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Horace Mann (1796-1859) and the American Common School Movement 

 

A. Life and Philosophy 

 

--Born in Franklin, Massachusetts and experienced a sporadic formal education. As a 

youth read most of the 116 volumes in the Franklin public library, given by Benjamin 

Franklin himself. Deeply religious throughout his life but abandoned the strict Puritanism 

of his childhood to adopt a more tolerant faith in Unitarianism. A brilliant young lawyer 

who was elected president of the state senate only to discover in education a far more 

influential means to promote “the supremest welfare of mankind on earth.” Mann 

astonished his family and business associates by resigning his lucrative law practice and 

accepting the position of director of the newly formed Massachusetts State Board of 

Education. His “Annual Reports” came to have enormous influence on American public 

education: 

 

 1. First (1837): effects of public apathy on education 

--the need for proper facilities and informed, supportive (morally and financially) 

local school boards, the “lifeblood of commerce” 

 

 2. Second (1837): teaching reading and writing 

 --validity of both phonetic and whole word (“whole language”) approaches 

 

 3. Third & Fourth (1839 & 40): brief summaries: public libraries, teacher 

qualifications 

 “Teaching is the most difficult of all arts, and the most profound of all sciences.” 

 

 4. Fifth & Sixth (1841 & 42): brief summaries: health and physical fitness 

 

 5. Seventh (1843): relationships between students and teachers in Prussia 

 

6. Eighth (1844): brief summary: the value of vocal music for physical and moral 

benefit 

 

 7. Ninth (1845): discipline in the schools of a free people 

“self-government, self-control… compliant with reason and duty… the highest 

point of excellence attainable by a human being” 

 

8. Tenth & Eleventh (1846 & 47): general principles underlying the idea of a free 

public school; universal public education is the only foundation on which 

republican government can securely rest 

 

 9: Twelfth (1848): moral education and church-state relations in a free  society 

--the plurality of religious belief yet confirms certain common principles, 

“natural religion,” on which all agree; these demonstrated in the Bible and 

history 

 



B. Horace Mann’s legacy in American schools 

 

-------------------------------- 

 
Session 7 Readings: Horace Mann and Booker T. Washington 

 

“On Education and National Welfare” 

1848 Twelfth Annual Report of Horace Mann as 

Secretary of Massachusetts State Board of Education (1848) 

 Horace Mann's appointment as Secretary of the newly organized Board of Education, in 

1837, inaugurated a new era in the history of American education. In his annual reports Mann 

discussed the larger implications of education in a democracy.  

.... A cardinal object which the government of Massachusetts, and all the influential men in the 

State, should propose to themselves, is the physical well-being of all the people,—the sufficiency, 

comfort, competence, of every individual in regard to food, raiment, and shelter. And these 

necessaries and conveniences of life should be obtained by each individual for himself, or by each 

family for themselves, rather than accepted from the hand of charity or extorted by poor laws. It 

is not averred that this most desirable result can, in all instances, be obtained; but it is, 

nevertheless, the end to be aimed at. True statesmanship and true political economy, not less than 

true philanthropy, present this perfect theory as the goal, to be more and more closely 

approximated by our imperfect practice. The desire to achieve such a result cannot be regarded as 

an unreasonable ambition; for, though all mankind were well fed, well clothed, and well housed, 

they might still be half civilized. 

According to the European theory, men are divided into classes,—some to toil and earn, others to 

seize and enjoy. According to the Massachusetts theory, all are to have an equal chance for 

earning, and equal security in the enjoyment of what they earn. The latter tends to equality of 

condition; the former, to the grossest inequalities. Tried by any Christian standard of morals, or 

even by any of the better sort of heathen standards, can any one hesitate, for a moment, in 

declaring which of the two will produce the greater amount of human welfare, and which, 

therefore, is the more conformable to the divine will? The European theory is blind to what 

constitutes the highest glory as well as the highest duty of a State.... 

