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			A high culture is the self-consciousness of a society … It contains the works of art, literature, scholarship and philosophy that establish a shared frame of reference among educated people.

			Roger Scruton (2012)
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			So, in the end, above ground you must have the Haves, pursuing pleasure and comfort and beauty, and below ground the Have-nots, the Workers getting continually adapted to the conditions of their labour. Once they were there, they would no doubt have to pay rent, and not a little of it, for the ventilation of their caverns; and if they refused, they would starve or be suffocated for arrears. Such of them as were so constituted as to be miserable and rebellious would die; and, in the end, the balance being permanent, the survivors would become as well adapted to the conditions of underground life, and as happy in their way, as the Upper-world people were to theirs.

			H. G. Wells, The Time Machine (1895)
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			Introduction

			Without education you’re going to be the stupid of the future … [Without education] you’re just demanding that you be ignored … Get smart, read as much as you can and find out who’s using you. I did. What’s wrong with you?

			John Lydon (2014)

			[image: ]

			You may have opened this book expecting a string of platitudes about how culture is beautiful and wonderful and elevating and exquisite and improving and that kids should be introduced to the “best that has been thought and said”2 and all that. But that is not the purpose of this book. Its purpose, in truth, may well be the antithesis of what you thought you were going to be reading. 

			What culture is, and who has access to it, is profoundly and intensely political and, without a critical analysis of it, you cannot properly understand its operation in anything like its fullness. From this position at this moment, whatever seemingly unimportant wars are being conducted about culture are both surreptitious and subtle. They are part of a never-ending assault on one caste by another and, if we are to provide the proper tools to our young people so they stand some small chance in this all too cleverly hidden war, then there are things their teachers need to know about how things work and how they are being used.

			There is an alternative subtitle to this book, which is: “What if the little that Ofsted knew about cultural capital was entirely wrong, confused with another concept, based on an utterly inadequate reading of the area which only serves to confirm that ‘evidence based education’ is a marketing device and that alone?” But it wouldn’t fit on the cover.

			Here is what Ofsted’s School Inspection Handbook says about cultural capital: 

			As part of making the judgement about the quality of education, inspectors will consider the extent to which schools are equipping pupils with the knowledge and cultural capital they need to succeed in life. Our understanding of ‘knowledge and cultural capital’ is derived from the following wording in the national curriculum: ‘It is the essential knowledge that pupils need to be educated citizens, introducing them to the best that has been thought and said and helping to engender an appreciation of human creativity and achievement.’3

			The passage that Ofsted are, in fact, paraphrasing appears in the ‘Aims’ section of the framework of the national curriculum for England, and the original reads: “The national curriculum provides pupils with an introduction to the essential knowledge they need to be educated citizens. It introduces pupils to the best that has been thought and said, and helps engender an appreciation of human creativity and achievement.”4 We immediately get the sense of a slight, though insignificant, sloppiness because the line that is being quoted is “the best which has been thought and said”. But what becomes apparent, after only the barest bit of reading, is that matching this definition with the term ‘cultural capital’ is evidence of a rather more significant level of sloppiness. Rather than doing the reading required to check they have got this right, Ofsted have instead looked up a tiny section from a document produced by another arm of government and reproduced it uncritically. Both documents fail to punctuate it properly – since “the best which has been thought and said” is not the neutral language of a bureaucrat at the Department for Education but is a quotation from a prose piece by a Victorian poet – and then we will assess schools on whether they are providing something that sociologist John Goldthorpe has satirised, rather pleasingly, as being something that “may reflect someone’s vague recollection of what they were once taught at university”.5

			The initial sentence of this extract is merely a declaration that Ofsted are going to consider something. It is their explanation of what cultural capital is that is worth unpicking. 

			Before we do so, let’s first note an assumption that Ofsted and perhaps you, dear reader, have made: that teaching culture, or perhaps even just a certain approved sliver of it, is, unarguably, a good thing, and that it follows that equipping kids with ‘cultural capital’ is a means through which we may morally and spiritually elevate them (as they clearly need to be elevated). The quotation from the national curriculum that Ofsted have claimed as their understanding of cultural capital separates into three parts: 

			
					[It is] the essential knowledge that pupils need to be educated citizens.

					[It is] introducing them to the best that has been thought and said.

					[It is] helping to engender an appreciation of human creativity and achievement.

			

			Let it not remain unsaid that Ofsted are recommending that students receive some vaporously defined entitlement to culture at the same point as the Department for Education’s levels of funding to schools has caused many to cut arts subjects, to the extent that many state schools no longer offer GCSE music because it is deemed too expensive and because having the EBacc as a measure that schools must take account of relegates the arts to second class subjects. It is quite an unfortunate accident to combine paternalist expressions of longing for a more cultured and engaged school population when they are made entirely incoherent when placed up against other directly contradictory policies. 

			Let it also not remain unsaid that proposing that students need access to greater cultural capital as the same time as … asserting that the arts are ‘soft’ subjects; suggesting that sociology and media studies are also ‘soft’; maintaining that grouped speaking and listening tasks promote mindless chatter and that student led discussion is an excuse for ‘social loafing’; ignoring the cultural identity of working class students as anything other than a prison of their deficits through which one might undifferentiatedly label them all as ‘disadvantaged’; mandating draconian and authoritarian behaviour management techniques that dehumanise children and treat them as morally empty vessels to be filled up with approved knowledge by their superiors; importing American ‘control’ pedagogies and seating arrangements that prevent students from making social contact with one another; presenting the ruling class culture entirely uncritically as being superior to any other version of culture; thinking that Matthew Arnold has anything relevant to say to twenty-first century kids; recommending entirely didactic teaching styles that reduce the social adventure of learning to an endurance test of listening; insisting that every lesson is controlled by a PowerPoint from the front of the class, thereby making lessons less discursive than they were in the bad old days before Teach First saved us; reducing learning to solely an exercise of memory; thinking the terms ‘non-negotiable’ and ‘zero tolerance’ have any place in a world in which we are nurturing children ... is a game for fools 

