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An Octopus Would Sooner Release Its Prey:
Voluntaryism vs. Educational Statism

By Carl Watner
Introduction

This article was sparked by the fact I am a parent, responsible
for the education of my children, and my perception that in the
days before public (state) schools, a large percentage of this
country's children were educated at home, or in private or
religiously-affiliated schools. A large majority of private school
and homeschool parents today are motivated by their concern
for religious instruction and their concern over the academic
and moral decline in the public schools.

While these are certainly valid reasons for not sending one's
children to a public school, my main opposition to the public
schools rests on other grounds. First of all, I object to their
foundation in compulsion: both in the sense that they are tax-
supported, and in the coercive aspect of attendance laws. Our
tax-supported, compulsory public schools are the epitome of the
totalitarian State. Second, it follows that public schools will
necessarily inculcate statism in their students, if for no other
reason than "he who pays the piper, will call the tune." The
primary job of the public school has never been to educate good
people, but rather good citizens that are loyal to the State.
Thirdly, to be consistent, the arguments that have been
historically used to urge separation of church and State, or to
argue against State involvement in education could (and should)
have been directed against the very existence of the State itself.
For voluntaryists, the question of whether or not the State should
involve itself in education resolves itself into the question: should
there be a State at all involving itself in education, religion,
business, and all the other myriad affairs of humankind. In the
educational field, the choice has never been between State
education and no education at all. Rather, the choice has been,
and will continue to be, between either a compulsory or a volun-
tary system of education for all people.

Homeschooling and Voluntaryism
The right to homeschool a child, to engage a private instructor,

or to send him to a private school, all derive from the parents'
right to care for and teach their child. Homeschooling offers the
opportunity of individualized instruction, and allows those who
know and love the child the most to provide the finest instruction
they can offer. For those parents who choose not to homeschool,
for whatever reason, the free market in education would supply
private schools specializing in providing each kind of parent-
child demand.

From the time this continent was colonized by Europeans until
the early part of the 20th Century, homeschooling had been the
major form of education. The colonists and pioneers conceived
schooling as an extension of the family, the church, and the
apprentice system, rather than as a function of the State.
Families were not required to obtain permission from the govern-
ment to educate their children at home. (Most parents would have
been incensed at the idea!) Until the late 1800s, homeschool-
ing was simply the exercise of a common law right. Many great
people in America have been homeschooled, including Patrick
Henry, Thomas Edison, Mark Twain, Andrew Carnegie, the Wright
brothers, and a host of well-known political figures, including
nine presidents. (That doesn't bode well for any claim that
homeschooling produces voluntaryistsï) Literacy rates during
the era of homeschooling were at least equal to those achieved
through mass public schooling (some claim higher). Even as late
as 1900, only 10% of American children attended public schools.

Today, the outlook on schooling and the state has changed
drastically. Since the U.S. Constitution is silent on the topic of
education, most contemporary homeschoolers have claimed the
Free Exercise clause of the First Amendment as a religious basis
for homeschooling. none (to my knowledge) have asserted their
right to homeschool on the basis of the 9th and 10th Amend-
ment claims that the powers and rights not enumerated or
delegated to the government are retained and reserved by the
people. Contemporary homeschoolers, by focusing on the
religious exemption, have ignored the crucial issue of whether
or not the State has the broader right to interfere in educational
activities. Although English and American jurisprudence have
historically respected the traditional family unit, with parental
authority over minor children, the right to homeschool (and even
use private schools) has now been eroded, and tightly regulated
by every one of the fifty states. The reason for this shall become
apparent as the history of compulsory schooling is described,
but suffice it to say that the state has always recognized the
importance of controlling the minds of ''its" children.

Voluntaryism and Compulsion in Rhode Island
This brief overview of the contemporary scene allows us to

better appreciate the history and development of compulsory
education laws as they first developed in the New England states.
The state of Rhode Island is of particular interest since it was
one of the last of the original thirteen colonies to impose
educational statism on its citizens. Historians of education have
tended to look upon Rhode Island unfavorably because they have
measured educational progress exclusively in terms of legis-
lation. While there were school laws in Massachusetts and
Connecticut as early as the middle of the 17th Century, Rhode
Island had none until nearly two hundred years later. As a result,
many have concluded that Rhode Islanders were backward in
educating their children, even though there were 193
schoolhouses in the state in 1828, when the legislature passed
the basis of what is now the modern compulsory education laws.
This view has been challenged by a state school commissioner
(no less!), who wrote in 1918, in a book published by the
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"It is a mistake to suppose that government effort and
individual effort can live side by side. The habits of mind
which belong to each are so different that one must destroy
the other. In the course of time there falls alike over everybody
concerned the shadow of coming changes. Work which
would have been done resolutely and manfully, if no idea
of government interference had existed, remains undone,
because the constant tendency of government to enlarge its
operations is felt everywhere. The history of our race shows
us that men will not do things for themselves or for others
if they once believe that such things can come without exer-
tion on their own part. There is not sufficient motive. As long
as the hope endures that the shoulders of some second per-
son are available, who will offer his own shoulders for the
burden? It must also be remembered that unless men are left
to their own resources they do not know what is or what is
not possible for them. If government half a century ago had
provided us all with dinners and breakfasts, it would be the
practice of our orators today to assume the impossibility of
our providing for ourselves."

—Auberon Herbert,
"State Education: A Help or Hindrance"

July 1880.


