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“It doesn’t . . . matter where you begin”: Pound 
and Santayana on Education

MARTIN COLEMAN

I. Introduction

American poet Ezra Pound wrote a letter on February 6, 1940, inviting 
American philosopher George Santayana to join poet T. S. Eliot and himself 
in writing “a volume . . . on the Ideal University, or The Proper Curriculum, 
or how it would be possible to educate and/or (mostly or) civilize the uni-
versity stewd-dent.”1 Santayana declined the invitation and claimed to have 
no ideas on the subject of education. Participation would have been morally 
impossible, he wrote, because unlike Pound and Eliot, whom he regarded as 
“reformers, full of prophetic zeal and faith in the Advent of the Lord,” San-
tayana was “cynically content to let people educate or neglect themselves as 
they may prefer.”2

 This supports the approach of commentators who emphasize the 
 differences between Pound and Santayana. Anthony Woodward has 
 emphasized the “deep gap . . . between their temperaments.”3 Santayana’s 
biographer, John McCormick, has emphasized Pound’s lifelong misappre-
hension of Santayana, a position that seems seconded by Pound scholar 
Noel Stock.4

 Pound and Santayana were temperamentally quite distinct, but this does 
not justify neglect of common concerns and possible similarities. I propose 
to take seriously Pound’s invitation to Santayana and to trust Pound’s 
sense that Santayana may have something to say about education. In this 
speculative, rather than historical, essay, I want to read Santayana with 
an eye to what conceivably could have appealed to Pound. I want to use 
Pound’s views as a stalking horse to track ideas on education in Santayana’s 
thought.5 I hope to suggest deeper connections between the two thinkers 
than have  previously been noted6 and to consider how their responses to 
shared  concerns can benefit a reader concerned with pedagogy.
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II. Pound’s Aims of Education

For Pound education should broaden one’s connections to the natural and 
social worlds,7 as well as connections among ideas. Establishing such con-
nections is central to human vitality, and it is the teacher’s mission to main-
tain this vitality or health of the mind.8 Such health thrives in the clarity 
and vigor of language, which Pound called “the health of the very matter 
of thought itself.” When language becomes “slushy and inexact,” both soci-
ety and the individual suffer, and culture declines.9 Education amounts to 
learning how to read and write because, according to Pound, “the purpose 
of writing is to reveal the subject,”10 to reveal the concrete thing instead 
of a disconnected abstraction. Corrupt writing deceives and conceals, and 
education as health “consists,” wrote Pound, “in ‘getting wise’ in the rawest 
and hardest boiled sense of that bit of argot.”11

 But education is not merely evading deception; it is “active, instant and 
present awareness,”12 an understanding of process rather than merely re-
taining information. This awareness can tell the difference between a paint-
ing by Goya and one by Velázquez and does not merely memorize a list of 
names and dates from an encyclopedia. It distinguishes between live ideas 
and dead ones.
 Distinguishing live ideas is important if one aims to “get hold of ideas, 
in the sense that [one] will know where they ‘weigh in.’”13 Grasping ideas 
and sensing their heft enables one to wield them as one makes one’s way 
through the world, and real knowledge is a way of living rather than a col-
lection of information: it informs perception and directs one’s relations to 
the world.14 This is the way to really do and make things. Education is cre-
ative, and the aim of learning is to make it new.15

 But why enlist Santayana? Pound wrote in his letter to Santayana that 
the idea for a book was prompted by Santayana’s anecdote about Henry 
Adams. According to Santayana’s autobiography (published in the years 
after his correspondence with Pound), Adams said to Santayana, “So you 
are trying to teach philosophy at Harvard. . . . I once tried to teach history 
there, but it can’t be done. It isn’t really possible to teach anything.”16 Pound 
believed that Santayana further remarked, “It doesn’t matter what so long as 
they all read the same things.”17 Pound claims it was this anecdote that initi-
ated his effort to write the new textbook and recruit Santayana’s help.
 Pound suggested that Santayana could “regard curriculum or method 
as arising from a philosophic root, a scheme of values . . . and attach a para-
graph to that effect to whatever you happen to be writing.”18 This suggests 
the possibility that Pound detected in Santayana’s philosophy the basis for 
ideas that countered mainstream educational outlooks and practices.
 But in Santayana’s reply to Pound he not only declined the invitation 
but also indicated that the response to Adams was misattributed. Santayana 
wrote, “I don’t remember my Henry Adams anecdote further than that he 
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said history couldn’t be taught. If I have embroidered on that, you or Eliot 
are welcome to use my fancy-work as a text.”19 Clearly, Santayana want-
ed nothing to do with Pound’s plans. But still there seem good reasons for 
Pound to at least consider Santayana as a colleague in his efforts.