			The initial structure of this book will consider the three definitions of cultural capital separately. Chapter 2 looks at the second of these, “the best that has been thought and said”, as this phrase has cropped up often in educational discourse since such point as Michael Gove started using it a decade or so ago, and I never hear or read it without undergoing an involuntary shudder of perplexed revulsion. But, first, a look at the background of that phrase and what happens when the unexamined language of the private school is imported into the state sector.
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			Notes:

			
				
					2 Matthew Arnold, Preface to Culture and Anarchy (Newton Stewart: Anados Books, 2019 [1869]), p. 2.

				

				
					3 Ofsted, School Inspection Handbook, p. 43.

				

				
					4 Department for Education, National Curriculum in England: Framework for Key Stages 1 to 4 (December 2014), Sections 3.1 and 3.2. Available at: www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-curriculum-in-england-framework-for-key-stages-1-to-4/the-national-curriculum-in-england-framework-for-key-stages-1-to-4.

				

				
					5 John Goldthorpe quoted in Warwick Mansell, Ofsted Plan to Inspect ‘Cultural Capital’ in Schools Attacked as Elitist, The Guardian (3 September 2019). Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/education/2019/sep/03/ofsted-plan-inspect-cultural-capital-schools-attacked-as-elitist.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1
A Defamation of Character and a Bonfire of the Abstract Nouns
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			Dr Thomas Arnold (1795–1842) was, like his son, Matthew, who originated the phrase “the best which has been thought and said”, a graduate of Oxford University, where the elder of the two was regarded as a considerably able classics scholar and the younger was thought “brilliant but idle”.6 As an adult, Thomas, after some time spent tutoring, was appointed headmaster7 of Rugby School and remained there from 1828 until his untimely death at the age of 46.

			On his arrival at Rugby, he encountered the institution in much the same state and manner as a new head teacher might find in a special measures inner city comp or a new governor in a dysfunctional prison. It was a Lord of the Flies environment where, since there were not enough masters, the older boys ran the shop: bullying was rife, first years would have to undergo being ‘tossed in a blanket’, students would be ‘smoked out’ by having burning bits of paper shoved under their study doors or ‘roasted’ by being held too close to a fire for an extended period. While eventually some of these practices diminished in frequency during his leadership, it is evident from Tom Brown’s School Days, an autobiographical novel from a student of the school during Arnold’s headship, that they were still prevalent. In the preface to the sixth edition, the author, Thomas Hughes, shares a letter from a contemporary at Rugby in which the contemporary chastises Hughes for not covering the bullying at the school in its full horror and for not condemning a practice with which “Their health and character are destroyed for life by rough and brutal treatment.”8

			Arnold’s reactions are recorded in a letter to his friend, (the second) Admiral Sir Thomas Pasley: 

			There has been a system of persecution carried on by the bad against the good, and then, when complaint was made to me, there came fresh persecution on that very account; and divers instances of boys joining in it out of pure cowardice, both physical and moral, when if left to themselves they would have rather shunned it.9

			He also reported on the occurrence of an evil “so sickening, that it is very hard not to throw up the cards in despair”.10 At this point in the letter Arnold makes a biblical allusion conventionally connected with sodomy. The suggestion of this is borne out in Tom Brown’s School Days. Hughes added a note to the 1871 edition which refers to a boy who had become a favourite of his elders stating: “There were many noble friendships between big and little boys, but I can’t strike out the passage; many boys will know why it is left in.”11

			Arnold was clearly incensed. In a sermon to the boys at Rugby, in which he first reminded them of the contents of the previous week’s sermon about ‘the forbidden fruit’, he railed:

			Do you still love to be kind to your companions, never teasing or ill-treating them, and never being ill-natured and out of temper with them? – or have you already been accustomed to the devilish pleasure of giving pain to others: and whilst you are yourselves teased and ill used by some who are stronger than you, do you repeat the very same conduct to those who are weaker than you?12

			He made sweeping changes. He developed the praepostor system, known to us as the prefect system, so that the older boys, reporting directly to him, controlled the school in a more civilised way than they had previously. He also set the students into cross year form groups and is therefore credited with the creation of pastoral care in schools. As a noted classicist, he also revolutionised the study of classics in private schools, making it a core part of the curriculum. 

			During his time at the Rugby, he resurrected it from being an out of control institution that had had a falling roll to being a thriving and well-respected school that took such a place in British life that he was, at the time, the most well-known headmaster in England. The Rugby School website describes him today as “Rugby’s greatest Head Master”13 and he was clearly a man of substantial merit and achievement whose influence has stood the test of time: he is credited, for instance, as the chief inspiration to Baron Pierre de Coubertin, who was guided by Arnold’s principles in setting up the modern Olympic Games. 

			One might think that the infectious nature of Arnold’s many accomplishments was due to their brilliance – they spread because they were so good – and that may have been the case. More likely is that very many of his students became headmasters of private schools themselves and, much like everybody who saw the Sex Pistols at the Lesser Free Trade Hall in Manchester allegedly formed a band, this multitude all copied his ideas and so those ideas replicated exponentially. Just as likely, the somewhat marginal, rarefied and utterly disconnected role of being the headmaster of a top private school gave you then, as it does today, access to a voice in the press that is disproportionate to your significance, moral weight or intellectual abilities. 

