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Abstract 

Because Paul Geheeb was not a self-publicist but a gifted theoretician and 
teacher , he has been overlooked to some degree while the schoo ls he 
created and directed continued to thrive, influence others and draw world 
acclaim . They represent the best in the evo lut ion of li beral, humanizing 
educat ion. It is the intent and purpose of thi s article to examine the central 
focus of Geheeb ' s philosophy of education in the context of the Ecole 
d 'Humanite, the school which he fo unded last and directed longest. 

With Paul Geheeb from the "Odenwaldschule" to the "Ecole 
d'Humanite" 

The Ecole d 'Humanite, ostensibly lost somewhere in the high alpine landscape of central 
Switzerland , is nevertheless as international as it is isolated . The school is as idea li stic and pragmatic 
in its approach to education today as it was a half century ago under the direction of its founder, Paul 
Geheeb. But Geheeb ' s conception of education was not destined to be restricted to one particular 
time or place. The man and his work have become a part of our heritage of humanistic education and 
should therefore continue to be examined by teachers and scholars everywhere fo r purposes of 
comparison to our own current practices. By emphasizing practice instead of systematic theory, by 
regarding each chld as a yet unexplored and developing world in progress, and by encouraging that 
world to grow optimally and find its proper place and purpose among others, Geheeb has left behind 
not only the immediate value of his schools but also an extensive model of what, in hi s estimation, 
the best of teachers and schoo l systems might be. 1 

Unlike other educators of the late nineteenth century, Paul Geheeb sensed from the start that even 
the best of theories degenerate rapidly into simplistic slogans and mindless cliches. That alone may 
have been sufficient reason for him to create new schools rather than merely theories of education. 
His practical application of learning in an academic community (developed first in hi s Odenwald­
schule and then again after his departure from Germany in 1934 in the Ecole d 'Humanite) has 
continued by virtue of its humaneness and success to influence countless other schools and 
educational theories th roughout the twentieth century. But the results of Geheeb's efforts and ideas 
are still acknowledged less in scholarly publications than in the enduring ability of the schools he 
founded to remain vital and resist the easy temptation to harden themselves in a doctrinaire manner. 
Great educators have always been able to translate their fascination for people and ideas into the 
subtle art of teaching, but few indeed have successfully endowed their institutions with the las ting 
essence of their special insights and understanding. 

Subject matter and intelligent analys is have continued th rough history to be the fundamental 
concerns of school systems, but also the ulti mate questions of how students learn to ass imil ate the 
material and how they are to find the appropriate humane use fo r it has always been a major problem 
fo r great educators. Since the days of Socrates , the idea of e-ducare, derivi ng wisdom out of oneself 
rather than the act of merely acquiring the external fac ts of know ledge , has been considered the 
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greater goal of education . According to Socrates , the unexamined life was not worth living, but that 
life which first had to be examined was one's own. How and where it was examined was also 
important: At the crossroads, in the marketplace , on the roads leading into and away from Athens. 
Socrates preferred to examine man 's values and assumptions in public , openly in the community, for 
it was there and with discussion available to everyone who happened by that the full measure of 
thought and its social applicability could be best discussed and evaluated. 

For Geheeb , however, the crossroads of learning in the twentieth century had to be constructed in 
the form of special schools where knowledge and self could interact at leisure , where values could be 
examined in depth , and dialogue could be cultivated at length. In a certain sense Geheeb transformed 
the Socratic dialogue into a school-community where the meeting of people and ideas could evolve 
and unite in a creative process of its own. In the last analysis, however, as Geheeb perceived at the 
turn of the century in his address at the opening of the Odenwaldschule, there were no easy 
approaches or fixed answers to education or to life. The best that one could learn was how to wrestle 
courageously with the world and to pursue one's truth with all one ' s energy, intelligence , and the 
fullness of one's being. 

Whoever has come here with the expectation that the work of learning is going to be made more comfortable 
will certainly be disappointed. No , we don't want to make it more comfortable, - we want to make it more 
difficult by setting higher goals and greater demands for your insight , for your initiative , for your energy, for 
your intellectual desires. Of course, we will make things somewhat eas ier by not narrowing down or 
suppressing the creative power residing in you . Rather , we shall try to bring about the freer deve lopment and 
a more powerful sense of strength with the hope of making you independent and making us [your teachers] 
eventually unnecessary. 2 

Paul Geheeb was born in 1870 in a small town in Turingia , the son of a pharmacist. In time he 
studied philology , theology , medicine , philosophy , psychology , and botany at the University of 
Jena , but even as a young man and during his ambitious career as a student , he found ample time to 
work for such liberal causes as the emancipation of women, the improved living conditions for the 
poor, education for slum children, anti-alcoholism, and an end to practices of anti-semitism. 

