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ABSTRACT

?

J. D. B. De Bow was publisher of the Southern periodical “De Bow’s Review”
from 1846 until 1867. While beginning the journal as a place for advice
concerning agriculture, industry, and infrastructure the periodical shifted its
focus as De Bow moved from a Southern booster to fire-eater., Following
this progression is the journal’s opinions on education that, as the Civil War
looms, becomes sectionally- minded. De Bow moves from advocating for
education for the sake of a stronger cultural base and economic

advancement to seeing education as the tool to isolate the South from the

l

North and preserve proslavery ideology in the region.
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De Bow’s South: How One Periodical Reflected Education
Reform in the Antebellum South

Introduction

De Bow’s Review of “the Southwest, South and West; A monthly journal of
trade, commerce, commercial polity, agriculture, manufactures, internal
improvement, & c¢” was first published in January of 1846 in New Orleans, Louisiana.
It remained widely circulated throughout the later half of the nineteenth century
until it ended publication in 1884 and was the most circulated southern periodical
at outbreak of the Civil War. In 1846 the Review was mainly authored by J. D. B. De
Bow, the periodical’s namesake, but featured an increasing number of guest writers
and continued to be published after De Bow’s death in 1867. The periodical was
published every month throughout its run with the exception of a few interruptions.
Before the outbreak of the Civil War became imminent the Review covered a broad
range of agricultural, literary, economic and political topics, featuring articles as
well as public opinion sections and letters to the editor. As tensions solidified
between the north and the South in the late 1850s the journal became increasingly
secessionist, defending slavery and arguing for the merits of an independent
southern nation.

The prominent Southern periodical De Bow's Review indicates that educated
Southerners tended to value education as an economic tool as they scrambled to
catch up with Northern industry and infrastructure during the 1840s and 1850s. At

the start of his publishing, . D. B De Bow used the Review to guide Southerners
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ment and cultural resourceg such ag
- ban develop Schog)g _
towards ur and Jip,, .

ching a broad audience of entrepreneurs and planters in the Qg South
rea - As ¢
Me

the Civil War loomed, however, De Bow emerged as an Outspoken fire-eate,.
] USlng

his Review as a platform to defend pro-slavery ideology ang t0 Promote South

nationalism along with anti-union sentiment. While Ol‘iginally adVDCating .
or a

broad system of public education in the South with a foundation of traineg teacherg
De Bow later published articles focusing on the need for a system of educatiop,
designed to strengthen the soon-to-be Confederate States of America, By
campaigning against the use of Northern schoolbooks and for Strong Southerp
universities, De Bow sough to preserve Southern identity by sheltering students
from the anti-slavery rhetoric of the North. De Bow also identified strong
universities as a means for economic development; while many Southerners haq to
cross into the North to seek institutions higher education, De Bow believed that

keeping these prospective students in the region would increase the professional

and cultural value of Southern cities such as New Orleans and so bolster the
Southern economy in general.

The American South has often been stigmatized for its failure to invest in
education and other infrastructure. However, during the antebellum period the
South dominated global cotton markets and was an extremely lucrative region to
planters. This planter elite educated their children with private tutors and sent them
on to northern universities. The majority of the white population of the South,

however, could not afford to do this. As a middie class emerged in the 1850s,
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Slavery, however, prevented the South from following the North's pattern of
education reform; polincal tensions between the regions pushed the South to
develop their own educational system exclusive of the North, omitting northern
teachers, textbooks, and ideas. As the landed elite and middle class drove the
movement for education reform in the South, the southern model also focused cn
higher education and universities, more often than not private, standing in contrast
to the North’s commitment to accessible public education. James B. D. De Bow was a
Southern booster who began the periodical De Bow’s Review as 2 journal targeting
the interests of agricultural and industrial Southerners, providing information on
those enterprises. The journal, however, became extremely influential in shaping
public opinion in the South. Through its selective articles and editorials The Review

advocated for a sectionally minded scheme for education reform, focusing on the

elite desire for strong universities that could challenge their Northern counterparts

for influence over regional conceptions of slavery.

