
“Two Men Named Ben”
Student Handout 1-

Dr. Benjamin Rush’s Views on Education

Excerpted from Benjamin Rush, "Thoughts Upon the Mode of Education Proper in a Republic," 
From A Plan for the Establishment of Public Schools and the Diffusion of Knowledge in 
Pennsylvania; to Which Are Added, Thoughts upon the Mode of Education Proper in a Republic. 
Addressed to the Legislature and Citizens of the State. (Philadelphia: Thomas Dobson, 1786).

The following excerpts come from Dr. Benjamin’s Rush’s views on what education in 
Pennsylvania should look like:

THOUGHTS UPON THE MODE OF EDUCATION
PROPER IN A REPUBLIC

by Dr. Benjamin Rush
Philadelphia, 1786

The business of education has acquired a new complexion by the independence of our country. 
The form of government we have assumed has created a new class of duties to every American. 
It becomes us, therefore, to examine our former habits upon this subject, and in laying the 
foundations for nurseries of wise and good men, to adapt our modes of teaching to the peculiar 
form of our government.

     The first remark that I shall make upon this subject is that an education in our own is to be 
preferred to an education in a foreign country. The principle of patriotism stands in need of the 
reinforcement of prejudice, and it is well known that our strongest prejudices in favor of our 
country are formed in the first one and twenty years of our lives. The policy of the Lacedamonians 
is well worthy of our imitation. When Antipater demanded fifty of their children as hostages for the 
fulfillment of a distant engagement, those wise republicans refused to comply with his demand 
but readily offered him double the number of their adult citizens, whose habits and prejudices 
could not be shaken by residing in a foreign country. Passing by, in this place, the advantages to 
the community from the early attachment of youth to the laws and constitution of their country, I 
shall only remark that young men who have trodden the paths of science together, or have joined 
in the same sports, whether of swimming, skating, fishing, or hunting, generally feel, through life, 
such ties to each other as add greatly to the obligations of mutual benevolence.

     I conceive the education of our youth in this country to be peculiarly necessary in 
Pennsylvania while our citizens are composed of the natives of so many different kingdoms in 
Europe. Our schools of learning, by producing one general and uniform system of education, will 
render the mass of the people more homogeneous and thereby fit them more easily for uniform 
and peaceable government.

     I proceed, in the next place, to inquire what mode of education we shall adopt so as to secure 
to the state all the advantages that are to be derived from the proper instruction of youth; and 
here I beg leave to remark that the only foundation for a useful education in a republic is to be laid 
in RELIGION. Without this, there can be no virtue, and without virtue there can be no liberty, and 
liberty is the object and life of all re publican governments.

     Such is my veneration for every religion that reveals the attributes of the Deity, or a future 
state of rewards and punishments, that I had rather see the opinions of Confucius or Mohammed 
inculcated upon our youth than see them grow up wholly devoid of a system of religious 
principles. But the religion I mean to recommend in this place is the religion of JESUS CHRIST.



     To assist in rendering religious, moral, and political instruction more effectual upon the minds 
of our youth, it will be necessary to subject their bodies to physical discipline. To obviate the 
inconveniences of their studious and sedentary mode of life, they should live upon a temperate 
diet, consisting chiefly of broths, milk, and vegetables. The black broth of Sparta and the barley 
broth of Scotland have been alike celebrated for their beneficial effects upon the minds of young 
people. They should avoid tasting spirituous liquors. They should also be accustomed 
occasionally to work with their hands in the intervals of study and in the busy seasons of the year 
in the country.

     In the education of youth, let the authority of our masters be as absolute as possible. The 
government of schools like the government of private families should be arbitrary, that it may not 
be severe. By this mode of education, we prepare our youth for the subordination of laws and 
thereby qualify them for becoming good citizens of the republic. I am satisfied that the most useful 
citizens have been formed from those youth who have never known or felt their own wills till they 
were one and twenty years of age, and I have often thought that society owes a great deal of its 
order and happiness to the deficiencies of parental government being supplied by those habits of 
obedience and subordination which are contracted at schools.

     I do not wish the LEARNED OR DEAD LANGUAGES, as they are commonly called, to be 
reduced below their present just rank in the universities of Europe, especially as I consider an 
acquaintance with them as the best foundation for a correct and extensive knowledge of the 
language of our country. Too much pains cannot be taken to teach our youth to read and write our 
American language with propriety and elegance. The study of the Greek language constituted a 
material part of the literature of the Athenians, hence the sublimity, purity, and immortality of so 
many of their writings. The advantages of a perfect knowledge of our language to young men 
intended for the professions of law, physic, or divinity are too obvious to be mentioned, but in a 
state which boasts of the first commercial city in America, I wish to see it cultivated by young men 
who are intended for the counting house, for many such, I hope, will be educated in our colleges. 
The time is past when an academical education was thought to be unnecessary to qualify a 
young man for merchandise. I conceive no profession is capable of receiving more 
embellishments from it.

     Connected with the study of our own language is the study of ELOQUENCE. It is well known 
how great a part it constituted of the Roman education. It is the first accomplishment in a republic 
and often sets the whole machine of government in motion. Let our youth, therefore, be instructed 
in this art. We do not extol it too highly when we attribute as much to the power of eloquence as 
to the sword in bringing about the American Revolution.

     With the usual arts and sciences that are taught in our American colleges, I wish to see a 
regular course of lectures given upon HISTORY and CHRONOLOGY. The science of 
government, whether it relates to constitutions or laws, can only be advanced by a careful 
selection of facts, and these are to be found chiefly in history. Above all, let our youth be 
instructed in the history of the ancient republics and the progress of liberty and tyranny in the 
different states of Europe.

     I wish likewise to see the numerous facts that relate to the origin and present state of 
COMMERCE, together with the nature and principles of MONEY, reduced to such a system as to 
be intelligible and agreeable to a young man. If we consider the commerce of our metropolis only 
as the avenue of the wealth of the state, the study of it merits a place in a young man's education, 
but, I consider commerce in a much higher light when I recommend the study of it in republican 
seminaries. I view it as the best security against the influence of hereditary monopolies of land, 
and, therefore, the surest protection against aristocracy. I consider its effects as next to those of 
religion in humanizing mankind, and lastly, I view it as the means of uniting the different nations of 
the world together by the ties of mutual wants and obligations.

     CHEMISTRY by unfolding to us the effects of heat and mixture, enlarges our acquaintance 



with the wonders of nature and the mysteries of art; hence it has become in most of the 
universities of Europe a necessary branch of a gentleman's education. In a young country, where 
improvements in agriculture and manufactures are so much to be desired, the cultivation of this 
science, which explains the principles of both of them, should be considered as an object of the 
utmost importance.

     In a state where every citizen is liable to be a soldier and a legislator, it will be necessary to 
have some regular instruction given upon the ART OF WAR and upon PRACTICAL 
LEGISLATION. These branches of knowledge are of too much importance in a republic to be 
trusted to solitary study or to a fortuitous acquaintance with books. Let mathematical learning, 
therefore, be carefully applied in our colleges to gunnery and fortification, and let philosophy be 
applied to the history of those compositions which have been made use of for the terrible 
purposes of destroying human life. These branches of knowledge will be indispensably necessary 
in our republic, if unfortunately war should continue hereafter to be the unchristian mode of 
arbitrating disputes between Christian nations.


