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vii

  Preface and Acknowledgements 

 This book began as a seminar series organised by the Oxford University Centre 
for the History of Childhood in the academic year 2007–08. The Centre for the 
History of Childhood, the only such centre in the United Kingdom, promotes 
the historical study of aspects of childhood and child development that are of 
particular concern to policy makers and childcare professionals (teachers, social 
workers, psychiatrists, paediatricians, and so on) today. For the year 2007–08, 
the Centre took as its theme ‘Children as Citizens’ and explored the different 
ways from the Greeks to the present in which children and young people were 
turned into  socialised and productive adults. In the course of the year, it became 
apparent that the most interesting period in the long history of citizenship train-
ing was the decades before and after the turn of twentieth  century when states 
all round the world came to accept that the key instrument of acculturation 
should be henceforth institutionalised education. As a result, it was decided to 
hold a colloquium entitled ‘Citizenship, Modernisation and Nationhood: The 
Cultural Role of Mass Education 1870–1930’ under the auspices of the Centre 
in September 2009, in which leading national experts on the  development of 
systems of mass education were invited to discuss the experience of individual 
countries in a comparative framework. 

 The colloquium debated the coming of mass education under a series of head-
ings, but the one that struck a universal chord among the participants and took 
us furthest away from received accounts was the gap between intention and 
achievement. Wherever the state and whatever its level of economic development 
and national cohesion, there was absence of fit between the state’s heroic aims 
and the reality on the ground, when we drilled down to the bedrock of classroom 
reality. In presenting the fruits of the colloquium to a wider audience in the form 
of a book, the editors concluded it was essential that the limitations of the mass 
educational experiment should be made clear in the title. Nine of the papers pre-
sented at the colloquium appear in this book, but in a heavily reworked form in 
the light of our deliberations. Two more have been specifically commissioned in 
order to ensure as complete coverage as possible in a volume that takes the world 
for its province but is inevitably constrained by space to reduce a rich and com-
plex narrative to the experience of a selected sample of states. 

 It is to the contributors to this volume that the editors are first beholden. As 
every attempt has been made to make this a readable and coherent book, albeit 
one comprising individual voices, the contributors have been continually asked 
to hone their chapters to ensure they combine succinctness and clarity. The con-
tributors have responded to the editors’ blandishments with good humour and 
alacrity and have allowed the book to proceed on schedule. Secondly, the editors 
must thank Magdalen College, Oxford. Without the generosity of the Fellows at 
the college, who financed the initial colloquium, the book could never have seen 
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the light of day. At a time when British universities have very limited resources 
to fund academic conferences and when the Grant Giving Bodies of the United 
Kingdom are overwhelmed with requests for support, historians in this country 
are fortunate that Oxbridge colleges with their substantial, but certainly not lim-
itless, endowments, are frequently ready to step into the breach and allow inter-
national meetings of scholars to continue. And, finally, thanks must be conveyed 
to Palgrave Macmillan for agreeing to make this volume part of their list. Michael 
Strang has since left the publishing house, but initially it was under his enthusi-
astic but critical eye that the book took shape. More recently, the book has been 
steered into port by Ruth Ireland. The editors wish to thank her and her very 
capable team for the essential part that they have played in the realisation of this 
volume, and only hope that its readers will believe that its contents merit the care 
that they have lavished on its production.  
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   Note on Timelines and Glossaries 

 At the end of each chapter before the references, there is a short timeline and 
 glossary of ambiguous or unfamiliar terms used in the course of the chapter. 
These terms, when used for the first time in the chapter, are prefaced with an 
asterisk.     
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     General Introduction   
    Laurence   Brockliss and Nicola Sheldon    

   Systems of formal education have existed in all sophisticated pre-industrial socie-
ties for at least 4000 years. These educational systems primarily trained up a small 
but powerful priestly, scholarly or citizen cadre who either constituted the rul-
ing elite or acted as its administrative arm and provided its ideological support. 
Admission to the system could be closed or relatively open, but the proportion 
of the population that would have experienced a long and continuous period 
of formal schooling before the modern era would have been always very small 
(perhaps 2 to 3 per cent). While the  ability to read if not write was quite widely 
diffused in some ancient and medieval societies, it is only in the last 500 years 
that schooling has come to be regarded as a priority for the majority of the rural 
and urban population.  1   

 The idea that formal education should be imparted to everyone seems to have 
received state support for the first time in late fourteenth-century China when the 
idea was promoted by the incoming Ming as a way of  maximising the Confucian 
belief in human goodness and ensuring universal harmony. But enthusiasm soon 
waned, and the Manchu dynasty that came to power in the mid-seventeenth 
century left the provision of schools for the poor in the remainder of the impe-
rial period primarily to private initiative.  2   In the interim, a more powerful and 
permanent stimulus for the promotion of compulsory schooling had emerged in 
Europe as a result of the division of Christendom into warring camps. In the first 
years of the Reformation, Luther and other religious reformers called on the city 
administrators and princes to establish schooling for all (both boys and girls), so 
that everyone would be able to develop their individual calling.  3   Towards the end 
of the sixteenth century, elementary education also began to be fostered by the 
reformers’ confessional opponents, anxious to secure the religious allegiance of 
the young by giving them access to suitable devotional literature.  4   Yet even then 
progress was slow. It was only in the second half of the eighteenth century, when 
governments were persuaded by the wealth-creating theories of the  philosophes  
that there might be material as well as spiritual benefits from schooling the poor, 
that the first systems of  state-wide elementary education were promulgated – 
 particularly in the Kingdom of Prussia and the Austrian Empire.  5   And only in the 
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nineteenth century, as Europe escaped from its pre-industrial past, were universal 
systems successfully constructed. 

 In the course of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, virtually every 
European state instituted or tried to institute a nationwide system of elementary 
education for boys and girls of between six and eight years duration that was 
eventually, if not usually initially, compulsory and free. After Prussia in 1763, the 
first to do so was Denmark in 1814; in Western Europe, the last country to make 
schooling compulsory was Belgium a hundred years later. Before 1870,  setting 
up the system on the ground proved difficult, especially for the countries on 
the continent that had fewer resources at their disposal. Portugal had legislated 
for a national system in the late 1830s and again in 1844 but only 13 per cent of 
its school-age children were receiving formal tuition on the eve of the Franco-
Prussian war.  6   In the next 50 years, however, states proved much more adept at 
getting the young into the classroom, and even in a country as vast, populous 
and agrarian as the Russian Empire, where schooling was never compulsory, vir-
tually half of children between the ages of eight and eleven were in school on the 
eve of the First World War.  7   

 By then, state-supervised systems of elementary education were being set up 
in many other parts of the world as well, with varying degrees of success. In the 
Americas, the new nations that had replaced the former European  colonies were 
as quick to promote universal systems as their erstwhile mother countries (and 
sometimes quicker). The northern half of the United States developed successful 
compulsory school systems in the years 1830–60; the southern states followed 
after the Civil War;  8   while Brazil and Peru had erected a system, albeit on paper, 
as early as 1834 and 1850.  9   State systems too were enacted in the regions of the 
world that were still or newly under white European control: Ontario, for instance, 
created a system of free, though not yet compulsory, schooling in 1852; Victoria, 
the first Australian state to take the plunge, did it 20 years later.  10   But the most 
impressive leap forward came in Japan, a hitherto isolated Asian power, which in 
the mid-nineteenth century was threatened by European domination for the first 
time. Japan developed a system of national elementary education almost immedi-
ately after the Meiji Restoration in 1868, and later spread the initiative to its own 
colonies.  11   Even China, just as threatened but much more reluctant to imitate the 
West, showed some interest in mass education. Little was achieved under the last 
emperors but the Nationalists, who came to power in 1912, were seriously con-
sidering developing popular schooling in the short space of time they were in 
control before their rule collapsed in the mid-1930s.  12   

 The systems set up prior to 1930 were principally intended to provide the chil-
dren of the masses with a basic education. Before the end of the First World War, 
the schools were not seen as significant agents of social mobility, except in the 
United States. As a result, they were largely separate from the systems of higher 
or secondary and tertiary education that trained the sons (and to a small extent, 
from the turn of the twentieth century, the daughters) of the elite for the growing 
number of professional careers that were engendered in an industrialising society. 
Indeed, it was only really in the years following the Second World War that most 
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states around the world fully accepted the idea that schooling at every level might 
be a vehicle for identifying and fostering individual capacity and potential, and 
so serve to promote meritocracy. By then, the establishment of universal systems 
of education had ceased to be controversial. The myriad of states which emerged 
from post-war decolonisation moved immediately to introduce mass schooling 
(if none already existed), and the value of formal education was recognised by 
regimes of every stripe. By 1980, UNESCO estimated that 68 per cent of children 
of primary school age (girls and boys) in the developing world were enrolled in 
school.  13   Hostility to the development by parents, employers, religious leaders 
and taxpayers – factors that had played a part in the slow spread of mass educa-
tion on the ground in nineteenth-century Europe – had disappeared in all but the 
most conservative societies such as Afghanistan. 

 The focus of the present volume is the period 1870 to 1930 when compulsory 
systems of elementary education were instituted with greater or lesser degrees of 
success in many parts of the world, but when the systems offered pupils limited 
opportunities to continue full-time study after their early teens. Through a series 
of country-specific essays, it aims to deepen our general understanding of why and 
how these first systems were set up and how they operated. As such, it is intended 
as a historical contribution to a debate that was begun in the middle of the twen-
tieth century by sociologists, who saw mass education as a key component of 
modernisation. Initially  sociologists saw mass education as a simple consequence 
of industrialisation. According to the American functionalist, Talcott Parsons, not 
only was  institutionalised education needed to create a sense of commonality in 
an industrial world where traditional ties had broken down, but it was an essen-
tial element in maximising efficiency by identifying the strengths and weak-
nesses of future members of the workforce and ensuring individuals were slotted 
into the right career and given the necessary  training.  14   In the last decades of the 
twentieth century, however, both British and American sociologists largely aban-
doned an economic interpretation of the development on the grounds that the 
timing of the establishment of national  systems of education bore little relation 
to the pattern of industrialisation. The states that led the way in mass education 
were usually economically backward, like Denmark and Prussia, while Britain, 
the first country to industrialise, towards the rear. Instead, a group of Stanford 
sociologists in the 1980s and early 1990s preferred to attribute the establishment 
of systems of mass education to the need of the nineteenth-century nation state, 
especially in its liberal form, to gain the positive endorsement of its citizens/
subjects. The chronological differential in turn was explained by relative levels of 
cultural homogeneity. Weaker states, ethnically and religiously divided, logically 
created national systems before stronger ones with a secure national identity.  15   
The British educational sociologist, Andy Green, in a study of England, France, 
Prussia and the United States published in 1990, largely concurred but placed 
greater emphasis on the role of class in explaining the phenomenon.  16   On the one 
hand, he accepted the argument of Margaret Archer, put forward 10 years before, 
that universal education was an instrument to disseminate and consolidate the 
values of the rising bourgeoisie.  17   On the other, he followed Gramsci in seeing the 
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state as being above class conflict in important respects. To maintain stability, the 
state had to enforce class hegemony in a way that brought comfort to other com-
petitive groups, so that mass education could be viewed as a working-class and 
not just a bourgeois desideratum: it created compliant citizens but also offered the 
tools of empowerment, so its introduction was connected to the balance of social 
forces in a country. 

 Since the early 1990s, sociologists have largely lost interest in understand-
ing the rise of mass educational systems. To the extent their development had 
been connected with the needs of the emerging nation-state to create a patri-
otic citizenry, they quickly lost their allure as agents of modernisation in the 
post-modern age of globalisation, mass migration and the celebration of cultural 
difference. The field has thus been left open to the historian. National histories 
of the development of mass education have been written since the beginning of 
the twentieth century, if not before, and in the past 25 years have become ever 
more specific and detailed, so that few countries in the world now lack their 
national narrative.  18   Many, moreover, are of a high calibre and have made impor-
tant nation-specific contributions to an understanding of the role of education in 
nation building.  19   So far, though, historians have made little attempt to build an 
overview of the phenomenon that could interrogate and refine others’ insights. 
In fact, there is only one historical rather than sociological study in English that 
offers a broader account of the development of systems of education in the mod-
ern world – a collection of essays put together by J. A. Mangan and published in 
1988.  20   This, however, limits its area of enquiry to the British Isles and the white 
dominions, its focus is on secondary as much as elementary education, and the 
chronological parameters are hazy.  21   

 It is our hope that the present volume of essays will fill the gap for English-
speaking readers interested in the early period of mass education when states 
primarily concentrated on creating a system of universal but relatively closed 
schooling. The book aims to provide the first comprehensive and coherent over-
view of this worldwide phenomenon in English or any other language. It does this 
in four ways. First, its range is extensive. Although space precludes chapters on 
every state that began to develop a system of mass education in the decades before 
the First World War, its vision can claim to be global. In its scope, it embraces 
not just Britain, Europe and the United States, but parts of the world hitherto 
largely ignored in the English language literature: Latin America, the Near East, 
South Asia and South Africa. Secondly, the chapters are authoritative. Authored 
by a mix of young and established scholars, many of them natives of the state 
that they are examining, the chapters provide an expert account of the current 
state of research.  22   Thirdly, all the essays have a specific period focus that starts 
about 1870 and extends into the 1920s and 1930s. Historians of education, like 
historians of Europe generally, tend to treat 1914 as a watershed. This is under-
standable, and in the field of education, as in many other areas, the First World 
War was a defining moment. There can be no doubt that after the war, much 
rethinking went on in Europe about the purpose and organisation of mass edu-
cation. Hitherto the new elementary systems of education attended by the mass 
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of the population had had a limited connection with the existing networks of 
secondary and tertiary education that principally served to educate and replicate 
the elite. The burning post-war question, in the light of the slaughter of millions 
of ordinary people and a growing belief that education should be an instrument 
of social mobility, was how the two systems might be better integrated. For all the 
consequent discussion, however, the events of 1914–1918 often did not materially 
alter Europe’s two-tiered educational system in subsequent decades. The changes 
that the establishment of the Soviet Union brought to education in the former 
Russian Empire, for instance, were not replicated in England or France. In those 
parts of the world hardly touched by the war, moreover, educational change had 
its own internal dynamic. In the United States, mass education had already begun 
to be an instrument of meritocracy at the turn of the twentieth century; in Brazil, 
even the effective establishment of universal schooling had to await the collapse 
of the republic in 1930. Therefore, any attempt to provide a global overview of 
the first, non-meritocratic stage of mass education must extend its vision into the 
interwar years. 

 Fourthly, and most importantly, the volume aims to get beyond the  simple 
description of the mass systems that were erected and the educational rhetoric 
that justified and sustained them. These questions cannot of course be ignored. 
In order for fresh light to be thrown on the factors that brought the systems into 
being, there is an evident need for detailed analyses of the elementary school cur-
riculum. But educational systems do not simply come into being by state decree 
and carry out their state-imparted task until directed otherwise. How systems 
actually work and what they actually achieve is determined by factors that are fre-
quently outside the state’s control. Once given form in legislation, they are never 
set in aspic. In particular, they are shaped by their stakeholders (to use a modern 
term), whose attitude to the system in question may be far removed from that of 
its initial creators. Yet this is an aspect of the development of universal schooling 
completely ignored by the social scientists. Interested primarily in modelling its 
cause, they have shown no interest at all in its effective achievements. It need 
hardly be said, however, that the sources for a ‘stakeholder’ approach are not as 
readily available as those for a traditional top-down survey. Children’s ‘voices’ are 
particularly difficult to hear. As a result, the extent to which individual authors 
in this volume have been able to capture the ‘user’ experience depends very much 
on the degree to which the recollections of teachers and pupils, for example, have 
been systematically collected and housed in a public archive.  23   

 This book consists of 11 chapters divided into four parts. The first part deals 
with the British Isles, the second with continental Europe, the third with the 
independent states of the rest of the world and the fourth with colonial territo-
ries. Apart from the two contributions which are devoted to England, each chap-
ter charts the development of mass education in a particular country. To prevent 
the book being a collection of individual case studies, each part is introduced by 
a short section which provides an overview of the development of mass education 
throughout the region under consideration. The chapters that follow then put 
flesh on this skeleton by offering a detailed analysis of the experience of specific 



6  Laurence Brockliss and Nicola Sheldon

states selected for their contrasting demographic, economic and cultural profiles. 
A synopsis of these individual chapters is provided in the introductory sections. 

