


Education and the State

In most countries in the world, school education is the business of the state. Even
if forms and functions differ, the imparting of elementary knowledge is universally
regarded as a public function. Yet this is neither self-evident nor self-explanatory.
The degree of involvement of state agencies in the supervision, financing and organ -
ization of the school system sometimes varies so much that the usual assumption
of a common understanding of ‘the state’ seems to be an illusion.

Making international comparisons and focusing strongly on the historical
conditions of the current form of state education, this volume paints a nuanced
picture of how the relationship between ‘education’ and ‘state’ has been and is
conceptualized. Insights into this relationship are gained by considering and
analysing both specific processes such as financing and bureaucracy; and conceptual
ideas, for example community, authority and political utopias. The book presents
comparative studies and analyses of regional and local conditions, arguing that the
history of each country or region is critical to educational success, and the relation -
ship between the education and the state must be reconsidered, both internationally
and historically, in order to be of actual conceptual value.

Education and the State presents a broad variety of approaches and examples that
provide a significant contribution to the understanding of the relationship between
education and the state. It will be of key value to academics and researchers in the
fields of the history of education, the politics of education, and educational
administration.
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Bringing education back in
International perspectives on the
relationship between state, culture
and society

Carla Aubry, Michael Geiss, 
Veronika Magyar-Haas and Jürgen Oelkers

In the opinion of the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development) in Paris, the UNESCO Institute for Statistics in Montreal, and
the World Bank in Washington, the nation state is the central organizational
unit for modern education systems. State-organized education systems that
display historically developed, regional characteristics can only be compared
by abstracting their distinctive features in order to identify criteria that can serve
as measurement variables. These parameters, used as the basis for reports about
the performance of the corresponding systems, are established independently
of national peculiarities (OECD/UNESCO, 2002). The assumption is that these
international performance tests will provide information aimed at improving
schools on a national level, as well as increasing the equality of opportunities,
and encouraging more efficient utilization of available funds.

This, however, ignores what state education actually means. The concept 
of state organization of education provides an analytical backdrop, but the
description of the relationship between education and the state still needs to
be corroborated with both international and historical evidence in order to be
of actual conceptual value. The goal must be to consider the distinctive features
of the corresponding educational relationships both politically and theoretically.
In other words, the diversities of education, rather than the state (Evans et al.,
1985), have to be brought back in.

In addition to the focus on the state education system, the major international
comparative studies rely on numerous other assumptions, based on a supra-
national catalogue of criteria. Therefore, the idea of global ‘governance’ follows
a specific model of state-organized educational systems. Behind this is Max
Weber’s bureaucracy theory, which has also attracted considerable attention 
in international debate (Holton and Turner, 1989; Lehmann and Roth, 1995;
Swedberg, 1998; Turner, 2000). According to Weber (2005), ‘bureaucracy’ is
tied to a hierarchy, functioning procedures, and the rational balancing of
objectives (pp. 160, 721). The hierarchy stretches from the centre to the periph -
ery, the procedures are respected, and the decrees have consequences. In 
other words, the system responds to the requirements of the top echelons 
of the hierarchy. National, regional or local specificities are not considered in
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this approach. Although forms of administration other than bureaucracy were
also considered by Weber for classification, these seem to have been lost on
his readers. Thus the state aspect seems to be present as soon as bureaucratic
procedures are implemented.

International comparative studies further assume that school education
represents an investment in the human capital of a society. The lack of con -
sideration given to national specifics was shown by the OECD’s many years
of criticism of what it considered insufficient tertiary education in Switzerland.
It was only because of rampant youth unemployment in Southern Europe that
the specificities of the Swiss vocational education system were increasingly
acknowledged and its dual education system appreciated (UNESCO, 2012).
The hegemonic norming of the various definitions of education can also be
seen in state attempts at standardization during the nineteenth century (see, for
example, Crotti, 2008; Binder and Boser, 2011). The concept of education is
deconstructed into various factors and skills that can be measured and tested.

