
IS THIS THE PRESENT MISSION OF AMERICAN HIGHER EDUCATION? 
 
 

EDUCATION AND SOCIOLOGY (Excerpts) 
by 

Emile Durkheim 
 
 
 
…In the course of our history, there has been established a whole set of ideas on human nature, 
on the respective importance of our different faculties, on right and duty, on society, on the 
individual, on progress, on science, on art, etc., which are the very basis of our national spirit; all 
education, that of the rich as well as that of the poor, that which leads to professional careers as 
well as that which prepares for industrial functions, has as its object to fix them in our minds. 
 
From these facts it follows that each society sets up a certain ideal of man, of what he should be, 
as much from the intellectual point of view as the physical and moral; that this ideal is, to a 
degree, the same for all the citizens; that beyond a certain point it becomes differentiated 
according to the particular milieu that every society contains in its structure.  It is this ideal, at 
the same time one and various, that is the focus of education.  Its function, then, is to arouse in 
the child: (1) a certain number of physical and mental states that the society to which he belongs 
considers should not be lacking in any of its members; (2) certain physical and mental states that 
the particular social group (caste, class, family, profession) considers, equally, ought to be found 
among all those who make it up.  Thus, it is society as a whole and each particular social milieu 
that determine the ideal that education realizes.  Society can survive only if there exists among 
its members a sufficient degree of homogeneity; education perpetuates and reinforces this 
homogeneity by fixing in the child, from the beginning, the essential similarities that collective 
life demands.  But on the other hand, without a certain diversity all co-operation would be 
impossible; education assures the persistence of this necessary diversity by being itself 
diversified and specialized. 
 
If the society has reached a degree of development such that the old divisions into castes and 
classes can no longer be maintained, it will prescribe an education more uniform at its base.  If at 
the same time there is more division of labor, it will arouse among children, on the underlying 
basic set of common ideas and sentiments, a richer diversity of occupational aptitudes.  If it lives 
in a state of war with the surrounding societies, it tries to shape people according to a strongly 
nationalistic model; if international competition takes a more peaceful form, the type that it tries 
to realize is more general and more humanistic.  Education is, then, only the means by which 
society prepares, within the children, the essential condition of its very existence.  We shall see 
later how the individual himself has an interest in submitting to these requirements. 
 
We come, then, to the following formula: Education is the influence exercised by adult 
generations on those that are not yet ready for social life.  Its object is to arouse and to develop 
in the child a certain number of physical, intellectual and moral states which are demanded of 
him by both the political society as a whole and the special milieu for which he is specifically 
destined… p. 70, 71 



 
…That education consists of a methodical socialization of the young generation.  In each of us, it 
may be said, there exist two beings which, while inseparable except by abstraction, remain 
distinct.  One is made up of all the mental states that apply only to ourselves and to the events of 
our personal lives: this is what might be called the individual being.  The other is a system of 
ideas, sentiments and practices which express in us, not our personality, but the group or 
different groups of which we are part; these are religious beliefs, moral beliefs and practices, 
national or professional traditions, collective opinions of every kind.  Their totality forms the 
social being.  To constitute this being in each of us is the end of education. 
 
It is here, moreover, that are best shown the importance of its role and the fruitfulness of its 
influence.  Indeed, not only is this social being not given, fully formed, in the primitive 
constitution of man; but it has not resulted from it through a spontaneous development.  
Spontaneously, man was not inclined to submit to a political authority, to respect a moral 
discipline, to dedicate himself, to be self-sacrificing.  There was nothing in our congenital nature 
that predisposed us necessarily to become servants of divinities symbolic emblems of society, to 
render them worship, to deprive ourselves in order to do them honor.  It is society itself which, to 
the degree that it is firmly established, has drawn from within itself those great moral forces in 
the face of which man has felt his inferiority.  Now, if one leaves aside the vague and indefinite 
tendencies which can be attributed to heredity, the child, on entering life, brings to it only his 
nature as an individual.  Society finds itself, with each new generation, faced with a tabula rasa, 
very nearly, on which it build anew.  To the egoistic and asocial being that has just been born it 
must, as rapidly as possible, add another, capable of leading a moral and social life.  Such is the 
work of education, and you can readily see its great importance.  It is not limited to developing 
the individual organism in the direction indicated by its nature, to elicit the hidden potentialities 
that need only be manifested.  It creates in man a new being… p. 71, 72 
 
Education, then, can add nothing essential to nature, since the latter is adequate for everything, 
for the life of the group as well as that of the individual.  By contrast, among men the aptitudes 
of every kind that social life presupposes are much too complex to be able to be contained, 
somehow, in our tissues, and to take the form of organic predispositions.  It follows that they 
cannot be transmitted from one generation to another by way of heredity.  It is through education 
that the transmission is effected… p. 73 
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