation leads to his first use of imposition, when Counts states, “victory in Russia, 

even if not followed by a successful invasion of Britain, would lead to the imposition of the Nazi 

pattern of life and society upon more than three-fifths of the earth.”747  

Counts second use of the term imposition comes from a section where he turns his 

attention to a discussion of the future. He states that there are five “great tasks” facing the 

American Federation of Teachers: 

First, defend public education in the United States; second, continue to fight for the ever 

more complete democratization of public education; third, prepare for the impact of the 

return of peace on public education; fourth, develop a positive educational program for 

the post-war world; and fifth, work for the defense and advance of democracy here at 

home in the United States.748 

 

 
746 George S. Counts, “Presidential Address,” District Teacher 12, (October 1941), 5-8, 6. 
747 Ibid. 
748 Ibid., 7.  



195 

 

 

 

He continues by stating that the most important task is the defense of public education. He then 

defines two ways that this defense should be done. The first is the defense of “school budgets in 

the face of powerful and sustained pressures emanating from those who are opposed to 

expenditures for public education either because they dislike paying taxes or because they fear a 

thoroughly enlightened people.”749 The second is where Counts uses the term imposition. He 

states, “On the other hand, we must resist all efforts, from whatever source, to impose a narrow 

orthodoxy upon the schools.”750 Following this statement, he mentions four specific efforts that 

he was referring to in this quote: totalitarian movements, “abuses of legislative committees,” 

“and the attacks of a National Association of Manufacturers or a Governor Talmadge.”751 Each 

of these was a driving effort to shape the aims of public schooling for particular purposes 

suitable to special interest and not to the nation as a whole.   

“Education in an Age of Decision” (1942) 

This article was published in the November 1942 edition of the Curriculum Journal. The 

central purpose of this text is to call for the making of key decisions in the face of the threats of 

World War II and the need to defend democracy. 

Table 14. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “Education in an 

Age of Decision” 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

  

Imposition Quotes  

“This means in general that we must remove the severe disabilities which the 

strong, ourselves among them, have sought to impose on the world.” 
306 

 

 
749 Ibid. 
750 Ibid. 
751 Ibid. 
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There is no use of the term indoctrination in this text and only one use of the term 

imposition. It comes in the third part of this piece. In this section, Counts describes three things 

that he believes should be done through the schools. He states that schools “should give to the 

young an understanding and appreciation of the great technological revolution that has swept 

over the earth,” “a great and challenging conception of American life and destiny,” and “give to 

the young a vision of a world order in which the American people can live as a free nation.”752 

He uses the term imposition in his discussion of the third point. Counts believes that a “world 

order is coming” and depending on the outcome of the war, it could be “an order ruled by a 

master race or people” or “an order of free and equal peoples.”753 It is in pursuit of the second 

outcome that Counts uses the term indoctrination. In order to achieve an order of free and equal 

people Counts believes “we must remove the severe disabilities which the strong, ourselves 

among them, have sought to impose upon the weak in this world.”754 He follows this conclusion 

by saying, “only as we succeed in guaranteeing freedom and justice to others can we place 

freedom and justice to ourselves on a durable foundation.”755 In calling for this, he specifically 

mentions recognizing and honoring the right of “the colored peoples of the earth... to the material 

and spiritual heritage of mankind,” which is the same as his call in the previous text, “Education 

in an Age of Decision.”756 

“Education and Post War America” (1944) 

“Education and Post War America” was published in May of 1944 in The American 

Teacher, the journal of The American Federation of Teachers. This article is based off an address 

 
752 George S. Counts, “Education in an Age of Decision,” Curriculum Journal 13 (November 1942): 303-307, 305-

6. 
753 Ibid., 306. 
754 Ibid.  
755 Ibid., 306-7. 
756 Ibid., 306. 
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that Counts gave during the American Federation of Labor’s Post War Forum April 12th and 13th 

in 1944. It’s noted in the piece that Counts was serving as the vice-president of the American 

Federation of Teachers at the time. The address was then turned into this text. It represents “the 

major portion of Dr. Counts’ address.”757 Counts opens this piece by arguing that World War II, 

like the first World War, “revealed many perfectly shameless deficiencies in the education of the 

greatest and richest democracies” and that the failure to develop the talents of the people 

“weakened our military effort both at home and abroad and has thus imperiled our existence as a 

nation.”758 As a result, the central argument of this piece is that more attention to education is 

needed to ensure the development of a strong future military. 

Table 15. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “Education and 

Post War America” 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

  

Imposition Quotes  

“This means in general that we must teach the young to work for the removal of 

those severe disabilities which the strong have sought to impose on the world.” 
11 

 

Counts does not use the term indoctrination in this text and only uses the term imposition 

once in a similar manner to the previously described text. The first half of this text is a defense of 

greater federal funding for education and the growth of research and attention into areas of 

education like early childhood education, youth education, and adult education. Following this 

defense, Counts then turns to address the conception of education. He argues that the problems in 

education are more than just programmatic or structural and require a “conception of education 

equal to the tasks.”759 Counts describes three guiding principles that would “give to our 

 
757 George S. Counts, “Education and Post War America,” American Teacher 28 (May 1944): 9-12, 9. 
758 Ibid. 
759 Ibid., 10. 
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education a grandeur suited to the age in which we live.”760 First, the young should have an 

understanding and appreciation for the revolutions of science and technology and how they have 

“‘destroyed much of the world of our fathers and has set the framework of the world for our 

children.”761 Second, the young should have a “great and challenging conception of the history, 

life, and future of the American people.”762 Third, the young should have “a vision of a world 

order in which the American people can live as a free nation.”763 

Counts’ use of imposition comes in his discussion of the third point. Here he considers 

the creation of a world order, acknowledges what it would have been like if Hitler had won, and 

holds out hope that when the war is finally won, America will “build an order of free and equal 

peoples.” It is following this hope that Counts expresses that the young need to be taught to 

“work for the removal of those severe disabilities which the strong have sought to impose upon 

the weak in this world.”764 He follows this statement concluding that, “it means in particular that 

we must teach them that the colored races of the earth, including the American Negro, should 

enjoy equal rights to the material and spiritual heritage of mankind.”765 Counts concludes by 

arguing that to meet the “aims of the United Nations in the present war, we must cultivate both in 

ourselves and in our children a definite world-mindedness, an awareness of world citizenship, a 

feeling of responsibility toward all nations and peoples, a sense of belonging to a common 

humanity.”766 

 
760 Ibid. 
761 Ibid. 
762 Ibid., 11.  
763 Ibid. 
764 Ibid.  
765 Ibid. 
766 Ibid.  
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Education and the Promise of America (1945) 

This text is the seventeenth volume in the Kappa Delta Pi lecture series and the editor’s 

introduction states that, in this text, Counts “critically reexamines our fundamental traditions and 

envisages their future modification and refinement in terms of the emerging technological, 

humanistic and industrialized age.”767 In his authors preface, Counts states that this text is a 

“treatment of a great theme — the theme that education always expresses a conception of 

civilization and that our education should express a great conception of our civilization in its 

historical and world setting.”768 

Table 16. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in Education and the 

Promise of America 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

  

Imposition Quotes  

“Here were few noble lords, of either church or state, who by armed retainers or by 

“motto and blazon” imposed their will upon the “rabble.”” 
32 

“The abolition of war is the most urgent task that industrial civilization has 

imposed on mankind.” 
70 

“Moreover, if the nations fail to establish a peace based on co-operation, it is quite 

possible that some totalitarian state may take the job in hand and impose a peace on 

the world conceived in tyranny and dedicated to the proposition that the races of 

men are created very unequal.” 

98 

“Clothed with practically unlimited power and authority, the dictator is able to 

impose on the educational agencies unity of purpose and singleness of direction.” 
106 

 

There are no uses of the term indoctrination in this text; however, the term imposition is 

used a number of times. The first use of the term imposition comes in the third chapter of the 

text, “American Civilization — Our Heritage,” and in the second section of the chapter titled 

“America is a child of the modern age.” In this section, Counts recalls the time when America 

 
767 George S. Counts, Education and the Promise of America (New York: Macmillan, 1945.), v.  
768 Ibid., vii.   



200 

 

 

 

was founded and the effect that had on development of the country. Particularly, Counts focuses 

on the social system of the Old World and how America was born in a time when the traditional 

aristocracy of the Middle Ages was greatly losing power. Counts notes that while it was difficult 

for Europe to make the transition, America was a place where it was far easier to establish a new 

social system and the potential of a new land brought people who were all seeking freedom from 

the restraints of the old world. His use of the term imposition comes from his description of what  

made America a fertile land for the establishment of a different social system. He notes, 

Here were no vested rights and interests deeply and firmly rooted in law and custom. 

Here were few great landed estates that had been passed from father to son for 

generations and centuries. Here were few noble lords, of either church or state, who by 

armed retainers or by ‘motto and blazon’ imposed their will upon the ‘rabble.’ Here were 

few prisons and dungeons and torture chambers for breaking the bodies and spirits of 

dissenters and rebels. Here, with rich and unoccupied land ever beckoning, men and 

women craving freedom could not be held in bondage.769 

 

Counts first use of imposition relates to the way people of lower status were forced to live be- 

cause of the pressures of a caste society.  

Counts next use of the term imposition comes in the chapter “American Civilizations —

our New Frontiers” and specifically in the fifth section titled “Industrial civilization opens up 

new vistas.” In this section, Counts starts by stating that all civilizations “have rested almost 

wholly or largely on the energy of man.”770 This is no different in industrial civilization, just that 

“industrial civilization has given man a new equation of power.”771 Counts uses the war effort as 

an example of this power. Considering the results of industrialization during the war years, 

Counts states “when our productive energies are fully released and harnessed, when our 

 
769 Ibid., 32. 
770 Ibid., 68.  
771 Ibid.  
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knowledge is fully utilized, we can perform miracles. There is no rational justification for 

poverty and economic insecurity in industrial America.”772 

Counts use of imposition comes in his discussion of how war has changed because of 

industrialization. He notes the vast increase in the weapons of war and the uses of science to 

create such horrors also brings about the chance that “one nation, exalting the military virtues 

and guided by a policy of utter and calculated ruthlessness, will subjugate and hold in bondage 

all of the rest.”773 Counts notes that such a “power must be kept in the hands of those who love 

justice and are resolved to keep peace.”774 Because of the way that industrialization has 

accelerated the weapons of war, Counts states that, “the abolition of war is the most urgent task 

that industrial civilization has imposed on mankind.”775 Prior to the industrial revolution and its 

effect on war, the need for peace was not considered essential to the survival of the human 

species. With the powers of war created because of the innovation of industrialization, that 

reality changed making human extinction by human hands a very real possibility. 

Counts other use of imposition comes in the same chapter, but is in the section titled, 

“America is committed to world peace.” In this section, Counts argues that a “hatred of war is 

deeply rooted in our mores.”776 He continues his argument that “industrial civilization has 

increased immeasurably the urgency of the task of establishing a just and durable peace.”777 He 

notes also that industrial civilization is changing the dynamics of power where some countries 

are losing their positions of power while relatively young civilizations are growing in strength. 

Counts sees America as one of the rising superpowers and states that this new position elicits a 
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responsibility. He sees that the new capabilities of war could be turned in the service of peace 

and in a spirit of cooperation. As a word of warning, Counts uses the term imposition. He states, 

“if the nations fail to establish a peace based on co-operation, it is quite possible that some 

totalitarian state may take the job in hand and impose a peace on the world conceived in tyranny 

and dedicated to the proposition that the races of man are created very unequal.”778 Counts uses 

language familiar to American democracy to raise the importance of pursuing peace. 

Counts’ last use of imposition in this text comes in the chapter “Education for America in 

the Industrial Age” and in the second section called “New educational horizons.” In this section, 

Counts notes that the power of organized education was proven between the great wars by 

totalitarian states. He addresses critics who argue that the educational experiences of totalitarian 

states are not relevant to democracies. He presents the argument of the critics who state that the 

educational power of totalitarian leaders is due to the “unlimited power and authority” of the 

dictator which allows them “to impose on the educational agencies [a] unity of purpose and 

singleness of direction.”779 Counts notes that the critics argue that education in a democracy 

“must always be relatively aimless, dispersive, and even marked by contradictions” because of 

its regard for freedom and differences.780 Counts sees this view as a defeatist attitude and 

detrimental to the survival of democracy.”781 The use of the term imposition in this section is 

meant to show how critics give dictatorships the ability to shape education but deny that 

democracy, which still requires leadership, has the ability to do the same. 

 
778 Ibid., 98. 
779 Ibid., 106.  
780 Ibid. 
781 Ibid. 
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Education and American Civilization (1952) 

The forward to this book notes that it is a publication of The Horace Mann-Lincoln 

Institute of School Experimentation, which was part of Teachers College, Columbia University. 

It is stated that Counts’ book is the third of three studies initiated by the Institute. The first two, 

focused on the nature of child development and the nature of the curriculum, had already been 

published. Counts’ book it is stated, “is about our American civilization.”782 The forward 

articulates the basic premise of Counts book: first the need of a great education because of the 

changing over of one civilization to another and second an argument for and analysis of the 

American heritage and the relationship between culture and education.783 

Counts, writing in the preface to this text, states that it “represents an effort to meet in the 

field of education the challenge of totalitarianism in its several forms” and “it represents an effort 

to develop a conception of American education which will support the values of free society in 

the present troubled age as effectively and vigorously as the educational conceptions of the 

totalitarian states support the purposes of despotism.”784 Through his analysis, he seeks to 

provide “an exploration of the dynamics of industrial society, an examination of the major 

realities of the contemporary epoch, and an affirmation of the values which should guide us in 

the rearing of the young in the coming years.”785 He notes that his approach “is based upon the 

assumption that an education always expresses a conception of some living civilization and that a 

great education must express a great conception of civilization.”786 Bringing it all together, 

 
782 George S. Counts, Education and American Civilization (New York: Teachers College, Columbia University, 

1952), v.  
783 Ibid. 
784 Ibid., ix. 
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Counts states that this text “is essentially a study of the social, cultural, and moral foundation of 

the program and curriculum of our American common school.”787 

Table 17. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in Education and 

American Civilization 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

“It is argued, moreover, that any positive interference by members of the older 

generation is a form of imposition or indoctrination and is certain to lead to 

frustration” 

31 

Imposition Quotes  

“Here were few noble lords, of either church or state, who by armed retainers or by 

“motto and blazon” imposed their will upon the “inferior orders.” 
54 

““We have already attained such proficiency in the ways of destruction that another 

world-wide struggle might either utterly destroy civilization everywhere or impose 

an enduring tyranny on all peoples.” 

176 

“As we play a central role in the defense and the strengthening of the free world, 

we must avoid like the plague the development of a messianic complex which 

would lead us down the road of imperialism and the forcible imposition of our 

policies, ideas, and institutions on other peoples.” 

199-200 

“Unless some particular pattern is imposed by force on all nations, it will be 

profoundly influenced everywhere by the particular character, the history, the 

heritage, and the geographical setting, of each people involved.” 

214 

“The principle of equality as applied to peoples and races is dismissed as a fraud 

which the weak have endeavored to impose on the strong.” 
228 

“Moreover, if the nations fail to establish a peace based on cooperation, it is quite 

possible that some totalitarian state may take the job in hand and impose a peace on 

the world conceived in tyranny and dedicated to the proposition that the races of 

man are created very unequal.” 

231 

“We might begin with universal military service and then be driven by an 

inexorable logic to impose the military mind on economy, government, education, 

science, and art.” 

288 

“Clothed with practically unlimited power and authority and able therefore impose 

all the educational agencies unity purpose and singleness of direction, the dictator 

is able achieve miracles.” 

297 

“If such a program is to be more than an expression of individual preference, if it is 

to affect practice anywhere in the world, it must be rooted in the history and culture 

of some living society, unless it is imposed by force from without.” 

433 

“But even if thus imposed, to be effective it must articulate in some measure with 

the traditions and institutions of the people involved.” 
433 
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“Thus policies formulated at headquarters in Washington, New York, Chicago, or 

some smaller city may be imposed on a great organization and carried throughout 

the nation by an obedient and disciplined membership.” 

445 

“Powerful groups play upon the school, each striving to impose its will on the 

substance and process of education.” 
452 

“That system was not imposed from above by a strong central government or an 

influential intellectual class.” 
454 

 

The term indoctrination is found only once in this text. Counts uses the term 

indoctrination in Chapter 2: Education and Civilization. More specifically, it is found in a section 

in that chapter titled, “Current proposals for educational reform are inadequate.” In this section, 

Counts reviews three proposals that have grown out of the interest in education, and which are 

set before Americans as the future of education. Before addressing the summary of each 

proposal, Counts states that even though there has been great interest and vast amounts of 

discussion, research and experimentation in education, no current proposal is appropriate, 

“because of our general and persistent failure to probe deeply into the nature of education as a 

moral and social undertaking.”788 Counts sees American education as good, but not truly great, 

resulting in an education that is “below the possibilities of our civilization.”789 

Counts’ use of the term indoctrination comes from his review of the second proposal. The 

first proposal Counts reviews is the efforts of improving education through Mechanical 

Efficiency which sees the school system as comparable to an assembly line, raw material in, 

finished products out. The second proposal that Counts discusses is that of Child-Centered 

education. Counts reviews the basic premises of child-centered theorists. One of those premises 

he notes as a belief that “any positive interference by members of the older generation is a form 

of imposition or indoctrination and is certain to lead to frustration.”790 Counts response to this 

 
788 Ibid., 29.  
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premise is to state that it “undoubtedly is the most romantic interpretation of human nature since 

Rousseau.”791 He follows this by noting that the proposal of the child-centered camp is a 

romantic one, the value of their argument is in the recognition of “the psychological truth that 

interest is a condition of effective and economical learning.”792 He agrees as a result that “the 

immediate concerns of the young... should always play a large role in education;” however, he 

argues that “the responsibility of the school is, not to follow the interests of the young, but rather 

to assist in arousing and building worthy and fruitful interests.”793 

Counts follows this argument by also highlighting what he sees as a great moral 

affirmation in the child-centered theory, in that “in conformity with the democratic ethic, it 

affirms that the child is a person and that his personality should be treated with respect and 

regarded as precious. He acknowledges that history shows the horrors done to children by adults, 

and he argues that “the liberation of boys and girls from the reign of adult tyranny and ignorance 

is one of the marks of a high civilization.”794 Counts concludes, however, that “respect for the 

personality of the child is expressed most fully in an educational program designed to develop a 

mature personality deserving of respect.”795 

The term imposition, besides being used alongside indoctrination in the quote discussed 

above, is seen thirteen other times in this text. The first use of imposition discussed here is used 

in a very similar way to its first use in the text discussed prior to this one. It comes in the third 

chapter of the text titled, “A Child of the Modern Age” and is found in a section titled, “The 

spirit of the new age found an easier birth in North America.” This section discusses the 
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changing of the social system and how, because of the time America was being developed, a new 

conception of man’s relationship to man could be developed. Counts concludes that “the whole 

continent was a virgin seed-bed for the ‘dangerous thoughts’ then agitating the Old World.”796 

Counts then describes the elements of the Old World that were missing in the new and by their 

absence allowed for the new system to grow. Using a very similar quote to the one used in the 

previous text, Counts describes the power of “noble lords” and how they by force or by 

propaganda of honor and duty, “imposed their will upon the ‘inferior orders.’”797 His use of 

imposition here relates to the way people of lower status were forced to live because of the 

pressures of a caste society. 

Counts’ next use of the term imposition comes in his discussion of the effects of 

industrialization on man’s ability to cause destruction to himself and others. In his chapter, “New 

Vistas of Power” and in the section, “Technology has increased immeasurably man’s power to 

destroy himself and his civilization,” Counts raises the concern that “man seems to have given 

quite as much attention to the ‘improvement’ of the instruments of warfare, to making them ever 

more deadly and terrifying, as to the perfection of the instruments of peace.”798 Counts use of the 

term imposition comes from the juxtaposition of two realities that he sees. He states, “we have 

already attained such proficiency in the ways of destruction that another world-wide struggle 

might either utterly destroy civilization everywhere or impose an enduring tyranny on all 

peoples.”799 Here Counts’ use of imposition refers to the authoritative actions that would be used 
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to restrict the world if a totalitarian government won the next world war. He concludes as a 

result, that “mankind’s most fateful hour of decision has struck.”800 

In his chapter “Old Minds in a New World,” Counts discusses what he sees as examples 

of “cultural lag” brought about by the failure of “functional ideas, moral conceptions, and social 

organizations” to keep up with the changes brought about by the new “modes of livelihood, 

forms of communication, use of mechanical energy, and scientific knowledge.”801 Counts next 

use of imposition comes from his discussion of one of these areas where he sees old/outdated 

cultural ideas being unable to deal with a new modern reality. In his section, “We enter a period 

of unsurpassed national prestige, power, and responsibility with a mentality bred in the days of 

immaturity, weakness, and isolation,” Counts first talks through how America was in no strong 

global position prior to the world wars. While America talked a big talk, there was little to show 

for it and many nations largely ignored it. This conception of America was no longer valid. Now, 

countries around the world see America as a powerful force, and to Counts, this also brings great 

responsibility. Here he uses the term imposition in a warning. He notes, “we must be watchful 

lest we become corrupted by our great power…We must avoid like the plague the development 

of a messianic complex which would lead us down the road of imperialism and the forcible 

imposition of our policies, ideas, and institutions on other peoples.”802 Counts sees the lack of 

attention to this new responsibly as a real concern because generally, as a people, the approach is 

immature, where the country does not have a clear sense of direction or a realization of how 

impactful certain actions will be to the rest of the world. Counts concludes that, “morally and 

intellectually we have not kept pace with our material strength.”803 
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In the next chapter, “Values and Choices,” Counts uses the term imposition when 

discussing what the future might hold. In his section “Neither a dark age nor a golden age is 

fated,” Counts argues that we will always deal with problems like “error, greed, and thirst for 

power” but that industrial civilization still holds the potential of the ideal out on the horizon.804 

Counts addresses his viewpoint that industrial civilization will spread, but it will be affected by 

the unique characteristics of each society. The only way it would not be affected by the 

characteristics of each society is if “some particular pattern is imposed by force on all 

nations.”805 He warns that the people “should be extremely skeptical of those apostles of a new 

order who insist that there is only one road to the future and that they alone are able to chart its 

course.”806 Counts is referring to the use of force to make the global order perform in only one 

way in his use of imposition in this quote.  