			More likely still was that the massive success of Tom Brown’s School Days ensured that Arnold’s many accomplishments were well-known worldwide. It is clear from the novel, which was originally credited as being authored “by an old boy of Rugby”, that he was held in the very highest of regards by his students. At the end of the book, after Tom Brown has found out about Arnold’s death from heart disease, Tom is both distraught and poetically elegiac: “New men and new methods might do for other people; let those who would, worship the rising star; he, at least, would be faithful to the sun that had set.” And “if he could only have seen the Doctor again for one five minutes – have told him all that was in his heart, what he owed him, how he loved and reverenced him, and would, by God’s help, follow in his steps in life and death – he could have borne it all without a murmur.”14

			The public schools of the 1800s were of their time, as was Arnold himself. Such schools had been instruments designed to educate the boys who would one day run the empire, and they sought to produce “a ruling-class fit to govern its colonies”.15 Where originally the hardship that the boys experienced in attending these schools may have been felt to be a case of less than benign neglect, this later became a decision. James Mangan has it that “whereas before 1850 hardship in the schools was largely a product of adult indifference, after this date it was mostly the product of adult calculation”.16

			While Arnold’s time was before 1850, he was working in a period during which corporal punishment was regarded rather differently to the way in which we view it now, at home as in school, and it could often be brutal. Usually, the parents were collusive in this practice taking place in educational institutions. John Aubrey’s memoir of his experiences in a public school underlines the intention lurking behind the brutality:

			It is now that he is entered to be of the world, to come from his innocent life, tender care and indulgence of his parents … to be beaten by his schoolfellows, to be falsely accused, to be whipped by the master, to understand his tyranny … ’Tis here he begins to understand the world, the misery, falseness and deceitfulness of it.17

			At the time, there were liberal cries for the abolition of such punishment which many claimed to be hypocritical, since in their own homes those liberals would still have been doling out the odd thrashing or twelve to their children. Arnold was vehement in his rejection of such cries and he did so on religious grounds, arguing that individuals did not come above community and that the people making such calls were “neither reasonable nor Christian but essentially barbarian”.18 It was very much the Christian thing to do at that time, to thrash a child, and as is often the case with people obsessed with moral character and Christian values, Dr Arnold could clearly be quite a bit of a bastard. His son’s biographer notes, in a tellingly understated reference, that “The headmaster’s religious-based views towards corporal punishment and expulsion were particularly stern and occasionally led to excesses.”19 Tom Brown’s School Days is chock-full of thrashings, lickings and beatings.

			He also decided that science was not to be on the curriculum and banned the teaching of it. He is quoted as saying of education in science, and specifically the version he would allow his son to receive:

			Rather than have [physical science] the principal thing in my son’s mind, I would gladly have him think that the sun went round the earth, and that the stars were so many spangles set in the bright blue firmament. Surely the one thing needful for a Christian and an Englishman to study is Christian and moral and political philosophy.20

			So, we take our advice not from our contemporaries or near versions of the same, but from a private school headmaster who beat children, who thought the institutionalised bullying of the fagging system was acceptable, and who served during a period when it was entirely acceptable to submit the study of science and things that are to the dominance of the study of what might be, if we are prepared to suspend all disbelief. 

			One of his key legacies was the construction of the theory that playing team sports – and ironically, given the ways in which society’s relations to that particular sport have changed, specifically football, which was then a brutal game featuring sixty boys on each side – was a vehicle for the building of character. He sought to build a ‘moral masculinity’ in the boys and the notion of character was key to this. He is, therefore, the well from which the current establishment’s obsession with schools having a responsibility to develop character has been drawn. Dr Arnold’s mantra, which was, as quoted on Rugby School’s website, “First religious and moral principle, second gentlemanly conduct,21 third academic ability”,22 seems to be a reversal of what is now expected in UK state schools, but it is this notion of gentlemanly conduct and character that is worth examining. 

			Let’s just tarry here awhile in what was only ever meant to be a paragraph or two about Matthew Arnold’s dad in order to contextualise the kind of environment that created the originator of the line “the best which has been thought and said”. Let’s dwell here for a bit, and let’s do so because the current state school system seems very much in awe of Thomas and Matthew Arnold and has based a lot of current policy and practice on ideas generated by father and son. It is important, I think, that we know who these people were. The ideas and phrases of these two sons of a great public school have been incorporated into the current state education system – a system that is currently controlled by a political party made up of former public school boys23 and is still either flourishing or staggering punch-drunk from the reforms instituted by Michael Gove, who attended an independent secondary school and who will have been exposed to many of the elements of their specific culture. What is the value of the importation of these specifically ruling class cultural tropes?

			Firstly, it is worth observing that the initial apprehensions of many state teachers that, in its early stages, all the Govean revolution was doing was seeking to import the traditions of the ruling class into the state system, and have them unquestionably portrayed as being qualitatively better than what was on offer, were, in fact, and despite the charges that we were all conspiracy theorists wearing tin foil hats, completely and obviously true. The tropes that the ruling class were given in their enclaved schools, handed down from long dead school masters, are now repeated, without analysis or anything approaching criticism, in the state sector. And we, as tools of conformity, acquiesce and pass on this coded message that the cultural memes of the rich – which seem to have been originated, in part, to get wealthy boys to play sport in order to stop them from sodomising each other – are unquestionable, when, in fact, their survival may have been down to a lack of intellectual quality of any other ideas springing from the anthropologically odd and numerically minuscule schools that the very rich attend. In implementing these ideas, state teachers become, to an extent, useful idiots, doing the job of the cultural hegemony for our masters. Our central emancipatory role is fatally undermined by the subtextual message that unchallenged ideas about ruling class intellectual and moral superiority sneak their way into our professional language without it being subject to any real analysis. So, to correct an error, let us ask ourselves, “What is this nebulous thing called character?”

			One of the selling pitches of private education has always been the amount of extracurricular sport on offer at these institutions. This offer, seemingly entirely blind to the fact that, hello, sport is actually played really quite often in state institutions, is part of a tradition of private education that views the amorphous building of character as being as, or more, important than the merely scholastic element of schooling. Character is an ugly piece of notation that has left such schools to be imported into a state education system that, even if it is thinking enough to not just swallow poisoned air unquestioningly, does not understand what it is and why they view such an intangible quality as being quite so important. The reason it is perceived to be important, of course, is that character’s intangibility makes it an inordinately useful measure for a class that asserts its superiority while avoiding evidentially plausible assessments of it. In the ruling class institution sport builds character. In a state institution it merely builds the necessary muscle to carry things, and working class people can’t really have character (although they are allowed to be one with a non-speaking role). This crediting of character is a levelling down measure that protects schools against being judged on purely academic terms. A child from a state comp may have achieved exactly the same grades as a child from a private institution, so there has to be something else with which to distinguish between them. Character is the tool here – the way of knocking out the competition. 

