
EDU 6120: Foundations 

Session 6: The Enlightenment--Rationalists and Romantics 

 
I.  Johann Friedrich Herbart (1776-1841) and the "Circle of Thought" 

 

A. Life and philosophy 

--Born in Oldenberg, Germany; showed special gifts as a youth in philosophy, physics, 

and music.  Due to a childhood injury, he was tutored at home by a brilliant mother.  

Educated at the University of Jena, then a tutor at Interlaken, Switzerland to a family with 

three boys. 

--Sought a "cultivated humanity to impart a natural morality" through carefully planned 

instruction; therefore the teacher as active guide 

 

B. The pedagogical context of the time 

--The relationship and validity of subjective rationalism (concepts) and objective 

empiricism (content).  "Thoughts without content are empty, intuitions without concepts 

are blind."  --Kant 

--By fostering a balanced "many-sidedness" of worthy social and academic interests, 

education ("art") can impart to youth the desire and will to be good  

(vs. medieval preoccupation with memorization and knowledge of moral precepts and 

maxims) 

--Both Kant and Herbart were concerned with individual moral freedom in a world of 

emerging scientific law.  Their conclusion was that man was both subject to the 

limitations of scientific law (the phenomenal world--e.g., instincts) but autonomous in 

realms where one's own law could be assigned (the noumenal world--e.g., using reason or 

love) 

--Education, therefore, is the art of developing the tendency toward goodness.  ("Religion 

is the law in us… from a Law-giver and a Judge above us." --Kant) 

 

C. Herbart's "Circle of Thought"  

--True education and religion depend on the awakening of the moral sense--cultural 

knowledge without morality is insufficient.  The emphasis, therefore, is on active 

instruction, not on lifting restraints and play (note Herbart's focus on adolescence rather 

than early childhood).  Human dignity consists of respect for one's own conscience, not 

in fear of external punishments, human or divine.  (cp. Rousseau's "masks" of civilization 

with which Herbart concurred; though he contended animals, as humans, in a wild state 

do not attain moral understanding) 

--The "whole treasure of accumulated knowledge," the "whole power of what humanity 

has felt" to which the youthful generation is entitled, and the "highest service" teachers 

can render to students. 

 

D. Role of the Teacher 

--The common personal "near experiences," while valued, are insufficient to 

communicate humanity's priceless legacy--the teacher must take an active role directing 

pupils to the "circle of thought" in each child that connects with civilization's heritage.  

At birth, the mind is a tabula rasa, to be formed by outside and internal organic forces.  

Our neglect in tending this realm of intellectual potential is to deny youth their 

inheritance.  

--Therefore, curriculum should consist of experiences that connect students with the vast 

array of human experience.  "Present… such men as he would like to be," though such 



models are not always "near at hand."  Thus, Herbart's emphasis on epics like Homer's 

Odyssey for students.  This points students to their own desired moral future which 

should be explicit in the "mature teacher" who instructs them.  ("The teacher must 

represent the future.")   

--The formal curriculum to Herbart consisted of two principal branches--the historical 

(including language) for the "heart," and the scientific (including mathematics) for the 

"mind."  To these were added the arts, which appeal to the spirit, and manual training.  

Geography is especially valued for its "associative" nature. 

 

E. Towards an “Instructional Technique:” The World’s First Lesson Plan 

--Pedagogical skills can be scientifically studied and psychologically applied; his 

seminars for teachers the forerunner of teacher training clinics and the first teacher 

education (normal) schools. 

 1. Preparation—relating new material to that previously learned 

 2. Presentation—presenting new material based on actual student experiences  

 and concrete sensory information 

 3. Association—new ideas paired with those formerly learned 

 4. Generalization—improving the mind by going from the specific to the general 

 5. Application—using knowledge so it becomes part of daily life and thought 

 

E. Classroom Management 

--Management involves the skillful balance between "educative government to overcome 

childhood impetuosity," or disorder, and the encouragement of new and creative 

academic and social ("sympathetic") activities.  The classroom is not to be a repressive 

setting since schooling is to form the autonomous will that chooses to do good.  

