Ins and Outs: Acquiescence,
Ambivalence, and Resistance to
Common-School Reform

OOZ:SOZ-WOEOOH reformers were fond of battle metaphors.
Surveying the field in 1860, they believed that they had carried the
day. Except in the South, state legislatures and local school com-
mittees had accepted much of the reform program. Most towns
provided free common schooling, and most states employed a
superintendent of common schools. But we should not imagine
that there was general agreement about public education by the
end of the period. Opponents of state school systems began as a
E.m_.onﬁw in many states, and in 1860 they remained a strong
minority, even in the Northeast. The battles had not been imagi-
nary; the warfare metaphor reflected real conflict. Although few
critics assaulted the educational reform program as a whole, there

were continuing skirmishes fought by different groups on different

issues.

It is easy to underestimate the resistance to state school systems.
State superintendents usually publicized only the arguments in
favor of more highly organized common schooling, and most
newspapers and journals supported the reforms. Many speeches
against school reform were lost to history once their echoes died
in town meetings or legislative halls. The reformers’ characteriza-
tions of their opponents prevailed. Horace Mann called his foes
“political madmen,” while Henry Barnard labelled his enemies
“ignorant demagogues” and “a set of blockheads.” George Martin,
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writing in the 1890s, said that opposition to antebellum school
reform stemmed from “hide-bound conservatism, niggardly parsi-

mony, sectarian bigotry, and political animosity.” Until the middle
- . e -
OHHEmogEQEomﬁr_mﬁozmﬁmm@:ﬁn&oOBBOb-mowoo_HomoE:

Emw.omm“ and they perpetuated the stereotype of the re-

formers’ opponents as hack politicians, penny-pinching bumpkins,
unassimilated foreigners, and undemocratic elitists. The historians
were not entirely wrong. Some hard-pressed rural towns opposed
increased school expenditures, some immigrants resented public-
school attitudes, and some wealthy people were indifferent to tax-
supported, free schooling. But these groups were not unanimous,
and others also dissented.!

One important set of questions has to do with class, specifically
with whether middle-class people imposed public education on
working-class people in order to maintain social control in a
changing industrial society, whether working pe€o
reforms, or, alternatively, whether public schools resulted from
the conflicting interests of workers and the elite. Public common
schooling was indeed devoted to moral education and discipline.
Textbooks glorified American politics and social relations, and
they “often perpet ,.vmmmadmwmmwimim ideas about immigrants and
racist_ideas about nonwhites. But it is quite another matter to
demonstrate widespread class resistance to public schoo ing. For
>~ generalizations about the attitudes of ordinary

- workers must be gleaned from the observations of middle-class

writers or inferred from fragmentary evidence about working-class
behavior, such as voting lists or school enrollment records.2

Let us consider some of the evidence about the attitudes of
manual workers toward common-school education, using the term
working class synonymously with manual workers and middle class
to include all white-collar workers except the very wealthy, mindful
of the problem of the ambiguous and changing class status of some
artisan proprietors on the one hand and some salaried white-collar
workers on the other. A possible third or upper-class group,
rich people, did not constitute a very distinct class in antebellum
America. Despite statements by some wealthy individuals in sup-
port of public schooling, many were also indifferent or merely

acquiescent in the creation of public moroomsm.\wgn.m




y
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spokesmen and middle-class reformers, however, expressed hostil-
ity toward elite education. In the Tate 1820s and early 1830s
American labor spokesmen railed against private education for
the rich. They demanded common public schools, freed of the

stigma of Charily education, and an end to public subsidies of

et

colleges “and _academies. Focusing on these statements, earlier
historians assigned a key role to labor in wresting tax-supported
education from reluctant and conservative legislatures. They be-
lieved that workingmen’s groups, far from being suspicious of
public education, were centrally important in its triumphs. >._-
though it is difficult to judge how crucial labor’s support for public
education was, there is no doubt that between 1825 and 1835,
workingmen’s associations helped popularize tax-support tm | com-
mon schools.®
In 1828 the editors of the Mechanics’ Free Press, complaining
about the pauper stigma of charity schools, said, “Give us our
rights, and we shall not need your charity.” In 1829 :.ouw urged
every man to “come forward and use his utmost mxm;.ﬂomm to
procure a system of education, where the children of the E.or and
the poor shall receive a national education, calculated to Em_a
nish_aristocrats.” The same year a convention
of workingmen in New York City predicted that the existing system
of education, which separated the children of.the poor and the
ead us info all the distinctions which exist
tmder the despotic governments, and destroy our political liberties.”

"The Albany Mechanics’ Society, protesting a public subsidy to the

local academy in 1830, asked readers to imagine how greatly
the virtue and well-being of the public might have increased if the
“immense sums now perverted to the aristocratical nurseries of
the wealthy few, had been judiciously and economically applied to
the really useful instruction of all.” Workingmen in New Castle,
Delaware, pledged to support only those political candidates who
favored “a rational system of education to be ‘paid for out of
public funds,” and in 1834 members of the National Trades Union
declared that the education system of the United States was
“destructive of the Equality which is predicated in the Declaration
of Independence.”* .

" ThHe woikifigmen’s contribution to the nation’s material progress

‘mechanic to something beyond the niéfe Knowing how to read,®
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was a central theme in statements by workingmen’s groups. Despite
some middle-class writers’ stereotypes of working-class people as
hard-drinking and profligate, many manual workers prided them-

selves on hard work, frugality, Bbw.ﬂmvw and enterprise. The hero

.in workingmen’s literature was the self-educated “mechanic” (a

craftsman in the mechanical arts). ile the later heroes of
Horatio Alger’s novels attained positions of respectability through
hard work, honesty, and luck, the antebellum mechanic made it

~

through self-improvement and inventive genius. Successful, real-
jg;zg?m of workingmen’s
lyceums, and they wrote their memoirs for apprentices’ magazines.
Their lives represented a working-class translation of the dictum,
“Knowledge is power.” The emphasis on self-education derived
from the necessity for workingmen to leave school at a young age
and from their desire for practical learning in mechanical subjects.
“What is the education of a common school?” asked the Mechanics’
Magazine in 1834. “Is there a syllable of science taught in one,
beyond the rudiments of mathematics? No.” The Mechanics’

Institute of New York was formed “with the view of carrying the K

write and cipher.” TiniSTers, and manufacturers
encouraged the establishment of organizations that would foster
the self-improvement of skilled workers, and they frequently cited
examples of success through diligence and ‘reading. A judge in
Salem, Massachusetts, told a lyceum audience that Isaac Newton
had succeeded more by hard work than by genius and that John
Locke relied more upon self-teaching than upon his Oxford teach-
ers. “Innumerable are the instances of successful self-instruction,”
he said, even “among those of apparently moderate powers.”s
Timothy Claxton, who was born in England in 1790 and finished
his career in Boston, is a perfect example of the self-taught artisan
hero. His father was a gardener, and both parents were illiterate.
His own schooling ended after three years but sufficed to get him
started reading, and he learned arithmetic as far as ratios, He
worked at several jobs as a little boy, then did a full apprenticeship
to a metal worker. Because the other apprentices were illiterate,
the master chose Claxton to help keep accounts of work com-
pleted. The boy started studying again, borrowing books on

3
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surveying from a journeyman carpenter in the neighborhood. In
his spare time he tinkered, proving his perseverance by building
a clock. He taught himself mechanical drawing. As a journeyman
in a London machine shop, he started reading and going to

lectures on chemistry and natural p ilosophy. Among his evening
projects, he invented ‘a mousetrap in which the mouse first reset
the trap and then drowned. In 1823, Claxton emigrated to America,
and he spent the voyage learning to use a slide rule. Beginning as
a journeyman machinist, he eventually gained prominence as a
manufacturer of school and scientific apparatus. A tireless self-
improver, Claxton helped found the Boston Mechanics’ Institution,
the Boston Mechanics’ Lyceum, and the Young Mechanic maga-
zine, all active in the 1830s. A factory manager summed up the
ideal when he introduced Claxton at a lyceum lecture: “He is a
man we admire, a_self-made _man, a mechanic—an anmﬂmmwm,
g&mamg_o student . ~-ome—of the most scientific

e 2 O SO e i
and intelligent mechanics i the city of Boston.”®

— . s P .

Workingmen’s organizations of the 1 830s also supported a more
itasi SChool system. The workingmen’s criticisin of
‘€Xclusive educationa s and their demands for tax-
supported common schools were consistent with their general
political goals: _to eliminate monopoly and special privilege, to
remove disabilities in the lives of workingmen, and to provide atl
youths with an equal chance for advancement. These organizations
flourished for a brief period, particularly from 1828 to 1834.
During that period, the workingmen’s groups stridently publicized
their demands for tax-supported common schools. Through po-
litical alliances the early workingmen’s groups achieved some
legislative victories, but by the late 1830s they were torn by
factions and had lost workers’ votes to the two main political
parties. They were succeeded by trade union organizations that
eschewed direct political involvement and concentrated more on
working conditions. To some degree the early workingmen’s
groups were victims of their own successes. In the case of edu-
cation most states moved toward public support of common
schools. Even in the states where resistance to free schooling
lingered, organized labor lost interest in the issue. As the hard
times of the early 1840s turned workers toward issues of wages
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and hours, and as the industrial work force became more pro-
letarian, the old workingmen’s crusade against privileged education
was inherited by such middle-class school reformers as Horace
Mann, Henry Barnard, and John Pierce. By 1850, the trades
unions were almost silent on educational issues. In that year, New
York State voters chose by referendum to repeal the unpopular
1849 free-school law; organized labor played no role in the at-
tempt to save the common schools from a reinstatement of tuition
bills. By midcentury spokesmen for organized labor viewed public
education neither as a panacea nor as a threat.

Like their English contemporaries, American artisan leaders of
the 1830s criticized aristocratic education and supported free
schools. Unlike the English, however, few drew a line between ¥~
appropriate middle-class and working-class education. Working-
men’s parties acted on the assumption that if abuses in the economy
and workplace were rectified and if free common schools—Were
established and were attended by children from all classes, the
American economic order could be a just and rewarding one for¢
workingmen. In England the privileges of the aristocracy and the
abject conditions of labor had combined with long-standing class
traditions to create a context of greater class consciousness, in
which working-class radicals eventually saw middle-class educa-
tional reform as invidious. In_America, there was virtually no
overt working-class resistance to_middle-class reformers’ proposals
for state-sponsored schooling. Working-class and middle-class
educators share € goals of morality, respectability, and self-
improvement. Even if the concepts meant somewhat different
things in the different class structures, many parents of both classes
saw free common schools as desirable instraments of moral
education. These shared commitments, sometimes reinforced by
religious and ethnic identities that crossed class lines, produced
an alliance in the 1820s and 1830s between American working-
men’s groups and middle-class reformers in favor of tax-supported
common schooling. Because the workingmen’s political parties
were dominated by upper-status craftsmen and included merchants
and professionals, there is even less reason to expect in their state-
ments alienation from middle-class educational institutions and
values.”
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Not all spokesmen for workers acquiesced, though. Mbnunlﬁ

lenged capitalism itself, with its individualistic values
isTribution of wealth, ong ost widely publicized radical
challenges were those of Robert Owen and his followers, Although
the ideas of these socialist dissenters did not gain the allegiance of
very many people, they are worth remembering because they
represented alternatives to the policies and ideological perspectives
that dominated school reform in antebellum America. Robert
Owen was a successful factory owner who had created at New
Lanark, Scotland, a paternalistic, cooperative, workers’ commu-
nity. Owen was convinced, however, that a cotton manufacturing
town was not a promising environment for complete social recon-
struction, so he decided to create an agrarian, socialist community
on the American frontier. Owen purchased land in Indiana and
began recruiting settlers for the community, which he named New
4 Harmony. It was to be based on the ideas he had set forth in his
New View of Society (1813) and on the critique of competitive
capitalism that he and his followers developed in the years before
his departure for America in 1824. In America the prestigious
Owen spoke before the House of Representatives and the President.
His educational ideas were publicized by reform-minded educators
like Boston’s William Woodbridge, editor of the American Annals
of Education, and John Griscom, chemist and patron of common-
school reform in New York City.

