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Character Formation:
A Forgotten Theme of Comenius‘s Didactics
Jan Hábl

Abstract: The goal of this brief study is
to present Comenius’s notion of character
formation as it is outlined primarily in
his didactic writings, and to show its
relevance for contemporary practice in
relation to moral education. Jan Amos
Comenius was a Czech 17th century Brethren bishop, philosopher and educator
who is celebrated especially for his timeless didactic principles, which earned
him the epithet “the teacher of nations.”
The sub-goal of this paper is to explain
why Comenius’s concept of moral education has been neglected in Czech modern
Comeniological research biased by communist ideology.

1 Introduction:
the need for character
Questions of moral1 education or
character formation2 are moving from
the margins to the center of social
and educational attention. The ethical
“deficit” that is currently felt in Western society is generating a demand for
schools to get involved in the education
of character.3 And it isn’t only about
developing decent socio-psychological
habits of behavior, communication,
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cooperation, positive self-image, etc.,
which make human interaction easier
and more pleasant. It involves much
more: in fact the discussion is about
nothing less than an ethically inhabitable globe. For the first time in history
our planet is being threatened by its
own (morally corrupt) inhabitants, or
in the words of E. Fromm, the “physical
survival of the population” is at stake
(compare Vacek, 2008). If things continue as they are, the planet will become
uninhabitable. As Lipovetsky (1999, p.
11) has written, “the 21st Century will
either be ethical or it will not be at all.”
With the renaissance of moral education however, questions are raised, the
answers to which will set the nature
and effectiveness of the whole moral
education endeavor. On the one hand
are questions about methodology, such
as how to educate character – by what
method, in what form, using what
means; on the other hand are questions
of content – what to teach, what kind
of knowledge, which skills, etc. And
further there are teleological questions
– what is the goal of moral education,
and how should the properly-formed
character be? Equally important are
questions of philosophy and anthropol-
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ogy, which require a cultural-historical
interpretation: where did the moral deficit come from, that drives people “to
the brink of self-destruction”?4 What
are its roots, what is it based on? And
also, more fundamentally: how is it
that human character needs formation
in the first place? Why does it suffer deformational tendencies? Why do people
behave immorally?
People have been seeking answers to
these questions of practical philosophy
from time immemorial, and a wide variety of answers have unfolded out of the
diverse points of view of the seekers. In
this study I’m not making a claim to any
kind of definitive or exhaustive answer
to all these questions. But for pedagogical inspiration I want to restore the
source of Jan Amos Comenius, and for
a very specific reason. Comenius, in his
didactic works, thoroughly dealt with
the theme of moral education or formation and even regarded it as the principal aspect of his pedagogical work – as
we shall see. Additionally, Comenius is
generally known as a man of thoughtful vision, with which he foresaw many
moral and educational problems and
unceasingly wrote about them. Therefore in the following paragraphs I will
attempt to analyze Comenius’s concept
of moral education as it is outlined
in his didactic works, and to show its
relevance for current educational and
ethical discourse. At the same time, I
will try to explain why modern Czech
Comeniological research biased by
communist ideology has neglected precisely this aspect of his pedagogy.