The next two quotations come from Counts’ chapter, “The Hebraic-Christian Ethic.” The 

first is found in the section, “The foregoing elements of the Hebraic-Christian ethic are 

threatened by contemporary totalitarian movements,” and the second is found in “The Hebraic- 

Christian ethic is challenged by the conditions and forces of industrial civilization.” Counts first 

use of imposition in this chapter follows his presentation of the Hebraic-Christian ethic as central 

to foundation of American society and social and moral thought. The approach of fascism 

challenges one particular Hebraic-Christian value, the principle of equality. Counts notes that 

“The Nazis... openly brand the entire [Hebraic-Christian] ethic as a shameful betrayal of the true 

German spirit,” and particularly dismiss the principle of equality applied to all people “as a fraud 

which the weak have endeavored to impose on the strong.”807 Here Counts use of imposition 
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refers to forcing a moral viewpoint on a group who disagrees with that view. In this case, the 

belief that “all men are created equal” is being forced by democratic societies on an arguably 

unwilling country. Counts sees the atrocities waged by the Nazis against the equality of all 

people as “a demonstration of the worth of the Hebraic-Christian ethic.”808 

Following his analysis of the Hebraic-Christian ethic, Counts uses imposition when 

discussing the challenge that industrial civilization puts to the Hebraic-Christian ethic. He argues 

that “the foremost challenge which industrial civilization throws out to the Hebraic-Christian 

ethic is that of war.”809 He sees the pursuit of peace as central to the Hebraic-Christian ethic, 

while industrialism has helped to make war total in its reach and inescapable. Counts believes 

that industrialization has helped to make world wars possible, but it also brings with it the chance 

to establish peace. He argues that the technology of war could serve a policing function and 

assist in the maintenance of peace around the world. He raises the use of the term imposition 

when he hypothesizes what would happen if the nations did not come to terms and make peace. 

In a quote, also used in other texts, Counts states, “If the nations fail to establish a peace based 

on cooperation, it is quite possible that some totalitarian state may take the job in hand and 

impose a peace on the world conceived in tyranny and dedicated to the proposition that the races 

of man are created very unequal.810  

Counts’ next use of the term imposition comes from his chapter “The Democratic Faith” 

and in the section, “Our American democracy is challenged as never before in its history.” In this 

section Counts again addresses the challenge of war and discusses its impact on American 

democracy. Counts addresses the new technologies which were created for war and used with 
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devastating effect and the thought of another war waged with the growth of new technologies 

leads him to question whether democracy would survive if this way of the world was to 

continue.811 Considering the impact of war and technology on democracy leads Counts to 

imagine what a democratic society would need to become in order to survive. He states, “we 

would be compelled to marshal and organize all of our resources, material and spiritual, against 

the day of conflict.”812 This change, he thinks, would likely start with universal military service 

and lead the country “by an inexorable logic to impose the military mind on economy, 

government, education, science, and art.”813 Here, Counts sees the challenge of a world at 

endless war imposing pressure on democracies and changing them into military states. As a 

result, Counts argues, “the survival of our democracy through the long future depends on the 

success of the present generation in its efforts to abolish both war and the fear of war.”814 

The next use of the term imposition by Counts comes in his chapter, “The Resources for 

a Great Education.” He uses the term in the section, “We need an education for free men that is 

conscious of its worth and power.” In this section, Counts argues that “if the values of civilized 

life are to endure, we must come to regard education as one of our most serious undertakings.”815 

Counts then argues that the way that education was used by totalitarian states should call 

attention to the great power of organized education and how it has the capacity to be used to 

promote the ideals of authoritarianism. 

Counts follows this discussion with an argument made in an earlier piece. He contends 

with the feelings of some critics that the success of totalitarian educational efforts “can have no 
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meaning for a democracy.”816 Counts uses the term imposition in his explanation of the critics 

argument. He notes that the use of unlimited power and authority allows for the dictator to 

“impose on all the educational agencies unity of purpose and singleness of direction.”817 Counts 

notes that critics follow this viewpoint by arguing that in a democracy “respect for minorities and 

its fear of concentrated power” take precedent, so education is forced to be aimless. Counts 

questions this conception by stating that, “according to this view the citizens of a democracy can 

have no common interests, purposes, or loyalties beyond the defense of the fatherland against 

external aggression.”818 Counts argues that “such a negative attitude must be rejected if free 

societies are to survive in the industrial age.”819 

Counts’ next use of the term indoctrination is in the introduction to his chapter “The 

American Community.” He uses the term twice in this section. He opens this section by stating,  

The central argument of the present volume is that every educational program expresses, 

either unreflectively in terms of wont and custom or deliberately in light of knowledge 

and clear purpose, some conception of life and civilization. If such a program is to be 

more than an expression of individual preference, if it is to affect practice anywhere in 

the world, it must be rooted in the history and culture of some living society, unless it is 

imposed by force from without. But even if thus imposed, to be effective it must 

articulate in some measure with the traditions and institutions of the people involved. An 

education conceived in Utopia, though it may challenge and stimulate in the manner of an 

education conceived in another age or place, can actually function only in Utopia, that is, 

nowhere.820 

 

Counts use of the Utopia as an example articulates his point. While education for a Utopia might 

be ideal and also give challenge to the education systems of others, if it was imposed on that 

other society, it would fail to work. Imposition is used here in relation to the forced application 

of education from one society onto another. 
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The next use of imposition is found in the same chapter as the one above. It is located in 

the section, “These organizations generally are engaged in a perpetual struggle to guard and 

advance their purpose.” In the previous section Counts describes the proliferation of associations 

and the variability in their existence and impact. In this section, Counts seeks to address the 

effect that these organizations have in their pursuit of their particular aims and purposes. Counts 

concludes this section by describing how undemocratic these organizations are in their practices 

and structures. He notes that because of their self-interest, the organizations set themselves up 

defensively, are led by men of ambition, suppress individual difference and establish discipline, 

solidarity and loyalty to leaders. The interests of these groups lead them to apply “authoritarian 

or quasi-authoritarian practices” solidified as the “rules and customs” of the organization.821 

Counts also notes how members in many organizations have little say over policy and a small 

body of people govern over the organization. Counts uses imposition in an example for this last 

point. He argues, because of the centralization of power, “policies formulated at headquarters in 

Washington, New York, Chicago, or some smaller city may be imposed on a great organization 

and carried throughout the nation by an obedient and disciplined membership.”822 Counts 

concludes by noting that the more pressure there is to defend their position of power, the more 

likely the organization is to use authoritarian tactics. 

In the chapter, “The American Teacher,” Counts uses the term imposition in his opening 

section, “The conception of education developed in the present volume makes heavy demands on 

the teacher.” In this section, Counts describes what teachers are tasked with accomplishing. His 

use of the term imposition comes in his discussion of the way the teacher’s task is made harder 
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“by the sweep, complexity, and dynamism of the American community.”823 He describes the 

way that national and political issues or crisis may end up directing their attention at the school 

and how local and national organizations, in their effort to achieve their purposes will put 

pressure on the schools as well. In an assertion similar to statements made elsewhere in his 

writing, Counts argues that “powerful groups play upon the school, each striving to impose its 

will on the substance and process of education.”824 Here the use of imposition is to note the 

outside pressures seeking to direct schools for their own purpose. Counts argues that teachers 

and schools must not hide from the pressures or surrender to them, but instead be prepared to 

confront and make “decisions regarding the most fundamental issues of value and purpose.”825 

Counts’ last use of the term imposition in this text comes from the same chapter as the 

one above. In his section discussing “The teacher is inadequately equipped to discharge the 

duties of his profession in the present age,” Counts argues that “the teacher is a victim of a 

severe cultural lag.”826 He argues that the cultural lag exists because society has changed, but the 

definition of a teacher has not and remains the same as it was in the pre-industrial age. Counts 

use of imposition comes in his effort to articulate why it is that the role of the teacher has not 

been redefined in light of the Industrial Revolution. He argues that the common school “system 

was not imposed from above by a strong central government or an influential intellectual class,” 

but grew from the initiative of untutored farmers who saw “the school [as] a minor social and 

educational institution.”827 Not seeing much value in education besides the basic learning of the 
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three Rs there was no need for further investment or training which led to the undervaluing of the 

teaching profession. 

“The Moral Foundations of American Civilization” (1953) 

Counts’ article, “The Moral Foundations of American Civilization,” was presented at the 

Fortieth Annual Schoolmen’s Week Convention which in 1953 was a joint meeting with the 

Southeastern Convention District of the Pennsylvania State Education Association. Counts’ 

piece was presented in the publication of the proceedings under the header of “Secondary 

Education.” 

Table 18. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “The Moral 

Foundations of American Civilization” 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

  

Imposition Quotes  

“Yet others have opposed the inculcation of values on the ground that children and 

youth should be entirely free to create and develop their own values without any 

imposition on the part of their elders.” 

188 

 

There is no use of the term indoctrination in this text and only one use of the term 

imposition. Counts opens this text stating, “education always expresses a conception of 

civilization or of way of life” and that “the most central and abiding feature of a civilization or 

way of life is its body of values.”828 Setting the purpose for the piece, Counts then states that 

values should serve a basic role in the development of the education system and that “there has 

been a tendency to neglect this question.”829 His use of imposition comes from some potential 

reasons that this question has not been addressed. He notes that some may think it will work 
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itself out, while others avoid it because it creates controversy. Some others he notes, “have 

opposed the inculcation of values on the ground that children and youth should be entirely free to 

create and develop their own values without any imposition on the part of their elders.”830 Counts 

responds to this view by calling it a utopian notion and stating that, “in the absence of careful 

guidance and instruction children would be no more successful in creating the great values of our 

civilization than in creating the higher mathematics or in penetrating the secrets of the atom.”831 

Decision Making and American Values in School Administration (1954) 

According to the forward of the text, Decision Making and American Values in School 

Administration, this piece was developed following a “series of full-day conferences” held at 

Teachers College, Columbia University in 1952-53. It states that “the participants identified 

certain typical and critical situations which confront school administrators in these troubled times 

and which tax their powers of judgement and decision.”832 This piece was written by Counts 

because of the deliberations and it was intended to “contribute to the thinking of those who seek 

to minimize expediency and maximize principle in the basic decisions which underlie action in 

the educational enterprise.”833 

Table 19. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in Decision Making 

and American Values in School Administration  

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

“Should children be “indoctrinated” in “the American way of life”?” 9 

“The solution would seem to be found in the resolute avoidance of partisan 

indoctrination and the encouragement of the freest possible discussion of all issues 

by the students.” 

43 

Imposition Quotes  

“Others doubtless derive more pleasure from criticizing policies imposed upon 

them than from helping to frame policies of their own.” 
21 

 
830 Ibid. 
831 Ibid.  
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“Although a majority may have the power to impose its will on a minority, and 

although the author of the Declaration of Independence once observed that ‘the lex 

majoris partis is the fundamental law of every society of individuals of equal 

rights,’ the Fathers of our Republic wrote into the constitution certain provisions 

designed to protect minorities against the tyranny of majorities.” 

24 

“The curriculum then was limited largely to the “fundamentals” of reading, writing, 

and arithmetic; and teaching was paid poorly, marked by insecurity of tenure, and 

hedged about by all sorts of petty restrictions and annoyances imposed by a school 

board of untutored farmers.” 

52 

“The object would be not only to build soundly for the future but also to avoid the 

tyranny imposed by crises.” 
88 

 

In this text, there are two uses of the term indoctrination. The first comes in the second 

chapter, “The Role of the School Administrator.” The chapter focuses on the great influence that 

the school administrator has and some guidance on how the school administrator, primarily 

superintendents, should approach decision-making. In this chapter, Counts discusses two types of 

decisions that he sees as important for the school administrator to understand, decisions of 

procedure and decisions of substance. His first use of the term indoctrination comes in the 

paragraph about decisions of substance. He first defines decisions of substance as choices 

relating to “the purposes, content, emphases, and tendencies of the educational program.”834 One 

of the ways that he articulates the difference between decisions of procedure and decisions of 

substance is to provide questions as examples. His use of the term indoctrination comes from one 

of these questions in his paragraph about decisions of substance. He writes, “Should children be 

‘indoctrinated’ in ‘the American way of life’?”835 He notes that this question is a one that 

administrators should consider. He follows this idea by adding a question for administrators on 

how “indoctrination” and “American way of life” should be defined. This question about 

indoctrination is included in a series of questions ranging from topics such as whether a 
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communist should be allowed to teach in public schools, whether children of different racial and 

ethnic backgrounds should learn together, and questions relating to what should be included in 

the curriculum. This paragraph is followed by Counts’ argument that “all decision-making 

involves values.”836 

Counts’ next use of the term indoctrination comes in the chapter, “Students in Politics.” 

As with all of the chapters in part two of this text, this chapter opens with the description of a 

scenario to be considered and discussed. In the chapter on students in politics, the scenario 

relates to a group of students, who, inspired by their history class, become active in a political 

campaign and begin participating and hosting presentations by the candidates at the school. This 

concerns the public and a complaint is lodged with the principal and the superintendent. Counts 

follows this example by detailing a sample argument that the superintendent and principal would 

lay out at a town hall meeting addressing the community’s concerns. It would start by addressing 

the fact that the students’ behavior was an intentional outcome of a researched and planned 

component of the social studies curriculum designed to address the criticism that students leave 

school unprepared to participate in their political duties as citizens.  

Counts’ use of the term indoctrination comes from his paragraph discussing the hazards 

of high school students learning about and participating in politics. The first hazard that he 

addresses is the concern that, “the teacher will tend to influence the students towards one party or 

another, according to his own political preferences.”837 Count states that “the solution would 

seem to be found in the resolute avoidance of partisan indoctrination and the encouragement of 

the freest possible discussion of all issues by the students.”838 Counts argues that the approach to 
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this is that the curriculum used in the classroom would direct the teacher to encourage free 

discussion. In the next paragraph, Counts discusses the “conduct of the democratic political 

process” and notes that the principal and superintendent might suggest that goal of the 

curriculum would be to “make a genuine contribution toward raising both the intellectual and the 

ethical level of political discussion” and to practice participation in politics “under the guidance 

of qualified teachers who are more concerned with the purification and elevation of the process 

than with the triumph of doctrine or the victory of party.”839 

The term imposition shows up four times in this text. The first comes from chapter one in 

the decision-making situations section, “Patterns of Administration.” The scenario presents a 

situation with a retiring superintendent and a new one stepping in and inheriting an institution 

dominated by authoritarian ideas of leadership and the teachers’ lack of trust in the district 

leadership. The superintendent is then tasked with investigating the situation and offering 

solutions. The result is that the superintendent finds his predecessor was at the leading edge of 

school improvement and driven by the research done in that area, but where the issues arose 

were in the previous superintendents “conception of the role of the teacher in the educational 

enterprise.”840 There appeared to be a lack of respect and dignity for the work of the teacher in 

the pursuit of the efficient school. Here Counts’ hypothetical superintendent notes, 

Obviously, a teacher who does not experience a sense of worth and dignity in his own life 

and calling can scarcely be expected to transmit it to his pupils. We do not ask a teacher 

who does not himself know how to read to teach reading. No more should we expect him 

to teach the values of democracy if he is not allowed to practice them. No procedure 

therefore which tends to degrade the person of a teacher or which fails to contribute the 

maximum to his growth as a person can be justified in terms of efficiency.841 
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The focus of Counts’ example is that the use of authoritarian methods to direct the teacher is 

antithetical to the productive function of the school in a democratic society and the use of an 

authoritarian approach is what has led to the tension between the previous superintendent and the 

teachers. The resulting solution of Counts’ hypothetical superintendent in this scenario is the 

development of more cooperative relationships. 

Counts’ use of the term imposition comes at the end of this scenario when his 

hypothetical superintendent cautions the school board at the conclusion of his presentation of the 

problem. The hypothetical superintendent cautions against moving too rashly to change. He 

notes that, “social traditions and established patterns of behavior are as real as the material world 

of buildings and landscapes. They cannot be transformed overnight or by any magical 

formula.”842 Failure could occur from moving too fast toward democratization, just as it could in 

holding too firmly to authoritarian patterns. He notes next that the teachers themselves have 

some patterns that need to be addressed. Some teachers might prefer the authoritarian approach 

and like the ordered routine, while “others doubtless derive more pleasure from criticizing 

policies imposed upon them than from helping to frame policies of their own.”843 As a result, 

Counts’ hypothetical superintendent suggests that the change that needs to be done should be 

approached as an educational undertaking and should involve the teachers and the community. 

“He proposes further that in this undertaking he himself assume the role of a teacher — one of 

the highest and most essential roles of an administrator in a free society.”844 

The next use of the term imposition comes in the next chapter, “The Minority Teacher.” 

In this chapter, a hypothetical teacher of a specific religious background applies to teach in a 
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community dominated by another religious denomination. The teacher appears to be the most 

qualified out of all of the candidates, but the community is intolerant and a teacher with her 

religious background has not taught in that community; however, the superintendent 

recommends that she be hired. The president of the school board requests that the superintendent 

withdraw his recommendation or that the school board delay approving the new teacher’s hiring. 

This leads to controversy in the community. 

Counts’ use of the term imposition comes from the hypothetical superintendent’s 

response to the situation. In a statement to the community, the superintendent attempts to address 

why discrimination in the employment of this or any other teacher would be detrimental to the 

system of free public education. The superintendent notes that what is important in the 

employment of the teacher is not their religious beliefs, but their agreement and adherence to the 

basic principles of free public education in the United States. In the argument against 

discrimination, Counts’ hypothetical superintendent notes how the discrimination in hiring for 

the school could lead to further instances of discrimination in the community, separating people 

by religious beliefs. The hypothetical superintendent then notes that, “although a majority may 

have the power to impose its will on a minority, and although the author of the Declaration of 

Independence once observed that “the lex majoris partis is the fundamental law of every society 

of individuals of equal rights,’ the Fathers of our Republic wrote into the constitution certain 

provisions designed to protect minorities against the tyranny of majorities.”845 The use of the 

term imposition notes the power held by those with the larger numbers in the community to exert 

and apply their will on those in the minority. The difference is that there are protections written 
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in the constitutions by the Founding Fathers which protect minorities. As a result, the 

superintendent recommends that the hiring of the teacher proceed. 

In the chapter “Teachers in Politics,” Counts sets up another hypothetical scenario where 

a teacher decides to run for political office, leading to challenges due to the perception that 

teachers should be partisan because they teach children, and that by engaging in politics she is 

neglecting her teaching duties. The school board disapproves of the teacher’s choice to run for 

office and determine the effort to be a dangerous precedent, hoping to take action that will 

discourage the behavior in other teachers. The superintendent and the school board decide to 

hold a meeting with the teacher before deciding what to do. 

Counts’ use of the term imposition comes in the section where the teacher is allowed to 

speak on her own behalf. The teacher notes that one of the reasons she decided to engage in 

politics and eventually to run for office herself was because “the teacher in America today is a 

victim of a tradition established long ago” which holds the teacher as non-political.846 The 

teacher explains the history of the teaching profession noting that the curriculum was focused on 

the fundamentals, teachers were not paid well and did not keep their positions for long, and they 

were “hedged about by all sorts of petty restrictions and annoyances imposed by a school board 

of untutored farmers.”847 The teacher continues noting how the teaching profession was not seen 

as a career, but a “steppingstone to marriage or some adult calling or profession.”848 The teacher 

notes that the teaching profession has changed, but the beliefs about the teacher’s position in 

society has not. As a result, she felt the tradition needed to change leading her to run for office. 
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Counts last use of the term imposition comes from the third part of the text, “Decision 

Making in Perspective.” In the last chapter titled, “Some Guiding Principles,” Counts 

summarizes the decision-making process from the perspective of American values and offers 

some guiding thoughts. Counts use of the term imposition comes from his fifth suggestion to 

superintendents. In the first four, Counts’ suggests that superintendents know the school system, 

staff, and community, establish communication with teachers and the community, and use the 

teachers in the development of policy. In the fifth suggestion, he notes that “superintendents 

should advise the board of education to hold regular meetings devoted to the formulation of 

long-range policy.”849 Counts believes this approach to long range policy is important so that the 

long-term goals do not get lost in the immediate decisions that have to be made. He also notes 

that, “the object would be not only to build soundly for the future but also to avoid the tyranny 

imposed by crises.”850 By stepping back and looking ahead, the superintendent and school board 

can be on alert for possible issues in the future. The focus of this suggestion is that many issues 

could be headed off if action is taken ahead of time. The final few suggestions that Counts makes 

are for the superintendent to avoid being seen as knowing it all or always being right, to have a 

mature mind when dealing with critics, to cultivate virtues required for leadership, and to know 

and understand himself. 