Background
The South in 1850

At the middle of the century, skilled craftsmen suffered from the debasement
of their skills as division of labor and mechanization replaced traditional handicraft
methods of production. ! Many self-employed craftsmen and artisans fell to the
status of wage laborers as the artistry was removed from production with the rise of

assembly lines and mass production. This degradation of labor led to class conflict

1 McPherson, James M. Batile Cry of Freedom: The Civil War Era. The Oxford History of the Uniied
States, v. 6. New York: Oxford University Press, 1988.
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. skilled artisanal work disappeared with the rise of low Wage unskiljeg i
as g .

Iohs
with the potential to generate middle-class Americans disappeareq in Soy

herp,
metropolitan areas, contributing to a growing class of poor Su:mtherne].S Whoge
numbers stood in stark contrast to the small, elite class wealthy Plantatiop OWnerg_
This mechanical revolution added displaced industrial and trade workers tq the
preexisting class of poor white southerners struggling as yeoman farmerg in
Appalachia. At the same time the antislavery movement polarized the country’s
populace. 2 A positive defense of slavery emerged as the South fought 1o
preemptively strike antislavery sympathies within its borders, arguing that slavery
was in the best interest of both slaves and masters. Slaveholders succeeded in
convincing most non-slaveholding whites within the South (two thirds of the white

population there) that emancipation would mean economic ruin, social chaos, and

3
racial war even for those individuals who held no slave property to lose.

The lack of transportation infrastructure comparable to the North
contributed to the South’s reputation as backward. An extensive system of railroads
and canals kept the North interconnected as well as giving it access to important
ports and depots in the South. Within the interior of the South, however, few
railroads were built. The transportation revolution that had boomed during the 50
years prior to the Civil War and was wrapping up by mid-century, failing to
penetrate many regions of the South, The upland and piney woods regions in the

. jving in
forests of Amine and the Adirondacks, for example, found many Americans living

2 McPherson: 1988
3 McPherson: 1988
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a nearly self-sufficient premarket economy based on handicraft, not much had
changed from the time of their grandparents.®* The South’s lack of investment in
internal improvements and infrastructure stunted the region’s development,

reflecting the South’s lack of industry and strong reliance on plantation-based

agriculture,

Education was extremely unequal throughout the United States, following
the trend set by the transportation revolution and contributing to the South’s poor
intellectual reputation. At midcentury the New England region of the United States
led the world in educational facilities and literacy.5 Over 95 percent of adults could
read and write, and three fourths of children between five and nineteen were
enrolled at school for an average of six months a year. The North at large shared
very similar statistics; the South, however, lagged far behind. Only 80 percent of
white adults in the South were literate with one third of white children enrolled at
school an average of three months a year. Free black children fared even worse.
New Orleans’ large population of free blacks, which numbered 11,000 in 1860, were
denied access to public schools and only about one-tenth of them could read and
write.6 These free blacks stood in addition to the city’s 14,000 slaves who were also
denied access to public schools and who almost without exception lacked any form

of literacy.

4 McPherson: 1988

5 McPherson: 1988

6 “New Orleans Public School History: A Brief Overview.” Cowen Institute for Public Service Initiatives,
Tulane University: 2007
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Rritish observers praised the American education System of the Nort,
' ‘ orth y,
or

l dig adaptive and versatile students, creating a workforce that wag bet
nee M er at

innovating and inventing than British workers trained through apprenﬂceshjps;
The widespread literacy and “adaptive versatility” among Americanp Workers Wa.s
thought to explain the economic efficiency of American markets. Whjle the craft
apprenticeship system broke down in the United States, most children in the
northeast went to school until age fourteen or fifteen. This meant that whjje the
craft system broke down there was a shortage of the educated workers necessary o
compensate for the changing economic model. The South needed innovatgrs to
improve its agriculture and commerce, but with such a low Proportion of Southerp
white children attending school and the lack of strong universities and secondary
schools it was difficult for the South to succeed. American workers were noted
abroad for their ability to invent, seemingly “continually devising some new thing to

assist him in his work.”® The South desperately needed this innovative element

introduced through formal education to support its agricultural and commercial

base.