4

2 Comenius’s
“Method of Morals”
The importance that Comenius
placed on moral education is made
very clear by the number of times he
thematized, explicitly emphasized, and
repeated it in his various works. Morality as such is dealt with in his Mundus
moralis – 6th grade of Pansofia (Comenius, 1992), and partial notes can be
found in many of his works (School of
infancy, Via lucis, etc.), but the educational aspects of morality are most thoroughly treated in his Didactics (both
Great and Czech, briefly also in Analytical didactics). In addition to little notes
spread throughout the books, Comenius devoted an entire chapter (XXIII
in both books) to the question and
named it “Methodus morum in specie”,
which M. W. Keating translates into
English as “The method of morals.”5
He begins the preface to this chapter by explaining that everything he
had written to that point was only
the “preparation” or “beginning” and
not the main work. And it’s necessary
to emphasize here that in the previous twenty two chapters he dealt with
nothing less than the entire system of
pedagogical goals, principles and methodology for the teaching of “science,
art and language.” But the main work,
according to Comenius, is the “study of
wisdom, which elevates us and makes
us steadfast and noble-minded – the
study to which we have given the name
of morality and of piety, and by means
by which we are exalted above all crea-
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tures, and draw nigh to God himself.”
These three purposes of the study of
wisdom correspond to the triad of fundamental pedagogical goals the author
introduced at the very beginning of his
Didactics. There in the introduction
Comenius clarifies that the teleological demand for knowledge, morals and
godliness arises from an a priori anthropological nature, which means that to
humankind it has been given 1) to be
knowledgeable of things, 2) to have
power over things and himself, and 3)
to turn to God, the source of everything.6
All three areas belong inseparably
together and would be “unhallowed”
if they were separated.7 “For what is
literary skill without virtue?” Comenius floats this rhetorical question and
immediately answers it with a reference
to the old proverb “He who makes progress in knowledge but not in morality ...
retreats rather than advances. And thus
what Solomon said about the beautiful
but foolish woman holds good for the
learned man who possesses no virtue:
As a jewel of gold in a swine’s snout, so is
a fair woman who is without discretion”
(Comenius, 1926, ch. X, p. 17). Hence
an education that wasn’t held together
with morality and the “firm bond” of
piety, would be a “miserable” education. A good education would instead
develop humanity in all three of the
above-mentioned dimensions. For
“the whole excellence (essence in Czech
didactics) of man,” Comenius explains
elsewhere (Comenius 1905, ch. IV, p.
7), is situated in these three things, “for
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they alone are the foundation of the
present and of the future life. All other
things (health, strength, beauty, riches,
honour, friendship, good-fortune, long
life) are as nothing, if God grant them
to any, but extrinsic ornaments of life,
and if a man greedily gape after them,
engross himself in their pursuit, occupy
and overwhelm himself with them to
the neglect of those more important
matters, then they become ‘superfluous
vanities and harmful obstructions.’”
The proper aims of moral education in Comenius’s Didactics are the
so-called “key” or cardinal virtues of
“wisdom, moderation, courage and justice” (prudentia, temperantia, fortitudo,
iustitia), without which the structure
of pedagogy would be “unfounded.”
Comenius first briefly clarifies the individual virtue, and subsequently posits
the method of its acquisition; together,
these then form the crux of his methodology of character formation. He identifies six principles in Czech Didactics,
and later in the Great Didactics supplements and expands them to ten.8 For
the sake of clarity I will only briefly
summarize them here:
1. Virtue is cultivated by actions, not by
talk. For man is given life “to spend it
in communication with people and in
action.” Without virtuous actions man
isn’t anything more than a meaningless
burden on the earth.
2. Virtue is in part gained by interactions with virtuous people. An example
is the education Alexander received
from Aristotle.
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3. Virtuous conduct is cultivated by
active perseverance. A properly gentle
and constant occupation of the spirit
and body turns into diligence, so that
idleness becomes unbearable for such a
man.
4. At the heart of every virtue is service
to others. Inherent in fallen human
nature is enormous self-love, which has
the effect that “everyone wants most of
the attention.” Thus it is necessary to
carefully instill the understanding that
“we are not born only for ourselves, but
for God and our neighbor.”
5. Cultivation of the virtues must begin
at the earliest age, before “ill manners
and vice begin to nest.” In the same
way that it’s easy to mold wax and gypsum when they’re soft, but once they’ve
hardened it’s impossible to re-shape
them, so also with men: most of one’s
character is based on the first “skills”
that are instilled in early childhood.
6. Honor is learned by virtuous action.
As he learns to “walk by walking, to
speak by speaking, to read by reading”
etc., so a man learns “to obey by obedience, forbearance by delays, veracity by
speaking truth” and so on.
7. Virtue is learned by example. “For
children are like monkeys: everything
they see, whether good or bad, they
immediately want to imitate, even
when they’re told not to, and thus they
learn to imitate before they learn how
to learn.” Therefore they need “living
examples” as instructors.
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8. Virtue is also learned by instruction, which has to accompany example.
Instructing means clarifying the meaning of the given rule of moral behavior,
