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Ignorance and Education

Part I

Penn opens his maxims where all wisdom must begin: with the strange fact that most people pass through life ignorant of themselves and of the world they inhabit. He treats creation as a book we scarcely trouble to read, and self-knowledge as the study we most neglect. From this he turns to education, arguing that we make children into talkers rather than knowers, cramming them with words and rules while starving the natural curiosity that would serve them all their lives.


In this section:


  	Why self-ignorance is the root failure of human life

  	Creation as a "great and stately volume" pointing beyond itself to its Maker

  	A plea to teach things before words, and nature before rote learning






Ignorance

1. It is remarkable to consider how many millions of people come into the world and go out of it again, ignorant both of themselves and of the world they have lived in.

2. If someone went to see Windsor Castle or Hampton Court, it would be strange not to notice and remember the setting, the building, the gardens. And the fountains that make up the beauty of such a place. Yet few people know themselves—not even their own bodies, which are the houses of their minds and the most wonderful structures in the world, a living and walking temple. Still less do they know the world their bodies were made from and are fed by, though to know it would be as much our benefit as our pleasure. We cannot doubt this, since we are told that the invisible things of God are brought to light by the things that are seen. So we read our duty in them as often as we look on them, and are pointed to him who is their great and wise Author—if only we would look as we should.

3. The world is certainly a great and stately volume of natural things, and might not unfittingly be called the picture-writing of a better one. Yet how very few of its pages do we seriously turn over! This ought to be the subject of our children's education; but at twenty, when they should be fit for business, they know little or nothing of it.

Education

4. We take great pains to make them scholars, but not men—to talk rather than to know, which is mere empty cant.

5. The first thing children notice is what they can sense; and yet that is just what we leave out of their earliest lessons.

6. We press their memory too soon, and puzzle, strain, and load them with words and rules. We teach them grammar, rhetoric, and a foreign language or two that may very likely never be useful to them, while leaving the natural bent of their minds toward mechanical, physical, or natural knowledge uncultivated and neglected. Though such knowledge would be of great use and pleasure to them all their lives.

7. To be sure, languages are not to be despised or neglected; but things themselves are still to be preferred.

8. Children would rather be making tools and toys—shaping, drawing, framing, and building—than learning rules of correct speech by heart. And those rules would come to them afterward with better judgment, and less trouble and time.

9. It would be well if we studied nature more in natural things, and acted according to nature, whose rules are few, plain, and most reasonable.

10. Let us begin where she begins, go at her pace, and always end where she ends; then we cannot fail to become good naturalists.

11. The creation would no longer be a riddle to us. The heavens, earth, and waters, with their various and countless inhabitants—their productions, natures, seasons, sympathies, and antipathies; their use, benefit, and pleasure—would all be better understood by us. And an eternal wisdom, power, majesty, and goodness would become very clear to us through those passing forms. For the world wears the mark of its Maker, whose stamp is everywhere visible, and whose characters are very legible to the children of wisdom.

12. It would go a long way toward guiding people in their use of the world if they were better studied and better versed in how it was created.

13. For how could anyone find the confidence to abuse it, while seeing the great Creator stare them in the face in every part of it?

14. Their ignorance makes them insensible, and that insensibility makes them hardened in misusing this noble creation, which carries the stamp and voice of a Deity everywhere and in everything, for those who observe.

15. It is a pity, then, that books have not been written for young people by some curious and careful naturalists—and skilled craftsmen too—in the Latin tongue, to be used in schools. So that they might learn things along with words: things plain and familiar to them, which would also make the language itself easier to master.

16. Many able gardeners and farmers are still ignorant of the reason behind their calling, just as most craftsmen are ignorant of the reasons behind the very rules that govern their excellent work. But a naturalist and craftsman of the better sort is master of the reason of both, and might be master of the practice too, if his industry kept pace with his study. Which would be very commendable, and without which he cannot be called complete in either.

17. Finally, if man is the index or summary of the world, as the philosophers tell us, then we have only to read ourselves well in order to be learned in it. But because there is nothing we regard less than the marks of the Power that made us—so clearly written upon us and upon the world he has given us. And which can best tell us what we are and should be—we are strangers even to our own nature. That nature is the mirror in which we ought to see the true, instructive, and delightful variety of the created world, to the admiration of the wisdom and the adoration of the power that made us all.
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