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Competing with each other, surpassing one another, or at least cutting a good fig-
ure compared to others, are deeply human incentives that operate well beyond the
arena of sports. They require inter alia concepts of competition, self and alterity,
and a set of gradual differences of comparable similarities. Historically and
today, we can find many examples, coalescing around certain characteristics of
identification. Regional perimeters are used widely here in everyday language to
provide an exemplary possibility of identification. While boundaries are partly
random and elastic, it does not harm the concept of belonging: on the contrary,
it seems to vitalize its application. While this positioning is highly selective and
problematic for others, the “Western tradition” is one identification option
which undoubtedly has “historical blindnesses and [...] destructive consequences,”1
even as it remains a point of reference up to the present day.” The commonality
among these allusions is the invocation of the “West” as a localized and direction-
ally oriented idea, always in relation to a given individual’s geopolitical and socio-
political position.> However, as Andreas Oberdorf and I have already pointed out in
the introductory section to this volume, the “West” cannot be clearly defined or
located. In the absence of a map delineating the “West” and the impossibility of
creating one without immediate contradiction regarding its precise location and
in-/exclusion criteria — particularly in the context of reporting on the Ukraine con-
flict, which raises intriguing questions — this chapter offers the opportunity to con-
template historical sources and attempts to conceptualize the “West.” Since Max
Weber,* the “West” is mainly characterized by the theorem of rationalization
with regard to how to conceptualize, understand, and teach about the “world”
around us, an idea disseminated by distinguished scholars such as Jirgen Haber-
mas or influential public intellectuals such as Samuel P. Huntington.®
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When schools are considered as “Western” institutions designed to perpetuate
and deepen a rationalized world view or “thought styles,”® the principal thesis
guiding this chapter is that the “West” seeks to constitute itself particularly
through the institution of the school” and through warnings about its decay or de-
cline,® expressed in the mode of competition. To explore this thesis, we first ad-
dress the significance of public schools in “Western” societies and explain why
school crisis narratives garner public attention here in particular (Part 1). This al-
lows us to examine a genre of sources (Part 2) that invokes the “West” in these
school crisis narratives, and which seek to constitute the “West”. Simultaneously,
the reverse scenario is invoked, suggesting that the crisis lies in decline or total col-
lapse of the broadly conceived “West,” and schools, as genuinely “Western bul-
warks,” should counteract this decline (Part 3). As mentioned, from this, a specific
mode of competitiveness should be derived (Part 4), increasingly disseminated in-
ternationally through supranational organizations like the OECD,” contributing
even more to the diffusion and dissolution of the concept of the “West.” The effects
of globalization, thus evading a concrete location, renders any boundaries indeter-
minable and stresses the question addressed in the conclusion (Part 5) — whether
“Western thought” is in regressus ad infinitum."

1 Schools as “Western” Therapies to Crises

Interestingly, all known “high cultures” have had school-like institutions that sys-
tematically attempted to organize and arrange teaching and learning.'* Early in
human history, it seemed insufficient for those in certain social positions to ac-
quire the necessary knowledge, skills, and cultivation on the fly, that is, through
participation, observation, and guided experimentation in everyday life. For this
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group, it was necessary to learn in the abstract and by generating the differentia-
tion that comes along with social distinction: Firstly, it was claimed that learning
should be initiated before immediate application. Secondly, learning is initiated at
an abstract level that separates itself from specific problems of individual cases
and claims to be applicable to multiple situations, or deducible from them. Thirdly,
and this is an early central characteristic, social distinction can be established
through this learning, which confers specific social rights, advantages, and legiti-
macy."” Examples include the ancient Egyptian priests and their administrative
training, Chinese civil service examinees, or citizens of ancient Greek free city-
states and their educative settings. These types of schooling intended to free indi-
viduals from immediately vital activities. For a certain period of time schooled
groups are relieved from activities from which they nevertheless make a living
— in all societies, up to the present day, schooling is therefore a phenomenon of
prosperity."® This is historically a privilege accorded only to limited groups of peo-
ple who must be socially legitimized through knowledge, skills, and cultivation
compared to all other social actors, who are mainly occupied with tasks that sup-
port everyday life. This type of schooled cultivation is not intended for the major-
ity. Their general civilization changes with time, as Norbert Elias has traced, cor-
responding to sedimented trends, but always in the light of religious or
cosmological explanatory contexts."* There is a divine or world-explaining frame-
work within which humans are encompassed, and in which they can act.