so as to understand why they should do
it, what they should do, and why they
should do it that way. Similarly, as “by
a thorn a beast is pushed to move or to
run, so a successful mind is not only
told but also urged by gentle words to
run to virtue.”
9. It’s necessary to protect children from
bad people and influences. Inasmuch
as a child’s mind is easily infected, it
is necessary on the one hand to retreat
from “evil society” and on the other
hand to avoid lazy people. For the man
who is idle “learns to do evil, because a
mind cannot be empty, if it isn’t carrying something useful, it fills itself with
empty, useless and vile things.”
10. Virtue requires discipline. Inasmuch
as fallen human nature reveals itself to
be constantly “here and there,” it’s necessary to systematically discipline it.9
It is worth mentioning that Comenius is aware of the principle that a
young age is well fitting for any kind
of education or formation. In chapter
VII, paragraph 4, he speaks almost
like a developmental psychologist: “It
is the nature of everything that comes
into being, that while tender, it is easily bent and formed (emphasis mine). …
It is evident that the same holds good
with man himself,” continues Comenius in the following paragraph, and
infers: “If piety is to take root in any
man’s heart, it must be engrafted while
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he is still young; if we wish anyone to
be virtuous, we must train (chisel, otesat
in Czech Didactics) him in early youth;
if we wish him to make great progress
in wisdom, we must direct his faculties
towards it in infancy…”
The inter-relationship of morality
and piety can hardly be overlooked. It
is evident throughout the book, but in
chapter XXIII and XXIV Comenius
makes it explicit. To stress his point, he
accompanies the chapter on moral education with a brief chapter called Methodus pietatis dealing with “instilling
piety” (XXIV). Here he acknowledges
that piety is a special “gift of God,” but
adds that God uses also the “natural
agencies” of his grace and he therefore
wants parents, teachers and ministers to
be his “assistants”, which reveals something about his understanding of the
doctrine of common grace. This, then,
leads to the conclusion that piety ought
to be an integral part of family education as well as school education. Comenius repeats that by piety is meant the
ability to “seek God everywhere, ... to
follow him everywhere ... and to enjoy
him always”10 and explains that the first
happens through reason, the second
through will, and the third through
the joy of knowing him. There are three
sources of piety given to people: God’s
word, the world, and human beings
(Scriptura, natura, providentia particularis); we are to read, observe and meditate carefully in order to draw from
them (Great didactics, XXIV, 3–5). The
growth in piety takes place through
contemplation, prayer and trials, which
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make a believer to be a “true Christian”, (Great didactics, XXIV, 6–9). But
piety must not be merely “a matter of
words,” explains Comenius, but must
be based on a “living faith” which is
authenticated by adequate deeds (Great
Didactics, XXIV, 19, 26, compare also
Czech Didactics, XXIV, 14). Similarly,
in Mundus moralis Comenius says that
one of the key aspects of proper moral
wisdom (prudentia) is pursuance, for
“to know what ought to be done is not
as difficult as doing it” (Mundus moralis, II, 5).
Since one of the key sources of piety
is the Scripture, Comenius presents
a strong case for its role in education (in chapter XXV). Rather than
using pagan books (antique classics) in
schools, he encourages using the Scriptures and argues for its superiority. That
does not mean he would reject the classics as such, but he is concerned about
the primary influence to which a youth
is to be exposed. There is much wisdom
in the pagan literature consistent with
the Scriptures, which might be collected and used, and which Comenius
frequently does in all his writings. But
at the same time there is much “immorality,” “godlessness,” and “blindness”
(Czech Didactics, XXIV, 8), which only
a trained spirit can distinguish, and
which is therefore not suitable for a
youth.11
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3 Comenius: not
modern, yet modern
Is there a way in which Comenius’s
concept of moral education could
enrich today’s discussion about moral
education? Clearly, his “method” is not
a didactic methodology in the modern
sense, it is not a description of a teaching technique or procedure a teacher
could follow in the classroom. Rather
it is a set of principles or general rules,
so a contemporary teacher-practitioner
might be disappointed after the first
reading. Nevertheless, the principles, as
general as they are, contain an admirable amount of pedagogical, psychological and sociological intuition. It’s fascinating that long before the possibility of
experimental verification of his principles existed, Comenius saw and named
such patterns inherent in moral education as: learning through practice, the
influence of peer pressure, the principle
of active participation, the principle of
systematics, the principle of appropriateness, the principle of imitation, the
significance of moral examples, and
so on. Despite his archaic language,
Comenius again and again amazes us
with his timelessness and, as it were,
“astonishingly prophetic” foresight, in
the words of Jean Piaget (1993, p. 9).
Comenius’s ability to work out these
educational principles surely earns him
great admiration, because he arrived at
them without the instruments of modern empirical science.
But today’s pedagogy already knows
all these principles. Comenius could
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never have imagined to what extent or
how thoroughly his systematic questions about the formation of character
have been examined and debated.12
Nor does Comenius bring anything
new from the perspective of content:
his program for cultivating the cardinal
virtues goes back to the antique tradition, and thus has been dealt with many
