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The emergence of publicly funded primary education systems in most

of the world’s independent states in the nineteenth century was a crit-

ical event in the development of the modern state, preceding the intro-

duction of social insurance systems by several decades, and creating, for

the first time, a direct relationship between the state and the masses.

However, the institutions through which states exercised political con-

trol over primary education varied greatly, both across countries and

over time. Surprisingly, social scientists know little about the causes of

this variation. There is a rich comparative-historical literature on the

introduction of compulsory education (Soysal and Strang 1989), the

development of curricula (Benavot et al. 1991), and the expansion of

enrollment and public education spending (Benavot and Riddle 1988;

Meyer, Ramirez, and Soysal 1992; Lindert 2004, chapter 5), but what

we know about patterns of authority and responsibility is largely based

on historical case studies, few of which are explicitly comparative.

Aiming to fill this gap in current knowledge, this paper examines the

comparative institutional development of primary education systems

in Western Europe, North America, Oceania, and Japan between 1870

and 1939. Identifying three key sources of institutional variation – cen-

tralization, secularization, and subsidization – we address three basic

questions: Why did some states create centralized primary education
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systems, when others were content to leave schools to municipalities or

parishes? Why were some school systems dominated by religious insti-

tutions, when others were entirely secular? And why did some states,

but not others, provide public funding for private schools?

To answer these questions, we have compiled a new database of pri-

mary education regimes, permitting us to conduct a systematic analysis

of why they varied between countries, and why these regimes changed

over time. Some of our findings confirm long-held beliefs about the

development of primary schooling. Others provide new insights into

the history of this important social institution. Our main argument is

that once we turn from enrollment and spending to institutional vari-

ables such as centralization and secularization, the macro-economic

and macro-sociological explanations that scholars of primary educa-

tion have so far relied on become significantly less convincing. Politics

mattered greatly when mass education systems were established: lib-

erals, Catholics, conservatives, and socialists fought with uncommon

intensity and bitterness over the governance of primary education in

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and these struggles,

as we will show, shaped national education regimes.

We find that there were two paths to centralization (all primary

education systems were originally governed locally): schooling was cen-

tralized either by liberal and social democratic parties in democracies

or by authoritarian parties in autocracies. Secularization was less likely

in countries with established churches, but more likely in countries with

liberal and socialist governments. When it comes to the subsidization of
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private schools, finally, we demonstrate that Lijphart’s (1968) analysis

of the Netherlands – where the provision of public funding for private

schools is treated as a solution to the problem of endemic religious con-

flict – can be generalized to other countries: with the single exception

of Denmark, private schools only received public funding in countries

where Catholicism was a significant but not entirely dominant religion.

The paper begins, in Section 1, with a discussion of our theoretical

expectations regarding the politics of primary education, focusing on

the three key dimensions of centralization, secularization, and subsi-

dization. Section 2 describes our measurement of these institutions,

and of the explanatory variables that are included in our empirical

analyses. Section 3 provides a brief descriptive account of how coun-

tries configure across the three dimensions, revealing the existence of

five principal primary education regimes in the late nineteenth and

early twentieth centuries. Section 4 employs a series of panel data

models to estimate the effects of economic, political, and demographic

variables on centralization, secularization, and subsidization. Section 5

concludes with a discussion of the implications of our argument for the

study of education and for the role of historical analysis in the study

of social policy.

1. Institutions, Parties, and Churches

The Politics of Primary Education. In the past two decades, scholars

of comparative politics have taken great interest in the development

of national education systems. In particular, comparative political
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economists have taken seriously the comparative historical develop-

ment of country-level “skills regimes” (Thelen 2004), providing clear

and persuasive accounts of the origins of the education systems that un-

derpin national economic strategies (Hall and Soskice 2001) and welfare

regimes (Estevez-Abe, Iversen, and Soskice 2001; Iversen and Stephens

2008). So far, however, this emerging literature has mainly been con-

cerned with secondary education, tertiary education, and vocational

training (and therefore with the connection between the education sys-

tem and the labor market), not with primary education. Yet, primary

education is a uniquely important social institution. In the period that

concerns us here – the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries

– post-primary enrollment was low in Western Europe, North Amer-

ica, and Oceania (even in the rich democracies, few citizens received

post-primary education until quite recently, most of the expansion oc-

curring after the Second World War), but primary school enrollment

was already high.

Economists and sociologists have had more to say about the devel-

opment of mass education systems in the late nineteenth and early

twentieth centuries, but they have typically been concerned with en-

rollment or public spending, not institutions. They have therefore, in

most cases, adopted functionalist and apolitical explanations. Ernst

Gellner (1964, chapter 7; 1983, chapter 3), for example, famously ar-

gued that national primary education systems emerged to provide in-

dustrializing, capitalist states with a mobile and flexible labor force.