 The picture that emerges from these 11 chapters takes our understanding of 
the development of mass education to a new level. As we have seen, sociologists 
in the last 20 years have placed great emphasis on the role of institutionalised 
education as an agent of national cohesion. The chapters in this book certainly 
confirm that this was an important element in the establishment of a network of 
state schools, but it is also clear that the  rationale behind their creation was far 
more complex. Systems of mass education were not necessarily set up primarily 
to promote national cohesion. The extent to which this was the case depended 
very much on the degree of national cohesion that already existed. This then did 
not just affect the timing of the development, as the sociologists have suggested, 
but also its raison d’être. States that were linguistically, ethnically and religiously 
divided, especially new states or states with large immigrant populations, like the 
United States, definitely saw state education as a means of inculcating a common 
culture. Long-established political entities, such as Britain, on the other hand, 
were less interested in the role education could play in stimulating a common 
identity than in promoting the bourgeois values of cleanliness, politeness, sobri-
ety and godliness. Compulsory elementary education was definitely used to pro-
mote attachment to the British Empire, but it was principally seen as a means of 
‘civilising’ the working-classes and improving law and order. In most countries, 
furthermore, mass education was also usually intended to be an instrument of 
political education in an age that saw the establishment of democratic systems of 
government in most European states and the parts of the world that had European 
settlers. Universal schooling was intended to ensure that the newly enfranchised 
used their vote ‘wisely’ and did not threaten the social and economic status quo. 
Indeed, in the German classroom, pupils were specifically taught to abhor social-
ism as the spawn of the devil.  Pace  recent sociologists, too, there were frequently 
economic motives for introducing systems of mass education: legislators in coun-
tries as diverse as Britain and Brazil expected major material benefits to flow from 
forcing children into the classroom. 

 On the other hand, the chapters equally suggest that it is far too simple to 
see the introduction of mass education as a bourgeois capitalist plot to keep the 
masses in their place. What is evident is that in the most democratic states, there 
was an increasing recognition as the period wore on that the state educational 
system should develop individual potential as well as promote the collective 
good. Bright children should be given the opportunity to rise up the social lad-
der, albeit in small numbers. If it was only in the United States that secondary 
education was automatically open to all, most economically developed coun-
tries around the globe paid, at the very least, lip service to the concept of educa-
tional meritocracy by the 1930s. Even considered from the top down, the systems 
of mass education, once constructed, were always being adjusted. In the early 
twentieth century, national governments were continually forced to rethink 
and extend the state’s educational provision as they came under pressure from 
groups in society with more radical educational agendas: organised labour and 
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its political representatives, a newly emergent and energised teaching profession, 
the first generation of child psychologists  24   and even many educational bureau-
crats. In particular, the number of years that should be spent in school and the 
scope of the curriculum and its method of its delivery were the subject of intense 
and constant debate. Once institutionalised education had been accepted by the 
state as a power for good, moreover, its role was quickly extended. By the turn 
of the twentieth century, in many parts of northern Europe, schools became the 
forum for monitoring and improving children’s physical as well as moral devel-
opment. The school nurse and the dinner lady joined the burgeoning educational 
establishment. 

 The book also makes clear how difficult it was to set up working systems of 
mass education, a point frequently overlooked not just by sociologists but even 
by historians too often content to describe the key pieces of legislation rather 
than burrow beneath the surface. Good intentions were never enough. Britain 
was committed to extending what were perceived to be the benefits of a formal 
western education to the native peoples in its many  colonies.  25   Yet, as its sad 
performance in India shows, the Westminster government was never willing 
to commit the necessary resources itself or raise the money in India. Educating 
Indians, admittedly a tougher proposition given the size of the population, was 
never as important as schooling Britons. The task was therefore left to the mis-
sionary societies throughout the period, despite the fact that the limitations of 
the voluntarist approach had been the catalyst for setting up a national system in 
Britain itself.  26   Even governments willing to fund mass education were stymied 
in their progress unless the national economy was sufficiently developed. There 
were many calls on the national budget and in poor countries the education 
department was starved of the funds it needed to build schools and train and 
pay teachers. This situation was particularly dire where the state was populous 
and educational provision had been historically sparse. The Ottoman Empire, for 
instance, for all its commitment to Westernisation in the last decades of its exis-
tence, never succeeded in getting its plans for a state system of education beyond 
the drawing board. It was left to its much smaller Turkish successor state to lay 
the foundations of a national network. 

 A lack of money however was not the only handicap. The elite was not always 
united in its views of the value of universal schooling. In agricultural Brazil, for 
example, the liberals who ran the republican state at the centre strongly supported 
the creation of state-run schools. Putting this into effect under the federal consti-
tution, on the other hand, was left to the provincial elites – the great landowners 
effectively – and they had no interest in the creation of an educated workforce. 
This was chiefly because the black majority were considered to be second-class 
citizens throughout the period under review, a legacy of the fact that Brazil had 
been a slave society until the very eve of the republic’s foundation. Racial preju-
dice equally explains the failure to establish equitable systems of universal edu-
cation in other parts of the world. In the southern United States, educational 
provision was segregated and the negroes’ schools deliberately underfunded. In 
South Africa no attempt was made to establish a universal system at all, and the 
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education of the country’s majority black population left again to the charitable 
efforts of the missionary societies. 

 Furthermore, the eventual successful imposition of universal schooling was 
usually achieved at a price. As the essays in this volume repeatedly stress, one 
of the most important but again overlooked elements in the establishment of 
systems of mass education in most parts of the Christian world is the compro-
mise that the state had to make with the forces of religion. Most Christian states 
in the second half of the nineteenth century were either religiously divided or 
suspicious of the power that one or more of the churches within their borders 
exerted over its flock. In setting up a national educational system, the state usu-
ally aimed to create a space where all children might mix together free from the 
incubus of confessionalism. In many cases, it was hoped religion could be taken 
out of the classroom altogether. This ambition was seldom achieved due entirely 
to the intransigence virtually everywhere of the churches, especially the Catholic 
Church. The papacy, backed up by the local episcopate, made it clear that Catholic 
parents should send their children to Catholic schools: there should be no pus-
syfooting with secular or even non-denominational schooling. As the democratic 
state could hardly stop the Catholics, or any other denomination, from running 
their own schools, it had two alternatives. Sometimes, it allowed Catholics to 
have their own network of schools but denied them funding. Usually, it threw in 
the towel and allowed state schools to become confessionalised: in Germany, for 
instance, despite Bismarck’s  Kulturkampf , the state provided a separate network 
of schools for Protestants and Catholics. Sometimes this happened by default. 
In Ireland when a national network of schools was set up in the 1830s, it was 
intended to be non-denominational and heal the confessional divide; as the 
schools were established by local initiative, however, they were normally erected 
in the heart of a confessional community and were denominationally exclusive. 
Even in the few states where the Catholics did not obey the command of their 
priests, Catholic parents ensured that the state’s schools did not threaten their 
children’s religious loyalties. In the United States, immigrant parents wanted 
their children to be educated alongside other white Americans but they were 
unhappy with the traditional Protestant tone of the state elementary school and 
successfully fought to remove it. There were few parts of the Christian world 
therefore in which a national system of education was set up where all children 
were subjected to a common schooling or the form of schooling preferred by the 
ruling elite. Only in France in the last decades of the nineteenth century was the 
state able to set up a secular and universal system of elementary education with-
out kowtowing to either the Catholic majority or the Calvinist minority church. 
But in France the Catholic teaching orders were banned and the Church lacked 
funds, so the Catholic hierarchy had no means of setting up an alternative net-
work of schools for the children of the poor. 

 It was one thing, moreover, for a system to be set up, however imperfect. It was 
another to get parents to treat it with respect. Once a working system was in place, 
it was a long time before all children of school age were successfully immured in 
the classroom. In 1870, the new German Empire had the most developed system 
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of state education in Europe but it took a further 30 years to wipe out large scale 
truancy. Working-class parents did not see the point of years of education and 
wanted their children contributing to the household economy as soon as possi-
ble. Employers, even many bureaucrats, were happy to fit in with their desires. 
Parents too who  could  see the value of education did not necessarily subscribe to 
the vision of its establishment promoters. At the turn of the twentieth century, 
the Russian Empire, behind its European rivals in many areas, made great strides 
to catch up in the provision of elementary schooling. The advocates of universal 
education wanted to use the school to entice peasant children into the towns to 
further the cause of industrialisation: in the higher grades they were to be delib-
erately introduced to an exotic world beyond the village. Their peasant parents, 
however, would have none of this. They were content that their children should 
learn to read and write on the grounds that smallholders and farm labourers 
needed these skills to ensure they could deal on equal terms with officialdom and 
greedy landlords. But the peasants did not want the children to leave the village, 
so took them out of school before they could be subjected to the siren song of 
the town. 

 There is no reason either to assume that once confined in the classroom for the 
optimum number of years school children picked up the cultural messages that 
the teachers directly or indirectly were seeking to impart. Evaluating success in 
this area is extremely difficult. But there is a considerable amount of anecdotal 
literature based on childhood reminiscences to suggest that schools had limited 
success in ‘civilising’ their charges or that success was short-lived. In the German 
classroom children might be taught the evils of socialism, yet this in no way 
discouraged them as adults from voting for the socialist party  (the SPD). There 
is even evidence that universal schooling could become the starting point for a 
counter culture. The offshore Chinese island of Taiwan became a Japanese col-
ony in 1895. The Japanese set about educating the Taiwanese in the superiority 
of all things Japanese and the benefits that would accrue from being part of the 
Japanese Empire. However, far from turning the Taiwanese into good Japanese 
subjects, teaching them to read and write encouraged the development of a sense 
of Taiwanese nationhood for the first time.  27   

 It is the degree to which national systems of elementary education seem to have 
escaped from the hands of their creators in this first period of universal school-
ing which explains the title of this book. Although always presented as one of the 
key elements of modernisation and the first significant step on the road from the 
warfare to the welfare state, what a detailed examination of the classroom real-
ity reveals is the limits of nation building. Badgered and harassed by educational 
radicals, stymied by financial exigency, forced to come to terms with confession-
alism, and diverted from its purpose by parental indifference or cunning, the 
state in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries could seldom keep a 
tight rein over its creation. This is not to say that in building systems of national 
education, however incomplete, states had not greatly extended their authority 
over their citizen-subjects. In the most affluent parts of the European world (and 
in Japan and its colonies), parents came to accept that children had to spend 



10  Laurence Brockliss and Nicola Sheldon

seven or eight years of their life in a classroom. Through political concessions 
to both conservative and radical forces, working national systems were  created 
that came to command widespread acceptance and could largely survive the First 
World War. What this book seeks to point up is the amount of agency that the 
stakeholders (parents, children and teachers) always retained, even in systems 
largely set up to establish deferential, law-abiding, economically productive and 
patriotic adults. That this should be the case is scarcely an earth-shattering con-
clusion. The social service state throughout the twentieth and early twenty-first 
century, however benevolent and reasonable its intentions, has constantly found 
its will subverted and mocked by the very people it set out to help. Human intrac-
tability, in a very different context, has similarly frequently blighted the efforts 
of non-governmental organisations (NGOs). Even today, however, policy makers 
pay limited attention to the forces of tradition and the resourcefulness of the 
human material they seek to shape. This book will have served a deeper purpose 
if it reminds educationalists, social workers and childcare professionals that they 
are working with people with agency, however ignorant, abject and bereft, and 
that the state’s intrusion into the lives of its citizens had to be negotiated when it 
first decided to take upon itself a significant part of child-rearing and still has to 
be negotiated today.  
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     Part I 

 The British Isles

Introduction    
    Laurence Brockliss and Nicola Sheldon  

 In the eighteenth century, there was no uniform structure of elementary edu-
cation in the three component kingdoms that would become the new union 
state of Great Britain and Ireland in 1801. Of the three, only Scotland had an 
embryonic national system of education, at least in the rural lowlands, where 
locally maintained parish schools had been universally established under the 
1616 Act of Parliament. In England, there was no national system, but simply a 
mix of charity and fee-paying schools, particularly concentrated in towns and 
the south of the country; while in Ireland, besides the charity and fee-paying 
schools that largely served the Protestant minority, there was an amorphous 
network of itinerant ‘hedge schools’ patronised by the children of the better-off 
Catholics.  1   In the course of the nineteenth century, England and Scotland grew 
closer together. In both countries, for the first two-thirds of the century, the state 
relied on the established and dissenting churches to provide elementary educa-
tion in the fast-expanding towns and was content to support their endeavours 
with an increasing level of subsidy. In both countries too, the eventual national 
systems of education set up in 1870 in England and in 1872 in Scotland built on 
rather than replaced existing provision: the state established locally funded and 
administered schools where none existed, and in Scotland brought the parish 
and burgh schools under the new locally elected boards; otherwise the volun-
tary system, as it was called, continued as before, subject to closer inspection.  2   
In Ireland, on the other hand, the state took a much larger role from a much ear-
lier date. The failure of private initiative to create mixed confessional schools in 
the early nineteenth century, as the British government had initially hoped, led 
to the establishment of a state-supported national system of education in 1831. 
Although the schools in the system were set up on local initiative and tended to 
be religiously homogeneous, they all provided the same state-approved secular 
education in the English language and used the same textbooks in return for 
central government funding.  3   
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 Once established the systems in the three countries did not significantly change 
from 1870 to 1930; when the Irish Free State was founded in 1922, it brought 
under the umbrella of central government the elementary schools run by the 
Christian Brothers that had hitherto been independent but otherwise continued 
what it had inherited.  4   In England, greater coherence was brought to the system 
under the 1902 Education Act, which brought all schools, state and voluntary, 
under the control of the new Local Education Authorities (themselves subject 
to the elected county and borough councils). LEAs, however, were not set up in 
Scotland until 1918 (where they took the form of elected county committees), and 
were never established in Ireland before Partition. Ideally in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth century, every child in the British Isles was supposed to be at 
school from the age of five or six until the day they turned 14 but initially there 
was a great deal of leeway. Attendance at school until the specified leaving age 
was compulsory in Scotland from 1872 but did not become so in England until 
1880 and in Ireland until 1927.  5   Even once attendance was obligatory, it was pos-
sible for older children to gain exemption, and it was only on the eve of the First 
World War that the large majority of children would have spent eight years in the 
classroom.  6   Initially, too, parents still had to pay fees but these were abolished for 
pupils in all three kingdoms in the early 1890s.  7   

 Throughout the three kingdoms, children in the early 1900s were subjected to a 
relentless diet of the three R’s and religion (denominational or broadly Christian), 
enlivened by history, geography, and some nature study, with the emphasis on 
memory learning. Although the curriculum became more child-centred after 
1900 as the educational establishment came under the influence of the pedagog-
ical ideas of Pestalozzi and Froebel, the changes were limited.  8   Only in Scottish 
schools, where the tradition of going straight to university from the parish school 
still lived on, were there advanced departments or supplementary courses laid on 
for cleverer pupils for their last two years.  9   After the War, under the Fisher Act of 
1918, the school-leaving age in England and Wales was finally raised to 14 with-
out exception for all children, though some exemptions continued until 1921. At 
the same time, the local authorities were ordered to introduce continuation day 
schools where children between 14 and 18 could receive vocational training. But 
the initiative was stymied by lack of funds and day release training only really 
developed after 1945.  10   The 1920s did, however, see continued commitment to 
reducing the amount of rote learning in the curriculum. The 1931 Hadow report 
declared that primary education should be an active not a passive experience 
concerned with acquiring facts. 