Even though attempts at standardization have a long history, national
education systems have maintained their cultural specificities to a far greater
extent than they have allowed themselves to be globalized (Aubry and Westberg,
2012). The first things to be globalized are the discourses and language of experts,
from which no direct assumptions can be made about the various education
systems. Standards can be seen as normative instruments of power, strengthen -
ing the inter- and intra-national competition between education systems.
Programmes for the reform of national education systems on the basis of
competition results are thus nothing more than guidelines, and cannot be
implemented directly. Instead, historically developed levels of implementation
must be observed, varying by country, federal state, canton or municipality. It
should be noted that this is rarely a smooth process, and that it inevitably involves
adaptations to national education systems. The objectives established at the outset
have only been achieved in a limited number of cases. The less the specificities
of an educational system are taken into consideration, the less likely it is that
the reforms will achieve their goals.

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, many modern states
developed an extensive educational monopoly in the form of state schools. While
this occurred at varying speeds, and major local differences existed, certain
similarities cannot be ignored. The basis of the metaphorical ‘educational
monopoly’ was the compulsory education established by each state in the form
of laws obliging all parents to send their children to school. A homogenizing
view of various schools and school systems is helped by a public perception
that the same service can be provided everywhere. This assumption is
encouraged by international organizations. It is also aided by the concept of
national curricula, which have thus far contained similar objectives and been
comparable in their content and structure. The underlying premises here are
that everyone should learn to read, and that understanding higher mathematical
operations requires a basic comprehension of calculation.

4 Carla Aubry et al.



Compulsory education and similar curricula do not mean, however, that
education is a closed system. Schools do not escape the influence of globalization,
but they are often the centres of a national or local community, underpinning
local knowledge rather than simply following a general pedagogical or economic
theory. They are culturally and historically specific, and are therefore far from
being easily comparable units.

Now, however, the state organization of education is taken for granted not
only in the current debate on educational policy, but also increasingly in
pedagogical research. The genesis of a state education system between the French
Revolution (Stübig, 1974; Julia, 1981; Harten, 1990; Herrmann and Oelkers,
1990), Prussian reforms (Heinemann, 1974) and the various European culture
wars (Lamberti, 1986; Abels, 1996; Stadler, 1996; Maier, 2000), and in the
period following the American Civil War (Van Overbeck, 2008), has always
determined the classifications of educational history. Once a national education
system had been established in the nineteenth century, there was virtually no
further analysis of the form that the relationship between education and the
state should take.

This is why, even though the development of a state education system is
generally seen as the major caesura in the history of education, and educational
policy debates treat the state organization of education systems as self-evident,
paradoxically little can be said about the form and the development of the
pedagogical aspects of this state monopoly. Even in more recent research, little
is revealed about the development of the various state educational monopolies,
their functionality and, in particular, their public acceptance.

National and local differences can only be explained historically. Future
research must engage with the subject without prematurely attempting to find
commonalities in cases where the differences are actually more significant. These
differences can be seen in the research itself. German-speaking educational
history, much like its French counterpart, overwhelmingly emphasizes the
central role of the nation state, while American studies have a more regional
focus.

The idea of the state, and of state organization of education, forms a
common basis without actually explaining what it entails. What happens when
education is publicly controlled? Which developments, issues and challenges
can be traced, differentiated or even compared in the individual countries? It
is difficult to form a general overview due to conceptual blind spots and the
diverging interpretations of ‘education’, the ‘state’, and the relationship between
them.

Historical structural analyses of the various educational systems also required
conceptual considerations in order to be able to suitably describe and explain
the long-term changes in the relationship between education, the state and
society. The focus of this interest was the changing relationship between the
educational system and the state, the object of much political dispute (Nique,
1990; Nique and Lelièvre, 1993), as well as the relationship between discipline
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and mobilization through the education system (Müller, 1977; Jeismann, 1989;
Kuhlemann, 1992). The specificity of the national and local development 
of educational systems was explained using concepts of system formation
(Müller and Zymek, 1987), and this German concept was presented for inter-
national discussion (Müller et al., 1987). Later, pedagogical and educational
policy dis cussions were also brought into the analysis in Germany (Apel et al.,
2001) and the state perspective was expanded to include inter- and/or intra-
national aspects (Fuchs, 2004; Zymek, 2009).

