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6+ Thomas Jefferson on the .
Education of Citizens
and Leaders

If it was Benjamin Franklin who led the way in articulating the character and
curriculum of the new American academy, it was Thomas Jefferson who con-
veyed most lucidly and compellingly the vision of a system of public schooling
for the new republic. While perhaps the most eloquent proponent of the liberal

principles on which the country was founded, Jefferson was nevertheless one of
the Constitution’s less ardent supporters, not only because he wanted a bill of

rights, but because he placed relatively little faith in institutional structures to
preserve freedom, and took more seriously than most the education and moral
temper of the citizens. In a 1787 letter to Madison detailing his assessment of the
Constitution, he concludes:

It is my principle that the will of the Majority should always prevail. If they
approve the proposed Convention in all it’s parts, I shall concur in it chear-
fully, in hopes that they will amend it whenever they shall find it work
wrong. I think our governments will remain virtuous for many centuries; as
long as they are chiefly agricultural. . . . Above all things I hope the educa-
tion of the common people will be attended to; convinced that on their
good sense we may rely with the most security for the preservation of a due
degree of liberty.!

Earlier, when the struggle to separate from England was only beginning, Jeffer-
son was leading the work of a committee appointed by the Virginia legislature to
revise the state’s laws and adapt them to the spirit and conditions of a republic;
the keystone of his proposed revision was a plan for a comprehensive system of
schools and academies for the state. Eventually reaching the floor as the 1779

Bill for the More General Diffusion of Knowledge, this paper is probably Jeffer- .

son’s most important writing on education.? Although it was aimed at the im-
mediate needs of Virginia, the bill, like all of Jefferson’s educational efforts, was
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also intended to serve as a model for the rest of the country. With its imz\ﬂmw\

soned arguments and carefully structured plan, it stands as m.vmnam:mcn testi-

mony to the clarity and subtlety of Jefferson’s political theorizing, and as 2 text
in political theory, it elicits and rewards the closest scrutiny.

Jefferson’s Theory of Civic Education

In classic Jeffersonian fashion, the bill opens with a preamble that grounds the
case for public schooling on fundamental political principles. In this way Jeffer-
son sought to educate the legislature even as he called on it to champion educa-
tion. If the bill had been passed, the preamble, taken together with the Declara-
tion of Independence and the Virginia Declaration of Rights (which are
. manifestly presupposed in the immediate background) would have stood as the
introduction, for all citizens, to republican education and its place in mcnvodan
republican government. The preamble sums up clearly the political or civic mnf\
cational goals that were uppermost in Jefferson’s mind and, more nebulously, in
the minds of most other Founders.

Whereas it appeareth that however certain forms of government are better
calculated than others to protect individuals in the free exercise of their
natural rights, and are at the same time. themselves better guarded against
- degeneracy, yet experience hath shewn, that even under the Um.mn forms,
those entrusted with power have, in time, and by slow operations, per-
and it is believed that the most effectual means of
as far as practicable, the minds of
of those

verted it into tyranny;
. preventing this would be, to illuminate,
the people at large, and more especially to give them knowledge .
" facts, which history exhibiteth, that, possessed thereby of the experience of
other ages and countries, they may be enabled to know magm.oz under all
its shapes, and prompt to exert their natural powers to defeat its purposes;
And whereas it is generally true that the people will be happiest whose laws
- are best, and are best administered, and that laws will be wisely monn.ﬁ.m.
and honestly administered, in proportion as those who form and m&Bn”:m\
' ter them are wise and honest; whence it becomes expedient for promoting
. the publick happiness that those persons, whom nature hath endowed
. with genius and virtue, should be rendered by liberal education 23&.2 to
_receive, and able to guard the sacred deposit of the rights and Eumﬂﬁ.mm of
. their fellow citizens, and that they should be called to that charge without
; n,nmm& to wealth, birth or other accidental condition or n:n:BmSSn.mw but
the indigence of the greater number disabling them from so educating, at
their own expence, those of their children whom nature hath fitly formed
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and m_.mno,mmm to become useful instruments for the public, it is better that .
such should be sought for and educated at the common expence of all,

than that the happiness of all should be confided to the weak or the
wicked.

Jefferson speaks first and foremost of the enlightenment of the mass of the cit.
izenry, so as to instill in them not only an awareness of their individual rights
but also a shrewd vigilance against tyranny. It is assumed that legitimate govern-
ment has its basis in the protection of individuals’ natural rights, and this is by
implication the primary lesson of civics. As Jefferson later wrote to Joseph Ca-
bell, his friend and collaborator in the campaign for public education, “Equal
right . . . is the polar star to be followed.” But the threat to natural rights from
government, or from “ambition” perverting government, is the second and
most urgent lesson. Education in “forms of government,” issuing in an apprecia-
tive understanding of those institutions that check and balance while yet ena-
bling government, is necessary; but the stress is on the limited safety of even the
“best forms,” and hence the decisive importance of a spirit of informed watch-
fulness in the populace at large. In Jefferson’s view, that spirit cannot be pre-
sumed—as the Federalist Papers seems to imply—but must be cultivated and its
grounds carefully articulated. :

Jefferson therefore delineates with great care the rather complex knowledge or
awareness of political theory that is to be the goal of popular education. The
end of government is the securing of natural rights that inhere in human beings
as individuals, yet the final shield of these rights is the “natural powers” that
characterize not individuals as such but individuals gathered in “the people at
large.” The enlightenment at which education aims is therefore an enlighten-
ment of the people as a whole, or of the individuals gathered into a people. To
quote the Declaration, “Whenever any Form of Government becomes destruc-
tive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or abolish it.” Yet “the
People,” though it possesses “natural powers” once it is formed, is never said to
be itself a “natural” entity or to possess natural rights above and beyond the:
rights of the individuals who constitute the people. Jefferson never suggests that
the people have an organic unity, or that the people somehow possess one mind
or spirit or “general will”: to enlighten the people is to enlighten “their minds,”
not “its mind.” As Jefferson sums up the major goal of his educational proposals
in 1810, it is “to enable every man to judge for himself what will secure or en-
danger his freedom.”* “The people” is, then, created by unanimous contractual
consent of naturally independent individuals, whose rights as individuals re-
main the only basic rights and whose consensual combination into a people
governed by majority rule never transcends the moral primacy of their distine-
tive individuality. Taken one by one, the individuals are practically powerless in

he mmnn, Om m.n?mﬁ,ninsn and therefore ._m,nw the Em.fn.no m:..,ow or oﬁﬁrmow mo%nﬂp,\
ment—for no one has a right to attempt what is :snwmm—zm or mad. .zﬂ omﬂn.o
¢he individy'als are made aware of the possibility of &mrvmﬂmn&m.noagbim their ,.
powers, the united individuals can &mno,\mu. :H.Eﬁcn& powers lﬂrmm ﬁoéﬂ.m._i
.nmu:mnﬁSQ governed by the principle of majority nc_ml.mrmmmnmm alter oH.,_ ow\ﬂ.m
throw government and that therefore allow the emergence of the :,mncnm_ rig]
. r to overthrow government. ,

i mﬂmw.nmzosm are of great importance, but the Dwﬁc.mm; powers of the pe ple cory
stitute the bedrock of healthy society. Yet .vmnm&oﬁnmzﬁ.ﬂomwmgam tru .<.,m mnm
tive, these natural powers require conventional law, devised by a superior an

ople con-

. " 3 .\
' unusual individual, that establishes an educational system for the leader’s natu-

ral inferiors. Only in retrospect, as it were, and under proper guidance, mn _nr.m ‘
people become aware of what they essentially seek and need and hence ought to

claim. This first part of the preamble breathes the Hm&nm_. ,Ucm paradoxically Mu,mw ‘,
 oretical spirit of Locke’s Second Treatise of Ooemﬂ:ﬂ:w:r with :m. mmwsocm teac EW
on the right to revolution inherént in the people—i.e., the majority—as a result -
of their natural rights as individuals, which are known to the pe
 through the teaching of the philosopher Locke.”

ople only .
Locke never proposes a system of public education, however, and he mm_mBm to

suppose that the written words of philosophy or of the followers and mm.vﬁ mbnM

supporters of philosophy will suffice to awaken the mass of men to their natura

.. . . In
. condition and to the rational behavior in society dictated by that awareness

addition, Locke has very little to say, even .5 his treatise on m&JMmﬂMMVMWOmM

" the specific recruitment or training of political leaders ,.,\To wou mmm_ e

- his message. Jefferson not only sees mo%ﬁﬁ.ﬁba as messm mmw mmmmMSBmDm.rn,

play in educating the governed to guard against .ﬁTm misuse n.u mn.u<m e mmmn: :
sees as the second vital purpose of public education nrm. nc#:\mnwww & st
reminiscent of the classical tradition, of the “natural aristocracy.” As he E, ,

later to John Adams:

The natural aristocracy [ consider as the most precious mwm.d of DMmEmmu Mm
the instruction, the trusts, and government of society. And indee it ~<<3:me
have been inconsistent in creation to have formed man for the moﬁw mmnODu
and not to have provided virtue and Wisdom enough to manage t oo
cerns of the society. May we not even say that that form of mo.,\mnn:m e
the best which provides the most effectually for a pure selection o, :

. , %
natural aristoi into the offices of government?

indivi isti i not to say

Locke’s teaching on the radically individualistic and m_mnODSmQQw, o
LUK 18 11 L . - ; o OH— mﬂﬂ

antagonistic, state of nature implies that there is no natural vo__s.n_m ey
’ . « . J

mankind and no person who is by nature intended to exercise civil ru ,




,,,:o,. : Mmrucw,\.oﬂ Nmnvm,ﬁ_mqw?w wmm,e,&,bn,, s

republic.