Michel Foucault outlined monumental changes in the “West” in the late seven-
teenth and throughout the eighteenth century, until the transition to the nine-
teenth century." The apparatus of power and control — through practices of pun-
ishment, castigation, and imprisonment — diffused into the logic and functioning of
publicness and rationality. Besides hospitals, prisons and especially schools turned
into normalizing institutions that served an expanding but simultaneously more
tightly woven government(-ality) of humans on the European continent (and
later beyond). With the disintegration of religious and cosmological explanatory
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contexts, and also through the intellectual deconstruction of the Enlightenment, ex-
tended publicness and discourse emerged, based on logic, scientificity, and ration-
ality." This idea of an enlightened public, based on a “cosmopolitan” bourgeoisie,
is always contentious. Worldviews, explanatory contexts, and interpretations of
“reality” are constantly under evaluation, critique, and eventually driven into cri-
sis. Reinhart Koselleck argued that with publicness, a discursive space emerges —
almost unique throughout the “West” — that allows for the negotiation of general
problems in the mode of critique."” If criticism becomes excessive, it indicates that
shared explanations and explanatory modes are decreasing, fragmenting or even
missing, as crises perceptions are spreading. Critique attacks and ultimately over-
turns the connecting foundations of world interpretations. Crises are then con-
ceived as stages of explanatory crises, which is considered a uniquely “Western”
perspective that potentially includes the discursive participation of everybody in
the community.

Perceptions of crises and their public negotiation became particularly pro-
nounced at the end of the eighteenth and the transition to the nineteenth century,
especially in Europe and North America, and are shared by a constantly growing
majority of the population. The political systems on either side of the Atlantic dif-
fer in the way they perceive and utilize this publicness. In Europe, well into the
second half of the twentieth century, bourgeois publicness is perceived more as
an attack and a danger to person-centered government systems, whereas in Amer-
ica, publicness was increasingly used for negotiating social issues and decision-
making, although its logic was not yet fixed at the end of the eighteenth century.
Thus, criticism and publicness took on society-constituting forms around the turn
of that century, an era which has entered scientific periodization as Sattelzeit.'®

In the same period, that is, the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
in German-speaking countries and the nascent North American Republic, general
compulsory education and common schools were being conceived and intro-
duced." They were supposed to stabilize critical and crisis-driven social conditions
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by conveying generally shared attempts to interpret the world®® — that is, to under-
stand how the world might mathematically, linguistically, artistically (and so on),
be comprehensible, experiential, and explainable? From this point on, schools be-
come public and common institutions designed for as many people as possible.
Schools promised, in an increasingly opening vision of the future, an improvement
or positive vision: through schooling, “Western” society in the future could achieve
knowledge, happiness, and usefulness, and find solutions to their problems; this is
how meaning is generated in times of fragmented explanations, i.e. crises.

Johann Bernhard Basedow was to German-speaking countries® in the 1770s
what Horace Mann was to America®® from the 1830s onwards: both publicly prom-
ised that schools could promote peace and improve social futures. The school was
the institution that could alleviate, overcome, or even prevent social problems con-
currently. In the 1760s Basedow proclaimed in the Garden Realm of Leopold III
Frederick Francis of Dessau-Worlitz — after the Seven Years’ War, the rise of land-
less people, famine, and unusual weather changes* — that schools were the solu-
tion:

You reasonable patriots of the human race and of all countries, you agree with me that public
happiness of the state is not detached from the common happiness of the people; that this
happiness is proportionate to public virtue; that public virtue depends on the comprehensive
education and on the instruction of those who, in the higher classes, will determine the mo-
rals and fate of the others. [...] You agree with me that the essence of schooling and studies is
the most useful and surest tool to make the whole state happy and to secure happiness ac-
cording to its particular nature.**
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Especially against the background of conditions that were generally perceived as
crisis-driven, schools would nurture hope for a better future.

You patriots of the human race and all countries, can’t you see the signs of deadly decline in
public happiness; have mercy on the millions; so ease the possibility of bourgeois virtue, the
renaissance of love for our homeland fostered in the lower and higher schools, where it must
happen and has happened according to the previous constitution. I am aware of the fact that
current schooling in many places is not solely responsible for the almost universal apathy for
the public good in its current form. But it is one of the most important causes. This is enough
for me.”

Abstracted from the language of the late eighteenth century (which must neverthe-
less have been well received at the time, as Basedow was an extremely intercon-
nected, eloquent, and publicly effective personality*®), the educationalization of so-
cial problems?” becomes apparent and has since been invoked in German-speaking
countries in response to countless social problems and experiences of crisis. Base-
dow managed, in the public discourse on the general perception of crisis in the last
third of the eighteenth century, to bring schools under discussion as therapy for
social problems such as moral decay, governance issues, or supply shortages. He
used his exceptional publicity opportunities for this purpose in an extensive way.