Along with the countless other social reformers and writers at the turn of the century, 3 Geheeb was 
deeply disturbed by the callous and often destructive education of children, but contrary to many 
others Geheeb was actively motivated by the hope that better schools would lead to a greater 
humanization of society in the future. In the opening speech of the Odenwaldschule in 1910 he spoke 
about the potential for children to unfold and strengthen their ability to work and to help others , but 
first he spoke about the deplorable conditions of the traditional German schools of the times: 

Our public schools with their overfilled classes are instructional institutions in which there is only fleeting 
contact between the older and the younger generations. Human beings , however , can only develop full y by 
learning cooperatively and working in communities. 

The dissatisfaction with public schools is widely felt , and the countless attempts to reform them have 
failed. People complain about the overburdening of schools and our educators argue about which parts of the 
curriculum should be cut and where. But the school cannot be reformed with a pair of scissors. The solution is 
not to be found in the educational institutions in which passively attentive students sit across from lecturing 
teachers, and then have to spend the other half of the day torturing themselves at home trying to learn what 
had been instructed. 

The solution is to transform these educational institutions into learning communities in which the students 
work together with their teachers much in the same way that the workers do with their supervisors in a 
construction crew. 4 

After concluding his studies and working in experimental schools for almost a decade, Geheeb 
had a clear sense of what he wanted to achieve when founding the now well-known Odenwaldschule 
near Heppenheim in Hessen . The school, conceived in spirit and practice as "a pedagogical 
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laboratory ,"5 soon won the interest and attention of educators everywhere for the animation of its 
learning community and for the concerted efforts of Geheeb to involve students in a process of 
motivating themselves to learn. In a very short time the Odenwaldschule became a major influence 
in the international movement for educational reform which was awakening in the Western World 
after the turn of the century. But insofar as Geheeb emphasized an attitude rather than an ideology, 
his approach to education remained direct , individual, and humane rather than prescriptive, 
abstract, and impersonal. What preoccupied him most was the day to day involvement with his 
young people in the process of merging life and learning in a way that would nurture growth , 
self-confidence, optimal knowledge, and a sense of critical responsibility for o ne ' s self and one ' s 
world. 

But before the influence of Geheeb and his assoc iates could root itself firmly in the soi l of 
Germany and Western Europe, the new wave of nationalistic and militant education of the Third 
Reich made it obvious to Geheeb that his out-spoken and responsible form of education would no 
longer be tolerated in its own land. Therefore , in 1934, Paul Geheeb , his wife and co-founder of the 

Odenwaldschule, Edi th Geheeb-Cassirer , and a few dedicated faculty , emigrated to Switzerland and 
founded the Ecole d 'Humanite. The transplanting of the school to Yersoix, near Geneva, was not 
easy, but it survived for the next twelve years under the most primitive of conditions until the 
Geheebs discovered an ideal permanent site for the ir school in Goldern, in the Bernese Oberland, a 
place surrounded by fields , farms, fores ts , and the majestic glacial peaks of centra l Switzerland. 
Once again the Geheebs and a few loyal friends began their work , and once again the school began to 
grow. 

Although the new site was located in the German-speaking part of Switzerland, the French name 
given it earlier at Versoix, the Ecole d'Humanite, was retained. There were of course difficulties and 
setbacks over the years , but the Ecole grew steadil y . By the time Paul Geheeb died in 196 1 at the age 
of 90, he and his schools had acquired wide recognition and tributes had arrived from countries and 
institutions the world over. He had received the Goethe Medal fro m the Hessian Ministry of 
Education, honorary doctor degrees from such diverse institutions as the University of Tuebingen 
and the Visva Bharati Universi ty in India, and he could in retrospect count such significant figures 
among his personal friends and admirers as Romai n Rolland , Albert Einstein , Hermann Lietz , Rosa 
Luxemberg, Albert Schweizer, Hermann Hesse, Frank Wedekind , and many others . Of his many 
tributes however , the Laudation from the Ministry of Education of Germany best conveys the 
essential influence of Paul Geheeb and the schools he es tablished. 