Meyer, Ramirez, and Soysal’s well-known study of the expansion of
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mass education (1992), on the other hand, attributed the same out-

come to institutional isomorphism in the international system: in their

analysis, countries adopted compulsory primary education since they

wished to mimic other countries that were seen as exemplars of modern

nation states. More recently, Lindert (2004) did take political regimes

into account, but the empirical focus in his study is on aggregate in-

dicators of total spending, and the only political variable that enters

the equation is a simple dichotomy between autocratic and democratic

states: organized political actors, such as parties and religious groups,

are only implicitly a part of the analysis.

Since the existing literature about the development of primary ed-

ucation systems is mainly concerned with socioeconomic factors and

macropolitical modernization, it does not examine the relationship be-

tween political cleavages on the one hand and patterns of authority

and responsibility on the other. This is regrettable, for the most di-

visive political conflicts over public schooling in the late nineteenth

and early twentieth centuries – such as the Dutch schoolstrijd and

the Belgian and French guerres scolaires – were in fact struggles over

institutions. They resulted in enduring patterns of authority and re-

sponsibility. Their aftershocks are still felt.

Accordingly, our analysis focuses on political cleavages and their im-

pact on institutional design, as opposed to recounting a linear process

of modernization. In choosing to examine the structure of institu-

tions rather than spending or enrollment, we follow the lead of Esping-

Andersen (1990), who showed that data on public spending tend to
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give an incomplete and distorted picture of how social policies vary be-

tween countries.1 In choosing to consider the role not just of economic

conflict but but also of cleavages such as geography and religion, we

follow the lead of Lipset and Rokkan (1967) and Rokkan (1973), who

showed that an analysis of the politics of mass education must move

beyond the economic dimension, since many of the most important

political conflicts over the organization, funding, and governance of

primary education in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries

centered on non-economic issues such as the conflict between religious

education and secularism and the conflict between core modernizing

elites and traditional and peripheral cultures.

Actors, Interests, and Institutions. In order to understand political

conflicts over education, we must first examine the preferences that

influential political and social actors had over different ways of structur-

ing mass education systems, taking into account whether these actors

were helped or hindered by established institutions.

In most countries, the starting point for late nineteenth century gov-

ernments seeking to reform primary education was a piecemeal, decen-

tralized system of schools that were largely controlled by local religious

elites and funded through a ramshackle mix of direct contributions,

1This paper also follows Esping-Andersen’s lead in two other impor-

tant ways: we show how institutions cluster in regimes, and we provide

a systematic comparative analysis of phenomena that have hitherto

been examined only in case studies.
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property taxes (“rates”), and church contributions. National govern-

ments that sought to develop a more uniform and universal primary

education system had to make crucial decisions about the allocation of

authority and responsibility within it.

The first question they faced was whether the central state should

be able to exercise direct control over schools and teachers, or whether

such authority should remain at the local level. This question separated

groups representing local religious and economic elites of early modern

Europe and its colonies from reformist groups – whether from the left

or from the right – who wished to use the mass education system to

change the social order that these elites represented. This separation

thus amounted to a cleavage between the proponents of an organic,

local structure of authority on the one hand and the proponents of

an interventionist central government on the other. The parties that

defended the old order typically identified as conservative or Catholic.

The advocates of interventionist central government identified as liberal

or socialist (on the center-left) or, later, as fascist (on the far right) (cf.

Berman 2006).

The second question they faced concerned the role of the majority

church in running and funding schools (vis-à-vis secularists and non-

conformists). Given that for centuries, education had been the domain

of the church, developing a more uniform and universal primary ed-

ucation system meant confronting difficult questions about the role

of religious authorities – questions that had previously been resolved
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on a piecemeal basis, locality by locality. The religious cleavage sep-

arated actors that represented the majority religion – either directly

(the church) or indirectly (conservative and Catholic political parties)

– from secularist parties and religious nonconformists.

An analysis of the relative political dominance of traditionalist and

reformist political parties and the relative size and influence of religious

groups provides only a partial account of educational reforms, however,

for all these actors were either helped or hindered by established politi-

cal institutions. We identify three crucial institutions in the period that

concerns us here: regime type, federalism, and church establishment.

Democracy facilitated or impeded the ability of liberal and socialist re-

formists to gain office and to achieve their aims of wrestling control from

local elites and promoting secular education. Federalism, by contrast,

served to protect the political interests of local actors from centralizing

forces. Finally, church establishment meant that the church was fused

with the state bureaucracy, which changed the dynamic of religious

conflict and – given importance of the parishes in local communities –

provided the majority church with institutionalized authority over local

service provision, including education. The ability of political actors to

achieve their preferred goals was conditional on the relative advantage

or disadvantage bequeathed to them by these institutions.

Explaining Patterns of Authority and Responsibility. Primary educa-

tion systems varied (indeed, they still vary) in the manner in which

they assign authority and responsibility across actors, be they national
8



or local, secular or religious. These patterns of authority and respon-

sibility can be condensed into three key dimensions.