 The elementary schools largely formed a closed system. It was accepted that the 
brightest pupils should be encouraged to move on to secondary education and 
by the mid-1880s state/local government bursaries were available for those who 
could not afford to do so.  11   But at this date most secondary schools were either 
private institutions or charity foundations, or, as in Ireland, run by the Catholic 
regular orders, and showed limited willingness to take on state scholars.  12   Access 
was hard before the establishment of local government secondary schools, which 
in England only became a commonplace after the passage of the 1902 Education 
Act that demanded the establishment of such schools in every local authority 
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where there was no separate grammar school for boys and girls.  13   Even then, only 
a small proportion of elementary pupils moved on to secondary school and far 
fewer girls than boys. In Scotland where there was the greatest enthusiasm to 
maximise talent, one out of six to seven children embarked on a secondary course 
in 1914, although they only stayed a couple of years; in England, on the other 
hand, despite the fact that from 1907 a quarter of all places in state-supported 
secondary schools were free, the figure was only one in 22. The figure scarcely 
improved after the First World War. Only about 10 per cent of English 10- to 
11-year-olds went on to secondary education in the 1920s and the figure was still 
under 15 per cent in the late 1930s. In rural Oxfordshire in 1924 only 40 elemen-
tary schools out of 212 in the county sent pupils to secondary school, and a mere 
eight of the 84 free-place children were the offspring of farm workers, though 
farming was the largest occupation.  14   

 In the eyes of the educational establishment, the proportion of elementary 
pupils who would benefit from secondary education was always thought to be 
small, at the most 12 per cent.  15   The working class must know its place. In 1897, 
the secretary to the British Board of Education, Robert Morant, voiced the views 
of many, when he warned that ‘working-class children must not be given an 
education which would give them too ambitious an outlook.’  16   Middle-class rad-
ical intellectuals, such as the Fabian socialist Sidney Webb, equally agreed that 
secondary education should be limited to the clever few. So too did the upper 
echelons of the National Union of Teachers, established in 1870, much to the dis-
gust of a dissident member at the Union’s 1911 conference, who thought an edu-
cational policy that barred the vast majority from advancing and lifted the clever 
few out of their class merely created ‘a handful of prigs and an army of serfs’.  17   

 The foundation of a national system of education in Ireland reflected a desire 
to ensure the loyalty of the Catholic and rural majority to the new Union state, 
an aim only heightened in the years following the system’s formation by Daniel 
O’Connell’s mass campaign for devolution in the 1840s. Irish children were to 
be turned into ‘west Britons’. In Britain itself, the loyalty and patriotism of the 
population was scarcely an issue. The principal argument advanced for school-
ing the children of the poor was to raise their moral and intellectual character. 
While by the middle of the nineteenth century, there was general agreement that 
this was valuable, there remained considerable opposition for this being made a 
state concern. When the Newcastle Commission, established in 1858 to look at 
the provision and quality of elementary education in England, reported in 1861, 
it declared that the voluntary system, though deficient in certain respects, was 
sufficient.  18   What appears to have been the driving force behind the eventual 
establishment of a state educational system within a decade in both England 
and Scotland was the dawning realisation that the commission’s optimism was 
unfounded and that the voluntary system was failing to cope with the growing 
number of urban children.  19   Too many were being raised in vice and ignorance at 
the very time Parliament had decided to give working men the vote (in 1867) and 
when there was a novel need for well-disciplined workers to meet the new indus-
trial challenge from abroad. The pious and philanthropic feared for these chil-
dren’s souls. The worldly feared a breakdown in law and order if ill-disciplined 



16  Laurence Brockliss and Nicola Sheldon

and idle boys and girls were allowed to run wild on urban streets into their early 
teens, now they were excluded by labour legislation from gainful employment 
at a young age.  20   This fear was exacerbated in subsequent years by a new belief, 
promoted by the first social psychologists, that youth was a difficult time for all 
children, however perfect their upbringing. All children were potential juvenile 
delinquents.  21   According to one early twentieth-century school official in the 
capital, ‘If it were not for her five hundred elementary schools London would be 
overrun by a horde of young savages’.  22   

 Whatever its genesis, the elementary school system in all parts of the British Isles 
in the period under review was chiefly directed to turning out literate, numerate 
and civilised citizens of the future who would work hard, look after their fami-
lies, obey the law, and accept parliamentary politics. From the turn of the twen-
tieth century, the elementary school had also to ensure that the future citizens 
of the British Empire were physically in good shape. Across Europe, child-rearing 
was becoming scientised with the development of a new branch of  medicine – 
 paediatrics – which provided for the first time accurate information about chil-
dren’s nutrition, weight and height, and established healthy norms.  23   Schools 
were now expected to exercise their pupils’ bodies as well as their minds and keep 
a close eye on their physical health. School medical officers were being appointed 
in some parts of England from the 1890s. The shock that the government received 
from the poor condition of army recruits during the Boer War only hastened the 
process. In 1906 Parliament passed a School Meals Bill, which empowered local 
authorities to provide a hot midday meal free for the neediest children, and in the 
following year a nationwide school medical service was  created, financed from the 
rates.  24   The developing role of the school was made possible by the willingness of 
the state to subsidise local government costs. Across the period 1870–1910, annual 
public spending on education in Britain leapt dramatically from £1.27 million to 
£18 million.  25   As a result, by the outbreak of the First World War schools in the 
British Isles were comparatively well funded. According to a contemporary Spanish 
source, England and Scotland by this date headed a table of 17 European states in 
terms of per capita expenditure and Ireland came sixth (ahead of France).  26   

 The first section of this book explores different aspects of citizenship education 
in the British Isles in the years 1870–1930. It begins with an account by Susannah 
Wright (Chapter 1) of the citizenship training given in the English classroom. She 
explores the fundamental characteristics of such training and the different views 
across time of its contents, and offers some thoughts on its effectiveness.  Pace  the 
belief of some writers that the British state made little attempt to use the school to 
promote support for the British Empire, Wright clearly shows there was a strong 
patriotic element in the curriculum which survived the First World War. There 
was also always a strong religious colouring to the system, despite complaints 
from secularisers. The voluntary schools obviously had a confessional identity, 
but the state schools also promoted a vigorous Protestant Christianity, albeit of a 
non-denominational kind. 

 The second essay (Chapter 2) by Heather Ellis helps to explain why elementary 
schools in England retained so many traditional features. The English system was 
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heavily influenced in its development before the First World War by the ethos 
and structure of the traditional system of secondary and tertiary education, domi-
nated by the privately financed ‘public schools’. In that these public schools placed 
great emphasis on fostering pride in the Empire and creating Christian, mainly 
Anglican, gentlemen, it was inevitable that similar values would be inculcated in 
the new elementary schools, especially given the fact that the new national sys-
tem was set up and run by men educated in those same public schools. The public 
schools were also an important force in ensuring a measure of social mobility was 
built into the state system from the beginning, although their general influence 
began to wane after 1900 as the elementary schools placed a new emphasis on 
teaching practical skills and understanding the local environment.  27   

 The section concludes with an essay on Ireland by Deirdre Raftery and Martina 
Relihan (Chapter 3). The system of national education in Ireland in the decades 
before the First World War needed particularly careful handling by the British 
state. By the turn of the century, virtually all children passed through the national 
schools but the system was increasingly under attack from Irish nationalists for 
divorcing the young from their cultural birthright. To draw the nationalists’ 
sting, the curriculum was liberalised: the promotion of Britishness was tempered 
and a growing place found for Irish history and the Irish language.  28   This gave the 
new Irish Free State a platform on which to build, but the national schools had 
left a permanent mark: the nationalists intended to use the elementary schools 
as a vehicle for promoting cultural nationalism but found it impossible to remove 
the English language and British culture from the new Irish classroom.  
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 Citizenship, Moral Education and 
the English Elementary School   
    Susannah   Wright    

   A range of concerns in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, in 
England and beyond, led policy-makers, educational theorists, classroom teach-
ers, churches, secularist organisations, scientists, and a range of social reformers 
to focus on the elementary school as an agent of moral reform. The effects of 
economic and social changes including urbanisation and industrialisation, new 
knowledge and ideas, the weakening of old traditions and beliefs all convinced 
contemporaries of the important role the school had to play.  1   Moral reform 
through the school, they believed, would mould the citizens of the future. Despite 
a common conviction of the socialising potential of the elementary school, how-
ever, there was no one idea about how this potential could be realised, or indeed 
a single clear notion of what citizenship was. Contemporaries disagreed on the 
basis of the values to be taught in elementary schools: was it to be a Christian 
morality, or a ‘human’ or social morality, without reference to God? They also 
differed on pedagogy – were moral values to be taught via direct moral instruc-
tion, or ‘caught’, imbibed indirectly through the social relationships of the school 
community, or absorbed from the content of other parts of the curriculum or 
activities such as organised games? Schools were, of course, not the only organisa-
tions involved in transmitting values to the young. Socialisation also occurred in 
the home, in the church, in organised youth movements, and – to the alarm of 
reformers – on the street.  2   

 This chapter considers the role of the elementary school in England in social-
ising the rising generation, in teaching the values that would form responsible 
citizens, over the period 1870–1930. The first section offers background on the 
development of the elementary school system at that time. The central section 
examines the different ways in which elementary schools operated as agents of 
moral education. A concluding session considers what efforts to socialise elemen-
tary school pupils at this time achieved.  

  Citizenship and the elementary school system: 1870–1930 

 The state in England became involved in the provision of elementary education 
relatively late in comparison with other European countries, including Scotland. 
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Through much of the nineteenth century, the churches were the main providers 
of elementary education (elementary schools were also run by employers under 
the 1833 Factory Act and the owners of ‘private venture’ or ‘dame’ schools). The 
purpose of church schools was the basic elementary instruction and religious 
training of the poor. The role of church schools, as the Church of England’s 
*National Society stated, was to ‘communicate ... such knowledge and habits as are 
sufficient to guide them through life, in their proper stations, especially to teach 
the doctrines of Religion’.  3   This was arguably closer to the churches’ traditional 
pastoral duty of educating poor parishioners than an explicit agenda of state for-
mation. Limited financial assistance was available from the central government 
from 1833. The stated intention of such  funding was again the education of the 
poor, or, as it was put in 1860, the ‘children belonging to the class who support 
themselves by manual labour’.  4   

 From the 1860s, state involvement in financing and organising elementary 
education increased and for the first time a *Code of Regulations was issued 
by the government. The 1862 Revised Code established a common curriculum 
and a country-wide apparatus for inspection and funding – the ‘payment-by-
results’ system whereby schools were awarded a grant on the basis of individual 
pupils’ performance in reading, writing and arithmetic when examined by the 
inspector. With the 1870 Education Act, which provided school places for all 
children aged 5–12, the state was for the first time fully involved in establish-
ing and running elementary schools. Where there were insufficient places for 
school-age children in existing voluntary schools, locally elected school boards 
were established and charged with building and running schools to ‘fill in the 
gaps’. Under the 1902 Education Act, local education authorities (LEAs), which 
replaced school boards, were funded by the central government to establish sec-
ondary schools which would be made accessible to all through a competitive 
scholarship system, thus extending state involvement in education beyond the 
elementary school. 

 What motives lay behind this increased state involvement in elementary 
schooling for the mass of the population in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries? By the late 1860s, mounting evidence of a severe shortage of 
school places compared with the population of children put pressure on the gov-
ernment to act. Many young people were not attending school. This shortage 
was, apparently, particularly acute in large urban areas, as surveys in Manchester, 
Birmingham, Leeds and Liverpool attested.  5   This was, of course, a time when 
new techniques for counting, classifying, and measuring the population were 
developed, and linked to new forms of governance, in urban areas.  6   The pressure 
groups that emerged in the late 1860s – the National Education League and the 
National Education Union – gathered and publicised evidence of this sort in their 
campaigns for greater state involvement in elementary schooling. 

 Economic growth and the formation of citizens were cited throughout the 
period as reasons why all young people should receive an elementary educa-
tion, and remain important as rationales for expanding compulsory education 
today. Looking first at economic growth, from the 1860s onwards, there were 
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growing concerns that England would lose her industrial pre-eminence and fall 
behind her international competitors, notably the United States and Germany, 
and also other European countries. Contemporaries feared that limited edu-
cational opportunities might lead to industrial decline. As Mr. Anthony John 
Mundella, manufacturer of yarns and chairman of the Nottingham Chamber of 
Commerce put it in the 1880s: ‘In Germany they are all well educated and it is to 
that fact that I attribute their greater progress.’  7   Government spokespersons also 
drew on such arguments when promoting the extension of state involvement in 
education. W.E. Forster introduced an education bill in 1870 with the assertion: 
‘Upon the speedy provision of elementary education depends our industrial 
prosperity ... [if] we leave our work-folk any longer unskilled ... they will become 
over-matched in the competition of the world.’  8   In a similar vein, in 1914 R.B. 
Haldane, then Lord Chancellor, urged the extension of educational opportu-
nities for the simple reason that ‘if our generation does not make an effort the 
nation will fall behind all others’.  9   

 Citizenship, when it came up in educational debates in the nineteenth cen-
tury, most often referred to membership of the social community of the nation, 
and the rights and duties which went with this membership. Citizenship was 
also, at times, related directly to the exercise of the franchise. To take the broad, 
general sense of citizenship first, the elementary school was seen as the place 
where the mass of young people could be collected together, and taught attitudes 
and behaviours that would remedy deficiencies of home and neighbourhood. 
From the early nineteenth  century, if not earlier, a number of commentators 
had stressed the necessity of schooling for the masses for the comfortable and 
efficient functioning of society. During the 1830s and 1840s, there were calls for 
the expansion of elementary schooling in order to protect against the dangers of 
radicalism, and to prevent social unrest, particularly in poor,  overcrowded urban 
 areas.  10   A more immediate imperative, however, behind the 1870 Education Act 
was the expansion of the electorate in 1867 with the passage of the Second 
Reform Act. In an oft-misquoted statement, Robert Lowe claimed that ‘it will 
be absolutely necessary that you should prevail upon our future masters to 
learn their letters’. Lowe was, in fact, arguing against an extension of the fran-
chise, on the grounds that once this happened it would be necessary, in order to 
ensure ‘the peace of the country’, to develop a national system of education.  11   A 
direct  connection between the Second Reform Act and the 1870 Education Act is 
hard to establish, but there was a strong perception of a link between a national 
system of education and the effective exercise of the vote. Arguments linking 
the extension of mass education and the extension of the franchise emerged 
again during the First World War, with H.A.L. Fisher, president of the Board of 
Education from 1916–22, stating in the House of Commons in 1917 that unless 
steps were taken to extend educational opportunities, to ‘form and fashion the 
minds of the young’, for example through continuation classes, they could not 
be expected to exercise the franchise in an intelligent way.  12   What sort of citizen-
ship Lowe and Fisher wished to promote is not immediately apparent from such 
statements. They were, arguably, more concerned with developing controllable 
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subjects who would accept their place, rather than autonomous individuals who 
could think for themselves. 

 Two key features of the system of elementary schooling shaped the ways in 
which schools were used for purposes of socialisation. The first of these was the 
balance between centralisation on the one hand and local initiative on the other. 
School boards from 1870 allowed for the representation of local minority inter-
ests: such opportunities existed to a lesser extent in local education authorities 
under the 1902 Act. The school board era is notorious for its highly centralised 
curriculum, inspection and funding system. Under the 1862 Revised Code, and 
the payment-by-results system, there was pressure on teachers to focus primarily 
on the three R’s (reading, writing and arithmetic) that were the subjects examined 
by inspectors and where the level of attainment determined the school’s fund-
ing by the state. Yet even under this common regime, some schools introduced 
a wide range of subjects. From the 1890s, changes to funding processes, along 
with greater flexibility in the centrally prescribed curriculum, offered schools 
more scope to define their curriculum.  13   This was possibly also encouraged by 
developments in educational thinking, which led to a focus less on a fixed teach-
ing offer and more on the development of the individual child. However, even 
in the 1890s, government codes and curriculum suggestions still determined to a 
large extent what schools could teach, and a strong focus on reading, writing and 
arithmetic remained. 

 Second, there was what could be called a mixed economy of elementary educa-
tional provision, with voluntary church schools alongside board (after 1902 local 
authority) schools. Another source of variation was the socio-economic status 
of the neighbourhood of the school. Through this chapter, for the years up to 
1918, individual examples of provision for citizenship and moral education will 
be taken from five schools in Birmingham and Leicester, which have been chosen 
to reflect these variations. In Birmingham, Edgbaston Church of England (CofE) 
School, opened in 1846, was located in a wealthy suburb, while Floodgate Street 
(Board) School, opened in 1891, was situated in one of the city’s most notorious 
slum areas. A third Birmingham School, Severn Street School, was founded by the 
British and Foreign Schools Society in 1809. By the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury the school was suffering financial problems and transferred to Birmingham 
School Board in 1901. In Leicester, St Saviour’s was a CofE school opened in 1882 
in the ‘respectable’ suburb of Spinney Hill, while Willow Street Board School 
opened in 1880 in a poor central area.  14    

  The transmission of moral values in the 
elementary school: 1870–1900 

 It is useful for the purposes of this chapter to divide the years 1870–1930 into three 
shorter time periods. This division highlights the approaches to transmitting 
moral values in the elementary school that were emphasised at different times, 
reflecting developments in educational policy and thinking and broader political 
and social changes. However, it is important to note that different approaches did 
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not start or finish in these periods. In the first of these time periods, 1870–1900, 
the most favoured means of transmitting moral values were school discipline 
(particularly systems of reward and punishment), drill, religious instruction, and 
the use of school texts to promote nationalism and citizenship. 