Fifty years later in North America, Horace Mann, as Secretary of the Massa-
chusetts Board of Education, likewise used the associated publicity to draw atten-
tion to the dangers of a lack of education for American society:

[IIn the distant villages and hamlets of this land, where those juvenile habits are now form-
ing, where those processes of thought and feeling are, now, today, maturing, which, some
twenty or thirty years hence, will find an arm, and become resistless might, and will uphold,
or rend asunder, our social fabric. The Board may, trust they will, be able to collect light and
to radiate it; but upon the people, upon the people, will still rest the great and inspiring duty
of prescribing to the next generation what their fortunes shall be, by determining in what
manner they shall be educated.?®

The guarantee that school education would push back against, prevent, or even
solve social problems also resonated with American public opinion during this cri-

25 Basedow, Vorstellung an Menschenfreunde, 22.

26 See Alexa Crais, “Elternbriefe an das Dessauer Philanthropinum (1774-1792),” Cahier d’Etudes
Germaniques 70 (2016): 106.

27 For example, Paul Smeyers and Marc Depaepe, eds. Educational Research: the Educationaliza-
tion of Social Problems (Dordrecht: Springer, 2008).

28 Horace Mann, Lectures and Annual Reports, on Education (Cambridge: published for the editor,
1867): 40—-41.
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sis period after the War of 1812 - including plantation relocations, slavery discus-
sions, and the expansion into Western territories — giving a veritable boost to the
common-school movement initiated by Mann.?® That no top-down school law could
prevail, Mann understood immediately:

In the first place, the education of the whole people, in a republican government, can never
be attained without the consent of the whole people. Compulsion, even though it were a de-
sirable, is not an available instrument. Enlightenment, not coercion, is our resource. The na-
ture of education must be explained. The whole mass of mind must be instructed in regard to
its comprehensive and enduring interest.*’

In a persuasive, explanatory, and enlightening manner, Horace Mann managed to
present the benefits of common school education, especially the possibility of ed-
ucationalizing social problems,®" that is, delegating them to schools, and gaining
parental trust, which is seen early in school attendance statistics.

Particularly in times of crisis, which may be defined as periods in which ex-
planation is fragmentary or lacking, it is crucial that public figures offer interpre-
tations that seem relevant, as Luhmann would argue,32 that is, that they address
the respective problem and thus makes it appear surmountable. This is precisely
the case with Basedow and Mann, as prominent spokespeople promoting views
shared by many and this may be seen repeatedly throughout history, in manifold
ways. Hence, these sources are always seismographs of time-specific crisis issues.**

It is not until the late eighteenth century that we can speak of comprehensive
mass schooling de jure in European countries. In fact, school attendance statistics
show that only in the second half of the nineteenth century did schools become
part of the normal experience of life and family in German-speaking countries
and the US.>* The idea of exclusive groups in a premodern community educating
themselves for certain tasks in schools and arguing about them increasingly frag-

29 Howard M. Jones, “Horace Mann’s Crusade,” in America in Crisis. Fourteen Crucial Episodes in
American History, ed. Daniel Aaron (Hamden: Archon Books, 1952), 91-107.
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33 Marcus Otto et al., “Krisen’ als Seismografen gesellschaftlichen Wandels und Gegenstand schu-
lischer Bildungsmedien,” in Handbuch Krisenforschung, ed. Frank Bosch, Nicole Deitelhoff, and Ste-
fan Kroll (Wiesbaden: Springer VS, 2020), 93.

34 Francisco O. Ramirez and John W. Meyer, “Comparative Education: The Social Construction of
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ments. Ideally, since the Enlightenment, all people would be educated within
schools for their socially “most useful” way and represent their opinions and po-
sitions in public discourse. This meant a monumental change for parents, who
would need to willingly send their children to school rather than putting them
to work as soon as possible, urging them to contribute to the family income or
to their own subsistence.*

With the expansion of general education, the school promise of leading “West-
ern” societies into a better future spreads and consolidates in these regions of the
world. This is what gives parents the conviction that school is a legitimate place for
their growing children. Incidentally, “Western” school becomes an increasingly ex-
clusive legitimate pedagogical practice. So, when new social problems arise or cri-
ses occur, schools are held responsible for their promise leading societies into a
better (not worse) future. These are points in the historical repetition loop
where disappointed expectations of schools in public discourse turn into demands
for reforms and school crisis narratives.*® Ever since, the latest since the Enlight-
enment,?” schools are brought into play as therapies against crises or argued to be
important for these reasons in the “West.” This idea spreads increasingly within a
more general public. As crises are recurring, schools are an immediate point of
contact in the “West” — this is an indication that school’s promise of a better future
has been and is immensely successful. Had the institution not promised to lead to a
better future? Was it not socially tasked with addressing or solving social prob-
lems? This explains why various topics such as youth crime, sexuality, financial
knowledge, and the like are given to schools depending on contemporary aware-
ness or problem framing, even if, repeatedly against better knowledge, they are
doomed to fail: despite sex education, teenage pregnancies cannot be ruled out,
as well as criminal offenses of the same age group are not fully preventable
with mandatory lessons in ethics, criminal law, and conflict management. Despite
these findings, the educationalization of social problems is persistently adhered to
in the “West,” and this is based on the school promise and the general trust in it.
Public opinion in the “West” created a unique place to react and respond discur-
sively to various crises ad hoc.