"Educative government," therefore, is not to be authoritarian, but a blend of careful 

constraint and positive instruction. 

--A key emphasis is on "interest," or mental activity that education ought to arouse--this 

is more than knowledge, but the movement from "Individuality to Character." (cp. 

Dewey's "Schoolmaster come to his own.") 

 

D. The goal of the Herbartian approach, therefore, is a life of volitional virtue, and 
the means is an "artful" combination of psychological and pedagogical practices.  ("Man's 

worth does not lie in his knowing… but in his willing.”)  The former (which can be 

tested), is nothing without the latter (which cannot).  The "circle of thought" suggests the 

wider culture's encirclement and interaction about the individual. 

 

------------------------------ 

 

Session 6 Readings: Rousseau and Herbart 

 
Emile, or a Treatise on Education (1773, sel.) 

by Jean Jacques Rosseau 

BOOK I 

All things are good as they come out of the hands of their Creator, but everything degenerates in 

the hands of man. He compels one soil to nourish the productions of another, and one tree to bear 

the fruits of another. He blends and confounds elements, climates, and seasons: he mutilates his 

dogs, his horses, and his slaves: he de faces, he confounds everything: he delights in deformity 



and monsters. He is not content with anything in its natural state, not even with his own species. 

His very offspring must be trained up for him, like a horse in the ménage, and be taught to grow 

after his own fancy, like a tree in his garden. 

Without this, matters would be still worse than they are, and our species would not be civilized 

but by halves. Should a man, in a state of society, be given up, from the cradle, to his own notions 

and conduct, he would certainly turn out the most preposterous of human beings. The influence of 

prejudice, authority, necessity, example, and all those social institutions in which we are 

immerged, would strife in him the emotions of nature, and substitute nothing in their place. His 

humanity would resemble a shrub, growing by accident in the high way, which would soon be 

destroyed by the casual injuries it must receive from the frequent passenger. 

We are born weak, we have need of help; we are born destitute of everything, we stand in need of 

assistance; we are born stupid, we have need of understanding. All that we are not possessed of at 

our birth, and which we require when grown up, is bestowed on us by education. 

This education we receive from nature, from men, or from circumstances. The constitutional 

exertion of our organs and faculties is the education of nature: the uses we are taught to make of 

that exertion, constitute the education given us by men; and in the acquisitions made by our own 

experience, on the objects that surround us, consists our education from circumstances. 

We are formed, therefore, by three kinds of masters. The pupil, in whom the effects of their 

different lessons are contradictory, is badly educated and can never be consistent with himself. He 

in whom they are perfectly consonant, and always tend to the same point, hath only attained the 

end of a complete education. His life and actions demonstrate this, and that he alone is well 

brought up. 

Of these three different kinds of education, that of nature depends not on ourselves; and but in a 

certain degree that of circum stances: the third, which belongs to men, is that only we have in our 

power: and even of this we are masters only in imagination; for who can flatter himself, he will 

be able entirely to govern the discourse and actions of those who are about a child? 

No sooner, then, doth education become an art, or profession, than it is almost impossible it 

should succeed, as the concurrent circumstances necessarily to its success are not to be depended 

on. All that can be done with our utmost solicitude, is to approach as near as possible the end we 

aim at, attributing it to good fortune if it be attained. 

If it be asked, what is this end? It may be answered, that of nature, which has been already 

proved. For, since the concurrence of three kinds of education is necessary to its perfection, it is 

by that one, which is entirely independent of us, we must regulate the two others…. But perhaps 

this word, Nature, may appear vague and equivocal; let us therefore endeavor to give it a precise 

and determinate meaning. 