 The general discipline of elementary schooling was deemed an important tool 
for socialising working-class children. Mass elementary schooling in the late nine-
teenth century was, undoubtedly, seen as a way of dealing with unsupervised 
children, particularly in urban areas. However, the rhetoric of the time suggests a 
civilising mission alongside practical considerations. Attending elementary school 
in itself was perceived as a positive moral influence on the children of the poor, 
some of whom, after 1870, were brought into schools for the first time. At school, 
it was argued, such children would learn habits of cleanliness and discipline that 
they would not pick up at home or in their local communities. Nonetheless, the 
parents who resisted compulsory attendance were unconvinced about the impor-
tance of these habits, unsure about the effectiveness of schools in instilling them, 
or had other priorities such as increasing the family income. 

 How was school discipline used more specifically to breed good habits in elemen-
tary school pupils? Education Department guidance at this time focused on moral 
training through the ‘ordinary management of the school’.  15   An important aspect 
of such general management would have been systems of reward and punishment, 
which promoted attendance and punctuality, and also hard work, orderly behav-
iour, and cleanliness. Attendance and punctuality received the most attention in 
such schemes. They were seen as virtuous qualities in their own right. Moreover 
non-attendance and lack of punctuality would have undermined attempts to 
teach these and any other qualities, while disrupting the school and potentially 
holding back the academic progress of individual pupils, which would in turn 
have affected the level of government grant. There were also the concerns about 
unsupervised children, particularly in towns, that have already been noted. 

 Elementary school log books offer examples of the systems of rewards and 
punishments which teachers developed. The first headmaster of Floodgate Street 
School, for instance, took children who had made a certain number of attend-
ances to see the skeleton of a whale at Curzon Hall. He also ‘promised to take 
all the regular children’ to the Grand Pantomime in 1896. This strategy had an 
immediate impact: ‘the improvement in attendance this week is most marked’.  16   
Other approaches included extra break-time or an early end to the school day for 
punctual and regular attenders,  17   and timetabling popular lessons or activities 
when attendance could be low, such as Friday afternoons.  18   Regular attendance 
was also rewarded at formal prize-giving events, which offered opportunities for 
additional moral teaching, and promoting appropriate social deference, as in the 
following log book entry for Edgbaston School: ‘Annual distribution of prizes this 
afternoon. Present: Vicar and Mrs Strange, Rev Edwards and E Handley Esq. The 
Vicar and Mr Handley addressed the boys, especially pointing out the importance 
of punctuality and regularity of attendance’.  19   

 Rewards operated alongside a system of punishments. School Board atten-
dance officers could visit the homes of absent pupils and compel pupils to 
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attend, sometimes with the threat of a court case and fines. The headmaster of 
St Saviour’s School, Leicester, was convinced that the threat of compulsion was 
more effective in improving attendance than any promise of reward.  20   Teachers 
themselves would also ‘send after’ absentees. The first headmaster of Floodgate 
Street School went himself to the truants’ favourite haunts to round them up,  21   
while the headmaster of Severn Street School wrote in 1882 that ‘personal 
remonstrance with the parents’ increased attendance.  22   Truants were frequently 
subjected to corporal punishment, which was also used, but to a lesser extent, 
for lateness.  23   

 The period 1870–1900 also saw the emergence of drill as an approach to phys-
ical training and promoting discipline in schools. Drill was first included in the 
elementary school code as an ‘alternative’ activity in 1871, and by the late 1880s 
had become an established part of the curriculum in many voluntary and board 
schools. As John Hurt argues, it was valued for the training it offered to the chil-
dren of the labouring poor in submission, order and obedience, and, more con-
troversially, it was promoted by some as preparation for future military service.  24   
Henry Major, in his first report as Inspector to Leicester School Board in 1877, 
elaborated on the potential benefits of drill, although how far these benefits were 
realised in practice is hard to tell: ‘The habits of obedience, promptness, self-
control, and silence of the drill [are] carried into the actual school work. ... This 
is very interesting work if attention be given to it, and well worth the labour it 
entails, from the comfort it brings into the school.’  25   

 Religious instruction was similarly considered by many to be an essential fea-
ture of elementary schooling, in no small part because of the moral education it 
was thought to provide. Good was felt to result from teaching the subject irrespec-
tive of the different approaches typically used in voluntary and board schools. 
Voluntary schools offered religious instruction on a confessional basis, teaching 
the tenets of their particular denomination, using the catechism, the Book of 
Common Prayer, and carefully selected passages of scripture. Only such definite 
instruction, it was argued, would inspire pupils, and provide firm foundations for 
ethical behaviour.  26   Denominationally specific instruction, of course, also pro-
moted allegiance to a particular church.  27   Such instruction was reinforced by the 
close links between the local church and school: often through physical prox-
imity, and also through vicars’ regular involvement in the life of the school, and 
teachers’ involvement in the church.  28   Religious instruction in board schools, 
on the other hand, tended to take the form of Bible reading without comment, 
which, proponents urged, would provide the necessary religious sanction for 
moral behaviour and encourage good conduct.  29   

 Log books provide only limited evidence about the content of religious instruc-
tion lessons. Most references are simply to ‘scripture’ or ‘religious lessons’, with no 
comment about what these entail and references to ‘scripture reading’, ‘religious 
knowledge’ and ‘church history’ are only a little more revealing.  30   Despite the 
perceived association between religious instruction and good conduct, it is diffi-
cult to find evidence of specifically ethical teaching. The log book for St Saviour’s 
School contains several references to addresses on ethical matters; that they were 
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exceptional is hinted at by the comment that they were given instead of the 
usual lessons.  31   The focus of such lessons, with themes such as temptation and 
the ‘meaning of A Christian’s name and its significance’ is, arguably, more about 
personal conduct and attitudes rather than a broader social morality pertaining 
to nationalism or citizenship. 

 Despite this personal focus, advocates of both denominationally specific and 
non-denominational approaches pointed to the broader civic import of reli-
gious teaching. Christianity, they argued, was the basis for modern civilisation. 
Its ethical tenets underpinned the English legal code. Christian beliefs stimu-
lated noble acts of patriotism and social service. Advocates of denominationally 
specific teaching in schools argued that such instruction would help retain the 
Christian roots of the nation. One argued that ‘the sense of duty so characteris-
tic of Englishmen and which had found expression in Nelson’s famous signal at 
Trafalgar is largely the result of the impress that three hundred years teaching of 
the Church Catechism has left’.  32   On the other hand, Dr John Clifford, famous 
for leading the campaign of passive resistance against rate aid to church schools 
in the wake of the 1902 Education Act, was among the many Nonconformists 
who proposed that the Bible, with its wealth of biographical illustrations, and 
literary and poetical qualities, could be used to prepare children in the duties of 
citizenship.  33   Religious instruction in schools, therefore, was viewed as integral 
to national well-being. 

 Pupils were further exposed to values of nationalism and patriotism through 
the books that were used at school, chief among these being school readers. From 
1880, the use of readers to improve the reading skills of elementary school pupils 
was mandatory, even if actual texts were not prescribed by the government. In 
consequence, cheap, mass-produced volumes of historical, geographical, liter-
ary, civics and home economics readers became widely used. At a time when 
many schools did not teach history and geography as timetabled subjects, readers 
became an important source for the transmission of patriotic and imperial ideals 
in elementary schools. 

 According to Stephen Heathorn, such readers promoted an imperialist project 
overseas and also what was deemed ‘an appropriate domestic social identity for 
the lower rungs of society’.  34   Elementary school pupils were exposed to construc-
tions of national identity based around the concept of an Anglo-Saxon race. Both 
cultural factors and biological traits were considered essential to English nation-
ality – English rather than British tended to be used as the designation of nation-
ality, and the focus in both historical and geographical readers was much more 
on England than Ireland, Scotland and Wales. There was slippage between the 
notion of national character and racial traits and origins. Thus ‘English’ char-
acteristics including pluck, honesty, and fair play were seen as racial ones and 
the historic growth of English liberties through past constitutional struggles was 
attributed to a shared racial ancestry. With this stress on a common community 
of race, with a shared cultural heritage, Heathorn argues, pupils were encouraged 
to love king and country, and to accept their place in the social hierarchy, and 
class or gender roles.  35   
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 Among the most popular of the civics readers was H. Arnold-Forster’s  The Citizen 
Reader , first published in 1884, and by 1887 already in its eighth edition. Citizenship 
in this text was understood in a social rather than strictly political sense; it was 
about membership of a national and imperial community rather than just the 
franchise. W.E. Forster, architect of the 1870 Education Act, wrote in his preface 
to the eighth edition that ‘there is a special fitness in the appearance of a book 
of this kind at a time when we have just added millions to the citizens who have 
the right of electing representatives’. He was presumably referring to the Third 
Reform Act of 1884, which greatly extended the franchise but still denied the vote 
to females and many unpropertied males.  36   Arnold-Forster’s book described the 
country’s legislative and administrative machinery, and also ‘the duties owed by 
British Citizens to their country, their countrymen and themselves’.  37   Good citi-
zenship was associated with qualities seen as essential to Englishness (rather than 
Britishness), such as love of liberty, fairness, patience and self-denial. Pupils read 
that it was their duty to uphold the honour of England. As Arnold-Forster wrote: 
‘[those] who really love their country, and are truly proud of its great history, will 
be particularly careful not to do anything by which it may be dishonoured’.  38   This 
duty extended to the empire as a whole: citizenship in this book, as in other read-
ers, had an imperial as well as a national remit. The English nation, Arnold-Forster 
wrote, ‘extends everywhere where the English language is spoken by men who live 
under English law and under the English flag’.  39   Reference was made to historical 
figures whose actions saved the country from foreign oppressors and whose suffer-
ing and sacrifices produced the freedoms and liberties then enjoyed: military men 
such as Admiral Nelson, the Duke of Wellington and General Gordon, political 
leaders such as Edmund Burke, and ‘martyrs’ who died in the pursuit of freedom 
of thought such as Thomas More and Bishops Latimer and Ridley. 

 Similar depictions of Englishness and English citizenship can be found in text-
books of this period that were not officially prescribed readers.  40   There is also 
some overlap with the content of moral instruction texts addressing the theme of 
patriotism and discussed later in this chapter. Unfortunately little evidence exists 
to tell us what pupils took away from the texts they read in schools. Some ex-
pupils, according to oral histories and autobiographies, remember the rote learn-
ing of battles and kings and place names and mention nothing of moral and civic 
values. Others remember inspiring lessons from enthusiastic and able teachers.  41   
Although the values that authors intended to promote are clear, it cannot be 
assumed that moral messages were conveyed as the Education Department and 
authors of school books wanted, or that pupils reading texts absorbed what they 
read without question.  

  New approaches to moral education: 1900–1914 

 At the turn of the twentieth century, general systems of reward and punish-
ment, drill, religious instruction, and readers remained important forms of moral 
teaching in elementary schools. However, new approaches to moral education, 
reflecting broader social and ideological changes, emerged. These included the 
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introduction of secular moral instruction and organised games, and the pro-
motion of the new emerging agendas of imperialism and national efficiency 
through, for example, extra-curricular activities such as Empire Day celebrations 
and teaching domestic economy. 

 Secular moral instruction was promoted by the secularist groups that emerged 
as an alternative to organised Christianity towards the end of the nineteenth 
century. Secularists, particularly those attached to the *ethical movement, argued 
that religious instruction in schools was not an effective form of moral education. 
The ‘exigencies and complex responsibilities of the modern state’, it was argued, 
required a different approach.  42   During the 1890s, the Sunday schools of the ethi-
cal movement had been used as a space to experiment with secular moral instruc-
tion lessons and advocates felt that such lessons could be promoted more widely. 
The *Moral Instruction League was established in 1897 to campaign for the intro-
duction of timetabled secular moral instruction lessons in all elementary schools 
on the basis that such lessons were an essential aspect of a pupils’ moral train-
ing.  43   It canvassed local education authorities, and the education department in 
London, developed curriculum materials (a syllabus and handbooks for teachers), 
and devised rudimentary mechanisms of professional development for teachers. 
While it never succeeded in its aim of gaining for moral instruction a compulsory 
position in the elementary school curriculum, the subject was part of an optional 
clause in the elementary school code from 1906 onwards. By 1908, 60 out of 
the 327 Local Education Authorities in England and Wales had made provision 
for some form of moral instruction lessons, while 20 had formally adopted the 
League’s  Graduated Syllabus .  44   Though never taken up in the majority of schools, 
this was more than a fringe interest. 

 Moral instruction lessons, where implemented, were most commonly 20 to 40 
minutes in length, and took place once or twice a week. Schemes of moral instruc-
tion produced by the Moral Instruction League and others were based on social 
morality and duty to fellow humans, as distinct from Christian moral schemes 
centred on duty to God. The Moral Instruction League’s  Graduated Syllabus , to 
cover lessons for all elementary school students from infants up to Standard VII, 
provides a useful illustration. Values were expressed in the syllabus as abstract 
nouns. Lessons for younger children were to focus on personal duties and duties 
to the immediate family, such as cleanliness, kindness, good manners, courage, 
hard work, fairness, truthfulness, self-control, work, perseverance, temperance, 
 prudence, and obedience. Broader social duties and themes, such as justice, patriot-
ism, ownership and war and peace, were suggested for lessons with older pupils.  45   

 The Moral Instruction League’s method aimed to engage the pupil not through 
discussion of abstract moral principles but through concrete illustrations of moral 
subjects derived from a range of sources: literature, mythology, and history.  46   The 
approach varied with the age of the pupil: ‘picture teaching’ for the youngest chil-
dren (simple fables and made up stories), concrete examples of lives of historical 
and contemporary individuals for 7-to 14-year-olds, and discursive methods for 
the oldest pupils. The books were, according to authors, intended merely for guid-
ance and outline, and were to be supplemented or adapted as teachers saw fit. It is 
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unclear, however, how teachers used these books in practice: there is a suggestion 
from local inspection reports from Birmingham and Leicester that some teachers 
showed less imagination, flexibility, or enthusiasm than authors had hoped.  47   

 In some respects, the ideals imparted to pupils through moral instruction texts 
resemble those in other school books of the period. Lessons on patriotism, for 
example, aimed to inspire in pupils a love for their country and a desire to work 
for their country’s benefit. Pupils were urged, as they were in historical read-
ers, to preserve the country’s position in the world, and her political freedoms. 
Exemplars of patriotism, nearly all men, included English (rather than British) 
historical and military heroes (Wellington, Nelson, Alfred the Great, General 
Gordon), international leaders (George Washington), and figures from Greek and 
Roman history (Marcus Curtius, King Codrus of Athens). This selection is similar 
to the exemplars found in other textbooks and readers, although the international 
element is perhaps stronger. However, a detailed reading of the content of indi-
vidual lessons within moral instruction texts reveals that some offer a politically 
progressive reading that diverges somewhat from the norm of elementary school 
books of the period. F.J. Gould, for example, included in his idea of patriotism 
the motivation of political movements such as the Polish movement for freedom 
against Russia, the Irish claim for self-rule, and the Indian desire for a greater part 
in ruling their country, as well as the actions of the usual gallery of military and 
political leaders. Gould also questioned blind obedience, discussed the injustice 
of poverty and deprivation, and criticised the treatment of groups disadvantaged 
on the basis of creed, race, nationality, gender, and political views. He implied in 
one lesson that all religions are equal – this particular lesson generated extensive 
publicity and criticism and appears to have deterred some education authorities 
and schools from using his books.  48   

 This period also witnessed increased emphasis on organised games, which, it 
was argued, had physical and moral benefits. Enthusiasm from the *Committee 
of Council on Education is evident in its report of 1897:

  Increasing attention is being paid in elementary schools to physical exercises. 
We have observed with much satisfaction the efforts which are being made 
by large numbers of teachers to help in the organisation of school games, and 
thus to secure for the scholars in elementary schools some of the advantages of 
that side of school discipline and comradeship which has become a character-
istic feature of higher grades of English education.  49     

 After the turn of the century, physical exercise was to be promoted more strongly, 
partly due to concerns that the poor physical condition of the urban poor would 
be detrimental to the efficiency of the nation as a whole. Thus in 1906 the ele-
mentary school code allowed, for the first time, games during school hours. The 
central government Board of Education outlined the expected benefits of this 
change, physical and moral:

  The children ought to win, not only something of the physique of the boys 
and girls in our Secondary Schools, but also the control over their personal 
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desires and impulses which goes far to form character. Victory or defeat, their 
individual success or failure, will be far less important than ‘playing the game,’ 
and from their pride in ‘the school’ and its good name will spring a stronger 
love of fair play, the power to give and take which counts for so much in the 
rough and tumble of life.  50     

 These comments resonate with public school discourses of athleticism common 
in the late nineteenth century, although the explicit references to empire and 
leadership are missing here.  51   

 The enthusiasm for games evident in this comment from the Board of Education 
is easy to account for, as most members of the board would have had a public 
school education themselves. There was also enthusiasm on the part of teachers, 
as entries in some school log books indicate. For example, teachers at Willow Street 
School in Leicester appear to have expended much effort to develop provision for 
games. The football club was started ‘at the expense of the teachers’ and equip-
ment for cricket was purchased ‘out of the school fund’.  52   Similarly, a football 
club was also started at Severn Street School before its transfer to Birmingham 
School Board in 1901.  53   (From the 1890s local school football associations were 
formed in large towns and cities, including London and Birmingham, and the 
English Schools Football Association was formed in 1904.)  54   The game of choice 
at Edgbaston School was cricket: the school team which won local tournaments 
during the 1890s and 1900s was also, presumably, funded and coached by volun-
teers.  55   The fullest discussion of the expected benefits of games, and also the lack 
of suitable space for them, a problem faced by many elementary schools, was in 
the log book for St Saviour’s School, Leicester. The headmaster wrote as follows:

  I took the boys in ‘Organised Games’ – rounders in the school yard; St[andard] 
I v II, III v IV, V, VI, VII in sides, explaining how the game should be played, 
with smartness, fairness, no wrangling, with vigour & with their ‘heads’ & not 
in any haphazard way. Such demonstrations do them an immense amount of 
good. I wish the yard was larger & better paved so that other games could be 
taken.  56     

 There is no mention of games at Floodgate Street where the focus was very much 
on drill. 