The first dimension is centralization: the distribution of authority

over the education system between nation states, regions (sub-national

governments), and municipalities. In the middle of the nineteenth cen-

tury, primary schooling was a local affair in all countries. Schools were

either controlled by municipal governments or by the parishes of the

majority church. Beginning in the 1870s, however, national govern-

ments sought to increase their influence over primary education. All

countries took some steps in this direction, but in the late nineteenth

century and the first third of the twentieth, considerable cross-country

variation emerged: some countries established highly centralized school

systems; others kept schools under predominantly local control.

The second dimension is secularization: the extent to which the

public school system was operated by secular authorities rather than

parishes or religious orders. As Lipset and Rokkan noted, schooling and

religious instruction had for centuries been the prerogative of churches.

As the idea of mass education spread across the world in the nineteenth

century, the balance between temporal and religious authorities within

school systems developed into a political issue of critical importance

(Kalyvas 1996).

The third dimension is subsidization: the provision of public funding

for private schools. In some countries, all public education spending

went to public schools, which meant that private schools were few and
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expensive, only educating the children of a small elite. In other coun-

tries, private schools – which, in this period, almost always meant reli-

gious schools – received enough public funding to make them a viable

alternative to public education for significant parts of the population.

There are several ways for authority and responsibility to be dis-

tributed within school systems, leading to different combinations of

centralization, secularization, and subsidization. It is therefore entirely

possible for school systems with similar levels of enrollment and spend-

ing to privilege different social groups, just as different welfare regimes

are associated with different systems of social stratification and (con-

sequently) supported by different political coalitions (Esping-Andersen

1990; see also van Kersbergen and Manow 2009). In the remainder of

this section, we return to discussing the preferences that leading po-

litical interest groups had over centralization, secularization, and sub-

sidization in the period from 1870 to 1939, and derive the hypotheses

that will guide the empirical analyses.

In doing so, we take into account that the late nineteenth and early

twentieth centuries was a period of intense social and political change.

Three changes are particularly relevant for our argument. First of all,

this was when the “first wave” of democratization occurred (Hunt-

ington 1991).2 Second, this was when national party systems formed

2In 1870, the mean Polity score in the countries in our sample was

0 on a scale from −10 to 10 (Marshall and Jaggers 2011). In 1939,

by contrast, the mean Polity score in this group of countries was 6.2,

with most countries having the maximum value of 10 (the exceptions
10



and were consolidated (Caramani 2004; Lipset and Rokkan 1967) and

new political parties gained prominence – notably liberals, socialists,

and fascists.3 Third, and finally, this was when Christian churches

lost much of their once-overwhelming influence, through the combined

forces of religious nonconformism, secularization, and the rise of the

modern professional class (McLeod 2007, 20–28; cf. McLeod 1997).

We begin with centralization. Why, in the last third of the nineteenth

century and the first third of the twentieth, did some countries establish

centralized control over their school systems? Our answer is that there

were two radically different paths to centralization: primary education

was either centralized by liberal and social democratic governments in

democracies or in right-wing dictatorships.4

being Finland, Japan, and the fascist states in continental and southern

Europe).
3In the 1870s, 14 percent of all heads of government in the coun-

tries that we examine in the paper could be categorized as liberals or

socialists. Over the following decades, this proportion grew markedly,

reaching approximately 45 percent in the first two decades of the twen-

tieth century (only to decline again to 30–40 percent in the 1920s and

1930s). We provide more detail on our data on prime ministers in

section 2.
4Liberals and socialists obviously had very different economic in-

terests and political programs, but in the domain of education, in the

period that concerns us here, their preferences was more closely aligned.
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These were all anti-conservative movements, but for very different

reasons (cf. Berman 2006). Liberals and social democrats, empow-

ered by democratization, sought to nationalize education since they

saw the creation of a national education system, staffed by a cadre

of professional teachers, as a way to break down the old social order,

with its patchwork of parochial schools. In its place, liberals and so-

cial democrats wished to mobilize the resources of the state in order to

break down old privileges and hierarchies. Moreover, as we will show

in section 3, all countries that nationalized education went on to re-

duce the influence of the church. It is likely that centralization was

viewed by at least some liberal and socialist governments as a means

to secularization. For fascists, on the other hand, the centralization of

education was motivated by the ideology of transcendent nationalism

that defined fascism (Mann 2004): by controlling schooling, fascist par-

ties sought to reshape society in their own image and promote a new

national consciousness.

For these reasons, we expect centralization to be more common in

autocracies and democratic systems with liberal and social democratic

governments than in partly democratized countries and democratic

countries dominated by conservative and Catholic parties.