One might at first suppose that in the letter to Adams, Jefferson verges on
suggesting that some men are by nature intended to rule others. But not only

does Jefferson argue that “the mass of mankind has not been born with saddles
on their backs, nor a favored few booted and spurred, ready to ride them legiti-
mately, by the grace of God.” He also insists that all political rule, if legitimate, is
a form of service—of dedication to guarding the “sacred deposit of the rights and
liberties of their fellow citizens.” The unalienable natural right to-liberty would
be violated the moment anyone was said to be by nature intended for such ser-
vitude: “It were contrary to feeling, and indeed ridiculous to suppose that a man
had less rights in himself than one of his neighbors, or indeed all of them put to-
gether. This would be slavery, and not that liberty which the [Virginia] bill of
rights has made inviolable, and for the preservation of which our government
has been charged. . . . [I] think public service and private misery inseparably
bound together.” Accordingly, among his own relations and in his advice to as-
piring young statesmen, he insists on the superiority of the pleasures of the pri-
vate over the duties of the public life.’

Now the virtues of the natural aristo; would presumably include a deep patri-
otism or concern for one's fellowmen, qualities to which the electorate naturally
pays special attention in choosing its leaders. Jefferson does seem to trust that
nature has endowed mankind as a whole with enough virtue—or, as he writes
elsewhere, a strong enough moral sense—to meet the requirements of life in civil
society. But as we shall see, it is not clear how far this moral sense may actually
go in inducing individuals to sacrifice their own interests.® Given Jefferson’s un-
appealing portrait of the political life, it remains a question whether decent men
with the wisdom truly to understand what is good for themselves have sufficient
motives to devote themselves to politics. Jefferson was always distrustful of the
motives of those in power, convinced that any elite, even one based on personal
merit, must be watched closely. Nor did he share the classical notion that a
proper education, moral and religious, of the most gifted is the best armor
against their corruption. After all, on Jefferson’s principles, are not the truly
wise likely to avoid politics, and does not Jefferson come close to suggesting that
those who are gifted and also devoted to politics are necessarily somehow un-
healthy or misguided? It is the education of the masses, rather than the educa-

other. Hence, it is Decessary to maintain ceaseless vigilance as regards those in
power, who will inevitably and naturally use the power for their own advantage,
and will do so at the expense of others unless they are checked and channeled
by the proper rewards and punishments. Jefferson in the preamble does not con-
tradict any of this teaching, but he supplements it with the observation that g -
few are by “nature” endowed with politically relevant superior capacities for
rule, and that these individuals must be recognized and drawn into service in g -
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ion -of the few, that is the only effective safeguard against the no.ﬂwcvzonm by
mBnnmﬁodm to exploitation, of the gifted minority who _omno.ﬂm political lea o.nm.
] if the rare virtues of the few, but the instilling of restless vigi-

,on&rmmomnmls@, . .. .
Z ce and warines in the many, even with all their mistaken judgments and
an

lack of information or political experience, is the best guarantee of the morality

f the few.

. One of the principal aims of the education of the few, then, is to awaken in

¢hem a self-knowledge that will allow them to recognize their own dependence,

for moral decency or dignity, and in the long run for liberty and security, on the

checking and wary watchfulness of the less émm majority of their mm:oM\ MmmNmﬂm.
,j.a fate that awaits an elite that fails to grasp ;.m own need wo Um.émﬁn ed by the
people was brought home to Jefferson with special force during his mmmswu.m as M_WB.
‘bassador to France (1784-1789), when he saw m:nr.ms E.REBH.:&&. H.M.Em class
firsthand. As he argues in a letter written from Paris during this period:

“The people are the only censorsof their governors; .mna. even their mnﬁ.ﬁm
will tend to keep these to the true principles of their institution. To @CEM
these errors too severely would be to suppress-the O.BF mmmm.mmma OM nTm
public liberty. The way to prevent these W.nmmc_m.a Snmnvomﬁmnm % t m~
people, is to give them full msm.oHBmmoz of their affairs through the c mdﬂnm
of the public papers, and to contrive that those papers mToc.E nmdmnnm«_m n
whole mass of the people. The basis of our mo<mns5mw_n being the OQSMOM
of the people, the first object should be to keep nrmﬂ right; wbm were it le
to me to decide whether we should have a government iwnrocn newspa-
pers, or newspapers without a government, [ should not hesitate m.BoHMmMM
to prefer the latter. But I should mean that every man should Mnnm:\m M Mmm
papers, and be capable of reading them. I am oODSd.nmﬂ ﬂTmm.ﬂ ose mowu e mm
(as the Indians) which live without government enjoy in nr.m:. mmDMB mgw \
an infinitely greater degree of happiness than ﬁTOMm .c}o. _:.\m un 9._ cnOm
pean governments. Among the former, public opinion is in the Wp ace o
law, and restrains morals as powerfully as laws ever %m. any s\rmﬂw. B.oum
the latter, under pretence of governing, they have &E&w&. n.?w:. Dmso.bm
into two classes, wolves and sheep. I do not exaggerate. This is a true WE.
ture of Europe. Cherish, therefore, the spirit of our people, and _a.mﬂu ﬂ ive
their attention. Do not be too severe upon their errors, but ﬂmn_m.:d Mm em
by enlightening them. If once they become inattentive to the public M m_mm
you and I, and Congress, and Assemblies, Judges, and Qoﬁwsoﬂ.m, s mm. by
become wolves. It seems to be the law of our general zmﬁ.:m.. in mm:_mm o ~..D aH_
vidual exceptions; and experience declares that man is the only animal
which devours his own kind; for I can apply no milder term to nwm govern-
ments of Europe, and to the general prey of the rich on the poor.



112+ ,m.n,r,oow .woﬁ the M»Smwm?m %mv.:mmn

Jefferson brings to the fore and lays unqualified stress on a feature of republi-:
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: S . L L
The same state of the passions which fits the multitude, who have n

sufficient stock of reason and knowledge to guide them, for ovvoﬂMMﬂm MM
tyranny and oppression, very naturally F.mmm them to M nomsmaﬂ@n M“v ! disre
~‘gard of all authorit,y. The due medium is hardly to be Tw:ﬂ. a ﬁwmnm

more intelligent; it is almost {im]possible among the unthinking pop : mm“
When the minds of these are loosened from ﬁrw: attachment to ancien l
tablishments and courses, they seem to grow giddy and are apt more or

can theory that the classical philosophers keep in the background and hedge in
with qualifications. In elaborating his theory of democracy at its best and worst,
Aristotle observes that “with regard to equality and justice, though it is very diffi- -
cult to discover the truth in these matters, it is nonetheless easier to hit upon it
than it is to win over those who have the power to take advantage of others; for it
is always the case that the weaker people seek equality and justice, while the
stronger don't give these things a thought.” From this Aristotle draws the conclu-
sion that “to be hemmed in, and not to be able to'do whatever one opines, is ad-
vantageous; for the capacity to do whatever one wishes does not adequately keep
in check what is base in every human being.” Yet Aristotle does not for a moment

H 12
to run into anarchy.