 A further development was the emergence of a strong imperial agenda for the 
elementary school by the turn of the twentieth century. ‘Its business is to turn out 
youthful citizens ... preparing children for the battle of life (a battle which will ... be 
fought in  all  parts of the British Empire’, wrote Edmond Holmes of *Her Majesty’s 
Inspectorate in 1899).  57   Interest in the imperial role of the school was evident in 
renewed enthusiasm for military drill at this time, in the adaptation of geography 
syllabuses to emphasise colonial expansion, and in the content of textbooks and the 
elementary school readers discussed earlier.  58   Its most obvious manifestation, argu-
ably, was in the emergence of the Empire Day movement in elementary schools.  59   
Empire Day was the brainchild of the 12th Earl of Meath, who got the idea from 
the celebrations which took place from the 1890s onwards in Canada each year 
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on 24 May, Queen Victoria’s birthday. The Earl of Meath outlined his ideas in an 
open letter to the press in 1905, which was reissued in subsequent years. He stressed 
that Empire Day aimed to inculcate ideals of good citizenship, by promoting qual-
ities of imperial and national patriotism, loyalty to the monarch and obedience to 
authority – ‘[teaching the] rising generation ... to subordinate the individual to the 
common interest’.  60   The programme he suggested included hoisting and saluting 
the flag, explanations of the meaning of Empire Day and singing of the national 
anthem with other suitable patriotic songs. There was initial interest, with 5,540 
elementary schools in the country celebrating Empire Day in 1905, but also cau-
tion: many Local Education Authorities opted out of observance, and the House of 
Commons in 1908 voted against a proposal for official recognition. Radicals and 
socialists among parents and local education committee members objected to the 
militarist and imperialist message of the Empire Day movement.  61   Yet the popular-
ity of the movement increased during and after the First World War. 

 School log books offer illustrations that illuminate this national picture. 
Leicester Education Committee sanctioned observance of Empire Day in 1913, 
but Willow Street and St Saviour’s Schools introduced celebrations some years ear-
lier, in 1906 and 1908, respectively. The observances in St Saviour’s School very 
much followed the Earl of Meath’s suggestions. In 1908 the headmaster ‘spoke to 
the children about Empire Day soon after prayers this morning, explaining its 
meaning, the aims & objects of the society presided over by the Earl of Meath’, 
and ‘read to the children his letter & gave the children a few statistics concerning 
the British Empire & endeavoured to instil the lessons & spirit of Patriotism’. In 
later years, there were more elaborate ceremonies, such as the pageant in 1912 at 
which ‘Britannia [received] visits from persons from different British dominions, 
all dressed in the proper dress of the country, each bearing some particular pro-
duction of the country, an address of greeting by each chief representative’.  62   
Observance at Willow Street School took on a more militaristic flavour. For exam-
ple, on 24 May 1906, ‘At play time children assembled in yard and sang “God 
bless our Native Land” and after a short address by Head Master, marched round 
the yards and for a short distance in the street headed by the flag’.  63   Despite 
the lack of official sanction by Birmingham Education Committee, Severn Street 
School observed Empire Day for the first time in 1914, not with a ceremony but 
through ‘lessons ... given ... throughout the school, particular attention being paid 
to the personal qualities which are necessary if we are to maintain the condi-
tions of our ancestors’. However, by 1916, celebrations in this school followed the 
more common pattern of the ‘singing of patriotic songs, followed by an address 
by the [head teacher]’.  64   There is no mention of Empire Day in the log books of 
Edgbaston and Floodgate Street schools. 

 How far were pupils’ beliefs and attitudes influenced by the celebration of impe-
rialism in schools? Autobiographies suggest that celebrations like Empire Day were 
remembered well into adult life. Some accounts suggest patriotic pride. In other 
accounts, it was the ceremony, the break from the school routine, and (in some 
cases) the treat of a half-holiday that was remembered more than the  message 
the celebration aimed to instil.  65   As with school texts, it cannot be assumed 
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that all pupils simply absorbed the message of Empire Day. However, an enthu-
siasm for empire, reinforced as it was through a range of other media (theatre, 
cinema, radio, and juvenile literature), is likely to have permeated the thinking of 
at least some of the working-class children attending elementary schools.  66   

 National efficiency was a further emerging agenda that came to influence ele-
mentary schooling in the early twentieth century. Advocates were convinced 
that the future well-being of the nation and empire could be enhanced through 
the improvement of the physical and moral fitness of the young in elementary 
schools, an argument that combined an emerging agenda of improving social 
hygiene and imperial interests. For girls, this was to be achieved through the inclu-
sion of domestic training in the elementary school curriculum. The future wives 
and mothers of the working classes attending elementary schools, it was argued, 
could fulfil their civic and imperial duty through their efforts in the home, feed-
ing and caring for their children, creating a clean, healthy, and comfortable envi-
ronment for their family. Grants had already been available for the teaching of 
cookery from 1882, laundry work from 1890, and ‘housewifery’ from 1900. In 
1905, following the recommendations of the government’s *Interdepartmental 
Committee on Physical Deterioration which reported the previous year, domes-
tic training was made compulsory for all girls attending elementary schools.  67   
Advocates of domestic training argued that, as well as teaching the skills required 
for girls to undertake household duties, it instilled in individuals valuable moral 
qualities such as discipline, cleanliness, neatness, and service to others.  68   The 
Board of Education in its  Handbook of Suggestions  emphasised the value of such 
training to the nation: ‘the training should lead the scholars to set a high value 
on the housewife’s position, and to understand that the work of women in their 
homes may do much to make a nation strong and prosperous’.  69   Some parents, 
however, objected that the teaching of domestic subjects was inappropriate for 
their daughters who were not accustomed to such work at home and were not 
expected to find future employment that used these skills.  70    

  Citizenship during the First World War and 
post-war period: 1914–1930 

 Approaches to the transmission of moral values in the elementary school were 
affected by the circumstances of the First World War, and again in the aftermath 
of war by emerging ideals of reconstruction and internationalism. During the First 
World War, new educational practices were introduced, or older practices were 
adapted for wartime purposes, with the intention of promoting patriotism and 
commitment to England’s role in the conflict, and also of offering practical help 
to the war effort. There was explicit teaching about the war. Existing timetabled 
lessons, such as geography and history, were adapted to include teaching about the 
war and the part England was playing.  71   In this vein, the log book for Severn Street 
School contains the following entry at the start of the war: ‘The  present being a 
time of great national trial, lessons are being given on the share of our country in 
the war, and the simple reason for our engaging in it – duty ... God grant our arms 



34  Susannah Wright

success.’  72   Educational periodicals contained hints for teachers on how to incor-
porate the war into lessons, including arithmetical questions about war savings 
and numbers of warships, and songs and verses for younger pupils about being a 
soldier.  73   Schools were involved in community service and fundraising. For exam-
ple, in Birmingham, boys from Edgbaston CofE School helped on farms during 
the school holidays in 1915, while Severn Street collected for the ‘Fund for Sick 
and Wounded Horses’.  74   In Leicester, older pupils and staff at St Saviour’s School 
helped write out ‘sugar cards’ and ‘meat cards’ and assisted with voter registration, 
and pupils at Willow Street School knitted garments for soldiers at the front and 
held a ‘rummage sale’ in aid of the Mayor’s Scheme for disabled soldiers and sail-
ors.  75   Patriotism was also encouraged through the material culture of schooling.  76   
Elementary school pupils in London, for instance, received certificates in lieu of 
prizes during the war illustrated with pictures of Britannia and soldiers and sailors, 
the Union Jack, and school classroom objects. These illustrations were selected 
carefully, obviously intended to instil patriotism and encourage support for British 
troops at war, while encouraging further hard work at school.  77   

 The Empire Day movement received a significant boost during the War. By 
1919, Empire Day was celebrated in 27,323 schools, training colleges and insti-
tutions in the UK, and the majority of LEAs had offered their official sanction. 
Central government support for Empire Day was forthcoming in 1916, a decade 
after it had become a statutory holiday in most of the Dominions.  78   The mode of 
observance also altered at this time, to include explicit references to the conflict. 
In St Saviour’s School, celebrations in 1915 ended with ‘three cheers for the king 
and his soldiers and sailors’, and in 1916 the headmaster emphasised, as Leicester 
Education Committee had requested, ‘the part played by our colonies and fleet in 
the great war now waging & the duty of all people to spend as little as possible & 
to save as much as possible’.  79   

 The Moral Instruction League also adapted its propaganda to wartime condi-
tions. A change of name in 1916 to the Civic and Moral Education League revealed 
a shift from a focus in its activities from individual morality to a broader agenda 
of civic education and the moral qualities required of the citizen. The League 
predicted that people would be more attuned to moral issues during the war 
and there would be openings that did not exist before for ‘developing the civic 
spirit’.  80   Despite such optimism, however, pressure on finance and staffing lim-
ited opportunities for activism, and the League went into decline after the war, 
becoming absorbed into the Sociological Society in the early 1920s. 

 There were widespread demands during the War for a sweeping programme of 
reconstruction once the conflict was over. Frederick James Gould of the Moral 
Instruction League declared in 1917: ‘The shock given to religion, politics, eco-
nomics and the spirit of nationality by the ... War ... has been so severe ... that 
reconstruction, wide and deep, is inevitable, and, indeed, generally expected.’  81   
Educational reform was seen as an essential element of a programme of recon-
struction. A range of wartime concerns relating to industrial supply, shortages 
of trained teachers, high levels of juvenile labour, and juvenile delinquency 
required, it was argued, the extension of educational opportunities for adolescents 
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and improved teacher training and pay (these issues had been discussed before 
the war but the war, arguably, galvanised politicians and different interest groups 
into action). David Lloyd George in September 1918 put it this way: ‘An educated 
man is a better worker, a more formidable warrior, and a better citizen. That was 
only half comprehended before the war.’  82   According to Lloyd George and others 
who argued in this vein, the state’s commitment to educating the masses now 
had to extend beyond the elementary school. 

 Contemporaries had high hopes of an education bill which would deliver 
extended educational opportunity to the masses. In 1917, H.A.L. Fisher, then pres-
ident of the Board of Education, argued his bill was ‘an essential condition of a 
larger and more enlightened freedom, which will tend to stimulate civic spirit, to 
promote general culture and technical knowledge, and to diffuse a steadier judge-
ment and a better-informed opinion through the whole body of the community’.  83   
Continuation schools in particular were deemed essential in this respect, with 
the Labour Party’s Advisory Committee of Education arguing that they could 
 potentially become the ‘greatest training ground of democracy which the world 
has seen’.  84   (The committee may have been looking back to A.H.D. Acland’s sylla-
bus on citizenship, introduced into the evening continuation schools curriculum 
in 1885.)  85   

 The provisions of the 1918 Education Act included the removal of all exemp-
tions from schooling up to the age of 14 and called for part-time continuation 
schooling for 14- to 16-year-olds (with the possibility of subsequent extension 
of continuation schooling for 16- to 18-year-olds). LEAs were also empowered to 
raise the school leaving age to 15 and allot maintenance grants to scholarship 
pupils in secondary schools.  86   Thus, the Act had the potential to extend formal 
educational provision, with all its possibilities for more deeply socialising the 
masses. However, few of the reconstruction plans for education were realised. 
The provision of part-time continuation schooling was lost under the cuts in the 
education budget in the early 1920s. Herbert Lewis, private secretary of the Board 
of Education, criticised this decision on the grounds that an opportunity to save 
adolescents from hooliganism and make them good citizens would be lost for the 
sake of short-term financial expediency.  87   At the systemic level, as Sherington has 
argued, the upheaval of the war did not lead to radical change. Lessons learned 
during the war did not seem so pressing once Britain emerged victorious from the 
conflict, and saving money became the most important consideration.  88   

 Despite the limitations of reform, government remained convinced that schools 
could be used to develop desirable behaviours and ideals. The consensus among 
most teachers and educationalists appears to have been, as it was before the 
First World War, that the values of citizenship were best promoted not through 
direct teaching of moral instruction or ‘civics’ as a separate subject, but indirectly 
through the teaching of existing subjects in the school curriculum.  89   Throughout 
the inter-war period, history continued to be considered a key subject for develop-
ing national pride and civic virtues in pupils. New approaches to the teaching of 
history in schools were developed by historians such as M.V.L. Hughes and Helen 
Madeley, including a move to more interactive teaching methods, and a focus on 
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local and social as well as political aspects of history, in order to engage pupils and 
help them understand better the development of their  country and its institutions 
over time. At the same time, in the post-war atmosphere the rampant jingoism 
and uncritical imperialism of earlier texts was widely criticised. Nonetheless, for 
many educationalists the primary focus was still on national history and the aim 
to inculcate love and loyalty to the nation was retained as an important goal.  90   
The historian, Graham Gooch, for instance, in a lecture – ‘History as Training 
for Citizenship’ – at the Conference of Educational Associations in January 1930, 
argued that learning about England’s history would help pupils to understand the 
evolution of national institutions and social relations, and also encourage pupils 
to strive to serve their country.  91   

 Empire Day continued to be observed in many schools in the inter-war years. 
Empire Day adapted to the changing ideological climate by incorporating remem-
brance of the dead from the War and internationalist versions of citizenship (for 
example through inclusion of the League of Nations in celebrations). In this 
way, older forms of imperialism were presented as compatible with an emerging 
emphasis on peace-making and international understanding. It could be argued, 
however, that ideological certainties that accompanied the celebration of Empire 
Day before the First World War were lost, and during the inter-war years it became 
the target of sustained campaigns of anti-imperialist protest.  92   