III. The Connections

Despite significant differences between Pound and Santayana, there are 
points of contact in their thought. These are not seamless connections 
of perfectly compatible ideas; rather, they are points of common interest 
where both agreement and disagreement seem likely to enlighten. These 
common concerns or perspectives suggest that Pound might not have 
been as out of touch or insensible as some commentators claim. Further-
more, the connections provide a framework in which others might think 
about education.

A. Beginnings and endings

For Pound, there are not first principles from which education begins. He 
could be fiercely antidogmatic and advised readers to “never consider any-
thing as dogma.”20 When he offered “A Few Don’ts” for poets, he presented 
them not as fixed doctrines but as fruits of long contemplation and as points 
of departure.21

Similarly, the past is valued not merely for its own sake but as it serves 
new discoveries: “All the past that is vital, all the past that is capable of 
living into the future, is pregnant in the vortex, NOW.”22 Past writers who 
Pound thought vital to education made real discoveries, and the student 
proceeds “by a study of discoveries.”23 But learning begins in actuality—
right now—and good writers have something to say to this very moment: 
“Literature is news that STAYS news.”24

Hence, learning begins where you are. Pound wrote, “It doesn’t . . .  matter 
where you begin the examination of a subject, so long as you keep on until 
you get round again to your starting point. As it were, you start on a sphere, 
or a cube; you must keep on until you have seen it from all sides.”25 There is 
no danger of starting in the wrong place if you keep moving, enlarging your 
sense of the present moment.
 This approach echoes Santayana, who wrote, “A philosopher is 
compelled to follow the maxim of epic poets and to plunge in media 
res.”26 Things may have no origin and consist of an endless succession, or 
if they have an origin it is unavailable at the outset of inquiry. In either case, 
“ nothing would be lost by joining the procession wherever one happens to 
come upon it, and following it as long as one’s legs hold out.”27 There is no 
first principle of criticism.
 The philosophic root, as Pound would have called it, of this view appears 
in Santayana’s account of how human consciousness comes to distinguish 
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natural objects—a capacity basic to any education. When we call something 
“reality” we employ a term of discourse; that is, we necessarily use words 
and ideas to conceive the very notion of reality. The particular idea of reality 
justifies—allows the recognition of—the groupings of sensations that cohere 
in space and recur in time. But it is the actual coherence and recurrence of 
sensations that lead the mind to frame an idea of reality. This appears cir-
cular; one wonders which comes first: the idea of reality or the real sensa-
tion. On Santayana’s account, neither the idea nor the sensation comes first 
because neither can be conceived without the other. This circular account is 
vindicated by our living practice, and this suggests that education has its 
only basis in actual living.28

B. Method

For Pound the methods of learning were, in part, the methods of reading—
hence, his titles How to Read and ABC of Reading. He sought a method for 
wading through “the heteroclite mass of undigested information hurled at 
[one] daily and monthly.”29 In his first philosophical book, The Sense of Beau-
ty, Santayana analyzed the situation that calls for a method of awakening 
attention amid monotony.