In summary, during the Enlightenment and thereafter, schools in Europe and
North America were expanded into common institutions, gaining their legitima-
tion and social acceptance through a promise of a better future and corresponding

35 Michael S. Katz, A History of Compulsory Education Laws (Bloomington, IN: Phi Delta Kappa,
1976), 23.

36 Hemetsberger, Schooling in Crisis, 211-217.

37 Lukas Boser et al., “Die Padagogisierung des ‘guten Lebens’ in bildungshistorischer Sicht,” Jahr-
buch fiir Historische Bildungsforschung 23 (2018): 303—332.



The Best in the West? The “West” in and as School Crisis Narratives —— 41

expectations. If this promise was thwarted by crisis-driven experiences of reality,
that is, if the world fell short of the interpretation taught in schools, the schools
were held responsible for this (aka school crisis narratives), and school reforms
were demanded. This seems to be a uniquely “Western” phenomenon, which
evolved and spread from there and became a self-perpetuating and well-known
process: social crisis perception, an immediate educationalization of these social
problems superseded by school crisis narratives because the institution has failed
to accomplish its discursively assigned task, followed by school reforms to equip
the institution to adequately address (future) crises until the next critical situation
appears.

2 The “West” in School Crisis Narratives

When social problems are educationalized in times of crisis — for example, in the
1960s during full employment but economic stagnation in West Germany, when
Georg Picht®® analyzed the numbers of high school graduates as an indicator of so-
cial stability and saw in their recent low number a danger that could potentially
encompass the whole of society — school crisis narratives emerge, as the institution
is perceived to be failing to deliver what is (discursively) expected. Consequently,
school reforms become inevitable, and their programs commonly reflect crisis
topoi and their pedagogical response.*® These narratives are predominantly cast
in the mode of tragedy, accompanied by a warning tone of decline and downfall
if no immediate school reform is launched to prevent the worst.*’ In the transat-
lantic sphere, numerous examples exist in which the “West” is invoked as a refer-
ence in such tragic school crisis narratives. The comparative and reference systems
used to orient an institution’s own failures, the current crisis, and inspirations for
reform point to “the West” as a better example and thereby position themselves as
part of it. Florian Waldow has found interesting insights into international compa-
rative studies and their media interpretation:*' “Western” school systems, for in-
stance, those slipping in PISA studies, use “Western” societies or systems as refer-

38 Georg Picht, Die deutsche Bildungskatastrophe (Berlin: dtv, 1965).

39 David Tyack and Larry Cuban, Tinkering Towards Utopia: A Century of Public School Reform
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995).

40 Seeger and Sellnow, Narratives of Crisis.

41 Florian Waldow, “Das Ausland als Gegenargument. Fiinf Thesen zur Bedeutung nationaler Ste-
reotype und negativer Referenzgesellschaften,” Zeitschrift fiir Pddagogik 62 (2016): 403—421.
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ences from which educators should learn.** These most often have positive conno-
tations and are predominately “Western” PISA-winning countries, even though
there are better-placed “non-Western” systems on the respective scale, such as,
for instance, schools discredited as Asian “drill schools” in Singapore.43 The rank-
ing logic is here twisted in favor of “Western” comparison standards and preferred
expectations. Although such studies are now conducted globally, participating
states adhere to a reference horizon framed as “Western.” It probably comes as
little surprise that when the “West” feels it is in crisis — especially during the hey-
day of the Cold War - the link between schooling and the “West” is tightened.

Everyone is aware today that our educational system has been allowed to deteriorate. It has
been going downhill for some years without anything really constructive having been done to
arrest the decline, still less to reverse its course. We thus have a chronic crisis; an unsolved
problem as grave as any that faces our country today. Unless this problem is dealt with
promptly and effectively the machinery that sustains our level of material prosperity and po-
litical power will begin to slow down.**

In the midst of the Cold War, the system competition between “East and West,” the
launch of the Soviet satellite “Sputnik,” which sent beeping radio signals back to
Earth and particularly alarmed the American public, marked the initiation of
standardizations in the education sector.*® Interestingly, Vice-Admiral Hyman G.
Rickover of the US Navy, though not a pedagogical expert (as so often observed
of similar public figures), educationalized America’s crisis perceptions and be-
lieved he had found a reference to the “Western educational ideal”: that is,
“that our schools must return to the traditional task of formal education in West-
ern civilization — transmission of the nation’s cultural heritage, and preparation
for life through rigorous training of young minds to think clearly, logically, and in-
dependently.”*® Rickover refreshes the rationalization thesis of Max Weber and
(traditionally) connects the public institution school to it. This seemed obvious
to him, as it did to many others, as there would be a “long and honorable history

42 Reinhard Bendix uses the term “reference society whenever intellectual leaders and an educat-
ed public react to the values and institutions of another country with ideas and actions that per-
tain to their own country”; see Kings or People: Power and the Mandate to Rule (Berkeley: Univer-
sity of California Press, 1978), 292.