 At the same time, international citizenship emerged in the inter-war period as 
an important agenda in elementary schools, public schools and universities.  93   
The *League of Nations Union, founded in 1919, was one of a number of edu-
cational organisations in Britain determined to promote international under-
standing in order to prevent future conflicts. It campaigned for teaching about 
the work of the League of Nations in elementary and secondary schools, and to 
reform the teaching of history to emphasise internationalism and reduce jingois-
tic and militaristic elements. A degree of success was achieved. League of Nations 
junior branches were established in elementary and secondary schools: numbers 
rose from 293 in 1926 to 1400 by the end of 1934. Some schools held League 
of Nations events such as short talks by teachers, model League assembly meet-
ings, and pageants at which different national costumes were worn. A number 
of educationalists promoted teaching about the League of Nations in history les-
sons, and the Board of Education’s  Suggestions for the Consideration of Teachers  of 
1927 contained a whole appendix of information for teachers about the League. 
Overall, however, the League had only a limited impact on the curriculum in 
elementary schools. Throughout the 1920s, it was criticised by members of the 
*Historical Association, the school Inspectorate and the Conservative Party for 
bringing bias and propaganda into state schools. Many schools appear to have 
ignored the League’s call for international teaching. For example, research con-
ducted by the League of Nations Union in the late 1920s found that many history 
texts used in schools, rather than promoting peace and the value of different 
nations, continued to emphasise militarism and Anglo-Saxon racial superiority. 
Some of this inevitably was due to financial constraints during the war and in 
its aftermath, which would have stopped schools from purchasing some of the 



Moral Education and the English Elementary School  37

new texts brought out during the 1920s. The deteriorating international situa-
tion in the 1930s damaged further the credibility of the Union’s arguments for 
the promotion of international citizenship. After 1936, following their impotence 
during the Abyssinian crisis, the League of Nations, and its educational arm, the 
Union, rapidly lost support.  94   A nationally focused, Christian form of citizenship 
won out as the preferred strategy for protecting England from the advance of the 
extreme, secular political ideologies taking hold elsewhere.  95    

  Conclusion 

 This chapter has examined attempts to socialise the young within a mass ele-
mentary education system from 1870 to 1930. This period witnessed the pro-
motion of different and to an extent competing moral ideals: religious, secular, 
nationalist, imperialist, and internationalist. At the same time, there was conti-
nuity across different approaches with the aim of developing in young people the 
attitudes and behaviours that would enable them to love and serve their coun-
try. There was, arguably, also a general intention to socialise young people into 
becoming controllable subjects rather than autonomous, independent-thinking 
citizens. Moral education, by and large, reinforced rather than challenged exist-
ing class and gender roles: although some moral educators encouraged pupils to 
question what they deemed unjust aspects of the existing status quo they were in 
a minority. Overall, the ‘masses’ in elementary schools were expected to follow 
rather than lead, and to stay within appropriate limits. This was not, however, 
a simple and coherent project of social control. Young people were exposed to 
intensive attempts to instil desirable values and behaviours at an impressionable 
age. But moral education was promoted by various interest groups, many out-
side the formal remit of the state education system, with different agendas and 
priorities. Their efforts were uncoordinated. It seems unlikely therefore, given 
this lack of coordination, and also the heterogeneity of the ‘masses’ in elemen-
tary schools, that the socialising aims of educators were ever fully realised – the 
limited influence of some initiatives, and the varied response of pupils has been 
noted in this chapter. 

 Reaching a solid conclusion as to the level of success of this socialising pro-
ject, on the other hand, is impossible, for it is difficult to find clear  evidence 
about what ‘worked’. Part of the problem is a lack of simple measurable outputs, 
for instance there are no examination results to analyse. Moreover, what would 
constitute success is difficult to determine: if the aim was the formation of citi-
zens, one would not necessarily have expected immediate results, and long-term 
developments would be difficult to trace back to the school. There are some 
indications of moral improvement within the school: for example, systems of 
rewards and punishment for attendance and punctuality were perceived to have 
had some positive results, while local evidence from Leicester and Birmingham 
also suggests that moral instruction lessons could have a positive effect on pupil 
behaviour in schools.  96   Predictably, there is less evidence of impact outside the 
school. The repeated calls, in the national press and locally in Leicester and 
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Birmingham, for improved moral teaching in schools in order to combat the 
bad behaviour of young people on the streets might be interpreted as a sign of 
limited effectiveness.  97   The popularity of Sunday schools and organised youth 
movements through the period could also, arguably, point to a perception that 
the school itself was not enough to socialise the young into appropriate attitudes 
and  behaviour and that alternatives were required. Conversely, a decline in juve-
nile  convictions for non-indictable offences after 1910 might, as Gillis suggests, 
point to the long-term success of schools, along with other youth organisations, 
in influencing and improving the behaviour of the young.  98   

 This chapter has, on occasion, referred to the views of pupils and parents. 
However, overall we know very little of what pupils themselves thought of the 
moral education they were exposed to.  99   What pupils felt they got out of religious 
instruction or moral instruction lessons, whether they were receptive to the patri-
otic and imperialist messages to which they were exposed, whether games and 
drill had the intended moral benefits or were purely physical activities, remains, 
to a large extent, a mystery. Evidence in autobiographies and oral histories sug-
gests a range of attitudes to schooling on the part of pupils, some negative, some 
positive, some mixed, and it seems plausible that attempts to inculcate moral 
values evoked the same range of responses as other aspects of schooling. There 
is similarly little direct evidence of parental views. That which exists – for exam-
ple on domestic training – suggests disagreement with the aims of educators. 
However, it is possible that while dissident voices were heard, a ‘silent majority’ 
accepted, or even approved, socialisation in schools. 

 What is striking is the strength of the conviction that the elementary school 
could and should be used as a key site of cultural formation and moral devel-
opment, despite the limited  evidence  of effectiveness. Contemporaries were well 
aware of the importance of other agencies of socialisation, particularly home 
and family, but also churches and other bodies such as youth movements, and, 
more broadly, popular culture, leisure activities, the ‘media’. Advocates of moral 
 education in schools knew that schools were only one influence among many, 
and could only do so much (for instance, against ‘antagonistic home influences’ 
as one proponent put it). In some ways, then, it is surprising that they fought so 
hard to promote the benefits of their cause. Was this a matter of blind faith? The 
triumph of hope over experience? Or was it more a matter of convenience: once 
a mass elementary education system was established, young people of school 
age were a captive audience, and therefore different constituencies targeted 
 elementary schools as the easiest way to reach the young population and pro-
mote whatever cause they felt was important for the rising generation. 

 Beyond 1930, there was both continuity and change in the use of the elemen-
tary school as a moral agent. Contests between Christian and secular conceptions 
of citizenship continued, though against a changing backdrop of international 
events and greater cooperation between different Christian denominations than 
previously. As a consequence, a Christian version of English citizenship was 
presented as a bulwark against the secular extremism found in Nazi Germany 
and Stalinist Russia: such arguments were used to justify the introduction of 
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compulsory religious instruction in the 1944 Education Act (by this time the 
different denominations were able to cooperate to produce a combined syllabus). 
The *Association of Education for Citizenship argued, however, that religious 
approaches were ineffective and direct teaching on a secular basis was required.  100   
There was also a continued emphasis on imperialism: observance of Empire Day 
in schools increased during the inter-war period, and incorporated new technolo-
gies such as films. Indeed, despite the efforts of the League of Nations Union and 
others to promote internationalist teaching, many texts used in schools retained 
a British, or English, focus, even after the Second World War. 

 The questions considered in this chapter have a contemporary resonance, 
although against a changed backdrop of multiculturalism, immigration and 
international terrorism. A range of concerns – about delinquent youth, polit-
ical apathy, and a lack of clear cultural identity – have led to a revival of inter-
est in the teaching of citizenship in British schools. In 2002 citizenship was 
made compulsory for all 11- to 16-year-olds, and more recently there have been 
attempts to use schools to develop a sense of ‘Britishness’. The observations of 
*Ofsted and others have led to questions about the effectiveness of such teach-
ing – whether introduced in the form of timetabled lessons or via a cross-cur-
ricular approach. With a new *GCSE in citizenship there are now possibilities 
to calculate ‘success’ through exam results, but this on its own is unlikely to 
be a useful measure of the effectiveness of efforts to socialise the young in the 
state’s schools.  

  Timeline 

 1808: Royal Lancasterian Society (later British Society) founded by non-
 conformist Protestants to provide elementary education for poor children. Called 
after Joseph Lancaster (see below p. 85) 

 1811: National Society for the Education of the Poor in the Principles of the 
Established Church founded 

 1833: Factory Act: provided funding for some employers to establish schools 

 1861: Report of the Newcastle Commission: investigated state of  popular educa-
tion in England and Wales 

 1862: Revised Code: established a common curriculum and country-wide appara-
tus for inspection and funding. Under the system of payment-by-results a school’s 
funding was affected by individual pupils’ achievement in examinations 

 1867: Second Reform Act: extended the franchise to include propertied men in 
urban boroughs 

 1870: Education Act: ensured the provision of school places for all children in 
England and Wales age 5–12. Where there were insufficient places in existing vol-
untary schools, locally elected school boards were established and charged with 
building and running board schools to ‘fill the gaps’ 

 1876: Elementary Education (Sandon) Act enabled local authorities to take cases 
to magistrate’s court to have truanting children sent to so-called industrial 
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boarding schools. Local authorities were enabled to set up their own industrial 
schools and fund them from the local rates 

 1880: Elementary Education Act – made attendance at elementary school compul-
sory from the age of 5–10 years old.   Industrial Schools Amendment Act allowed 
courts to remove girls from brothels or   circumstances where they were considered 
to be at risk of sexual exploitation 

 1882: Revised Code of Education – allowed university graduates to become 
 elementary school teachers for the first time 

 Third Reform Act: property provisions relating to urban boroughs of the Second 
  Reform Act extended to men in the counties 

 1886–7: The Cross Commission – appointed to assess the working of the 
Elementary   Education Acts of 1870 and 1880 

 1893: Education Act: minimum leaving age raised to 11 

 1895: Revised Code of Education: grants allocated according to the performance 
of the school as a whole rather than individual pupils 

 1897: Moral Instruction League founded 

 1899: Education Act: minimum leaving age raised to 12 

 1902: (Balfour) Education Act: school boards abolished and replaced by Local 
Education Authorities, which were charged with running what had been board 
schools and establishing secondary schools accessible to all pupils through a com-
petitive scholarship system. Additional government funding was made available 
for voluntary schools 

 1918: (Fisher) Education Act: minimum school leaving age raised to 14. Proposals 
to restrict employment of children and for the part-time education of all young 
people to 18 through ‘continuation classes’ were not realised 

 1919: League of Nations Union established  

  Glossary 

  Association for Education in Citizenship:  educational pressure group founded 
in 1935 to promote a greater emphasis on the teaching of citizenship in the coun-
try’s schools. 

  Code of Regulations : annual publication from the Education Department first 
issued in 1862 setting out regulations re funding, administration, organisation 
and management of elementary schools, curriculum, inspection arrangements. 
From 1905 suggestions on the curriculum were issued in a different document, 
and the Code referred to administrative and organisational matters. Separate 
codes of regulations existed for secondary schools and teacher training colleges. 

  Committee of Council on Education:  Central government educational body 
founded in 1870 with responsibility for elementary education (the successor to 
the Education Department). The Science and Arts Department had responsibility 



Moral Education and the English Elementary School  41

for technical and commercial education. The two merged in 1899 to become the 
Board of Education. 

  ethical movement:  The ethical movement was a loose association of different 
ethical societies, which despite differing aims and programmes, all envisaged a 
universal and synoptic morality which was sufficient for a rule of life and would 
form the basis for union of individuals of different creeds. The first ethical socie-
ties in England emerged in London in the late 1880s, modelled on the Society for 
Ethical Culture founded in New York in 1886 by Felix Adler, a lapsed Jew from a 
rabbinic family. 

  GCSE:  Terminal examination for secondary schooling in England, Wales and 
Northern Ireland taken at age 16. 

  Her (or His) Majesty’s Inspectorate (HMI):  Her Majesty’s Inspectorate was estab-
lished in 1839 by the Privy Council on Education. Responsible for the inspection 
of elementary schools in the nineteenth century and, after the passage of the 
Board of Education Act in 1899, secondary schools. 

  Historical Association:  Founded in 1906 to promote and support history educa-
tion in schools and in higher education in the UK. 

  Interdepartmental Committee on Physical Deterioration:  The Interdepart-
mental Committee was established in 1903 after many would-be recruits to the 
army from working-class areas during the South African War (1899–1902) had 
been unable to fight owing to their poor health or physique. The committee reported 
in 1904, with recommendations about education, housing and health care. 

  League of Nations Union:  organisation founded in 1919 to promote the League 
of Nations among the British public. This included promoting teaching about the 
League, and more generally  ideals of international understanding and peace in 
existing lessons, in elementary and secondary schools. 

  Moral Instruction League:  Educational pressure group, founded under the aus-
pices of the ethical movement, to campaign for the introduction of moral instruc-
tion lessons in the country’s elementary schools. 

  National Society for the Education of the Poor in the Principles of the 
Established Church:  organisation set up in 1811 by the Anglican Church to 
establish elementary schools in England and overseas. 

  Ofsted:  Schools inspection service covering England and Wales, set up in 1992.  

    Notes 

  1  .   For example see M. Sadler (1908) ‘Introduction’, in M.E. Sadler (ed.)  Moral Instruction 
and Training in Schools. Report of an International Inquiry. Volume I  (London: Longmans, 
Green & Co.), pp. xiii–xlix, at pp. xxi–xxii.  

  2  .   J. Springhall (1998)  Youth, Popular Culture and Moral Panics  (Basingstoke: Macmillan), 
pp.11–97; J. Springhall (1977)  Youth, Empire and Society. British Youth Movements, 1883 –
 1940  (London: Croom Helm).  



42  Susannah Wright

  3  .   Cited in P. Silver and H. Silver (1974)  The Education of the Poor. The History of a National 
School 1824 – 1974  (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul), pp. 8–9.   

  4  .   1860 elementary school code cited in J. Lawson and H. Silver (1973)  A Social History of 
Education in England  (London: Methuen), pp. 268–70.  

  5  .   J.S. Hurt (1979)  Elementary Schooling and the Working Classes, 1860 – 1918  (London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul), p. 55.  

  6  .   See, for example, P. Joyce (2003)  The Rule of Freedom: Liberalism and the Modern City  
(London: Verso) for a discussion of these issues.  

  7  .   Cited by A. Wolf (1998) ‘Politicians and Economic Panic’,  History of Education , 27/3, 
219–34, at p. 232.  

  8  .   Cited in P. Horn (1989)  The Victorian and Edwardian Schoolchild  (Gloucester: Alan 
Sutton), p. 16. Forster is widely cited as the architect of the 1870 Act.  

  9  .   Cited in G. Sherington (1981)  English Education, Social Change and War  (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press), p. 38.  

  10  .   Lawson and Silver,  A Social History of Education , p. 271.  
  11  .   Cited in Hurt,  Elementary Schooling and the Working Classes,  pp. 21–2.  
  12  .   Cited in Sherington,  English Education, Social Change and War , p. 180.  
  13  .   See P. Gordon and D. Lawton (1978)  Curriculum Change in the Nineteenth and Twentieth 

Centuries  (London: Hodder and Stoughton) for an overview.  
  14  .   These schools were selected from a sample of 14 (seven in Birmingham, seven in 

Leicester) examined as part of my doctoral research. S. Wright (2006) ‘The Struggle for 
Moral Education 1879–1918’ (unpublished PhD thesis, Oxford Brookes University), ch. 
6 and appendix 1.  

  15  .   Education Department (1875)  New Code of Regulations for Elementary Schools 1875  
(London: HMSO), p. 6 (Article 19A).  

  16  .   Floodgate Street School Log Book 1891–1920, 11 Dec. 1892, 21 Feb. 1896, S68/2/1, 
Birmingham Archives and Heritage Services, Central Library, Birmingham, B3 3HQ 
(BAHS).  

  17  .   For example, Floodgate Street School Log Book 1891–1920, 14 Jul. 1902; Severn Street 
School Log Book (Boys) 1886–1921, 10 Nov. 1899, S178/1/2, BAHS.  

  18  .   For example, Severn Street School Log Book (Boys) 1886–1921, 10 Nov. 1899; St 
Saviour’s School Log Book 1882–1919, 6 Oct. 1890, 18D68/1, Record Office for Leicester, 
Leicestershire and Rutland, Wigston Magna, Leics. LE18 2AH (RLLR).  

  19  .   Edgbaston CofE School Log Book 1881–1906, Week Ending (WE) 19 Dec. 1890, S62/1/1, 
BAHS.  