,.Hrm remedy Hamilton calls for is firm adherence by the _mmmﬂ.m to the EF. of
law, upholding rights when it is unpopular to do so and resisting ﬁw.m 8.:68&0:
,, to wnn without proper authority. Hamilton hated unchecked majority action

fall into the delusion of supposing that just because the weak always seek justice,
while the strong always ignore it, the weak are thereby more noble or disinter-
ested in their attachment to justice than are the strong. The weak always seek jus-
tice because it is always in their interest to do so. The populace, or the mass of the
weaker citizens, is characterized by its own sorts of oppressive lusts and vices, and
needs in turn to be hemmed in by the officeholders and the laws. Aristotle there-
fore recommends a democracy in which access to office is restricted to the proper-
tied but officeholders are selected and audited by the populace.®

This other dimension, neglected by Jefferson, of the problem of a judiciously
tempered democracy was more evident to Jefferson’s critics among the Founders.
They warned of the dangers in directing the core of public education toward the in-
culcation of a suspiciously vigilant stance toward authority; they argued that Jeffer-
son, perhaps partly out of his misguided enthusiasm for the French Revolution,
was insufficiently aware of these dangers. In the Federalist Papers, Madison criticizes
Jefferson’s recommendation for new conventions to correct deficiencies in the
Constitution: “Frequent appeals would, in a great measure, deprive the govern-
ment of that veneration which time bestows on everything, and without which
perhaps the wisest and freest governments would not possess the requisite stabil-
ity.” For the same reason, he opposes Jefferson’s radical proposal that, because “the
earth belongs to the living,” no law should be in force for more than a generation
unless expressly renewed.”

But Alexander Hamilton provides the most clearly contrasting alternative to
Jefferson’s position. Before and during the revolutionary war, Hamilton took a
courageous stand in defense of the civil rights of unpopular minorities, which in
his time were chiefly Tories. As a champion of the freedom of the press, he de-
fended a Tory printer whose shop had become the target of mob fury in 1775.
On that occasion he wrote:

In times of such commotion as the present, while the passions of men are
worked up to an uncommon pitch, there is great danger of fatal extremes.

recisely because he loved liberty and saw liberty’s mo::&mao:.ms ﬂ.r.m EF_.OM law.
;m’o minimize oppressive mob or moblike behavior and secure individual 1i Q.Mﬁ
" Hamilton sought to remove government from the close control of the people,

while keeping it ultimately dependent on them.

Characteristically, it is George Washington who Tm:.ws.o%mm the H.mmWWmoHMms
and Hamiltonian views on the proper place of public M_mﬂwsom” H.D his First Mm
i dmirably brief and incisive summary
nual Message to Congress, he gives an a . f :
the civic goal of popular education in a republic, mOncmSm on the problem of bal

ancing vigilance with self-control and forbearance.

There is nothing which can better deserve your .UmQODme than Hﬂm ?.NH
motion of Science and Literature. Knowledge is, in every oowﬂmw? the mmcsn
est basis of public happiness. In one in which the measures o OoéBBEn
receive their impression so immediately from the sense of nrw OMUDBCQE«M
as in ours it is proportionably essential. To nrm. security of a free Cons o
tion it contributes in various ways: By convincing those érmou are mDQ.MMn ”
with the public administration, that every valuable end of 0<MH_MH:M on 18
best answered by the enlightened confidence of ﬂr.m @mommm.“ MD. <&mnmﬂ:
ing the people themselves to know and to <m~.Co. ﬁwﬂ.ﬁ. O,MD rights; oao Hiscern
and provide against invasions of them; to ﬁ.&mzsm:_mr mnémws pp ession
and the necessary exercise of lawful authority; between mcﬂm ens Mmo ceec
ing from a disregard to their nOnEmEnD.om and ﬁromm. n.mmcwmm 33«35 e
itable exigencies of Society; to discriminate m.r.m spirit of Li Q.N o tht
of licentiousness—cherishing the first, avoiding the _mmﬁ.w Ms .:Dmo_mmd :
speedy, but temperate vigilance against encroachments, with an inv
respect to the Laws.?
Washington’s statement compels us to note with unease the mUmMMMMM “MD.WWMH
son’s preamble, of any reference to the virtues of obedience to an



i 114" .wnmmcw WS, the mq:m,,qmmaw, mnw.:v.:n, |

MM&:& Emwnm mx.nmwn.m m:ﬂ where government can justly assert the rights of the
mmunity in limiting individual freedom. In calling for counterweights to pop

ular viei . )
vigilance, Washington has no disagreement with what we will see to be Jef.

ferson’s belief in the value of history in the curriculum; but Washington would

. ~ m. m ~ m.
use N-Z.MHOH'% to HONOT @OHTmUm Q@WHUQ~ Hmmmhumwm Nmuo_hﬂ the Hw@@ﬁm Or proud obe —0:.00‘ ,
m 3 ﬁu ﬁv 3y
CQ@mNﬁno—w ar —hm MALU@H ex mﬁﬂmH~ON~m n O:ﬂ.ﬂm as S@: as Hrﬂ -®0Q AOH HWM#MﬂN:AHG

to oppression.

Jefferson’s System of Education: Elementary Schools

Beca i i .
i Nmm, JM»GOD Hn%nm mainly on the common people to preserve both the
untry's iverty and the integrity of i
its leaders, he placed ial i
the education of the i : rols Thy et on
masses through public element i
. ary schools. This con
d : . . ; cern
m ﬂm mmqu.Wme& by a lifelong interest in higher education. Jefferson’s 1779
ho . .
mo oﬁ ill, and a similar measure he introduced in 1817, both included plans
ra L . .
o Jmﬁm CD.EQZQ to train the gifted for leadership in all fields. In the event
OD . . . 3 )
theo y H.uoﬂwuz of his design that saw fruition in his lifetime was the Cu?mam:m
trginia, the apex of the system and i
nd therefore its most i
e e, the ape : constricted element.
ghted to succeed in establishin iversi
g the university, and he wel
come i i : o
< d Mrm vnwmﬁmnm of being remembered as its founder; but, given the impor
nce i i \
e o bw.@c ar enlightenment in the preamble to his initial bill, it is not sur-
Wm " H.ym Mu ind Mrﬂn mma Jefferson the most critical aspect of the system always
ained not the highest but the lo i
west level of educat As h i
e oo T : ; ion. As he wrote late in
ph Cabell, in the midst of the ev ,
: entually successful |
s oseph Ca the : ul struggle to estab-
rsity of Virginia: “Were it ne i i
: : cessary to give up either the Primari
or the University, I would o have o
A uld rather abandon the last, b it i
ecause it is safer to h
o : , ave a
v le people respectably enlightened, than a few in a high state of science, and
e many in i . .
ny 10 ignorance. This last is the most dangerous state in which "
the many ich a nation
eff ’s Bi i
BM mnﬂuuw @: for the More General Diffusion of Knowledge envisages pri
Iy schools in every village or ward \
of the state, where “all i
the free child
male an i ithi i ‘ oo re
! Q mmBmHm,.nomamDn within the respective hundred, shall be entitled to 8\_
et € tultion gratis, for the term of three vears, and as much longer, at their pri
m . . ’ ]
: m_nXﬁw:mn, as their parents, guardians, or friends shall think proper.” The cur
ricuiu - b4 £ j: 11 . )
MMdEE.: is mﬁo modman of reading, writing, arithmetic, and history. Literacy is
.. 3 .. :
portant for individuals’ economic independence, but it is crucial as a means

MMM It .5 a Tmmr _M\& Mm political wisdom that Washington wants to instill in arm;
on's citizens. Such a moderate, discriminati iri i
\ ng spirit requires that the |
understand well both human nat e
ure and the nature of politics. Th
: . . . They must com-
prehend the basis of the rights they cherish, so that they can judge how far MDM .
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of participating in politics. It is indicative of ummmmmm.os,m seriousness in this regard
that his 1817 proposal includes a provision that “no person unborn or under
he age of twelve years at the passing of this act, and who is compos mentis, shall,
after the age of fifteeri! years, be a citizen of this commonwealth until he or
‘she can read readily in some tongue, native or acquired.” Jefferson entertained
‘the idea of making education compulsory, but he preferred this restriction on
the franchise as less coercive and more suited to the spirit of the people.