Whereas we expect centralization to be driven by partisan politics

and political institutions, we expect religion and religious institutions

We therefore base the analyses in the paper on a simple distinction be-

tween liberal and social democratic governments on the one hand and

all other governments on the other.
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to matter more to secularization. Specifically, we believe that secu-

larization is least common in countries with established churches. As

Lipset and Rokkan (1967, 15) noted, there was little controversy about

the role of established national churches in the education systems of

Protestant countries in the nineteenth century: on the one hand, it

was natural for these states to leave primary education to the church

since the parishes had the necessary organizational capacity; on the

other hand, the church was an agent of the state, so the church-state

conflict was less pronounced (Rokkan 1973, 81–83). In Catholic coun-

tries without state churches, however, the creation of national school

systems was a challenge to the authority of the church (Morgan 2002).

Although we expect religious factors to be most important for sec-

ularization, we also expect liberal and social democratic governments

to be associated with a higher likelihood of secularization, since these

parties typically sought to reduce the political and social influence of

the church.

With respect to the third dimension – subsidization – it is impor-

tant to remember that, as Lijphart (1979) pointed out, there is not one

religious dimension, but two: on the one hand, the conflict between re-

ligion and secular anticlericalism (this is what Lijphart 1979, 446 called

“Religious Dimension II”); on the other hand, the conflict between de-

nominations – most importantly the conflict between Protestantism

and Catholicism (“Religious Dimension I” in Lijphart’s terminology).

Religious minorities thus faced two threats. On the one hand, they
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were threatened by the ambitions of secular liberals and socialists; on

the other hand, they were threatened by majority religions.

One solution to this problem, from the point of view of minorities,

was to allow them to operate their own publicly funded but autonomous

schools. Where religious minorities were sufficiently large and power-

ful to push for public funding to private schools, we therefore expect

them to do so. In other words, we expect the subsidization of private

schools to be most likely in religiously heterogeneous societies, particu-

larly where the Catholics are a significant group, but not the majority

population. The inspiration for this argument is of course Arend Li-

jphart’s work on the establishment of the pillarized political structure

of the Netherlands, where one element of the 1917 political agreement

that established full democracy in the Netherlands was equal funding

for Catholic, Reformed Protestant, and Secular Schools (see also Knip-

penberg and van der Wusten 1984, 178). We argue that the “Dutch

solution” can be generalized to a larger sample of countries: the provi-

sion of public funding for private schools was used, we will show, as a

solution to the problem of religious conflict in many parts of the world.

2. Research Design and Data

In order to test the hypotheses that we discussed in the previous

section, we have developed a database that describes the development

of primary education systems in Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada,

Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Japan, the Nether-

lands, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, the United King-

dom, and the United States from 1870 to 1939. We concentrate on
14



these particular countries since we wish to compare the development

of primary schooling to that of social policy, and much of the com-

parative literature on the welfare state is concerned with these eigh-

teen states. We begin in 1870 since the political systems of many of

the countries in our sample underwent important changes around that

time (for example, Germany and Italy were unified, the Third Republic

was established in France, the Second Reform Act was implemented in

Britain, the Tokugawa Shogunate ended in Japan, and the Civil War

ended in the United States). Our coding of school systems is based on

a wide range of country-specific secondary sources, which are detailed

in [author reference removed].5

Concerning centralization, the first institutional dimension, it is im-

portant to keep in mind that governments had many different instru-

ments at their disposal if they wished to increase national control over

5Our main sources are Wilkinson et al. (2006) (Australia), Scheipl

and Seel (1985) (Austria), Mallinson (1963) (Belgium), Johnson (1968)

(Canada), Korsgaard (2004) (Denmark), Kivinen and Rinne (1994)

(Finland), Grew and Harrigan (1991) (France), Herrlitz et al. (2005)

(Germany), Akenson (1970) (Ireland), Tannenbaum (1974) (Italy), Shi-

bata (2004) (Japan), Knippenberg and van der Wusten (1984) (the

Netherlands), Berrien (1964) (New Zealand), Tveiten (1994) (Nor-

way), Jägerskiöld (1959) (Sweden), Guyer (1936) (Switzerland), Mur-

phy (1968) (the United Kingdom), and Butts and Cremin (1959) (the

United States), but we also rely on a large number of additional sources,

which are listed in [author reference].
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primary education, including examinations, curricula, grading stan-

dards, earmarked grants, teacher training, school inspectorates, and

central regulation of teacher salaries and employment conditions. We

rely primarily on evidence of whether teachers were state, regional,

or municipal employees, and on the influence that national school in-

spectors and other national agencies had over hiring, promotions, and

salaries – the idea being that the loyalties of teachers was a crucial

factor in the distribution of authority in the education system. It is

possible to distinguish between the local, regional, and national levels,

but in order to simplify the analysis, we rely on a binary variable that

identifies highly centralized national education systems.