  20  .   St Saviour’s School Log Book 1882–1919, 16 Dec. 1887, 11 Jan. 1889, 9 Sept. 1891, 5 June 
1893.  

  21  .   Floodgate Street School Log Book 1891–1920, 29 Mar. 1895, 26 Mar. 1897, 1 Oct. 1897, 
15 Oct. 1897, 4 Mar. 1898, 23 Sept. 1898, 21 Oct. 1898.  

  22  .   Severn Street School Log Book (Boys) 1864–86, 8 Sept. 1882, S178/1/1, BAHS.  
  23  .   Floodgate Street School Log Book 1891–1920, 9 Sept. 1892, 11 Nov. 1892, 25 Nov. 1892, 

15 Mar. 1895, 22 Mar. 1895, 21 Oct. 1898; St Mark’s School Log Book 1874–1901, 15 
May 1899, DE3893/23, RLLR.  

  24  .   J.S. Hurt (1979) ‘Drill, Discipline and the Elementary School Ethos’ in P. McCann (ed.) 
 Popular Education and Socialization in the Nineteenth Century  (London: Methuen & Co. 
Ltd.), pp. 167–90. An emphasis on military drill in the 1870s was replaced by the turn 
of the twentieth century by a programme of physical training, but the qualities it was 
thought to promote were much the same.  

  25  .   H. Major,  Report on the Leicester Board Schools May 1 to July 31 1877 , p. 7, Pamphlets 
Vol. 50, RLLR.  

  26  .   B. Sacks (1961)  The Religious Issue in the State Schools of England and Wales, 1902 – 1914  
(Albuquerque, New Mexico: University of New Mexico Press), pp. 114–16.  

  27  .   Hurt,  Elementary Education , p. 176.  



Moral Education and the English Elementary School  43

  28  .   J.T. Smith (2002) ‘The Real Milch Cow? The Work of Anglican, Catholic and Wesleyan 
Clergymen in Elementary Schools in the Second Half of the Nineteenth Century’, 
 History of Education , 31:2, 117–37; J.T. Smith (2008)  A Victorian Class Conflict?’ 
Schoolteaching and the Parson, Priest and Minister, 1837–1902  (Brighton: Sussex Academic 
Press, 2008); Silver and Silver,  Education of the Poor , pp. 103, 142; Wright, ‘Struggle for 
Moral Education’, pp. 224–5.  

  29  .   Sacks,  Religious Issue , pp. 123–4.  
  30  .   Severn Street School Log Book (Boys) 1886–1921, 7 Jan. 1901; St Saviour’s School Log 

Book 1882–1919, 19 Mar. 1883, 12 Jul. 1910.  
  31  .   St Saviour’s School Log Book 1882–1919, 4 Mar. 1908, 30 Nov. 1916. See also 9 May 

1907, 3 Sept. 1912.  
  32  .   Reverend Dymott cited in Sacks,  Religious Issue , pp. 114, 173.  
  33  .   Sacks,  Religious Issue , pp. 124–5.  
  34  .   S. Heathorn (1995) ‘ ‘‘Let us Remember that we, too, are English”: Constructions of 

Citizenship and National Identity in English Elementary School Reading Books, 1880–
1914’,  Victorian Studies , 38:3, 395–427, at p. 396.  

  35  .   Heathorn, ‘“Let us Remember”’, pp. 399–401.  
  36  .   H.O. Arnold-Forster (1887)  The Citizen Reader , 8th edn (London: Cassell & Company 

Ltd.), p. iv. For a wider survey of citizenship in elementary school readers see Heathorn, 
‘“Let us Remember”’, pp. 413–21.  

  37  .   Arnold-Forster,  Citizen Reader , p. 11.  
  38  .   Ibid., pp. 18, 25.  
  39  .   Ibid., p. 14.  
  40  .   P. Horn (1988) ‘English Elementary Education and the Growth of the Imperial Ideal: 

1880–1914’ in J.A. Mangan (ed.)  Benefits Bestowed? Education and British Imperialism  
(Manchester: Manchester University Press), pp. 39–55; W.E. Marsden (2000) ‘“Poisoned 
History”: A Comparative Study of Nationalism, Propaganda, and the Treatment of War 
and Peace in the Late Nineteenth- and Early Twentieth-Century School Curriculum’, 
 History of Education , 29:1, 29–47.  

  41  .   J. Rose (2001)  The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes  (New Haven: Yale Nota 
Bene), pp. 146–86.  

  42  .   H. Johnson,  Moral Instruction and the Education Bill. An Address Delivered before a Meeting 
of the Nonconformist Committee of Members of the House of Commons, Wednesday October 
28 1908 , Social Pamphlets R188675, Deansgate Library, Manchester, M3 3EH.  

  43  .   F.J. Gould ( c .1897)  A Plan of Moral Instruction Adopted by the Moral Instruction League  
(London: Moral Instruction League), p. 3.  

  44  .   H. Johnson (1908)  Moral Instruction in Elementary Schools in England and Wales. A Return 
Compiled from Official Documents  (London: David Nutt), pp. xi–xii.  

  45  .   Moral Instruction League (1902)  A Graduated Syllabus of Moral Instruction and Training 
in Citizenship for Elementary Schools  (London; Moral Instruction League). Elementary 
schools were organised into Standards. Pupils were designated by achievement rather 
than age, so the ages noted above are approximate.  

  46  .   Gould,  A Plan of Moral Instruction , pp. 3, 14–15; Moral Instruction League,  Graduated 
Syllabus ; Moral Instruction League (1900)  Our Future Citizens  (London: Moral Instruction 
League), pp. 6–7.  

  47  .   S. Wright (2007) ‘Into Unfamiliar Territory? The Moral Instruction Curriculum in 
English Elementary Schools 1880–1914’,  History of Education Researcher , 79, 31–41. 
Moral instruction lessons were introduced by Birmingham School Board in 1879 
and Leicester School Board in 1901. Unfortunately moral instruction lessons are 
not mentioned in the school log books examined for this chapter.  

  48  .   F.J. Gould (1907)  Children’s Book of Moral Lessons. Fourth Series  (London: Watts & Co.), 
p.56. For extended discussion of moral instruction texts see S. Wright (2009) ‘“Our 
Future Citizens”: Values in Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century Moral 
Instruction Books’,  History of Education and Children’s Literature , 4/1, 157–77.  



44  Susannah Wright

  49  .   Committee of Council on Education (1897)  Report of the Committee of Council on 
Education, England and Wales with appendix 1896–97  (London: HMSO), p. xx.  

  50  .   Board of Education (1906)  Report of the Board of Education for the year 1905–1906  
(London: HMSO), pp. 24–5.  

  51  .   J.A. Mangan (1981)  Athleticism in the Victorian and Edwardian Public School: The Emergence 
and Consolidation of an Educational Ideology  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press).  

  52  .   Willow Street School Log Book 1880–1905, 6 Oct. 1898, 17 May 1899, 19D59/VII/437, 
RLLR.  

  53  .   Severn Street School Log Book (Boys) 1886–1921, 21 Dec. 1900 (see also 11 Apr. 1902).  
  54  .   Details on school football in London can be found in the archives of the Institute of 

Education, University of London.  
  55  .   Edgbaston School Log Books 1881–1906, WE 15 Sept. 1893, 14 Sept. 1894, 6 Sept. 1895, 

28 Aug. 1903, 30 Aug. 1907.  
  56  .   St Saviour’s School Log Book 1882–1919, 23 Apr. 1907.  
  57  .   Board of Education (1900)  Report of the Board of Education for 1899 – 1900  (London: 

HMSO), pp. 254–6.  
  58  .   Horn, ‘English Elementary Education’, pp.41–6; Heathorn, ‘“Let us Remember that 

we, too, are English”’; J.S. Mackenzie (1984)  Propaganda and Empire. The Manipulation 
of British Public Opinion, 1880 – 1960  (Manchester: Manchester University Press), 
pp. 173–97.  

  59  .   See Horn, ‘English Elementary Education’, 48–51, and J. Springhall (1970) ‘Lord Meath, 
Youth, and Empire’,  Journal of Contemporary History , 5/4, 97–111, at pp. 105–10.  

  60  .   Meath’s open letters on Empire Day were reproduced in the educational press. See 
 School Guardian , 19 May 1906, pp. 476–7.  

  61  .   Horn, ‘English Elementary Education’, pp. 48–50.  
  62  .   St Saviour’s School Log Book 1882–1919, 22 May 1908, 24 May 1912.  
  63  .   Willow Street School Log Book 1905–28, 24 May 1906 (see also 27 May 1908, 24 May 

1909, 24 May 1910, 24 May 1911), 19D59/VII/438, RLLR.  
  64  .   Severn Street School Log Book (Boys) 1886–1921, 25 May 1914, 24 May 1916.  
  65  .   M. Keen,  Childhood Memories 1903 to 1921 , n.d, p. 9: 2–449, Working Class 

Autobiographical Archive (WCAA), Brunel University Library, Uxbridge, UB8 3PH; M. 
Rainer,  Emma’s Daughter , n.d., p. 31: 2–644, WCAA. See also Horn, ‘English Elementary 
Education’, p. 50 and J. English (2006) ‘Empire Day in Britain, 1904–1958’,  The Historical 
Journal , 49/1, 247–76, at pp. 249–53.  

  66  .   Mackenzie,  Propaganda and Empire , passim.  
  67  .   Horn,  Victorian and Edwardian Schoolchild , pp. 49-50; Gordon and Lawton,  Curriculum 

Change , p. 113; A. Turnbull (1987) ‘Learning her Womanly Work: the Elementary 
School Curriculum, 1870–1914’ in F. Hunt (ed.)  Lessons for Life. The Schooling of Girls 
and Women 1850 – 1950  (Oxford, Basil Blackwell), pp. 83–100, at pp. 92–96.  

  68  .   Turnbull, ‘Womanly Work’, pp. 88–9, 95.  
  69  .   Board of Education (1905)  Suggestions for the Consideration of Teachers and others 

Concerned in the Work of Public Elementary Schools  (London: HMSO), pp. 78–9.  
  70  .   Turnbull, ‘Womanly Work’, p. 97. No reference to such objections was recorded in the 

school log books investigated.  
  71  .   Marsden, ‘“Poisoned History”’, pp. 33–4.  
  72  .   Severn Street School Log Book (Boys) 1886–1921, 27 Aug. 1914.  
  73  .   See, for example, issues of  Teachers World  from 1914 and 1915. See also Marsden, 

‘“Poisoned History”’, pp. 33–4, 38–40.  
  74  .   Edgbaston CofE School Log Book (Boys) 1906–31, 16 Jul. 1915, S62/1/2, BAHS; Severn 

Street School Log Book (Boys) 1886–1921, 23 Apr. 1918.  
  75  .   St Saviour’s School Log Book 1882–1919, 28 Sept. 1917, 22 Mar. 1918, 25 Apr. 1918; 

Willow Street School Log Book 1905–28, 27 Oct. 1914, 1 Feb. 1915, 23 Sept. 1916, 1 Jul. 
1918.  



Moral Education and the English Elementary School  45

  76  .   I. Grosvenor (1999) ‘“There’s no Place like Home”: Education and the Making of 
National Identity’,  History of Education , 28:3, 235–50.  

  77  .   Certificates awarded to Stanley Wright (my grandfather), held by family.  
  78  .   Horn, ‘English Elementary Education’, p. 48; Springhall, ‘Lord Meath, Youth, and 

Empire’, p. 105.  
  79  .   St Saviour’s School Log Book 1882–1919, 21 May 1915, 24 May 1916.  
  80  .    Moral Education League Quarterly , 38, 1 Oct. 1914, pp. 2–3; Moral Education League 

(c.1914–15)  Notes to Members and Friends, Circular M6 , p. 1.  
  81  .   F.J. Gould (1917)  British Education after the War  (London: Watts & Co.), p. 1.  
  82  .   Cited by Sherington,  English Education, Social Change and War , p. 128.  
  83  .   Ibid., p. 108.  
  84  .   Ibid., p. 145.  
  85  .   J.T. Smith (2002) ‘The Beginnings of Citizenship Education in England’,  History of 

Education Society Bulletin , 69, 6–16, at pp. 10–11,  
  86  .   P. Gordon, R. Aldrich and D. Dean (1991)  Education and Policy in England in the 

Twentieth Century  (London: Woburn Press), pp. 49–50.  
  87  .   Sherington,  English Education, Social Change and War , p. 161.  
  88  .   Ibid., p. 181.  
  89  .   See J. Keating (2010) ‘Civics, citizenship and patriotism – the experience of the London 

County Council, 1918-1939’, Paper presented at the History of Education Society 
Annual Conference, 26–28 Nov. 2010, for detail on London County Council.  

  90  .   On history teaching in the 1920s and its relation to the aims of citizenship educa-
tion, see G. Batho (1990) ‘The History of the Teaching of Civics and Citizenship in 
English Schools’,  The Curriculum Journal , 1:1, 91–100, at pp. 92–95; J. Wong (1997) 
‘Rhetoric and Educational Policies on the Use of History for Citizenship Education in 
England from 1880–1990’,  Education Policy Analysis Archives , 5:14 (Electronic journal. 
At:  http://epaa.asu.edu/epaa/v5n14.html  [accessed 30/06/2008]).  

  91  .   Published as G. P. Gooch (1930) ‘History as a Training for Citizenship’,  The New Era , 
11/42, 67–70.  

  92  .   English, ‘Empire Day’, pp. 260–67; H. McCarthy (2010) ‘The League of Nations, Public 
Ritual and National Identity in Britain, c. 1919–56’,  History Workshop Journal , 70, 
108–32, at p. 118.  

  93  .   On public schools and internationalism see, for example, C. Watkins (2007) ‘Inventing 
International Citizenship: Badminton School and the Progressive Tradition between 
the Wars’,  History of Education , 36/3, 315–38.  

  94  .   B.J. Elliott (1977) ‘The League of Nations Union and History Teaching in England: 
a Study in Benevolent Bias’,  History of Education , 6, 131–41; Marsden, ‘“Poisoned 
History”’, pp. 34–5, 43–4.  

  95  .   R. Freathy (2008) ‘The Triumph of Religious Education for Citizenship in English 
Schools, 1935–1949’,  History of Education , 37/2, 295–316.  

  96  .   Wright, ‘Into Unfamiliar Territory’.  
  97  .   Wright, ‘The Struggle for Moral Education’, ch. 5.  
  98  .   J. Gillis (1975) ‘The Evolution of Juvenile Delinquency in England 1890–1914’,  Past 

and Present , 67, 96–126.  
  99  .   An extensive search through existing oral histories and autobiographies from the 

period examined, might, potentially, turn up further evidence.  
  100  .   Freathy, ‘Triumph of Religious Education’.      



46

     2 
 Elite Education and the 
Development of Mass Elementary 
Schooling in England, 1870–1930   
    Heather   Ellis       

  The object of all schools is not to ram Latin and Greek into boys, but to make 
them good English boys, good future citizens.  1     

 The above quotation is taken from  Tom Brown’s School Days , the famous public 
school novel by Thomas Hughes, which first appeared in 1857. Published more 
than a decade before mass elementary schooling was introduced throughout 
England and Wales and a training in citizenship came to play a central role in 
the education offered to millions of working-class children, Hughes suggested 
that the primary aim of all schooling was not instruction in particular subjects 
but the formation of good citizens. In the historiography of English elementary 
education the *public schools have attracted relatively little attention; indeed, 
they have usually been treated as a separate, unconnected system of education 
restricted in significance to the middle and upper classes.  2   This tendency reflects 
the important role that class distinctions have played in the analysis of the his-
tory of English education. When the public schools and universities are men-
tioned within the context of the development of elementary schooling, they tend 
to be seen as part of a somewhat cynical effort by the English middle and upper 
classes to use mass education as an agent of social control.  3   Here, by contrast, it 
will be suggested that despite catering to very different sections of the popula-
tion, the public schools nonetheless acted as an important model for the devel-
opment of elementary schooling in England between 1870 and 1900. It was only 
after the turn of the century, in particular after the end of the First World War, 
that the maintenance of class distinctions came to play a significant role in edu-
cation policy and the influence of the public school model declined. 