			I have written about this in the past in a blog. Admittedly, it is a hastily sketched response, but there are sections of this post that deserve an audience:

			I feel much the same about character education as I do about phrases such as “the best which has been thought and said”: that they are correlatives through which a Government whose classism appears naked on even on the cloudiest of days, in even the most dimly lit of all possible back rooms, subtly rearranges the chairs so that their moral right, their correctness, the near divinity of their customs and the inevitable justness of their ascendance to the position of rule is bludgeoningly reiterated ad nauseam (recall here Orwell’s image of a boot stamping on a human face forever). The notion of character might be thought a mantra instated in halls for privileged sons as a means instilling that innate sense of superiority that may well come in so useful later in life. The distribution of character is not even, it seems: entirely coincidentally, it appears to land most often in the laps of those who inherit wealth along with it.

			In private schools the notion of educating the child’s character is perceived to be an (admittedly odd) act of social justice. I have no doubt that the teachers in these institutions are sincere when they say that they are aware that the children they are teaching will likely go on to perform some version of high office, and that it is the responsibility of the institutions borne with the task of growing these children into men and women to ensure that the men and women they turn out are decent and humane. But the education of ‘character’ when it is taken out of those climes becomes profoundly illiberal in intent and comes with the carry-on clanging of connotations of bigotry.

			Character, to me, denotes the stiff upper lip, the approved haircut, the tolerance of compulsory misery and a grin and bear it mentality; someone with character hangs on (in quiet desperation); someone with character sheds a tear, blubs a little perhaps when forced to send other men into the slavery of penury; someone with character will take the harsh but necessary decisions, and will feel, briefly, a little guilty about those decisions, remote and unaware of the full sum of brutal human misery that such decisions enforce. Someone with character, as character stands at the moment, is generally immune to what character is.

			Real character, let me remind you, is often to be found at the grimier edges of our society. Real character is to be found in the optimistic smile of a child whose mother is a habitual crack user, who meets a lot of her temporary boyfriends and who makes the best of things, who gets up every morning, on an empty stomach, to get to a school that punishes him … and still he comes. Real character is to be found in the friendly good nature of the Syrian refugee who, recognizing that his family were in mortal danger, walks two thousand miles to Calais or Dunkirk carrying his exhausted children to live in a tent surrounded by mud and human faeces, only for his entreaties for asylum to be ignored by our characterful prime minister who sought power only because it was available, had never been denied him and he thought, post his PR role, that he “might be good at it”. Real character is to be found in a disabled child who refuses their teacher’s help as they try and mount the stairs that they were not designed for since the funds for the lift have been cancelled. Real character is to be found in the privately shed tears of the aged maths teacher who has given thirty-five years of principled service to a single school and whose thrusting twelve-year-old bosses think he is long in the tooth and should retire.

			Those who have never known hardship lecturing those who have about the necessity of character is a repulsively ugly manifestation of a patriarchy that chooses to be blind, and, like all elevations of the idea of tradition, a vulgar sop to institutionalized oppression and inequality. The poor would do rather better, don’t you think, if they behaved more like the rich?

			To condescend to educate a child’s character, you must make the assumption that they are deficient in it. To condescend to educate a child’s character you must have some form of mission, and that mission will likely have religious overtones and seek in some coded way to make that child submit, bow down, conform, play the role in a play that they have had no part in scripting. To condescend to educate a child’s character you must view the scalpel with which you would excise their rebellious spirit, their questioning nature, their imagination and their political anger as a merciful tool. The problem with education as it stands is that it seeks to open the eyes of the poor; far better that it cuts them out as it has always done to the eyes of the rich. The boot boy scalpel of character education is merely early practice at the game of master and servant, and guess which one you are?24

			Character is a cultural possession of the upper classes – part of their cultural capital, if you will – and the education system currently and historically reinforces this abstract intellectual theft. To be poor is to be without the trappings of character, without the voice, without the manners, without the appropriate mode of presentation. Character presents white. And character presents rich. Resilience, on the other hand …

			If it is the nebulousness of character that leads to it being thought of as a useable quality to assess young people’s suitability for being marked out as some form of elite, then it is this same element of vaporousness, the abstract nature of the abstract noun, that leads education systems to value that which any reasonable society would not think it is the education system’s job to inculcate. The current obsession with inculcating ‘resilience’ in the people who necessarily have the most of such a quality is, once again, like character, puke-makingly offensive paternalism. To label a whole class of people ‘disadvantaged’, and then teach them to be resilient, ignores the fact that living with such ‘disadvantage’ will necessarily cause it. It is the left hand of society trying to somehow stick together with a combination of sticking plaster, paper clips and glue that which the right hand has exploded with guns and ammo. 

			Let’s be clear here: a fairer society would not think it was in any way reasonable to place the young into a situation where they will inevitably lead lives of indentured slavery and then tell them that the problem of the conditions imposed on them by the selfishness of the old might be solved by having a vacuous worksheet shoved under their noses every week. My editor, Luke, reports that he is not certain whether the concept is offensive or banal. I would say that these are not mutually exclusive; indeed, they work perfectly well as modifiers of each other. Teaching working class children to be resilient when many of them are role modelled this quality every day by their parents is, like any form of evil, as offensively banal as it is banally offensive.

			Here is one young teacher’s experience of resilience while working for a large academy chain:

			In my time with     25 I observed a Year 9 form group. Three times a week in form time, pupils received a twenty-five minute corporate briefing on various abstract nouns: equality, relationships, citizenship, resilience. Mention was never made of the fact that more of the first might obviate the need for the last.

			The resilience activities changed every week. They were always variations on the same theme: write down three qualities you like about yourself; now write down three things you like about the person sitting next to you; define ‘kindness’ and give an example of where you or someone you know has been kind recently. Here is a picture of Nelson Mandela. Write down three ways in which he is resilient. Do it in silence.

