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I believe in the existence of a great, immutable principle of natural law, or natural
ethics,—a principle antecedent to all human institutions and incapable of being abrogated
by any ordinances of man,—a principle of divine origin, clearly legible in the ways of
Providence as those ways are manifested in the order of nature and in the history of the
race,—which proves the absolute right of every human being that comes into the world to
an education; and which, of course, proves the correlative duty of every government to
see that the means of that education are provided for all.

In regard to the application of this principle of natural law,—that is, in regard to the
extent of the education to be provided for all, at the public expense, —some differences
of opinion may fairly exist, under different political organizations; but under a republican
government, it seems clear that the minimum of this education can never be less than
such as is sufficient to qualify each citizen for the civil and social duties he will be called
to discharge;—such an education as teaches the individual the great laws of bodily
health; as qualifies for the fulfillment of parental duties; as is indispensable for the civil
functions of a witness or a juror; as is necessary for the voter in municipal affairs; and
finally, for the faithful and conscientious discharge of all those duties which devolve
upon the inheritor of a portion of the sovereignty of this great republic. . . .

In obedience to the laws of God and to the laws of all civilized communities, society is
bound to protect the natural life; and the natural life cannot be protected without the
appropriation and use of a portion of the property which society possesses. We prohibit
infanticide under penalty of death. We practise a refinement in this particular. The life of
an infant is inviolable even before he is born; and he who feloniously takes it, even
before birth, is as subject to the extreme penalty of the law, as though he had struck down
manhood in its vigor, or taken away a mother by violence from the sanctuary of home,
where she blesses her offspring. But why preserve the natural life of a child, why
preserve unborn embryos of life, if we do not intend to watch over and to protect them,
and to expand their subsequent existence into usefulness and happiness? As individuals,
or as an organized community, we have no natural right; we can derive no authority or
countenance from reason; we can cite no attribute or purpose of the divine nature, for
giving birth to any human being, and then inflicting upon that being the curse of
ignorance, of poverty and of vice, with all their attendant calamities. We are brought then
to this startling but inevitable alternative. The natural life of an infant should be
extinguished as soon as it is born, or the means should be provided to save that life from
being a curse to its possessor; and therefore every State is bound to enact a code of laws
legalizing and enforcing Infanticide, or a code of laws establishing Free Schools! . . .

Under the Providence of God, our means of education are the grand machinery by which
the “raw material” of human nature can be worked up into inventors and discoverers, into
skilled artisans and scientific farmers, into scholars and jurists, into the founders of



benevolent institutions, and the great expounders of ethical and theological science. By
means of early education, those embryos of talent may be quickened, which will solve the
difficult problems of political and economical law; and by them, too, the genius may be
kindled which will blaze forth in the Poets of Humanity. Our schools, far more than they
have done, may supply the Presidents and Professors of Colleges, and Superintendents of
Public Instruction, all over the land; and send, not only into our sister states, but across
the Atlantic, the men of practical science, to superintend the construction of the great
works of art. Here, too, may those judicial powers be developed and invigorated, which
will make legal principles so clear and convincing as to prevent appeals to force; and,
should the clouds of war ever lower over our country, some hero may be found,—the
nursling of our schools, and ready to become the leader of our armies,—that best of all
heroes, who will secure the glories of a peace, unstained by the magnificient murders of
the battle-field. . . .

Without undervaluing any other human agency, it may be safely affirmed that the
Common School, improved and energized, as it can easily be, may become the most
effective and benignant of all the forces of civilization. Two reasons sustain this position.
In the first place, there is a universality in its operation, which can be affirmed of no other
institution whatever. If administered in the spirit of justice and conciliation, all the rising
generation may be brought within the circle of its reformatory and elevating influences.
And, in the second place, the materials upon which it operates are so pliant and ductile as
to be susceptible of assuming a greater variety of forms than any other earthly work of
the Creator. The inflexibility and ruggedness of the oak, when compared with the lithe
sapling or the tender germ, are but feeble emblems to typify the docility of childhood,
when contrasted with the obduracy and intractableness of man. It is these inherent
advantages of the Common School, which, in our own State, have produced results so
striking, from a system so imperfect, and an administration so feeble. In teaching the
blind, and the deaf and dumb, in kindling the latent spark of intelligence that lurks in an
idiot’s mind, and in the more holy work of reforming abandoned and outcast children,
education has proved what it can do, by glorious experiments. These wonders, it has done
in its infancy, and with the lights of a limited experience; but, when its faculties shall be
fully developed, when it shall be trained to wield its mighty energies for the protection of
society against the giant vices which now invade and torment it;—against intemperance,
avarice, war, slavery, bigotry, the woes of want and the wickedness of waste,—then,
there will not be a height to which these enemies of the race can escape, which it will not
scale, nor a Titan among them all, whom it will not slay. . . .