“The Intangible Supports of Liberty” (1956) 

The article, “The Intangible Supports of Liberty,” was published in the Educational 

Forum journal in January of 1956. In the first part of the article, Counts describes the current 

situation at the time he is writing. He details the impact of the world wars and the rise of Fascism 

and Communism. He then explains what he sees as a severe deficiency of American people in 

 
849 Ibid., 88. 
850 Ibid.  
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their understanding and engagement with the wider geo-political concerns of the time. 

Discussing a study conducted at the time, he argues that its results show that “many of our 

citizens seem unable to distinguish Communism from democratic socialism, or even from the 

principles of liberalism and the ethical teachings of the Judeo-Christian faith.”851 The perceived 

failure of the general public to decern differences in political approaches leads Counts to the 

central point of his argument, that attention needs to be given to a clear understanding of the 

intangible supports of liberty. 

In the rest of the piece, Counts defines both tangible and intangible supports for liberty, 

but the intangible supports are of central focus in this piece. Counts defines these intangible 

supports as, “unwritten codes of responsibility, self-reliance, and moral courage living in the 

hearts of individual men and women,” “knowledge and understanding on the part of the citizen 

of the nature of man and the world and the age in which he lives,” a thirst for the knowledge 

needed for freemen, and an awareness of the “totalitarian mind” and other intangible destroyers 

of liberty.852 

Table 20. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “The Intangible 

Supports of Liberty” 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

  

Imposition Quotes  

“It cannot be a regime under which the citizen is relieved of responsibility and 

freed from all restraints not imposed by law or necessity.” 
138 

 

Counts does not use the term indoctrination in this piece, but he uses the term imposition 

once. In this text, Counts uses the term imposition in his discussion of the first intangible support 

 
851 George S. Counts, “The Intangible Supports of Liberty,” The Educational Forum 20, no. 2 (1956): 133–140, 135.  
852 Ibid., 137-40.  
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of liberty. After noting that the laws that support liberty are considered tangibles, Counts notes 

that it is the intangible support of the people through character, traditions, loyalties, ideals, and 

values to the laws themselves that brings liberty to life. In his defense of this idea, Counts 

discusses Montesquieu who he states defined three forms of government and argued that virtue 

served as the distinguishing mark of a republic. “By ‘virtue’ he meant ‘love of the laws of our 

country,”853 Noting that this “love” does not come naturally, Montesquieu argues that the whole 

power of education is essential to build the support for liberty in the people. Counts notes then 

that liberty cannot mean that every person lives for him or herself or that loyalty to one political 

party or group is most important. Counts instead argues that “the maintenance of a regime of 

individual liberty is thus a social undertaking.”854 He also argues that “it cannot be a regime 

under which the citizen is relieved of responsibility and freed from all restraints not imposed by 

law or necessity.”855 Here Counts uses the term imposition to denote the limits that laws place on 

the individual in the society to draw attention to the restraints which are not written into law. 

Counts concludes this section stating, 

The power of law is clearly limited. It can scarcely be expected to make good citizens in 

a free society or enforce itself, but good citizens are absolutely essential to both the 

making and the administration of good laws. Love of liberty, and even love of country, 

cannot be compelled by legislation. And the same may be said of a sense of fairness, a 

spirit of tolerance of differences, an abhorrence of injustice, an acquiescence in majority 

rule, devotion to the Bill of Rights, and an experimental and inquiring mind. These great 

values of a free society can only be incorporated into the character of the individual 

through the processes of nurture and education.856 

 

“Education and the Foundations of Liberty” (1958) 

The article, “Education and the Foundations of Liberty,” was published in the September 

 
853 Ibid., 138.  
854 Ibid.  
855 Ibid.  
856 Ibid., 139.  
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1958 edition of The Educational Digest. At the top of the piece is a question: ““What are the 

tangible and intangible supports?”857 This text is a scaled down version of the previous text, “The 

Intangible Supports of Liberty.” Some information is removed, and some wording is changed, 

but the larger argument remains the same between the two pieces. 

Table 21. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “Education and the 

Foundations of Liberty” 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

  

Imposition Quotes  

“It cannot be a regime under which the citizen is relieved of responsibility and 

freed from all restraints not imposed by law or necessity.” 
3 

 

Just like with the previous piece, there is no use of the term indoctrination in this text, but 

there is a use of the term imposition. The term imposition is used in the same quote in this text as 

it is used in the previous piece. The difference in these two pieces is that Counts removes the 

discussion of Montesquieu. In this piece, Counts starts the section on intangibles stating, “It is 

the unwritten code of responsibility, loyalty, self-reliance [sic], and moral courage living in the 

hearts of individual men and women which seems to make the difference.”858 Given this 

conclusion, Counts shares his argument that political liberty cannot mean the same as achieving 

one’s personal interests. It is here that Counts again uses the quote, “it cannot be a regime under 

which the citizen is relieved of responsibility and freed from all restraints not imposed by law or 

necessity” denoting that political liberty has laws both written and unwritten that need to be 

acknowledged and adhered to if political liberty is to survive as a practice and as an ideal. Counts 

 
857 George S. Counts, “Education and the Foundations of Liberty,” Education Digest 24 (September 1958): 1-5, 1.  
858 Ibid., 3. 
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concludes the paragraph about political liberty noting that, “every right or freedom carries with 

itself a corresponding responsibility.”859 

“A Rational Faith in Education” (1958) 

“A Rational Faith in Education” is part of a series of lectures that Counts gave in Brazil 

at the invitation of The Brazilian Center of Educational Research of Rio de Janeiro. According to 

the introduction of this piece, the Center intended to organize a series of lectures under the title 

“Education and Society.” The lectures would “be given every year by a national or foreign 

educator of outstanding eminence, and involving great contemporary problems relating to 

education.”860 Counts was the first lecturer invited for this series. His lectures titled collectively, 

“Education for a Society of Free Men in the Technological Era,” were published separately in 

Teachers College Record after their presentation in Brazil during Counts’ lecture tour. This piece 

particularly discusses the specific faith that Americans have in the power of education, the 

problems Counts sees with current approaches to improving education, and how Counts believes 

education can be made to encompass all of the aspects needed for a great society. 

Table 22. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “A Rational Faith 

in Education” 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

“It is argued, moreover, that any positive interference by members of the older 

generation is a form of imposition or indoctrination and is certain to lead to 

frustration and regimentation of the mind.” 

6 

Imposition Quotes  

  

 

  In this article, Counts uses the terms indoctrination and imposition once and both are 

used in the same quote. Similar to other texts discussed previously, Counts use of the terms 

 
859 Ibid.  
860 George S. Counts, “A Rational Faith in Education,” Teachers College Record 59, no. 5 (1958): 1–8, 1.  
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comes in the section where he is describing the approach of child-centered education in his 

section regarding the proposals currently offered to improve education. Counts defines child-

centered education as the idea that: 

The child achieves maturity through a process of spontaneous generation or inner 

unfoldment which the adult world through its educational agencies should merely guard 

and nourish. ...[T]he child and not the teacher or the school, should play the decisive role 

in shaping both process and the ends of education. The interest and problems of boys and 

girls are assumed to constitute a more trustworthy guide than the experience and wisdom 

of their elders. It is also argued, moreover, that any positive interference by members of 

the older generation is a form of imposition or indoctrination and is certain to lead to 

frustration and regimentation of the mind.861 

 

Here, the concepts of imposition and indoctrination are concepts of great consternation and 

reveal the child-centered theorists concerns over adult influence on children. 

“The Spirit of American Education” (1958) 

“The Spirit of American Education” is the fourth and final lecture in Counts’ Brazil series 

titled, “Education for a Society of Free Men in the Technological Era.” In this piece, Counts sets 

out to explain American education by discussing the “factor of control and then proceed to an 

examination of a few of the more characteristic expressions of the American spirit in the conduct 

of the schools.”862 

Table 23. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “The Spirit of 

American Education” 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

“The citizens fear that the central government, if it had administrative control over 

the schools, might fall under the influence of some unscrupulous minority and that 

the entire educational system from one end of the country to the other might be 

employed to keep this minority in power and to indoctrinate the coming generation 

with some authoritarian social philosophy.” 

3 

Imposition Quotes  

“As I have maintained throughout these lectures, education, unless it is imposed 

from without, always constitutes a response to the traditions, the value 
1 

 
861 Ibid., 5-6.  
862 George S. Counts, “The Spirit of American Education,” Teachers College Record 59, no. 8 (1958): 1–8, 2.  
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commitments, the life conditions, and the genius of a people, influenced of course 

by the prevailing factors of power in a society.” 

“Education in the United States has never been imposed from above.” 2 

 

Counts uses the term indoctrination once in this lecture. In the first part of his lecture, 

Counts discusses the concept of localized control in American education and how little control 

the federal government holds over education. He addresses both the history of this process and 

how education became a responsibility of the States because it was not included in the powers 

given to the Federal government. Counts then turns to an explanation of the ways that the 

Federal government has played a role in growing and unifying the education system across the 

country and how much opposition has existed in the face of these efforts. Counts uses the term 

indoctrination in his discussion of the Federal government and the people. Counts notes that, 

according to American belief, “education is too powerful an instrument over the mind to be 

placed in the hands of a single authority.”863 The root of this belief is a “fear that the central 

government, if it had administrative control over the schools, might fall under the influence of 

some unscrupulous minority and that the entire educational system from one end of the country 

to the other might be employed to keep this minority in power and to indoctrinate the coming 

generation with some authoritarian social philosophy.”864 As a result, the concept of State control 

is central to and a point of pride for American society. Here the term indoctrination is related to 

the fear of centralized control and training in an unamerican social philosophy. 

Counts use of the term imposition is in two parts of this piece. Counts’ first use of 

imposition comes from his statement of his central argument regarding his beliefs on education. 

Counts states, “As I have maintained throughout these lectures, education, unless it is imposed 

 
863 Ibid., 3.  
864 Ibid.  
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from without, always constitutes a response to the traditions, the value commitments, the life 

conditions, and the genius of a people, influenced of course by the prevailing factors of power in 

a society.”865 Counts uses this idea to lead into his discussion of the unique characteristics of 

American education. Counts use of imposition in this quote, like in others where he says 

something similar, is intended to address the idea of an education system placed on a society 

from an outside authority, like after the loss of a war when the victorious country seeks to 

impose their will in the defeated country. 

Counts’ next use of the term imposition comes in his discussion about control in 

education. In his introductory paragraph to his section about where educational control sits in the 

United States, Counts states that “education in the United States has never been imposed from 

above.”866 He notes that there are privileged classes throughout the historical record but 

reviewing that record shows that there was no collective or concerted effort to establish 

education by one group and that a school only came to be if the community wanted it. Counts 

notes that education in the US “is the authentic work of the people, with of course the assistance 

of inspired leaders.”867 Here Counts juxtaposes the local efforts to establish education with the 

concept of a forced system placed on the people by a centralized authority that is not part of the 

local community. 

Education and the Foundations of Human Freedom (1962) 

Education and the Foundations of Human Freedom is the Horace Mann Lecture from 

1962 commissioned by The School of Education of the University of Pittsburg and the Tri-State 

Area School Study Council. The brief introduction about the lecture at the start of this book 

 
865 Ibid., 1.  
866 Ibid., 2.  
867 Ibid.  
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notes that “the purpose of these lectures [shall be] to reaffirm [Mann’s] faith in free schools and 

to call to their service all citizens of this generation. It is vital that all understand the purpose and 

function of a free public school system in American democracy.”868 Counts notes in the early 

pages of his piece that the subject of this year’s Horace Mann lecture is: “Have we lost our sense 

of dedication to the ‘cause of liberty?’”869 Counts response to this question is that many are 

focused on “defending something vaguely called the ‘American Way of Life’ rather than with 

fulfilling the ‘promise of America.’”870 Counts puts his concern in plain language stating, “we 

appear to think that in the sphere of moral values we have arrived and that there is nothing more 

to do but to increase our material values.”871 The central focus of the piece is first to provide 

historical context regarding the world at the time and then to “consider in perspective the role of 

education in the cause of human freedom.”872 

Table 24. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in Education and the 

Foundations of Human Freedom 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

“There is no escape under the aegis of rescuing the child from the ogre of 

indoctrination.” 
75 

Imposition Quotes  

“Consequently, there is no single authority capable of proclaiming and imposing 

the “one truth” in the realm of religion and morals.” 
67 

 

In this text, Counts uses the term indoctrination once. It comes in the section, “The 

intangible supports of liberty.” Counts opens this section, which follows a section about the 

 
868 George S. Counts, Education and the Foundations of Human Freedom (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh 

Press, 1963), ii. 
869 Ibid., 5-6. 
870 Ibid., 6. 
871 Ibid.  
872 Ibid., 9.  
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tangible supports of liberty, with a focus on the question: “why do men obey the laws?”873 It is 

true, according to Counts, that there are tangible consequences that can be stated as answers to 

this question, but on a deeper level he believes the “character of the people and [sic] the realm of 

traditions, habits, values, and loyalties” play a pivotal role.874 After a review of whether tangibles 

like laws or constitutions are enough to sustain a society, which he finds lacking, Counts then 

seeks to address the “realm of values, the most neglected aspect of our educational endeavor.”875 

Counts opens his discussion on values with a question: “What are the basic values, the 

fundamental loyalties and moral commitments, on which a truly free society rests?”876 It is in his 

response that Counts uses the term indoctrination. Counts states: 

...[T]here is an essential morality for every social and political system or way of life. If 

the morality decays or is taken for granted as a gift of nature, the system itself will pass 

into history to be studied in some future age by scholars working in the social sciences. 

An education that assumes an agnostic posture on this issue, pursues a policy of laissez 

faire, or leave all decisions to chance or the child is utterly unrealistic and Utopian. As a 

matter of fact, it is quite impossible to launch and operate a school or any other 

educational agency without making a thousand choices positively involving values, from 

the architecture of a building, to the materials in a textbook, to the personality of a 

teacher. Our first responsibility is to know, in so far as possible, what we are doing. There 

is no escape under the aegis of rescuing the child from the ogre of indoctrination.877 

 

Here then, the term indoctrination refers to the impact of values and choices by adults on the life 

of the child. Counts follows this discussion by turning to what he sees should be the focus if we 

cannot avoid having one. He notes that “we should strive through the entire educational 

program... to inculcate a deep love of liberty.”878 

 
873 Ibid., 70.  
874 Ibid.  
875 Ibid., 74. 
876 Ibid.  
877 Ibid., 74-5. 
878 Ibid., 75.  
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Counts also only uses the term imposition once in this text. It comes in his section about 

the “Tangible supports of Liberty.” In discussing the tangible supports of liberty, Counts defines 

“power” as the most important. Counts states, “freedom without power in some form for either 

the individual or the group has no meaning.”879 Throughout the next part of the section, Counts 

discusses the various ways that power can be displayed: political power, economic power, 

military force, class structures, ecclesiastical power, and voluntary organizations. Counts uses 

the term imposition when discussing the relation of ecclesiastical power in the United States. 

Counts notes that ecclesiastical power “reaches its climax in the state church,” but this 

has been of little concern in the United States. He notes that because of the Bill of Rights and the 

makeup of the society there are many religious groups. Counts also notes that in the United 

States, “there is no single authority capable of proclaiming and imposing the ‘one truth’ in the 

realm of religion and morals.”880 Here, the term imposition is used to denote the pressure of a 

State church dictating what is appropriate in morals and in religious behavior. 

“The Redirection of Public Education: A Frontier of the Sixties” (1962) 

This text is a chapter in the book, The Redirection of Public Education edited by Francis 

T. Villemain. Counts’ chapter is the first one in the text following the introduction. In the 

introduction, Villemain notes that the chapters provided in this text offer “sobering criticism and 

more basic and important conceptions for directing educational reconstruction.”881 

Table 25. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “The Redirection of 

Public Education” 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

  

 
879 Ibid., 59. 
880 Ibid., 67. 
881 Francis T. Villemain, Redirection of Public Education (Toledo: College of Education, University of Toledo, 

1962), 3.  
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Imposition Quotes  

“We certainly do not want an all-powerful Central Committee to impose its will 

upon us.” 
25 

 

In this text, Counts does not use the term indoctrination. He only uses the term imposition 

once. Counts’ use of the term imposition comes at the end of this text. In his section, “A Federal 

Council on Education,” Counts considers whether a democracy is capable of doing something 

similar to the effect of the Central Committee of the Communist party when it reconstructed the 

entire system of schools in Russia. Counts questions, “Is a democracy capable of subjecting its 

own system to a comparable re-examination and reconstruction in terms of its own experiences, 

conditions, resources, institutions, values, and goals?”882 Counts responds that “we certainly 

don’t want an all-powerful Central Committee to impose its will upon us. The time has come, 

however, for an educational awakening surpassing in depth, sweep, and grandeur the awakening 

which gave birth to our glorious system of public schools.”883 Counts uses the term imposition to 

denote the exertion of control that would concern anyone in the United States if the suggestion 

was the development of a centralized group which dictated education for the rest of the people. 

Counts does, however, call for a Federal Council to be created and “composed of our most 

distinguished citizens, representative of our diverse interest groups and equal in moral and 

intellectual stature to the justices of the supreme court.”884 The purpose that Counts gives to this 

federal council is to study and “make recommendations, “without administrative authority, for 

the bringing of our total education program abreast of the conditions and challenges of the 

second half of the twentieth century.”885 

 
882 George S. Counts, “The Redirection of Public Education: A Frontier of the Sixties,” in Redirection of Public 

Education, ed. Francis T. Villemain (Toledo: College of Education, University of Toledo, 1962), 24-5.  
883 Ibid., 25. 
884 Ibid.  
885 Ibid.  
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“Dare the School Build the Great Society” (1965) 

“Dare the School Build the Great Society” is Counts’ book review of his Dare the School 

Build a New Social Order? The brief statement provided at the beginning of this piece states, 

“Few books in education have been as widely discussed as was Dare the Schools Build a New 

Social Order? when it appeared early in the Great Depression. Here is a wise and witty review 

and updating by a mysterious ‘relative’ of Author George S. Counts.”886 As is stated, Counts 

plays the reviewer in this piece and positions himself in the writing as a close relative to the 

author. 

Table 26. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “Dare the School 

Build the Great Society?” 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

  

Imposition Quotes  

“And he is ‘terribly imposed upon by being compelled to learn one language rather 

than another.’” 
29 

“Thus, ‘while many would agree that imposition of some kind is inevitable’ in the 

education of the young, they ‘seem to feel that there is something essentially 

profane in any effort to understand, plan, and control the process.’” 

29 

“The conclusion of the author, therefore, ‘is that complete impartiality is utterly 

impossible, that the school must shape attitudes, develop tastes, and even impose 

ideas.’” 

29 

 

The term indoctrination is not used in this text, except in mention of the titles of the three 

speeches which were used as the basis for Dare the School, “Dare Progressive Education Be 

Progressive?;” “Education Through Indoctrination,” and “Freedom, Culture, Social Planning,  

and Leadership.”  

 
886 George S. Counts, “Dare the School Build the Great Society?” Phi Delta Kappan 47 (September 1965): 27-30, 

27. 
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Counts does use the term imposition a few times in this piece. In retelling the argument 

from Dare the School, Counts uses quotes from the original text. Specifically, he does this with 

the term imposition in his summarization of the ten fallacies about the nature of education. The 

first quote comes in relation to the first fallacy which is that man is born free. Counts, using his 

own words, quotes that man is born helpless and that it is through culture that he is given the 

tools of freedom. The direct example of the impact of culture and its ability to be freeing is the 

use of language. To think that freedom is separate from culture is naive and is like expecting the 

individual to “learn no language until he reaches the age of twenty-one. Then he should be 

allowed to choose from all the languages of the world.”887 

The next use of imposition comes from the presentation of the ninth fallacy about 

ignorance vs knowledge. Here Counts just uses his own words to describe that many can accept 

that imposition is a part of education and inevitable but cannot bring themselves to make any 

effort to control the process.888 Counts instead, considers the need for control and determines that 

the one acting should have clear understanding of why a choice is made and be ready and willing 

to take responsibility for that choice. 

Counts’ last use of the term imposition comes when he describes the conclusion of Dare 

the School. He notes, “The conclusion of the author, therefore, ‘is that complete impartiality is 

utterly impossible, that the school must shape attitudes, develop tastes, and even impose 

ideas.’”889 Counts follows this analysis up in this piece by stating, “Also it should know what it 

is doing and assume responsibility for the results.”890 Here, as in Dare the School, the term 

imposition relates to the giving of particular ideas to students through the school. 

 
887 Ibid., 29.  
888 Ibid.  
889 Ibid. 
890 Ibid.  
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“Education and Catastrophe” (1966) 

The only means found for reviewing this piece was its manuscript in the George S. 

Counts Archive at Southern Illinois University. Its original publication, according to the 

bibliography provided in Laurence J. Dennis and William E. Eaton’s book George S. Counts: 

Educator for a New Age, was as a Kappa Delta Pi lecture. It was published by Kent State 

University. 