You have given youth genuine responsibility in ordering their shared lives. Your reorganization of curricu­
lum into conceptual units and the limiting of subjects and materials to enable greater educational depth have 
in our time become challenges that are expanding and be ing realized on a broad scale . You have replaced 
imposed discipline in the education of children with exemplary patience. You foresaw the va luable funct ion 
of educating the individual in an encompassing school community, and with that you pointed out a way of 
preparing young people to assume thei r responsibi lity a a citizen. 6 

The statement accurately indicates the general impression of Paul Geheeb 's contributions as an 
educator but overlooks the more sensi tive qualities of Paul Geheeb , the humanist, who realized that 
genuine education also required a good deal of subtle interact ion between the individual and his 
peers , between one's creative imagination and his immediate reality , between li ving and learning. 
The focal point in every educational endeavor had to begin with the self as a complex , growing entity 
and remain continually aware of what was being won or lost in the process of developing character 
and responsive social values . Human education , Geheeb rea lized , could not select a single aspect of 
human nature, i.e. , inte lligence, and stuff it full of abstrac t data without destroying the balance and 
integrity of the learner. Complex as it was , the process of acquiring useful individual knowledge 
required time for growth and reflection, assimilation and development , invest igation and cogn ition . 
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Arbitrary teaching my means of threats, fear , and fa ilure only fo rced students to sacrifice the ir 

self-respect and submit he lpless ly to the powers of au thority or to defend themselves by wi thdrawing 
into the apparent in ner safety and iso lat ion of fa ntasy and ret icence. If submi ssion to a dominant 
power yielded only two-dimensiona l adults at one extreme , withdrawal seemed even more damag­
ing to those sensiti ve children who retreated within themselves to hide from the brutality of a world 
they could neither fight nor comprehend. The ir lives became tota lly lost to soc iety once they 
concealed themselves behind walls of lone ly introspection and co ld res ignation. 

Geheeb 's answer to the dangers of oppress ive au thority in education was to adj ust learning in a 
flexible and natu ra l manner that wou ld encourage involvement as the best fo rm of self-motivation 
for sudents on their own terms . T he learning environment , he insisted , must expose each student to a 
variety of opportunities to examine, choose, evaluate, and then accept as the self and s ituation 
required. The learning community and curriculum design ofGeheeb's schools therefore consc iously 
confronted young people wi th a deliberate reality in which they were compelled to act and react in a 
personal and posi ti ve manner. The result , Geheeb as umed , would yield a fo rmation of charac ter 
compatible with one's natural d isposit ion , conjoi ned with an abundant knowledge of self and one 's 
world at some responsibl e point between narrow confo rmity and empty escapism . It was no shallow 
admonition on Geheeb 's part when he encouraged hi s students with the words of Pindar for the sake 
of the world and themselves : " Become that person who you are! " 

II 

Certainly , a theoretical underpi nning was necessary to organi ze and maintain the programs of 
Geheeb 's schools , but what counted fo r him most in the last analysis was the student 's immediate 
reality, i.e., the daily routines, the quality and degree of contact between teac hers and students, the 
re lationships of sudents to each other, the day by day choices of ac ti on and events . the discoveries of 
curios ity about intellectual problem , etc. A ll of those indi vidual and unpredictab le (apparently) 
minor events seem to give the academ ic com munity its freshness and excitement. But Paul Geheeb 
dedicated himself to concrete situati ons, refusi ng to take the time to put hi s pedagogical methods and 
theories sys tematically on paper. Perhaps for that reason Geheeb has remained partia lly overlooked 
by educators in spite of hi s s ignificant contributions. How can one write about him and his work if 
the documents are lacking? Othe r methods mu st be used: methods of oral inquiry of those who knew 
him , or (even better) by close ob ervation of the Ecole d 'Humanite. the school he directed up to the 
time of his death in 196 1. His Odenwaldschulecan st ill be studied fo r data on his original efforts, but 
the recent fortunes and the former misfortunes of German history, not to mention Geheeb ' s long 
personal absence from that schoo l, have a llowed it to be diverted in some respects from its original 
goals. 7 The Ecole d 'Humanite, however , has with on ly minor changes continued to provide the open 
education and the com munity environment that its fo under o rig ina ll y created. 