With respect to the secularization of public primary education, we

distinguish between countries with fully secular education systems and

countries where the church was involved in operating public schools (as

in the Scandinavian countries before the secularization of their educa-

tion systems, with primary schools operated by the established church,

or in Belgium, where municipalities were allowed to “adopt” previously

existing Catholic schools). There were religious schools in all countries,

but where these schools were severed from the public system (although

they sometimes received government funding, which is captured by the

privatization variable below), we code the system as secular. Some

systems had a mixed character; we code those as non-secular.

When it comes to subsidization, finally, we are able to distinguish

between different levels of funding for private schools, but in order

to simplify the discussion and the analysis, we identify all systems
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where private schools received some funding as subsidization systems.

We should note that while we code this dimension for the majority of

private/confessional schools, there were important distinctions within

the private sector. In nineteenth century England, for example, most

private school students attended private confessional schools, which did

receive public funding. However, a small elite also attended “public

schools,” which were fees-based schools for the elite, such as Eton,

Harrow, and Westminster. Such schools existed in small numbers in

most of the countries under analysis, but although they were important

institutions for elite training, they only represented a small proportion

of overall enrollments. We therefore concentrate on the more common

private confessional schools.

Our main hypotheses involve four explanatory variables (see section

1): democracy, the ideological orientation of the incumbent government,

religious heterogeneity (measured here as the proportion of Catholics in

the population), and church establishment. For our measure of democ-

racy, we rely on data from the Polity project (Marshall and Jaggers

2011), using the combined Polity Score – which ranges from −10 to 10

– as our indicator. −10 represents a fully authoritarian government, 10

a fully democratic one. Remarkably, given the wealth of data available

for the post-war era, we are not aware of any machine-readable datasets

that cover the ideological orientation of governments in the pre-Second

World War period. We have therefore created our own dataset of the

ideological orientation of heads of government (prime ministers, chan-

cellors, and presidents). The underlying dataset distinguishes between
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six ideological categories (conservative or monarchist, liberal – includ-

ing republican, social liberal, and agrarian – social democratic or so-

cialist, Catholic or Christian democratic, fascist, and non-party affili-

ated, including caretaker governments), but in the paper, we rely on

a simple binary variable that distinguishes between liberal and social

democratic prime ministers on the one hand and all other categories on

the other. Concerning the proportion of Catholics in the population,

we rely on data from Lindert (2004), but Lindert does not have data on

the Catholic population in Ireland, so for Ireland we use census data

from Kennedy (1973, 112). Finally, we have created our own indica-

tor of established churches. The countries with established churches

in our sample are Denmark, Finland (until independence from Russia

in 1918, when the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland was dis-

established), Germany (until the abdication of the Emperor in 1918),

Norway, Sweden, and the United Kingdom (England).

We also include a series of control variables. Scholars of the politi-

cal sociology of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries have

long emphasized the crucial role of urbanization in generating not only

the urban–rural cleavage but also in influencing the center–periphery

and class cleavages. Urbanization was also closely related to industri-

alization, which, as we discussed earlier, is widely seen as a driver of

the expansion of mass education systems. For this variable, we rely

18



on data on the percentage of population living in cities with a popula-

tion of more than 50,000 from Lindert (2004).6 A further longstanding

claim is that the early development of social policy systems was func-

tionally related to per capita national income (Wilensky 1974). Our

data on GDP per capita, in thousands of dollars, are also from Lindert

(2004). Finally, the administrative structure of government varied sub-

stantially across the countries in our sample. We focus, in particular,

on the presence of federalism. We code Australia, Canada, Switzer-

land, and the United States as federal for the entire period. We code

Germany as federal from 1871 to 1932, following Confino (2002) and

Noakes (1980).

3. The Five Main Regimes

In this section, we describe the most common configurations of cen-

tralization, secularization, and subsidization in the countries in our

dataset between 1870 and 1939. Here, we simply describe the general

patterns that emerge and provide a preliminary interpretation of these

patterns. We leave the statistical analysis to section 4.

In the period that concerns us here, only six of the eight possible

combinations of our dependent variables ever existed in the eighteen

countries in our sample, and one of these “regimes” only existed for a

few years, for with the exception of Sweden in the mid-1910s and 1920s,

6We lack urbanization data, but have GDP per capita data, for

Ireland.
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all centralized school systems were secular and provided no public fund-

ing for private schools (see Table 1). The fact that where political con-

trol of primary education was centralized, it was also secular (excepting

1910s and 1920s Sweden), with no public funding for private schools,

is the most striking pattern in Table 1. Also striking is the fact that

all countries initially had primary education under local control.

The list of countries in Regime One in the upper left-hand corner of

the table gives an early indication of the two “paths” to centralization

that we will document in the next section: centralizing reforms were

adopted by authoritarian governments in autocracies (Japan in the

1870s, Italy in the 1920s, Austria and Nazi Germany in the 1930s) or

by liberal or social democratic governments in democracies (Belgium

in the 1870s, France in the 1880s, New Zealand in the 1900s, Sweden

in the 1930s).