Table 27. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “Education and 

Catastrophe” 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

  

Imposition Quotes  

“Consequently, educational systems in history and in the world today are as 

different as the societies and cultures which they serve, unless they are imposed by 

force from without.” 

13 

 

In this text, there is no use of the term indoctrination. Counts does use the term 

imposition in a quote that is similar to previous quotes and is also seen in varied forms 

throughout the rest of the pieces discussed in this paper. In the fourth section of this paper, 

Counts discusses the idea that “Education is always an expression of a particular society and 

culture.”891 He follows his view of the relationship between education and civilization by noting 

that education systems vary just as much as cultures. The only caveat to the view of education as 

born from cultures is if the system is “imposed by force from without.”892 This use of imposition 

refers to the forced control of one country on another after war or by other means. 

“Education For Tomorrow’s World” (1969) 

The only means found for reviewing this piece was its manuscript in the George S. 

 
891 George S. Counts, “Education and Catastrophe,” George S. Counts Papers. Special Collections Research Center: 

Southern Illinois University, Carbondale, IL., box. 3, folder 4, 13. 
892 Ibid. 
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Counts Archive at Southern Illinois University. Its original publication, according to the 

bibliography provided in Laurence J. Dennis and William E. Eaton’s book George S. Counts: 

Educator for a New Age, was in the Daily Egyptian in Carbondale, Illinois. 

Table 28. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “Education for 

Tomorrow’s World” 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

  

Imposition Quotes  

“We must understand, without equivocation, that education is always an expression 

or a function of a given society with its culture at a particular time in history, unless 

it is imposed by force from without or is a legacy from a world that is passing 

away.” 

1 

 

Again, Counts does not use the term indoctrination in this piece. His use of imposition 

comes in a similar form as the previous text discussed.  

Counts use of imposition in this text comes in the very first paragraph of this text which 

reads, 

First of all, we must realize that education is not an autonomous process, always and 

everywhere the same and governed by its own laws, and that what we need today is not 

simply more and more education. We must understand, without equivocation, that 

education is always an expression or a function of a given society with its culture at a 

particular time in history, unless it is imposed by force from without or is a legacy from 

a world that is passing away. We must realize therefore that an education which would 

be appropriate for one society might destroy another, or that an education which would 

be appropriate for one generation in a swiftly changing world might carry its successor 

to disaster.893 

 

Here, Counts’ use of imposition is a common one for him. Education is representative of the 

culture it is in, unless it is not a product of that culture, meaning that another country or people 

 
893 George S. Counts, “Education for Tomorrow’s World,” George S. Counts Papers. Special Collections Research 

Center: Southern Illinois University, Carbondale, IL., box 3, folder 6, 1. 
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has, by greater power (i.e., through the winning of a war), gained the ability to force their 

education system on the country. 

“Should the Teacher Always be Neutral?” (1969) 

“Should the Teacher Always be Neutral” is an article written to address the “subject of 

indoctrination and imposition in the educative process.”894 

Table 29. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “Should the 

Teacher Always be Neutral?” 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

“However, I shall merely attempt to write a few words relative to the subject of 

indoctrination and imposition in the educative process.” 
186 

“I defended the thesis that a measure of indoctrination is inevitable, although I 

rejected the proposition that anything should be taught as absolutely fixed and final 

and rather defended the idea of “imposition” as a basic and inescapable aspect of 

the process of rearing the young in any society.” 

186 

“When the time came for questions and remarks from the floor the great 

philosopher stood up and said that he had checked the meaning of the word  

“indoctrination” in Webster’s dictionary and discovered that it meant “teaching.”” 

186 

Imposition Quotes  

“Here is the supreme imposition.” 187 

“Without this imposition of the culture, as all of this makes clear, man would not be 

man, except in a biological sense — if he could survive.” 
187 

“The language which is imposed on the child from the moment of his birth may 

well be regarded as symbolic of the culture.” 
187 

“It is clear therefore that language constitutes a tremendous imposition on the 

individual.” 
187 

“I have often told my students that, if we do not want to impose anything on the 

individual, we should not allow him to learn a language until he becomes 21 years 

of age and then let him choose the language which he prefers.” 

187 

“To have done so would have required a revolutionary form of imposition.” 188 

“Political liberty, with all of its demands on human nature, if it is to endure, is 

certainly one of the most extraordinary impositions on the mind and character of 

man in the entire history of homo sapiens.” 

188 

“The nature of the imposition must be radically altered.” 188 

“I have often told my students that, if we want to avoid imposing anything on our 

children, we should alter the architectural style of the building every day. 
188 

 
894 George S. Counts, “Should the Teacher Always be Neutral?” Phi Delta Kappan 51 (December, 1969): 186-89, 

186.  
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“The need for developing the independent and critical mind in the members of the 

younger generation is implicit in much that I have written and is clearly a form of 

imposition.” 

188 

“The big question therefore is not whether we should impose anything on the child 

in the process of education but what we should impose.” 
188 

“A final illustration of the critical importance of the question of imposition in the 

rearing of the young in our democracy is clearly revealed in our treatment of the 

Negro down through the generations.” 

188 

“But to achieve this goal the teacher cannot be neutral and the essence of the 

traditional pattern of imposition in our culture must be reversed.” 
189 

 

Counts uses the term indoctrination in this text three times, including in the quote used 

above to introduce this text. In saying a few words about indoctrination, Counts recalls the 

debate he had with John Dewey regarding the issue of indoctrination and imposition in the 

educative process. Counts states, “I defended the thesis that a measure of indoctrination is 

inevitable, although I rejected the proposition that anything should be taught as absolutely fixed 

and final and rather defended the idea of ‘imposition’ as a basic and inescapable aspect of the 

process of rearing the young in any society.”895 Here, Counts’ use of the term indoctrination to 

note the teaching of doctrine, but he clarifies that doctrine is not taught to be “fixed and final.” 

Counts next use of the term indoctrination comes when he describes an incident 

following an event where he was speaking. He notes that John Dewey was in the audience and 

spoke up at the time for discussion following his presentation. Dewey, Counts claims, had 

looked up the definition of “‘indoctrination’ in Websters dictionary and discovered that it meant 

‘teaching.’”896 

Counts uses the term imposition a number of times including the two already mentioned 

that were used in conjunction with the term indoctrination. Counts uses the term imposition 

thirteen additional times throughout this text. The first use of imposition on its own comes in 

 
895 Ibid., 186. 
896 Ibid. 
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Counts’ attempt to provide a contextual foundation for his argument regarding the role of 

imposition in education. Counts begins by stating that, “it is impossible to discuss the question 

under consideration without understanding the role of culture in the life of man.”897 Counts 

continues noting that in his view, man is born helpless and the society that he is born into gives 

him form and direction. He notes, “Although every individual is unique, he is molded by his 

culture and thus becomes a human being.”898 Counts continues, arguing that the “nature of the 

human being is dependent on the culture which inherits him” and in his first use of the term 

imposition on its own, Counts notes that this “is the supreme imposition.”899 A person is unable 

to choose the culture they are born into, thus it is placed on them by the happenstance of birth 

and it inevitably shapes the human they become. 

Counts continues his argument in support of the idea that culture is essential with his next 

use of the term imposition. Counts first defines education as “the total process of inducting the 

young into a given society with its culture, its ways of acting, feeling, and thinking, its language, 

its tools, its institutions, its ethical and aesthetic values, its basic ideas, religious doctrines, and 

philosophical presuppositions.”900 He then notes that “without this imposition of culture,... man 

would not be man, except in a biological sense — if he could survive.” Imposition here refers to 

the confines of a culture which help to shape the human existence and give it substance and 

meaning outside simple biological parameters. 

Counts moves on to further articulate his point by discussing language as an example. He 

notes, “the language which is imposed on the child from the moment of birth may well be 

 
897 Ibid.  
898 Ibid.  
899 Ibid., 187. 
900 Ibid. 
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regarded as symbolic of the culture.”901 Discussing the problems with translation of one language 

to another, Counts notes the impact that values and meaning have on the words in a language. 

One language may not be able to confer the same meaning elicited emotionally in the language 

of origin causing incompatibility in translation. This example exhibits how a language expresses 

the distinct character and culture that it comes from. Counts uses a book of poetry on the topic of 

freedom as an example. Although the authors tried to include poetry from many different 

languages, poems in English were dominant in the text, arguably because the concept of freedom 

carries more meaning in English. As a result, Counts concludes that “language constitutes a 

tremendous imposition on the individual.”902 He concludes this section on culture and imposition 

noting a suggestion he makes to his students, “if we don’t want to impose anything on the 

individual, we should not allow him to learn a language until he becomes 21 years of age and 

then let him choose the language which he prefers.”903 

In the next section, Counts moves on to address education and more specifically to frame 

education in American society given its cultural foundation. He begins the section noting that, 

“A given society is always a bearer of a particular culture, and societies vary as their cultures 

vary. Consequently, an education which would be appropriate for one society might destroy 

another.”904 He follows this view of the relationship between education and the maintenance of 

societies by touching on concerns related to the comparison of American education to Soviet 

education following the launching of Sputnik. He argues that the comparison is a faulty one 

because the two societies are profoundly different. A more appropriate question, in his mind, is 

to consider how well the education systems in each country serve the purpose of the society. He 

 
901 Ibid. 
902 Ibid. 
903 Ibid.  
904 Ibid. 
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concludes then that Soviet education might be better than American education at serving the 

purposes of the society because “education for a democracy is far more difficult than education 

for a dictatorship.”905 

He expounds on his views by discussing the importance of virtue, self-discipline in a 

democracy and using the words of Montesquieu, Thomas Jefferson, and an author from the late 

1800s, he notes that there is particular human nature required for a democracy to survive. He 

believes that schools, even though they have expanded much during his time have not been able 

to develop the type of human nature required to sustain a democracy. “To have done so” he 

argues, “would have required a revolutionary form of imposition.”906 Counts continues noting 

that the concept of political liberty places specific demands on human nature and “is certainly 

one of the most extraordinary impositions on the mind and character of man in the entire history 

of homo sapiens.”907 

Counts moves on to note the way that American society is being changed as a result of 

industrialization. He raises the concern that “since crossing the great watershed we have never 

sat down and considered seriously how our children and youth should spend their years in our 

urbanized and industrialized society.”908 He also notes the way that industrialization is shrinking 

the earth and making it far easier for societies and civilizations to interact. As a result of these 

large shifts, Counts argues that “the nature of the imposition must be radically altered.”909 

In Counts’ final section of this piece, he addresses the school specifically. He argues first 

that, “whenever choices are made in the launching of a program values are involved.”910 He 

 
905 Ibid.  
906 Ibid., 188. 
907 Ibid. Italics in original. 
908 Ibid. 
909 Ibid. 
910 Ibid. 
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mentions a number of examples from the curriculum to what is hung on the walls of the 

classroom. He remarks at this point on another comment that he usually makes to his students. 

He states, “if we want to avoid imposing anything on our children, we should alter the 

architectural style of the building everyday.”911 He follows this argument by noting also how 

“textbooks transmit to the younger generation countless social, political, and moral ideas — for 

the most part a white middle-class culture.”912 

Counts then argues, “the need for developing the independent and critical mind in the 

members of the younger generation is implicit in much that I have written and is clearly a form 

of imposition.”913 Following this statement, Counts goes on to set some further parameters which 

he feels need to also be taught. He argues against criticality just for the sake of being critical. He 

notes that it must come with discipline. He also argues that “with every right or freedom there 

goes a responsibility.”914 As a result he believes, “the critical mind should be armed with 

knowledge and understanding, and perhaps with a modicum of humility and wisdom.”915 

This led Counts to his main conclusion about imposition. He states, “the big question 

therefore is not whether we should impose anything on the child in the process of education but 

what we should impose.”916 Counts focuses on the great aims of American society as found in 

the Declaration of Independence and the hope that the younger generation can see that promise 

fulfilled. He sees the use of science and technology as being helpful for “bringing our practices 

into harmony with our historic professions.”917 

 
911 Ibid. 
912 Ibid. 
913 Ibid. 
914 Ibid. 
915 Ibid. 
916 Ibid. 
917 Ibid. 
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Counts uses the term imposition once more in his effort to illustrate this final point. He 

writes, “A final illustration of critical importance of the question of imposition in the rearing of 

the young in our democracy is clearly revealed in our treatment of the Negro down through the 

generations.”918 Using the words of another author, Counts expresses how incongruous the 

treatment of the negro is with the ideals set down in the founding of the country. He seeks for 

that problem to be addressed in the shortest possible amount of time and concludes that “to 

achieve that goal the teacher cannot be neutral and the essence of the traditional pattern of 

imposition in our culture must be reversed.”919 

“International, Intercultural, and Interracial Education” (1971) 

The only means found for reviewing this piece was the manuscript in the George S. 

Counts Archive at Southern Illinois University. Its original publication, according to the 

bibliography provided by Dennis and Eaton in Viewpoints in September of 1971. 

Table 30. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “International, 

Intercultural, and Interracial Education”  

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

  

Imposition Quotes  

“It is as much an integral part of a society with its particular culture as an 

economic, political, or social system, unless it is imposed by force from without or 

is the result of cultural lag.” 

1 

 

Counts starts this piece like he has many others. He states, “Education is never a purely 

autonomous process, independent of time and place and conducted according to its own laws. It 

is as much an integral part of a society with its particular culture as an economic, political, or 

 
918 Ibid. 
919 Ibid., 189. 
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social system, unless it is imposed by force from without or is the result of cultural lag.” 920 

Counts continues in this introduction stating, that “the very way in which education is conceived, 

whether its purpose is to free or enslave the mind, is an expression of the society and culture 

which it serves” and that this is where the differences in educational philosophy can be found.921 

Given the purpose of this piece is to discuss the interplay of cultures and the growing need for a 

collective effort to tame the powers of science and technology, Counts argues that while 

“educational programs in the world today, including our own, should embrace the conception of 

a common humanity, no such program as a whole should be regarded as an article of export 

either with or without the support of dollars or machine guns.”922 

“What are the Enduring Values Inherent in Our Society?” (date unknown, unpublished 

manuscript) 

This text is an unpublished manuscript found in the George S. Counts Archive at 

Southern Illinois University. The premise of this brief piece seems to be to provide an argument 

regarding what the values in American society are and to suggest what they should be. 

Table 31. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “What are the 

Enduring Values Inherent in Our Society?” 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

  

Imposition Quotes  

“We cannot evade our obligation here by saying, as some educators have in my 

generation, that we must not impose our values on the young, that we should permit 

them to grow up and choose their own values.” 

2 

 

 
920 George S. Counts, “International, Intercultural, and Interracial Education,” George S. Counts Papers. Special 

Collections Research Center: Southern Illinois University, Carbondale, IL., box 3, folder 7, 1.  
921 Counts, “International, Intercultural, and Interracial Education,” 1. 
922 Ibid. 
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In this piece, Counts does not use the term indoctrination, but he does use the term 

imposition. He opens the piece in consideration of the title question and stating that it is hard to 

determine a simple answer to this question because of the pluralistic nature of American society 

and the way that different groups aims mix together in the country. He does, however, believe 

that there is a history “of social and moral values which can be traced back to the founding of the 

Republic and on through the centuries of the English liberal tradition to the Magna Carta and 

beyond.”923 

Counts turns from this discussion to note that while there is a heritage of social and moral 

values, the practice “falls far short of the ideal.”924 Quoting another researcher, Counts considers 

the argument that the values of the world need to be rearranged and morality should be the first 

value while money is placed last. Counts considers this need to rearrange the important values of 

American society as “the most critical and urgent problem in American education.”925 Counts 

considers, “What are and what should be the basic values which should permeate the curriculum 

of our schools from the kindergarten through the university.”926 He follows by claiming, “we 

cannot evade our obligation here by saying, as some educators have in my generation, that we 

must not impose our values on the young, that we should permit them to grow up and choose 

their own values.”927 He calls this notion romantic and instead argues that “the molding [sic] 

process goes on from the moment a child is born. Otherwise, he would not become a human 

being.”928 He concludes then, given this belief, that education in the United States must be 

 
923 George S. Counts, “What are the Enduring Values Inherent in Our Society?” George S. Counts Papers. Special 

Collections Research Center: Southern Illinois University, Carbondale, IL., box 4, folder 8, 1.  
924 Counts, “What are the Enduring Values Inherent in Our Society?” 1.  
925 Ibid., 2.  
926 Ibid. 
927 Ibid. 
928 Ibid., 3.  
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shaped according to the creeds set out in the founding. He counts those as the enduring values in 

the society. 

“Education and the Great Transition” (date unknown, unpublished manuscript) 

This text is an unpublished manuscript in the George S. Counts Archive at Southern 

Illinois University. The premise of this piece is that there are significant changes in the society 

brought about by science and the industrial age and there is a serious need to address them 

squarely through education. 

Table 32. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “Education and the 

Great Transition” 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

  

Imposition Quotes  

“The time has come for us to realize that education is always an expression of a 

particular society and culture at a particular time in history, unless it is imposed by 

force from without.” 

4 

 

Counts does not use the term indoctrination in this text, but he does use the term 

imposition. The use of the term imposition comes in a similar quote seen in other texts. Counts 

spends the first part of this text presenting briefly his conception of education and discussing the 

differences in society that education has not kept up with. In his final paragraph of this piece 

Counts states, “the time has come for us to realize that education is always an expression of a 

particular society and culture at a particular time in history, unless it is imposed by force from 

without.”929 He continues noting that the planet is going through an age of revolution. He follows 

asserting that teachers should be aware of this change, and it should be included in their training. 

Counts states, “in the years ahead the entire program or process for the rearing of the younger 

 
929 George S. Counts, “Education and the Great Transition,” George S. Counts Papers. Special Collections Research 

Center: Southern Illinois University, Carbondale, IL., box 3, folder 6, 4. 
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generation must be and will be profoundly changed.”930 As a result, the teacher will play a vital 

role in educational policy and must be trained as more than just a technician. 

“Education and the Fate of the Republic” (date unknown, unpublished manuscript) 

This text is also an unpublished manuscript in the George S. Counts Archive at Southern 

Illinois University. The premise of this piece is a discussion of the challenge of Soviet 

educational reforms to America. Counts concludes this piece saying, “the republic is in danger, 

not perhaps for today, but certainly for tomorrow.”931 

 

Table 33. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “Education and the 

Fate of the Republic” 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

  

Imposition Quotes  

“Since education is always a most intimate expression of the life and the 

institutions of a given society, unless it is imposed by armed force from without, 

comparison of different systems is extremely difficult and hazardous.” 

7 

 

Counts does not use indoctrination in this piece, but the use of the term imposition comes 

up once and it is used in a statement seen in a similar format to other pieces. This particular use 

of the term imposition comes in the third section of this piece which discusses the question of 

whether the Soviet education system is better than the American education system. Responding 

to this question is particularly dangerous and difficult Counts notes because “education is always 

a most intimate expression of the life and institutions of a given society, unless it is imposed by 

armed force from without.”932 Counts then turns to a discussion of Montesquieu and notes his 

 
930 Counts, “Education and the Great Transition,” 4. 
931 George S. Counts, “Education and the Fate of the Republic,” George S. Counts Papers. Special Collections 

Research Center: Southern Illinois University, Carbondale, IL., box 3, folder 6, 11.  
932 Counts, “Education and the Fate of the Republic,” 7. 
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belief that the laws of education should be guided by the principles of the government. As a 

result of this close tie of education to government, Counts concludes that “a program of 

education entirely suited to one society might destroy another.”933 

“The Challenge of These Times to the University” (date unknown, unpublished 

manuscript) 

The final piece in this review is also an unpublished manuscript found in the George S. 

Counts Archive at Southern Illinois University. Counts notes at the outset of the paper that the 

central premise of this piece relates to a quote by Konrad Lorenz, “Man appears to be the 

missing link between anthropoid apes and human beings.”934 Counts states that “if man is to 

survive on the earth, we must become human beings.”935 

Table 34. Direct quotations — Use of Indoctrination and Imposition in “The Challenge of 

these Times to the University” 

Quotation Page # 

  

Indoctrination Quotes 

  

Imposition Quotes  

“It is as much an integral part of a particular society and culture as an economic, 

political, or social system, unless it is imposed by force or prestige from without or 

is the result of cultural lag.” 

1 

 

Counts does not use indoctrination in this piece, but he does use the term imposition. 

Counts starts at the outset noting that there are still elements of barbarism and savagery in man 

and that “if this condition is to be changed, formal education from the kindergarten to the 

university must assume an important role.”936 It is here that Counts uses his oft-stated opinion 

that education is not an autonomous process. He also notes that education “can serve any purpose 

 
933 Ibid. 
934 George S. Counts, “The Challenge of These Times to the University,” George S. Counts Papers. Special 

Collections Research Center: Southern Illinois University, Carbondale, IL., box 3, folder 5, 1.  
935 Counts, “The Challenge of These Times to the University,” 1.  
936 Ibid. 
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and even bring catastrophe to mankind.”937 Counts then states that education “is as much an 

integral part of a particular society and culture as an economic, political, or social system, unless 

it is imposed by force or prestige from without or a result of cultural lag.”938 Counts follows this 

statement by noting that the issue of lag is one seen throughout the world. From here, he turns his 

focus to the role of the university in addressing the issue. 
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5 ANALYSIS OF COUNTS’ VIEWS ON THE ROLE OF INDOCTRINATION IN 

EDUCATION 

The central premise of this dissertation has been that there is a contradiction in Counts’ 

challenge to progressive education. Debatably antithetical to a basic view of progressive 

education, Counts argued that progressivism could become more progressive if it was less 

frightened and more willing to consider the use of indoctrination in education. The meaning of 

the term indoctrination is central to determining if there is a contradiction in Counts’ argument. 