Considering beauty of form, Santayana noted the case of uniform 
 multiplicity—a striking example being the celestial beauty of the stars30—
and then considered the limitations of this form. Monotony can be impres-
sive but it cannot “hold us with that depth of developing interest, with 
which we might study a crowd or a forest of trees.”31 It has a twofold del-
eterious effect on the perceiver. When monotonous impressions are acute, 
they hurt (perhaps the repetition of an extremely bright light); when they 
are not acute, they numb (as with the ticking of a clock). In this second case, 
beauty or hideousness apparently drops out of consciousness altogether, but 
 Santayana thought that while one becomes unaware of the particular object 
making the monotonous impression, its presence remains either vaguely ir-
ritating or subtly delightful.
 On Santayana’s view, the particular is lost to consciousness, and this 
would explain Pound’s observation that “[p]eople find ideas a bore because 
they do not distinguish between live ones and stuffed ones on a shelf.”32 
Overwhelmed by a monotonous parade of information, people become 
numb to ideas and notice only irritation or delight. If this still seems too 
remote from Pound’s pedagogic concerns, consider Santayana’s discussion 
of the consequences of monotony for art: monotonous form restricts associa-
tion and inhibits diverse relations. Hence, for Pound, education ceases.
 Santayana observed that artworks composed of an endless repetition of 
elements have a hardness and definiteness that leave them with few  affinities 
or relational ties: “they are not fit for many uses, nor capable of expressing 
many ideas. The heroic couplet, now too much derided, is a form of this 
kind. Its compactness and inevitableness make it excellent for an epigram 
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and adequate for a satire, but its perpetual snap and unvarying rhythm are 
thin for an epic, and impossible for a song.”33

 Pound sought to combat the deadening effects of monotony by  drawing 
attention to the Luminous Detail, which is the aim of good reading. The 
method of good reading is the method of contemporary science,34 and 
Pound credited Ernest Fenollosa, Harvard-educated philosophy professor 
and Asian culture enthusiast, with articulating how scientific method ap-
plies to literature.35

 Fenollosa demonstrated how the Chinese ideogram discourages 
 abstraction and can bring “language close to things.”36 The pictographic na-
ture of the Chinese language as well as its reliance on verbs maintains a 
direct connection between language and nature. By contrast, European 
logic isolates and abstracts ideas likes bricks “baked into little hard units 
or concepts.”37 The abstract character of the system cannot represent 
change or growth or handle interaction. But the lessons of the ideogram 
can be applied to English: Fenollosa wrote, “we must use words highly 
charged, words whose vital suggestion shall interplay as nature inter-
plays. Sentences must be like the mingling of the fringes of feathered 
banners, or as the colors of many flowers blended into the single sheen 
of a meadow.”38

 Pound’s employment of the ideogrammic method in writing recalls why 
it does not matter where a student begins examining a subject: “The ideo-
grammic method consists of presenting one facet and then another until at 
some point one gets off the dead and desensitized surface of the reader’s 
mind, onto a part that will register.”39 Pound rejected first principles in com-
munication and education in favor of continual presentation or inspection 
until the bigger picture takes shape, or until one hits on the fact that pro-
vokes realization of the whole. The methods of writing and reading, unsur-
prisingly, reflect each other in their circular appearance, and both aim for an 
enlightening detail that creates new knowledge.
 The ideogrammic method illustrates Pound’s New Method of 
 Scholarship, which he characterized as “the method of Luminous Detail, a 
 method most vigorously hostile to the prevailing mode of today—that is, 
the  method of multitudinous detail, and to the method of yesterday, the 
method of sentiment and generalisation. The latter is too inexact and the 
former too cumbersome to be of much use.”40 The significant detail that 
gives “sudden insight into circumjacent conditions” becomes the material 
out of which an ideogram can be constructed41; likewise, it can be the de-
tail that illuminates and is illuminated by related details, and this would 
amount to genuine education.42

C. Obstacles

Monotonous and desensitizing information seem at least susceptible to 
a method, but Pound observed other obstacles that seem opposed to any 
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 creative learning. “Universities,” claimed Pound, have “no provision 
 whatever for the fostering of the creative energies.”43 He derided such in-
stitutions as beaneries shaped by business and bureaucracy. Santayana 
himself had experienced firsthand the business mentality of the American 
university in an encounter with the president of Harvard, Charles William 
Eliot, who “seeing me once by chance soon after the beginning of the term, 
inquired how my classes were getting on; and when I replied that I thought 
they were getting on well, that my men seemed to be keen and intelligent, 
he stopped me as if I was about to waste his time. ‘I meant,’ said he, ‘what is 
the number of students in your classes?’”44