In contrast to the German-speaking history of education, the discussion of
the relationship between the state and education has developed differently in
the English-speaking world. This is partly the result of the relevant national
characteristics. The American history of education has produced a number of
detailed studies (Beadie, 2010; Goldin and Katz, 2008; Kaestle and Vinovskis,
1980; Lindert and Go, 2010; Margo, 1990; Shipps, 2006), but has also tried
for several decades to follow new conceptual paths, in response to the poorly
developed central state structures and excessive bureaucracy in the educational
system. The social history of the administrators (Tyack, 1976), the historical
relationship between competition and bureaucratization (Labaree, 1988), or the
analysis of the failure of state-led education reforms (Tyack and Cuban, 1995),
provide the analytical material needed to create a historical image of the
relationship between education and the state, without assuming a strong central
power.

Other attempts to elucidate the relationship between the state and education
come from Great Britain. The history of education in that country has focused
on the complex relationship between ‘private and public education’, whereby
the generalized use of both terms requires caution due to their English
specificity (Aldrich, 2004; Shrosbree, 1988; West, 1975). West (1994) demon -
strates that, following the Foster Act of 1870, the state system of education in
Great Britain was superimposed over successful private efforts, thereby
suppressing an emerging and increasingly robust structure of private, volun -
tary and competitive education funded by families, churches and charities. 
In contrast, Green (1990) undertook an international comparison of state educa -
tion, focusing on the development and implementation of national education
systems in England, France, Prussia and the United States. Even in this case,
however, national specificities, which for England meant a significantly delayed
nationalization process in comparison to the rest of Europe, determined the
interest and focus of the study.

The importance attributed to the state in different research projects 
cannot be established solely according to national differences. If the state is seen
as a welfare state and as a mutually supportive group (Castel, 2003), it takes
on a certain importance in terms of the handling of social issues and therefore
the education system. Consequently, the social state acts more as a guarantor,
as both a structural opportunity and a challenge, charged with reducing social
and material uncertainties and educational inequalities. With the propagation
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of a neoliberal perspective, however, in which the (educational) market is to
be freed from state influence, the state is seen as having an entirely different
significance. As formulated by Sparke (2006), this approach is accompanied by
the ‘educational and cultural cultivation of a new kind of self-promoting and
self-policing entrepreneurial individualism’ (p. 154). In relation to these
divergences, it seems essential to consider the political question of the ‘us’ as
well as of the ‘social’ in a historically and internationally focused study of the
relationship between education and the state. It is on the basis of this assessment
of the ‘us’ – in the sense of the conceptualizations of community and society
– that differences are established, allegiances are formulated, inclusion and
exclusion are determined, and the legitimacy of access to education is negotiated
or decided. It is therefore also necessary to ask who has been regarded as
belonging or not belonging to the state.

The above critique of the tendency to homogenize nationally and locally
differentiated school systems and their varied historical development is not
intended as a call for traditional country comparison studies. Nor do we mean
to give the impression that, by highlighting local specificities, we wish to
disregard the local relevance of global tendencies. The above delineation of
diverging national perspectives on the relationship between education and the
state is more of a general means of orientation and/or a heuristic framework
to be honed or deconstructed in the various contributions. The association of
states with specific models would be a reduction that sets the state as an absolute,
without considering any further criteria. It is precisely the various economic
perspectives and theories of power, administration and community subsumed
in this volume that help to encompass and reconstruct the terms ‘education’
and ‘state’, and their possible relationships, in all their variety and complexity.

This work is intended to juxtapose the various approaches to the relationship
between education and the state found in current research. Only a multi-
perspective historical approach can do justice to the heterogeneity, ambiguity
and changing nature of this relationship. On the one hand, this uses theoretical
concepts whose objectives can only be understood in the context of national,
transnational and international political and scholarly debate on the form and
function of a state education system. They cannot be considered independently
of political and business interests, as they require the consideration of actors,
structural necessities, mentalities and/or culture.