Among decentralized educational systems, there is more institutional

variation. The most common regime in our sample is one where sec-

ular local authorities control education, with no funding for private

schools (called Regime Two in the table). Below this regime, we find

one where education is controlled by parishes or religious orders, also

with no funding for private schools (called Regime Five in the table).

Interestingly, this is the least stable regime, for only Belgium remains

at the end of the period we consider, and Belgium briefly had another

regime in the 1870s and 1880s.
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The second least common regime in our sample, Regime Three, is

identical to Regime Two except for the fact that private (mainly confes-

sional) schools received some measure of public funding. That is a trait

that this regime shares with Regime Six, where parishes or religious or-

ders control education but operate side by side with private, publicly

funded schools. It is immediately apparent that with the exception of

Denmark, the countries in the fifth column – that is, countries where

private schools received public subsidized – are religiously mixed so-

cieties where Catholics were a significant but not entirely dominant

group, just as we hypothesized in Section 1.

4. Statistical Analysis

In this section we turn to time-series cross-sectional statistical anal-

ysis to assess the relative roles of political, economic, and demographic

variables in underpinning the choices that governments made about

centralization, secularization, and subsidization.

Given that the number of changes in educational systems are rela-

tively few, whereas the number of potential years under analysis is very

large (1870 to 1939 for most of the eighteen countries that we examine),

we collapse the data from Table 1 into decade averages. The way we

generate the country-decade data depends on the variable under anal-

ysis. For continuous variables – such as democracy, partisanship, the

proportion of Catholics in the population, urbanization, and growth

– we take the country average for each decade. For the dependent

variables, which are categorical in nature, this process does not make

sense – for one thing, there is no score of say 0.5 on the centralization
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dimension – and since these are outcome variables we want to make

sure that we are not predicting, for example, the position in the cen-

tralization dimension in 1871 with effects of democracy that occur in

1879. Accordingly, for the dependent variables, we take each country’s

score in the last year of each decade (1879, 1889, . . . , 1939).7 We do

the same for the established church variable and federalism.

We run a series of binary probit estimations, with country-clustered

standard errors, where the dependent variables are, in turn, central-

ization, secularization, and subsidization. In each case we present the

following series of models: (1) a baseline analysis with core independent

variables and urbanization; (2) the same replacing urbanization with

GDP per capita; (3) an extended analysis with further controls and

urbanization; (4) an extended analysis with further controls and GDP

per capita; (5) the extended analysis with decade dummies and urban-

ization; and finally, (6) the extended analysis with decade dummies

and GDP per capita.8

7For Austria, we use data from 1938 instead of 1939.
8The regime analysis above suggests that choices along the dimen-

sions may not be entirely independent from one another. Pairwise

analysis of seemingly unrelated bivariate probit models and of a multi-

nomial logit choosing among the five main regimes (excluding Regime

Four which has too few data points) produce very similar results, al-

beit at the cost of greater difficulty in interpreting substantive effects.

Moreover, the multinomial logic technique assumes that countries are

choosing from a series of unordered regimes, which perhaps imposes

more freedom on countries than is warranted.
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For each estimation, while we present tables of coefficients, we fo-

cus our attention on the substantive effects of political and religious

variables by examining predicted probabilities.9

Centralization. We begin by examining Table 2, where centralization

is the dependent variable. A few quick points are worth making before

we move to examining predicted probabilities. First, there appears to

be a positive interactive effect of democracy and partisanship, statisti-

cally significant across all the models. Moreover, where countries have

a Polity score of zero (“anocracies”), liberalism appears to be asso-

ciated with reduced centralization. Precisely how this interaction fits

together we shall explore presently. We also find the expected nega-

tive impact of federalism on centralization in all the models, as well as

a significant negative effect of church establishment on centralization.

Somewhat surprisingly, we find no indication that either urbanization

or GDP per capita had an effect on centralization, at least when con-

trolling for political and religious variables. This implies that a simple

functionalist story of centralization that ignores political and religious

cleavages is unlikely to provide a satisfactory account of the growth in

the educational authority of the nation state.

To interpret the substantive meanings of these coefficients, we now

turn to a discussion of predicted probabilities. Figure 1 shows the

9The predicted probabilities were calculated using Stata 12’s

margins command.
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Figure 1. Democracy, Partisanship, and Centralization
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predicted probabilities for having centralized education for liberal ver-

sus conservative governments across the within-sample range on the

Polity index (apart from a single observation of a country that was

fully authoritarian during an entire decade: Fascist Italy in the 1930s),

using the coefficients from Model 4 of Table 2. We noted in Section 3

that centralizing reforms appeared to occur either under dictatorship

or under democratic liberalism. This pattern is immediately apparent

in Figure 1. In authoritarian regimes run by right-wing governments,

the predicted probability of centralization is 0.56. For democracies run

by liberal governments, the associated predicted probability is an al-

most identical 0.55. However, for fully democratic regimes that are

run by conservatives or for partially democratic regimes run by liberals

the probabilities are substantially lower. For the former, the predicted
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probability of centralization is just 0.08 and for the latter (at a Polity

score of five) the predicted probability of centralization is 0.10. These

differences are statistically significant: the difference between liberal-

run partial democracies and liberal-run full democracies is significant at

the p < 0.001 level and that between conservative-run and liberal-run

full democracies at the p < 0.02 level, and that between conservative

run autocracies and conservative run democracies at the p < 0.07 level.