Our ambition as a State should trace itself to a different origin, and propose to itself a different 

object. Its flame should be lighted at the skies. Its radiance and its warmth should reach the 

darkest and the coldest of abodes of men. It should seek the solution of such problems as these: 

To what extent can competence displace pauperism? How nearly can we free ourselves from the 

low-minded and the vicious, not by their expatriation, but by their elevation? To what extent can 

the resources and powers of Nature be converted into human welfare, the peaceful arts of life be 

advanced, and the vast treasures of human talent and genius be developed? How much of 

suffering, in all its forms, can be relieved? or, what is better than relief, how much can be 

prevented? Cannot the classes of crimes be lessened, and the number of criminals in each class be 

diminished? . . . 

Now two or three things will doubtless be admitted to be true, beyond all controversy, in regard 

to Massachusetts. By its industrial condition, and its business operations, it is exposed, far beyond 

any other State in the Union, to the fatal extremes of overgrown wealth and desperate poverty. Its 

population is far more dense than that of any other State. It is four or five times more dense than 

the average of all the-other States taken together; and density of population has always been one 

of the proximate causes of social inequality. According to population and territorial extent there is 



far more capital in Massachusetts -- capital which is movable, and instantaneously available -- 

than in any other State in the Union; and probably both these qualifications respecting population 

and territory could be omitted without endangering the truth of the assertion.... 

Now surely nothing but universal education can counterwork 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 dependents and subjects of the 

former. But, if education be equally 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 any form of brute force? 

Education then, beyond all other devices of human origin, is a 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 toward 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 regard for a person or for a 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.. .. 

For the creation of wealth, then,—for the existence of a wealthy people and a wealthy nation,—

intelligence is the grand condition. The number of improvers will increase as the intellectual 

constituency, if I may so call it, increases. In former times, and in most parts of the world even at 

the present day, not one man in a million has ever had such a development of mind as made it 

possible for him to become a contributor to art or science.... Let this development proceed, and 

contributions . . . of inestimable value, will be sure to follow. That political economy, therefore, 

which busies itself about capital and labor, supply and demand, interests and rents, favorable and 

unfavorable balances of trade, but leaves out of account the elements of a wide-spread mental 

development, is naught but stupendous folly. The greatest of all the arts in political economy is to 

change a consumer into a producer; and the next greatest is to increase the producing power,—

and this to be directly obtained by increasing his intelligence. For mere delving, an ignorant man 

is but little better than a swine, whom he so much resembles in his appetites, and surpasses in his 

power of mischief....  

 

 

 

 



"On Achieving Social Equity" 

selections from Booker T. Washington, Atlanta Exposition Address (1895) 

 

 To ensure the continued success of black education and progress, Washington had to 

address the need for cooperation and friendship between the races.  Whites were encouraged to 

look at blacks as viable members of their society.  He emphasized mutual dependence in the 

phrase, "In all things purely social we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all 

things essential to mutual progress."  Only through the educational development of all people, 

black and white, to be useful, productive, and responsible citizens, can any community attain its 

ultimate potential.  Washington's subtle manipulation of the attitudes, concerns, and fears of his 

generation, served to create an atmosphere that allowed for the expansion and growth of black 

education.  

 

 A ship lost at sea for many days suddenly sighted a friendly vessel.  From the mast of the 

unfortunate vessel was seen a signal, "Water, water; we die of thirst!"  The answer from the 

friendly vessel at once came back, "Cast down your bucket where you are."  A second time the 

signal, "Water, water; send us water!"  A second time the signal, "Water, water; send us water!"  

ran up from the distressed vessel, and was answered, "Cast down your bucket where you are."  

And a third and fourth signal for water was answer, "Cast down your bucket where you are."  The 

captain of the distressed vessel, at last heeding the injunction, cast down his bucket, and it came 

up full of fresh, sparkling water from the mouth of the Amazon River.  To those of my race who 

depend of  bettering their condition in a foreign land or who underestimate the importance of 

cultivating friendly relations with the Southern white man, who is their next-door neighbor, I 

would say, "Cast down your bucket where you are"--cast it down in making friends in every 

manly way of the people of all races by whom we are surrounded. 