A question of some doubt might be raised on the latter part of this section
as to the rights and duties of society toward its members, infant and adult.
Is it a right or a duty in society to take care of their infant members in op-
position to the will of the parent? How far does this right and duty ex-
tend?—to guard the life of the infant, his property, his instruction, his mor-
als? The Roman father was supreme in all these; we draw a line, but
where?—public sentiment does not seem to have traced it precisely. Nor is it
necessary in the present case. It is begter+to tolerate the rare instance of a
parent refusing to let his child be educated, than to shock the common feel-
ings and ideas by the forcible transportation and education of the infant
against the will of the father. What is proposed here is to remove the objec-
tion of expense, by offering education gratis, and to strengthen parental ex-
citement by the disfranchisement of his child while uneducated. Society
has certainly a right to disavow him whom they offer, and are not permit-
ted to qualify for the duties of a citizen. If we do not force instruction, let us
at least strengthen the motives to receive it when offered.”

It is not, however, a sufficient guarantee of liberty that children be taught to
read. They must acquire habits of choosing useful and edifying books, and
habits of attending thoughtfully to public affairs. Partly because he conceives
the fundamental purpose of the schools to be laying “the principle foundation
of future order,” Jefferson rejects the time-honored practice of using the Bible to
teach children to read “at an age when,” as he puts it, “their judgments are not
sufficiently matured for religious enquiries.” Most Christian parents, following
the biblical injunction to “train up a child in the way he should go, and when he
is old, he will not depart from it,” taught biblical readings and catechisms before
the child was old enough to understand them fully, so that the habit of faith
might take deep root and the child would not be left with only his fallible reason
to guide him. Locke advocates teaching only as much of the Bible as is suited to
a child’s interest and capacity—such as the stories of Joseph and David—but Jef-
ferson prefers to wait until the powers of judgment are developed before intro-
ducing the Bible at all. He recommends that a young person should first have
some acquaintance with history and science before confronting the miraculous
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claims of the Old and New Testaments. Jefferson maintains that the speeches of '
Jesus contain sublime moral truths, but argues that these teachings have been so
mutilated and disfigured in transmission, so interlaced with the sophistical sub-
tleties of his followers, that the whole is far beyond a child’s capacity to evaluate
fairly. Such an evaluation he does encourage in his seventeen-year-old nephew
Peter Carr, whom he enjoins to “fix reason firmly in her seat, and call to her tri.
bunal every fact, every opinion.” But in the schools, especially the primary
schools, Jefferson’s desire to minimize religious teaching extends (in his 1817 ver-
sion of the school bill) to prohibiting ministers of the gospel from serving as “vis-

itors” to the schools and forbidding teachers to give any religious instruction
that is contrary to the beliefs of any sect—in effect limiting religious teaching to
the most simple tenets of deism.

What reading material, then, does Jefferson consider most suitable for chil-
dren? Both to train the judgment and to impart the knowledge most essential
for citizens, he proposes that the books used to teach reading “shall be such as
will at the same time make them acquainted with Graecian, Roman, English,
and American history.” These volumes will give examples not only of republics
in full flower but of republics being subverted, corrupted, and overthrown. They
will acquaint students with the sources of their own political tradition and with
the rights and liberties for which their revolutionary leaders fought. Above all,
by availing the people of “the experience of other times and other nations,” his-
tory “will qualify them as judges of the actions and designs of men; it will enable
them to know ambition under every disguise it may assume; and knowing it, to
defeat its views.”"

Yet Jefferson knew that there was always a cost in getting one’s knowledge sec-
ondhand: specifically, the biases and distortions that are especially dangerous to
unformed minds. To minimize these distortions, he recommended the study as
much as possible of primary sources—and of authors of a liberal or republican
outlook. Jefferson worried a great deal about what he saw as the unfairness of
John Marshall’s Life of Washington, and he sought to persuade Joel Barlow to
write a Republican history of the period to answer it. He was likewise chary of
David Hume’s History of England, which he urged should be among the last his-
tories of England to be read: “If first read, Hume makes an English Tory, from
whence it is an easy step to American Toryism.” Hence Jefferson advised that
even the university use a bowdlerized version. At times he expressed despair at
ever getting to the truth in history, when he saw how much falsehood was being
written about his own country even by men close to the facts and how readily it
was believed abroad. Yet he continued to recommend the study of history, un-
der the guidance of soundly republican teachers, and in his 1817 school bill, he
paired history with geography as a subject particularly appropriate for the chil-
dren of a diverse and growing nation.®
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cause this was equally good for prosperity, for individual &md#ﬁ and for public

liberty. Thus even the most apparently private aspects of education, such as the
basic mathematics needed to keep one’s accounts, have a political function also,
in promoting the habits of prudence and forethought that successful democracy
requires. Perhaps by 1818 Jefferson saw that there was more work to be done in

laying the vocational and economic foundation for liberty, and in teaching citi-

zens the connection between their own well-being and the political health of the
country, than he had hitherto realized.

This same effort to encourage self-reliance is even more evident in the device.

Jefferson proposed for organizing elementary schools in Virginia: the establish-
ment of “wards” or “hundreds” throughout the state. Jefferson’s plan was to di
vide every county into smaller wards, each of which would have enough men for
one company of the militia and enough children for one school. Each section
would be in effect “a little republic within the republic of the county.” It would
first be called together to build a schoolhouse and appoint a school board. Jef.
ferson hoped that eventually each ward might also establish its own police, pro-
vide juries and a judge for the county court, and take responsibility for war-
rants, roads, and provisions for the poor. “Divide the counties into wards,” he
wrote. “Begin them only for a single purpose; they will soon show for what oth-
ers they are the best instruments.” These wards or hundreds were clearly mod-
eled in part after the New England townships that Jefferson admired (but also
found alarmingly effective in opposing his policies as president). By using the
old English term hundred, Jefferson also harks back to the Anglo-Saxon tradi-
tion of local self-government, later appealed to by Whigs as the source of English

that offered by the urban, martial, and largely aristocratic republics of Greece
and Rome. He never succeeded in implementing this part of his plan, but his de-
fense of it was unflagging. In 1814 he wrote that ward government and educa-
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be very illjudged in us to follow their example in this instance. There is a
certain period of life, say from eight to fifteen or sixteen years of
the mind, like the body, is not yet firm enough for laborious an

erations. If applied to such, it falls an early victim to prematur:

e exertion;
exhibiting indeed at first, in these young and tender subjects, the flattering

appearance of their being men while they are yet children, but
ducing them to be children when they should be men. The memory is then
most susceptible and tenacious of impressions; and the learning of lan-
guages being chiefly a work of memory, it seems precisely fitted to the
powers of this period, which is long enough too for acquiring the most use-
ful languages antient and modern. I do not pretend that language is sci-
ence. It is only an instrument for the attainment of science. But that time
is not lost which is employed in providing tools for future operation: more
especially as in this case the books put in

to the hands of the youth for this
purpose may be such as will at the same time impress their minds with use-
ful facts and good principles.

age, when
d close op-

ending in re-

Elsewhere, Jefferson defends the study of classical languages for their contribu-
tion to a clear and pure English style, for the “elegant luxury” of “reading the
Greek and Roman Authors in all the beauties of their originals”—an especially
charming and comforting recreation for one’s declining years, he observes—and
for “the stores of real science deposited and transmitted us in these languages.”
When he describes classical reading as a luxury, he does not mean to suggest
that there is anything frivolous in it but, rather, that it is one of the pleasures
that make a private and leisured life sublimely enjoyable. At the threshold of old
age, Jefferson was to write, “I thank on my knees him who directed my early ed-
ucation, for having put into my possession this rich source of delight, and would

not exchange it for anything I could then have acquired, and have not since ac-
quired.”®

Nevertheless, on one occasion
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Jefferson’s educational plans, comprehensive though they were, did not repre-

ent his ideal of republican popular education. Although the success of free gov-

hment was to rest on people of ordinary means and talents, his proposals al-

ow only three years of free schooling for this majority—a span that scarcely

seems sufficient for achieving true literacy, let alone mastering the science, his-

tory, and moral principles that Jefferson thought citizens needed to become in-

‘dependent and judicious supporters of republican government. The record of
Jefferson’s dogged and, within his lifetime, fruitless struggle to secure at least a
' minimal public education for all confirms that he did not consider his scheme
‘an optimal arrangement, but only the best that could be accomplished as a
start—and, as his hopes grew more dim, the best that could be wrung out of a
stingy and short-sighted legislature. Jefferson’s school bills therefore describe the
bare skeleton of an education comprising only those elements that he thought
extent, his writings are more politic, and hence less re-
vealing of their author’s full thought, than the more speculative and theoretical
- proposals that were made from time to time by others in the years after Jefferson
drafted his 1779 bill. Through essays and through texts that they wrote for stu-
dents, men such as Noah Webster, Samuel Knox, and Samual Harrison Smith
fleshed out their more elaborate visions of a common education for Americans.
In so doing, they carried on from Franklin and Jefferson the debate as to what
should be the core of education for all citizens and who should be responsible

‘most necessary. o this

for ensuring that it was taught.