43 Florian Waldow, “Projecting Images of the ‘Good’ and the ‘Bad School’: Top Scorers in Educa-
tional Large-Scale Assessments as Reference Societies,” Compare 47 (2017): 653.

44 Hyman G. Rickover, Education and Freedom (New York: Dutton, 1959), 101.

45 Bernhard Hemetsberger and Katharina Thyri, “Education and Freedom. Rickover, Sputnik and
Educational Standards,” in War and Education, ed. Sebastian Engelmann, Bernhard Hemetsberger,
and Frank Jacob (Paderborn: Brill, 2022), 95-115.

46 Rickover, Education and Freedom, 18.
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of learning which sets Western civilization apart from all others and to which the
Western world owes its dynamic quality.”*’ A distinctive hierarchy is introduced
here and a well-known “Western” notion of superiority included, which is to be
understood in the context of the Cold War. This “arrogant” notion had long hbeen
discussed, considered taboo, or refused.*® However, Rickover tried to legitimize
this, paradoxically in the light of Sputnik. “Since the people of the West also out-
distance all others in scientific productivity, the sum of human knowledge has
grown phenomenally,” he argued, a debt owed to ancient Greeks, who “gave the
West a scientific habit of mind,”*® a delineation used here and elsewhere.*® Rick-
over prototypically illustrates a fundamental structure that I would like to break
down as follows: a “Western” school system is (increasingly in danger) losing
one’s way from the original, exceptionally successful, and internationally unique
“Western” path based on ancient Greek rationality and a particular set of world
interpretations. This path or tradition is something that can define the “West”
(as “Westerners” are all schooled alike), and one should refer to it in order to iden-
tify with it. Here, the “West” is used referentially: invocation is thus an assignment.

In 1959, the same year that Rickover published his manifesto, Josef Dolch’s
Lehrplan des Abendlandes (Curriculum of the Occident)®® was published in Saar-
brucken, West Germany. The book unfolded two and a half thousand years of
“Western” history, starting as a matter of course in ancient Greece. The book estab-
lishes the organization, selection, and sequencing of pedagogical content over the
centuries, orienting them towards the Greek classification which spread in the
Middle Ages as the septem artes liberales, was strengthened again by the neohu-
manist movement headed by Wilhelm von Humboldt, and appears in the ongoing
debate on general education.’* Even today, one “traditionally”®* refers to the foun-
dational thoughts on schooling, the discipline of education, or even the disciplinary
basic concepts and terms to ancient Greece, seen as the cradle of “Western” society

47 Rickover, Education and Freedom, 25.

48 Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (New York:
Simon & Schuster, 1997), 50-52.

49 Rickover, Education and Freedom, 70-71 and 75.

50 Zorn, “Das Denken der Anderen,” 82—88.

51 Josef Dolch, Lehrplan des Abendlandes. Zweieinhalb Jahrtausende seiner Geschichte (Ratingen:
Aloys Henn, 1959).

52 Dolch, Lehrplan des Abendlandes, 9-10.

53 For example, Hans-Ulrich Musolff and Stephanie Hellekamps, Geschichte des pddagogischen
Denkens (Oldenbourg: Oldenbourg Wissenschaftsverlag, 2006) or Gerald L. Gutek, A History of
the Western Educational Experience (Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press 1995) are probably well
known (but hardly made aware of) among current university students from their introductory lec-
tures in educational science.
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and academia. This is likewise found almost consistently in various overview
works on the history of pedagogy.®* In this conception, the “West” is united by
an intellectual, logical-scientific worldview with its roots in ancient Greece, later
shaped by Christianity, and transmitted by schools through the centuries until
the present day.*

In addition to the contentious public sphere, it seems that the “West” is con-
stituted within the institution of school, through repeated transmission of its gen-
esis and “thought traditions.” One could consequently argue, as Jurgen Habermas
did,*® that prerequisites for qualified participation in the public sphere must be
brought along by the aspiring public actor; meaning that one has to navigate argu-
mentative-logical language games®’ in order to participate in the (ideally non-coer-
cive) discourse of better arguments. This, crucially, relies on schooling.