			And then the knowledge-rich teacher would show them a TED Talk.

			From this, it is not difficult to argue that the environment in which school kids most need to show resilience is in resilience lessons themselves, and perhaps this is the intent: to deliberately teach them something that is so nakedly and profoundly pointless that they are required to go deep within themselves and find levels of endurance and forbearance that they didn’t know they were capable of. I’ve read somewhere too that the amount of resilience taught in schools is succeeding only in making students into bundles of anxiety; in short, it is making them less resilient. There is also the argument that it is delusional to try to teach resilience in school contexts where working class kids are sent to isolation for wearing odd socks (an act of courage, creativity and resilience) or for giggling during a ‘spot the resilience’ task. It is yet another example of the system failing to recognise working class iterations of resilience, and only legitimising resilient behaviours aligned with submission and unquestioning respect for authority as, quite obviously, was the case in Mandela’s life.

			There is a further abstract noun we might add to our ‘useful’ list: shame, which sociologist of crime, Thomas Scheff, believes to be the “master emotion” since the possibility of experiencing it haunts our every social action. It is the shame of embarrassment, the shame of humiliation which Scheff describes as being “as primitive and intense as fear”, which forces one into the ineffectually aggressive defence mechanism of the display of self-pride or anger, which, in turn, causes more shame, and it is shame that causes us, more often, to withdraw into silence.26 Shame is a result of what Goffman terms the “looking glass self”, seeing one’s self through the eyes of others and seeing or anticipating that self being perceived “slightly negatively” by those others.27 Character education and teaching children to be resilient, far from elevating the ‘plebs’ from the misery of their dysfunction, is more likely to cause the shame that provokes either anger or withdrawal. It is a morally repugnant intention for any education system that pretends to be serious, and its originators and promoters should themselves be force-fed the experience of shame should they ever seek to defend this extravagantly stupid non-idea.

			Rather than teach ‘character’ and ‘resilience’, the education system should be seeking to equip working class children with the tools to defend themselves from symbolically violent and physically intrusive ideas like these. The education system should be providing them with the ability to analyse where these ideas come from, what is so wrong with them and how misguided their originators are, and it should be giving them the language with which to destroy these ideas. It should be equipping students with the certain knowledge that, if these concepts really have to be part of the language of schools, and they decidedly do not, then the versions of character and resilience they are being asked to check in at the school gates, the ones they already have in abundance, are useful tools they already possess. It should be teaching them that they are not ‘less than’ and that, when they get to university and some fool seeks to lord it over them because they don’t know the difference between a violin and a viola, then that fool is to be pitied for their need to show off their own self-hatred because this is something that is characteristic of fools. It should also be teaching such children not to submit, that it is vital to question what you are told and that sometimes doing what you are told to do by people older than you is merely the path to a life of misery. A more functional and useful education system would be handing children the tools with which to reject education that is a satire of itself.

			It is interesting here that in our brave new, knowledge rich, evidence based world two intertwined aims are allowed to sit at the heart of education’s offer, with no evidence whatsoever that they are at all useful. This is even acknowledged, albeit in a mildly obfuscatory way, in Ofsted’s Education Inspection Framework: Overview of Research:

			Resilience is sometimes discussed alongside the concept of character. As with resilience, there are definitional challenges with this term, and research in this area can explore a wide range of outcomes … The evidence base in this area is underdeveloped. However, intentionally investing in character education using a whole-school approach, modelling desired behaviours at both school and teacher level, integrating character development with a strong curriculum rather than doing this as a standalone separate activity, developing pupils’ intrinsic motivation, shared core values and positive relationships have been posited as key ways in which schools can develop pupils’ character.28

			So, no one really knows what resilience and character are, there’s no real way of assessing the effect of teaching in this area, there’s no evidence base to justify it, they shouldn’t be taught discretely and, if you read the subtext of the final sentence, they are not really things that actually exist. And here we see that elements of our knowledge rich new curricular world provide improved knowledge of putrid vapour emanating from a profoundly classist version of nothing at all.
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			Chapter 2 
“The best that has been thought and said”
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			Matthew Arnold, who had not been allowed to study science at the school at which his father was the headmaster, returned to that same school after graduating from Oxford and was a classics teacher there for seven years. After marrying, he spent twenty-four years as one of Her Majesty’s Inspectors inspecting state provision. His only experience as a student and teacher had been in the private sector.29

			He is regarded as a foundational thinker in modern social theory on culture, and both Terry Eagleton and Richard Hoggart take critical inspiration from Arnold, which it should be noted is distinct from the entirely uncritical inspiration which has been taken by the current government. Arnold was also a highly regarded poet, who, at the time, was felt to be third in the Victorian pantheon behind Tennyson and Browning. This is not to say that either his poetry or prose have always had universal approval. T. S. Eliot, in rather ungenerous mood, once wrote that Arnold “is a writer whom one has vaguely depreciated for years” and that he had a mind of the “second order”.30 And while Eliot admitted that such a second order mind was capable of high intelligence, he felt that Arnold suffered from “working in an idea-poor country that did not provide him with ‘the active resistance which is necessary to keep a mind at its sharpest’ ”.31 His poetic work receives so little modern critical note that even Anthony Harrison, who wrote The Cultural Production of Matthew Arnold, describes his modern treatment as one of “relative critical neglect”.32

			Harrison is also rather damning about what he calls the “general intellectual procedure” of Arnold’s ‘political’ poetry, which he writes: 

			is either once again to elide historical particulars or to bury the historical present beneath an insuperable weight of classical allusions requiring such a high level of intellectual energy to decipher that the reader nearly loses sight of the issues of the moment ostensibly being discussed … Of course, such a conclusion seems to be the point of these poems, as it is of so much of Arnold’s later prose.33

			Harrison also casts Arnold as something of a careerist fraud: the most frequent strategies he deploys – “strategies that eventually yield his own cultural dominance” – include “self-marginalization”, the “(fraudulent) suppression of his works’ true origins” and “ideological mystification”.34 He is presented as an insider who claimed to be the opposite, potentially a plagiarist and a writer prone to deliberate obfuscation. It is not an altogether savoury picture. 