Vocational versus Liberal Education

lic’s most tireless champions of education was the young
editor, author of schoolbooks, legislator, reformer, and
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One of the early repub
teacher, essayist, lecturer,



e . 126 mnro&,m \o,ﬂ,. the MSNHN.:W, NmM:E,mn :

compiled, monumental American Dictionary of the English Languag,
ward the end of a long life of scholarly and patriotic labors, Mu
1787, Webster wrote an influential e
Constitution. In that piece he stressed the relatively high level of education,

pecially in civics, that was already present and that needed to be sustained

the American citizenry. In the same year, he began a series of essays laying o

his views on the kind of educational system required by the new nation.

It is an object of vast magnitude that systems of education should be
adopted and pursued which may not only diffuse a knowledge of the sci-
ences but may implant in the minds of the American youth the principles
of virtue and of liberty and inspire them with just and libera] ideas of gov-
ernment and with an inviolable attachment to their own country. [t now
becomes every American to examine the modes of education in Europe, to
see how far they are applicable in this country and whether it is not possi-

ble to make some valuable alterations, adapted to our local and political cir-
cumstances.!

Tiwo generations after Franklin first proposed curricular changes in American

tenacity of traditional programs of study that
failed to teach boys the sciences they would need in life and instead burdened

schools, Webster lamented the

them with languages that most would forget as soon as they left school.

What advantage does a merchant, a mechanic, a farmer, derive from an ac-
quaintance with the Greek and Roman tongues? . . . This absurdity is the

subject of common complaint; men see and feel the impropriety of the

usual practice, and yet no arguments that have hitherto been used have
been sufficient to change the system or to place an English school on a
footing with a Latin one in point of reputation. . . . there is scarcely an in-
stitution to be found in the country where the English tongue is taught reg-

Webster adds that it is not his wish “to discountenance totally the study of the
dead languages,” that in fact he hopes to “urge a more close attention to them
among young men who are designed for the learned professions.
meaning is that the dead languages are not necessary for men of bu
chants, mechanics, planters, etc.” He argues for a common eleme
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sary, but whether students should not be removable from the lower to the
higher classes as a reward for their superior industry and improvements is sub:

mitted to those who know the effect of emulation upon the human mind,”

Such flexibility will allow youngsters to proceed more quickly to the comple-
tion of their common elementary studies and thence to preprofessional or pre-
vocational education. In this regard, Webster advocates a sharp distinction be-
tween those students destined for the university, viewed strictly as a preparation
for one of the learned professions, and those more numerous youths headed for.

farming, trade, and business,

There are some arts and sciences which are necessary for every man. Every
man should be able to speak and write his native tongue with correctness
and have some knowledge of mathematics, . - - But besides the learning
which is of common utility, lads should be directed to pursue those
branches which are connected more immediately with the business for
which they are destined.

It would be very useful for the farming part of the community to furnish
country schools with some easy system of practical husbandry. . . .

Young gentlemen designed for the mercantile line, after learning to write
and speak English correctly, might attend to French, Italian, or such other
living language as they will probably want in the course of business. These
languages should be learned early in youth, while the organs are yet plia-
ble; otherwise the pronunciation will probably be imperfect. These studies
might be succeeded by some attention to chronology, and a regular applica-
tion to geography, mathematics, history, the general regulations of com-
mercial nations, principles of advance in trade, of insurance, and to the
general principles of government. . . .

Such a system of English education is also much preferable to a univer-
sity education, even with the usual honors, for it might be finished so early
as to leave young persons time to serve a regular apprenticeship, without
which no person should enter upon business. But by the time a university
education is completed, young men commonly commence gentlemen; their
age and their pride will not suffer them to go through the drudgery of a
counting house, and they enter upon business without the requisite accom-
plishments. Indeed it appears to me that what is now called a liberal educa-
tion disqualifies a man for business. . . . the mind may contract a fondness
for ease, for pleasure or for books, which no efforts can overcome. . . .

The method pursued in our colleges is better calculated to fit youth for
the learned professions than for business. But perhaps the period of study
required as the condition of receiving the usual degrees is too short. Four
years, with the most assiduous application, are a short time to furnish the
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tory introduction by mathematics has been, too generally, either dispensed with
altogether or at best inculcated in a very superficial manner.” Instruction, Knoyx

concedes, ought “to be well accommodated to every different genius whethe;

classical or mathematical. . . - It will be found, however, that there are few who
have good natural abilities for one species of literature who may not also make.

competent proficiency to whatever part of it the mind may be directed. A]

then, who should be considered as liberally educated ought to be well instructed

in the mathematical sciences,

Indeed, few who commented on American education were more concerned:
than Samuel Knox about the dangers of religious, ethnic, regional, and class di-.
versity (fostered, possibly, by economic growth), and few looked more avidly to’
the public schools to introduce a countervailing, homogenizing force within the :
republic. Knox not only argues strenuously for a national system of education,

with standardized textbooks, curricula, and requirements; he also contends that

in substance the nation’s education should include a common liberal core that
will imbue all those educated beyond elementary school with some experience .

of and taste for “that refined and sublime knowledge on which the improve-
ment of genius, science, and taste, rather than worldly circumstances, chiefly de-
pends.” Knox heartily agrees that “it is certainly laudable to pay due regard to
those sciences that tend to enlarge the sphere of worldly interest and prosperity
and without which the various and complicated business of human life cannot
be transacted.” But he insists that too much will be lost if the older ideals of
reading works in the classical languages and cultivating the mind for its own
sake are jettisoned. These older notions are essential not only for the elevation
of the human spirit but for the establishment of a shared sense of national dig-
nity and pride on which alone an enlightened patriotism and a national sense of
community can grow, welding together the otherwise competitive and poten-

tially conflict-ridden populations of the states. “To confine” education, Knox
warns,

to a system that comprises only the knowledge of mechanical, commercial,
or lucrative arts; or even a knowledge of the world as far as it can be at-
tained by literary accomplishments, would be to view its advantages in a
very narrow and illiberal light. The nation that would conceive such a sys-
tem as sufficiently entitled to its patronage could neither be considered as
enlightened in itself nor as meriting the refined improvement of a liberal
and cultivated course of education. In proportion, then, as a nation hath
formed a just sense of its own dignity and importance, in proportion, also,
as it hath formed just conceptions of the importance of virtue and science,
founded on the enlightened improvement of the human mind, so must
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Yet these rather abrasive words ought not to be taken out of their context, Web-:
ster immediately adds a most pregnant “but”; ,

But while property is considered as the basis of the freedom of the American
yeomanry, there are other auxiliary supports; among which is the informa-
tion of the people. In no country is education so general—in no country,
have the body of the people such a knowledge of the rights of men and the
principles of government. This knowledge, joined with a keen sense of lib-
erty and a watchful jealousy, will guard our constitutions.