Among Owen’s important English followers was William
Maclure, another wealthy philanthropist. Maclure worried that the
beliefs and habits of the adults who would populate New Harmony
would be “stubborn, crooked, and too often bent in the opposite
direction from their own most evident interest.” Nonetheless he
went to New Harmony to head up the educational and scientific
activities of the community. He believed in the central propositions
of Owenite socialism: that social relations could be based on

rationality and interdependence, but only in a reformed commiu-

nity in which all shared property and ail shared work. Only a
loving, rational, and egalitarian education could rid individuals of
the false conventions and destructive motives brought about by
private property and acquisitiveness. Convinced that Pestalozzian
pedagogy was the perfect means to such an education, Maclure
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had earlier patronized the schools of outstanding Pestalozzian
teachers in France and in Philadelphia. Three of these teachers—
Marie Fretageot, William Phiquepal, and Joseph Neef—joined in
the New Harmony adventure.?

Because Pestalozzian education seemed more effective to them,
the Owenites thought it was automatically a threat to the old
economic order. In a sarcastic comparison, Maclure said that “to
multiply and exaggerate the difficulties” of educating a child was
“perfectly consistent with the principles of all commerce and trade,
to buy cheap and sell dear.” What else could explain such useless
and ineffective educational practices? Traditional schools, he said,
were devoted to the “killing of time” and to the “imprisoning of
children for four or five hours in the day—after which they are let
loose on society for eight hours, full of revenge and retaliation
against their jailors.” Schools at New Harmony would be “bot-
tomed on free will, by the total exclusion of every species of
corTection.” Children would be “constantly occupied with some-
thing useful.” The schools would omit everything ‘“‘speculative and
ornamental.” Girls, like boys, would get a practical education.
Because everyone would share manual labor, menial work would
be less onerous. Indeed, a proper Pestalozzian education could
render “all the useful and necessary operations of both males and
females, a pastime and amusement, converting life itself into a
play.”®

It was not to be. New Harmony failed. Disputes, misunderstand-
ings, and schisms began almost immediately. Owen himself, too
often absent, was contentious and inconsistent when he was on
the scene. Maclure’s worst fears about the resiliency of a competi-
tive value system were realized; idealism was ground into the
Indiana soil as dissenting groups organized, voiced their com-
plaints, and seceded. Maclure pursued his educational and schol-
arly ventures at New Harmony after the breakup of the experiment,
but they had lost their moorings to an actual reformed community.
Owen, wiser and poorer, returned to England, where he pursued
his socialist theories through the labor movement. Some of the
New Harmony leaders transferred their efforts to New York. This
group included Robert Dale Owen, the founder’s son, Robert
Jennings, a member of the community’s governing board, Frances
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Wright, the ardent socialist and occasional resident of New
Harmony, and William Phiquepal, the Pestalozzian teacher who
later .Bmaoa Frances Wright. Wright had co-edited the Free
m.aﬁw:wx with Robert Dale Owen at New Harmony, and with
uonujmm as an assistant, she had lectured and published essays
m:mmw_nm Christianity, asserting women’s rights, and advocating
family limitation and universal equal education. She was, to say
the least, controversial,10 v
These tireless socialist reformers moved their newspaper to New
w.oﬂw.QQ and forged an alliance with the leaders of the new
ﬁolnsmam:,m Party. Although the Free Enquirer group agreed
ﬂ with many workingmen’s demands, their central focus was on
_equa ducation as the key to a reformed society. “All the reform
must be wrought where the corruption has generated—in educa-
cou,: said the Free Enquirer in 1829. They disavowed the more
radical solutions of Thomas Skidmore, who favored redistribution
of land and the abolition of inheritance. The Owen-Wright sup-
porters tried to distance themselves from this position, but their
own .macomnon.& proposals were radical, and they had difficulty
escaping the label. They proposed a national system of boarding
schools for all children aged two to sixteen, designed to eliminate
the unequal influence of family wealth and cultore 1t~
~ For a brief period in 1830, Robert Dale Owen enjoyed great
influence in the Workingmen’s Party. The Owenites’ boarding-
school plan seemed at least tentatively acceptable as an education
plank. But in the spring of 1830, the majority abandoned it. They
were put off by the charge of atheism that plagued Owen and
Wright, and they were uncomfortable with the boarding schools’
proposed elimination of family influence. The Workingmen’s
Party adopted a subcommittee report advocating a more moderate
endorsement of free public day schools. After a series of acrimoni-
ous and sometimes tumultuous meetings, Frances Wright realized
mrmﬂ she was doing more harm than good to the education cause
in New York. She married Phiquepal and moved to Paris. Robert
Dale Owen returned to England briefly; he later settled in New
Harmony. Most of the Workingmen’s Party members apparently
returned to the folds of the Democratic Party.
Radical social reform did not survive in this early labor organi-

zation, dominated as it was by middling-status artisans and
absorbed as they were in tough practical issues like mechanics’
lien laws and ten-hour days. Frances Wright’s attacks on clerical
influence in American institutions invited the charge of infidelity
against all of the Owenites’ plans. Influential evangelical clergymen
saw in Frances Wright’s popular lectures an anticlerical threat, and
they too pressed the counterattack. In a Boston sermon, Lyman
Beecher further displayed the connection of assertive Protestant
religion to other ideological commitments. Political atheism, said
- Beecher, aimed at “nothing less than the abolition of marriage
and the family state, separate property, civil government, and all
sense of accountability.” Political atheists, he charged, were en-
gaged in “an effort to turn the world upside down, and empty it of
every institution, thought, feeling, and action, which has emanated
from Christianity.” According to Lyman Beecher, Frances Wright
believed that “atheistical education must and will come, either by
public suffrage or by revolution.”?

An attack on Protestant influence in government and schooling
was an attack on a coherent ideological perspective in which |Y
republicanism and universal education were nurtured by Protestant
Christianity and all three were linked in a view of progress and
morality. The claim that the Owenite socialists were attempting to
“turn the world upside down” had some truth to it. Their social
beliefs were indeed linked, just like those of the mainstream
Protestants they opposed. Although Frances Wright was more
radical and outspoken than her colleagues, they shared several

- basic beliefs: religion was superstitious, traditional education irra-
tional, capitalism unnatural, the subordination of women artificial,
and all of it inequitable. Through the proper sort of education,

. said Wright, “a revolution would indeed be effected; the present
order of things completely subverted.”

The brief crusade of the Free Enquirers was as sustained and
comprehensive an assault on mainstream Protestant ideology and
institutions as anything that appeared in the antebellum period. It
failed as the basis for a utopian community at New Harmony
through poor planning, dissent about organization, personality
clashes, and, as William Maclure had feared, persistent Rm&ao:&/\
habits of mind. It also failed in its urban political phase. It was
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{ too comprehensive a critique of existing institutions, Workingmen
Were not in general committed to religious skepticism, to women’s
rights, or to attacks on marriage and the family. Owen, Wright,
and their sympathizers had tried to engraft a thoroughgoing critique
of capitalist society onto a stripling labor organization whose
members were largely motivated by specific work-related griev-
ances. The effort proved futile.

Antebellum workingmen’s groups enthusiastically endorsed tax-
supported public education in the 1830s and displayed moderate
Support or indifference thereafter. But the early labor organizations
were dominated by middling-status workers, and therefore their
statements do not tell us much about the attitudes of the large
group of less skilled manual workers in the cities, nor anything
about the large number of farm laborers in the countryside. If
we look instead at public-school enrollment rates by occupational
groups, the pattern of enrollment by children of manual workers

s,

wéQaBm_quEQmQo,m.:%mmm.monww. groups, except for the
ﬂnmm;mﬂm;o\ﬂmnzmwwd«mmwzgmx.mm.wnmﬁw.A.q@m:nwm,o:m._ group appears to
have affected a child’s school-leaving age. But the school enroll-
ment patterns speak only indirectly and uncertainly about atti-
tudes. What other sort of evidence exists about working-class
acquiescence or opposition to public schooling? Michael Katz has
argued that there is very revealing evidence in a case where the
individuals’ votes on an important local school issue were re-
corded—the vote to abolish the high school in Beverly, Mass-
achusetts, in 1860. In that controversy, shoemakers and fishermen
voted to abolish the high school by about three to one, while
artisans and businessmen split, and professionals generally voted
to continue the new institution. A vote against public secondary
schooling is, of course, not necessarily an indicator of working-
class attitudes toward common elementary schooling, but it does
indicate dissent against one particular reform at this point in
Beverly’s history. In a Separate analysis of the same information,
however, Maris Vinovskis has demonstrated that while the nega-
tive vote correlates with occupational and wealth status, the best
predictor of how one voted on the Beverly high school issue was
the voter’s neighborhood. It appears that the Beverly vote de-
pended to a great extent upon the fact that voters in outlying
districts opposed the maintenance of this town-wide institution.13
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The Beverly high school had been ?.cBoﬁm. for some years by
a small group of ministers and other prominent citizens svo
threatened to invoke a poorly enforced memworcmmnm law requir-
ing towns the size of Beverly to support a high school. In _mm_q
they made good on their threat, and the suit that mo_._oéma _mnmo.w
accounted for the reluctant establishment of the high school in
that year. The 1860 vote, which defied the law m.cm n.m<m~mmm that
decision, indicates an element of Hom\mmmwdo:n against _Bmo%& re-
form, deepened—by—the hard tmes of a Shoemaker's strike. But
there was a more long-standing tension m=<o_<m.a. wmﬁu\n_.% %::
had a district system. At midcentury, each of its ten districts
controlled the expenditure of its share of the town’s school funds.
The districts hired teachers and determined ﬁ.ro length of the
school year. District committees guarded Q.S:. mﬁonoaw and
periodically complained of inequities in Eo.aaa_ucz.os nm funds.
In contrast, the town-wide school committee, which Eﬁcmmm
some of the Protestant ministers, urged not only more expendi-
tures for common-school education, which the districts were

prepared to support, but innovations like the abalition of the dis- ) 4

trict committees, the hiring of a professional su masmwmﬁmmmw and
the establishment of a public high school. Althoug dufing the
1850s the town meeting acquiesced in the Ea:.m o.m m,mcwa:iob-
dent, the majority resisted incursions on Eo. a_.m:._oa .853_ of
funds, and when they were bullied into establishing a high school,
they located it in an unlikely and inconvenient spot at the edge of
town. When it was abolished in 1860, only seventeen students
¢ attending, o
iawgon_% mOM= changed policies again, reopening :.m public r._mr
school in 1861. However, the skirmishes of the vwzoall.:on just
over the high school, but over other reforms ummoo.saa with cen-
tralization—suggest that the main issue was localism, one of the
most enduring and pervasive sources of conflict in American edu-

cational history. Reformers in Beverly and across the nation called | (g

for more state regulation, the consolidation of small districts into

town units, the replacement of private schooling with on usive

public system, and the deveélopment of a Eew
of teachers and administrators. A wide variety of groups opposed
one or more OI these goals during the antebellum period. Some-

times the tension coincided with class differences, sometimes with

#
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religious, racial, or ethnic conflict, and sometimes it ran along
urban-rural lines. In some cases, class, race, or ethnic tensions
appear to be the crux of the situation.