Nature, it has been said, is only habit. But to what purpose is this said? Are there not habits, 

which are contracted only upon compulsion, and which can never suppress the tendency of 

nature? Such is, for example, the habitual growth of plants, restrained from pursuing their vertical 

direction. Take off the restraint, and it is true, they preserve the inclination they have been 

compelled to take: but, you will find, the rise of the sap has not on that account changed its 

primitive direction; if the plant continues to vegetate, its future growth becomes still upwards. 

It is the same with the inclinations and dispositions of mankind. While we remain in exactly the 

same situation in which they were acquired, we may retain even the most unnatural habits; but as 

soon as circumstances change the force of habit ceases, and that of nature exerts itself. Education 

itself is certainly nothing but habit: but are there not persons in whom the impressions they 

received in education are effaced? Are there not others, again, that retain them? Whence arises 



this difference? if it be pretended that by nature is only meant habits conformable to nature, the 

position itself is un meaning and absurd. . 

The earth is the island on which mankind is cast, and the most striking objects of their 

observation is the sun. As soon as our ideas begin to extend beyond ourselves, our attention will 

therefore naturally be engrossed between two such interesting subjects. Hence the philosophy of 

almost every savage nation is confined solely to the imaginary divisions of the earth, and the 

divinity of the sun. ‘What an excursion!’ cries the reader. ‘We were but just now employed about 

objects that immediately surround us, and we are now traversing the globe, and soaring to the 

distant extremities of the universe.’ This excursion, however, is the simple effect of the progress 

of our faculties, and the bent of our understanding. During our infant state of weakness and 

incapacity, all our thoughts, influenced by sell-preservation, are confined within ourselves. On the 

contrary, in a more advanced age, as our abilities increase, the desire of improving our existence 

carries us out of ourselves, and our ideas extend to their utmost limits. As the intellectual world, 

how- ever, is as yet unknown to us, our thoughts cannot extend farther than we can see; but our 

comprehension dilates itself with ‘the bounds of space. ‘ 

Let us convert our sensations into ideas; but let us not fly at once from sensible to intellectual 

objects. It is by a due and rational attention to the former we can only attain the latter. In the first 

operations of the understanding, let our senses then always be our guide, the world our only book, 

and facts our sole preceptors. Children then, when taught to read, learn that only; they never 

think; they gain no information; all their learning consists in words. 

Direct the attention of your pupil to the phenomena of nature, and you will soon awaken his 

curiosity; but to ‘keep that curiosity alive, you must be in no haste to satisfy it. Put questions to 

him adapted to his capacity, and leave him to resolve them. Let him take nothing on trust from his 

preceptor, but on his own comprehension and conviction: he should not learn, but invent the 

sciences. If ever you substitute authority in the place of argument, he will reason no longer; he 

will be ever afterwards bandied like a shuttle- cock between the opinions of others. 

. . . Talk not to children in a language they do not comprehend; make use of no pompous 

descriptions, no flowers of speech, no tropes and figures, no poetry; taste’ and sentiment are at , 

present quite out of the question: simplicity, gravity, and precision are all that are yet required; 

the time will come but too soon when we must assume a different style. 

A pupil educated agreeable to these maxims, and accustomed to receive no assistance till he has 

discovered his own inabilities, will examine every new object with a long and silent attention. He 

will be thoughtful without asking questions. Content yourself, there- fore, with presenting proper 

objects opportunely to his notice, and when you see they have sufficiently excited his curiosity, 

drop from… leading laconic questions, which may put him in the way of discovering the truth. 

To accustom a child to give attention to objects, and to make sensible truths appear striking to his 

imagination, it is necessary to keep him some time in suspense before they are explained or 

discovered to him. If he should not sufficiently comprehend the nature of the present question by 

the means proposed, it may be rendered still more obvious by diversifying the terms of it. If he 

cannot comprehend in what manner the sun proceeds from its setting to its rising, he knows at 

least how it proceeds from its rising to its setting: he hath ocular information of this. Explain the 

first question, then, by the second; and if your pupil be not extremely dull indeed, the analogy is 

too obvious to escape him. 