 Cast it down in agriculture, mechanics, in commerce, in domestic service, and in the 

professions.  And in this connection it is well to bear in mind that whatever other sins the South 

may be called to bear, when it comes to business, pure and simple, it is in the South that the 

Negro is given a man's chance in the commercial world, and in nothing is this Exposition more 

eloquent than in emphasizing this chance.  Our greatest danger is that in the great leap from 

slavery to freedom we may overlook the fact that the masses of us are to live by the productions 

of our hands, and fail to keep in mind that we shall prosper in proportion as we learn to dignify 

and glorify common labor and put brains and skill into the common occupations of life; shall 

prosper in proportion as we lean to draw the line between the superficial and the substantial, the 

ornamental gewgaws of life and the useful.  No race can prosper till it leans that here is as much 

dignity in tilling a field as in writing a poem.  It is at the bottom of life we must begin, and now at 

the top.  Nor should we permit our grievances to overshadow our opportunities. 

 To those of the white race who look to the incoming of those of foreign birth and strange 

tongue and habits for the prosperity of the South, were I permitted I would repeat what I say to 

my own race, "Cast down you bucket where you are."  Cast it down among the eight millions of 

Negroes whose habits you know, whose fidelity and love you have tested in days when to have 

proved treacherous meant the ruin of your firesides.  Cast down your bucket among these people 

who have, without strikes and labor wars, tilled your fields, cleared your forests, builded you 

railroads and cities, and brought forth treasures from the bowels of the earth, and helped make 

possible this magnificent representation of the progress of the South.  Casting down your bucket 

among my people, helping and encouraging them as you are doing on these grounds, and to 

education of head, hand, and heart, you will find that they will buy your surplus land, make 

blossom the waste places in your fields, and run your factories.  While doing this, you can be sure 

in the future, as in the past, that you and your families will be surrounded by the most patient, 

faithful, law-abiding, and unresentful people that the world has seen…. 



 There is no defense or security for any of us except in the highest intelligence and 

development of all.  If anywhere there are efforts tending to curtail the fullest growth of the 

Negro, let these efforts be turned into stimulating, encouraging, and making him the most useful 

and intelligent citizen.  Effort or means so invested will pay a thousand per cent.  Effort or means 

so invested will pay a thousand per cent interest.  These efforts will be twice bless--"blessing him 

that gives and him that takes." 

 There is no escape through law of man or God from the inevitable: 

  The laws of changeless justice bind 

       Oppressor with oppressed; 

  And close as sin and suffering joined 

       We march to fate abreast. 

Nearly sixteen millions of hands will aid you in pulling the load upward, or they will pull against 

you the load downward.  We shall constitute one-third and more of the ignorance and crime of the 

South, or one-third its intelligence and progress; we shall contribute one-third to the business and 

industrial prosperity of the South, or we shall prove a veritable body of death, stagnating, 

depressing, retarding every effort to advance the body politic. 

 …The wisest among my race understand that the agitation of questions of social equality 

is the extremest folly, and that progress in the enjoyment of all the privileges that will come to us 

must be the result of severe and constant struggle rather than of artificial forcing.  No race that 

has anything to contribute to the markets of the world is long in any degree ostracized.  It is 

important and right that all privileges of the law be ours, but it is vastly more important that we 

be prepared for the exercises of these privileges.  The opportunity to earn a dollar in a factory just 

now is worth infinitely more than the opportunity to spend a dollar in an opera house. 

  In conclusion, may I repeat that nothing in thirty years has given us more hope and 

encouragement, and drawn us so near to you of the white race, as this opportunity offered by the 

[Cotton States and International] Exposition; and here bending, as it were, over the altar that 

represents the results of the struggles of your race and mine, both starting practically empty-

handed three decades ago, I pledge that in your effort to work out the great and intricate problem 

which God has laid at the doors of the South, you shall have at all times the patient, sympathetic 

help of my race; only let this be constantly in mind, that while form representations in these 

buildings of the product of field, of forest, of mine, of factory, letters, and art, much good will 

come, yet far above and beyond material benefits will be that higher good, that, let us pray God,  

will come, in a blotting out of sectional differences and racial animosities and suspicions, in a 

determination to administer absolute justice, in a willing obedience among all classes to the 

mandates of law.  This, coupled with our own material prosperity, will bring into our beloved 

South a new heaven and a new earth. 

 


