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Why  Free Schools Are Not Free 

D IXON is an obscure mountain vil-
lage in New Mexico; population 
1,200. Its obscurity is presently 

disturbed by a problem of democracy: the 
divorcement of secular and religious 
training in tax-supported schools. Reports 
have it that the Catholic citizenry, who 
seem to be politically in the ascendancy 
in New Mexico, have got hold of the man-
agement of the Dixon school system, in-
troducing their catechism into - 
the curriculum and putting the 
teaching nuns on the payroll. 
The Protestant minority, vehe- 
mently denounce this as an 
abuse of democratic principle, 
as well as a misuse of public 
funds, and have brought the 
matter to law. Non-Catholic el- 
ements outside New Mexico 
have come to their support, and 
thus the contention becomes na- 
tional in scope. Dixon is no 
longer a village; it is a new bat- 
tleground in the old war be- 
tween ecclesiasticism and secu- 
larism in, education. 

- 	The Issue will net-be settled 
in the court of law, which can 
come up with only a temporary 

	

compromise, for involved is the 	---- 
larger question as to whether- schooling 
is a proper function of the State. If we 
admit that it is, then we must also admit 
that the subject matter of education will 

be decided by those in control of the po-
litical machinery and will vary with the 
incidence of control. It is silly to think 
otherwise. The notion that a political in-
stitution can be divorced from politics is 
typical American jabberwocky. 

Right now the group most concerned 
with getting control of tax-supported 
schools are the theologians. Catholics are 
particularly active' in this effort—for rea-
sons inherent in their faith—but that they 
have the support of other creeds was 
shown in the fight for "released time" in 

New 'York. Practically the entire clerical 
fraternity (except Jews, whose religious 
classes are conducted in the evening) 
joined in demanding that time be set aside 
for out-of-school religious education. Sup-
pose the children prefer to devote this 
time to play, rather than the designated 
purpose, suppose they are encouraged to 
do so by their non-religious parents, will 
not the clericals carry on? Will they not 
strive to put religious training into the 
rgular curriculum? In the matter of 
"released time," and in the demand that 
public funds be used to convey children to 
parochial schools, the clericals have 
shown that they can throw their political 
weight around. How can they be pre-
vented from asking that their teachers be 
permitted to give religious instruction in 
the school buildings? Or, perhaps, that 
these teachers be put on the public pay-,_ 
rolls? 
• Let us extend the doctrine of "separa-
tion" to other than religious subjects. 
Large gobs of Socialistic doctrine have 
seeped into our school text books and 
teachers of that persuasion are its protag-
onists. While Socialism is not organized 
along church lines, the element of faith 
in it gives that ideology a religious tinge, 
and the attitude of Socialists toward non-
believers as sinful and wicked suggests a 
further similarity. Well, how did Soi-° 1  

ism creep into the school curriculum if 
not by the political power acquired by its 
devotees? The outlawing of the teaching 
of evolution by the anti-Darwinians is an-
other case in point. Then again, because 
the Constitutionalists were in the ascen-
dancy in the beginning of our country, the 
Federalist point of view never got into our 
history books. How can it be otherwise? 
As long as schooling is a function of the 
State, the dominant political group will 
determine what and how the children will 
be trained. And for good reason. 
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THE business of education is the trans-
mission of ideas from those who have 

them to those who are lacking; that is, 
from elders to youngsters. But, all ideas 
acquire value, and those which carry the 
greatest weight with the elders are the 
ones which the pupils will be exposed to. 
Education, therefore, can never be free 
from the prejudices and preconceptions of 
elders; even if the teacher enjoys "aca-
demic freedom" he is not free from the 
values he has built up in his mind. Ob-
jectivity is impossible, save with a mind 
that is incapable of weighing facts. A. 
transcendentalist will somehow drag in 
the concept of "natural laws" even in 
teaching physics, and the pragmatist will 
go out of his way to denounce it; a col-
lectivist cannot help insinuating that Jef-
ferson's "natural rights" is an archaism, 
nor from extolling the modernism of 
Hamilton's centralization idea. Can the 
free-trader avoid berating protectionist 
history? 