On the one hand, issues of control, centralization, and bureau-
cratization had an independent importance. On the other hand—

and equally vaonwEIJEEg@ |_solu-

;* _:onm were more often insiders, who had more power, while the

groups who dissented were characteristically G;mbﬁmw@ Despite
t at state-regulated schooling was not in their
Interests, dissenters were drawn from very different groups, and in
each of these groups—whether Illinois farmers, Beverly shoe-
makers, New York blacks, or Minnesota Norwegians—there were
some who supported reformers’ plans for inclusive public school-
mg. Opponents in these > groups did not think of themselves as a

owtnms\mm @mmn E&Hmo_zmonmsonogﬂonmw Hon&,.,mmm.‘_wwwo_%
negative. They shared a desire to limit the increasing consolidation
and the increasing cost of public education; they argued variously
on the basis of tradition, parents’ prerogatives, minority rights,
H.azmmozm freedom, and theories of limited government. The diver-
sity of the opponents and their independent orientation spelled
their defeat in the long run. But this was not self-evident to the
cosmopolitan school reformers. The outcome was far from certain
at the beginning of the antebellum period. The opponents, though
scattered, were vocal, and in the short run they succeeded in
delaying or modifying some aspects of the reform program.
. One hotly debated issue was the provision of tuition-free school-
ing for all children. Despite the Puritans’ devotion to education,
common schooling supported entirely by general taxation had not
been characteristic of the colonial period, even in Massachusetts
mma Connecticut, and many people in the early nineteenth century
did not want their property taxed for the education of children
/Nimo\mmnvwnoam could afford to pay part of the costs. “The habits
ofthie people were formed by which prevailed from
the settlement of the province,” wrote Pennsylvania’s state super-
intendent in 1842. “Provision for general education was a private,
not a public duty.” Oppo of general taxation for free schgol-
Ing were not necessarily opposed to education under parental
control or to charity schooling for the poor. But their opposition
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to general taxation for a free school system meant a rejection of { 7.
the educational reform program. The general property tax, mmai&l
Henry Barnard in his 1842 Connéclicitreport; was The cardimal
idea of the free school system.”

In the opponents’ view, state and town governments had no
business regulating common schooling. Parents and neighbor-
hoods, they argued, should decide how much schooling to have
and how to divide the cost. Schooling should not be free for
those able to pay for it, nor should the state compel communities
to provide schooling. These traditional views meant trouble for
free-school bills in various state legislatures. In Pennsylvania, law-
makers created a tax-supported system of common schooling be-
tween 1834 and 1837, but it was voluntary, and many communities
chose not to tax for common schools, particularly where dissent
was bolstered by German immigrants and religious groups who
wanted to preserve their independent schools. By 1847 the “non-
accepting” districts, however, had decreased to 158 out of 1,225.
The provision of completely free schooling was also optional for
Connecticut towns until 1868. Despite Henry Barnard’s campaign
against the rate bill and the unusually large amount of aid pro-
vided by the state’s school fund, many communities refused to
use local property taxes to end tuition payments to public schools.
About half of the state’s 1,600 school districts provided tuition-
free schooling by 1860.14

Z\ogo%bhm:&@:@@mﬁ&aﬁ all property taxes for common
schools, but preferred a combination of general community sup-
port i arges to the families whose children benefited.
Rate bills accounted for about 10 percent of public-school re-
sources in Rhode Island in 1852, about the same in Connecticut
in 1856, about 15 percent in Michigan in 1850, but 40 percent
in the average New York town in the same year. Where tuition
payments were high, they probably deterred the attendance of
children from poor families. Rate bills also tended to discourage
regular attendance because towns usually charged parents accord-
ing to the number of days their children attended. In some places,
the acceptance of fully tax-supported schools was a seesaw process.
In Kenosha, Wisconsin, voters created a free school system,
abolished it, and recreated it in the 1840s. In New York State the
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1ssue was in doubt for over twenty years. A provision requiring
full free schooling failed in the constitutional convention of 1846
but the legislature passed a law to the same effect in 1849. Z:o:.
traditional opposition remained, however, and the details of the
tax law were highly controversial. One tiny upstate district angrily
resolved “not to raise no money for teacher’s wages.” An op-
ponent wrote the Rochester Daily Democrat that “the new school
law takes A’s property without his consent and applies it to the
benefit of B, which is unconstitutional, arbitrary, and unjust.”
A petition from Onondaga County said that the law created
“strifes, jealousies, divisions and animosities in every district” by
authorizing people “to put their hands into their neighbors’
gnwﬁm.: Some opponents believed rate bills for education were
fair and should be retained, others preferred county or state level
taxes instead of local taxes, and others were upset by the state’s
property valuation system. The referendum for repeal in 1850
succeeded because of these multiple frustrations.!s
Opposition in New York had an effect on the deliberations of
the Michigan constitutional convention in 1850, which debated
the free-school tax issue at great length. Democrats John Pierce
Ea. Isaac Crary, who had helped create the state system, argued
agamnst a constitutional requirement for district taxes, claiming
that New York’s free-school experiment had been “disastrous.”
Delegate Joseph Williams, though, argued that the matter should
not be left to the timid legislature or the reluctant districts be-
cause “the most backward, the most ignorant, the most indifferent
are the very portion of the population we wish to enlighten. H&m
state wishes to stretch its paternal arms around them, It wishes to
ma.:o»a all, willing and unwilling.” There was much resistance to
is “paternal arm” of the state. When some delegates argued that
- the tax should be statewideTather than district-by-district, mem-
bers from the western counties argued that a state tax would drain
money from their part of the state to educate children in the
populous eastern counties. Some members said they were for free
schools by law but not through a constitutional requirement. How-
ever, Mr. D. C. Walker charged that these members were really
opponents of free schooling, like the man with “a bottle under
his cloak” at a temperance meeting. In the end, the convention
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adopted a weak clause stating that any town not providing three
months of free primary schooling could lose its state funds. It left
the details of taxing to the legislature. Walker predicted that
“violent opposition will be got up when it shall be attempted in
legislature to establish free schools throughout the state. Men of
capital, and men without families, will resist.”16

Arguments persist in the twentieth century about the inequities
of property taxes, about the proper relative state and local share
of school expenses, about “double taxation” for those who patron-
ize private schools, and about the heavy school-tax burden on
childless and retired property owners. It is not surprising that the
original implementation of full tax support encountered resistance,
but educational reformers worked hard to devise acceptable
schemes of local taxation and to persuade people that public
schooling benefited everyone, not just those who received the

educationFheirargiments prevailed by the 1870s, when the last

of ‘the northern states aboli ublic-school rate bills. Even in
the Jate nineteenth century, however, some communities followed
tradition, not the law.

Although tax support was a necessary condition for a free
school system, it was only the beginning, and it was only one
aspect of the tension between reformers and independent-minded
dissenters. The reformers had a long agenda. Two key items af-
fected local control of public schools: the substitution of town
control for district control and the creation of state departments
to oversee common schools for the legislature. Both innovations
prompted vigorous and outspoken opposition. Town government
may seem close to the people from a twentieth-century perspective,
but nineteenth-century towns were often very large and encom-
passed people who had little contact. In Boxford, Massachusetts,
residents said that some people spent their lives without visiting
the other side of town; in Wisconsin, district-school advocates
complained that towns measured forty square miles and were often
not communities at all. As late as 1865 the Wisconsin state super-
intendent reported that almost half of his county superintendents
were opposed to the township system. Robert Lees of Buffalo
County called it “but another step toward the concentration of
power, and all concentrations of power have ever proved destruc-
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tive to republican forms of government.” The superintendent of

Columbia County echoed the fear. The township system would

place control “one step farther from the people.”

. In most states the abolition of district control did not happen
{ in one dramatic stroke. The districts had control on some matters

while the town controlled others. Legislation gradually reduced

the autonomy of the districts, but not without opposition. The

Massachusetts legislature passed a law requiring town-wide com-

mittees to visit and report on district schools, but in 1841 the
townspeople of West Springfield voted that their committee would
.Bn_nm no such inspections. When Newbury, Massachusetts, abol-
_m:ma district control in 1851, one of its districts claimed control
of its schools and appointed a committee to hire teachers. In
many other towns, school committees reported no such opposi-
tion m.za welcomed the transition to central control. The town
committees were in the middle of the drama between the defend-
ers of local control and the advocates of statewide school reform.
H.,w.o town committees often included ministers and other prominent
citizens, and they typically acted like local agents of the reform
program, pressing for more expenditures, longer sessions, better
teachers, and town-wide supervision. On the other hand, they
were elected and had to be responsive to popular opinion in
towns where resistance to reform was clear and vocal.

The debate continued well beyond the antebellum period. In
many states, legislation on school district powers was like a tug
of war. Massachusetts passed legislation urging the voluntary
abolition of districts in 1853, required their abolition in 1859
R.vmm_oa that law in the same year, required the abolition of &m.,
tricts again in 1869, allowed their reestablishment in 1870, and
finally abolished them again in 1883. Many other states made
town-level control mandatory by the 1890s, but related debates
about centralization continued into the twentieth century. Cen-

tralized control, avidly pursued by professional educators and

Spokesmen Tor ‘“‘progress,” was the most_contraversial of the

.m:%oam. As its opponents emphasized, it removed
g “one step farther from the people.”