Now, surely, nothing but Universal Education can counter-work this tendency to the
domination of capital and the servility of labor. If one class possesses all the wealth and
the education, while the residue of society is ignorant and poor, it matters not by what
name the relation between them may be called; the latter, in fact and in truth, will be the
servile dependants and subjects of the former. But if education be equably diffused, it
will draw property after it, by the strongest of all attractions; for such a thing never did
happen, and never can happen, as that an intelligent and practical body of men should be
permanently poor. Property and labor, in different classes, are essentially antagonistic;
but property and labor, in the same class, are essentially fraternal. The people of



Massachusetts have, in some degree, appreciated the truth, that the unexampled
prosperity of the State,—its comfort, its competence, its general intelligence and
virtue,—is attributable to the education, more or less perfect, which all its people have
received; but are they sensible of a fact equally important?—namely, that it is to this
same education that two thirds of the people are indebted for not being, to-day, the
vassals of as severe a tyranny, in the form of capital, as the lower classes of Europe are
bound to in the form of brute force.

Education, then, beyond all other devices of human origin, is the great equalizer of the
conditions of men—the balance-wheel of the social machinery. I do not here mean that it
so elevates the moral nature as to make men disdain and abhor the oppression of their
fellow-men. This idea pertains to another of its attributes. But I mean that it gives each
man the independence and the means, by which he can resist the selfishness of other men.
It does better than to disarm the poor of their hostility towards the rich; it prevents being
poor. Agrarianism is the revenge of poverty against wealth. The wanton destruction of
the property of others,—the burning of hay-ricks and corn-ricks, the demolition of
machinery, because it supersedes hand-labor, the sprinkling of vitriol on rich dresses,—is
only agrarianism run mad. Education prevents both the revenge and the madness. On the
other hand, a fellow-feeling for one’s class or caste is the common instinct of hearts not
wholly sunk in selfish regards for person, or for family. The spread of education, by
enlarging the cultivated class or caste, will open a wider area over which the social
feelings will expand; and, if this education should be universal and complete, it would do
more than all things else to obliterate factitious distinctions in society. . . .

But to all doubters, disbelievers, or despairers, in human progress, it may still be said,
there is one experiment which has never yet been tried. It is an experiment which, even
before its inception, offers the highest authority for its ultimate success. Its formula is
intelligible to all; and it is as legible as though written in starry letters on an azure sky. It
is expressed in these few and simple words:—*“Train up a child in the way he should go,
and when he is old he will not depart from it.” This declaration is positive. If the
conditions are complied with, it makes no provision for a failure. Though pertaining to
morals, yet, if the terms of the direction are observed, there is no more reason to doubt
the result, than there would be in an optical or a chemical experiment.

But this experiment has never yet been tried. Education has never yet been brought to
bear with one hundredth part of its potential force, upon the natures of children, and,
through them, upon the character of men, and of the race. In all the attempts to reform
mankind which have hitherto been made, whether by changing the frame of government,
by aggravating or softening the severity of the penal code, or by substituting a
government-created, for a God-created religion;—in all these attempts, the infantile and
youthful mind, its amenability to influences, and the enduring and self-operating
character of the influences it receives, have been almost wholly unrecognized. Here, then,
is a new agency, whose powers are but just beginning to be understood, and whose
mighty energies, hitherto, have been but feebly invoked; and yet, from our experience,
limited and imperfect as it is, we do know that, far beyond any other earthly
instrumentality, it is comprehensive and decisive. . . .



If, then, a government would recognize and protect the rights of religious freedom, it
must abstain from subjugating the capacities of its children to any legal standard of
religious faith, with as great fidelity as it abstains from controlling the opinions of men. It
must meet the unquestionable fact, that the old spirit of religious domination is adopting
new measures to accomplish its work,—measures, which, if successful, will be as fatal to
the liberties of mankind, as those which were practised in by-gone days of violence and
terror. These new measures are aimed at children instead of men. They propose to
supersede the necessity of subduing free thought, in the mind of the adult, by forestalling
the development of any capacity of free thought, in the mind of the child. They expect

to find it easier to subdue the free agency of children, by binding them in fetters of
bigotry, than to subdue the free agency of men, by binding them in fetters of iron. For this
purpose, some are attempting to deprive children of their right to labor, and, of course, of
their daily bread, unless they will attend a government school, and receive its sectarian
instruction. Some are attempting to withhold all means, even of secular education, from
the poor, and thus punish them with ignorance, unless, with the secular knowledge which
they desire, they will accept theological knowledge which they condemn. Others, still, are
striving to break down all free Public School systems, where they exist, and to prevent
their establishment, where they do not exist, in the hope, that on the downfall of these,
their system will succeed. The sovereign antidote against these machinations, is, Free

Schools for all, and the right of every parent to determine the religious education of his
children.