This cohesive collection of studies is intended as a first step towards a 
better understanding of the changing relationship between education and the
state. Here the focus lies especially on (Western) Europe and America. Even
if two contributions (Ossenbach and Raftery) make reference to colonialism
in their historical reconstructions, the book cannot – however necessary this
seems – systematically consider the post-colonial states in its reflection on the
relationship between education and the state. Individual studies in the context
of post-colonial and historical research do engage with the profound changes
and discontinuities in the political structures and systems in the colonies, and
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reconstruct various forms of state (the ‘minority settler regime’, the ‘bureaucratic-
patrimonial state’, and the ‘proconsular autocracy’, see Osterhammel, 1995, 
pp. 55–77; Mamdani, 1996, pp. 9–34) and modes of exercising power (‘direct’
and ‘indirect rule’; see Mamdani, 1996, pp. 9–34; Eckert, 2006) during colonial
rule. The aspect of education, however, seldom attracts attention in this con -
text. Exceptions include Bouche (1991, pp. 243–273) and Osterhammel (1995,
pp. 100–111), who shows the extent to which (the withholding of) schooling
functioned as an instrument of power, deployed in varying ways in the different
colonies. Important issues in these conflicts were the language of instruction
and ‘native tradition’ (Osterhammel, 1995, pp. 107ff.): in most colonies the
‘high-culture’ language of the colonizers was used, and the ‘indigenous cultures’
were disregarded in the area of education (Osterhammel, 1995, p. 109; Kerner,
2013, p. 27). In summary, the research does consider education in post-colonial
states to some extent, but there has so far been no systematic analysis of the
relationship between education and the state in this context.

The present book does not provide a complete, new analytical framework
in the form of a consistent theory. But it helps us to ask better questions, and
shows certain key starting points for a more complex, comprehensive approach,
one which takes into account the ambiguities of the matter presented here.
We contend that, if an adequate account is to be given of education and the
state, the history of education as well as its specific characteristics in comparison to
other state-related issues have to be kept in mind.

Historically, the creation and modification of state educational institutions
can be seen as a transformation of state activity. In particular, this will be
demonstrated from an administrative and financial point of view. New state
responsibilities required regulatory organization and the provision of the
corresponding resources. These newly acquired responsibilities and areas of
activity led in turn to new problems that had to be dealt with in everyday
organization. As a result, state education had to prove itself not only as an ideal,
but also in practice.

Comparative presentations of the creation of various national education
systems are accompanied by case studies of individual territories, cities and
communities, in which processes of nationalization, standardization and
centralization/decentralization are retraced in detail. These different approaches
complement each other. On the one hand, the degree of abstraction required
by a comparative study design may be criticized or called into question. On
the other hand, studies on the emergence of national education systems are
able to go into much greater detail in terms of source selection and the dif -
ferentiation of interpretations – but such studies forego the possibilities offered
by comparison. The volume includes discussions of the changing relationship
between education and the state from the perspective of the history of ideas,
as well as depictions stretching over entire periods and specific individual
analyses. The historical projects also raise questions applicable to contemporary
analyses. One concern here was not to reduce the ‘state’ to the nation state,
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or education to schooling. In line with the assumption that theories of the state
are barely conceivable without social theory, or that ideas of community, society,
solidarity and cohesion are inherent in theories of the state, some contributions
deal with concepts of the social, both in theoretical interpretations and in
references to state utopias that were explicitly conceived as social utopias.

The contributions of Miriam Cohen and Gabriela Ossenbach take a
comparative approach. Cohen (Chapter 2) addresses the relationship between
the country, local traditions and mass education in a comparison between
England, France and the United States. She identifies significant differences in
relation to the centralization/decentralization of school organization and
financial autonomy, observing that the ability of the majority to implement
changes is always dependent on coalitions at various levels, and that local
financing is not necessarily linked to greater inequality between communities.
During periods of economic depression, the United States and France reacted
by expanding the school system, which was not the case in England.

Ossenbach (Chapter 3) focuses on Latin America between 1870 and 1920,
where governments assumed varying degrees of involvement in the creation
and control of their national education systems as a result of their histories.
Significant factors in this process of nationalization were their colonial past,
their economic backwardness in comparison with Western countries, and the
influence of the Catholic Church. The study identifies different developments
in the individual countries, as well as similarities, such as a shortage of funding
on the municipal level. This led to more state involvement and meant that
mass schooling could expand as the state gradually took charge of the public
school system.

The above contributions, comparative in structure, permit the examination
of a few clear developments such as centralization/decentralization (Cohen)
and nationalization (Ossenbach). The historical analysis can be even more precise
when the focus is on a city or a municipality. Carla Aubry’s contribution
(Chapter 4) uses the example of the city of Winterthur in Switzerland to demon-
strate how the financing of state schools changed during the nineteenth
century. Initially still in the hands of the city’s citizens, the schools were financed
using the revenues from city assets. Not all citizens benefited equally under
this system. Over time, the increasingly pronounced influence of the state and
efforts to achieve democracy eventually led to equal access. The level of detail
of the analysis allows the historical financial focus to be expanded to include
the perspectives of political participation and citizenship, and shows how
complex the process of centralization/decentralization is.