times, both before and after Comenius.
In fact, I believe the main contribution
of his work lies elsewhere.
I contend that the real challenge of
his “method” is in his specific understanding of the relationship between
the cognitive and the moral capacity
of human beings. Comenius’s theory
implies the very close union of knowledge and morality, but not, however,
that they are an identity. Herein lies
the greatest difference with the modern
understanding of his ideas. The belief
of the Enlightenment philosophers in
the nearly omnipotent ability of reason altered the traditional relationship
between scientia and conscientia (knowledge and conscience) to the extent that
it began to be assumed that science and
knowledge would become the automatic humanizing factor in the process
of ennobling humanity (compare Bauman, 2004, p. 59). For only he who
knows, has power.13 And the one who
“rightly” knows, will have the power to
“rightly” act.14 The experience of history, however, shows that with humans
it’s more complicated than that. Once
again Bauman (2004. p. 159) addresses
the problem: “If we recall the perversity
of the 20th Century in which science
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took an active part, the automaticallyhumanizing assumption of modern
times will seem ridiculous and perhaps
even criminally naive. Instead of gratefully giving ourselves over to the care
of the bearers of knowledge, we tend
rather to carefully watch their hands
with ever increasing suspicion and fear.”
The depth and brilliance of Comenius’s concept is revealed in the way he’s
able to sort out and explain the moral,
educational and epistemological complexity of human beings. In contrast
to the modern interpretation, Comenius never thought that knowledgeeducation could, in and of itself, lead to
morality (and piety). In fact, it’s exactly
the opposite.15 It’s precisely because
knowledge cannot guarantee morality,
that it’s necessary to accompany it with
moral education. When it isn’t handled
this way it goes against human nature –
it’s a “ripping apart” of the person, for
it’s given to humankind not only to be
knowledgeable of things, but also to use
that knowledge well (and by this, honor
the Creator).
It should be mentioned that humanity is, in Comenius’s understanding, thoroughly (and unquestionably)
anchored ontologically and theologically. Comenius takes for granted, for
example, that a human being wasn’t
made “only for himself, but for God
and his fellow man.” Likewise, human
nature isn’t defined (even by an excellent observer) empirically, but theologically: man is the most perfect and
excellent of all creation because he was
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made in the image of God, but he is
also a sinner because he has denied that
image. Out of this arises the need for
a pedagogical formation of character
– one’s character is broken and cannot
by its own efforts become good; on the
contrary, it has a tendency “to become
obstructed by empty, fruitless and vile
things.” Education is thus educatio in
the original sense of the word: e-ducare,
a leading out of, or away from, the hindrances of one’s sinful self.16 Without
any exaggeration, for Comenius education plays a soteriological role: it is
a God-given means of the salvation of
mankind. The ultimate goal is restoration of the nexus hypostaticus (personal
relationship) between the human being
and the Creator (Great didactics, I, 3).
Such assumptions and goals are
understandably foreign to the point
of view of secular modernity. Therefore most of the modern (especially
Czech) Comeniological research that
was affected by the secular tenets of
modernity has had a tendency to ignore
them as merely a “residual of his time”
or as a theoretical “wasteland” without
much sense (compare Popelová, 1958,
p. 143).17 There were of course notable
exceptions like Jan Patočka, Jan B.
Čapek, Dagmar Čapková or Radim
Palouš, who opposed the ideology and
strove to understand Comenius in his
thought integrity, but the mainstream
of the communist Comeniology did
its best to “save” Comenius from the
metaphysical and medieval “slush”
(bahno, cf. Tichý, 1951, p. 9). Come-
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nius has been linked for example with
social reformers and revolutionaries
such as John Lilburne the Leveller,
John Bellers the Quaker, and Robert
Owen the Socialist. Thus, the communist prism prevented the interpreters
from appreciating Comenius’s work in
its fullness. Patočka bravely stated18 (in
1957!) that the communist interpreters, such as Otakar Chlup (in Patočka,
1959), Robert Alt (1959) and Archbishop Alexejovič Krasnovskij (1955)
“emphasize Comenius’s relationship to
Bacon’s inductive realism and assume
that this relationship affects his education. However, they usually do not
provide sufficient warrant for their
theses, but simply affirm that Comenius belongs to the materialistic and
sensualistic traditions” (1997, p. 168,
and Patočka, 2003, p. 18). Similarly,
as early as 1966 J. Sadler (1966, p. 35)
identified the reductionist problems of
the communist interpretation: “[Comenius’s] educational methodology is seen
as an expression of his educational philosophy and as something which could
be detached without great loss from its
religious framework.” What is interesting (and somewhat frustrating) is the
fact that this interpretation still prevails
in Czech schools today.19 The power of
inertia proves to be real even in nonphysical reality once again.
However, I believe that the crisis
of the modern paradigm (especially
its secular version) that we have witnessed for some time opens up new
interpretational horizons in relation
to pre-modern intellectual concepts.20
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Not everything that is old is necessarily obsolete.21 Comenius’s concept of
moral education is indisputably old and
non-modern, but in the context of the
current state of “modern” morality the
question must be raised a s to whether
this isn’t its greatest strength.