The Ecole has preserved Geheeb ·s attitudes about a thorough ed ucation which mu st neverthe less 
remain adaptable to the needs of the students. As ide from the reg ul ar courses, opti ons ex ist fo r 

independent study, special research projects. agreed upon tasks, and individua l tuto ria ls. especially 
fo r o lder students who are hones tly motivated by the des ire to do advanced work in certa in areas. 8 

Neither tests no r marks are used as a carrot or a sti ck; because a ll learning is done in small g roups , the 
teachers do not need abstract sym bol s of success to describe the studen ts and their work. Written 
reports g ive grea ter detail and personal comme ntaries offer va luable insights into the character as 
well as the accompli shments of the learner. Freedom to expand and ex plore interests now and then 
should not be discouraged by the image of a tra nscript o r by the pretended importance of an extra 
hour or two in a forma l class. An episode from among Geheeb 's many experi ences exemplifies the 
principle quite wel l: "Thomas Mann· s six teen year old son. Klau s , wrote poems and novels. He 
res isted the incl in ati on to attend c lasses regu larl y. Often he s imply re mained in bed in the morning 
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and when Mr. Geheeb , the director of the choo l. knocked on the door of him room , he would get the 
answer from the student , ' Please don ' t bother me; I'm writing' ' At that Geheeb would usually 

withdraw. Some laughed about it , but other wrinkled their foreheads in troubled conste rnation . ''9 

What often does not look like part of the curriculum in Geheeb' s schools neverthe less remains an 
essential component of the composite ed ucation. Students must help with the tasks of service for 

others in the school, i.e., c leaning , kitchen help , grounds and building maintenance , etc . But 
equally important nowadays, especia lly in the in-between times , every effort is made to prevent the 

se lf-suppress ing and dulling influences of twentieth century escapism from self and community. 
Life is simple and Spartan in the school; much time mu st be spent out-of-doors, aware of nature and 

wind and weather, if only in the process of going from building to building, taking a sho rt field trip , 
hiking and sk iing , o r perhaps occasionall y work ing wi th farmers in the vic inity. The food is simple , 

and the students must he lp in its preparation. Pocket money is limited. 10 Smoki ng and a lcoholic 

beverages are not a llowed; nor are o ther materiali sti c and superfic ia l distrac tors of our time. No 

radios or record players are a llowed in the rooms , fo r example , fo r they encourage too much pass ive 
quiescence on the part of the li stener and discourage one from becoming act ive ly creative. With time 

and few distractions, the students can culti va te resourcefulness and a greate r awareness of the world 

about them . 

Although there is sti ll a good deal of freedom and choice evident in the Ecole d 'Humanite, one 

should not assume that Geheeb advocated a permi ss ive and unstructured schoo l system. In a certain 
sense, rules of study , standards of achievement , responsible behavior , and work obliga tions remain 
more numerous in the Ecole d 'Humanite than in many so-called traditional sc hools. 11 The Ecole 
prepares its students e ither for the demanding Swiss and German Reifezeugnis, a European hi gh 
school degree that allows its possessor to enter a European university at a modified graduate level; 
and it also offers a complete American high school program with instruc tion in Eng lish and awards 

to those students who wish to attend an American uni vers ity. The fac t that it is widely recognized 
and accepted can be confirmed by the long li st of distinguished colleges and uni vers ities which the 

graduates of the Ecole have attended over the previous decades. Accord ing to the current directors, 
''The academic achievement here becomes quite impressive as students fi nd the ir natura l motivat ion 

to work , but you can not force students who a re res isting you to learn we ll ." And in the spirit of Paul 

Geheeb , they add , " Achievement seems to come easi ly once the student has come to terms with 

himself, but that takes time. One mu st often be ve ry patient._ And one must take ri sks to ed ucate we ll . 
You need to trust the child ' s des ire to grow. Under the proper conditions , learning continues to take 

place everywhere , even in those moments of quiet and w ithdrawal , in those moments of 

personal reflection. Very often it 's there that new poss ibilities of understanding and new insights 
present themselves , not only fo r these student but perhaps for us all. " 12 

Such observations, finall y, seem to confirm in essence a deep understanding of Paul Geheeb, who 
knew that the final outcome of indi vidual ed ucat ion was a lways more than the totality of what a 

teacher could concretely g ive to a student. The teacher, we recall from hi s opening address to the 

students of the Odenwaldschule , could on ly he lp the student a long hi s way. but in the last ana lys is it 
is a lways the student as an individual who must deve lop independently and dete rmine the direction 

and the distance he wants to trave l in this life. Almost a century has passed since Paul Geheeb first 

began to reflec t on such ideas and attitudes , and as a result he has left a larger mark on the philosophy 
of education than the hi stori ans of education have until recently acknow ledged. But , fo rtunate ly , 

Geheeb ' s contributions cannot be ignored because they contin ue to persist where they re ta in the 

greates t amount of durability and vita lity, - in practice. in those school s that Paul Geheeb created 

and in the minds of those he educated and influenced. 
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