Vincent Carpentier (Chapter 5) addresses the impact of not only economic
backwardness (see Ossenbach) but also economic crises on investments in the
educational system. By applying Kondratiev’s cyclical theory to compara-
tive educational research, he succeeds in showing how, prior to 1945, crises
led to increased state investment in education. It was hoped that this would
overcome the said crises, as Cohen demonstrates for the United States and
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France. After 1945, however, a change can be seen, especially with the rise of
neo-liberalism in the 1970s. During this period, reduced tax revenues led to
increasing ten sion between wealth and public welfare, and financial crises
brought a desire for savings in the educational sector.

Michael Geiss (Chapter 6) describes how, in the Grand Duchy of Baden 
in the second half of the nineteenth century, the educational administration
and teachers joined forces in a common ideological project. History does not
bear out the dualism of education and administration. Educational bureaucrats
acted as ‘intellectual doers’ who, in their official capacity, sought to implement
their ideas on child-rearing, education and the state. Moreover, the teachers,
beneficiaries of national standardization, supported the bureaucratization of
schools.

Judith Kafka (Chapter 7) deals with local events, examining the bureaucratiza-
tion of American schools in the twentieth century. Focusing on the creation
of formal procedures for the application of school discipline in Los Angeles,
she is able to use a wide body of references to demonstrate that the teachers
themselves wanted to regulate part of their everyday school experience in a
bureaucratic way. Different institutional solutions developed in various districts,
and the state then sanctioned the existing concepts at a higher administrative
level. This also has implications for the examination of other aspects of
educational bureaucratization, which can no longer simply be described as a
top-down arrangement.

Patrick McGuinn (Chapter 8) also examines the growth of administration
during the twentieth century. The starting point of his analysis is George W.
Bush’s No Child Left Behind Act, which generated controversy even beyond
the United States. McGuinn traces the history of the law and gives a nuanced
presentation of the gradual shift towards national responsibilities in the
educational system throughout the twentieth century. He demonstrates how
surprising the new national responsibilities in the American educational system
are, considering the long anti-centralist tradition in this country: for its first
thirty years, the US Office of Education had no significant administrative
responsibilities. The new educational policy situation created by the NCLB
Act can only be accurately assessed in the light of this history.

The problem of evidence-based educational and social policies is addressed
by Holger Ziegler (Chapter 9). Focusing on social work in the twentieth century,
he reconstructs the changing significance of the state, leading to the birth of
the ‘regulatory state’, which abandons all attempts to increase welfare and assumes
purely regulatory functions. A comparison with the analysis of changes after 
1970 (see Carpentier) is productive. In this process, as Ziegler points out, 
the managerial approach replaces trust in professionals with organizational 
forms of government, which can be subsumed in the term ‘management by
measurement’.

Deirdre Raftery (Chapter 10) examines the distinctive development of the
Irish school system under the conditions of British foreign rule. The focus is
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on the shifts towards pluralistic schooling in a country whose history has always
been strongly marked by religious conflicts. Central structural frameworks in
the educational system were determined by denominational differences for
longer than in other countries. In the early twentieth century, the Catholic
Church had the support of the population, as in Latin America (see Ossenbach),
and had access to relevant personnel. Only now is the tendency towards a secular
system gaining ground.

Norbert Grube’s contribution (Chapter 11) considers the relationship
between political propaganda and education. Using the opinions and approaches
of scholars in communication studies, intellectuals and politicians in the United
States during the first half of the twentieth century, he casts light on the
construction of national homogeneity. In the historical context of the perceived
threats of mass society, the two world wars, economic and social crises and
uncertainty, he sees government propaganda as important for the creation of
national coherence. Using a wealth of material, Grube demonstrates the extent
to which propaganda must be seen as a means of educating mass society, and
shows how American experts both discuss public opinion from a pedagogical
perspective and make use of statistical data.

The relationship between the state and education is expanded to include 
a utopian aspect in the contribution of Jürgen Oelkers (Chapter 14). From the
perspective of the history of ideas, covering different eras and using a wide
range of sources, he shows how the genre of utopian narrative can be
overwhelmingly broad if the classic Morus–Campanella–Bacon construction is
not used as a limiting criterion. By means of utopian ideas from the philosophy
of Ancient Greece, the Middle Ages and the modern era, Oelkers reconstructs
the way in which the various utopias were linked to ideas of improved
education. Democracy is seen not as a utopia, but rather as an experienced
reality capable of convincing even its harshest critics.