			When Arnold’s letters were published fifty years after his death, when he was still held in high regard in high places, the introduction to them, written by Cecil Lang, had it that his continued veneration by those at the centre of academic life was because, “As poet, critic, moraliste, Arnold stood foursquare for what the academy, middle-class and closet poets or delitescent belletrists to a man, always aspired to be – repository, watchdog, evangelist, keeper of the flame of liberal education, apotheosis of its aspirations, representative of ‘culture’ raised to the highest power of excellence.”35 This, again, is not a completely positive appraisal. He is revered in the academy because, despite claims to be an outsider, he is the academy.

			The poem ‘Dover Beach’, however, is still sufficiently rated to appear on the Edexcel syllabus for English literature. This poem, which is alleged to be the first example of free verse, is an evocative lament for the demise of religious faith. He writes of “the Sea of Faith” that once surrounded the world, but now, on Dover Beach, he hears only “it’s melancholy, long, withdrawing roar”. The final stanza outlines the outcome of faith’s retreat – that “we are here as on a darkling plain” on which “ignorant armies clash by night”.36 The ignorant armies are, of course, foreigners and the cause of their ignorance might reasonably be concluded to be their beastliness in matters of religion. It might also be regarded as an early eulogy for colonialism since bringing the torch of faith to the world was generally accompanied by the sword of conquest. Intriguingly, this line was quoted by Peter Hitchens when the Black Lives Matter protests were taking place: “This time, as ignorant armies seek the final abolition of Britain, it is very frightening.”37 This may give you an idea of how important Arnold still is as intellectual ballast for agents who might seek to put down those who would protest against violent and vicious inequalities. 

			With the exception of ‘Dover Beach’, you could probably argue that the cultural works of Matthew Arnold haven’t really endured as being part of culture and, pleasingly ironically, would probably not now be taken to be evidence of “the best which has been thought and said”. The only cultural artefact of note that the gentleman who coined the phrase that has truly survived the flawed judgement of history is the phrase itself. 

			Arnold’s non-fiction is now grouped together with the work of other Victorian writers in a genre referred to as ‘sage writing’. Sage writing is generally held to have originated in the work of Thomas Carlyle, whom Arnold refers to as “a man of genius”,38 famous author of ‘Occasional Discourse on the Negro Question’, which challenged the movement for the emancipation of slaves as being hypocritical, stated that the conditions on slave ships were not nearly as bad as had been made out, and included countless jibes about the intellect and appearance of African people.39 In sage writing, the Victorian author took on a persona akin to an Old Testament prophet, a visionary whose job it was to construct a text that ends in a visionary promise and features non-logical, non-technical (for which read inexpert) arguments drawn from ancient texts. Sage writing is now generally regarded critically as being the work of entitled lunatics.

			The phrase “the best which has been thought and said”40 comes from the preface to Arnold’s collection of essays entitled Anarchy and Culture. I am not sure whether the concept of being unreadable is an absolute or whether it can be modified;41 if it is the latter, then I would say that Anarchy and Culture is egregiously so. It might have been easily understood by an intellectual of the mid-nineteenth century, although I doubt this. Today, it is borderline incomprehensible, and when you have expended the intellectual energy required to work out what Arnold is saying, you generally end up feeling it wasn’t worth the effort. Notwithstanding this, I’ll translate.

			The two concepts of the title are clearly presented as a deliberate antithesis. Culture is held to be the remedy to anarchy or, indeed, political rebellion. Cultured people don’t rebel, so let’s “gentle the masses”.42 Arnold fears the “anarchy” of “tumult and disorder”43 and believes that culture is a way of preventing this: “the really blessed thing is to like what right reason ordains, and to follow her authority, then we have got a practical benefit out of culture. We have got a much wanted principle, a principle of authority, to counteract the tendency to anarchy which seems to be threatening us.”44 Right reason here is the status quo.

			To contextualise the phrase in question, it appears in this section: 

			The whole scope of the essay is to recommend culture as the great help out of our present difficulties; culture being a pursuit of our total perfection by means of getting to know, on all the matters which most concern us, the best which has been thought and said in the world, and, through this knowledge, turning a stream of fresh and free thought upon our stock notions and habits, which we now follow staunchly but mechanically, vainly imagining that there is a virtue in following them staunchly which makes up for the mischief of following them mechanically.45

			The key question is what are the “present difficulties” to which Arnold is referring? One of them appears to be the rise of industrialisation, the other is rather more unpleasant. Key here is the time at which the text was written, which was between 1867 and 1869. The Reform Act of 1867, in which urban working class males were given the vote for the first time, had been a response to a period of civil unrest and protest organised by the Reform League. Not the least of these was the Hyde Park demonstration in 1866, declared illegal by the government, in which the procession was so vast that the head of it had reached Bond Street before the tail had left Holborn (some 1.8 miles). The protestors’ way into Hyde Park was barred by lines of police, but they discovered that the railings were not as secure as they might have been and pulled them down, so invading the park. This is the “anarchy” that Arnold feared: a politicised working class. The “tumult and disorder” he believed culture to be a cure for was the organised political protest of the disenfranchised and the fact that this had succeeded in attaining voting rights for working class men.

			Culture or anarchy were the two possible paths he saw as unfolding following the ‘difficulty’ of working class enfranchisement. Since the aristocracy were in decline, Arnold perceived a potential crisis in governance: either leadership would be stolen from those who had become used to it by the brutish working class, who were vastly too uneducated to be allowed to control their own destinies or, heaven forbid, those of their social superiors; alternatively, the middle classes, to whom Arnold belonged, were going to have to step up and provide an example.