Thus it is also Webster who, in his contemporaneous educational essays, quotes
approvingly Montesquieu’s corollary to his assertion that republics rest on vir-
tue: “In a republican government, the whole power of education is required.”
Though Webster does not agree with Montesquieu that republicanism requires
devotion to the point of constant and painful self-renunciation, he still con-
cedes the necessity of that degree of civic devotion that is entailed in the
people’s knowing and loving the laws. And in contrast to the passage quoted
above, Webster writes a few pages later in the essay that “education, in a great
measure, forms the moral characters of men, and morals are the basis of govern-
ment. Education should therefore be the first care of a legislature, not merely the
institution of schools but the furnishing of them with the best men for teach-
ers.’”
In denying that virtue is the basis of freedom, then, Webster does not mean
that republics ever can or should be indifferent to the morals of the citizenry.
Rather, he is indicating, with perhaps misleading or excessive emphasis, the dis-
tance between the modern and the ancient conceptions of republican morals.
Instead of demanding a Spartan self-sacrifice, Webster seeks to cultivate a gen-
tler, more rational, and more interested devotion to the laws. Like Franklin and
Jefferson, he sees in the new vocational bent of education the promise of a new
and firmer foundation for civic health. Commerce and science are to liberate
humanity from the blinders of religious sectarianism, peasant obtuseness, and
aristocratic sloth, illuminating for all men their common neediness and mutual
advantage in pacific trade. The new attentiveness to self-interest is to be enlight-
ened by an awareness of the importance of fidelity to the collective interest, to
the institutions and laws of representative government that are the best defense
of the deepest interests shared by all individuals. The pride of the individual as a
self-reliant and independent being is to be softened and civilized by his aware-
ness of the dignity that arises from the sense of being in good repute with fellow-
citizens whose respect he values because he looks upon them as respectable
equals. No one expresses the moral goal of the new trend in education more elo-
quently than the young Jeffersonian Samuel Harrison Smith, in describing the
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: ; k a certain ster ith the Lord’s Prayer,
ames Bible lend the wor ing one. Together wit r
ination i heless a threatening he Westminster Shorte
‘destination is nonet le’s Creed, and the
, ts, the Apostle innine with (for the letter
he Ten AOOBBmDQWmDSSFm many brief verses, beginning with Aammmnmnnmm to
{ avechism, the vnwo It n\oé\m Sinned All,” and includes DcBmﬂow_m.mnm may see /
" e 's Fa . :
“A”) “In Adam wﬁwnz the death of children: “I ~.D the mcmm_ﬁiro could study
seach, m,mws manrmﬂm than 1.” It is hard to imagine Ww.w&nv i
; t : .
- Graves shor MM remain wholly unmoved and untrou oH o ME_ dhood’s delights.
D M ontrast, makes more attempts to %UmmH ngage children and
C ) . i toe .
H deUMﬁMManosm_ descriptions of apple vM mMm mcwﬂwﬁ”#nan will bring. While
‘He use ; things . Al
R inders of all the goo . hose with a mor
M&EQW nozmmwmwﬁh”“ﬂ& many scriptural passages, especially tho
~ his speller sti

custom and seeking in-
tates. His more radical
ooks, but he dig intro-

luable, which have en-
dured and which distinguish American English to this day."

Along with their tables of words, previoys English spellers had included lists
of English place-names and short selections in Prose and verse. Webster substi-
tuted a list of American place-names; and while he adopted many readings dj-
rectly from Dilworth and Fenning, he replaced those that supported English
monarchic patriotism with others more appropriate to America, He also cut

back somewhar on the religious material of his Predecessors, eliminating mogt
references to the name of God. The reasons he gives for this

Nothing has a greater tendency to lessen the reverence which

ought to have for the Supreme Being, than a careless repetition of
upon every trifling occasion. . . . To prevent this profanation, such
are selected from scripture, as contain SOome important precepts of

mankind
his name
passages
morality
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original with Webster, typifies his approach. Dutiful Tommy is heaped with love,
respect, and property; his disobedient, truant, gaming, and swearing brother
Harry meets with every conceivable earthly disgrace. In dialogues intended for
pupils to read aloud, Webster puts into children’s mouths such unlikely utter-:
ances as “I believe that thousands ruin their constitutions by idleness,” “ hope-
that we shall both take pains to correct our faults,” and, after one child has’
heard another describe his parents’ unremitting strictness, “It would be well for:

us all, if we were kept in such subjection to our parents.”” In answer to The New

England Primer’s Calvinist catechism, Webster appended to his 1794 speller g

“Moral Catechism.” Going through each of the Beatitudes, he here explains the

Christian virtues in terms of both duty and worldly advantage, softening the

most difficult demands of Jesus to allow some fighting on one’s own behalf, some
resentment of injuries, and some prudent constraints on charity. Webster’s own
revision of The New England Primer similarly makes a much more worldly case
for virtue than the Puritan version had done. His last major reworking of his
spelling book went further. Introduced in 1829, The Elementary Spelling Book was
designed to replace the now oE‘mmmEozmQ;ooEDm American Spelling Book; de-
spite his own deep piety, Webster reduced the religious content from around half
to perhaps 10 percent, as part of a successful bid to recover his dwindling share
of the market. The new speller, whose main strenghs lay in the skillful teaching
of orthography, had few stories to captivate children but more information on
nature that would be of interest to thermn. Nonetheless, he managed to work his

rather stifling moralisms into nearly every paragraph. Also in abundance are
such pithy sayings as the following;

Seek a virtuous man for your friend, for a vicious man can neither love
long nor be long beloved. The friendships of the wicked are conspiracies
against morality and socjal happiness.

More persons seek to live long, though long life is not in their power,
than to live well, though a good life depends on their own will.

Webster wrote two other short “catechisms” for use by beginning students
that are of special interest. One is his “Federal Catechism,” first included in a
1790 grammar text and later in The American Spelling Book, which gives a simple
account and defense of the Constitution, of federalism, and of representative
government. Webster clearly differentiates a representative republic from democ.
racy, which he, like the Federalist Papers, treats as a defective form of govern-
ment. The catechism justifies both property qualifications for voters, as a way to
exclude irresponsible vagabonds, and salaries for representatives, so that others

besides the wealthy may serve. Taken together, the catechism’s simple explana-
tions constitute the first American civics text,

C&\:QE& ;S.ﬁ.o:u,wgn,mﬁwmi,o\, Public Schooling.” 137 |

1 . Y , v : , . .,. . y i y Nv MAON:mQ T‘N

: & an MDHHOQCOﬁOH Hmm.ﬁrﬂum 00, N

A ~ 1€ same year, oo mvmﬂﬂﬁ HUN.OQCO@ » k ‘ :

:WNN MNN&N~ S £ 'MMN.MmQ:ﬂ» to S_”:.OT TQ NQ&Q& > mmﬂsmﬂm Omﬂmﬁ\*‘:mau. .N,HBOQ. at
uxv— 1 m U i Y MU. iti the *NHB an m m

PSRN . m

mv Hrting re Cmu:nm.n virtue U Wﬂw 1ng cCitizens on _ 1 ﬁ— wving t — 1€M

, :;_ st Nmﬂmﬁuﬁmﬂﬁhﬂm._. wmmmogm HTNN ﬁTﬂ% S\OCM& :mm& to muﬂOmU@H. ﬂTQHW. Hﬁ _UOW: 1S:

c:

, ‘ V
Q. What is the best business a man can do?
A. Tilling the ground or farming.
; i i t business?

. Why is farming the bes R
m mmnwcmm it is the most necessary, the most helthy, the most inno ,

; 17
and most agreeable employment of men.

: i om from
bster goes on to attribute the innocence of farmers to their Mnmmm » from
ots

i tions and bad examples, and he also extols what Jefferson Omm n  stress

nﬁmﬂm ise of farming—the power of nature’s beauty, harmony, an pu 7< ﬁ
h i thrus
&ET@ heart to God. But important as these little works were, the BBM st
cbater . in bt ader tha
/,x\mvmnma.m civic education came in his more advanced text, the re
e 17a vor mnwoo_vwowmﬂ ammatical Institute, was the first
! 5, part three o T 1 :
‘Webster's reader of 1785, . . was the fist
UOMM of its kind, directed toward putting a nO:monD o.m mxﬁ.wnmm .m.oﬂcmnnosm i
ngs and speeches in the hands of children. Beginning wit Mbm ctions for
m - - . m m
:Mm&sm aloud, it continues with many pages of sententious, Mﬁ% ying mDm ment
; : n, a -
m.oB Swift, Shakespeare, Johnson, Pope, Bacon, .Didn? > ao@m. i
lin, and a variety of longer English and American m&mnmmommm,ﬂ @Dmamm e
log i ition o , T
] ice i ding. An expanded editio .
logues for practice in oral rea . (g
\fm:m:.nm: Selection of Lessons in Reading and Speaking, has a far mo m_u oical pur
pose: the promotion of American patriotism and the new d”ﬂo: : _m mment
| iti i substantial am
i edition Webster includes a
then being framed. In every s @l amount of
‘Shakespeare, thereby introducing the great dramatist’s poetry to
t

im; es are taken
- 'who otherwise would have little exposure to him; but many passag

i i nd piety than
out of context so as to give more unambiguous support for virtue and piety

i i t a phi-
“the plays themselves do. Among the stories Webster includes is one Mvoc mmévwmn
,, _omowrww named La Roche, which contrasts the life of a proud and som

i t moral
selfish philosopher with the greater rmvvgm.mm of nrwmm who MHM@M_“M_M WMTOQmBu
and religious. Equally disapproving of Fmﬁ:wm mow ~.nm oyés 5z o,
“To endeavour all one’s days to fortify our minds .SRT mmwgmnmm and philosop™,
is to spend so much in armour, that one has nothing left to defend.

itari hatically in-
~ correspond with the moralistic, rather authoritarian, and less emp v

initi ion” gi in Webster’s 1828 dictionary:
tellectual definition of “education” given in Wi

i i i ners. Educa-
The bringing up, as of a child: instruction; formation of Mdms o euse
: . L ic .