Without understanding the term, it is hard to discuss the relationship that indoctrination has to 

the educative process or to even consider whether the use of indoctrination could lead to 

achieving the goals of progressivism. Counts acknowledges this key issue in his article 

“Education Thru Indoctrination.” He states plainly that, “much of the confusion regarding this 

question undoubtedly arises out of a failure to define terms.”939 Although he clearly understood a 

key issue in this discussion, a review of the whole of Counts’ works on American education and 

each use of the term indoctrination in context reveals that he never provides his definition of 

indoctrination. Sifting through what Counts does say is the only means of eliciting the best 

possible definition of the term indoctrination from a Countsian perspective.  

The context of Counts’ understanding was provided in the previous chapter. This chapter 

presents an analysis of that context to elicit the meaning of indoctrination to Counts. This 

analysis establishes Counts’ view of the relationship of indoctrination to education. After 

presenting Counts’ views and establishing a Countsian definition of indoctrination, I provide two 

key arguments Counts made to address why indoctrination, of the type he promotes, should not 

be feared. This analysis along with a definition of indoctrination from a Countsian perspective 

demonstrates that there is no contradiction in Counts’ challenge to progressive education.  

 
939 Counts, “Education Thru Indoctrination,” 193. 
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It is important to address Counts’ use of the term imposition in the process of developing 

his definition of indoctrination. The evidence gathered from Counts’ writings and presented in 

the previous chapter shows that the term imposition was used more often in his writings than the 

term indoctrination. Counts acknowledges his preference for the term imposition in his text, 

“Education Thru Indoctrination.” In a footnote in that text he states, “It is quite possible that 

indoctrination is too strong and uncompromising a word to apply to the kind of influence which I 

have in mind. Perhaps imposition is better; but even this term should be made to carry its milder 

connotations.”940 Additionally, unlike indoctrination, Counts provides a definition of imposition 

in one of his texts. In the article, “Should the Teacher Always Be Neutral?” Counts states that he 

“was not using the term [imposition] in a pejorative sense but in its original meaning derived 

from the Latin verb, imponere, ‘to place on.’”941 

While imposition plays a prominent role in Counts’ writing it should not be considered 

over the term indoctrination. Throughout his writing Counts continues to use the term 

indoctrination. Several times throughout his writings, Counts uses the term indoctrination in the 

title to a section or as the stated aim of his writing and then proceeds to use the term imposition 

more often throughout that piece. For example, in “Education Thru Indoctrination,” Counts uses 

the term indoctrination in the title and in the stated purpose for the piece which is to undertake 

“the defense of the theory of indoctrination.” While indoctrination is given a position of 

prominence it does not get the same representation in the piece. Counts uses the term 

indoctrination seven times in the text and uses the term imposition seventeen times.942 Over 

thirty years later, Counts continues to give the term imposition prominence in his text, “Should 

 
940 Ibid. 
941 Counts, “Should the Teacher Always Be Neutral?” 186. 
942 Counts, “Education Thru Indoctrination.” 



254 

 

 

 

the Teacher Always be Neutral?” The stated purpose of that text is “to write a few words relative 

to the subject of indoctrination and imposition in the educative process.”943 In that text he uses 

the term indoctrination three times while he uses the term imposition fifteen times. Throughout 

his writings, Counts’ stated purpose of his work is never solely an analysis of imposition in 

education. Imposition should be understood as a synonym for indoctrination in Counts’ writing, 

rather than a separate concept.  

The terms imposition and indoctrination are linked in Counts’ thinking. Counts’ 

continued use of the term indoctrination throughout his writing and the position he gives it helps 

to show that he meant to discuss influence in education with the force and weight that the term 

indoctrination brings with it. Counts subsequent use of imposition when explaining the force of 

influence in education helps to give a wholeness to his conception of indoctrination. To discuss 

one concept without the other is to miss the whole of Counts’ understanding. As a result, in the 

effort to define Counts’ conception of indoctrination, his use of the term imposition must be 

considered and is included in this analysis.  

At the beginning of this dissertation, I established two definitions for indoctrination, one 

derived from the linguistic roots of the term and the other formulated in more recent history. I 

identify each of these by the labels “educative” and “authoritative.” Indoctrination of the 

authoritative nature is defined as “the process of teaching a person or group to accept a set of 

beliefs uncritically.”944 Indoctrination of the educative nature is defined as “teach a doctrine, 

belief, or principle to.”945 Counts’ own uses of the term indoctrination show that he was aware of 

 
943 Counts, “Should the Teacher Always be Neutral?” 186. 
944 “indoctrination,” Lexico.com, https://www.lexico.com/definition/indoctrination, accessed January 2022. 
945 Barnhart, Dictionary of Etymology, 522. 
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these two conceptions of indoctrination, yet he does not definitively come down on one side or 

the other.  

If these two definitions serve as opposite ends of an indoctrination spectrum, as I intend 

to use them here, then Counts’ conception of the term indoctrination is unique and sits between 

these two. I intend to use these two definitions in this way because they are representative of 

what Counts viewed as two processes that the school was responsible for in modern society: 

molding and enlightenment. He determined these to be logically contradictory from one another, 

setting them at opposite ends of a spectrum.946 Both of the definitions that I am using for 

indoctrination align with these two logically contradictory processes. The authoritative definition 

is focused on “conditioning,” on molding the individual to accept a key set of beliefs and to do 

so without criticality, while the educative definition is focused on the teaching of information 

with no context or limitation given, i.e., learning for learnings’ sake, the pursuit of knowledge, 

which is the essential aim of enlightenment. In the next sections, I will investigate what Counts 

argued was the indoctrination he supported and what was not. By viewing his argument in 

relation to the two sides of indoctrination, Counts’ conception is revealed.   

Indoctrination is Not 

 Within Counts’ writing he addresses what indoctrination is not to mean in three ways, by 

addressing the general feelings towards indoctrination by the American public, by addressing the 

definitions of indoctrination provided by educational researchers, and by stating clearly what 

indoctrination is not to mean in specific contexts or in stating what type of indoctrination is to be 

avoided. In each of the following instances, Counts presents the views of others related to the 

term indoctrination and its role in public education and establishes that he is not in support of the 

 
946 Counts, The Prospects of American Democracy, 303.  
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view. Instead, he offers his alternative understanding. Without a direct definition, these examples 

from Counts’ writings help to articulate the bounds that Counts sets for indoctrination. 

 Helping to define what indoctrination was not, Counts reflected on the general fears 

about indoctrination and the role of the school as an institution of the government. Counts 

understood the general fears that Americans had towards the concept of indoctrination. He 

understood that the people generally felt that education in the hands of a central government 

meant that there was the likelihood that a minority could use the education system to 

“indoctrinate the coming generation with a social philosophy inimical to the common good” or 

with “some authoritarian philosophy.”947 Counts believes that this fear of the government and 

“the concern that education is too powerful an instrument to place in the hands of any single 

authority” is what makes American education unique and what is valuable about the American 

education system.948 Although Counts acknowledges that this fear is a real one, one that is based 

in the experience of the Founding Fathers and one that Americans witnessed with the rise of 

totalitarian states in the 1900s, he argues that it is not something Americans should fret over 

because by design education is a state responsibility and not a federal responsibility in the United 

States. The weakness of the federal government in education in the United States is essential to 

Counts because it allows for experimentation amongst the states, promotes continued advances 

in the exploration of educational theory, and keeps the system from becoming too rigid or 

stale.949 For Counts, indoctrination is not driven by a central authority dictating education for the 

whole country.  

 Additionally, Counts acknowledges the general fear “that the school may impose a single 

 
947 Counts, American Road to Culture, 44. Counts, “The Spirit of American Education,” 3.  
948 Ibid. 
949 Counts, American Road to Culture, 44-5.  
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point of view upon all children and mold them all according to a single pattern.”950 Similar to his 

feelings about a central government authority in the United States, Counts sees this fear as 

impossible in the United States because life is far too complex, and the school is not the strongest 

educational agency in the country.951 Counts states that “if the school endeavored vigorously and 

consistently to win its pupils to the support of a particular social reform... it could act only as a 

mild counterpoise to the most powerful forces of society. The chances are, however, that the 

school will work in more or less harmony with these forces and thus serve to fasten upon the 

coming generation an outworn philosophy of life and society.”952 For Counts, indoctrination is 

not used for the creation of one single individual through the school; the school in America 

neither has the ability to do this, nor is there enough of a will to go against the flow of cultural 

trends. Counts argues instead that the “major concern consequently should be, not to keep the 

school from influencing the child in a positive direction, but rather to make certain that every 

Progressive school will use whatever power it may possess in opposing and checking the forces 

of social conservatism and reaction.”953 Thus the school is offering some direction to the child, 

but not shaping them wholly and completely.  

 A main concern of Counts’ work is his effort to shift the focus of American educators. 

His reflections on the views of other educators also help to show what he perceived was not 

indoctrination and how he perceived the concept. One of the ways he did this was by looking at 

the arguments of two educational camps. His arguments related to these two groups is best seen 

in his book, American Road to Culture. In that text, Counts’ addresses why American educators 

oppose indoctrination in education.  
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The first camp Counts critiques are the child-centered educators. Counts addresses this 

first camp by considering the definition that he sees American educators applying generally to 

indoctrination. He states, "They begin by defining indoctrination as the authoritative teaching of 

any attitude or belief as fixed, final, and unchanging."954 Counts pushes back on this definition of 

indoctrination not by denouncing it but rather by questioning, “why imposition of this character, 

regardless of the quality of the pattern selected, is undesirable.”955 Counts’ specific question here 

relates to fear of the school as the means for transmitting such indoctrination. He argues that “it 

would seem that any imposition which society might make on the child through the school is a 

small matter in comparison with the imposition of which the parents are guilty in bringing the 

child into the world at a particular point in time and place and endowed with a particular set of 

in-born qualities.”956 Implicit in the definition of these American educators is the fear of adult 

influence on the child.957 Counts argues that their solution to this perceived problem, promoting 

the idea of child-centered learning and teacher neutrality, is short sighted because removing the 

direct adult influence from the child’s learning does not stop adult influence from happening, it 

merely changes what the child learns about his or her relation to others. Counts argues that this 

teaches a form of social anarchy and in creating the environment which promotes child-centered 

learning and teacher neutrality, these American educators “are imposing their adult wills upon 

[the child] just as surely as though they taught him a particular doctrine about the universe.”958 

Although Counts questions why such a definition of indoctrination is problematic, 

looking at other pieces of his writing helps to reveal that he agrees in principle with the 
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avoidance of teaching anything as fixed and final and that interest, especially the interest of the 

child is essential to effective teaching and learning. In his texts, The Prospects of American 

Democracy and The Schools Can Teach Democracy, Counts states explicitly that, while 

promoting the teaching of concepts like fascism and totalitarianism, “in no case should an effort 

be made to enforce a narrow indoctrination upon the minds of the younger generation."959 

Additionally he states that “the immediate concerns of the young... should always play a large 

role in education;” however, he argues that “the responsibility of the school is, not to follow the 

interests of the young, but rather to assist in arousing and building worthy and fruitful 

interests.”960 Counts views his approach differently from that of the American educators he is 

critiquing. Where he sees their arguments lacking is in their refusal to accept that in the teaching 

of any concepts there is the need for “bias and orientation.”961 This bias and orientation is 

inescapable according to Counts, and even though he believes that education “involves a large 

measure of imposition” that does not also mean that “it requires a severe regimentation of the 

mind, a rigorous teaching of a body of doctrine as fixed and final.”962 For Counts, “the liberation 

of boys and girls from the reign of adult tyranny and ignorance is one of the marks of a high 

civilization,” but if the goal is “respect for the personality of the child,” then this “is expressed 

most fully in an educational program designed to develop a mature personality deserving of 

respect.”963 

In American Road to Culture, Counts also addresses the other camp of American 

educational theorists who oppose indoctrination in education, defined as the teaching of anything 
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as fixed and final. This group, unlike the first was not concerned about indoctrination in order to 

protect the child from the influences of adults, but instead they disagreed with indoctrination 

because they believed that to indoctrinate a child in a dynamic society driven by innovation 

through industrialization and science would be “to unfit him for life in the world as it is.”964 As a 

result, the individual would be better suited to training and teaching that kept him at pace with 

the newest innovations and flexible to change at a moment’s notice.965 Counts, finds more in 

common with this group and perceives that their views on indoctrination are on “firmer 

ground.”966 He acknowledges that the idea of rigid teaching might have been beneficial in the 

past, but it would be “extremely dangerous in the highly dynamic social order of today.”967 

Additionally, although he cautions that this concern over adult influence is being taken to 

“absurd extremes,” he argues that industrialization “is placing a premium increasingly on the 

elastic mind.”968 

The problem that Counts sees with the argument against indoctrination presented by the 

second group of American educators is that by promoting “individual success” and having an 

open mind that can change with the times the people are “in danger of becoming completely 

victimized and molded by the mechanics of industrialism.”969 Rather than being guided by a 

foundation of society rooted in a moral or social good, people are driven to “keep up with the 

Joneses” even if the choice is ultimately detrimental to their overall health or well-being or to the 

cohesive fabric of the collective society. To Counts, this focus on material aims gives a “reason 
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for believing that civilization in the United States is losing that moral quality or passion which 

gives the central meaning to life.”970 Counts argues that,  

Under this conception of life and society, education can only bow down before the gods 

of chance and reflect the drift of the social order. This conception is essentially anarchic 

in character, exalts the irrational above the rational forces of society, makes security an 

individual rather than a social goal, drives every one of us into an insane competition 

with his neighbors, and assumes that man is incapable of controlling in the common 

interest the creatures of his brain.971 

 

Counts suggests that what is missing is a social theory which gives the individual a greater 

reason for innovating or adapting to the innovations created by science and industrialization than 

the individual fear of missing out. There must be some cultural ideal or values that give meaning 

to life, thus “a society which is dominated less by the thought of individual advancement and 

more by certain far-reaching purposes and plans for social construction might find a firmer and 

more steadfast mentality desirable.”972  

In defending his position and arguing that he is not seeking a teaching of a fixed and final 

body of doctrine but cannot also be aimless or driven by individual success, Counts states that 

education should promote a full and thorough understanding of society and also permit and 

encourage students “to question all things” while education should also being “dominated by 

certain great social ideals.”973 These social ideals would be expressed in “an education that is 

carefully designed, both as method and as content, for the present day and generation;” “an 

education that recognizes the impossibility of moving in all directions at once...”974  

Counts recognizes that “these grand choices will be made for children by adults,” that 

“partiality is the very essence of education, as it is of life itself,” and “each choice involves 
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rejection as well as selection.”975 A theory of governance is expressed as a consequence of the 

choices made and “every school must make some decision concerning the motives to which to 

appeal in stimulating and guiding the process of learning.”976 Since the school is dealing with 

living growing beings it cannot remain neutral and must have growth and direction of its own.977 

Counts concludes his argument by noting that “the major object of education since the beginning 

of time has been the induction of the immature individual into the life of the group.”978 This 

education, Counts argues, includes “not only the development of intellectual powers, but also the 

formation of character, the acquisition of habits, attitudes, and dispositions suited to a given set 

of living conditions, a given level of culture, and a given body of ideals and aspirations.”979 As a 

result, just having the aim in education of developing a character that is flexible and able to 

change with the times is insufficient and unsustainable. This aim would simply serve to mold the 

individual to the whim of industrialization.  

Counts’ views on the concepts of molding and enlightenment also help to reveal what he 

determined was not indoctrination. Counts addresses the problem of establishing molding, 

whether it is for the purposes of keeping up with industrialization or for totalitarian control, as 

the only aim of education in his text The Prospects of American Democracy. For Counts, this 

definition of indoctrination is too “narrow.” It exhibits a particular “bias and orientation,” but the 

wrong type of bias and orientation necessary in the United States since it fails to acknowledge 

the essential link between education and politics.980 Counts argues that “since education must 

always be one of the major concerns of any advanced culture, it should be recognized as one of 
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the central problems of politics.”981 In The Prospects of American Democracy, Counts argues 

that,  

“In undertaking the formulation of a conception of the relation between the school and 

politics it is helpful to note that, besides the transmission of technical knowledge and 

powers indispensable in any modern society, every educational program embraces the 

apparently logically contradictory processes of molding and enlightenment. A program 

that emphasizes the former to the entire exclusion of the latter, an actual impossibility in 

fact, would result, if successful, in an indoctrination of the most extreme type, in the 

reduction of learning to a mere matter of conditioning, in the absolute fixing of loyalties 

to social ideas and institutions, and in the development of minds impervious to new 

conceptions, dominated by servility to authority, and lacking elasticity, resilience and 

creativeness. Such a view of education is approached historically in the practices of 

various religious denominations and today in the totalitarian states of Europe and the 

Orient. On the other hand, a program that endeavors to repudiate the molding process 

completely, and actual impossibility also, would result, if successful, in the cultural 

disinheriting of its subjects and in the rearing of a generation without roots in any society 

or epoch — futile, amorphous, purposeless, lacking in common loyalties, and wholly 

unfitted for life in this world. Indeed, enlightenment itself can have no substance or 

meaning apart from personalities formed and created by the molding influences of a 

given culture and system of social arrangements.982 
  

For Counts, indoctrination in the narrow sense is not just possible on the 

molding/authoritative side, but a bias and orientation can also happen if education is focused 

only on individual enlightenment. Counts argues that organized education designed “to reinforce 

the democratic method in society and serve the purpose of achieving social change with a 

minimum of disorder…must strike a balance between the processes of molding and 

enlightenment.”983 Thus rather than focusing on either democratic values or the necessities of 

industrial civilization, Counts argues that education should provide an indoctrination focused on 

democratic values and the dynamics of industrialization, on both molding and enlightenment. A 

molding and enlightenment focused “in terms of the achievement of the composite goal of 
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economic efficiency, material security, personal freedom, cultural diversity, popular intelligence, 

majority rule, and peaceful change.”984  

Besides setting up arguments against the beliefs of others regarding the use of 

indoctrination in education, Counts also makes several direct statements throughout his writings 

which show his views on indoctrination and provide clear evidence of what he was not 

advocating. A key statement supporting this view comes from his text, “Education Thru 

Indoctrination.” In that article, Counts states definitively that “if indoctrination is made to imply 

the establishment of a state church, the adoption of a set of sacred dogmas, and the teaching of 

these dogmas as fixed and final, then few of us while in our right minds would care to subscribe 

to the idea.”985 He states that he will “make no attempt to defend any such conception of 

education.”986 Instead Counts argues that “an education that does not strive to promote the fullest 

and most thorough understanding of the world is not worthy of the name. Also, there must be no 

deliberate distortion or suppression of facts to support any theory or point of view.”987 

In his “Presidential Address” to The American Federation of Teachers in 1941, Counts 

gave his view of what needed to be done to address the external pressures affecting the American 

school stating, “we must resist all efforts, from whatever source, to impose a narrow orthodoxy 

upon the schools.”988 Counts argues that The American Federation of Teachers’ first 

responsibility is the defense of public education and to fight for the protection of school budgets 

and the democratization of education. He states,  

We must continue the fight to place on boards of education representatives of organized 

labor and of the working people generally; to bring equality of opportunity to all of our 

children regardless of race, nationality, religion or family circumstances; to lift the-status 
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of the profession, to improve and make secure working conditions, to encourage teachers 

to participate actively in the life of both school and community, to collaborate as equals 

in the framing of both educational and social policy. Also we must give vigorous and 

sustained attention to the problem of developing an educational program that is truly and 

positively democratic, an educational program designed to give to the young the 

knowledge, the loyalties, the discipline of free men.989  

 

For Counts, the promotion of restrictions on public schools for selfish or anti-democratic 

purposes was antithetical to American society and must be vigorously defended against.990  

 Counts view on indoctrination can also be seen in his response to a hypothetical situation 

involving the teaching of political concepts within schools and the way that the teacher should 

engage students. In his response in the text “Decision-Making and American Values,” Counts 

addresses the perception that in teaching about politics “the teacher will tend to influence the 

students towards one party or another, according to his own political preferences.”991 Counts 

states that “the solution would seem to be found in the resolute avoidance of partisan 

indoctrination and the encouragement of the freest possible discussion of all issues by the 

students.”992 The ideal curriculum used in the classroom would direct the teacher to encourage 

free discussion. Additionally, Counts discusses the “conduct of the democratic political process” 

and notes that a principal and superintendent faced with addressing this concern might suggest 

that the goal of a curriculum that teaches political action would be to “make a genuine 

contribution toward raising both the intellectual and the ethical level of political discussion” and 

to practice participation in politics “under the guidance of qualified teachers who are more 
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concerned with the purification and elevation of the process than with the triumph of doctrine or 

the victory of party.”993 Thus for Counts, the teaching of politics should be encouraged, but the 

teaching of the process without discussion or the teaching of only one viewpoint should be 

avoided.  