			John Storey explains Arnold’s intentions in proposing educational solutions to the potential anarchy of working class emancipation: 

			A working class which has lost “the strong feudal habits of subordination and deference” is a very dangerous working class. It is the function of education to restore a sense of subordination and deference to this class. In short, education would bring to the working class a ‘culture’ that would in turn remove the temptations of trade unionism, political agitation and cheap entertainment. In short, culture would remove popular culture.46

			Let us look again at a line from that quotation and examine how it might reflect on the inclusion of the phrase “the best that has been thought and said” in the national curriculum: “It is the function of education to restore a sense of subordination and deference.” How far is the inclusion of a wrongly defined cultural capital in education’s offer an open hearted, though probably futile, reflection of a desire to broaden the cultural offer to our students, and how far is it to reinstate the view that the cultural tastes and specialisms of a ruling class are superior to those of other classes? Does this inclusion contain the intent of removing popular culture and political consciousness and replacing it with an approved version of culture which infers that obedience is a key part of character? Does the classism in Arnold’s intentions include any echoes that still reverberate today? To what degree does this policy present “human creativity and achievement” as the exclusive province of the dominant and thereby seek to induce a new age of deference?

			Arnold conceived of different forms of education for each social class. His view of an appropriate education for the working class focused on civilisation in much the same way that a missionary might believe they are civilising the barbaric colonials. Storey observes: “For the working class, education is to civilize it for subordination, deference and exploitation. Arnold saw working-class schools (primary and elementary) as little more than outposts of civilization in a dark continent of working class barbarism.”47 He was also of the belief that working class children had to be civilised before they could be educated, a belief that he communicated in a letter to his mother in which he said that this was the main task of primary schools.

			The function of education for the middle classes was quite different in Arnold’s mind. It was to prepare them for power and for their role as examples to be looked up to by the hoi polloi. Its aim was to convert them from being “narrow, ungenial, and unattractive [into] a cultured, liberalised, ennobled, transformed middle class, [one to which the working class] may with joy direct its aspirations”.48

			Culture as a tool for middle class self-improvement reaches after the romantic and religious idea of the humble human seeking to attain perfection. For Arnold, becoming cultured makes life a spiritual rather than a mechanical journey, and communion with the great works of the past might lead the middle classes along a more enlightened path away from the concerns of the newly industrialised world and back towards a more spiritually enlightened and probably supplicatory version of life. Culture and Anarchy is a dialectical text concerned with a theological debate which seeks to discern the true path to enacting God’s will. In this, it is closely related to Spinoza’s notion that the “intellectual love of God”49 was the purest of all forms of knowledge.

			Arnold separates human endeavour into (the Hebrew) Hebraism and (the Greek) Hellenism: Hebraism is the will to action; Hellenism is the will to knowledge. The aim of both is to serve God, but they are separate paths. Hebraism is “Self-conquest, self-devotion, the following not of individual will, but the will of God, obedience, is the fundamental idea.”50 Hellenism is more about exalting in all of God’s creation through seeking knowledge of it. For the Hellenist, the path “is to follow, with flexible activity, the whole play of the universal order, to be apprehensive of missing any part of it”.51

			For Arnold, the world is continually switching from one of these distinct paths towards righteousness to the other. There is never an even balance between the two; one is always predominant and this causes a certain imbalance in the philosophical and spiritual order. If Hebraism, with its obedience to the scriptures, is the moral path and Hellenism the intellectual, then satisfying only one of these sides leads the Hebrews to believe that their morality is, or contains, all the knowledge they might need, and the Greeks to believe that in their knowledge there is a sufficient possession of morality.

			On balance, Arnold favours Hellenism because he is of the mind, influenced by a Bishop Wilson, that before we take any action, it is best that we have thought about that action sufficiently to have properly considered the fact that it is the best path and is not leading us towards some form of darkness. He compares this dichotomy in terms of their separate intentions: “the uppermost idea with Hellenism is to see things as they really are; the uppermost idea of Hebraism is conduct and obedience”.52 Because the Hebraic devotion to obedience causes such people to devote themselves entirely to the ways of a church and to the study of only one text, the Bible, it can lead to a blinkered view that has knowledge of only the object of that devotion, and insufficient even of this: “No man, who knows nothing else, knows even his Bible.”53

			Culture, for Arnold, is the emancipatory path away from the blind obedience of Hebraism towards the knowledge seeking of Hellenism. He is therefore arguing for culture as a way of enriching our spiritual understanding, our glimpse into God’s will, through engagement with all the knowledge in the world and not just the scriptural. His Hellenism leads him in the direction of the Greek “quarrel with the body”54 and, as such, towards a disembodied, purely intellectual contemplation which sees itself as disinterested. Culture becomes “the study of perfection” and “the disinterested endeavour after man’s perfection”.55 This can be linked to Pierre Bourdieu’s assertion that “the love of art is conceived as a secularized form of the ‘intellectual love of God’ ”.56

			Harrison has it that Arnold’s idea of intellectualism was “disinterestedness, the pursuit of ideas for their own sake, curiosity, familiarity with the best that has been said and thought in the world, detachment, sweetness and light”.57 Bourdieu takes this idea of culture as being, by nature, disinterested and thoroughly debunks it a century later. Where Arnold appears to be arguing for a detachment from the struggles of material existence as a means of locating wisdom, such that distance from the demands of the natural world becomes a form of virtue, a Bourdieuien counterargument might be that to properly understand the world you have to be practically involved in its affairs. 

			(This notion of culture as being the embodiment of man’s search for perfection is also covered rather more satirically by Bourdieu when referencing the handing down of heirlooms among the aristocracy, such as the portraits of ancestors. In so doing, they are bequeathing a history and a link to a specific version of the world and a way of seeing it: “A more polished, more polite, better policed world, a world that is justified in existing by its perfection, a world which has produced Beethoven and Mozart and continues to produce people capable of playing and appreciating them.”58 We begin to see why agencies of Conservatism, which exist to uphold and enforce ‘valuable’ traditions, might be interested in these ideas.)

