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Education as Personal and Public Empowerment
“I think education is power. I think that being able to communicate with people is power. One of my main goals on the planet is to encourage people to empower themselves.” – Oprah Winfrey

Growing up in a home with an educator as a father, the high expectations for academic pursuit have been instilled in my own values since I was a little girl. In high school I was the salutatorian of my graduating class, and I always assumed that I would go to college upon graduation. Intellectual growth is highly important to me, and I know that educating myself is the best possible way in which I can achieve my life goals. While my own education has come fairly easily, I know that there were, and are, people who have had to fight for the same opportunities that I have been given. In our recent course readings and activities, I have noticed a theme of acknowledging education as empowerment; those in power are educated, and those under another’s rule seek education as a means of independence. I see this as one of the most important goals one can have for their life: seeking education as a means of self-improvement and the enhancement of conditions for one’s people.

The earliest pioneers for America’s public school system recognized the importance of creating a strong foundation for democracy by educating its citizens. Thomas Jefferson, Horace Mann, and Noah Webster each fought in their own way to improve our school system in an effort to strengthen the American nation. Thomas Jefferson believed that public education was essential to democracy, that “no other sure foundation can be devised for the preservation of freedom and happiness” (EText). Horace Mann described public schools as “the place where we make Americans,” and saw the developing system as a way to equalize educational opportunity. Noah Webster, in creating first his textbook of the American language and later Webster’s dictionary, created an ownership in Americanism and further established our nation as independent. All three of these men saw the importance of education in creating an enlightened and empowered citizenry, and laid a foundation for a secure intellectual, and thus institutional, future. (The Common School)


Other people, even before Jefferson, Mann, and N. Webster, recognized the power of public knowledge. In “Senator Daniel Webster on the Schools as a ‘Wise and Liberal System of Police’,” Daniel Webster focuses on the ability of education to create a more moral and less delinquent population. He explains: “We strive to excite a feeling of respectability, and a sense of character, by enlarging the capacity and increasing the sphere of intellectual enjoyment” (Webster line 9). In 1823, the “Mississippi Law Forbidding Education of Slaves or Free Negroes,” a document stating the provisions of neglecting education to African Americans, as well as of the punishments guaranteed to those who provide such unlawful schooling, shows that those in power were afraid of empowering the African Americans with knowledge. By attempting to keep them ignorant, the whites were also assuring the stability of their power over the slaves and free blacks. (Cohen)

I have also found similar references to this theme in Warriors Don’t Cry by Melba Pattillo Beals. As a little girl, Melba doesn’t understand the oppression being suffered by her and those she loves, or the reasons as to why others have privileges she does not. Her mother’s determination to finish her graduate studies at the University of Arkansas demonstrates to Melba the value of education, despite outside cruelty. Her mother says to her, “‘I can’t turn back now… Forward is the only way our people can march’” (Beals 12). This gives hope of a better future through personal efforts and determination. Melba adopts her mother’s same stamina, and after being attacked by a white man on the day of the Brown vs. Board of Education decision, she states in her journal:
It’s important for me to read the newspaper, every single day God send, even if I have to spend my own nickel to buy it. I have to keep up with what the men on the Supreme Court are doing. That way I can stay home on the day the justices vote decisions that make white men want to rape me. (Beals 28)

I think this foreshadows some of the strength in resisting oppression that we see from Melba later in the book. As her story progresses, we witness her increasing internal strength to fight against the abuse she suffers at Central High. She gradually discovers the power of language, both in speech and in writing. Through her eloquence, she is able to speak against her mistreatment by being featured in news stories. The strength of her speech empowers her to constructively act against her tormenters, and proves the importance of an enlightened mind in the face of restriction.

Through our nation’s history and our own personal hopes for the future, as citizens of the American dream it is easy to see the inherent value of education. With the growth of public knowledge, we have been able to make ourselves an independent and strong nation. The continuing of such progression can only make us a more educated, more empowered people; whether individually or as a collective body.
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