tion comprehends all that series of instruction and discipline w
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tended to enlighten the understanding, correct the temper,

tions; to give children a good education in manners, arts and sciences,
portant; to give them a religious education is indispensable;
mense responsibility rests on parents and
duties. .
Many other selections in the reader celebrate,
virtues, from Rousseau’s description of the
Emile to Webster’s own, utterly cloying portrait of
ever, the volume maintains a high tone,
thors in defense of republican liberty add to its dignity.®

What is most distinctive about editions after 1787, however, is not the a

cient selections but the copious political material about the United States. On
“Begin with the infant in the cradle; let
With his unflagging nationalism, Web-
portance of preserving and teaching
y lessons as an indispensable means to convey
love and respect for the country, and the sense of a com-
mon past that might bind together the disparate people of the several states who
so recently had looked up chiefly to England and had regarded one another al-
most as foreigners. As editor of the American Magazine in 1787 and 1788, he re-
y American historical records and urged his
Here he also published his educational essays, which

the title page is a quote from Mirabeau:
the first word he lisps be Washington.”
ster was one of the first to recognize the im
American history. He saw histor
the political principles,

printed portions of significant earl
readers to collect others.

called for much more of the kind of instruction he was promoting in his r

Every child in America should be acquainted with his own country. . . . As
soon as he opens his lips, he should rehearse the history of his own coun-
try; he should lisp the praise of liberty and of those illustrious heroes and
statesmen who have wrought a revolution in her favor. .
A selection of essays respecting the settlement and geography of Amer-
ica, the history of the late revolution and of the most remarkable characters
and events that distinguished it, and a compendium of the principles of the
federal and provincial governments should be the principal schoolbook in
the United States. These are interesting objects to every man; they call
home the minds of youth and fix them upon the interests of their own

country, and they assist in forming attachments to it, as

well as in enlarging
the understanding.®

Webster’s reader was especially influential in building the country’s historical
consciousness because it set the pattern for many others that followed—even if

and form the
manners and habits of youth, and fit them for usefulness in their future sta-
is im-
and an im-
guardians who neglect their

in one way or another, the ﬂBEn,
modest and captivating Sophie in
“Juliana.” In general, how:
and several excerpts from ancient au.

eader,

m tators that supplanted it by 1800 responded to the éwbmdéw\ ﬂm Wmnw ot
Y e li political material. Webster’s te
byi i ore literary and less politica :
e 1 f North America and the
aine: discovery and settlement o
ined accounts of the A ? America and the
utios ; ington’s farewell orders to the army;
e i ing the Declaration of Inde-
s i i ers, including the Decla:
! erican orations and state papers, .
i .>B d Webster’s own “Remarks on the Manners, Government, Laws,
M,_mUDnm. mMn Debt of America.” In this essay he calls for industry, mﬂcwmm_\
e i i ions, lan-
. and self-respecting American independence from mmnovw in mMMWmao% fan-
i is li or the res
ge also voices his lifelong concern .
aoe, and manners. He . . ion of <
nowm.n deference toward authority; though nOSnm&:mm nrmﬁv M?w immnwﬂwmn ‘ Mﬂ i
i table laws -
¢ ion, he emphasizes the need for s .
isted by the Revolution, table
i) chn in government. For a time Webster also had in his nmmmom M. cEm on
& i i rican
he geography of the United States, and he contributed a synopsis o r8m>mﬂ i
Mm@ to Jeddediah Morse’s more complete 1789 >§mznmzvﬂmom§v y. o M
< i i ion, Webster remove e
’ ttained widespread adoption,
95, when Morse’s text a e oved the
i anded his treatme
ion from his own book. He later exp
e ory d d volumes, as part of
neri i hy into two more-advance ,
erican history and geograp : N e, 6 part of
ts of Useful Know
i i demy students entitled Elements
s four-volume series for acad : . L Knoul
e. These works, like the reader, had only a brief vo“vc.ﬂmng WE M ,Snwmsmmu_
; mnm spawning many imitators. Altogether, as his chief biographer has p : v
i isi in creating a
mﬂmc,mm Webster’s collection of schoolbooks played a decisive @‘mﬂ.n :M < olnmw :
1 55&, American culture and spirit, and they “shaped the destiny of Am
i ; 20
, n” far into the future. . . \
naﬁnwnﬁﬂ final stage of a thorough civic education for young >32M.‘mmm. _Q\m_um
ot advo i i her patriots, he deplore
ithin the United States. Like other p ,
'ster advocated travel within ; : patriot plored
ere they wou
,« i i th abroad for their education, w .
‘the practice of sending you on, e ey
i i ion attachments. Ever the champ .
“tract foreign vices and foreign X ion of natiane
, i eyond their p
i ious to see young men move
“unity, Webster was also anx el bevond their parochie.
i i ding of the conditions an ;
circles to gain an understan © Of orher
states, so that regional jealousies might be removed and a stronger fed
b

i

might ensue. o . - deeoes
But such travel, like the reading of history, was intended to serv p

i i bster
purpose than the mere fostering of unity. This mwom_ %mﬂ m&MMdGBSQWM MM“ e
i ly delineated by John Adams, w
and others, but it was most clear : . : |
knowledge vOm one’s own country as the basis of a new species of self-respect. As

he wrote in a 1785 letter on education:

The people must be taught to reverence themselves, :umnm:mﬂ memmn“wwm
i i ishops, and statesmen. . . . ebes

their servants, their generals, bis , : L If Thebes owes

its i inondas, she will lose both when he dies,

its liberty and glory to Epaminondas, . . p

it éoc~m<wm<m been as well if she had never enjoyed a taste of either. But i
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the knowledge, the principles, the virtues, and the capacities of the Theban

nation produced an Epaminondas, her liberties and glory will remain when
he is no more. And if an analogous system of education is established and

enjoyed by the whole nation, it will produce a succession of Epaminon-
dases.”

much less their learning to enjoy flattering themselves or hear

democrats, a sense of rank, an awareness of higher and lower, of noble and base
of what is to be admired and what is to be despised, within themselves, In short,
the people must be democrats who do not believe that all kinds of people, all
ways of life, and all outlooks are equal. They must be democrats who have not
lost the fundamental and predemocratic human capacity for shame, for self-con-
tempt—and hence for aspiration and self-overcoming.

We must pause and wonder, however, whether the tone that Webster set in
his schoolbooks, and especially in his best-selling spellers, was one truly condu-
cive to such noble self-reverence, The New England Primer, despite its faules, did
teach awe toward God, and hence a seriousness about one’s soul, but Webster’s
elementary books are as likely to teach moral smugness as reverence. These texts
are rife with sound advice, useful facts, and well-heeded warnings. But, particy-
larly in the speller, Webster appeals mainly to a child’s fear of failure and dis-
grace, to the quintessentially American desires to get ahead, win approval, and
be well-liked. Timid children may read such books and congratulate themselves
on their obedience and diligence, but high-spirited youths can find in Webster’s
writings no models of passionate individuals who wrestle with hard questions
and overcome real temptations and obstacles to make something splendid of
their lives. Nowhere in Webster do we find the erotic longing for human excel-
lence that Milton expressed so eloquently, in a passage cited earlier, when he dis-
cusses the classics and Scriptures that he thought students should read.

3

But here the main skill and groundwork will be to temper them such lec-
tures and explanations, upon €Very opportunity, as may lead and draw
them in willing obedience, inflamed with the study of learning and the ad-
miration of virtue, stirred up with high hopes of living to be brave men and
worthy patriots, dear to God and famous to all ages; that they may despise

ing themselves flattered. For the people to reverence themselves, the people must
be capable of reverence: They must learn from history to avoid the extremes of
worship of authority and simplistic or resentful egalitarianism. The people must
look up to themselves—i.e., to the “better angels of our nature,” in Abraham
Lincoln’s indelible phrase—which means that the people must maintain, as

: ir childish and ill-taught qualities, to de
,Um mﬂonwﬂw_mww.w“ﬂwwﬂ mmm who hath the art and proper eloquence to catch
liberal ex: : :

i nd what with the
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DM:mnBonm typical in the Founding era was ﬁr.m outlook of mMM_M e
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tue and debases liberty. Smith, while callin
distinction,” regretted what he saw as the ¢
admittedly “noble intellect.” The American polity,

ments, could not reject reason without undercutting i
political unity and vigor of the new republic,

magnitude and the radicalness of Rousseau’s attack on the Enlightenment.?