In summary, in school crisis narratives (and its set of historical sources), the
“West” seems to be invoked as an idea based on a common origin of world inter-
pretation in the scientific-logical-rational tone that originated in ancient Greece,
and which, through schooling, has been made increasingly accessible since the En-
lightenment to the general public. For this reason, it appears critical and problem-
atic when schools are described as being in crisis because they do not deliver what
a “Western” society demands of them, and this is nothing less than “Western” com-
munalization, or the idea thereof. Already, it is becoming clear that it is not only
the school that faces challenges but the concept of the “West” itself, which risks
being thrown into crisis.

3 The “West” as a School Crisis Narrative

School crisis narratives inter alia refer to a “Western” tradition that needs to be
regained. Simultaneously, they warn, either implicitly or explicitly, of the signs
of complete decay or the threat of the downfall of the “West.” This leads to the for-
mation of a space in these narratives that is perceived as being threatened by

54 For example, Friedrich Paulsen, Das deutsche Bildungswesen in seiner geschichtlichen Entwick-
lung, 3rd ed. (Leipzig: Teubner, 1912).

55 Huntington, Clash of Civilizations, 4647 draws on the same distinctions.

56 Jirgen Habermas, “Kénnen komplexe Gesellschaften eine verntinftige Identitat aushilden?” in
Zur Rekonstruktion des Historischen Materialismus, ed. Jirgen Habermas (Frankfurt am Main:
Suhrkamp, 1976), 92128 and Jiirgen Habermas, Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit. Untersuchungen
zu einer Kategorie der biirgerlichen Gesellschaft, 13th ed. (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2013).
57 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. G. E. M. Ascombe (Oxford: Basil Black-
well, 1958), 3 and 15-17.
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decay — whether it is the all-encompassing decay of “Western” customs, values, or
norms, “Western” lifestyles, “Western” democracies and political systems, “West-
ern” achievements, or “Western” global dominance. Oswald Spengler,®® in 1917,
coined the epoch-making title Der Untergang des Abendlandes (The Decline of
the Occident). This title, which was invoked by conservative or right-leaning quar-
ters in particular, continued to resurface in the media. However, the suggestion
that fundamentally conservative or neo-conservative positions seem plausible, a
wish to restore better times, is only partially confirmed. Some years after Spengler,
in 1931, Karl Jaspers published Die geistige Situation der Zeit (The mental situation
of our age)*® against the backdrop of Nazi ideology, which was at that time perva-
sive, particularly in educated circles. This raised questions for Jaspers about how
this ideology could be reconciled with or even conceivable in the light of “West-
ern”-humanistic education ideals, which must consequently be in decline. While
Spengler used seasonal metaphors to structure his argument, Jaspers raised ques-
tions about tipping points that would characterize dangerous decay. If the “West”
exists as a comparative foil and an aspirational vision in some school crisis narra-
tives, as outlined earlier, the narratives under consideration here envision the
“West” as a scenario of decay that needs to be prevented. If “Western” culture
and society are constituted through schools, it is conceivable that their perceived
failure would shake the entire structure of the “West.” Georg Bollenbeck, albeit
writing on the subject of Germany as the country of sublime poets and thinkers,
argued that when an idea is constituted and defined over a fading concept, the
idea fragments.®® What may sound like a circular argument reflects the construc-
tivist perspective on the construction of reality,** and invokes the well-known Tho-
mas Theorem: “if men define situations as real, they are real in their consequen-
ces.”® If tragic doomsday scenarios are believed, they are real and alarming in
their consequences to everybody touched by these interpretations. Crisis theory
suggests that perceptions of time radically accelerate as they move towards a turn-

58 Oswald Spengler, Der Untergang des Abendlandes. Umrisse einer Morphologie der Weltge-
schichte (Munich: Beck’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1923) and the tradition continues as, for exam-
ple, Huntington forecast similar trends in the 1990s.

59 Karl Jaspers, Die geistige Situation der Zeit, 4th ed. (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1955).

60 Georg Bollenbeck, Bildung und Kultur. Glanz und Elend eines deutschen Deutungsmusters
(Frankfurt am Main, Leipzig: Insel, 1994.

61 Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, Die gesellschaftliche Konstruktion der Wirklichkeit.
Eine Theorie der Wissenssoziologie, 5th ed. (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Taschenbuch, 1977).