Such is our first lecture in cosmography. 

As we proceed slowly from one sensible idea to another, making ourselves familiarly acquainted 

with each as we go on, and as our pupil’s attention is never required upon compulsion, the 

distance will be very considerable, from the object of this first lesson, to the knowledge of the 



sun’s course and the figure of the earth: but as the apparent motion of all the heavenly bodies 

depends on the same principle, and as the first observation naturally leads to all the rest, it 

requires less capacity, though more time, to proceed from the diurnal rotation of the earth to the 

calculation of an eclipse, than to acquire clear ideas of the phenomenon of day and night. 

Is there no expedient to be thought of, to collect the various instructions, scattered up and down in 

so many voluminous tomes? to unite them under one general head, which may be easy to 

comprehend, interesting to pursue, and which may serve as a stimulus even to children of this 

age? If one could but conceive a situation, in which all the natural wants of man would be 

displayed in a manner adapted to the understanding of a child, and wherein the means of 

satisfying those wants are gradually discovered with the same ease and simplicity, it would be in 

a just and lively description of such a state that we should first exercise his imagination. 

I see the imagination of the philosopher already take fire. Tempetuous genius! Give yourself no 

trouble; such a situation is already discovered; it is already described, and I may say, without any 

impeachment to your talents, much better than you could describe it yourself; at least with more 

exactness and simplicity. Since we must have books, there is one already, which, in my opinion, 

affords a complete treatise on natural education. This book shall be the first Emile shall read. In 

this, indeed, will, for a long time, consist his whole library, and it will always hold a 

distinguished place among others. It will afford us the text, to which all our conversations on the 

objects of natural science will serve only as a comment. It will serve as our guide during our 

progress to a state of reason; and will even afterwards give us constant pleasure, unless our taste 

be totally vitiated. You ask impatiently, what is the title of this wonderful book? Is it Aristotle, 

Pliny, or Buffon? No. It is Robinson Crusoe. 

Robinson Crusoe cast ashore on a desolate island, destitute of human assistance, and of 

mechanical implements, providing, nevertheless, for his subsistence, for self-preservation, and 

even procuring for himself a kind of competency. In these circumstances, I say, there cannot be 

an object more interesting to persons of every age; and there are’ a thousand ways to render it 

agreeable to children. Thus, you see, I have realized that desert island, which I at first made use of 

only by way of comparison. Such a situation, I confess, is very different from that of man in a 

state of society. Very probably it will never be that of Emile; but it is from such a state he ought 

to learn to estimate others. The most certain method for him to raise himself above vulgar 

prejudices, and to form his judgment on the actual relations of things, is to take on himself the 

character of such a solitary adventurer, and to judge of everything about him, as a man in such 

circumstances would, by its real utility. This romance, beginning with his shipwreck on the 

island, and ending with the arrival of the vessel that brought him away, would, if cleared of its 

rubbish, afford Emile, during the period we are now treating of, at once both instruction and 

amusement. I would have him indeed personate the hero of the tale, and be entirely taken up with 

his castle, his goats, and his plantations; he should make him- self minutely acquainted, not from 

books, but circumstances, with everything requisite for a man in such a situation. 

 

 

"The Ethical Basis and Aim of Instruction" 

by Johann F. Herbart  

 

 8.  The term virtue expresses the whole purpose of education.  Virtue is the idea of inner 

freedom that has developed into an abiding actuality in an individual.  Therefore, as inner 

freedom is a relation between insight and volition, a double task is at once set before the teacher.  

It becomes his business to make actual each of these factors separately, in order that later a 

permanent relationship may result. 

 



 9.  But even here at the outset we need to bear in mind the identity of morality with the 

effort put forth to realize the permanent actuality of the harmony between insight and volition.  