Hz. addition to town consolid=tion, reformers supported the
creation of state school boards and professional state school offi-

et
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cers to gather statistics, urge improvements, recommend legisla-
tion, and implement state school laws. Reformers equated the
appointment of state school officers with ﬁwcm\nlinmm.\j..m&mn_ﬁ_:mw.\ and
improved qua pponents labelled the innovation undemocratic
and_unnecessary. In Massachuseits, localists mounted an effort
to abolish the Board of Education in 1840, two years after its
establishment. The legislature’s Education Committee, on a 4-3
‘vote, approved a report that characterized the board as ‘“the
commencement of a system of centralization and of monopoly of
power in a few hands, contrary, in every respect, to the true
spirit of our democratical institutions.” The majority report praised
the district system and denied the need for a state board or state
normal schools. It recommended the abolition of the board and
the dismissal of its Secretary, Horace Mann. In the vote that
followed, the board survived on a vote of 245-182. The roll-call
vote reveals some of the characteristics associated with opposi-
tion to state involvement in education. The rural source of the
opposition is indicated by the fact that farmers in the legislature
voted more heavily against the board than other legislators, as
did members in general from rural towns. Legislators who lived
farthest from Boston, the capital, tended to vote against the state
educational involvement. Legislators from the most highly devel-
oped commercial and manufacturing centers generally rallied to
the support of the board. But the best single predictor of the vote
on the board was the legisTator's political party. About four-fifths
T —— 0
of the"Whig members voted fo save the board, and about two-
thirds of the Democrats voted to abolish it.1?
~The political parties played a Key Tole in the debates about edu-
cational policy between conservative localists and cosmopolitan
reformers in the 1840s. Both Democrats and Whigs favored free
common schools, and they shared much of the general ideological
perspective associated with school reform. Spokesmen for both
parties_stressed the sacredness and fragility dﬁio
at es sanctity of property, a commitment
‘to universal al€ ranchise, and fair economic_opporfunity within

allLlllse, a2¢

a free wage-1abor market. But to the extent that the cultural core

AP S e

ol that ideology was native and Protestant, it was more comfortably
and unequivocally the ideology of the Whigs. Democrats adopted
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a more pluralist and egalitarian expression of the same commit-
ment to republicanism and capitalism, and they generally opposed
centralized regulation of education. _

Leaders and supporters of both parties came from a wide socio-
economic range, yet the parties differed in ways that made the
eSmmm ranks attractive to the more conservative, native elite and
nade the Democratic Party attractive to much of the mBBmeE:
working class, particularly Roman Catholics. The Whigs favored

» government intervention on a wide range of issues. They be-

lieved that state governments should finance canals and railroads, ,
regulate banks, build asylums and penitentiaries, and regulate
public morality on such mafiers as temperance and Sabbath-
keeping.  The Democrats, in keeping with their more diverse
constituency and their Jeffersonian philosophy of government,
supported these activities less enthusiastically and less often.
They urged limited government intervention on most issues and
opposed the drift toward centralization in areas where they felt
government action was necessary. Their political philosophy has
_u.mn.n aptly summarized as “negative liberalism,” emphasizing in-
dividual liberty and limited gvernment, while the Whigs’ “positive
liberalism™ stressed public morality and state action ofi r Hmmnw
fronts. The Whigs were government activists and were mainly

k responsible for the translation of Protestant native ideology into

a

A\
R

state government policy. And in education, they were the ones
who turned to the cosmopolitan solutions of centralization and
professionalization. They were the modernizers, who believed that
social planning and state regulation were. essential to progress in
both the moral and the economic sphere.8 ;

But what were Democrats to do about public education, be-

, lieving as Robert Rantoul of Massachusetts said, that “the whole
e e S yi—

object of government is negative”? Government, said this promi-
nent Deémocrat, should “remove, and keep out of the citizen’s way,
all obstacles to his natural freedom of action.” A few hardheaded
Democrats applied this doctrine to public education. John Bigelow,
a radical Democrat and writer for the New York Evening Post,
said that government aid to canals, railroads, and common schools
was “downright dangerous.” He argued that the entire existing
New York State school fund should be applied to the state debt
and that the state should cease all involvement in education. Most
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Democrats, however, looked upon locally controlled common
schools as a necessary and proper government activity. The reason,
according to Rantoul, was that people “have a right to have the
career kept fairly open to talent, and to be brought equally and !
together up to the starting point at the public expense; after that ;
we must shift for ourselves.” Differences in party philosophy
emerged not on the issue of public education ut in de-
E&é public education sho organized.?®

In Connecticut the focus of the debate was the same, and the
party split was even more absolute than in Massachusetts. The

' Hartford Times, a Democratic paper, attacked the Whig cen-

tralizing reforms as “despotic” and “Prussian.” During 1840 and
1841 it called Henry Barnard’s salary exorbitant, his efforts use-
less, and his powers dangerous. When Democrats captured the
legislature and the governorship in 1842, they abolished the board
and the position of secretary and repealed the previous year’s
legislation encouraging district consolidation. In New York State,
too, the centralizing orientation of the Whigs and the localist
orientation of the Democrats affected educational politics. Op-
ponents of centralized educational supervision had succeeded in

" 1821 in combining the job of common-school superintendent with

that of Secretary of State. Under Martin Van Buren’s “Regency”
Democrats, who controlled the state government from the late
1820s until 1839, only staunch localists held the combined posi-
tion. John Dix, Secretary of State from 1833 to 1839, criticized
Prussian-style centralization, and in 1837 he criticized the legisla-
ture for increasing state aid to common schools. William Seward,
a Whig, became governor in 1840 and immediately set out to
introduce the cosmopolitan school-reform program to New York,
recommending a separate state superintendent and the introduc-
tion of county superintendents. In Vermont, educational reform" .
was similarly spearheaded by Whig Governor William Slade and
superintendent Horace Eaton, a protege . In
Ohio, their Whig counterparts were Governor Joseph Vance
and superintendent Samuel Lewis, a lawyer born in Massachusetts
and devoted to temperance, common schooling, and the abolition
of slavery. Whig reformers across the North played the key role
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‘ mou.. In Massachusetts the localists opposed state normal schools,
‘arguing that existing academies and high schools furnished com-

they mwo_mnoﬁ.r “that the business of keeping these schools should

s

L‘ petent teachers for the common schools. Tt was “not desirable,”
|

oo omna,mammamavaommmou.zmOogmm_amﬁ,éo
Hartford :5.&!»@3 1850 that mmmwﬂml%wm “just as much
reason for asking the State to instruct young men in making shoes

/i

+ and hats, as to require it to fit them for eaching.” To the localists,

~ - T R A
féaching a common school was moBoﬂEummbwooEonnnwmma.

cated person could do; pedagogy was not to be elevated to the
:.:6_ of a science in order to make education a profession, espe-
cially if it involved costly government intervention, 2! u

It seems, then, that Democrats favored local control of common
Schooling and emphasized the theme of opportunity, while the
Whigs Tavored organized state systems of educationi and stressed

e,

EoﬁOamﬁ@mﬁ& é? wEHOnm_mummSSoo::&
could be mixed, and the themes of opportunity and stability
were not mutually exclusive. These were matters of emphasis.
Horace Mann was a Whig, but there is much wn his writings about
opportunity, freedom, and respect for diversity, just as there is
much about public morality and social stability in the arguments
of Michigan’s Democratic state school superintendent, John Pierce.
In the Hlinois constitutional convention of 1847, the strongest
advocate of mandating a state school superintendent was the
UaBoQ.ﬁ Thompson Campbell. There were Democrats in other
states who, like Campbell, supported the increasing involvement
of state government in local schooling. They believed that a
m.c.o:m public school system was compatible with their Democra-
tic philosophy. They joined with reform-minded Whigs in support
of temperance, antislavery, and public schooling. This bipartisan
support helped to create state school systems in the North in the
face of localist opposition. S y "

.,Hrm cosmopolitan solution aimed in theory at gefting\a
hildren_ri d poor, rural and urban, immigrant and nitrve
ne system and imparting to them similar values
similar opportunities:

on to many Democratic spoXestfieén, the assimi-

lationist aspect of it had a special appeal to the Whigs, who gen-

A
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erally believed that outsiders should conform to the dominant
culture and that schools should take on the task of assimilation.
Nonetheless, Whig politicians were not predictable on issues of
cultural pluralism. After a year as New York’s governior, William
Seward aimred a message at New York City’s immigrant Romian,
Catholics and declared that they should have “schools in which JWNr /o

€achers speaking the same language
as themsélves and professing the s
of State~and ex oiicio superintendent of public instruction, John
Spencer, produced a remarkable report condemning the “educa-
tional establishment” in New York City and recommending a
decentralized, pluralist, “voluntary”. system that would accom-
modate the immigrants’ religion and culture. Party affiliation was
thus not always a reliable indicator of how antebellum politicians
faced educational issues, but these pluralistic Whigs were excep-
tions to the general orientation of their party.

School reformers attributed localist opposition to petty politics
or to popular ignorance. To try to get their message across, state
superintendents crisscrossed their states like circuit-riding preach-
ers. Samuel Lewis, Ohio’s first superintendent, rode as much as
thirty miles a day, speaking in small towns in the evenings. Once,
in the more hostile southern part of the state, he arrived un-
announced at a meeting that had been called to protest the new
state school system. Not aware of Lewis’s presence, a committee
presented resolutions “which opposed the School Law, demanded
its repeal, and the repeal of all school taxes, censured the Super-
intendent in the severest terms, and imperatively demanded his
withdrawal from office.” All speakers supported the resolutions,
and when Lewis introduced himself and asked to speak on behalf
of the laws and the superintendency, only a bare majority ap-
proved. But then, according to his son, he delivered a brilliant
speech, after which the original resolutions were tabled, new
resolutions of praise were passed, “and the crowd gathered around
Mr. Lewis with tears of sympathy and pledges of support.” Al-
though the story may be exaggerated, it accurately portrays the
reformers’ perception that the common-School struggle was one ¢
%\W;Mmm\w\&gaa against ignorance. They failed to see that there
were principles on both sides of the debates over common-school
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organization. The effort to professionalize, homogenize, and or-
ganize common schooling threatened highly prized local control.2?
Localism was reinforced by resistance to the reformers’ pan-
Protestant approach to morality. The policy of a generalized Prot-
estantism for schools found opponents not only among Roman
- Catholics but among Lutherans, Congregationalists, and other
- groups, especially where communities were religiously homoge-
neous and people often wanted sectarian religion kept in their
schools. Frederick Packard, a critic of Horace Mann, believed that
local majority rule should prevail instead of Mann’s policy on
moral educatior;whith, he charged, “makes natural religion and
ethics the basis of the system.” “What doctrines of revealed reli-
‘gion will remain, to be connected with a system of pu instruc-
tion, after
creeds among men?” he queried. As for excluding books with sec-
tarian religious content, Packard declared, “neither the legislature
nor the Board of Education can control a district in this matter.”
The reformers’ view prevailed among most professional educators,
but the views of men like Packard continued to have much sup-
port at the local level, and many communities quietly continued
to include the prayers, catechisms, or storybooks that reflected pre-
vailing religious views.23
The local-control tradition left much of the responsibility for
schooling to parents. Parents decided when and for how long their
children would attend, and they paid partial tuition costs. Parents
had great influence over the hiring, retention, and behavior of
teachers. Groups of parents sometimes boycotted unpopular teach-
ers, forcing committees to dismiss them. Although teacher-parent
conflict was not new to the antebellum period, school reform cre-
ated a new element of tension between the state and the parent.
School reformers argued the precedence of state responsibility
over traditional parental responsibility for education. Hiram Bar-
ney, Ohio’s school commissioner in 1854, wrote that “for educa-
tional purposes, the State may with propriety be regarded as one
great School District, and the population as constituting but one
family, charged with the parental duty of educating all its youth.”