4 Conclusion: Three
Pedagogical Inspirations
There is much thought-provoking
material in Comenius’s notion of character education. I want to stress merely
three inspirations.
First, education in knowledge without morality is dangerous. For knowledge – as well as anything else – might
be both used and abused. A person who
is well informed, but not morally formed
is merely a “useless encumbrance on the
earth”, according to Comenius, even
a “misery” – to oneself as well as to
others. For the greater the knowledge,
the worse it is when it’s used for evil.
Therefore Comenius contended that an
educated but immoral humanity goes
backwards rather than forwards, degenerating. On the other hand, his “workshop of humanity”22 deliberately aims
for regeneration, that is, for the restoration of every dimension of humanity
– reason, character and spirit (which is
to say, knowledge, morality and piety).
Second, educating in morality without piety is incomplete. There is no
doubt one can be led to behave morally
without any reference to any metaphysical instance or authority. Moreover,
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moral behavior in itself brings a special
kind joy and fulfillment to its agent. But
if Comenius is right in his anthropology, that is – let me remind the reader
– if human beings are endowed with
the 1) rational, 2) moral and 3) spiritual
capacities, an education which would
neglect any of these dimensions suffers
incompleteness. If the nexus hypostaticus – the personal relationship to the
Creator – is an essential part of human
nature, it has to be part of human education. Without the spiritual, knowledge
becomes pointless, morality becomes
moralization and education becomes
spiritless. A personal relationship to the
Creator, on the contrary, is what makes
morality meaningful “even if no one is
watching,” according to Comenius.23
Third, morality (as well as piety) is
both teachable and learnable. This is
obviously closely related to the previous
point and has been already alluded to
above, but let me emphasize it as I conclude. What was implicit in Didactics is
made explicit in Pampaedia (Comenius,
1992). Here in chapter III, paragraph 46
Comenius presents again the argument
for the necessity of leading towards
morality and courtesy, and the following paragraph – dealing with “instilling
piety” – begins with the words: “For it
is evident … that also piety is teachable…” (III, 47). Comenius of course
recognizes that regeneration is the necessary starting point given by the grace
of God. But grace does not “abolish”
nature, on the contrary, grace “restores”
and “perfects” it.24 Therefore, it is legitimate to use the natural instruments
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when leading towards morality and
piety. And to Comenius it is evident
that nature teaches that morality and
piety will be best instilled by:
1) Providing a good and living example
to children, for imitation is one of the
key elements of human learning.
2) Providing an adequate explanation
of every rule or principle that is to be
obeyed, for it is good for human action
to know and understand why we do
what we do.
3) Providing an opportunity for everyday practice, because morality and
piety are not only a matter of knowing,
but also of doing.25
The whole process must never be
“violent” or “coarse,” on the contrary, it
must be “gentle,” “free” and “smooth”
(cf. III, 46, 47). For that is the way God
himself relates to people, he brings no
one to himself violently, against his or
her will.26 To make the pedagogical
application as clear as possible, let me
rephrase Comenius’s words: Teachers,
parents, educators, it is possible to raise
good and godly children! This is how to
do it: 1) be good and godly yourself, 2)
let them see or understand the beauty of
the good and the godly, 3) let them do
or experience what is good and godly.
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Annotation
Anmerkungen
In this study I will work with the English word
morality although in the Czech language there
are three terms for this: mravnost, morálnost and
etičnost. The etymology of these terms is different, but in common contemporary usage they
are overlapping. Comenius used all three terms.
When writing in Latin he often used the term
moralis, in Czech he used the term mravnost,
which corresponds to the contemporary use of
the terms morálnost and etičnost. Comenius does
not give clear definitions, but from his Mudus
moralis (6th grade of Pansofia) it is evident that he
considered ethics – “the wisdom of self-conduct”
– to be part of morality.
1