It is because of this value-emphasis 
that private schools are established and 

endowed. The parent selects for his son 
a classical school or a military school be-
cause he puts a higher value on that kind 
of education; he believes his son is deserv-
ing of what he considers better, even if 
"better" is mere ostentation. One may 
question the judgment of the parent, but 
one does not question his right; it is his 
son and his money. 

When we get into adult education the 
heterogeneity of values is most 
confusing. There are schools 
for the teaching of anarchism, 
the mystic religions, existential-
ism, decentralism, every shade 
of Marxism, the ideas of Mary 
Baker Eddy, of Henry George—
schools without end, to say 
nothing of purely vocational 
schools. Every enthusiasm has 
its discipline, and so long as pri-
vate opinion and private prop-
erty are not outlawed there will 
be institutions designed to prop-
agate it. Society is none the 
worse for this practice; in fact, 

it can be socially beneficial, so 
pri  lc'ng as it remains a 

suit, for the more valur.0 flying 
around in the cultural air the 
less likelihood of its being 

fouled up with a dead uniformity. - 
The tax-supported school cannot permit 

such free flight to intellectual enthusi-
asm. By right of ownership every citi-
zen feels that his values should be in-
cluded in the curriculum, but by the same 
right others press their values and in the 
end somebody must be cheated. The mo-
nopolist objects because his line of busi-
ness is disparaged in the economics 
coupe, the chauvinist denounces the his-
tory teacher for debunking national he-
roes, the classicist decries the emphasis 
on modernism, and—above all—the secu-
larization made necessary by a diversity 
of creeds satisfies nobody except the ir-
religious. The tax-supported school is 
abomination to somebody, no matter what 
or how it teaches. 

The State as teacher tries to keep to the 
middle road, which is a denial of all val-
ues and satisfies nobody. But, even as a 
compromiser the State is a failure, for it 
is compelled by political considerations to 
favor the values of the dominant elements 
in the community. The Texas school 
reader glamorizes the oil industry, trade 
unionism must be treated gingerly in in-
dustrial centers, and in the South "white 
supremacy" is intimated even by the fact 
of segregation. Furthermore, the attempt 
to find a compromise is abandoned and 
bias reigns supreme when the State grinds 
its own axe in the schoolroom. In men-
tioning our fiscal system can the tax-
paid teacher even hint at the immorality 
of taxation? Can he void the glorifica-
tion of political scoundrels in the school 
books? And now that we have gone in 
for State-capitalism in a big way, how 
can he question the correctness of TVA, 
public housing or the monopoly of the 
mails? 
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HEprivate ichöol - the school in 
which you pay for what you want— 

would be ideal if it were truly private. 
But, as in all human affairs, the tentacles 
of the State reach out into this sphere of 
education and create disturbance and iniq-
uity. Escape from political interference 
is impossible as long as men use political 
means to advance their private purposes. 

In pushing their claim for tax-paid 
transportation for parochial school pu-
pils, the Catholics maintained that under 
our fiscal system they were paying double 
for the education of their children; they 
taxed themselves for the kind of educa-
tion they deemed desirable and were le-
vied upon for the maintenance of secular 
schools. Though the transportation issue 
was finally decided by the weight of the 
Catholic vote, not by reason, there is an 
enticing plausibility in this argument; 

- but, when you extend it you come to dis-
turbing questions. Since the general tax-
payer provides books and lunches and 
equipment for the public school pupil, as 
well as transportation, why not spread 
this largesse? Should not the private 
school teacher be put on the public pay -
roll? On the other hand, if the taxpayer 
contributes anything to the maintenance 
of the private school why should he not 
have some say in the subject manner 
taught? 

Furthermore, private schools forfeit 
their right to complete privacy by asking 
and getting tax-favors; exeñiption of 
their real estate from local -  levies for one 
thing. Not only is the property they use 

..fdr educational purposes untaxed, but in 
some localities even the property they 
rent out to commercial institutions is sim-
ilarly favored. The exemption amounts 
to a subsidy. For, the values of these 
properties, frequently located in city cen-
ters, are enhanced by the conveniences 
provided by the taxpayers; the amount of 
this subsidy is sometimes considerable, 
as can be ascertained when a school, or a 
church, disposes of its old site. 