 Pound noted that business deformed the institution so that the main 
 interest of scholars has become getting a job and holding onto it. This 
leads “many scholars to write under a terror” and “maintain a pretence of 
omniscience.”45 The pressure to know everything leads to a narrowing of 
fields. One becomes a master by restricting one’s scope.46 Santayana also 
observed the pressure a business-minded university put on the young aca-
demic, who through social pressure and his or her own eagerness is bur-
dened with committee work and forced to publish too soon and lecture too 
much: “He has no peace in himself, no window open to a calm horizon, and 
in his heart perhaps little taste for mere scholarship or pure speculation.”47

 The narrowness and careerism of the university leads not to real 
 knowledge but something abstracted from a thin experience of dead ideas. 
“Go in fear of abstractions,” Pound advised.48 Do not redo what has already 
been done. Pound’s pedagogy and art aimed at direct contact with real 
things of the world. Pound wrote, “As far as the ‘living art’ goes, I should 
like to break up cliché, to disintegrate these magnetized groups that stand 
between the reader of poetry and the drive of it.”49

 Santayana was committed to breaking up received understandings 
of philosophic traditions in order to gain a more honest understanding 
of the world. He revitalized in idiosyncratic ways terms like “reason,” 
“ universal,” and “essence.” He also reconsidered skepticism and chal-
lenged the centuries-old conception descended from the French philoso-
pher René Descartes.
 Descartes wanted to establish a solid foundation for knowledge by 
 doubting everything until he found one certain and indubitable piece of 
information—namely, that I exist as a thinking thing, a fact supposedly en-
tailed by the very act of doubting. Santayana found Cartesian skepticism 
disingenuous and lacking in rigor. Skepticism in this tradition leaves fa-
vored conventions untouched by doubt: the Romantic solipsist retains “per-
sonal history and destiny” and a mystic retains “the feeling of existence.”50 
The result of this wayward skepticism is an abstracted conception of knowl-
edge that ignores actual experience in favor of unavowed presumptions. 
This gives rise to an implausible conception of knowledge as something 
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certain and impervious to doubt, which can be had only by smuggling in 
something already given a free pass from skeptical scrutiny.
 In his book Scepticism and Animal Faith, Santayana sought to break 
through the conventional notions of skepticism and take it to its honest con-
clusion. The thoroughgoing skeptic would have no occasion to remark a self 
or history and no knowledge of existence. Santayana wrote, “[s]kepticism 
may thus be carried to the point of denying change and memory, and the 
reality of all facts.”51 Yet even this conclusion taken as fact would be struck 
down. One is left with ambiguity and contradiction.
 Santayana did not aim to destroy all intellectual life but rather to 
 demonstrate that the traditional philosophical conception of knowledge is 
insincere in its establishment and impossible in practice. This results from 
a deceptive employment of skepticism. Skepticism, wrote Santayana, is an 
exercise, not a life.52 It eradicates prejudices, including those that declare 
knowledge must be literal and certain.53 We cannot live with such a concep-
tion of knowledge, and we do not. Actual living is impervious to skepti-
cism and can discount its philosophical products. This counter to  skepticism 
Santayana called “animal faith”: “a faith not founded on reason but pre-
cipitated in action, and in that intent, which is virtual action, involved in 
perception.”54 It does not eliminate skepticism; rather, it restores the roots of 
actual life after their denial by modern epistemology.

D. Poetry

A further point of contact for Pound and Santayana relevant to education 
concerns the function of poetry. On Pound’s view poetry is indispensable 
for education. He took it as a social and political truth that “people need 
poetry; that prose is NOT education but the outer course of the same.”55