I am using the words “character” and “formation” because Comenius often uses both of them
in his didactic writings. When speaking about
humanity, Comenius uses terms like povaha or
přirozenost which might be translated by the
English word “character” or “nature.” As for
the term “formation,” it has no behaviorist connotations, of course. Comenius uses this word
figuratively and interchangeably with the word
“education.” He often compares human nature
(especially young nature) to wax, plaster or a
plant, which can be formed, moulded and bent,
or even chiseled (otesat in Czech Didactics) like
a piece of wood or stone. See Comenius chapter VII, paragraph 4 and 5 of both Great (1905)
and Czech Didactics (1926). Notice also the Latin
term “ formare” in the subtitle of Mundus moralis.
2

This is evident in the vast amount of literature
that has been produced on this subject in recent
years. Besides classics such as Piaget or Kohlberg,
see for example: Lickona (2003), Schaps et al
(2001), Berkowitz and Bier (2005), Hoge (2002),
Čapek (2008), Lorenzová (2010), Olivar (1992),
Vacek (2008), Erikson (1968), Fuchs (2003),
Kohák (1993), Lipovetsky (1999), Perry (1970).

3

This problem is well treated from various points
of view by Machovec (2006) and Palouš (1991)
for example.

4

12

In most citations I will rely on Keating’s translation; my own translations from Czech Didactics
will be indicated. Most of the citations I will
make in this paper come from this 23rd chapter,
therefore I won’t burden the reader with excessive references. I will only cite the reference when
it comes from a different chapter in Didactics or
from a different book.
5

Comenius (1926) submitted his pedagogical
teleology in the 4th chapter.

6

Comenius (1905, ch.X) clarifies the theme
of the inseparability of the individual areas of
education in another chapter, explaining the socalled “universality” of education.

7

There is a question as to whether the expanded
version in the Great Didactics is actually clearer.
The careful reader can’t escape the fact that some
of the principles in the “great” version overlap
each other.

8

Comenius presents a more detailed analysis of
the method of discipline in chapter XXVI.