In his text “The Redirection of Public Education,” Counts considers whether a democracy 

is capable of doing something similar to the effect of the Central Committee of the Communist 

party in Russia when it reconstructed the entire system of schools in the country. Counts clarifies 

his intent in this question stating, “is a democracy capable of subjecting its own system to a 

comparable re-examination and reconstruction in terms of its own experiences, conditions, 

resources, institutions, values, and goals?”994 This questioning and its inspiration from Russian 

Communism appears concerning, but Counts responds that “we certainly don’t want an all-

powerful Central Committee to impose its will upon us. The time has come, however, for an 

educational awakening surpassing in depth, sweep, and grandeur the awakening which gave birth 

to our glorious system of public schools.”995 Counts does call for a Federal Council to be created 

and to be “composed of our most distinguished citizens, representative of our diverse interest 

groups and equal in moral and intellectual stature to the justices of the supreme court.”996 Counts 

restricts the council in ways that promote his aim and distinguish it from the educational 

committee’s powers under Russian Communism. The purpose that Counts gives to this federal 

council is to study and “make recommendations, “without administrative authority, for the 

bringing of our total education program abreast of the conditions and challenges of the second 
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half of the twentieth century.”997 Thus, for Counts, a serious evaluation of American values and 

the American education system was necessary and a central committee could accomplish this 

task, but it does not need to mean that that committee is endowed with the power to force 

solutions on the society.  

Indoctrination Is 

 Counts’ use of the term indoctrination also reveals examples of how he believed 

indoctrination should be understood. These examples are affirmative statements regarding 

indoctrination that help to clarify what Counts believed indoctrination is. These examples also 

illustrate Counts’ beliefs articulated in the previous section but add further context in developing 

a framework by which to derive a Countsian definition of indoctrination.  

Counts’ responses to the more restrictive definitions of indoctrination, ones driven 

towards molding, narrow, or authoritative approaches to indoctrination show that he was not a 

proponent of those views; however, Counts affirmed that he did not have some utopian view of 

indoctrination. He acknowledged that his views on indoctrination still contained an element of 

the authoritative viewpoint. After arguing against the concept of neutrality in teaching in “Dare 

Progressive Education Be Progressive?” Counts states,  

You will say, no doubt, that I am flirting with the idea of indoctrination. And my answer 

is in the affirmative. Or, at least, I should say that the word does not frighten me. We may 

all rest assured that the younger generation in any society will be thoroughly imposed 

upon by its elders and by the culture into which it is born. For the school to work in a 

somewhat different direction with all the power at its disposal could do no great harm. At 

the most, unless the superiority of its outlook is unquestioned, it can serve as a 

counterpoise to check and challenge the power of less enlightened or more selfish 

purposes.998  
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By promoting neutrality as a characteristic of an ideal teacher the teaching profession was failing 

in its essential duty and declining to develop the future generation who can address “the great 

issues that agitate society.”999 American educators focused on increasing teacher neutrality were 

instead “giving support to the most powerful forces engaged in the contest.”1000  

While Counts acknowledged that his promotion of indoctrination in education included 

an element of authoritative control and adult influence on the child, he did not take that to its 

extreme and tried to limit the bounds of adult influence. Counts sought to avoid rigid or narrow 

indoctrination, but he also acknowledged the inevitability of influence in education and sought to 

direct it. Counts’ thesis from his text “Education Thru Indoctrination” helps to articulate this 

view. He states, while he is not willing to defend authoritative indoctrination he is  

Prepared to defend the thesis that all education contains a large element of imposition, 

that in the very nature of the case this is inevitable, that the existence and evolution of 

society depend upon it, that it is consequently eminently desirable, and that frank 

acceptance of this fact by the educator is a major professional obligation. …[T]hat a 

failure to do this represents a repudiation of a most crucial educational responsibility, the 

clothing of one’s own prejudices in the garb of universal truth, and the introduction into 

the theory of education of an element of obscurantism.1001  

 

Counts argues instead that educators should acknowledge that man is not born free, but he “is 

born helpless. He achieves freedom, as a race and as an individual, thru the medium of 

culture.”1002 As a result of his conception of man, Counts believes that a discussion of 

indoctrination and imposition must start fundamentally with the “fact that the individual is born 

into a particular culture."1003 Being born into a culture is the price of birth, but “by being 
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nurtured on a body of culture, however backward and limited it may be comparatively, the 

individual is at once imposed upon and liberated.”1004  

Counts understands that this view drives at the very core of the fears of educators seeking 

to avoid indoctrination and acknowledges that they “have opposed the inculcation of values on 

the ground that children and youth should be entirely free to create and develop their own values 

without any imposition on the part of their elders.”1005 Counts argues that influence in education 

is necessary and unavoidable, and “in the absence of careful guidance and instruction children 

would be no more successful in creating the great values of our civilization than in creating the 

higher mathematics or in penetrating the secrets of the atom.”1006 Teaching just the facts without 

any directionality or understanding or leaving the child to find meaning on their own is to 

promote social anarchy and to unfit the future generation for life as it is. He concludes that 

American Educators that are, “afraid of social forces, fearful of indoctrination, and trustful of 

experience, [sic] refuse to give the positive guidance which is the only alternative to 

superficiality and drift.”1007  

What Counts seeks in this “positive guidance” is the promotion of a tradition built on and 

related to the cultural foundations of the society. He argues, “my thesis is that such imposition, 

provided the tradition is vital and suited to the times, releases the energies of the young, sets up 

standards of excellence, and makes possible really great achievement.”1008 Counts states, “to my 

mind, a movement honestly styling itself progressive should engage in the positive task of 
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creating a new tradition in American life – a tradition possessing power, appeal, and 

direction.”1009 

In his “Theses on Freedom, Culture, Social Planning, and Leadership” Counts presents 

his ideas around tradition.1010 Counts states,  

…Culture is an expression and the repository of the hopes, the aspirations, the values, the 

soul of a people. To this aspect of culture, which is integrative, directive, dynamic, and 

qualitative, the term tradition is sometimes applied. Thus we speak of the Christian, the 

Mohammedan, the democratic, the communistic, the artistic, or the scientific tradition. It 

is here that the most severe educational controversies arise. It is here that the question of 

imposition and indoctrination assumes its most acute form.1011 

 

Counts argues that “tradition gives meaning not only to the life of a people but also to the life of 

the individual and to the educative process.”1012 As a result, a human is not more human or free 

by releasing them from tradition, “but rather by inducting him to identify himself most 

completely with a vital and growing tradition and to find fulfillment of his life in that 

tradition.”1013 Counts perceives that it is only through being influenced and learning such a 

tradition that a persons’ life is given meaning and made effective.1014 

A final quote from Counts regarding his view of what indoctrination is comes in his text, 

“Should the Teacher Always Be Neutral?” In that text, Counts argues, “the need for developing 

the independent and critical mind in the members of the younger generation is implicit in much 

that I have written and is clearly a form of imposition.”1015 Counts states that criticality just for 

the sake of being critical is not valuable. Along with the development of a critical mind, “a 
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precious resource in a free society,” should come discipline.1016 He also argues that “with every 

right or freedom there goes a responsibility.”1017 As a result he believes, “the critical mind should 

be armed with knowledge and understanding, and perhaps with a modicum of humility and 

wisdom.” Thus, criticality, tempered by understanding and the application of values related to 

the interplay of individuals engaged in a given society, is an ideal characteristic necessary for a 

well-developed critical person in a democratic society.  

Counts’ use of indoctrination in his texts show no wholesale support for either of the 

established definitions for indoctrination. Counts neither ascribes to indoctrination of the 

authoritative nature, “the process of teaching a person or group to accept a set of beliefs 

uncritically” nor to indoctrination of the educative nature, to “teach a doctrine, belief, or 

principle to.” 1018 The first definition is too narrow in scope and the second is too broad and lacks 

acknowledgement of the clear defining characteristics of culture which are inseparable from 

education. Counts’ use of indoctrination also does not completely discard both definitions but 

sits in between these too conceptions, establishing an integrated definition that encompasses the 

essential elements of each definition and yet sets anew “the traditional pattern of imposition in 

our culture.”1019 

A Countsian Definition of Indoctrination 

The root of Counts’ beliefs must begin with his definition of education, his conception of 

the roots of education, and the roots of a great education. Counts states, 

Fundamentally and comprehensively considered education is a process of inducting the 

young and immature into the life and culture of the group — into its ways of acting, 

thinking, and feeling, into an appropriation of its material and spiritual possessions — its 
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folkways and mores, its institutions and social arrangements, its skills, knowledges, and 

appreciations, its arts, sciences, and philosophies.1020 

 

Education always expresses a conception of civilization. Education can never be a purely 

autonomous process, independent of time and place and conducted according to its own 

laws. It is as much an integral part of a civilization as an economic or political system. 

The very way in which education is conceived, whether its purpose is to free or enslave 

the mind, is an expression of the civilization which it serves. The great difference in 

educational philosophy and practice from society to society are due primarily to 

differences in culture and civilization.1021 

 

A great education always expresses a great conception of civilization. ... it can come only 

from a bold and creative confronting of the nature, the values, the conditions, and the 

potentialities of a civilization. An education can rise no higher than the conception of 

civilization that pervades it, gives it substance, and determines its purpose and 

direction.1022  

 

Civilization is central to Counts’ beliefs about education. Education, good or bad, cannot have 

any meaning outside of a civilization, and a civilization does not exist without a specific form of 

education which passes the essential components of the civilization from one generation to the 

next. It is with this context in mind that we can begin to understand the Countsian definition of 

indoctrination.   

Given that Counts does not provide a definition of indoctrination on his own, one must be 

elicited from the language that he used. The argument that Counts provided related to what 

indoctrination is and what indoctrination is not, organized appropriately, can be used as a 

framework to develop a definition of Countsian indoctrination.    

Table 35: A Framework for Countsian Definition of Indoctrination 

Countsian Indoctrination Includes Countsian Indoctrination Does Not Include 
  

Positive Guidance: Dominated by certain 

great social ideals rooted in the society where 

the instruction is taking place and the 

instructed individual is to live 

A severe regimentation of the mind or a 

rigorous teaching of a body of doctrine as 

fixed and final or unchanging 
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Bias and orientation: acknowledges a large 

measure of imposition and partiality in the 

teaching process 

Narrow indoctrination: a single point of view 

or the molding according to a single pattern 

Promotes the fullest and most thorough 

understanding of the world 

The teaching of an outworn philosophy of life 

and society 

Promotes the development of a firmer and 

more steadfast mentality 

An individual achievement or individual 

success mentality 

Promotes experimentation and the ideal in 

American Public Education of local control 

Singular control by a government, 

organization or adult 

Includes the development of intellectual 

powers and the formation of character, the 

acquisition of habits, attitudes, and 

dispositions suited to a given set of living 

conditions, a given level of culture, and a 

given body of ideals and aspirations 

A focus only on molding or enlightenment 

and the deliberate suppression of facts to 

support a particular theory or point of view 

Recognizes the interests and the immediate 

concerns of the young 

An approach driven only by the individual or 

the child 

Promotes discussion while establishing 

disciplines needed to make that discussion 

productive 

The denial of discussion or discussion without 

discipline 

 

Given these characteristics, Countsian indoctrination can be defined as, the teaching of specific, 

culturally relevant knowledge, habits, attitudes, and dispositions, adjusted to a particular time 

and place to maintain vitality, and integrated within the individual to promote the release and 

discipline of energies essential to give meaning to the life they live in the society and time they 

are born into.  

Civilization is the foundation of Counts’ beliefs about indoctrination in education. 

Education is not universal, but instead is only understood through the lens of the civilization 

where the education is taking place, and a civilization does not exist without a specific form of 

education to maintain it. As a result, education requires the selection of information for this 

purpose. This selection of what is taught is the base act of indoctrination. Given this conclusion, 

indoctrination and education are inseparable. Education, especially education of the form most 

suited to the specific culture and society and most likely to further the growth and perpetuation 
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of that civilization requires the selection and the teaching of a specific set of culturally relevant 

knowledge, habits, attitudes, and dispositions. A society based on the concepts of democratic 

ideals and governance, could not avoid indoctrination any more than an authoritarian 

government could.  

What sets the selection of information under Countsian indoctrination apart from the 

selection of information for authoritarian or educational indoctrination is the outcome of the 

individual. For Counts, authoritarian indoctrination would fasten the individual into a mold and 

restrict the growth of the individual to limits that only serve the need of the government to 

maintain power and control. On the other side, educational indoctrination would affix the person 

to nothing. Teaching for teaching’s sake alone would result “in the cultural disinheriting of its 

subjects and in the rearing of a generation without roots in any society or epoch — futile, 

amorphous, purposeless, lacking in common loyalties, and wholly unfitted for life in this 

world.”1023 As was stated earlier, Counts understood that to promote democratic ideals and be 

flexible enough to change with the times, education “must strike a balance between the processes 

of molding and enlightenment.”1024 Selection under Countsian indoctrination, is driven by the 

civilization that the indoctrination is intended to promote. If Countsian indoctrination was used 

in an authoritative society, it would, from an outside perspective, look like the fastening of 

restrictions on the individual, but from within the country it would serve to promote the fullest 

life possible within that society’s ideals. Countsian indoctrination, applied to American society, 

begins with the selection of democratic ideals and values over all others and the cultivation of the 

individual who can best live out those ideals and inculcate those same ideals in the next 

 
1023 Counts, The Prospects of American Democracy, 303.  
1024 Ibid. 
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generation. Selection under Countsian indoctrination is intended to produce the outcome best 

suited to the perpetuation of a given culture. 

Why there is No Reason to Fear Countsian indoctrination  

One of Counts’ central efforts throughout his life was to try to convince American 

educators to come to terms with the relationship between education and indoctrination and to see 

the need for a concerted effort to establish the balance between the processes of molding and 

enlightenment. One of the main ways that Counts attempted to persuade people was to urge them 

to see past their fear of authoritative indoctrination and to recognize that, “there is no escape 

under the aegis of rescuing the child from the ogre of indoctrination.”1025 He tried to show this in 

two ways: 1) by arguing that indoctrination is already happening; and 2) by arguing that 

democracy and democratic principles required explicit teaching, the indoctrination of specific, 

culturally relevant, knowledge, habits, attitudes, and dispositions just as much, if not more than 

any other way of living currently devised by man. By calling attention to the dual issues, that 

indoctrination is unavoidable, and not indoctrinating in democracy is tantamount to self-

destruction, Counts sought to release American educators from the fear of indoctrination and to 

set them to the task of civilizational maintenance and development. There is no escape from 

indoctrination and neutrality is not neutral. To fight against influence in education is to fight 

against the very nature of education and to give space and support to the ideals that threaten 

democracy and the ideals of political liberty, the freest system man has devised. 

One of the main reasons that Counts’ view of indoctrination did not have the effect that it 

should have had is his failure to clearly define the term indoctrination and to give people the 

ability to view the process in a new light. Having a clear definition of Countsian indoctrination 

 
1025 Counts, Education and the Foundations of Human Freedom, 75. 
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provides the means for setting aside concepts of indoctrination that are narrow and 

acknowledging the reality that influence is unavoidable and essential in the educative process. 

Holding this definition as the frame of reference for indoctrination in education allows for a 

reconsideration of Counts’ arguments in support of indoctrination in education and to consider 

why it should not be feared.  

Indoctrination is Already Happening: Neutrality is Impossible 

Counts was writing at a time where the world was going through profound changes. He 

perceived that “the American people are consequently between two civilizations and are the 

inevitable victims of doubt and uncertainty.”1026 The protection of the United States from the 

influences of the other nations of the world were all but eroded by the pace of industrialization 

and the speed at which ideas and the events in other countries could affect thoughts and 

behaviors in the United States. As a result, the American people were not protected by 

geographical barriers anymore and had to address the part that influence plays in their everyday 

lives, from the interactions of families to the impacts of industrialization and war.  

 Counts tried to show how everyday families could not avoid indoctrination, the teaching 

of specific, culturally relevant knowledge, habits, attitudes, and dispositions. In American Road 

to Culture, he notes that the American peoples’ fear of indoctrination is naïve and rooted in the 

indoctrinated idea that Americans are “the chosen people of God, that their culture is obviously 

superior to all others, and that their institutions are the pure product of human reason.”1027 As a 

result of this set of beliefs,  

[W]hen any segment of the American people teach to their children that their views of the 

universe, from the functions of the county sheriff to the destiny of man, are good, true, 

and right, they do not feel that they are indoctrinating the coming generation with the 

peculiar set of beliefs which they have inherited from their fathers. To be sure, when they 

 
1026 Counts, American Road to Culture, 192.   
1027 Ibid., 185. 
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behold their neighbors behaving in similar fashion, they recognize the process at once as 

indoctrination of the most dangerous and unjustifiable character; but when they behave 

thus themselves they sincerely believe that they are merely guarding their boys and girls 

from error.1028 

 

What Counts describes is clearly indoctrination, whether the people choose to accept it or not. 

Parents teach their children specific, culturally relevant knowledge, habits, attitudes, and 

dispositions, all things that they consciously or unconsciously believe are needed to fit their child 

for life in this world and to “guard their children from error.”  

 Another example of the basic influence of the family we are born into is the process of 

language acquisition. Counts states, “the child is terribly imposed upon by being compelled thru 

the accidents of birth to learn one language rather than another, but without some language man 

would never become man.”1029 Language is an essential component of living together as humans 

and “the language which is imposed on the child from the moment of his birth may well be 

regarded as symbolic of the culture.”1030 Words in one language fail to elicit the proper meaning 

or to find a comparable word in another language. Counts notes the folly of fearing or denying 

that this is imposition when he suggests “if we do not want to impose anything on the individual, 

we should not allow him to learn a language until he becomes 21 years of age and then let him 

choose the language he prefers.”1031  

There is no avoidance of influence, whether it is to teach a child a language or to deny 

language to the child, both are influential and shape the individual. There is also no logically 

valid reason for parents to stop applying this influence in their children’s lives. As Counts states, 

“we may all rest assured that the younger generation in any society will be thoroughly imposed 

 
1028 Ibid.  
1029 Counts, “Education Thru Indoctrination,” 194; Counts, Dare The School, 13. 
1030 Counts, “Should the Teacher Always Be Neutral?” 187. 
1031 Ibid.  
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upon by its elders and by the culture into which it is born.”1032 Understanding that children are 

imposed upon by their culture puts the influence of the school into proper context. By not 

acknowledging the influence of the family on the individual, the thought of the influence of the 

school or other adults appears more problematic. Counts wanted people to consider “that any 

imposition which society might make upon the child through the school is a small matter in 

comparison with the imposition of which the parents are guilty in bringing the child into the 

world at a particular point in time and place and endowed with a particular set of inborn 

qualities.”1033  

Counts also argued that the influences of society are unavoidable and must be recognized 

in order to be controlled, particularly that of industrialization. While the United States did not 

have the influence of the caste system like Europe, Counts argued that industrialization has 

allowed the growth of an “aristocracy of wealth” which has succeeded “in securing the general 

acceptance of its own badge of excellence and in imposing on an unresisting society the 

standards of a commercial civilization.”1034 Counts raised concerns about this influence a number 

of times in his writing, noting, “Far more terrifying than any indoctrination in which the school 

might indulge is the prospect of our becoming completely victimized and molded by the 

mechanics of industrialism."1035 In Dare the School, Counts argues that the imposition of 

industrialization is “imposition with a vengeance;” “the imposition of the chaos and ugliness 

produced by the brutish struggle for existence and advantage.”1036 He notes that the imposition of 

 
1032 Counts, “Dare Progressive Education Be Progressive?” 11-12.  
1033 Counts, American Road to Culture, 186.  
1034 Chapman and Counts, Principles of Education, 251. 
1035 Counts, American Road to Culture, 188; Counts, Dare the School, 27.  
1036 Counts, Dare the School, 27. 
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industrialization is easy to see if one simply considers “the newspapers, attend the movies, listen 

to the radio, or even take the trouble to observe casually the world in which they live.”1037 

Counts notes that industrialization has enlarged the efforts of “various powerful and 

competing groups and interests,” the influence of “modern and far-flung organs of news, 

opinion, and political indoctrination — the press, the radio, and the cinema, and those professed 

artists and purveyors of propaganda — advertising public relations counsellors,” and the actions 

of industries who shape public interest to suit their business needs.1038 Counts also notes how 

industrialization has forever changed war and enacted a human cost that is undeniable.1039 All of 

these aspects of industrial society teach specific, knowledge, habits, attitudes, and dispositions 

which serve their own intent and purposes and shape the individual to find meaning in the pursuit 

of material things or in industrialization as the solution to all problems. To ignore these 

influences is to give permission for their negative affects to continue.  