By contrast, the difference between a conservative autocracy and a lib-

eral democracy is negligible.

Accordingly we see two paths to centralization. The first path to

centralization is observable among dictatorships and the second path

among liberal democracies. By contrast, conservative governments

were very unlikely to centralize education in democratic countries.

It is worth noting that the effects of political institutions emerge even

as federalism is controlled for – that is, they are not epiphenomenal

to the underlying state structure. The effect of federalism is indeed

substantial – whereas unitary states had a 0.33 predicted probability

of centralizing their primary education systems, this reduces to 0.03

predicted probability for federal states. It is noteworthy that the in-

teractive effect of democracy and government partisanship is slightly

larger in substantive magnitude than the direct effect of federalism.10

10The effects of regime type and of federalism are robust to the

exclusion of the other – indeed, the negative effect of democracy on

centralization for conservative governments becomes somewhat more

statistically significant
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Having an established church is also associated with a sizable de-

crease in the predicted probability of having a centralized primary

education system: countries without established churches had a pre-

dicted probability of 0.38 of centralizing, whereas those with estab-

lished churches had a predicted probability of just 0.05. We argue that

this effect results from the trust that central governments had in long-

standing traditions of church control of schools in countries where the

church was fused with the state. Accordingly, demand for nationalizing

the primary education system as a means of countervailing church and

local power was minimized.

Secularization. We now move in Table 3 to examining whether states

permitted religious authorities to operate public schools or only per-

mitted secular bureaucracies to do so – the secularization dimension.

Here we find that our hypothesized forces of liberalism and established

churches are indeed the key explanatory factors. Figure 2 demonstrates

the effects of both forces. The effect of church establishment can be

seen in the large gap between the grey line (countries with established

churches) and the black line (countries without established churches),

at both low levels of liberalism (0.01 predicted probability versus 0.85)

and high levels of liberalism (0.48 versus 1.00 predicted probability).

Liberalism has a positive effect on the predicted probability of secular-

ization both in the existence and absence of an established church but

the substantive effect is clearly much higher in the former.11

11The differences between all four of these scenarios are statistically

significant at the p < 0.001 level.
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Why is church establishment so crucial to secularization? And in

particular, why did regimes without an established church almost al-

ways secularize their schools? In our analysis, this occurs for two rea-

sons. First, Catholic majority countries lacked official fusion between

schools and the church. In many of these cases a conflict emerged be-

tween secularists and the church, as in France in the late nineteenth

century, that was resolved by the state taking over responsibility for

schooling. Second, in multi-denominational states such as Canada, the

Netherlands, Switzerland, and the United States, competition among

religious groups meant that religious control of expressly public schools

was deeply controversial (by contrast, as we shall see shortly, subsidiza-

tion of confessional private schools did occur in these countries).

Why did liberalism matter more in countries with an established

church than in those without? Here we argue that only where the

church already had control over public schooling did partisanship play

a major role. In states without established churches, church control of

schooling was already largely anathema. In countries with established

churches, liberals were facing a more uphill battle to extract the church

from such control, since the legitimacy of uni-denominational control of

public schooling was strong. Such battles between church and liberals

were fought at a later point than the late nineteenth century guerres

scolaires in Catholic states. Sweden and Denmark, for example, made

this shift only in the 1930s.

Finally we note that religious demographics and the presence of fed-

eralism also appear to have affected secularization. Holding church
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establishment constant, an increase in the number of Catholics in the

population from ten to twenty percent would reduce the predicted prob-

ability of secularization by around ten percentage points. As for fed-

eralism, its existence appears to increase the predicted probability of

secularization by twenty percentage points. Both effects, however, only

appear in the context of having an established church.

Figure 2. State Churches, Partisanship, and Secularization
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Subsidization. We conclude with an empirical analysis of the state sub-

sidization of private schools, which for the most part meant private

confessional schools. As we noted in Section 1, we believe that this

choice should be related to Lijphart’s first dimension of religious poli-

tics – that between denominations. Accordingly, in Table 4, we include

a quadratic term for the percentage of Catholics in the population. We
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expect that at intermediate levels of this variable, the pressure will be

greatest to resolve religious conflict through the “Dutch solution” of

channeling public funds to all private denominations.