62 William I. Thomas and Dorothy Swaine Thomas, The Child in America: Behavior Problems and
Programs (New York: Knopf, 1928): 572.
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ing point that is perceived as dangerous.®® At such a point, a sense develops that
something must be done immediately to avert the worst, with little time remain-
ing. The urgent awareness of standing on the brink of the loss of individual or col-
lective significance may explain the vehemence with which action is taken or at-
tempts are made to counteract this change, to preserve something that should
not be lost.**

This leads to programs like the recently launched Save the West initiative in
the United States.®® It portrays various complex global threat scenarios in a “cul-
ture war” rhetoric that declares these threats to be an attack on the “West,”
which, through its continuing cultural, economic, and technological superiority,
must defend itself against its own (potential) demise. The civilization gap, as Oster-
hammel calls it,*® is evident in the perception of one’s own “Western” and predom-
inant position over others. At the same time, there is a fear or warning in this
structure that, within this framework of the “West,” there is a potential of disad-
vantage, a need to subordinate or to disappear. This is found in the mid-twentieth
century in school crisis narratives by Rickover and Picht, and in the current Save
the West initiative in the United States, as well as in a large number of earlier docu-
ments like “A Nation at Risk” in the 1980s®’ or the more recent “German Education
Catastrophe” of the 2000s, along with its PISA shock.®® It is not just about the qual-
ity of schools but, beyond that, about the existence of the “West” as an idea con-
stituted through schooling. That is why the institution is presented as one of the

63 Bernhard Hemetsberger, “The Question of Time in Crises, Acceleration, and Recurring School
Reforms,” in Educational Research and the Question(s) of Time, ed. David Cole, Mehri Mirzaeirafe,
and Annie Yang-Heim (Cham: Springer, 2024), 529 —542; on the concept of acceleration, see Hartmut
Rosa, “Social Acceleration: Ethical and Political Consequences of a Desynchronized High-Speed So-
ciety,” Constellations 10 (2003): 3—52.

64 Bernhard Hemetsberger, “Offentliches Schulvertrauen in Krisenzeiten: eine Verfallsge-
schichte?” in In Education We TRUST? Vertrauen in Bildung und Bildungsmedien, ed. Eckhardt
Fuchs and Marcus Otto (G6ttingen: V&R unipress, 2022), 41-52.

65 “Save the West” accessed January 31, 2024. Accessed November 19, 2024. https:/savethewest.
com/.

66 Jirgen Osterhammel, “Was war und ist ‘der Westen’? Zur Mehrdeutigkeit eines Konfrontations-
begriffs,” in Die Flughdhe der Adler. Historische Essays zur globalen Gegenwart, ed. Jirgen Oster-
hammel (Munich: C. H. Beck, 2007): 105.

67 David P. Gardner et al., A Nation At Risk: The Imperative For Educational Reform: An Open Let-
ter to the American People. A Report to the Nation and the Secretary of Education (Washington, D.C.:
Superintendent of Documents, 1983).

68 Joachim Radkau, “Drohende deutsche Bildungskatastrophen — von Picht bis PISA,” in Ge-
schichte der Zukunft. Prognose, Visionen, Irrungen in Deutschland von 1945 bis heute, ed. Joachim
Radkau (Munich: Carl Hansen, 2017), 210-241.
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most important “bulwarks” of the “West,” the purpose of which is to preserve it by
all means.

4 Competition and Rivalry within the “West”
through School Crisis Narratives

The preceding argument should have demonstrated comprehensibly that schools,
public discourse, and the idea of the “West” are interconnected. It has been hinted
that school crisis narratives in and about the “West” operate through comparisons
and references, which encompass strong competition, as Rickover notes: “We are
finally coming out of our traditional educational isolation and looking at the edu-
cational systems of other countries of Western civilization in order to compare
them with ours. [...] The whole reappraisal has been painful but good for us.”®
Rickover was not only addressing the “Western” idea or the school’s mission to
preserve it, but also hinting that within these comparisons, the focus is mainly
on being “the best in the West.””® Competitiveness also appears to be a specific fea-
ture of the “Idea of the West.””* Within selected “Western” references — meaning
the acceptance of only a limited circle of comparison — competition arises for bet-
ter rankings,”* learning, and adaptability (policy lending and borrowing), and com-
parison becomes the driving force for improvement.”® If the “West” does not seem
broad enough, global competitions — under “Western” leadership — can be
launched to expand the idea.

In 1968, Philipp H. Coombs, then Director of the Bureau of Educational and Cul-
tural Affairs and later Chairman of the International Council of Economic Devel-
opment, declared a world education crisis. His book The World Educational Crisis
immediately became a bestseller; in it, Coombs discussed the extent to which
schools in the rest of the world lagged behind the “West” and also their inefficient
educational planning, which could explain the economic turmoil observed in “non-
Western” states and which could also cause problems for the “Western” financial

69 Rickover, Education and Freedom, 157.

70 Rickover, Education and Freedom, 42.

71 Bernhard Hemetsberger, “Citius, Altius, Fortius — Imperative von Statistiken zur Leistungsopti-
mierung,” Vierteljahrsschrift fiir wissenschaftliche Pddagogik 99 (2023): 25.