To induce the student to make this effort is a difficult achievement; at all events, it becomes 

possible only when the two-fold training mentioned above in under way.  It is easy enough, by a 

study of the example of others, to cultivate theoretical acumen; the moral application to the pupil 

himself, however, can be made, with the hope of success, only is so far as his inclinations and 

habits have taken a direction in keeping with his insight.  If such a not the case, there is danger 

lest the student, after all, knowingly subordinates correct theoretical judgment to mere prudence.  

It is thus that evil in the strict sense originates. 

 

 10.  Of the remaining practical and ethical concepts, the idea of perfection points to 

health of body and mind; it implies a high regard for both, and their systematic cultivation. 

 

 12.  The idea of justice demands that the pupil abstain from contention.  It demands, 

furthermore, reflection on strife, so that respect for justice may strike deep root. 

 

 14.  Where a number of students are assembled there arises, naturally, on a small scale, a 

system of laws and rewards.  This system, and the demands, which in the world at large spring 

from the same ideas, must be brought into accord. 

 

 15.  The concept of an administrative system has great significance for pedagogics, since 

every pupil, whatever rank or social status, must be trained for cooperation in the social whole to 

fit for usefulness.  This requirement may assume very many different forms. 

 

 16.  Of the system of civilization only the aspect of general culture, not that of special 

training, must be emphasized at this point. 

 

 17.  In education, the idea of perfection, while it does not rise into excessive prominence, 

stands out above all others on account of its uninterrupted application.  The teacher discovers in 

the as yet undeveloped human being a force that requires incessant attention to intensify, to 

direct, and to concentrate. 

 

 18.  The constant presence of the idea of perfection easily introduces a false feature into 

moral education in the strict sense.  The pupil may get an erroneous impression as to the relative 

importance of the lessons, practice, and performance demanded, and so be betrayed into the belief 

of being essentially perfect when these demands are satisfied. 

 

 19.  For this reason alone, if others were wanting, it is necessary to combine moral 

education proper, which in everyday life lays stress continually on correct self-determination, 

with religious training.  The notion that something really worthy has been achieved needs to be 

tempered by humility.  Conversely, religious education has need of the moral also to forestall cant 

and hypocrisy, which are only too apt to appear where morality has not already secured a firm 

foothold through earnest self-questioning and self-criticism with a view to improvement.  Finally, 

inasmuch as moral training must be put off until after insight and right habits have been acquired, 

religious education, too, should not be begun too early; nor should it be needlessly delayed. 

 

 62.  The ultimate purpose of instruction is contained in the notion, virtue.  But in order to 

realize the final aim, another and nearer one must be set up.  We may term it, many-sidedness of 

interest.  The word "interest" stands in general for that kind of mental activity which instruction 

seeks to incite.  Mere information does not suffice; for this we think of as a supply or store of 

facts, which a person might possess or lack, and still remain the same being.  But one who lays 



hold of information and reaches out for more, takes an interest in it.  Since, however, this mental 

activity is varied, we may need to add the further determination supplied by the term many-

sidedness. 

 

 63.  We may speak also of indirect as distinguished from direct interest.  But a 

preponderance of indirect interest tends to one-sidedness, if not to selfishness.  The interest of the 

selfish man in anything extends only so far as he can see advantages or disadvantages to himself.  

In this respect the one-sided person approximates the selfish one, although the fact may escape 

his own observation since he relates everything to the narrow sphere for which he lives and 

thinks.  Here lies intellectual power, and whatever is not of interest as a means to one's limited 

ends becomes an impediment. 

 

 65.  Scattering no less than one-sidedness forms an antithesis to many-sidedness.  Many-

sidedness is to be the basis of virtue; but the latter is an attribute of personality….  The purpose of 

instruction is to avoid a distracting or dissipating effect.  Instruction has successfully avoided this 

in the case of one who with ease surveys well-arranged knowledge in all of its unifying relations 

and holds it together as his very own. 

 

Source:  Johann Friedrich Herbart, Outlines of Educational Doctrine, translated by Alexis F. 

Lenge (New York:  The Macmillan Company, 1901). 

  

 