\

/b /@,E_m Wisconsin Teachers’ Association declared in 1865 that “chil-

dren are the property of the state,” an argument often heard in
favor of more Stat€ activity in common schooling.?4
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Some parents resisted these arguments. The county superinten-
dent of Allen County, Ohio, reported in 1854 that people opposed
the school law “because they think its principles subversive of their
constitutional and parental rights, in that it takes away the right
%&.@E to decide as to the manner and the quality of his
child’s education.” Local school reports in antebellum Massachu-
setts reveal widespread parental resistance to the authority of
teachers and school committees. In turn, their resistance prompted
frequent complaints by town school officials against uncooperative
parents. “There is a class of parents in all communities, who have
little or no control over their children,” declared the Lynnfield,
Massachusetts, school committee in 1853, and it is just these par-
ents who “join, to prevent a teacher from opening a school, or
during the term impair its usefulness by continual opposition.”2

School officials urged parents not to believe their child’s version
of classroom incidents because children were biased and given to
lying. In various reports, children were characterized as “preju-
diced witnesses” with “groundless complaints” and “improbable
stories” about what goes on in school. If parents wanted the
straight story, they were to come to school and get it from the
teacher. School committees emphasized that the teacher’s authority
was crucial and therefore must under no circumstances be chal-
lenged. They complained that some parents criticized teachers in
front of their children at home and even encouraged them to mis-
behave in school. Corporal punishment, although considered a
last resort, was generally defended by local school committees in
the face of parental challenges. School officials complained that
petty factions of parents supported favorite teachers for appoint-
ments, and that when they failed, they subverted the rival teach-
er’s success by encouraging the disobedience or absence of their
children. Over and over, school committees urged parents to come
supportively to school exhibitions when invited but never to come
angrily supporting their children’s complaints. “Most of the diffi-
culties that occur in schools,” said the Chicopee, Massachusetts,
school committee in 1851, “may be traced to one single source,

and that is the undue interference of parents with their govern-
ment.” In a prize essay written for the Essex County Teachers’
Association, the principal of a Salem grammar school wrote that
students whose parents “violently and unreasonably interfered”
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with a teacher’s rightful authority, “have, almost without one
exception, ‘turned out badly’ in life.”26
Some parents reacted contentiously to this anti-parental cam-
paign. They took their children’s side in cases of school discipline,
disrupting school sessions to argue with teachers, in some cases
assaulting the teacher and in others having the teacher arrested
and brought before a magistrate. In 1842, a Lynnfield youth
insulted a teacher who had criticized him for persistently mis-
spelling the word “Broadway,” which apparently had made the
other children laugh. The next day, the altercation continued, and
the teacher eventually beat the boy with a stick after enduring
various insults and profanities. The parents had the teacher brought
to trial for assault and battery. Disgruntled parents encouraged
their children’s absence, sometimes in sufficiently large numbers
to force the dismissal of a teacher. Mr. Cutler’s harsh discipline
in Boxford’s winter school in District 7 in 1844 resulted in “the
ill will of the scholars, and also of the parents. The scholars with-
drew themselves from school, so that only thirteen were present
at the close.” In the summer of 1851 the parents of Boxford’s
District 3 evidenced such “prejudice” against the teacher that only
nine children remained at the end of the session.
Parents and teachers in the antebellum Northeast were not in
a state of declared war, but neither was their relation blissful. The
indifference of many parents to school exhibitions, the persistent
belligerence of some others resisting school discipline, and the
anti-parental propaganda of antebellum educators belie the notion
of consensus and collaboration. The adjustment between the family
and the antebellum school occasioned sporadic conflict between
self-consciously “modern” school spokesmen and stubbornly tradi-
tional parents. In general, parents in nineteenth-century America
wanted schools to take custody of their children, and they wanted
schools to train their children in basic skills and attitudes. The
eventual price that they paid was the loss of authority and control
over their children’s education. The trade-off was made. The state
successfully exerted its right to discipline all children in values
that served the necessities of the school but also served social
leaders’ notions of appropriate adult behavior and parents’ notions
of appropriate childhood behavior. Parents’ acquiescence in the
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loss of control and involvement in schooling was often reluctant,
but ultimately it was insured by the schools’ promise to confer

chiefly literacy and character building. School &momvmnm omo:.&
something to everyone in a time of rapid change: ovma_onﬁ chil-
dren for anxious parents, malleable students for efficient schools,
productive workers for the emerging capitalist economy, m.:a
acquiescent citizens for the frail republic. The :.m@a for a_moﬁ::.m
was a bridge over a widening gap between family and school; it
was a bridge that some families crossed reluctantly, however, for
there was a sign at the other end reading “children proceed, no
parents beyond this point.”’?? . ,

Some of the parents who resisted the assertion o.m teachers
authority and the erosion of district control were white, Anglo-
American, middling-status Protestants. But outsiders had even
more potent reasons for resisting state-controlled common school-
ing. For European immigrants the culture of the public school
was often alien and the benefits uncertain. Still, the common
school offered English literacy, math training, and an introduc-
tion to American society at little or no direct expense. Many
immigrants therefore sent their children mBr:&wEow.:% or o_xwu
diently; others hesitated or resisted. The American immigrants
confrontation with the dominant culture involved a mixture of
accommodation and resistance, of assimilation and cultural main-
tenance, of cooperation and conflict. The blend of these opposing
tendencies differed not only from one immigrant group to another
but from one geographical setting to another. Within m.EEmmnE:
groups, clergy and lay people often disagreed mc.o_.: .v:.cro school-
ing. Even among the clergy, there were Americanizers and tra-
ditionalists. It is thus impossible to assess as a general matter how
popular the American common school was among mgmmamim.
Instead, different degrees of acceptance and participation can be
illustrated by looking at different groups in different settings. -

In the urban Northeast, public-school educators put much em-
phasis on the assimilation of immigrant children. When _.w.amo
numbers of toreigners began arriving in the Emcmﬁm:ﬁ.dm cities,
people looked to education as the best way to transmit Anglo-
American Protestant values and to prevent the collapse of re-
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publican institutions. Holyoke, Massachusetts, provides a dra-
matic example. Basically rural until the 1840s, Holyoke had a
traditional district school system, and its few mills employed
native farmers’ daughters. The arrival of the railroad, the pres-
eénce of strong water power, the construction of elaborate canals,
and the availability of plentiful Irish labor changed the town’s
character almost overnight. By 1850 half the factory operatives
were Irish. The farmers’ daughters, said an employer in neigh-
boring Chicopee, no longer found the workplace “congenial to
their tastes and feelings.” One-fourth of Holyoke’s school-age
children were not enrolled in school, and employers were lack-
adaisical in enforcing the education provision of the child labor
law. The School Committee complained that “free institutions can-
not be sustained by ignorant or vicious men” and declared that
only education could “perpetuate our republican form of govern-
ment.” But EMN&EO schools had to compete with payrolls and
priests for the time of the Irish children. Bobbin Boys, who worked
‘m. until 6:30 p.m., could supplement the meager wages
of their parents. Furthermore, the priest of the newly established
Roman Catholic church criticized the public schools’ use of the
Protestant Bible and reportedly discouraged his parishioners from
attending. In the 1860s the School Committee adopted two key
reforms. They abolished the district system and created a paid
superintendent. At the same_time, though Catholics _established
schools for both boys™and girls. By 1873, when the city had 2,300
childfen aged five to fiffeen, 975 ‘were enrolled in public schools
and 700 in the parochial schools. Most of the rest were working
in the mills or were perhaps, as the superintendent of schools
said, “students in the public or private haunts of vice and crime.”28

Other cities approximated the Holyoke experience. Rapid im-
migration, the equation of immigrant status with ill-paid manual
labor, the deteriorating environment of factory and tenement,
widespread child labor, the anxious rhetoric of a school com-
mittee, and the resistance of the Catholic church were common
features of cities in the industrial Northeast. In Lawrence, Massa-
chusetts, another new factory town, the Irish were paid low wages,
consigned either to tenements or a shanty town, and then criti-
cized for their unhealthy “habitations, habits and peculiar modes
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of living.” Anxious natives proposed public schools to combat
“idleness, truancy, falsehood, deceit, thieving, obscenity, profan-
ity, and every other wicked and disgraceful practice.” But some
Irish Catholics had a different idea. In 1848 the Lawrence Courier
reported that “the Irish have, during the past season, maintained
a large school, and we are informed that it is the determination of
that portion of our population to continue the instruction of their
children and youth in schools of their own, so far as they may be
able to support them.” The Courier article stated that the teachers,
Mr. O’Connell and Mr. Bresnihan, were very popular. The town’s
School Committee, however, did not share this sanguine view of
the Irish Catholic school. In their 1850 report, they raised the
problem of immigrant children who were “incipient rogues and
vagabonds,” and in 1855 the city’s school superintendent be-
moaned the growth of Roman Catholic schools among the Irish.
Nonetheless the Roman Catholic schools of Lawrence continued
to grow, providing immigrants with an alternative.2?

In New York City the foreign-born comprised over 50 percent
of the pepulation by the 1850s. Afi alarmed state assembly com-
‘mittee warned: “We must decompose and cleanse the impurities
which rush into our midst,” and Putnam’s Monthly Magazine
provided the answer: “There is but one rectifying agent—one
infallible filter—the SCHOOL.” The Irish Catholic bishop, John
Hughes, protested against public-school textbooks that slurred
immigrants and Catholics; one book said that Irish immigration
would make America the “common sewer of Ireland.” Some Ger-
man and Italian parents petitioned to have dual-language schools
for their children, but public-school officials rejected this policy
after a brief trial. Those “who come to this country to be Ameri-
cans and not foreigners,” they said, should be “attending the
common schools and mingling with our children.” Many immi-
grants acquiesced in the demand that they become more American
by becoming less European, but not without some private anguish
and much public debate. Irish children in the public schools are
called “Paddies,” said New York’s Thomas McGee. “Here,” he
said, “is precisely where the second generation breaks off from
the first” and “our children become our opponents.” A nun in
Hartford complained that poor Irish children in the public schools
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“see their parents looked upon as an inferior race,” and an immi-
grant paper in Chicago complained that public schools taught
children “to feel ashamed of the creed of their forefathers, which
is often assailed.”3?