 Poetry is important for the reasons that all good writing is important. 
Good writing keeps language efficient, accurate, and clear, while sloppy 
writing undermines the social aims of education by breeding deception and 
estrangement from actual living.56 Pound compares the importance of good 
writing to the importance of sanitary conditions in surgery: an infection in 
the dressing can undo all that the surgeon set out to do in the first place.57 
With sharp and clean tools of language, the good writer can direct and shape 
the energy of the vortex rather than merely observe and reflect it. Language 
becomes a means to having new, concrete experiences.
 Poetry in particular is vital because of the structuring function it plays 
in human living. Pound wrote in 1915 that “the essential thing in a poet is 
that he builds us his world.”58 Ira Nadel writes of Pound following Dante 
in taking “the fragments of his culture and put[ting] them back in order.”59 
On this view Pound’s Cantos are an attempt to create a paradiso. But Gail 
McDonald, responding to the denial that Modernist Poetry made “poems to 
hold together when nothing in the world seemed to,” argues that “Pound’s 
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aim is to present education as an experience of navigation by periplus. . . . 
We and Pound are not, as it were, outside the poem observing its shape in 
overview, but inside it, mapping its shape as we encounter it.”60 This view 
seems consistent with the idea that the poet builds us his world rather than 
the world; whether and how we come together in a world as a cohesive 
 society is a further task.
 Seemingly sympathetic to Pound’s views about the role of the poet, 
 Santayana wrote in a 1900 essay entitled “The Elements and Function of 
Poetry” that

[t]he great function of poetry is precisely this: to repair to the mate-
rial of experience, seizing hold of the reality of sensation and fancy 
beneath the surface of conventional ideas, and then out of that living 
but indefinite material to build new structures, richer, finer, fitter to 
the primary tendencies of our nature, truer to the ultimate possibili-
ties of the soul. . . . we destroy conventions only to construct ideals.61

Thirteen years later, Pound wrote, “It is in art the highest business to create 
the beautiful image; to create order and profusion of images that we may 
furnish the life of our minds with a noble surrounding.”62 Both thinkers 
are concerned with the order that art creates and the possibility it offers for 
what might be called the ideal or spiritual life.63 They share the idea that 
the highest calling of the poet is to create an order out of the materials of 
experience, but the creation is no fantasy. For Santayana, the highest poetry 
is a guide to life and so cannot abdicate its responsibility to observe the facts 
of the universe. Poetry aims at “idealism become the interpretation of the 
reality it leaves behind.”64

 The importance to both Santayana and Pound that poetry not float 
 detached from reality is expressed in their ideas about the future of poetry. 
Pound expected poetry to “move against poppy-cock” and “be harder and 
saner,” “‘nearer to the bone.’ It will be as much like granite as it can be, its 
force will lie in its truth, its interpretative power.”65 Writing twelve years 
earlier, Santayana had imagined the nature of poetry after “a better mastery 
of experience” and expulsion of metaphysical entities and mythological illu-
sion. He expected poetry to eventually reject discredited metaphysics—that 
is, to become disillusioned and so more honest about nature. He wrote,

The poet himself will soon prefer to describe nature in natural terms 
and to represent human emotions in their pathetic humility, not ex-
tended beyond their actual sphere nor fantastically uprooted from 
their necessary soil and occasions. He will sing the power of nature 
over the soul, the joys of the soul in the bosom of nature, the beauty 
visible in things, and the steady march of natural processes, so rich 
in momentous incidents and collocations. The precision of such a 
picture will accentuate its majesty, as precision does in the poems of 
Lucretius and Dante, while its pathos and dramatic interest will be 
redoubled by its truth.66
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This extensive quotation suggests differences that led Santayana to reject 
Pound’s invitation to reform education. For Santayana, disillusion and hon-
esty about nature meant acknowledging the limited sphere of influence of 
human consciousness: thought has no influence on matter. Santayana’s poet 
will exhibit the humility appropriate to human emotions and acknowledge 
the insignificance of the human soul in the universe, but not in a despairing 
romantic fashion and not in a way that abandons the beauty that human 
consciousness can appreciate.
 Just as Santayana’s ideal poet does not pretend that the human spirit can 
control matter, so the philosopher must be equally humble before the uni-
verse. For Santayana, this entails that the philosopher is not a reformer after 
the fashion of Pound and Eliot. Santayana’s explicit comments on education 
make clearer the differences between him and Pound, and these differences 
are considered in the next section.