There are other tax-favors which make 
the private school beholden to the State. 
Where sales taxes obtain, its purchases 
are frequently excused. If it carries on 

any commercial venture in connection 
with its educational business, such as pub-
lishing, that venture, pays no tax profits. 
Then, of course, there is the big advantage 
of being able to advertise that under its 
"charter" contributions to its treasury are 
deductible in computing personal and cor-
poration income taxes. 

Thus, the private school sacrifices its 
integrity on the altar of special privilege. 
It cannot claim immunity for its values 
simply because it regularly sells out its 
immunity. Under the circumstances, "ac-
ademic freedom"—vis-a-vjs the State—is 
a specious assertion; no private school is 
likely to jeopardize its privileges by teach-
ing what the State may consider "subver-
sive," and should the State decide to make 
use of the school's facilities (including the 
faculty and the curriculum) for its own 
purposes it would be entirely within its 
rights. 

In the full sense of the word, a free 
school is one that has no truck with the 
State, via its taxing powers. The more 
subsidized it is the less free it is. What 
is known as "free education" is the least 
free of all, for it is a State-owned insti-
tution; it is socialized education—just like 
socialized medicine or the socialized post 
office—and cannot possibly be separated 
from political control. As for being "free" 
in the sense of being without cost, that 
is one of those impostor terms we like to 
use to hide ugly facts from ourselves; 
our public education is fully paid for, with 
all its deficiencies and inadequacies. And 
it is paid for mainly by the poor, not the 
rich, because the poor in the aggregate 
constitute the largest segment of society 
and therefore pay the most in taxes. It 
would be an interesting, though useless, 

exercise to compute the riunaber of 	ate 
schools that could be maintained with the 
total amount exacted from us, locally and 
nationally, for politicahized education. 

* 	* 	* 
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TIlEroot-question raised by the Dixon 
affair is not the separation of the 

church from the school; it is the separa-
tion of the school from the State. The 
channelling of education along religious 
lines is a consequence of socialization. 
These days we associate the effort to in-
troduce ecclesiasticism into the school-
room with the Catholic church. But, the 

fact is that in the early history of our 
country the Protestant denominations 
fought bitterly against the secularization 
of all American institutions, including the 
school, and their lack of success was due 
mainly to their rivalries; wherever any 
sect was in the saddle its particular cate-
chism was obligatory education. Even in 
the lifetime of the present writer, the 
reading of the New Testament in the daily 
school assembly was objected to by the 
Jews, who were promptly rebuffed with 
the assertion that this is a "Christian 
country." It should be recalled that only 
the agnostic leanings of several Consti-
tutional Fathers prevented the official 
designation of the new nation as a "Chris-. 
tian country"—which, by a strange twist. 
of bigotry, meant an anti-Catholic coun-
try; there were few Jews and fewer Mo-
hammedans in the colonies. 

If we start with the premise that edu-
cation is a proper function of the State 
we must be prepared to accept the corol-

lary: that the kind of education the State 
dispenses will be that which those in con-
trol consider desirable. J?or the State is 
not an impersonal or impartial deity; it 
is a committee of persons, replete with 
desires, prejudices, values. To the Cath-
olic the highest values are embraced in 
the sacraments of his church—enjoying 
divine sanction—and his conscience im-
pels him to promote acceptance of these 
values. For a thousand years, therefore, 
he has been preeminently a teacher. When 
the opportunity falls into his hands, as 
it has in Dixon, to use political power 
to advance his cause, he would indeed be 
lacking in integrity if he failed to take 
advantage of it. Would it be any dif-
ferent if a Hindu, a Baptist, an atheist  

or 	communist fell heir topolitical 
poweir ............... ....... 

This wrangling over ecclesiasticism in 
education is a tweedledee-tweedledum ar-
gument. If we would reform our educa-
tional system basically we must de-so-
cialize it. We must put it back where it 
belongs, in the hands of parents. Theirs 
is the responsibility for the breeding of 
children, and theirs is the responsibility 
for the upbringing, The first error of pub-
lic schooling is the shifting of this respon-
sibility, the transformation of the chil-
dren of men into wards of the State. All 
the other evils follow from that. 