Immigrant resist

JE——

mon schooling was not restricted
to Catholics or to cities. In southeast and cenir efnsylvania,
Gertam—Euttierans, Reformed Protestants, and Mennonites in
small towns and rural districts resisted the introduction of free
schools in-the 1830s and 1840s. In contrast to the immigrant
Catholics of industrial New England, who had started new paro-
chial schools as alternatives to existing public schools, German
pietists and other immigrant Protestants of _Pennsylvania had
Gols long before the creation of public
schools, and they wgngmwmmmwﬁmmnﬁaaﬁE:Q
to—assimitate_fheir children through English-language  charity

R o

mnroo~m.Fﬁrmmaoco:gvnaom,%mmm mmmmmn:msw%wmodm groups
staunchly resisted the creation of a unitary, free school system,
preferri ial schools that combined religion, basic skills,
and German language. In 1830, 217 of Pennsylvania’s 294 Luth.
eran churches operated day schools. Despite the antebellum public-
school crusade, there were still about 100 Lutheran schools in
1850.31

In the Midwest, there were similar efforts by immigrant groups
to maintain language and religion through independent schools,
but tension with public-school advocates was generally more
muted. In the middle decades of the century, at least, the region
was characterized by more cooperation and compromise on immi-
grant cultural issues. Wisconsin, with 36 percent of its population
foreign-born by 1840, is a good example. Unlike the urban Atlantic-
seaboard states, Wisconsin could not count on a supply of immi-

X~ grant laborers and settlers without some enthusiastic recruiting

and some cultural concessions. Also, the European migrants who
made it as far west as Wisconsin were often those with more finan-
« cial resources or saleable skills, so they did not get concentrated
as heavily in the ranks of unskilled labor. The Midwest thus pro-
vided a different context for immigrant adjustment and resistance
than the Northeast.
In Wisconsin a vague phrase in the state’s 1848 education law
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allowed districts to provide public-school instruction in lan
“other than English, and public-school officials In s6me areas took
4 Tetatively—accommodating position about moaw:-_mzmzwmo in-
struction or religious observances in accord with loca] preferences.
They did not want to foster the development of nonpublic alter-
natives to the fledgling public schools. In the countryside there
were many different patterns. In some communities, children of
several different nationalities mixed in the district schools, which
were taught in English. In District 5 near Kenosha, for example,
there were Germans, Welsh, Irish, and “Yankee” pupils in a
typical one-room school. In one Pierce County district, most of
the pupils were Norwegian, but the school also enrolled some
Irish, French, Germans, and “Americans.” In other communities,
a single immigrant group dominated, and the district schools re-
flected its language and religion. A variety of bilingual schemes
existed in such immigrant communities. Some schools had Eng-
lish instruction for part of the day and German during the re-
mainder; some had German for a specified portion of the year.
Some predominantly German towns had instruction entirely in
German, despite a revised education law in 1854 requiring that
basic subjects be taught in English. Elsewhere, immigrants sup-
plemented English-speaking public schools with other institutions
for the maintenance of culture. Nils Haugen learned to read Nor-
wegian at home before he went to school. Church services were
in Norwegian, and Norwegian children spoke their native language
during school recesses. Norwegian children also attended church
schools in the summer, where laymen taught them Norwegian his-
tory and Lutheran doctrine. Norwegian ministers criticized the pub-
lic schools and feared their influence. In 1857 j conference of
Norwegian Lutheran clergy, meeting at Coon Prairie, Wisconsin,
said that rapid assimiliation had become “idolized by the Nor-
wegians.” They envisioned a system of parochial day schools to
stem the erosion of language and religion. Nonetheless, a major-
ity of Norwegian lay people seemed to favor participation in the

free common-sehools.>? ——

In"yet another type of community, Yankees and immigrants in
comparable numbers competed to control the hiring, curriculum,

and language in the district schools, sometimes compromising,
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sometimes appealing their disputes to the state superintendent. In
Herman, Wisconsin, Yankees successfully challenged the teach-
ing certificate of a non-English-speaking Lutheran minister whom
the residents had hired to teach the district school. They wanted
“an English school and not a forked tongued one.” In another
town, near Milwaukee, a petition complained in 1852 that the
teacher had been installed by “a clan of foreigners.” Sometimes
local officials would settle the conflict by redrawing district boun-
daries to set up “foreign districts,” or by providing public funds
for foreign-language schools after the common-school session
ended. Until the 1860s, both the state teachers’ association and
the state superintendent encouraged bilingual arrangements where
possible. Some immigrant groups, of course, established wholly
independent parochial schools, and when the spirit of accommo-
dation in the public schools turned to a more uncompromising
Americanism in the postwar decades, the independent alternatives
became more popular with immigrant dissenters.33

In Wisconsin and around the country, Roman Catholic immi-
grants established and supported the largest number of indepen-
dent schools, and ultimately they were the only group to organize
and sustain a sizable number of schools outside the public sys-
tem. Ethnic pride played a role, as we have seen in the case of the
Irish, and language maintenance reinforced the support of parish
schools among non-English Catholics. Indeed, ethnic segregation
and rivalries among Catholic immigrants often spurred the pro-
liferation of Catholic parish schools. But Roman Catholic school-
ing was also generated by the historic enmity between Protestants
and Catholics and by the Catholics’ philosophical objections to
state-regulated common schooling.

During the early nineteenth century, the distinction between
private and public schooling was still fuzzy. Many independent
schools, including some church-affiliated schools, received govern-
ment funds. The Catholic charity schools of New York City got
aid until 1825, along with schools run by Methodists, Episco-
palians, and other groups. Public funds were also granted to sup-
port Catholic schools in Lowell, Massachusetts, in the 1830s and
1840s, in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, in the 1840s, and in Hartford
and Middletown, Connecticut, in the 1860s. In New Jersey the
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apportionment of public funds to denoft ational schools was not
abolished until 1866. The idea of separation of church and state
with regard to education did not spring full-blown from the United
States Constitution. It was a public policy developed gradually
and unevenly at the local level during the nineteenth century. The
relevance of the federal constitution to the matter was asserted
only in the twentieth century. The first impulse of state or city
officials interested in subsidizing schooling for the poor was to g
give aid to existing institutions. In some cases this included reli-
giously sponsored schools. In the antebellum period the idea of
a unified public school system gained ground. Still,-people could
only accept the common-school plan if they agreed that moral.
edueatromr tould be separated Trom doctrinal religion. As we have
, some Protestants as well as tesisted this view.
Eventually, most Protestant leaders acquiesced in the common-
school concept, while many Catholics, especially the clergy, looked
upon the public common schools as_either godle Protestant.
If the schools were Protestant, they were a threat to Catholic chil-
dren’s faith and culture, a slur on their parents, and an injustice
to Catholic taxpayers. If the common schools were nonreligious,
they could not carry on proper moral training, and it would be a
sin to send a Catholic child to them.

The more the common-school concept gained, the more the
Catholic leaders urged the establishment of parish schools, and «
their convictions were reinforced by periodic eruptions of anti-
Catholic feeling and violence. Shrill nativist warnings increased
apace with immigration. Native laborers were often hostile to
immigrants because they accepted low wages. Newspaper com-
mentators worried that Catholic Europe would dump its paupers
and criminals on American shores. The 1830s saw an increase in
violent incidents and anti-Catholic literature. The Catholic popu-
lation was growing rapidly. In the hostile environment of Protes-
tant America, the education of Catholic children became a press-
ing public question. Parish schools served some families, and
others willingly sent their children to the public schools, but others
faced a choice they found unsatisfactory: Protestant-oriented pub-
lic schools or none.34 T

““Governor William Seward’s sympathetic remarks on this subject
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in 1840 encouraged New York City Catholics to petition for a
restoration of public funds to religious schools, which had been
discontinued in 1825. In a series of petitions and public debates,
the Catholics made their case against New York’s public schools,
which were still governed by a self-perpetuating philanthropic
board called the Public School Society. John Hughes, the fiery
new bishop of New York, attacked the schools’ use of the Protes-
tant Bible, their practice of Bible-reading without accompanying
doctrinal instruction, and the frequent slurs upon Catholics in their
textbooks. The public schools, charged Hughes, taught children
that Catholics were “necessarily, morally, intellectually, infallibly,
a stupid race.” After much debate, the state legislature passed a
bill in 1842 ending the reign of the Public School Society and
establishing public control of New York City’s schools, with some
decisions to be made at the ward level and some by the central,
elected board. In a few wards, Catholic children were subse-
quently allowed to substitute the Douay version, but Bible read-
ing “without note or comment” remained the official policy of
New York’s public schools. Many Catholic leaders saw the legisla-
tion as a signal that they would have to embark on the develop-
ment of parish schools without public assistance. The First Plenary
Council of the Church, meeting in Baltimore in 1852, urged Cath-
olics to “encourage the establishment and support of Catholic
schools; make every sacrifice which may be necessary for this
object.”35
Bishop Hughes of New York was the most outspoken, but not
the only separatist. Like-minded Catholics challenged public
schooling root and branch, criticizing its commitment to the su-
periority of native Protestant culture and its new claim that moral
education could be conducted apart from religious doctrines.
Although these alienated Catholic spokesmen assaulted the com-
mon school’s cosmopolitan solution on religious grounds, they
also made some of the same arguments as democratic localists.
Hughes warned in 1840 that the common-school idea had spread
K “from the dark regions of Prussia.” Orestes Brownson, who was
both a Catholic and a critic of centralization, charged in the
Boston Quarterly Review in 1839 that the “Whig Board of Edu-
cation” was trying “to imitate despotic Prussia.”36
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Catholic opponents of public schooling shared another com-
plaint with localists: the infringement of parental responsibility
in education. “To you, Christian parents, God has committed
these His children,” said the First Plenary Council. “You are to
watch over the purity of their faith and morals with jealous vigi-
lance. . . . Listen not to those who would persuade you that
religion can be separated from secular instruction.” The prece-
dence of parental responsibility in education was a common
Catholic argument against taxation for public schools. A related
argument, shared by other religious groups, was that the state
should not enjoy a monopoly in education. Just as the Baptists
had argued in 1824 that competition in schooling was healthy and
spurred efficiency, Bishop Hughes and Seward’s Secretary of State
John Spencer both criticized the Public School Society as an
inefficient and improper “monopoly,”3"

In reply, public school defenders asserted government’s respon-
sibility in education and the efficiencies of a large-scale, unified
system. The right of the sfate to intervene to guarantee minimal
education for citizenship, said Theodore Sedgwick, “no longer
admits of argument.” In 1853 the Hartford Courant lamented that
Catholics in Cincinnati, Detroit, and Baltimore seemed determined
“to break down the Common School System of this country,” a
system which should be allowed to proceed with “the rapid amal-
gamation of our different races.” Horace Bushnell criticized Cath-
olics for accepting “the common rights of the law, the common
powers of voting, the common terms of property, a commoh _priv-
ilege in the new lands and the mines of gold, but when {hey_come

o schools, they will not be common with
us there.” He warned against recent attempts by Catholics in
Michigan, Ohio, and Pennsylvania to get a share of public school
funds.38 .