IV. Differences

In spite of agreements between Pound and Santayana on problems in 
 education, it is undeniable that they differed greatly in their response to 
these problems. Their correspondence sets out the differences clearly and 
indicates both were aware of them. Pound, in his letter inviting Santayana 
to join his education reform effort, wrote, “I plead the missionary sperrit: 
GUILTY!!” as if he were pre-empting the charge from Santayana.67 And 
 Santayana did not disappoint when, as already noted, he characterized 
Pound and Eliot as “full of prophetic zeal.”
 Consistent with this characterization, Pound makes clear in the preface 
to Guide to Kulchur that his book is an attack on stupidity and a struggle to 
preserve values, and a subsequent commentator characterized the book as 
“written with a sense of urgency.”68 By contrast, Santayana writes to  Robert 
Lowell that his “philosophy is not urgent or ‘militant’: you can manage per-
fectly without it.”69 Hence, it is not surprising that Santayana claimed he 
was content to let people educate themselves or not according to their incli-
nation and went on to deny having any ideas on education.70

 In fact, Santayana did make explicit statements about education both 
 before and after corresponding with Pound. But Santayana’s aims of ed-
ucation are modest enough that they do not seem terribly inconsistent 
with the laissez-faire attitude displayed in his exchange with Pound. For 
 Santayana, education is concerned mainly with the transmission of a moral 
and  intellectual tradition that includes religion, manners, and other cultural 
 allegiances. Because education aims at conveying the morals and sentiments 
of the students’ culture, it cannot seek to upset students by demolishing their 
familiar beliefs. In a letter to a former student who was then a professor at 
the University of Wisconsin, Santayana advised the young teacher that he 
may guide the students in whatever direction he thought best, “but for their 
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own sake, and starting from their actual condition; it must not be a haughty 
display of your own sentiments such as might wound and perplex them. It 
is not their faith that you must be considerate of, but their innocence and 
their desire to work together and improve themselves in the process.”71

 Indeed, cooperation and progress are at the heart of the moral tradition 
that Santayana observed in America. He did not think American education 
to be a matter of particular academic subjects or canonical texts. These things 
as they appear in America are relics of alien cultures, and though they may 
appeal to individuals, they cannot express the vital traditions of American 
life. Based on what he had seen and experienced, Santayana concluded that 
in America “what matters is the tradition of alacrity, inquisitiveness, self-
trust, spontaneous co-operation and club-spirit; all of which can ripen, in 
the better minds, into openness to light and fidelity to duty.”72 American 
education does not aim at enlightenment, for that is not the American in-
tellectual and moral tradition. Rather, American education is required “in 
order to instil into the entire community capacity for initiative, love of work, 
optimism, and respect for success.”73 This is how education serves the liv-
ing traditions of American culture.
 This view of education suggests that while Pound and Santayana 
 certainly agreed in their observations of American culture, the upshot of 
their  critiques differed greatly. American culture did not provide the in-
tellectual and moral environment that Santayana preferred, but this was 
no ground for condemning American culture. Writing to a sympathetic 
correspondent about American culture, Santayana asked, “why need all 
the tribes of men sacrifice at our altar?”74 Ten years later Santayana asked 
again, “Why be dissatisfied?” with the “pensive agnosticism” that cen-
turies of  humanistic culture have bequeathed on a vital and materially 
wealthy American culture. It is problematic, he argued, only for those who 
long for supernatural assurances of values and the absolute hegemony of 
reason: “But is there anything compulsory in reason? Is there not still lib-
erty for fools? Can reason reasonably forbid them to exist? Certain not, if 
they like to be fools.”75