However, as argued by Veronika Magyar-Haas (Chapter 12), state utopias
can also be linked with community utopias, which leave little room for differ -
ences and the establishment of (inter)personal boundaries. Beginning with the
social theory and community critique of Helmuth Plessner in the 1920s, and
considering the ‘left-Heideggerian’ deconstructivist community theories of 
Jean-Luc Nancy, she demonstrates the possibility of theoretically and analytically
reconsidering the ‘limits of the community’ beyond the context of Plessner’s
and Nancy’s time. She discusses critiques of community and their implications
for educational theory, going beyond the scholastic aspect of the term ‘education’
to include the notion of dignity as an objective of educational theory – but
one which does not necessarily have explicitly normative connotations.

The fact that utopias do not simply become reality is hardly surprising.
Nonetheless, E. Thomas Ewing (Chapter 13) demonstrates that the grim real -
ities – for example, those of the communist social vision in Stalinist education
– are not so easy to assess either. Using the example of the debates about
exclusions from school, he reconstructs how, under Stalinism, dictatorial power
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led to the disciplining of students and teachers. ‘Inclusive’ discipline, as he
explains, proved a successful alternative to exclusions.

This book presents a variety of elements, approaches and theses that provide
a significant contribution to the understanding of the relationship between
education and the state. The various scholarly cultures, experiential backgrounds,
disciplinary contexts and objects of research allow readers to examine their own
academic perspectives and reflect on individual approaches in the light of
research on related topics. There is ample potential here for further research
on the changing relationship between education and the state: on the one hand,
these perspectives can be compared, in order to identify the differences and
similarities between them, and on the other hand, their areas of focus can be
considered across different time periods, objects of examination and theoretical
contexts. Financing, bureaucracy, community, authority and utopia can be
shown to be related fields that may be used to further examine and research
the relationship between the state and education.
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Comparing school systems
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The national state, the local
and the growth of mass
schooling
History lessons from England, France
and the United States1

Miriam Cohen

More than twenty-five years ago, political scientists Ira Katznelson and Margaret
Weir argued that, since public schools have been partially:

the guardian and cultivator of a democratic and egalitarian political culture
in the US . . . [their history] cannot be excised from the treatments of the
American welfare-state and more generally, from social democratic attempts
by government to protect ordinary people from the ravages of the unfettered
markets.

(Katznelson and Weir, 1988, p. 5)

As an American historian working on the comparative history of the welfare
state in England, France, and the United States from the late nineteenth to the
mid-twentieth century, I am struck that, while the United States had little
tradition of state spending for a great number of social welfare initiatives, few
countries share its history of public expenditures on education. Yet Katznelson
and Weir’s call to integrate the history of public education with the broader
history of the welfare states largely remains unheeded. While new approaches
to the history of American state-making have been accumulating over the last
two decades, because it is usually seen as an alternative to traditional programs
of entitlement, outside of the field of educational history, few have paid much
attention to schooling. This is beginning to change. Works by Lindert (2004)
and Garfinkel et al. (2010) comparing American and European welfare states
have included public expenditures on schooling. Kantor and Lowe (1995) have
also addressed changing American education policy and its relationship to social
welfare. Moreover, Katz (2010a, 2010b) is now integrating an analysis of public
education into a history of the American welfare state. In our comparative study
of the history of the welfare state in the United States, England, and France,
my co-author, Michael Hanagan, and I are studying some of the usual features
of the welfare state, which include entitlement programs, such as social
insurance and protective labor legislation, but we are also focusing on the
development of mass schooling.2 Based on some of this work, and focusing
on the years 1870 through World War II, this chapter shows that placing schools
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into the context of a comparative history of social welfare enables us to better
understand the history of social welfare and state-making in two respects.