"But not all Catholics were separatists. Catholic reactions toward
public schools ranged from resistance and separatism, to ambiv-
alence and compromise, to outright acceptance and endorsement.
In New York, Hughes’s subordinate, Father Varela, pressed for
changes in public-school textbooks to make the schools more toler-
able for Catholics. The Philadelphia clergy did not at first establish
separate schools, attempting instead to gain concessions from the
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could read the Douay Bible and be excused from other religious

on public schools. Horace Bushnell reluctantly suggested that while
the public schools of New England had changed from being Puri-
tan to being Protestant, they now had to try to be more generally
to avoid the desertion of Roman Catholic im-
Mugrants. School officials in some cities began heeding this advice.3®
Compromises on religious practices in the public schools were
often begrudging, imperfect, and transient, but they illustrate a
K general point about the development of public schools. In some
" communities, there was a process of give-and-take that softened

for morality and citizenship on >=m_o->8aaom? pan-Protestant
culture. The process that Bushnell articulated, from Puritanism to

Rrotestantism to Christianity, was characteristic™ of the cosino-

vo:&:f.«wﬂg common “§chooling.  Schooi officials from

m Orace Mann to the present have tried to make public schools as

_:m?ommo%&_o _umewmumS@Bmm uncontroversial as pos-
— —— e - e e
g a curriculum 25 universally”acceptable as

possible. As part o this—process, nineteenth-century schoolmen
< sometimes made concessions, allowing scriptural choice, restrict-
* : ing prayer, or expurgating offensive religious and ethnic slurs from
wu textbooks,

public-school board, which in 1843 ruled that Catholic children
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i ests that many Catholic parents sent their
.m Wmﬁorwoowhﬂwmuomowﬂmom_m. In New York City, the Irish newspaper
&:ER:& ublic-school attendance, and in Kenosha, Wisconsin,
suppor™ NM priests acquiesced in the development of a common
the anw: Boston in the 1840s, 7,000 children, mco.ﬁ ouo.-z:a
syste blic-school pupils, were Catholic; and in Chicago in the
of ' P er 80 percent of Catholic elementary moroomor.:mwoc
Hmmom” o”.rm ublic system. Nonetheless, disputes and Eo_.aga
e o d. In wméamo, New York, a Catholic student was iw%ﬁoa
corin® noa from a public school in the 1850s for H.o?m_:m to
and eHp" King James Bible, and a similar refusal in WOm.Ss
read 5@& a Sm%on to beat eleven-year-old Thomas Wall for thirty
ﬁn.on:xo Legal action against the teachers failed in both cases,
B_uc.ﬁmwbo%aa case from the 1850s, the Maine Supreme .OoEA
mbw_m__m the right of public-school officials to compel all children
up

ible. Despite this bias, parochial-school
H%Mnﬁ/o%ﬂ% H_wmww mnnwm. By the 1860s, Massachusetts
mm<n_om5mo:§og Catholic parish schools, Connecticut had about
had o %m:a Wisconsin about the same. Chicago .rma fourteen
wen’, in 1865, while New York State had about thirty. In Penn-
mnroo_.m : onl mmcnog parish schools were founded between 1830
&%wn_wo Oms&:mmm had seventeen Roman Catholic m.orooum by
and Hmmn .ﬁoim and Baltimore were also centers of parish-school
1860; i m.B before the Civil War, and in territories where there
enthusa e numbers of Catholics, as in Louisiana and ﬁ.ro mo:?;
oo _m_..moma attempted to establish parish schools. wE.r in the
wesh ﬁ:» of James Burns, a historian of Roman Ome_B.oa:om.
?amn,_.o y rochial education on a large scale did not begin till mno—.
aoaf:uwﬂoamu Catholic religious teaders had set out on a Separa-
H..wqo.a cational course by 1860, but resources were slim and
o e : lay people had varying opinions about public schools.
%MHMOMMM establishment of independent Catholic schools was slow

u

40
: St areas. . . 1
" Mo&n&ﬂ pattern of ambivalence and resistance occurred in the

f American blacks. While historic religious oObEQ. made it
nm..mm ¥ for Protestants to apply the cosmopolitan oacom:ow.& re-
m_mmoz_.» tolerant way to Roman Catholics, racism made it even
forms :“. Mioco_::: public-school advocates to argue for HBQ inte-
waowvom black children into common schools. The same ideology
gr

Y
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that Eowuoaa the idea of a common-school system prevented it
@oE.coEm cosmopolitan in the best sense of the word because
that _.momu_om%. in all its variants, featured a belief in the racial
-Supeniority of whites. Because they were excluded from most

northern ‘common-school systems, blacks were faced with a _stra-

tegic diléiima, whether to make the best of separate-and-unequal

blackschools or to press for integration into white schools. Some

blacks supported the comiion:

-2 11 ldeal
T

o:%ﬂ._ case, their 3_maomwmmw,‘woimmmﬁmz&;mﬂ%gao?
School systems of the North was pervaded b confli i

oo p y conflict and dis-
. In-the amﬁw national period, schooling for blacks was supported
either by ?.:&.8 . white philanthropy. In this
_.H was like schooling for poor whites before the advent of
the public common school. From the 1790s to the 1820s, whites
helped to found charity schools for blacks in many cities. In a few
small 8@5 these were integrated; generally they were separate.
Meanwhile, blacks, like whites, supported inexpensive pay schools

N——
X" taught by teachers of their own race. In other Ways, of course

black €ducation was not at all like white education, Segregation
and racism permeated northern society, and this was a central
problem for black parents and educators. Except in New England
and New York, whites barred blacks from voting, denying the
wa_o<m=8 for blacks of one of the maj oals of common school-
Ing, participation i political institutions, Opportunities for most
jobs and for most higher educafion were also closed. Speaking in
1839 at the funeral of a black Revolutionary War veteran in
Newark, New Jersey, a minister noted that William Stives’s chil-
dren had been refused admission to local schools. He bemoaned
the .mmﬁ that although Stives “had purchased the country with his
mmnﬂmﬁmam.,v toil and blood,” his family had been “proscribed out of
all their civil rights and privileges.” Even where laws sugggested
that blacks had rights, they were often denied. As John Jay Smith
commented to Tocqueville in 1831, “the law with us is nothing if
1t is not supported by public opinion—the people are imbued with
the greatest prejudice against Negroes, and the magistrates don’t
feel strong enough to enforce the laws favorable to them.” When

SChool as an ideal; some argued
e value of separate black institutions in a racist society. Ti™

el ;,/
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an 1845 Massachusetts law stated tha children had a right to

mznma‘.dﬂ_mmmoarooa public schools, the Boston School Commit-

efied its applicability to racial segregation.™
Education had little elect on job discrimination hlacks.
Although African free schools of northern cities were the focus
of some high-sounding egalitarian statements by enlightened white
philanthropists, they were also the cause of considerable frustra-
tion for black parents and students. In 1842 a black newspaper
in Albany demanded to know how many abolitionist merchants

and lawyers had chosen their clerks from graduates of the Africang~"

free schools started by abolitionists. The question was purely
rhetorical. The main rationale for charity schooling was moral
education. Black parents, however, complained about the lack of
job opportunities for educated black
the mechanical hature of the Lancasterian system useéd almost
universally in African free schools. Where they could, blacks
started their own schools. As with most private schooling, no
systetmaticevidence has survived, so the extent of these educa-

tional efforts is impossible to gauge, but sketchy evidence indi- .VM
cates that independent day schools run by blacks existed in New

York City, Brooklyn, Columbus, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Cin-
cinnati, Troy, Rochester, New Brunswick, Princeton, and most
other northern cities with a sizable black population.t2

In Boston, black initiative mixed with public financial assistance
in the developme: > In the s
blacks Tequested public aid for § schools, saying that the
black children who went to town schools met with prejudice. The
city refused, but blacks started a school on their own with some
help from white philanthropists. In 1812 the town reversed its
decision and agreed to an annual subsidy. By 1830 the School
Committee had established black primary schools in the growing
ghettos. Some blacks viewed separate schools as merely better
than none. It was a choice involving the “least between two evils,”
said a black teacher in New York. Because of their depressed
economic_condition, blacks could not
free public schooling. Recognizing this need, officials of northern
public-school systems gradually absorbed the black charity schools.
>€m«!@mﬂn§m were generated by the common-school

d they ooBEmmmﬂlmqmﬂ\l
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VA ideal, very moé su:mm thought that common schools ought to

integrate the races. The absorption OH ?Enm: free schools by
ublic systems had not on momuo:nm., It was -
simply part of a trend toward @:E_o administration of schools
and the waning of independent philanthropic effort to provide
charity schools. It was a change of mode, not a change of philos-
ophy, and many of the same prominent white citizens were on
both the charity-school and the public-school boards. In Detroit,
independent black schools became public in 1842; i Pough-
eepsie the pubti .m@dﬁﬁqfﬁme African free school

5%&55 Vnugwrmumgovngmmwoooﬁnnn5Hmmh
upon thecreation of a unified @:E_n-momoo_ system. Thus systems
that boasted their commitment to efficiency and the promotion
of common culture absorbed segregated schools that were neither
efficient nor common.4 -
* Black parents did not merely acquiesce in the meager segre-
gated schooling provisions of northern public-school systems. New
York City provides a good example of black initiatives and black
resistance in the development of public schooling. By 1820 there
were 10,000 black people in the city, and the succeeding decade
witnessed the development of important black community insti-
tutions. In 1823 the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church
split from the Methodists and established an independent black
church, and in 1827, New York blacks established Freedom’s
Journal, the first black newspaper in the country. Leaders asso-
ciated with these institutions also took a strong interest in the
schools of the Manumission Society, mounting a successful atten-
dance drive in 1827 and providing winter clothing for poor school-
children.

Charles Andrews, a white Englishman, had been the head
teacher of the Society’s schools since 1809. Like other charity-
school teachers, he emphasized moral education, but he also
opposed slavery and stressed black achievement. He enjoyed the
support of most New York black leaders until 1830, when he
became convinced that the future of free blacks lay in African
colonization. Because many colonization advocates discouraged
the development of black educational institutions as a diversion
that would dissuade blacks from emigrating, the movement was
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anathema to most black leaders. Andrews’s colonization views
led to declining enrollments at the Manumission Society schools.
In 1832 the Society announced his resignation due to the “preju-
dice now existing against him among the coloured population.”
They replaced him, at the urging of black leaders, with a black
man, James Adams. The schools continued to expand and hire
teachers who had “the confidence of the coloured people.” Soon,
however, black community leaders had a new organization to
reckon with. In 1834 the Manumission Society transferred its
schools, with an enrollment of 1,500 children, to the Public
School Society. By this time, the Society had developed a near-:

monopoly on free schools. Without consulting black leaders, the

trustees reduced the status of all but one of ike black schools mw..,.
the primary level. Enrollments dropped; afnid some black families”
turned to private schooling again. In the quarter-century between
1835 and the Civil War, the enthusiasm of New York City black
leaders for the black public schools waxed and waned. Some radi-
cal blacks espoused a separate, nationalist course; of these some
eventually emigrated to Africa. The moderates, who predomi-

nated in New York City and im th€ fiation generally, advocated

e, L e

w:c:o-morooﬁ attendance, BOB_ education, intellectual improve-

sl E

ment, parental involvement, MEQ the appointment of black teach-

cmmwm:oum and petitions of such groups, partly because
they wanted to avoid black boycotts of public schools and partly;
because they much preferred such compromises to radical aaEmcaL
for integration. 44 .
Some black leaders began to press for truly common schools
They had to wage two debates, one against white segregationist
and one against blacks who preferred separate public schools. The
integrationists’ arguments centered on two main points: that segre-
gated schools were by definition unjust and that segregated black
schiools consistently received poorer resources. 1he first point was

stated in 4 hiindred ways by frustrated black integrationists and
a handful of white allies throughout the nineteenth century. The
very existence of segregated public schools offended justice, they
argued. It impeded the acquisition of political rights and pre-
vented the contact between the races that might ultimately reduce



2

vm\o.nm in the segregated schools.
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prejudice. The second point, about unequal resources, was a
commonplace. “Conscious of the unequal advantages enjoyed by
our children,” said two angry Philadelphia mothers, “we feel in-
dignant against those who are continually vituperating us for the
ignorance and degradation of our people.” Philadelphia officials
continued the Lancasterian method in black schools after they
had abandoned it for whites, provided infant schools for whites but
not for blacks, denied blacks admission to the public high school,
and in general starved the black school facilities. An angry and
militant integrationist, Robert Purvis, wrote the Philadelphia tax
collectors in 1853 that his “rights as a man and a parent have been

ossly outraged” by such a system.? o

Blacks who favored separate schools countered integrationists’
arguments with two compelling arguments of their own. Black
children in white schools were subject to insults and racial stereo-