Table 4 begins in Models 1 and 2 with only the direct effect of

Catholic population – that is, without the quadratic term. In these

models, religious demographics appear to have no statistically signif-

icant effect on subsidization. Indeed, only the level of political liber-

alism of the prime minister appears to be an important predictor of

subsidization – with fully liberal or social democratic governments as-

sociated with a greater likelihood of subsidization. Models 3 through

6 introduce the quadratic Catholic population term (as well as a con-

trol for federalism). Here we do see strong evidence for the conjecture

of a hump-shaped relationship – the coefficient on the linear term is

positive and that on the quadratic term is negative. In these models,

liberalism is still associated with an increased predicted probability of

subsidization, as is church establishment.

As before, we interpret these coefficients graphically and through

predicted probabilities. Figure 3 demonstrates the pronounced hump-

shaped pattern for the effects of Catholic population. When the Catholic

population is negligible, state subsidization of private schools appears

relatively unlikely – a predicted probability of only 0.08. As the propor-

tion of Catholics in the population rises to twenty-five percent, however,

the predicted probability of subsidization increases to 0.44, reaching a

maximum of 0.61 at fifty percent enrollment, before falling once more
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Figure 3. Religious Heterogeneity and Subsidization
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to a predicted probability of subsidization of 0.44 at seventy-five per-

cent Catholic, and essentially .09 for fully Catholic countries. These

changes are all statistically significant at the ten percent level and

the difference between zero and twenty-five percent, and seventy-five

and one hundred percent, are significant at the one percent level. By

contrast, there is no statistically significant difference in the predicted

probability of subsidization between countries without Catholics and

those that are uniformly Catholic (hence, the linear term when entered

on its own in Models 1 and 2 was insignificant).

What are the implications of this nonlinear finding? We argue, fol-

lowing Section 1, that only in countries where the inter-religious cleav-

age is important – that is, in religiously heterogenous countries – will

there both be a general absence of trust in the public school system
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among religious minorities and religious minorities politically powerful

enough to demand and receive state subsidization of their privately-

run schools. This “Dutch solution” is not limited to the Netherlands.

Its importance can also be seen in countries as diverse as Canada,

Denmark, and the United Kingdom – that is, both in countries where

religious authorities were prohibited from running schools and where

they were permitted to do so (in other words, at both ends of the

secularization dimension).12

The other control variable that appears to be positively related to

subsidization at statistically significant levels is church establishment –

the average predicted probability of subsidization increases from 0.15

to 0.56 when we move form a state without an established church to

one with one. This effect may appear ostensibly surprising, but we

argue that in countries with sizable Catholic populations but an estab-

lished Church, such as the United Kingdom, granting subsidization to

religious minorities may be less threatening to majority groups, given

the legal and political dominance of the established church within the

public school system (as we saw in the earlier empirical analyses). How-

ever, we should be cautious about drawing further conclusions given

the relatively limited variation under analysis – no country with an

established church had more than forty percent Catholics.

12Indeed, the quadratic relationship remains, albeit at reduced levels

of significance, even when the Netherlands is removed from the analysis.
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5. Conclusions

To conclude, we would like to remind of the three key findings from

the analyses in the previous sections. First, there appear to have been

“two paths” to centralization. On the one hand, liberal parties in

democratic systems were associated with higher centralization, but on

the other hand, so too were the fascist parties of authoritarian states.

Second, the existence of an established church had, as expected, an im-

portant role in structuring whether religious authorities were permitted

to run schools (countries with established churches almost always per-

mitted religious control of schools, essentially a state-sanctioned form

of “subsidiarity”), but the ideological orientation of governments also

mattered, with liberal and socialist governments more likely to secular-

ize. Finally, we found that in states with high levels of religious hetero-

geneity, the “Dutch solution” of state-subsidized private schools dom-

inated (both in secular and nonsecular systems). By contrast, where

the Catholic population was either very small or very large, we do not

find a high likelihood of state subsidization of private schools, since the

inter-religious cleavage was less pronounced. In other words, dominant

religions meant that confessional schools would be taken under public

control whereas a mixed religious population was associated with the

retention of private status for such schools.

It is worth concluding by noting that this paper’s broadest contri-

bution is to remind us that social policy “regimes” are not solely prod-

ucts of the growth of the modern welfare state but in fact predate it
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by several decades. Arguably, save for the development of the mod-

ern military, the expansion of primary education in the late nineteenth

century marked the first profound extension of the state’s powers to

the mass of civilians. Yet, even at this early stage, considerable vari-

ation in how institutions were structured existed. As we have seen

above, that variation was in large part a product of the political and

religious cleavages that existed at the end of the nineteenth century.

Moreover, these structures in many cases remain extant today. Modern

primary education systems – like cross-national patterns of redistribu-

tion (Iversen and Soskice 2009) and systems of corporate governance

(Martin and Swank 2011) – remain shrouded in the shadows of the

nineteenth century.
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42
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