			Arnold, as a representative of his time and social class, makes no acknowledgement that the ‘study of perfection’ is the study of the cultural products and tastes of the ruling class. Historical and traditional culture equals perfection; anything that is not historical or traditional therefore equals imperfection. To be perfect you must think like us, read the same things as us, imitate us. For Arnold, the duty of an Englishman is to “do as we do, hate what we hate, love what we love”.59

			His thoughts on social class are briefly enjoyable, until we consider the fact that Ofsted and the Department for Education hold the thoughts of such a man as being relevant in the twenty-first century and, specifically, as being relevant for a modern day push towards civilising the Hebrews at the bottom of the pile into becoming more Greek. He prefaces these remarks with the claim that it is “awkward and tiresome to be always saying the aristocratic class, the middle class, the working class”,60 to which one might retort that to avoid telling the truth because you don’t like the number of syllables in it is probably the very height of entitled laziness. He then distinguishes the social classes into Barbarians (the ruling class), Philistines (the middle class) and the Populace (the working class). 

			He is initially amusingly scathing about the level of “light” (knowledge) in the barbarian class: “the serenity of aristocracies … appears to come from their never having had any ideas to trouble them”.61 Ultimately, though – and recall that he was raised in the barbarian environment of the school at which his father was headmaster – he has a profound fondness for them: 

			The Barbarians had the passion for field-sports62 … as of the passion for asserting one’s personal liberty … The care of the Barbarians for the body, and for all manly exercises; the vigour, good looks, and fine complexion which they acquired and perpetuated in their families by these means, – all this may be observed still in our aristocratic class. The chivalry of the Barbarians, with its characteristics of high spirit, choice manners, and distinguished bearing, – what is this but the beautiful commencement of the politeness of our aristocratic class?63

			Barbarians here, much like they are today, are excused their brutality because it is hidden behind the thin, intellectually facile edifice of manners. This former son of Rugby then goes on to further praise, in a sentence that seems to carry a whisper of public school homoeroticism, the external realm of the aristocratic male, who possesses “outward gifts and graces, in looks, manners, accomplishments, prowess”.64 This schoolboy adoration of his former peers is so flimsy as to be laughable, but it has not stopped the Department for Education promoting the ideas of a man who would assert the cultural superiority of the ruling class, and the version of culture they specialise in, on the basis of how handsome they are. We can see that none too covert assertions of the genetic superiority of the ruling classes being voiced publicly by respected figures is something of a tradition. 

			The Philistines are satirised as being focused only on venal matters. There are elements of a knowing, winking self-satire here. Arnold perceives his own class to be uninterested in knowledge: “Philistine gives the notion of something particularly stiff-necked and perverse in the resistance to light and its children, and therein it specially suits our middle class, who not only do not pursue sweetness and light, but who prefer to them that sort of machinery of business.”65 They possess little of the elevated spirit because they are continually involved in the search for profit. He is mercilessly scathing about the merchants who seek to make money out of the new machines:

			Culture says: “Consider these people then, their way of life, their habits, their manners, the very tone of their voice; look at them attentively; observe the literature they read, the things which give them pleasure, the words that come out of their mouths, the thoughts which make the furniture of their minds; would any amount of wealth be worth having with the condition that one was to become just like these people by having it?”66

			However, as vulgar as they are, they are the only solution to the growing political strength of the working class. If society is not to descend into the ‘anarchy’ that working class emancipation threatens, then the Philistines must become worthy of the power they will attain through engagement with “The best which has been thought and said”. They must educate themselves so that once they have become perfect through culture they may take over from the aristocracy: “Then let the middle class rule, then let it affirm its own spirit, when it has thus perfected itself.”67

			And as for the working class? The rowdy Populace? While praised for their honesty, they are viewed by Arnold as underdeveloped, a pathology to be studied, little more than germs on a Petri dish. To him they are “still an embryo, of which no one can yet quite foresee the final development; and from its not having the same experience and self knowledge as the aristocratic and middle classes”.68 Devoid of the self-knowledge of those above them, they are also deficient in the “bright powers of sympathy”.69 They are, like all classes, divided by Arnold into their sterner and lighter selves, and he stereotypes both sides: “The sterner self of the Populace likes bawling, hustling, and smashing; the lighter self, beer.”70 Con artists during the day; piss artists in the evening.

			Arnold does make a ham-fisted attempt to display a form of empathy for these disadvantaged unfortunates, but in so doing he reveals the icy depths of his prejudice: 

			every time that we snatch up a vehement opinion in ignorance and passion, every time that we long to crush an adversary by sheer violence, every time that we are envious, every time that we are brutal, every time that we adore mere power or success, every time that we add our voice to swell a blind clamour against some unpopular personage, every time that we trample savagely on the fallen, – he has found in his own bosom the eternal spirit of the Populace.71

			Arnold believed that to be in possession of the “eternal spirit” of the working class was to belong to an ignorant, violent, envious, brutal, callous rabble. 

			To the modern eye, Arnold comes across as little more than a prolix, privately educated bigot in possession of a full set of prejudices, not the least of which related to his beliefs about the aesthetic abilities of anyone outside of the upper realms. He regarded the Barbarians to be the only class with an appreciation of beauty and the only section of society capable of understanding the “sweetness and light” of culture. It becomes obviously ironic that an educational movement (as embodied by Michael Gove and various followers), which seeks, theoretically at least, to improve the cultural offer and take-up from the rougher orders, uses as its rallying cry the work of someone who thought that they were completely incapable of appreciating any form of culture. The ugliness of this irony can be located in Arnold’s claim that “The mass of mankind will never have any ardent zeal for seeing things as they are; very inadequate ideas will always satisfy them.”72 A claim that is further compounded by his view that “The highly instructed few, and not the scantily instructed many, will ever be the organ to the human race of knowledge and truth. Knowledge and truth in the full sense of the words, are not attainable by the great mass of the human race at all.”73 It is almost as if the Department for Education picked out the decontextualised quotation without having read the text in which it appeared, without any consideration of what it meant or under what circumstances it was produced, and then put it in a nationally significant document which states what our children should be taught.
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