 Though he is sanguine in characterizing American “[b]ig business [as] 
an amiable monster,”76 Santayana does recognize the threat to spiritual life 
posed by American culture: “What irony there would be in having learned 
to control matter, if we thereby forgot the purposes of the soul in controlling 
it, and disowned the natural furniture of the mind, our senses, fancy, and 
pictorial knowledge!”77 He worried that the human effort that has  concocted 
modern culture may in the end undermine the intellect and  reason that 
 material wealth at first seemed to liberate. But this did not alter his view 
that the life of reason, appreciation for imagination, and a rich spiritual life 
could not be imposed by education or any other means.
 Perhaps the most positive comments Santayana offered about  learning 
can be found in his discussions of docility, which occur throughout his 
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works. In an early work, Santayana reflected on the conditions of thought. 
Allowing that neuroscience will discover more exact conditions, he noted 
that the obvious conditions for thought consist of an organic body and 
adaptable habits. These comprise intelligence, and “docility is the observ-
able half of reason.”78 This means that what we can observe about thinking 
is the contact with the environment—the suffering of blows, the receiving of 
caresses, the blocking of activity, the being swept along by forces—and the 
subsequent response of the creature to environmental factors. Intelligence 
registers these events through the establishment of habits and memories, 
and the organism adapts to the conditions. Santayana contrasted this with 
“the idiot” for whom “a new process . . . does not modify structure” and 
“the fool” for whom “stretches of linked experience are short and their 
 connections insecure.”79

 For the student, docility could mean trusting a teaching or trusting that 
a teacher can instruct in some way (even if it be a way unintended by the 
teacher). This may work as advice to the student, but Santayana did not be-
lieve a teacher could make the student docile. What could it mean to impose 
docility on another? It suggests the aversion therapy of the Ludovico Tech-
nique in Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange and would appear viable 
only if one believed that the thoughts and intentions of the teacher could 
influence not only the teacher’s own body, but also the material organism of 
the student. Santayana denied that thought could influence any body.
 In his last published major work, Santayana observed that “If you wish 
to practice a mechanical art, the expert mechanic can rationally teach you 
how to do it; but if you wish to think or to practice a liberal art, another 
man, because he is self-satisfied, must not run up unasked and tell you to 
do it otherwise than as your vital liberty directs.”80 So just as the poet of the 
future “will sing the power of nature over the soul,” Santayana recognized 
that only one’s vital liberty, not the good intentions or better lights of others, 
can lead one to the life of reason and intellectual growth.
 “Vital liberty” refers to the conditions of concrete life that make possible 
the liberation of ideas from intent—that is, the conditions that make con-
templation and intellectual life possible. The conditions of an actual indi-
vidual life go beyond the air and nourishment that all humans require and 
include the history and habits of the organism. Santayana did not believe 
the reformer could intelligently override these conditions. These condi-
tions delivered the individual in their own time and their own way, which 
is  consistent with the idiosyncratic ways we learn our most meaningful 
and important lessons.
 In his view of education and intellectual life, Santayana maintained 
that thought could not influence matter: mind is not a factor in the mate-
rial flux. This has bearing on education understood as the influence of one 
person over another. It raises questions of how a teacher’s ideas and inten-
tions could guide students and influence the intellectual lives of students. 
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Can the appreciation for arts, the use of imagination, or the value of a rich 
 intellectual life be conveyed or communicated to one who does not already 
have such inclinations?
 Pound seemed aware of the tension but not overly concerned with it. 
In his letter to Santayana, he characterized the education reform project as 
an inquiry into “how it would be possible to educate and/or (mostly or) 
civilize the university stewd-dent.”81 A distinction between educating and 
civilizing is noted, but it seems unimportant for the task at hand. It is as if a 
lively intellectual life would be a desirable outcome, but so would a society 
ordered according to some civilized standard. For Pound, the distinction ap-
pears not to make a difference to the reform of education.