First, the commitment to schooling can be an important aspect of enhancing
state capacity, which has implications for other aspects of social welfare. This
is particularly true for the United States, where, because public education
expendi tures are social transfers, the American consensus about public educa-
tion has been critical. In a country with a weak sense of public responsibility,
the American attitude surrounding the importance of public education has stood
out as a long-standing exception. Since the role of government in providing
education was already an established tradition by the end of the nineteenth
century, US reformers intent on enhancing state capacity have effectively used
education to redefine the boundaries between state and family.3 By connecting
the history of education and history of the welfare state, we can recognize that
state-sponsored education has been an important aspect of state-making in the
United States. Its growth has, at some critical moments, not acted as a substitute
for such social welfare approaches, as others have argued, but has contributed
to the extension of other social welfare benefits, such as income support
programs and workplace regulations (Flora and Heidenheimer, 1981; Patterson,
1994).

Second, paying attention to the history of mass schooling forces us to think
carefully about the issues of centralization and decentralization in the making
of the welfare state. Scholars of the welfare state have generally assumed that
the growing centralization of democratic governments – which proceeded much
more rapidly in Europe in comparison to the United States – meant advances
in social benefits. Concentrating on the town of Winterthur in the Canton of
Zurich, Carla Aubry’s work in this volume, on the growth of public schooling
in nineteenth-century Switzerland, shows that the increase in centralization of
schools at the canton level increased equitable access to public schooling. Yet,
the decentralized structure of the American and German school system, as Peter
Lindert argued, in comparison to England and France, enhanced the reach of
public schooling in the United States (Lindert, 2004).

My focus on both the local and the national in comparing the history of
schooling picks up on Katz’s recent call for a historical approach to evaluating
the role of government in social policy, which “stresses the importance of time,
place, context, the particular policy objective, the different levels of government
and the different metrics that often separated their evaluation” (Katz, 2011, p.
337). Throughout the era between 1870 and World War II, the United States,
with its more decentralized system of public education, remained the leader
among the three countries in spreading access to public education. While central
control and central funding of schools in the United States remained very
limited, during the Depression, important New Deal initiatives provided
critical support for the expansion of public schooling. In the case of England,
growing centralization actually meant the limitation of equitable access with
respect to public schooling. French education was subject to central control
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throughout this period, but it was only during the Great Depression that central
state initiatives expanded the reach of schooling.

In all three countries, between 1870 and World War II, the inability to build
lasting national coalitions favoring egalitarian expansion limited the poten-
tial of public schooling in the period between 1870 and World War II. As 
the United States begins to move closer to its European counterparts in the
twenty-first century, with greater national mandates regarding public schooling,
we see another example of growing centralization unaccompanied by growing
equity.

Public education and state capacity: the United
States in comparative perspective

In my earlier work on education and the American welfare state, I stressed the
extent to which political activists appealed to widespread collective norms about
the importance of schooling in order to make the case for a number of other
social benefits. One of the best examples comes from the early twentieth cen-
tury, when mostly women reformers promoted mothers’ pensions, also called
widows’ pensions – that is, state-wide programs of income support for poor
widowed mothers, so that they could keep their children at home rather than
placing them in orphanages. In the second decade of the twentieth century,
mothers’ pension leagues campaigning throughout the country were remarkably
successful. By 1920, the vast majority of states had enacted some sort of mothers’
pension program. These government-funded initiatives were the precursors to
the Aid to Dependent Children Program, which became federal law during
the New Deal as part of the Social Security Act. Many historians have
emphasized the extent to which campaigners on behalf of mothers’ pensions
had effectively practiced maternalist politics; reformers focused on issues that
appealed to women as wives and mothers, and promoted the idea that women
were particularly good at addressing such concerns (Ladd-Taylor, 1994; Muncy,
1991). I argued that the appeal to American values regarding the importance
of education was also critical. Thus, advocates for mothers’ pensions contended
that, with the income provided to poor widowed mothers, children who might
otherwise have worked could be kept in school (Cohen, 2005).

Thanks to recent work by Steffes (2012) and Provasnik (2006), we can now
appreciate that these American activists were doing more than appealing to
collective norms. In the United States, unlike England or France, legislation
on both the state and national levels is legitimated not only because it represents
the majority will of legislatures; laws also have to pass constitutional muster 
as determined by American courts. At the turn of the twentieth century, Amer-
ican reformers pushing to build the welfare state looked to an emerging
American jurisprudence on the enforcement of school attendance laws, in order
to build the case for the constitutionality of a whole host of social legislation,
such as income support programs and workplace regulations. Thus, in 1914,
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