9

10
This quotation comes from Czech Didactics.
Sometimes the formulations in Czech Didactics
are better, because Comenius wrote it for simple,
non-highly-educated people. Compare this formulation with the one in Great Didactics (in
Keating’s English): “We have already explained
what we mean by piety, namely, that (after we
had thoroughly grasped the conceptions of faith
and of religion) our hearts should seek God
everywhere (since He has concealed himself with
his works as with a curtain, and, invisibly present
in all visible things, directs all, though unseen),
and that when we have found Him, we should
follow him, and when we have attained him we
should enjoy Him.”
11
Some of Comenius’s statements concerning the
classics such as Ovid, Lucianus, Diogenes and
Aristotle led some interpreters (e.g. F.X.Šalda,
1987) to the conclusion that he was an “enemy
of the antique” as such. That however is a very
artificial reading of Comenius, for throughout
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all his work there are virtually hundreds of quotations from the classics used as validations of his
arguments. The same attitude can be observed
also in Comenius’s late Věječka moudrosti (Ventilabrum), where in paragraph 38 he shows in contemporary examples how pagan literature turned
a number of people, including the Swedish queen
Christina, away from the truth.
12
As an indication of the massive research, see for
example Čapek (2008), Vacínová and Langová
(1994), Petty (1996), Vágnerová (1997), Fontana
(1997), Vacek (2008), and Olivar (1992).
13
Bacon more than once repeats the idea that scientia potentia est (knowledge is power) in his then
revolutionary reflections, whose specific methods
also inspired Comenius. See for example Bacon
(1974, p. 89, 186).

Bauman in this context reminds us of Comte’s
dictum “to know, in order to have the power to
act.” See Bauman (2004, p. 153).

14

Here I argue with the interpretation of P.
Menck, who in his essay on the formation of
conscience (Menck, 2001) indicates that Comenius believed in a moral “automatism by which
conscience follows knowledge – provided the
knowledge is true.” Menck extrapolates this conclusion from his interpretation of Comenius’s
illustrations in Orbis pictus. However I believe
that’s a hasty conclusion which doesn’t take into
account the other didactic works of Comenius. If
Comenius really believed that morality appeared
automatically with correct knowledge, he would
logically have focused his Didactics only on the
cognitive level of learning. But the fact that,
next to rational education Comenius insists on
the learning of morals and posits systematic
principles, speaks against Menck’s assumptions.
For further details of Menk’s argument see pp.
261–275.
15

Cf. R. Paluoš’s notion of educatio in Paluoš
(1991, p. 63ff ) or Wright (2004, p. 130–131).

16

17
There were of course notable exceptions like Jan
Patočka, Dagmar Čapková and Radim Palouš,
but the mainstream of the totalitarian version of
modernity had the tendency to “reduce” Comenius to a mere “didactician.”

Patočka was persecuted by the Czech totalitarian regime for his non-conformist views. It

18
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is quite instructive to read M. Bečková’s review
of Comeniological research (Bečková, 1984,
pp. 143–150), where she lists extensively all the
authors dealing with the subject since the War,
but Patočka’s studies, clearly not fitting to the
socialist ideology, are not mentioned at all. It is
a matter of fact that Patočka’s scholarly, honest
and excellent studies were banned and today are
available to us only because certain brave people
hid and protected them from the well-known
STB (State Secret Police) who strove to destroy
them. In Radim Palouš’s study, I saw the cabinet
with a secret case where the original manuscripts
used to be kept.
This is based on my own experience as a university professor of education. Year after year,
when taking final state exams, students (future
teachers) tend to repeat the “traditional” thesis of
the reductionist interpretation which they were
exposed to.

19

20
Stephen Toulmin (1990, p. 167) illustrates the
crisis of modernity with the help of a picture.
He suggests the trajectory of modern philosophy is like the shape of the Greek letter Omega:
“Ω.” It means that even with the achievements
in experimental and technical areas, the philosophic questions of the meaning of life and the
final order of things still remain, unsolved. After
roughly 300 years we have returned to the beginning, never having gotten very far.

C. S. Lewis (1955, p. 207) captured this attitude
in a wonderful way in his notion of chronological snobbery. He defines it as the: “the uncritical
acceptance of the intellectual climate common to
our own age and the assumption that whatever
has gone out of date is on that account discredited. You must find why it went out of date.”

21

Comenius often uses this expression (humanitatis officinae) to describe his idea of school.
Keating (Comenius, 1896) translates it as the
“forging-place of men.” See also Comenius
(1905, XI, 1).

22

See Mundus moralis, III, a sub-chapter on dealing with ambition (ambitio), paragraph 4.

23

For more details on the subject of regeneration
see chapter VII in Mundus spiritualis.

24

25
Notice that in both paragraphs (on morality
and on piety) Comenius follows the same three-

13
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fold structure of instruction – example, understanding, practice.
This thought comes from Mundus spiritualis,
chapter VII, 2.

26
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