In the decades leading up to the 1850s it became increasingly apparent to
American businessmen in the North and South that a system of common education
was necessary for long term and significant improvements to the economy. Without
an educated and thoughtful workforce industrial progress would stall; workers

o . dil
would only be worth as much as their labor contributions, which were readty

m of

7 McPherson: 1988 : Sysle
8 Rosenberg, ed. American System, 203; John E. Sawyer, “The Social Basis of the American 2

Manufacturing.” Jowrnal of Education History, 14 (1954), 377-78
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replaceable as technology evolved and factorfes prospered. An cducation also
enabled new entreprencurs and professionals to emerge, bolstering the values of
city and state economies as they created new jobs and developed more raw
materials. Textile magnate Abbott Lawrence advised a Virginia friend who hoped for
his state to follow New England’s industrial progress that, “you cannot expect to
develop your resources without a general system of popular education; it is the
lever to all permanent improvement.” It became apparent at midcentury that a
proper system of education was a necessary tool to bolster the economy and
increase the utility of the individual worker; one worker who could think on his feet
at innovate at the job he had been given was of much more value than one who

could not. As a Yankee businessman observed in 1853, “intelligent laborers can add

much more to the capital employment in a business than those who are ignorant.”10

Education was valuable in the States, and especially in the South, for its
contributions to economic gain. A proper education could increase productivity and
profit for an enterprise; this was valued by the region above the humanistic value of
a liberal education, a more popular education ideal to the Northern audience. As
Horace Mann wrote in 1848, schools were “the grand agent for the development or
augmentation of natural resources, more powerful in the production and gainful

employment of the total wealth of a country than all the other things mentioned in

9 Abbott Lawrence, Letters to William C. Rives of Virginia (Boston, 1846), 6; Arthur A. Ekirch, The Idea
of Progress in America, 1815-1860 (New York, 1944), 197.

10 McPherson: 1988
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the books of the political economist.”11 The South was extremely Concerned Wit the
development and augmentation of natural resources as their e€conomy rested flrml
on the back of King Cotton. A widespread system of education, then, wag Seen as h
solution to the South’s lag in culture, affecting the economy through , lack of
professionals and middle class white people. Between the planter elites and pogr
yeomen or hired farmers there was little space for a strong white Professiona) class
through much of the South; the economy was simply not Structured for

entrepreneurship and many professions.

The Antebellum Southern Middle Class

De Bow’s Review was primarily targeted at the planter elite clags of the

Southern social hierarchy but also saught to develop and advance a middle-class

audience. De Bow sought to strengthen the South not only through agricultural but

through industrial and professional development, economic areas that would allow
for a stronger middle class to emerge. This middle class would benefit the South by
helping to establish 3 stronger school system to educate the middle class white
youth and by contributing their professional skills to the South’s economy in

general. By promoting a stronger white middle class concerned with advancing

industry, De Bow did not challenge the roll of slavery or the planter elite; instead, he

Was uniquely popular in the South for his advocacy of industrial development in

league with the planter class to the benefit of the Southern economy at large without

impeding the institution of slavery,

11 1u
M Michacl B. Karz, The Irony of Early School Reform:- educational Innovation in Mid- lﬂll‘“’«‘“f"lh %ﬂn A
dS;d(.hU‘sEtl:s Cambridge, Mass - 1968),43; Horace Mann, “annual report of 1848, in The Life an
Wor s of Horace Mann, 5 vols. (Bosl.on ]891) IV, 245.51,
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