Counts sees a solution in the use of indoctrination in the school. Indoctrination, focused 

affectively, would serve as a “counterpoise to the most powerful forces of society;” however, 

that could not be possible without the acknowledgment of American educators and educational 

leaders of the inescapable fact of adult influence in the educative process.1040 Counts tried to lead 

American educators to see how they themselves were indoctrinated and that they were engaging 

in indoctrination even in their efforts to avoid it. With a twinge of irony, Counts states, “Our 

generation has been so thoroughly indoctrinated with the idea that indoctrination is always an 

evil thing that we all feel ourselves in the presence of a moral outrage when we see the word 

 
1037 Counts, The Prospects of American Democracy, 49.  
1038 Counts, The Social Foundations of Education, 212 & 560; Counts, The Prospects of American Democracy, 203.  
1039 Counts, The Social Foundations of Education, 470.  
1040 Counts, “Education Thru Indoctrination,” 197  
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coupled with education.”1041 Urging American educators to critique their own hypocrisy, Counts 

notes, “in the same breath or in a single page an educational leader may oppose the slightest 

suggestion of indoctrination, advocate the teaching of democracy in schools, and demand the 

formulation of a highly specific list of objectives.”1042 Addressing educators who vigorously 

oppose imposition, like those who promote child-centered education, Counts argued that they 

“unblushingly advocate the ‘cultivation of democratic sentiments’ in children or the promotion 

of child growth in the direction of ‘a better and richer life’” while at the same time failing to see 

that the first aim is definitely a form of imposition and the second “if it does not mean the same 

thing, means nothing.”1043 Counts concludes that  

An education that assumes an agnostic posture on this issue, pursues a policy of laissez 

faire, or leaves all decisions to chance or the child is utterly unrealistic and Utopian. As a 

matter of fact, it is quite impossible to launch and operate a school or any other 

educational agency without making a thousand choices positively involving values, from 

the architecture of a building, to the materials in a textbook, to the personality of a 

teacher.1044 

 

Counts concludes that “in shaping the environment” to meet the needs of child-centered 

education child-centered educators “are imposing their adult wills upon him just as surely as 

though they taught him a particular doctrine about the universe.”1045 

These various reflections on the forces at play which are already influencing the child and 

the futility of trying to avoid this influence reveal that a measure of indoctrination, the teaching 

of specific, culturally relevant knowledge, habits, attitudes, and dispositions, in education is 

inevitable. For Counts, the acceptance of this fact was an essential obligation of the educational 

profession. If the profession could finally break with its fear over the concerns regarding adult 

 
1041 Ibid., 193.  
1042 Counts, The Prospects of American Democracy, 293.  
1043 Ibid.  
1044 Counts, Education and the Foundations of Human Freedom, 74-5. Italics in the original 
1045 Counts, American Road to Culture, 187.  
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imposition on the child, then it could begin to grapple with what type of imposition served to 

yield the type of society and culture that the United States claimed itself to be. Indoctrination in 

education is unavoidable, thus the more relevant and essential questions are, what should we 

impose and who should be responsible for providing that imposition?1046 

Indoctrination is Essential for the Growth of Civilization and Democracy 

Concluding that indoctrination was unavoidable led Counts to the second challenge of his 

work. Convincing the American people and American educators specifically that indoctrination 

is essential for civilizations to survive, and that democracy was not unique, and it required 

indoctrination just as much as any other form of government, if not more so. Beginning with the 

conception of the relation of civilizations and education, Counts notes that “as nothing is more 

certain than the eventual death of each member, the education of the young in the customs of the 

group — the ways of the folk — is absolutely essential to the stability and perpetuity of 

society.”1047 Counts states that there are two aspect of culture that are interconnected with 

education and essential,  

On the one hand, culture is instrumental and practical – a body of tools, inventions, 

practices, folkways, customs, institutions, knowledges, and ideas on which the survival 

and perpetuation of society is dependent. The transmission from generation to generation 

has always been and must always be the major responsibility of education. … On the 

other hand, culture is the expression and the repository of the hopes, the aspirations, the 

values, the soul of the people. To this aspect of culture, which is integrative, directive, 

dynamic, and qualitative, the term tradition is sometimes applied. …tradition gives 

meaning not only to the life of a people, but also to the life of the individual and to the 

educative process.1048  

 

As a result of these two aspects of culture which are integral to the educative process, 

Counts notes that “education must always be one of the major concerns of any advanced culture, 

 
1046 Counts, “Should the Teacher Always Be Neutral?” 188; Counts, “Education Thru Indoctrination,” 197; Counts, 

Dare the School, 27.  
1047 Chapman and Counts, Principles of Education, 27.  
1048 Counts, “Freedom, Culture, Social Planning, and Leadership,” 3.  
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it should be recognized as one of the central problems of politics.”1049 The consideration of the 

essential values of the civilization should serve a basic role in the development of the education 

system; however in the United States “there has been a tendency to neglect this question.”1050 

Counts notes that “traditions are born, grow to maturity, and then decay. As a consequence, 

traditions once vital may become rigid, formal, and sterile and paralyze the creative energies of a 

people.”1051 Without addressing these two aspects and continually evaluating them in light of the 

passage of time, civilizations inevitably reach their own point of paralysis and decay. “Every 

modern society, whether despotic or free, must have a far-flung system of schools and special 

institutions for developing the young. It must have such a system or perish.”1052 

 Counts argues that the difficulty with education in the United States stems “not in the fact 

that tradition is being imposed upon the coming generation but rather in the fact that the tradition 

which we impose, whether in the sphere of politics, religion, morals or art, has lost its 

vitality.”1053 More specifically, Counts perceives that the teaching of democracy has not 

advanced since the founding of the country, thus the traditions and the essential body of tools 

necessary to the survival of the culture and the society have been left to decay. We are living on 

outmoded conceptions of political liberty and the meaning of democratic ideals resulting in the 

concepts becoming rigid, formal, and failing to bring meaning and shape to new modes of living.  

Counts argues that this “failure is traceable to a widespread assumption that education is 

a self-determining process, that it is indifferent to social values and systems, that it moves 

forward in accordance with its own timeless and universal laws, and that when so conceived it 

 
1049 Counts, American Road to Culture., 182. 
1050 Counts, “The Moral Foundations,” 188.  
1051 Counts, “Freedom, Culture, Social Planning, and Leadership,” 4. 
1052 Counts, The Education of Free Men, 44. 
1053 Counts, “Freedom, Culture, Social Planning, and Leadership,” 4. 
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inevitably and automatically serves the cause of democracy.”1054 Additionally Counts perceives 

that “the confusion is due to the fact that the American people as a whole have never achieved a 

clear and adequate comprehension of the nature of education in relation to democracy or of the 

nature of democracy in relation to education.”1055 

The source of this error seems to reside in the assumption that democracy is the “natural” 

form of human society, that men have not had to devise and learn the peculiar ways of 

democracy, that men, if liberated from the arbitrary compulsions imposed by tyrants, turn 

instinctively to these ways, that men are born with the qualities, dispositions, and 

loyalties essential to the guarding and fulfillment of the democratic faith.1056 

 

Counts dispels the idea that education is purely democratic and that totalitarian states seek to 

deny their people education. The power of organized education to support totalitarian aims was 

proven between the World Wars by totalitarian states. Counts notes, “There is nothing more 

characteristic and even distinctive of the totalitarian states, of the regimes of Hitler, Stalin, and 

Mussolini, than their great devotion to organized education.”1057 Instead of avoiding education, 

totalitarian states gave vast sums of money to education and created new agencies and 

institutions and found that education could be used as a great agency of propaganda.1058 

Organized education is not naturally good for democracies and bad for despotisms. Education, an 

education of a “particular kind of nurture which is appropriate for free men” is an education 

which can be said to be good for democracies and bad for despotisms.1059 Additionally, “an 

education which would be appropriate for one society might destroy another.”1060 Because of the 

false conception about the goodness of education, “at no time in the history of American 

 
1054 Counts, The Schools Can Teach Democracy., 15.  
1055 Counts, The Education of Free Men, 44. 
1056 Ibid., 47 
1057 Ibid., 46. 
1058 Ibid.  
1059 Ibid.  
1060 Counts, “Should the Teacher Always Be Neutral? 188. 
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education has a concerted effort been made to rear a generation in the discipline of free men.”1061 

This would require intentionality and the selection of the specific, culturally relevant knowledge, 

habits, attitudes, and dispositions which would produce free men.  

Counts also attacks the notion that the shaping of organized education along democratic 

ideas is antithetical to democracy and that the educational experiences of totalitarian states are 

not relevant to democracies. He presents the argument of the critics who state that the 

educational power of totalitarian leaders is due to the “unlimited power and authority” of the 

dictator which allows them “to impose on the educational agencies [a] unity of purpose and 

singleness of direction.”1062 Counts notes that the critics who seek to separate education in a 

democracy from education in an authoritarian government argue that education in a democracy 

“must always be relatively aimless, dispersive, and even marked by contradictions” because of 

its regard for freedom and differences.1063 Counts sees this viewpoint as a defeatist attitude and 

detrimental to the survival of democracy.”1064 “According to this view the citizens of a 

democracy can have no common interests, purposes, or loyalties beyond the defense of the 

fatherland against external aggression.”1065 Counts argues that “such a negative attitude must be 

rejected if free societies are to survive in the industrial age.”1066   

Counts concludes that democracy is neither the natural form of human society nor the 

logical conclusion from being educated. “The purposes of democracy and the methods of 

achieving them must be profoundly different from those of totalitarianism,” but that does not 

also mean that education in a democracy should not be directed with the same energy and 

 
1061 Counts, The Education of Free Men, 87.  
1062 Counts, Education and the Promise of America, 106.  
1063 Ibid. 
1064 Ibid.  
1065 Counts, Education and American Civilization, 297.  
1066 Ibid. 
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effort.1067 Thus, “the educational task is to achieve the degree of devotion [in a democracy] to the 

general welfare that the totalitarian systems arouse toward the person of the dictator.”1068 The 

educative needs of democracy and the avoidance of authoritarian methods in a democracy, 

Counts concludes, is why “democracy must be presented to the young as a way of life and a 

social faith immeasurably superior to all others.”1069 

To understand and fulfill the ideals of democracy means understanding that “education 

for a democracy is far more difficult than education for a dictatorship.”1070 Democracy does not 

mean the absence of discipline, rather it means the formation of a particular formation of human 

nature. The concept of political liberty places specific demands on human nature and “‘is 

certainly one of the most extraordinary impositions on the mind and character of man in the 

entire history of homo sapiens.”1071 Additionally Counts notes,  

To those who would see in the dedication of the school to the teaching of democracy an 

unfair imposition of the viewpoint of the adult world upon the child, or of the present 

upon the future, the point can be made that the ideas, values, and outlooks of democracy 

are quite as much the product of man’s creative genius as language or number, and quite 

as precious. To live by them is far more difficult than the conquest of the alphabet or the 

mastery of the multiplication table.1072 

 

Democracy requires a social discipline and that “social discipline is a form, though a particularly 

severe form, of individual discipline.”1073 

Counts defines discipline as “the putting of loyalties and knowledge to efficient use, the 

ordering of life in the light of understanding and toward the attainment of purpose.”1074 The 

discipline of totalitarian states is “the discipline of slaves,” and the forced surrender of self, while 

 
1067 Counts, Education and the Promise of America, 106. 
1068 Counts, The Education of Free Men, 79. 
1069 Ibid.   
1070 Counts, “Should the Teacher Always Be Neutral? 187. 
1071 Ibid., 188. 
1072 Counts, The Schools Can Teach Democracy, 16.  
1073 Ibid., 77. 
1074 Counts, The Education of Free Men, 76.  
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on the other side, “the discipline of democracy is the discipline of free men” in the conscious 

surrender of self.1075 Counts states that, “in a democracy all of the people, in the light of their 

knowledge and in obedience to their basic loyalties, impose upon themselves, voluntarily and 

resolutely, the restraints necessary to the guarding and advancing of the common interest.”1076 

Counts defines this discipline further as the intangible supports of liberty.  

It is the intangible support of the people through character, traditions, loyalties, ideals, 

and values to the laws themselves that brings liberty and democracy to life. “It is the unwritten 

code of responsibility, loyalty, self-reliance [sic], and moral courage living in the hearts of 

individual men and women which seems to make the difference.”1077  

Counts supports this argument through the work of Montesquieu who he states defined 

three forms of government and argued that it is virtue that serves as the distinguishing mark of a 

republic. “By ‘virtue’ he meant ‘love of the laws of our country,”1078 Noting that this “love” does 

not come naturally, Montesquieu argues that the whole power of education is essential to build 

the support for liberty in the people. Liberty cannot mean that every person lives for him or 

herself or that loyalty to one political party or group is most important, instead “the maintenance 

of a regime of individual liberty is a social undertaking.”1079 Democracy “cannot be a regime 

under which the citizen is relieved of responsibility and freed from all restraints not imposed by 

law or necessity.”1080 Law on its own does not have the power to make democracy exist. It is the 

people who must be taught the values behind the laws which give them meaning. Counts states, 

The power of law is clearly limited. It can scarcely be expected to make good citizens in 

a free society or enforce itself, but good citizens are absolutely essential to both the 

 
1075 Ibid. 78-9.  
1076 Ibid. 79.  
1077 Counts, “Education and the Foundations of Liberty,” 3. 
1078 Counts, “The Intangible Supports of Liberty,” 138.  
1079 Ibid. 
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making and the administration of good laws. Love of liberty, and even love of country, 

cannot be compelled by legislation. And the same may be said of a sense of fairness, a 

spirit of tolerance of differences, an abhorrence of injustice, an acquiescence in majority 

rule, devotion to the Bill of Rights, and an experimental and inquiring mind. These great 

values of a free society can only be incorporated into the character of the individual 

through the processes of nurture and education.1081 

 

 The best summation of Counts’ ideas on the importance of explicitly teaching democracy 

comes from his text, The Education of Free Men in American Society. He states,  

…the American people had to struggle long and hard to establish democracy… There 

certainly is no evidence in history to support the thesis that democracy is ‘natural’ in [the 

way Americans perceive it]. All institutions, all social systems, all conceptions of life and 

government are the products of human struggle, invention and desire; all are the results of 

efforts on the part of men to satisfy their longings under the conditions of their 

environment and in the light of their understandings; all are unstable, changing and 

subject to decay. Man and man only has created them all, from the most despotic to the 

most free. To assume that democracy is biologically transmitted from one generation to 

another is to continue to indulge in that fantastic optimism which already has brought the 

cause of human freedom to the brink of disaster.…  

 

Democracy is a vast and complex cultural achievement in the sphere of human relations 

and social values. Like all of man’s finest achievements, it is extremely delicate and 

fragile, difficult to maintain at the highest level of excellence and easy to let follow the 

course of gradual degradation. Democracy exists only in the patterns of behavior, feeling, 

and thought of a people. Let these patterns be destroyed and democracy itself is 

destroyed. And they will be destroyed if they are not acquired anew by each generation, 

acquired by the complicated process of teaching and learning. Much attention is devoted 

in the school to insure the mastery by the young of reading, writing, and arithmetic, of the 

technical skills and processes, of the arts and the sciences. …[T]he mastery of the ways 

of democracy is a far more difficult task of teaching and learning and certainly quite as 

important to free men. The doctrine that children will learn these ways, if left to 

themselves, is as unsound as the thought that they would master geometry without the 

help of their elders.1082  

 

Embracing Indoctrination in Education  

At the core of Counts’ beliefs is the conclusion that education does not exist without a 

measure of indoctrination; it is inevitable, essential to the survival of civilizations and societies, 

and should be desired, accepted, and actively controlled. Considering Counts’ argument without 

 
1081 Ibid., 139.  
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understanding his definition of indoctrination makes it easy to disregard him as a supporter of 

authoritarian or undemocratic ideas; however, this would not be a valid criticism of Counts’ 

beliefs. Since he never provided a clear definition of indoctrination, any argument against Counts 

on this point would be an argument against the definition the author chooses for indoctrination, 

rather than an actual argument against Counts. If the author perceives indoctrination in an 

authoritative sense and applies that to Counts, they could certainly establish an argument against 

the promotion of the teaching of anything as fixed and final, but as I have shown Counts argued 

the same. If the author perceives indoctrination in education as a purely educative process meant 

to only be the teaching of concepts, they could also establish an argument to challenge the use of 

indoctrination in education. They would likely conclude by calling for a stronger emphasis on 

educating for a particular context, but as I have also shown, Counts also did the same. Counts 

conception of indoctrination is unique and to understand it is to comprehend why it is that he 

perceived indoctrination and education to be essential and desirable and why he wanted 

progressive education to take an active role in controlling it and shaping the future.  

Although there is a measure of all forms of indoctrination in education, Counts had a 

unique stance on the way indoctrination in education should be understood. An emphasis on one 

form of indoctrination would yield a different civilization. For Counts, neither authoritative 

indoctrination or educative indoctrination, excessive molding or excessive enlightenment, would 

meet the needs of the time or the needs of the American people, thus indoctrination in education 

must also be understood within a unique context. I have shown that Countsian indoctrination can 

be understood as the teaching of specific, culturally relevant knowledge, habits, attitudes, and 

dispositions, adjusted to a particular time and place to maintain vitality, and integrated within the 

individual to promote the release and discipline of energies essential to give meaning to the life 
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they live in the time and society in which they are born. An argument for the acknowledgement 

of indoctrination in education based on this definition would conclude, as Counts did, that such 

indoctrination would be essential and desirable and thus a most crucial educational responsibility 

for teachers to accept.  

From his unique understanding of the nature of indoctrination in education, Counts also 

challenged the fears people had. Counts showed that indoctrination of any type was inescapable 

and ignoring it did not mean that indoctrination did not exist. Instead, it meant that someone else 

made the decisions rather than educators. Counts also showed that all civilizations, including and 

especially those founded on democracy required indoctrination to survive. By addressing the 

relationship of indoctrination to democracy, Counts showed how the enemies of democracy were 

being helped by the false perception that teaching for democracy was undemocratic and by the 

pursuit of a character of neutrality in teaching.  

Counts spent his career trying to move progressive education from its place of comfort 

and from its fear to a place of action and a position of power. Although it has been nearly one-

hundred years since Counts put his challenge to progressive education, through this analysis is 

the means to understand his challenge properly. With this context in mind, it is possible to 

consider whether Counts’ challenge to progressive education was contradictory and to consider 

the relevance of his work for educators today.    
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6 IF EDUCATION IS INDOCTRINATION, THEN… 

 

The central aim of this dissertation is determining whether there is a contradiction 

between Counts’ challenge to progressive education and his belief that indoctrination has a role 

in education. Counts argued,  

If Progressive Education is to be genuinely progressive, it must emancipate itself from 

the influence of [the upper-middle class], face squarely and courageously every social 

issue, come to grips with life in all of its stark reality, establish an organic relation with 

the community, develop a realistic and comprehensive theory of welfare, fashion a 

compelling and challenging vision of human destiny, and become somewhat less 

frightened than it is today at the bogeys of imposition and indoctrination.1083 

 

His challenge, properly understood, is as worthy of consideration by American public education 

policy researchers today as it was when he first made it in the 1930s. 

Prior to having a definition of indoctrination according to Counts, this question could not 

be addressed. In the last chapter, I established that Counts had a unique perspective on 

indoctrination, one that does not fit either of the current definitions of indoctrination. Countsian 

indoctrination can be defined as the teaching of specific, culturally relevant knowledge, habits, 

attitudes, and dispositions, adjusted to a particular time and place to maintain vitality, and 

integrated within the individual to promote the release and discipline of energies essential to give 

meaning to the life they live in the time and society in which they are born. In seeking to avoid 

the most dangerous extremes of indoctrination, that of excessive molding, the entire concept of 

indoctrination cannot be ignored. For Counts, indoctrination in education cannot be avoided.  

  Counts argued that the central question should not be whether there is indoctrination in 

education. His argument and work show that indoctrination exists whether we seek to avoid it or 

not. Instead, he argued the real work is in defining what should be indoctrinated and from what 

 
1083 Counts, Dare the School, 40. 
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source the indoctrination will come.1084 In this concluding chapter, I address Counts’ answers to 

these two questions, and in doing so, I show that Counts’ challenge to progressive education was 

not contradictory. As a result, Counts’ challenge should be reconsidered in light of this new 

information, and his relevance to education policy reevaluated.  

What Should be Indoctrinated and Who is Responsible? 

  

Counts was clear about what he believed should be the foundation and the source 

material for the type of indoctrination he was calling for in American education. Although he 

studied communism through is work on Russia, he was wholeheartedly committed to democracy 

and to American democracy, specifically. Counts notes, “I believe firmly that democratic 

sentiments should be cultivated and that a better and richer life should be the outcome of 

education.”1085 From his earlier works such as American Road to Culture, The Prospects of 

American Democracy, and The Schools can Teach Democracy, through to his later works like 

Education and American Civilization and Education and the Foundations of Human Freedom, 

Counts does not waiver in his commitment and desire to educate for democracy.  

Counts defined educating for democracy as the development of an education in America 

that gives “to our children a vision of the possibilities which lie ahead and endeavor to enlist 

their loyalties and enthusiasms in the realization of the vision.”1086 When it came to educating for 

American democracy it was not just any vision, but a vision rooted in “the American dream.” 

Counts defined this vision not as a dream of material possession but as “a vision of society in 

which the lot of the common man will be made easier and his life enriched and ennobled.”1087 

 
1084 Counts, “Education Thru Indoctrination,” 197; Counts, “Should the Teacher Always Be Neutral?” 188. 
1085 Counts, Dare the School., 20.   
1086 Counts, “Education Thru Indoctrination,” 199.  
1087 Ibid.  
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The application of this vision he sees as the supreme imposition that should be both taught to 

students and lived out through the school.  