Obstacles to an Adequate System of Education

If the American peo
liberal education,

more rudimentary.

legislatures, the members of which do not generally
to perceive the important truths,
and that knolege is happiness,”

In their protracted struggle for universal, quality schooling,

possess information enough
that knolege is power, that knolege is safety,

Founders were cau-
given education and given a social order that

would by and large exercise good judgment,

tiously hopeful that the people,
supported their natura] decency,
But who was to be relied upon to

were unavailing, what more could be done?

Smith and Knox, in their 1797 ﬁlun\izanm essays for the American Philo-
sophical Society, looked for ways to take some of the power over education out

es and incompetent teachers. Smith

guarantee a high quality of instruction, and he suggests offering large rewards

for books that can teach “plain and undeniable truths” while avoiding “preju-

g Rousseau “a philosopher of greg
‘inexplicable feelings” powering his
built on reasoned argu-
tself. Fortunately for the
few Americans appreciated the

ple were mostly unaware of the deepest arguments against
neither were they enthusiastic supporters of it. Thoughtfy]
bster and Knox might debate the relative merits of liberal and
vocational studies, but they recognized that the immediate challenge was far ;

, and
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or f: H, hoods.” He proposes, moreover, that a board of literature and mQH
e mmw. hed, consisting of prominent scholars, to form and oversee a H.Hm
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ds, was considered extravagant by anﬂ.mnroo# nwxmm ém” mocwwwﬂcm.ﬂ%%%mﬂ
- among the wealthy, who would pay a &%H.onoaosmno mr are, e
v sent their children to private schools. This was what t 2.8.8 effers
! mﬂ hool bill when it was finally passed in 1796: The legislature left it to
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nmom mwmoimrws all the children’s daily reach. The pressures of farm life also
BMMo it hard for schools to keep children in attendance &E,Fm.BCnr of the «:M:,m
inically, as Clarence Karier has pointed out, the very agrarian economy tha

wﬂmgmws ”\m_c& as a foundation for a virtuous republic may Tw<m thus been a
hm.mﬂ reason for the rejection of his educational plans. Later, with the omymmm of
he urbanization and social class tensions that uwmm_.,mOD rmm\rmmmam& as nmson nnMMH
inger of corruption, public school u<mnm3.m proliferated, as _uﬂ_:mansmmaos o
ngly felt the need for workers with new skills, for some suitable occup on for
hildren and adolescents, and for w common MQMMMNM_ to promote unity

i ility in an increasingly immigrant s . . N
wﬂﬂ“%nn MMMWDm Nm:mwocm or economic motives, the need for én__\_umowam_m %MM
‘zens did not in itself prove a sufficiently compelling reason to create sc OM s. -
erson’s excellent political arguments for the ward ‘m<w85.nocE anm reproc :MM i
Virginia the vigorous civic life that had been set in motion .U< nmww.@o:m Mmdm& .
tion in the townships of New England. But education for citizens pm ﬂmmsmonmnm
gnawing concern for thoughtful Americans. Hrﬂocmv the Smﬂ “On_ ace
‘Mann and others, beginning in the 1830s, a version of the Founders H.mmBn °
universal education gradually materialized. In nwm. schools that were n_Q.mMMnm.
‘though true liberal education was often not m&:mw& ow jnmmmmﬂwmaum choies
‘would long hold an honored place.” Meanwhile, until suc DBM as pericans
were ready for their ideas, the best the Founders could @o was to keep mMmB g ar
example by their own advocacy and patronage. Zn.umn n:.&m.mm mﬁoﬂm t ol nTm,
as always, Jefferson. In his final years he turned .r_m mQ.mDSOd to o.cmn " mm_ the
" University of Virginia, so that Virginia and its .:erv..udbm m.amnmmmn:m ,
solid benefits of learning, and so that learning itsélf might win wider respect.

that decentralization and clear-sighted self-interest alone would lead to excellent
education, but experience suggested that something more was needed.?

education, he wanted to combine local control with the visible, inspiring leade
ship of men such as Clinton and himself. But in the last year of his life, he con
fessed to Cabell:

I have been long sensible that, while I was endeavoring to render our coun-
try the greatest of all services, that of regenerating the public education,
and placing our rising generation on the level of our sister states, which
they have proudly held heretofore, I was discharging the odious function of

a physician pouring medicine down the throat of a patient insensible of
needing it.®

In the end, the Founders’ argument that the nation’s civic health depended
on good public schools was simply ineffective in persuading the country to build
them; most areas remained without a system of public schools until well into the
nineteenth century. Why was this? John Adams pointed to the suspicion or
even outright hostility toward education that the love of equality on the one
hand and the haughty airs of the learned on the other had engendered in many
Anmericans. “Liberty,” he wrote, “has no enemy more dangerous than such a
prejudice.” Adams himself wondered whether this was not a fatal flaw in democ- .
racy. He favored a mixed form of government that would include an aristocratic
senate patterned after England’s House of Lords, and he argued that without
such a senate, composed of learned men who respected education, “it is a seri-
ous question, whether there is one people upon earth so generally generous and
intelligent, as to maintain schools and universities at the public expense.”?

Jefferson refused to give up hope, but in his correspondence with Adams he
suggested another reason for the persistent apathy toward formal schooling—an
attitude to which he and Franklin, with their focus on self-reliance, may have
inadvertently contributed. “All knolege which is not innate is in contempt, or
neglect at least. Every folly must run its round; and so, I suppose, must that of
self-learning, and self-sufficiency; of rejecting the knolege acquired in past ages,
and starting on the new ground of intuition.” A spirit of independence and sus-
picion of authority also tended to be accompanied by popular resistance to taxes
of any kind. Even the federal government, which at the outset placed little bur-
den on the people and subsisted mainly on small import duties and the sale of
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9, Jefferson to Edward Carrington, 16 January 1787, Life and Selected Writings, 4111
. Aristotle, Politics 1318b1-1319a6. . : e
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Chapter 6. Thomas Jefferson on the Education
of Citizens and Leaders

1. Jefferson to Madison, 20 December 1787, Papers 12:442. There is no satisfactory
and complete critical edition of Jefferson’s writings; the Boyd edition (Papers) will be such
if and when completed, but after forty years of editorial labor it now reaches only to
1791 and is not rapidly nearing completion. For a good brief account of the merits and
demerits of the various printed collections, see Frank Shuffelton, “Bibliographic Essay
in Merrill D. Peterson, ed., Thomas Jefferson: A Reference Biography (New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1986), 453-56. The least reliable editon is that of Henry Washington
(Whitings, 1853-1854) and we have used it as sparingly as possible. :
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28. Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia, query 14, pp. 147-48; Jefferson to John Bra-
zier, 24 August 1819, Complete Jefferson, 1087; Jefferson to Joseph Priestley, 27 January
1800, Works 9:103. .

29. Jefferson to Adams, 5 July 1814, Adams-Jefferson Letters 2:434.
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Chapter 8. Higher Education

1. For a detailed chronology of college foundings, with denominational affiliations,
see Donald G. Tewksbury, The Founding of American Colleges and Universities before the
Civil War: With Particular Reference to the Religious Influences Bearing upon the College
Movement (New York: Teachers College, Columbia University, 1932), table 4, pp- 32-35;
for the training of ministers as the chief purpose of almost all the colleges founded before
the University of Virginia, see the discussion and documentary evidence assembled at
ibid., 58-62 and 78-81, The Harvard charter, along with other early charters and ac-

f the College of New Jersey and of King's College, may

counts of purpose, in particular o
vol. 1, pts. 1 and 2; see

be found in Hofstadter and Smith, American Higher Education,
esp. 1:10, 81, 92-94, 99-111, 114-15, 145.

2. For a discussion of the traditional liberal arts curriculum that the American colo-
nies inherited from Europe, see Morison, Intellectual Life of Colonial New England, chap.
2; R. Freeman Butts, The College Charts Its Course: Historical Conceptions and Current Pro-
posals (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1939), chaps. 2-3; Cremin, American Education: The Co-
lonial Experience, 1607-1783, 213-15. See the curricular descriptions in the documents
collected in Hofstadter and Smith, American Higher Education, vol. 1, esp. Statutes of
Harvard (pp- 8-10), Cotton Mather’s History of Harvard (pp. 17-18), Charter and Stat-

riarva
utes of William and Mary (pp- 34, 44), and Yale Laws (p. 56). For the curricular innova-
tions, see ibid., Laws and Orders of King's College (p. 120), Charter of Rhode Island




