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Looking Backward Towards the Future of Education


Edward Bellamy presents a utopian Boston in his novel Looking Backward; the education system he describes for the future in the year 2000 is more sophisticated than the actual education system of 2016. Although Bellamy wrote his novel in 1887, he must have been advanced and creative in his thoughts. According to Gerald Gutek in his “Analysis of Formal Education in Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward,” Bellamy wrote his novel as a protest for social reform (251). In regards to education, the Bellamy system has more positive than negative aspects and is a system that should be regarded when proposing social reform. Bellamy’s education system prepared all students for careers and the real world while today’s society fails to educate each and every member.


Bellamy’s educational system is meant to educate each and every member of the society until the age where they are ready to join the “industrial army”. The system for education is simple and straight-forward. All of those in his community attend school until the age of 21 when they go out into the work field in which they are still considered apprentices and learn the trade or career that they are interested in. In the utopian Boston of 2000 every single person is given an opportunity to become fully educated, where money is not a factor in the opportunity. As a matter of fact, no one has to worry about paying for “college” or school taxes.


Today’s educational system fails to ensure that each student is prepared to succeed in college and/or the work environment. According to StudentsFirst, “In America today, more than a quarter of our students fail to graduate high school in four years” (“The Education Crisis”). With the American system not only do students not make it through college, more than one fourth of them do not make it through even high school. Some of them drop out of the school system at a younger level than high school. Out of those that do graduate high school, many are not prepared for the challenges and academics of college. One teacher may pass a student who struggles with the basics and as each teacher passes the student, by the time the student reaches graduation the student can struggle with mathematics and basic grammar skills. In present day society, school becomes a choice. Those who wish to drop out may, and can immediately join the work field.


When reviewing the similarities and differences of Bellamy’s education and the present education the reader can easily see the problems with the present. The similarities of the two systems present careful consideration on Bellamy’s part, revealing his superior intellect that relates to a system used over 100 years after he wrote Looking Backward. Both Bellamy and the current education system have included additional schooling past the age of 17 or 18 (when one would be graduating high school today). Both systems recognize that education past high school can be a useful tool when entering the industrial army. Although the college educational level is not enforced in present day society as opposed to Bellamy, it is still available to those who have the resources to obtain it. Another similarity between the present and the past is the choice of career. Present day majors in colleges are similar to the idea of choosing the career a citizen wanted when they graduated in Bellamy’s society. Forcing someone to do a job they did not enjoy would not be a good way to handle a society.


The differences between education now and in his vision for 2000 accentuate the varied levels of knowledge of the people who live today and those who would have lived 16 years ago. Dan Jacoby supports the difference with “Our information-based economy is as divided by class as was the economy of 100 years ago, and, contrary to Bellamy's sleepy visionary, it is education that is most responsible for labor-market inequality” in his article published in Working USA (27). The difference in education among individuals in the society of 2016 as opposed to the equal amount of education in Bellamy’s society, as Jacoby claimed, has a very important effect on the market of jobs. In today’s society, those who cannot afford an education are sometimes limited to “burger-flipping” jobs, as some call them. Bellamy eliminated paper money and therefore made it possible for each individual to obtain an education while college can currently be quite expensive, sometimes only available to the rich or those with near perfect grades. The people of Bellamy’s society felt that education was the right of everyone while now it is about money for most people. For the most part, if a person cannot afford his or her college classes he or she is not going to school. Even if a person is eligible for financial aid, the financial aid has limitations.


In conclusion, the society of Looking Backward in the Boston of the year 2000 provided an education system that was accessible and obtainable to each citizen, providing more knowledge than what exists today. The education was not limited to middle or upper classes, or even the brightest apples (unlike today). 2016 has many citizens who are not educated enough to make informed decisions or obtain a career that pays well. Bellamy states in his preface, “The almost universal theme of the writers and orators. . . has been the future rather than the past. . . the progress that shall be made. . . ‘Looking Backward’ upon the progress of the last one hundred” (2). The audience of his book can learn the value of providing education to everyone and look back at his year 2000 and make a change to move the world in a more successful direction. Successful education can solve many issues including economics and socialization.
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