X types, and to white teachers’ low expectations. Zam.aﬂﬁwmu\gg if

white school officials would integrate children, they certainly
would not integrate teachers. Thus there would be little employ-
ment for blacks in teaching, one of the few professions open to

educated blacks. Black parents placed great stress on_the impor-
e R

W\mm:om of having black teachers for their children, and .,n,._,o..vw often

lace insensitive white teachers with black teach-
€ prospect of losing these teachers

“was one of the izi awbarKs (o tofi. Whites
seized upon black sentiment for separate schools. Boston officials
reminded black integrationists that the segregated public schools
had been established “at the urgent and repeated requests of the
colored people themselves.” In Providence the president of Brown
University observed that segregation “works well” and that Ne-
groes preferred it. Whatever the preferences of blacks, they faced
overwhelming white opinion against-integrated-schools. The con-
frontation between black intégrationists and white public-school
officials is most dramatically illustrated by the case of Boston, a
city with a large, vocal black minority, a city with a reputation
both as the cradle of liberty and the seat of deep racial animosity.4®
After years of mixed results from their efforts to improve the
segregated black schools of Boston, a growing number of parents
decided to press for integration. A group meeting in the Belknap

g
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Street Church resolved in 1849 “to contend for equal school
rights, until the schemes of prejudice and expediency are alike
driven to the wall.” They had been frustrated by unsatisfactory
concessions regarding teachers at the black schools, and they were
encouraged by the relatively peaceful integration of schools in the
nearby Massachusetts cities of Lowe

and Worcester. In Salem, after a decade of agitation of the school-
integration question between blacks and whites, the city’s attorney
had written a stirring opinion in favor of integration, which the
School Committee accepted in 1844 by a vote of seventeen to two. |

The opinion was reprinted as a pamphlet in Boston and in the \¢
Common School Journal; the attorney, Richard Fletcher, went on &\

to become a state supreme court justice. ‘“‘Perfect equality is the
vital principle” of a common-school systein, sar etcher.
must have an opportunity to gain power and wealth, or to be
trained for public office. Without this equality of opportunity, there
woild be class oppression and class war. Black people could not
be an exception, argued Fleicher, especially because Massachu-
setts recognized them as voting, tax-paying citizens. Fletcher re-
jected the separate-but-€qual argumant. IE doubred that the black
schools had resources equal to the white schools, but even if they
did, he declared, “it would in no way affect the decision of the
question. The colored chil lawfully entitled to the bene-

fits of the fr€e schHools, and are not bound to mooobhmpbn&ém,mmm” )

e e e S

Finally, argued Fletcher, “the people can be lawfully taxed, only

, Nafitucket, New Bedford,

for the support of the public schools.” A segregated school, he x

concluded, “is not a public school.
“Boston integrationists were encouraged by the Salem decision,
but the Boston School Committee did not find Fletcher’s logic
persuasive. Their segregation policy was unswerving. The Primary
School Committee stated their reasons for rejecting integration in
1846. Blacks’ “peculiar physical, mental and moral structure re-
quire an educational treatment different” from whites. Although
black children can memorize and imitate, “when progress comes to
depend chiefly on the faculties of invention, comparison and rea-
soning, they quickly fall behind.” Thus, integrated schools don’t
work. Expressing the view of most Boston whites, they declared

that “amalgamation is degradation.”
r
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The segregation issue split Boston’s black community. The inte-
grationists were led by Benjamin Roberts, a printer who had long
been active in black educational causes. The separatists were led
by Thomas Paul Smith. Smith had attended Boston’s black gram-
mar school under the hated white teacher Abner Forbes. Wmemna
admission to the public high school, Smith had attended nearby
Andover Academy and became a successful clothing dealer in the
city."When Roberts became disgusted with the School Committee
and led an effort to boycott the grammar school, Smith labelled
the tactic “suicidal.” Roberts soon concluded that no amount of
Petitioning or boycotting would move the Boston School Commit-
tee toward integration, so_he sued them to recover damages for
the unlawful exclusion of his daughter, who had to pass several
white elementary schools on her two-and-one-half-mile walk to a
segregated school. Smith opposed Roberts’s goal as well as his
tactics. A black child, he argued, was far better off “taught by
those who felt his elevation their own, cheered on by the unani-
mous shout of encouragement by all his fellows.” In his harshest
statement, Smith declared that the integration movement “injures,
it lies.” One of Smith’s allies said that black children in a white
school would “be under the constant criticism of the whole school.”
This would cause poor achievement, which would in turn be
“falsely attributed to a natural inferiority.”

Fears of racism in integrated schools did not deter Benjamin
Roberts and his supporters. They engaged two lawyers, Robert
Morris, a black member of the Massachusetts bar, and Charles
Sumner, a white. Sumner, later a radical Republican in the United
States Senate, was a rising young Boston lawyer. He had been
defeated as a candidate for the Boston School Committee only a
few years earlier. The Roberts case was heard in the Massachusetts
Supreme Court in 1850. Sumner argued along the same lines as
Salem’s attorney, Richard Fletcher. After describing the history of
freedom in America, and the schools’ role in preserving it, Sumner
compared the Boston School Committee to Southern slaveholders.
They had no legal right to “brand a whole race with the stigma

‘of inferiority,” Sumner argued. Racial segregation was based on

unreasonable prejudice and was therefore illegal. Like Fletcher,
Sumner rejected the separate-but-equal argument. Because segre-
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gated schools stigmatized black children, they were not equivalent.
Chief Justice Lemuel Shaw disagreed. He admitted that segrega-
tion constituted a caste system, but he held that the schools did
not create and could not alter racial prejudice. Nor was classifica-
tionr by race arbitrary; it had the sanction of tradition and culture.
He upheld the Boston School Committee. Defeated in court,
Roberts and his followers soon won in the legislature. Integration
had been implemented in many Massachusetts ooaaca
tafily, and—im 1855 the legislature made it mandatory. Boston
schiool officials complied reluctantly but without further open
resistance.*7

In the long run, Boston whites found new ways to restore school
segregation through residential segregation and other tacit public
policies. In the short run, black public-school enrollment picked
up, and a sprinkling of black students graduated from Boston’s
high schools. The rest of the North did not follow Massachusetts’s
lead in integration. In an editorial illustrative of blatant northern
racism, the New York Herald reacted to the Massachusetts law:
“Now the niggers are really just as good as white folks. The North

" is to be Africanized. Amalgamation has commenced. New England

heads the column. God save the Commonwealth of Massachu-
setts.” The Pennsylvania legislature declared itself against such
“amalgamation” with an 1854 law permitting segregation. The
state’s superintendent of public instruction explained that blacks .
were “destitute of either moral or intellectual culture.” That they
provided a large share of paupers and criminals was no surprise,
he said, since blacks were “naturally indolent, and perhaps im-
provident,” and “their resort to vicious practices is, perhaps, no
more than could be expected.” Ohio likewise sanctioned separate
schools, in a law that was sustained by the state supreme court in
1849. Most states were simply silent, allowing segregation to stand.
At the time of the Civil War, blacks were afforded separate and
ic_schooling throughout most of the North. Blacks
remained outside of the cosmopolitan rationale of antebellum
school reform. In the face of this racist reality, black leaders re-
mained ambivalent toward public schooling, 48

Northern blacks were not the only group outside the assimila-

tionist policy of early public-school reform. Most poor southerners, \»\
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whether white or black, lacked common schooling, for in the ante-
bellum South, school reform had only modest success, even for
whites. American Indians faced a policy of extinction and removal,
. i ;largely beyond mmm\mo.omm
of this book in space and time, waged the same sort of uneven
contest with white governments that black Americans waged in
the East and the Midwest. Women, the largest out-group, were
dispersed across racial, ethnic, religious, and class lines. Even
more than other out-groups, therefore, they tended not to speak
and act as a group on issues of common schooling. Some women
.oE.nQoa to the whole ideology and structure of female education
In antebellum America, but many more accepted the prevailing
ideal of domesticity and its educational implications. Those who
accepted native Protestant ideology and cosmopolitan school re-
form fought for more access to schooling for girls, more practical
education for women’s roles, and the development of teaching as
a woman’s profession. Many women believed that these policies
would improve women’s lives. This does not mean that middle-class
antebellum spokeswomen merely acquiesced; their efforts helped
to shape the outcome and to win concessions about women’s intel-
lectual and professional capabilities.

. There were, then, a variety of dissenters, and they had some
Impact. Catholics Torced Some concessions on Bible-reading prac-
tices, black boycotts prompted the hiring of black teachers, and
rebellious rural parents expelled unpopular district teachers. In
the countryside less assertive forms of opposition were often suc-
cessful. State school officials, empowered to regulate local school-
ing in a variety of ways, often had little actual impact at the local

level. Admonitions, laws, and occasional missionary sweeps could .

vo ignored if the local population concurred. In small-town Amer-
& Ica, school reforms succeeded only where influential local residents
became the agents of change. No matter how much circuit-riding
the superintendents did, they could not accomplish their mission
alone, and some rural communities simply ignored all but the most
mandatory common-school reforms. Similarly, there was tacit op-
Position among urban workers. Manual laborers’ families were not
served as well by the new public-school systems as were middle-
class children, and the costs of sending their children were greater.
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But open conflict on educational issues rarely took the form of
white-collar versus blue-collar interests. Blue-collar people ex-
pressed their support, indifference, or alienation about common
schooling in family counsels more often than in organized groups.
They expressed their challenges to educational policy through
individual choices and family strategies.

The combination of tacit and expressed opposition was enough
to give cosmopolitan school reformers the impression they were
fighting a war, but it was a guerrilla war. The opponents were scat-
tered; their goals and their cultures differed. Localists wanted
small-scale majority rule, separatists wanted independent group

) trol, Imtegrationists protested mot the principle —of ~common
schooling but its failure. Some opponents were as alienated from
each other as from the educational reforms. Local ward control
advocates in the cities had little else in common with rural people
clinging to district schools; urban blacks and Irish Catholics were
in conflict because of historic racial animosity and the competitive
position in which the capitalist economy placed them.

There was very substantial opposition in antebellum America to
th& Creation of state school sysfems. Although some opponents
gained concessions and some others successfully ignored the re-
form program, they did not prevent the establishment of a state
school apparatus, the beginnings of professional training, the shift
from-private 16 public administration, the consolidation of districts,
and a substantial increase in the amount of time and resources

spent on public schooling. Opponents of this program of common-
school Teform shared some philosophical objections to a state
monopoly in education, but their circumstances and goals varied,
and they were predominantly outsiders with less power and influ-
ence than those who supported the reforms. The reforms prevailed, |
gradually and imperfectly, sometimes with compromises. The re-
forms prevailed because they served the predominant ideology and
because a majority of people in the NOfth appear to have been
,conviniced that a cosmopolitan common-school system would sérve
not only the collective goals 6f Tépublicanism, Protestantism, and
capitalism, but individual goals of enlightenment, morality, and

vancement as well.
B
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