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Although it may be a rather sweeping statement – not a practice I’m shy of in any 
case – I think that education is the most important building block of civilisation. 
Humans have many distinguishing characteristics, but I don’t think any of them add 
up to much without education. What use is language unless we pass it on to others? 
What is the point of having an historical record if no-one else can avail themselves of 
it? How can traditions and crafts, science and technology be useful unless their secrets 
are learned and expanded, generation on generation. Mankind strives to improve its 
lot, and it is through education that we admire the achievements of the past and set 
our goals accordingly. It is also through education that we discover what went before 
and failed, so that in the future we may try again, and perhaps succeed. It is through 
lack of education that we fail, again and again.

The task of building a utopian society can be seen as a huge mountain to climb, and 
the trouble is it’s hard to imagine making much impact on the design of such an 
imposing, albeit worthy, edifice. It is also true that we become set in our ways; change 
at fifteen may be exciting: it is far less attractive when you are fifty. We must also 
consider what a long-term project it is to change a society so radically. For a utopian 
society to be created in stable conditions, things need to go slowly, to evolve while 
ensuring the shape is right and the participation inclusive. Many generations will 
pass, and for this project to be sustained, it has to be placed high on the educational 
agenda. While we can look on and advise, in reality this project is forever in the hands 
of the next generation, so it is very important they are well educated.

My definition of good education is rather at odds with the state. In the UK, we still 
have a remarkably efficient two-tier system comprising state schools, whose function 
is to produce workers, and the confusingly named public school system, offering fee-
paying scholarships and designed to produce leaders: state schools teach their students 
what to think, while public schools teach how to think. It is, of course, a legacy from 
the days of aristocracy, but the agenda has changed little. The quality of education 
varies, but public school pupils have always dominated the race for university places. 
Their sense of exclusiveness also bonds public school-educated men and women, so 
they form strong and long-lasting ties. In business, the military and government, 
the old-boy’s network is formidable and institutionalised, making it impervious to 
change.
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While the public school system may be accessed only by the privileged few, based 
on how much money they have rather than educational merit, it does produce 
individuals. It seems there is more emphasis placed on developing the abilities of 
each student on his or her own merit, rather than by a comparative assessment of 
conformity. State schools do not produce non-conformists, except by accident. It is as 
if state-educated people operated as part of a collective, while public school products 
function as self-contained units. This is a sizeable generalisation, of course, but the 
overriding impression I have of my public school friends and associates is consistent 
with my point. Since I was educated in the state system, I can vouch for my end; we 
were fodder for the offices and factories, given the skills needed for the workplace and 
little more. I thank heaven for Mr. Hastings, my history teacher, who kept the spark 
alive through a long journey in a twilight world. It seems strange to me to have been 
so close to getting an education, and yet kept so distant from it by my teachers.

We are not taught the right things. We should be made aware, interested, unafraid, 
willing to work to improve ourselves instead of serve others. Instead, we are given 
the minimum, and it is a shocking and scandalous fact that more school-leavers lack 
literacy and numeracy skills now than they did thirty years ago. Our education system 
actually appears to be in decline. We are not taught to think for ourselves, and to be 
responsible for our decisions; identity is subsumed by conformity. Standards are set 
and we must achieve them. Why? So we can get a job. No consideration is given to 
the quality of life we are condemned to, the inadequacy we feel, the blind fury and 
impotence at so much we are ill-equipped to understand. It is only later we realise 
how we were let down, and how little we have come to know. 

Things are made worse by the way education is represented as the exclusive province 
of the young. It is assumed that all adults will have to work, which precludes learning 
in any depth, so society offers little in support of lifetime education. We should be 
dipping our toes into the pool of knowledge on a regular basis all our lives, not trying 
to cram it all in during one long and inevitably boring swim, and frankly, I don’t 
think paid work is important enough to prevent us from educating ourselves. The 
way we regard education right now is rather like having been made to take regular 
baths as a child, but never washing again once you reach the age of consent.

�
I’ve been working out what I learned only after leaving school. The most important 
lessons were about my relationships with other people, and that my fate was in my 
own hands. 
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Being an individual is a consuming affair. It is easy to think of little but ourselves, 
what we do and what we want, but without community there is no society. Unless 
we choose the life of a hermit, we must engage with society and how well we do 
so determines how pleasant or otherwise we find the experience. The stuff of the 
average state education is concerned with an appreciation of the individual only 
to the extent that he or she can attain qualification. Education does not stress the 
merit of individuality, nor the generosity and courage required to fully respect and 
enjoy the differences between us, rather than fear them. Every report I read about 
genocide, racism, oppression, all the ugly things people think up to do to each 
other, confirms to me that education failed these people. I cannot possibly conceive 
that they would do such terrible things if they knew what I know, which isn’t that 
much, but is certainly sufficient to stop me doing and thinking truly ugly things. I 
am confident enough of who I am that I no longer need to characterise people by 
arbitrary difference; I have learned that all people are more alike than dissimilar. 
I can no longer view others as competitors, but fellow travellers. I will not foster 
discrimination against myself and others by feeling inferior to some and superior to 
others, because I have gained enough understanding to see that comparisons like this 
are pointless and misleading. I am no longer prepared to join in the consumption 
competition, for I know that consuming more will not make me happy, and I now 
have better ways to express myself. I wish someone had taught me these things when I 
was younger.

I missed my chance, but the next intake doesn’t have to. We need to create a 
generation of non-conformists, people who can think with independence and 
balance, about themselves and about society. They need a truly worthy goal, and 
that should be the pursuit of excellence. Nothing less will do. Personal excellence, 
skill excellence, and excellence in a society in which it is the birthright of every man 
and woman to occupy a valued and respected place in it. The highest aspiration of 
a civilisation must be to achieve a utopian existence for all, and if this were to be 
made the core principle on which education was based, each generation in turn 
might be more inclined to work towards it. At the moment, the motives of education 
are grubby and low. We are making a poor investment in our future, cheating the 
young out of their true heritage. Instead of promoting the search for enlightenment 
and fulfilment, we stifle their curiosity, duck their hard questions, despair of their 
indifference and suppress their dissent. All this is in the name of serving the industrial 
machine, doing our duty according to the work ethic.

If we didn’t have to work, all of us living in a utopian dream-world, what curriculum 
would be appropriate for the education of our children? I think it would be very 
different indeed. More radically, I suggest we introduce that curriculum now, in 
advance of arrival in Utopia, planting the seed from which a new civilisation may 
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grow. I don’t think institutional education is going to do it, but parents have more 
influence than schools. You have the raw stuff of intelligence in your hands, and I 
have no qualms in suggesting that if you were to instil in your children the ideal of 
creating a utopia, over and above getting a good job or a nice house or making lots of 
money, we would be setting a fine thing in motion. We may be a bit past it ourselves, 
but we could light the fire in our children and let them carry the torch for a while. 
That’s what children are for.

 