72 Gita Steiner-Khamsi, “The Politics of League Tables,” Journal of Social Science Education 1
(2003): 1-6.

73 Hemetsherger, “Citius, Altius, Fortius,” 26-27.
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market.”* Coombs’s argument applies a “Western” perspective to global contexts,
thus subjecting conditions in “non-Western” areas to these considerations. He
also initiates a competitive dynamic in the “West,” using rhetoric such as “not fall-
ing behind,””® “catching up,”’® “backwardness,””” “best practice,” “efficiency,” or
“learning willingly from Finland,””® phrases which are familiar to us today and
are still used almost constantly in educational research and practice under the
aegis of supranational “Western” organizations like the OECD, UNESCO, and the
World Bank.”

5 Concluding Remarks

In concluding, I propose that this exploration of the “West” and school crisis nar-
ratives, as well as their inscribed competitive mode, opens theses for discussion
and a final question.

Firstly, the idea of addressing social problems through public discourse where
a future vision for the entire society is negotiated is a specifically “Western” one.
Moreover, schools, as institutions meant to supply fundamental principles for all,
in order to equip them to participate in public discourse, immediately become pla-
ces to revise fundamental principles if they are no longer viable in times of crisis.

Secondly, the idea of the “West” is based on references to ancient Greek con-
siderations of science, logic, and knowledge that are transmitted through schools.
Identification with this in school crisis narratives accordingly leads to attributions
to the “West.” Interestingly, this idea has only been around for about two hundred
years and withholds the fact that ancient Greek thought was lost to the “West” for
a long time; it took multiple waves of transfer from regions coded as non-“West-
ern” for this knowledge to arrive — via Byzantium, Persia, Arabia, and Egypt, to
Spain, France, and Northern Italy — back in the “West.”®°

74 Philip H. Coombs, The World Educational Crisis: A Systems Analysis (New York, London, Toron-
to: Oxford University Press, 1968).

75 Stefan T. Hopmann, “No Child, No School, No State Left Behind: Schooling in the Age of Account-
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Thirdly, if schools are in crisis, the existence of the “West” is subject to a threat
that schools must counteract. The strong linkage of schooling and the “West” as a
concept means that a crisis for one likewise endangers the other. Moreover, consid-
erable public attention is directed to schools or the “West” when “culture wars”
are detected in one or the other.

Additionally, fourth, tragic narratives of downfall and decay in “Western”
schools dynamize, accelerate, and encourage efforts to preserve the “West.”

Finally, competitiveness also seems to be a specific feature of the idea of the
“West,” especially when it comes to enhancing the performance of “Western”
schools and thus their global dominance or global diffusion. David P. Baker por-
trayed a fully schooled (global) society,®" which is organized by school mechanisms
such as competition, which has become universal. Particularly interesting in the
last point is the possible dissolution of the idea of the “West” through its global
generalization and the resulting unnecessary question of who or which nation
should be attributed to the “West.” The fact that schools are attributed a significant
role in this context, or that schools emerge as either under threat or the agent of
salvation in the respective crisis negotiation of the “West,” presents a difficulty
that is likely unsolvable and will probably become more radical as perceptions
of (world) crises intensify, in turn fostering critique of the worldview, institutions
and norms of the “West.”®

Daniel-Pascal Zorn’s analysis emphasized that “Western thinking” measures
everything else — including its own creations — against itself.*® This holds true
for both global school comparisons and for references to “origins” of schooling
and science in the “West.” It thereby constantly seeks to overcome that which
threatens to limit it, yet in doing so, it primarily limits itself. Consequently, “West-
ern thinking” is, according to Zorn, thinking in infinite regress. This infinite regress
arises as a logical structure through the desire to encompass everything as com-
pletely as possible, including one’s own conditions. We have seen this with crisis
perceptions, as with school reforms, eager to fix schooling this time for future sce-
narios. In “Western thinking,” this claim to completeness is not only evident in
providing explanations without major gaps and describing objects without blind
spots. Instead of excluding tradition, it is integrated. Rational mastery — the history
of one’s own thinking — should appear complete without being complete, that is,
without endangering the knowledge system that generates this completeness ac-

81 David P. Baker, The Schooled Society: The Educational Transformation of Global Culture (Stan-
ford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2014).

82 Nassehi, “Wo liegt der Westen?,” 118.

83 Zorn, “Das Denken der Anderen,” 86—88.
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cording to its own specifications.** Schools should pass on a rationality equipped
for any future crises of the “West” without questioning its essential incomplete-
ness, which requires school reforms to adapt to new crisis scenarios while concur-
rently legitimizing the institution’s existence and refreshing the idea of the “West.”
The other or the alien is erased precisely through being represented as such i.e. as
the other. It is not exclusion, but inclusion that is the most radical form of obliter-
ation: Is that why schools are congested with “ideas” and the “West” is in trouble?
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