V. Conclusion

Considering the differences between Pound and Santayana seems to 
 suggest that the two thinkers were radically distinct. One might charac-
terize Pound as neglecting finer analyses in his rush to reform, while one 
could regard Santayana as given over to inertia. The temptation arises to 
distinguish Pound and Santayana according to dichotomous categories 
such as action and contemplation, recklessness and caution, or involvement 
and detachment. Choosing a pair of categories then seems to depend on 
one’s preferences, and any conclusion seems to be influenced more by pre-
existing inclinations than the actual inquiry. When considering the views 
of Pound and Santayana on education, readers seem led to pick sides or 
perhaps to drop altogether the considered problems as insoluble or even 
nonsensical (seeing as how the different views seem to lead to contradictory 
approaches). Could it be otherwise?
 I believe so, and that is why I have suggested considering the similarities 
of Pound and Santayana. My aim has not been to cover up the differences 
between them or to issue a bland call for moderation or a middle way. My 
intention is to see how their views—both shared and conflicting—might be 
suggestive to those concerned with actual teaching.
 Pound recognized that different artists have different excellences, and 
“[h]aving discovered his own virtue the artist will be more likely to discern 
and allow for a peculiar virtú in others.”82 This is not merely courtesy. In a 
letter to a young writer, Pound wrote, “elucidate thine own bloody damn 
point of view by its contrast to others, not by trying to make the others 
 conform.”83 This suggests that self-definition requires resistance, and that 
eschewing conformity entails neither conforming oneself nor forcing others 
to conform. Santayana would not disagree. He wrote, “I do not ask any one 
to think in my terms if he prefers others. Let him clean better, if he can, the 
windows of his soul, that the variety and beauty of the prospect may spread 
more brightly before him.”84
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 I am not blithely suggesting Pound was a pluralist, but his educational 
ideas seem to invite some sort of pluralism. Education for Pound requires 
both tradition and critique, setting up a perpetual tension that drives  learning. 
What is the vortex of his artistic theory but an opportunity to turn  energy to 
new directions rather than being passively shaped by it? Perhaps he sensed 
in Santayana an opposite that in collaboration could generate something 
new and so invited his assistance.85 Even if this was not Pound’s motive, it 
suggests a fruitful way to read the opposing views of the two thinkers.
 One can take the points of contact between Pound and Santayana as 
 indicators of important issues in education: the agreements of those who 
disagree radically might make good starting points for one’s own inquiries, 
and this postpones judgment about the issues in dispute. In this way it does 
not matter where one begins in terms of biases or preference for one thinker 
or another.
 If the reader holds the conflicting responses in tension, he or she may gain 
sensitivity to the sorts of concrete problems that prompted these responses. 
In particular, educators might be prompted to consider the words we use to 
communicate to students, the methods of presentation, the stories we tell. 
We might consider our positions in an environment of continuous streams of 
information and academic professionalization. We might question our rela-
tionship to narratives that would give structure to our minds and the minds 
of our students. These are not new questions, of course, but Pound and San-
tayana give them vitality that perhaps we should take seriously by question-
ing ourselves. The points of contact between Pound and Santayana regard-
ing education can be taken as cues to self-knowledge, cues to ask, What are 
we doing as teachers? What should education accomplish? What determines 
successes? What conventions of professional life block these inquiries?
 I have no tidy answers for these questions that will neatly conclude this 
essay, but the work of Pound and Santayana encourage me to take them se-
riously. Their differing responses suggest these questions really are difficult, 
and their extreme responses suggest these questions really are worth asking 
and the answers really matter. While not conclusive, I find this more satisfy-
ing than staging a contest between two serious and influential thinkers.
 Beyond my own satisfaction, resisting partisanship in deciding between 
the two thinkers is in keeping with their shared ideas about beginnings and 
endings. The value of a fixed and final judgment about Pound and  Santayana 
on education depends on the status of beginnings and endings. If these are 
eternally separated, then the final verdict on Pound’s misapprehension and 
“missionary sperrit,” on Santayana’s detachment and cynicism, or on the 
gap between their temperaments is the end of the question. Yet both Pound 
and Santayana acknowledge that there are no first principles, no eternal 
standards of practice, and that vital activity is an undeniable condition for 
the learning creature.



14  Coleman

 This suggests that their diverging responses, as vital human responses, 
require acknowledgment of differences even as they attest to the pressing 
need of the individual to make a definite decision. They both attempt to 
make a place for order and beauty in the face of flux and relativity of value, 
and they both, to some degree, acknowledge that the attempt demands gen-
uine individuality. Even though Pound and Santayana value different ideals 
and ground poetry in different understandings of the relation of matter and 
spirit, they agree that poetry and ideals matter. Similarly, the good teacher, 
without dictating particular ideals to students, must take ideals seriously, 
particularly his or her own.
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