In “Should the Teacher Always be Neutral?” Counts defines his conception further, 

stating that it should be an education that presents “to the younger generation a vision of the 

possibility of finally fulfilling the great promise of America expressed in the Declaration of 

Independence: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they 

are endowed by their creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, 

and the pursuit of Happiness.”1088 Counts argues that if science can provide the successes of the 

Industrial Revolution then it should also be able to aid in the process of “bringing our practices 

into harmony with our historic professions.”1089 Counts was firm that educators and the 

American people must reject social and moral neutrality and “direct the energies of organized 

education without reservation to the defense and strengthening of the democratic tradition and 

way of life.”1090 

Beginning with his text, “The Intangible Supports of Liberty,” Counts articulates the 

aspects which he believes must be taught. It was not just the mechanical components of 

democracy, the laws and processes which needed to be understood, but also a specific character 

which needed to be imparted. Counts argues,  

The power of law is clearly limited. It can scarcely be expected to make good citizens in 

a free society or enforce itself, but good citizens are absolutely essential to both the 

making and the administration of good laws. Love of liberty, and even love of country, 

cannot be compelled by legislation. And the same may be said of a sense of fairness, a 

spirit of tolerance of differences, an abhorrence of injustice, an acquiescence in majority 

rule, devotion to the Bill of Rights, and an experimental and inquiring mind. These great 

values of a free society can only be incorporated into the character of the individual 

through the processes of nurture and education.1091 

 
1088 Counts, “Should the Teacher Always Be Neutral?” 188.  
1089 Ibid.  
1090 Counts, The Schools Can Teach Democracy, 15-16.  
1091 Counts, “The Intangible Supports of Liberty,” 139.  
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For Counts, there is a unique self-discipline, foundational to American history and culture and 

essential for American democracy to survive. The history of democracy shows that the self-

discipline needed to sustain it is fragile and to truly sustain democracy requires a “revolutionary 

form of imposition.”1092  

 Counts also considered the teaching of American democracy in relation to the school and 

the curriculum. He notes that the school could not be effective until it was a place “for the 

building, and not merely for the contemplation, of our civilization.”1093 Additionally he argues 

that  

The great purpose of the public school therefore should be to prepare the coming 

generation to participate actively and courageously in building a democratic industrial 

society that will co-operate with other nations in the exchange of goods, in the cultivation 

of the arts, in the advancement of knowledge and thought, and in maintaining the peace 

of the world. 1094 

 

Counts did not see any major changes to the curriculum which was already in practice in the 

schools.1095 What would be different would be “the spirit, the approach, the orientation” of the 

curriculum.1096 He notes that changes would be made to remove “the egoistic and possessive 

tendencies,” and “social and cooperative and creative impulses” would be emphasized.1097 For 

Counts, what is said about the content taught is just as important as the content itself and 

everything taught should be “appraised in terms of democratic values and the necessities of 

industrial civilization.”1098  

 
1092 Counts, “Should the Teacher Always Be Neutral?” 188. 
1093 Counts, Dare the School, 37.  
1094 Counts, The Social Foundations of Education, 544.  
1095 Ibid. 
1096 Ibid. 
1097 Ibid., 545. 
1098 Counts, The Schools Can Teach Democracy, 28. 
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 Counts was also certain throughout his career about who was responsible for this process. 

He perceived the school as the place where democracy should be taught, and he sought to 

empower teachers and the teaching profession to embrace their responsibility in this process. He 

was fully aware that the school was not the only educational institution. Counts understood that 

the rapid growth of the school had affected the false belief of its power and prominence, but 

there were other “non-scholastic educational agencies” like the family, the church, the 

community organization, and the various forms of media communication which educated just as 

the school.1099 The school is “but one among many educational agencies” and “although the 

school is the focal point of the educative process and the only form of education under conscious 

and reasoned direction of society, its power for influencing social change is strictly limited.”1100   

 The limit of the power of the school did not absolve it of its responsibility. Since the 

school is dealing with living growing beings it cannot remain neutral and must have growth and 

direction of its own.1101 The school must shape attitudes, develop tastes, and even impose 

ideas.”1102 Because of this responsibility, “the school,” he argues, “should know what it is doing, 

in so far that this is humanly possible, and accept full responsibility for its acts.”1103 “The 

responsibility of the school is, not to follow the interests of the young, but rather to assist in 

arousing and building worthy and fruitful interests.”1104 The school is not a thinking or acting 

entity on its own, thus it is those who work within the schools who are ultimately responsible for 

fulfilling the great aim of the school.  

 
1099 Counts, The Social Foundations of Education, 560. 
1100 Ibid. 
1101 Ibid., 536. 
1102 Counts, “Education Thru Indoctrination,” 196.  
1103 Counts, Dare the School, 25. 
1104 Counts, Education and American Civilization, 31-2. 
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Just like the school, Counts observed that the teaching profession in the United States 

existed in a position of relative weakness. The weak position of the teaching profession was 

partially due to the history of the profession and partially due to the false notion that neutrality 

should be a characteristic of the profession.1105 Just as with the school, Counts firmly believed 

that “the teacher cannot be neutral.” 1106 “Neutrality with respect to the great issues that agitate 

society, while perhaps theoretically possible, is practically tantamount to giving support to the 

most powerful forces engaged in the contest.”1107 Even if a teacher wanted to remain neutral, 

they could not. The very nature of their profession, just as with the school, involves choices 

which affect the material taught, the environment the child is in, and the outcome. “Since, being 

denied the privilege of neutrality, [teachers] must act, no other rational course is open to them. 

But it should never be forgotten that in acting they, in proportion to the power of organized 

education, mold the minds of the coming generation and thus share in shaping the future of the 

nation and even of world society.”1108 

Counts understood that this effort was a collective endeavor of the entire profession. 

Teachers should begin picking up the mantle of their responsibility “through [sic] powerful 

organizations” and in doing so, they “might come to exercise a larger measure of control over the 

schools than” they had prior.1109 Counts argues that “teachers, if they could increase sufficiently 

their stock of courage, intelligence, and vision, might become a social force of some magnitude” 

and “might at least reach the public conscience” rather than being driven by the whims of outside 

forces.1110 Counts sought for teachers to be “permitted to fashion the curriculum and the 

 
1105 Ibid., 454; Counts, Dare the School, 30.   
1106 Counts, “Should the Teacher Always Be Neutral?” 189. 
1107 Counts, “Dare Progressive Education Be Progressive?” 11.  
1108 Counts, The Social Foundations of Education, 4.  
1109 Counts, “Education Thru Indoctrination,” 197-8.  
1110 Counts, Dare the School, 28.  
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procedures of the school” and “instead of shunning power, the profession should rather seek 

power and then strive to use that power fully and wisely in the interests of the great masses of the 

people.”1111 

In addition to having influence in the school, Counts argues that the teacher must also 

live and possess such power in society. They cannot exist separately from the world that they 

educate for. It is not society that gives this power, but it is within the teacher to acknowledge 

their power and to act in their everyday lives. “The power that teachers exercise in the school can 

be no greater than the power they wield in society.”1112 Counts states,  

In order to be effective they must throw off completely the slave psychology that has 

dominated the mind of the pedagogue more or less since the days of ancient Greece. They 

must be prepared to stand on their own feet and win for their ideas the support of the 

masses of the people. Education as a force for social regeneration must march hand in 

hand with the living and creative forces of the social order. In their own lives teachers 

must bridge the gap between school and society and play some part in the fashioning of 

those great common purposes which should bind the two together.1113  

 

Counts, Indoctrination, and the Progressive Education Movement: Are they 

Contradictory? 

Counts’ view of indoctrination in education and his suggestion of its wider acceptance in 

his challenge to progressive education is not contradictory to a progressive approach to 

education. Counts’ conception of indoctrination, if understood and applied through the school 

and the teaching profession and for the purposes of educating for democracy, meets with his 

understanding of the essential requirements of a progressive movement and urges the concept of 

child-centered progressive theory to be more progressive by placing their work in the proper 

context. The challenge in seeing Counts as progressive is a matter of perspective.  

 
1111 Ibid., 28, 29-30. 
1112 Ibid., 30.  
1113 Ibid., 30-1.  
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The progressive movement that Counts directed his argument towards in Dare the School 

and the speeches that were used to inspire Dare the School, was called progressive because of its 

attention to child-centered or child-interest-centered education. The shifting of the driver of the 

educative process from the adult to the child, was considered progressive because education prior 

to that movement had been largely, if not fully, adult driven. Counts understood the central aims 

of child-centered education as stemming from a fear of adult influence on the child’s life and the 

perception that an approach that maximizes freedom for the individual child is closer to the ideal 

of democracy than a teacher led approach to learning. Counts states that the central premise of 

child-centered education is that,  

[T]he child achieves maturity through a process of spontaneous generation or unfoldment 

which the adult world through its educational agencies should merely guard and nourish. 

…[T]he child and not the teacher or the school should play the decisive role in shaping 

both the processes and ends of education. The interests and problems of boys and girls 

are assumed to constitute a more trustworthy guide than the experience and wisdom of 

their elders.1114 

 

Counts agreed with the child-centered theorists that the interests of children had an 

important part to play in the educative process. He noted that, “the immediate concerns of the 

young … should always play a large role in education.”1115 Where Counts and the progressive 

educators he was addressing begin to separate is on the belief that the interests of the child can 

serve as an aim of education in the United States and that doing so is more democratic.  

Counts was concerned that the interests of the child had been inappropriately elevated to 

the position of a central aim of education in the United States. While this concept was 

progressive and new in the understanding of the educative process, it was being misapplied and, 

for Counts, mislabeled as a progressive movement. The interests of children cannot be a central 

 
1114 Counts, Education and American Civilization, 31.  
1115 Ibid.  
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purpose for education because it fails to provide the necessary orientation or direction needed 

and subsequently ignores the role of education in the maintenance of civilizations and society. 

Counts argued that setting the focus of education on the child “constitutes too narrow a 

conception of the meaning of education; it brings into the picture but one half of the 

landscape.”1116 This narrow focus on one aspect of the educative process lacked the necessary 

orientation and direction to make the work of progressive educators truly progressive.  

Counts’ promotion of indoctrination in education is also not contradictory to the aims of 

progressive education because of what it is that he sought as the direction that indoctrination was 

to point. In addition to arguing that a progressive movement must have orientation and direction, 

he also argued that the word progressive “implies moving forward; and moving forward can have 

little meaning in the absence of clearly defined purposes.”1117 Counts was not seeking to turn 

progressive education away from its aims, but to get its proponents to fulfill those aims by 

addressing what he saw as a central weakness of the approach, “that it has elaborated no theory 

of social welfare, unless it be that of anarchy or extreme individualism.”1118  

In Counts’ view, the concept of child interest in education was being thought of in 

isolation and not considered in a proper context leading it to disconnect education from its 

essential roots. The concept of child-interest must be placed in its proper context. That context 

for Counts is found in the culture and society in which the individual is born. He notes, “there is 

no good individual apart from some conception of the nature of good society. Man without 

human society and human culture is not man. And there is also no good education apart from 

some conception of the nature of the good society.”1119 Without considering these aspects in 

 
1116 Counts, “Dare Progressive Education Be Progressive?” 2. 
1117 Counts, Education and American Civilization, 6.  
1118 Ibid., 3.  
1119 Ibid., 2. Italics in the original  
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relation to child interest, the child-centered theorists were promoting a version of freedom, but 

one that untethered the individual from his fellow man. In practice, the child-centered concept 

promoted a society that was not the aim the theorists were seeking. By acknowledging 

indoctrination in education, they could still leave room for the interests of the child to mature and 

play a central role in education while also working to make society free through a conscious 

effort to shape the individual and the environment.  

Counts observed that theorists felt this tension in their own arguments and had not come 

to the means of solving the contradictions in their own thinking because of the power that the 

fear of indoctrination had. He notes, "in the same breath or in a single page an educational leader 

may oppose the slightest suggestion of indoctrination, advocate the teaching of democracy in 

schools, and demand the formulation of a highly specific list of objectives."1120 Additionally, he 

argued that “Progressive Education wishes to build a new world but refuses to be held 

accountable for the kind of world it builds.”1121 The hesitance and avoidance in addressing root 

questions of education stems from the fear of indoctrination and adult influence on the interests 

of the child. This fear is what, for Counts, was keeping educators during his time from being 

truly progressive. If they would be willing to acknowledge that adult influence in education is 

unavoidable, then they could move past this barrier and engage in the task of designing an 

education that was truly progressive, one that had orientation and direction.  

As a result, Counts argument for indoctrination in education was not contradictory to 

progressive education, but sought to enhance the aims of child-centered theorists by urging them 

to acknowledge the orientation and direction that their limited focus on the interests of the child 

would create, and to take more of an active role in shaping the orientation and direction they 

 
1120 Counts, The Prospects of American Democracy, 293.  
1121 Counts, Dare the School., 25. 
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desired. If the goal was the creation of the good individual, then the good civilization and good 

society must also be defined, and adults could not play a neutral role in bringing the good 

individual in line with the good civilization and the good society.  

Counts defined his purposes as wholly committed to fulfilling the dream of the Founding 

Fathers and establishing an education that presents “to the younger generation a vision of the 

possibility of finally fulfilling the great promise of American expressed in the Declaration of 

independence.”1122 Counts notes,  

I believe firmly that democratic sentiments should be cultivated and that a better and 

richer life should be the outcome of education, but in neither case would I place 

responsibility on either God or the order of nature. I would merely contend that as 

educators we must make many choices involving the development of attitudes in boys 

and girls and that we should not be afraid to acknowledge the faith that is in us or mayhap 

the forces that compel us.1123 

 

If the aim of the educative process is to result in a fuller and more complete democracy, then 

what do progressive educators have to fear? The attainment of a fuller and more complete 

democracy, however, cannot be done without intentionality and a complete rejection of the idea 

“that there is something essentially profane in any effort to understand, plan, and control the 

[educative] process.”  

Counts was not promoting a contradictory argument to progressive education, but instead 

was giving them the means and the permission to let go of fallacious thinking and to truly make 

progress through the work of public education. “The school,” he argues, “should know what it is 

doing, in so far that this is humanly possible, and accept full responsibility for its acts.”1124 

Focusing just on the child’s interests without considering the consequences or rather wishing and 

hoping that children would find democracy on their journey was not progressive at all. To be 

 
1122 Counts, “Should the Teacher Always Be Neutral? 188.  
1123 Counts, Dare the School., 20.   
1124 Ibid., 25. 
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truly progressive there cannot just be some new idea. That new idea comes from a conception of 

civilization and if it is progressive it leads to a new way of living and being. Neutrality is 

impossible in education. All education requires indoctrination including in a democracy. 

Planning the educative process in a democracy is not only good, but also essential and 

progressive education is only progressive when it fully embraces its responsibility for shaping 

the future.  

Reframing Counts’ Educational Theory: Indoctrination is the Cornerstone  

The review of the previous literature on Counts shows that there are nearly as many 

different conclusions about him as there have been investigations into his research. A major hole 

in that research has been the question about the meaning of indoctrination according to Counts. 

Previous researchers have either ignored Counts’ use of the term, considered it as an outlier 

concept in his work, or used the modern definition of indoctrination to paint Counts and his work 

as something it is not. This dissertation provides a definition of Countsian indoctrination and in 

doing so, reveal the pivotal role that this concept plays in Counts’ thinking.   

The concept of indoctrination in education is central to all of Counts’ beliefs about 

education. First, Counts believed that education could not be defined or articulated without a 

clear understanding of the civilization and the society that the education was to take place in. He 

defined education as,  

…[A] process of inducting the young and immature into the life and culture of the group 

– into its ways of acting, thinking, feeling, into an appropriation of its material and 

spiritual possessions – its folkways and mores, its institutions and social arrangements, its 

skills, knowledges and appreciations, its arts, sciences, and philosophies. Through this 

process the individual human is formed and a particular society perpetuated.1125  

 

Educational programs are as unique as the many societies which exist on the earth.1126  

 
1125 Counts, The Prospects of American Democracy, 296.  
1126 Ibid.  
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 Additionally, education was not and could never be “pure and independent” and 

removed “from the passions generated by social conflict” or exist with its own “transcendent 

authority in human affairs.”1127 More specifically, Counts argues that organized education is the 

deliberate effort “to control the educational process in light of more or less carefully formulated 

purposes and conceptions – to make of the young and immature members of something which by 

themselves they would not become.”1128 According to Counts, education was not only 

inseparable from politics, it was both shaped by it and a driver of the future of politics and that of 

the foundations of the society.1129  

Given that education is inseparable from politics, the next step in the establishment of an 

education for any society is the choosing of the actual material needed to continue the existence 

of the culture and the society. Counts concludes then that “partiality is the very essence of 

education, as it is of life itself,” that “each choice involves rejection as well as selection” and that 

consequently that selection of material will express some theory of governance.1130 This 

selection requires a more complete understanding of the essential knowledge, habits, attitudes, 

and dispositions of the culture and the society. It is in understanding and selecting for specific 

pieces of information to be taught and then shaping a system of education based on these 

selected ideas that a society is essentially choosing to indoctrinate the coming generation.  

This conclusion serves as a cornerstone for the rest of Counts’ work. Counts cannot be 

read, understood, or applied in educational analysis or policy without a clear understanding of his 

view on the nature of indoctrination in education. Accepting this point makes it subsequently 

easy to understand why Counts wrote numerous texts attempting to articulate the essential 

 
1127 Counts, American Road to Culture, 184.  
1128 Counts, The Prospects of American Democracy, 297.  
1129 Ibid., 293-306. 
1130 Counts, The Social Foundations of Education, 535-6.  
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elements of American society, and why he tried to articulate the problem with the passing of the 

rural economy into industrialization. He was doing the work that he wanted the educational 

profession to do. In examining American democracy, he was attempting to provide the material 

needed to form an adequate education fit for American society and for the time that the society 

was in. It is also easy to understand why he was at such odds with the progressive education 

movement of his time and why he spent his career striving to bring understanding of this issue to 

the forefront.  

Counts’ views of indoctrination also help to give meaning to the relevance of his work 

for educational policy. His views of educational policy are also inseparable from his beliefs that 

education is only able to be understood as a reflection of the culture and society in which it 

exists, and that education requires partiality. “Every educational policy, however casually it may 

have been constructed, rests upon and reflects some analysis and interpretation of the condition 

and prospects of the society involved.”1131 Counts work is vital to the future of educational 

policy and to the critical analysis of educational policy in American education. Understanding 

Counts’ viewpoint reveals that solving the issues of American education is not initially found in 

the development of new policies, but in asking of our current policies, what kind of society are 

they building, or will they build? If it’s not a society moving closer and closer to meeting the 

ideals of American democracy, then the question becomes, what policy will do that? In figuring 

that out, according to Counts, we cannot accept a posture of neutrality, but must embrace our use 

of indoctrination in education and to do so with conscious intent. Indoctrination, the teaching of 

specific, culturally relevant knowledge, habits, attitudes, and dispositions, adjusted to a particular 

time and place to maintain vitality, and integrated within the individual to promote the release 

 
1131 Counts, The Social Foundations of Education, 532.  
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and discipline of energies essential to give meaning to the life they live in the time and society in 

which they are born, must be understood to be a central aim of education.   

Suggestions for Further Research 

There is much still left to unpack from this analysis of Counts’ understanding of the role 

of indoctrination in education. The first few suggestions for further research relate to 

strengthening the research of this paper. I also offer some extensions of this work that look at 

future research that might reevaluate Counts’ work in light of the findings in this paper. I firmly 

believe that there is much more that Counts has to say for American educational policy today. He 

is worthy of renewed investigation and interpretation.  

My research required the selection of specific material. As a result, I chose not to review 

Counts’ writings on Russian education. Further research should investigate whether Counts does 

provide a definition of indoctrination in any of these texts in his attempt to define Russian 

education and to compare it to American education. There is a vast amount of material that 

Counts wrote in this area and further investigation could reveal something that I missed. The 

identification of new material could also reveal that my conclusions are wrong. Along similar 

lines, I did not attempt to read every one of Counts’ works. I made the selection of writings that I 

believed were relevant and that discussed education in America. Further research should 

investigate all of Counts’ writings to evaluate if there is an articulation of indoctrination that I 

missed. A third aspect of this suggestion for future research would be to investigate Counts’ 

correspondence with other researchers at the time. Looking into non-academic writing might 

reveal additional thoughts not included in his writings regarding his beliefs on the role of 

indoctrination in education.  

Although I made a concerted effort to find as many of my selected texts as I possibly 

could, there were some that I was unable to find. A suggestion for future research would be to 
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develop as complete a collection of Counts’ writings as possible. Through continued 

investigation, I might be able to find and evaluate Counts’ writings further. Counts supposedly 

destroyed some of his materials after leaving Teachers College, Columbia.1132 With greater 

attention to Counts, more writings might be found in other locations, and additional thoughts 

revealed. A larger sample of Counts writings would allow for a more thorough understanding of 

his ideas.  

There are certainly other avenues of research that could be extensions of this work; 

however, the final and most important suggestion is that the framing of Counts’ whole 

educational theory must be reconsidered in light of this research. Any future analysis of Counts’ 

work must articulate the role of indoctrination properly understood in the context of Counts’ 

beliefs. A comprehensive presentation of Counts’ educational theory is warranted given the 

central position that his beliefs on indoctrination in education play. A reevaluation of Counts’ 

work would provide a proper understanding of his educational theory and reveal the value and 

relevance that Counts’ beliefs should have for American educational policy today.   

   

  

 
1132 Counts, A Humble Autobiography, 152.  
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