 As the first section will show, the Newcastle Commission, which reported in 
1861 on the ‘state of popular education in England’, and which was the  starting 
point for the 1870 Elementary Education Act, drew significantly on the expe-
rience of the public schools and the recent reform of the elite universities in a 
number of ways. The second section goes on to consider the growing importance 
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of the public schools and universities as a model in the reform of elementary 
schooling after 1870. In particular, it will suggest that a certain ideal of national 
and imperial citizenship, promoted at the public schools from the late 1860s 
onwards, was drawn upon when designing both the academic curriculum and 
the provision of physical exercise in the elementary schools after 1870. The 
assumption that those directing reform of the elementary system in this period 
deliberately separated the curricula of the elementary and public schools in order 
to control working-class access to higher education is also challenged. Rather, it 
is suggested that moves were increasingly initiated in both types of school to 
adopt a modern syllabus with a view to improving the overall quality of edu-
cation provided; likewise the distinction between military-style drill and team 
games, which is often insisted upon by scholars when comparing the curricula 
of the public and elementary schools, is shown to have been nowhere near as 
rigid as is often assumed. The third section examines the various personal con-
nections between elite and popular education, which developed in the last dec-
ades of the nineteenth century. Instead of seeing such connections in terms of 
a rigid power dynamic between the middle and working classes, it is suggested 
that middle-class educators and government officials sought, particularly in the 
Cross Commission of 1886–7, to establish a variety of new connections between 
the two levels of schooling in an effort to raise both the quality of teaching and 
the educational achievement of elementary pupils. Of particular interest was the 
possibility of involving the *ancient universities more directly in the training 
of elementary school teachers and pupil teachers. Ways to render the existing 
scholarship and exhibition system more accessible and effective were also dis-
cussed in more detail than ever before. 

 In the years after 1900, however, the public schools were increasingly criti-
cised as failing to serve the needs of the British nation and empire. Against a 
background of growing rivalry with European and extra-European powers and 
mounting anxiety about racial degeneration at home, they were often charged 
with failing to provide a sufficiently scientific or military education. Elementary 
education began to assume a more vocational character in an effort to remedy 
this apparent lack. After the end of the First World War, the influence of the pub-
lic schools and ancient universities upon the reform of the elementary system 
continued to decline. The elementary curriculum continued to become more 
practical in nature, while the expanding secondary sector, confined largely to 
the provision of free places in the traditional *grammar schools, was charac-
terised by a middle-class classical curriculum modelled on that of the public 
schools. Although it was argued at the time that this type of education was 
simply the best available, it also ensured that those working-class children who 
received free grammar school places would be socialised in a middle-class envi-
ronment. In the very different post-war climate, with growing fears about the 
spread of socialist ideas among the urban poor in particular, this was considered 
far from undesirable by Conservative government ministers and civil servants at 
the Board of Education.  
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  Elite education and the Newcastle Report 1861 

 It will be argued here that the introduction of mass elementary education in 
England and Wales in 1870 deserves to be seen as part of a national reorganisa-
tion of schooling at different levels of society. Beginning with the parliamen-
tary commissions examining the education provided at the ancient universities 
of Oxford and Cambridge in 1850, there followed the Newcastle Commission, 
which investigated the state of ‘popular’ education in 1861, the Clarendon 
Commission in 1864, which examined the nine leading public schools and the 
Taunton Commission in 1868, which focused on all those schools that fell in 
between the scopes of the other two commissions. 

 It is certainly not new to note the strong influence which public school and 
university-educated men exercised on the development of English elementary 
education after 1870. However, in the majority of studies, such influence has 
been seen in terms of the middle classes trying to maintain their socio-economic 
position. As Barry H. Bergen has claimed, ‘it would be difficult to overemphasize 
the degree to which elementary education in England in the nineteenth century 
constituted an imposition of the middle class on the working class.’  4   R.H. Tawney 
argued similarly that ‘the elementary schools of 1870 were intended in the main 
to produce an orderly, civil population with sufficient education to understand a 
command’.  5   While such motivations may well have had a role to play in the nine-
teenth century and did indeed assume a greater importance in post-1918 educa-
tion policy, without the strong influence of the public schools, there might never 
have been an Elementary Education Act in 1870. Reformers keen to extend the 
benefits of education to the working classes, in particular the urban poor, knew 
only too well that they had to work within the confines of what their own society 
considered acceptable. It is all too easy from our modern perspective to under-
estimate what a radical and important step the introduction of mass elementary 
education was in the late nineteenth century. Indeed, to be understood properly, 
it needs to be seen as part of a much broader effort to transform the whole educa-
tional landscape of Victorian Britain, to create for the first time a truly national 
system of education. 

 The first step towards the creation of a national elementary school system 
was the appointment in 1858 of the Newcastle Commission to ‘inquire into the 
present state of popular education in England, and to consider and report what 
measures, if any, are required for the extension of sound and cheap elementary 
instruction to all classes of the people.’  6   It is true that the entire commission (with 
the exception of Edward Miall)  7   had been educated at the leading public schools 
and universities.  8   Indeed, all except Henry Pelham, Duke of Newcastle, Edward 
Miall and William Rogers had been elected fellows, tutors or professors at Oxford 
or Cambridge.  9   However, that the commission represented nothing more than a 
self-interested attempt on the part of the establishment to direct the introduction 
of mass education so as best to secure their own position is not the only interpre-
tation one can draw from these facts. The commission included many men who 
had shown considerable commitment to educational reform at various levels. 
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John Taylor Coleridge, for example, had been appointed a commissioner under 
the Oxford University Act of 1854  10   and helped to bring about the appointment 
of the Clarendon Commission in 1861 with his 1860 lecture  On Public School 
Education . W.C. Lake was likewise prominent in the cause of university reform,  11   
while Goldwin Smith was one of the two secretaries of the Oxford University 
Commission of 1850.  12   Nassau Senior wrote in support of liberal reform at Oxford 
in the mid-to-late 1840s  13   and William Rogers worked hard as a curate in inner-
city London to increase the provision of elementary schooling in the capital.  14   
As the report itself makes clear, the public schools and universities frequently 
furnished the intellectual context within which the commission’s thinking 
about elementary education was worked out. To some extent, the influence of 
the public-school and university system was inevitable as it constituted the vast 
majority of the educational experience of the commissioners charged with the 
task of designing a new system of elementary schooling.  15   In many cases, more-
over, the public schools and universities did offer a useful model for the com-
missioners to work with. It was thought, for example, that if elementary schools 
were organised along the lines of the *great public schools, they might exercise a 
comparable moral influence over pupils. Of particular importance here was the 
idea that pupils of different social ranks learned important moral lessons from 
being educated together. ‘In the great public schools, such as Eton and Harrow, 
and at the Universities’, wrote one assistant commissioner, Patric Cumin, ‘it is 
an obvious advantage both to noble-men and to commoners that their children 
should be brought up together. It is an equal advantage to the farmer and the 
shopkeeper that their children should be brought up with the farm servant and 
the day labourer. This is the only cure for foolish pride on the one hand, and a 
cringing spirit on the other.’  16   

 However, more than simply using their experience of the public school sys-
tem as a context for thinking about improvements in elementary schooling, the 
commission endeavoured to create much stronger links between elite and pop-
ular education. In addition to suggesting that more connections between indi-
vidual schools should be established, it recommended that endowed elementary 
schools, together with the public schools and  universities, be placed under the 
supervision of the Education Committee of the Privy Council. ‘It already pos-
sesses considerable powers in relation to the highest of our endowed places of 
education, the Universities, their Colleges, the Colleges of Eton and Winchester’, 
the report declared. Considerable improvements in organisation and cost-effec-
tiveness, it was hoped, would result from ‘placing our whole system of public 
education, so far as it is connected with the government, in the same official 
hands’.  17   In the commission’s investigations into popular education abroad, par-
ticularly in France and Germany, similar attention was paid to schemes designed 
to improve connections between elite and elementary education. The *Foreign 
Assistant Commissioners, including leading English university reformers like 
Mark Pattison, were specifically asked to find out whether ‘Universities, acade-
mies, and other learned bodies, more or less connected with and recognized by 
the State, discharge any functions in regard to popular education’.  18   
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 The method most often recommended by the commissioners for establishing 
firmer ties between elite educational institutions and the elementary schools was 
an extension of the existing (albeit extremely limited) scholarship and exhibition 
system. When the universities and older public schools were founded, the report 
argued, there had been more than  adequate  provision for the talented poor to be 
raised ‘above their class and carried forward to the high places of the Church and 
the liberal professions’.  19   In the intervening centuries, however, such scholarships 
and exhibitions as there were had become increasingly restricted to the middle 
and upper classes and no longer fulfilled their original function.  20   Despite stress-
ing the need for scholarships to the public schools to be given only to those ‘boys 
whose talents would enable them to maintain themselves at the level of their 
education’,  21   the Newcastle Commission put forward quite a radical vision of an 
integrated national system of education. Building on the recent progress made 
in widening access to the ancient universities, they saw ‘the open scholarships 
at ... Oxford and Cambridge, the number and value of which have been greatly 
increased by recent legislation’ as forming ‘the highest part of a graduated system 
of educational charity, through which remarkable merit might ascend from the 
lowest to the highest grade’. ‘The more you can expand every institution’, they 
argued, citing the assistant commissioner, John Hare, ‘and every restriction you 
can take away, there is so much to gain ... If every school in the country was open 
to every child it would be beneficial’.  22   At times, the tone becomes almost vision-
ary. Such a system, Patric Cumin declared, ‘meets the wants of every class ... It will 
draw forth from obscurity many a brilliant intellect which must otherwise waste 
its power in neglect and indigence ... It will go some way to put an end to that sep-
aration between the upper and lower classes, the rich and the poor, which does 
more, perhaps, to prevent an efficient and economical system of education than 
any other circumstance’.  23   

 Another common suggestion for building links between the elementary 
schools and elite education was that the ancient universities should become 
more closely involved in the administration and organisation of elementary 
education. Thus, it was suggested that the universities might assume a  variety 
of responsibilities with regard to elementary schools including carrying out 
regular inspections  24   and examinations of the pupils themselves.  25   Particularly 
prominent was the notion that Oxford and Cambridge might take a central 
role in the training of elementary teachers, for example, by assuming respon-
sibility for the certification of teachers, both male and female.  26   Once again, 
the moral advantages of the public school and university environment were 
stressed when proposing these institutions as a model for the development of 
elementary teacher training colleges. Many important features of public school 
life including regular chapel attendance, high table and communal dining as 
well as the presence of resident masters were recommended to the principals 
of training colleges and were indeed taken up by them.  27   The report likewise 
recommended that more elementary teachers should be recruited from among 
university graduates.  28    
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  Public school citizenship and the elementary 
curriculum, 1870–1902 

 It is evidence of the degree to which elementary school reform was tied up with 
changes to other parts of the educational system that it took some nine years 
for many of the recommendations of the Newcastle Report to be given the force 
of law in the Elementary Education Act of 1870. This delay allowed the accu-
mulated findings of several other education commissions (most importantly the 
Clarendon and Taunton Commissions) to be taken on board. Both these commis-
sions resulted in major Acts of Parliament – the Public Schools Act of 1868 and the 
*Endowed Schools Act of 1869 – which had a significant impact upon the kind of 
elementary education system envisaged in the Act of 1870. While we have seen 
that the public schools formed an important reference point, and in many cases 
a working model, for elementary education in the 1861 Newcastle Report, by the 
time the new elementary system came up for its first full-scale review with the 
Cross Commission in 1886–7, their role had become even more important with 
particular emphasis placed upon the moral benefits of a public school education, 
especially the inculcation of a certain ideal of imperial citizenship. 

 This connection has been recognised before but has usually been interpreted 
in the same way as the general influence of the public schools on the elementary 
system – as a means of social control. Such an interpretation has been put forward 
by historians like John MacKenzie who have referred to the presence of pro-impe-
rial textbooks, rituals and festivals in the elementary system as nothing less than 
‘imperial propaganda’, imposed upon the working class by the elite in an effort to 
keep them in their place.  29   Even historians of elementary education like Stephen 
Heathorn, who have recently argued against the ‘myth of a conspiratorial ruling 
elite’ in the late nineteenth century and have sought to show that middle-class 
educators ‘were similarly immersed in the nationalist hegemony of their day’, 
maintain that official encouragement of imperialism in elementary schools was 
to a degree ‘socially manipulative’, the product of ‘middle-class anxieties’ about 
working-class social mobility.  30   Although retaining the somewhat limiting notion 
of ‘propaganda’, J.A. Mangan has called for a closer investigation of the role of 
public schools in the transmission of an ideal of imperial citizenship. ‘Intensive, 
comprehensive and comparative studies of general attitudes to imperialism within 
the schools are required’, he wrote,  ‘ to trace the nature of the association between 
public school and state school in the promulgation of imperial enthusiasm’.  31   An 
important first point to note is that the ideal of imperial citizenship represented 
by the public schools, which Pamela Horn has described as a combination of 
‘diligence, obedience, thrift, self-denial, endurance, and “indomitable pluck”’,  32   
was a fairly recent development within the public schools themselves. A particu-
lar emphasis on the empire and imperial citizenship only appeared in the wake 
of the 1861 Clarendon Commission and came into its own in the early 1870s 
following the Public Schools Act of 1868. After this date, historians speak of the 
‘reformed public schools’ and of the ‘public-school system’, which increasingly 
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incorporated boys’ preparatory schools as well.  33   In the Clarendon Report itself, 
it is possible to detect a shift in tone from what Heathorn has described as an 
emphasis on individual ‘character reformation, moral worthiness, personal sal-
vation and a view of society as the aggregate of responsible, morally upstanding 
individuals’ towards ‘a more secular and collectivist or communitarian concep-
tion’ of citizenship.  34   Thus, in the Clarendon Report of 1864 we read that ‘the 
great object of education, next to the training of the mind to overcome difficul-
ties ... is to train the man for discharging certain definite functions and relations 
towards his fellow-citizens, his own countrymen’.  35   In line with this, over the 
course of the 1870s we see a significant shift in many public schools towards an 
emphasis on organised games and the cultivation of team spirit and collective 
responsibility, virtues which came to define the public-school ideal of citizenship 
by the final quarter of the nineteenth century.  36   

 Historians seeking to emphasise the importance of class distinctions between 
elementary and public school education in the late nineteenth century have 
often stressed the fact that although an increased interest in physical exercise is 
noticeable at both levels, organised team sports were almost entirely restricted 
to the public schools with a preference for military-style drill prevailing in the 
elementary schools.  37   Although one of the assistant masters at Eton, Edmond 
Warre, mentioned in the course of his evidence to the Clarendon Commission 
that military-style drill was less popular at Eton than the other main activity of 
the voluntary rifle corps, namely shooting, he spoke in positive terms about the 
moral and physical effects of drill and of its continuing popularity among Eton 
pupils. ‘It has brought out a class who would neither row nor play cricket’, he 
said.  38   The boys took considerable pride in being ‘able to show themselves off on 
a grand day like the 4th of June,  39   or if anybody comes down to inspect them’.  40   
The commissioners themselves expressed the view that ‘as a gymnastic exercise’ 
drill was particularly valuable, praising ‘the effects ... on [pupils’] bodies, in devel-
oping their frames and giving them heartier appetites’.  41   ‘We can only express 
our opinion’, they wrote, ‘that the school authorities would do well to give it all 
practicable and suitable encouragement’.  42   There is no sense in the Clarendon 
Report that military-style drill was seen as a pursuit more suitable for the work-
ing classes. Indeed, the commissioners regarded it as entirely compatible with 
the traditions of the public schools, linking it in the case of Harrow to the long-
standing instruction of pupils in archery, a practice going back to the foundation 
of the school in the sixteenth  century.  43   This being the case, it is entirely possible 
that the increasing use of drill in elementary schools was, in some degree, related 
to its growing popularity in the public school system and was not, as many have 
argued, designed as a special means of keeping working-class children in line. 
By the same token, organised games such as cricket and football were far from 
unknown in working-class elementary schools.  44   Social reformers advocating the 
benefits of team games over military drill acquired significant support among 
those involved in elementary schooling in the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries, particularly when they stressed the moral benefits of such sports 
with reference to the successful formation of imperial citizens.  45   
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 The public schools may have played a similar role in promoting a particular 
notion of imperial citizenship when it came to the development of the academic 
curriculum in elementary schools. Once again scholars have tended to view mid-
dle-class control over the textbooks and readers used in elementary school class-
rooms within the context of an over-arching strategy of social control.  46   Much 
has been made in this context of the supposed division between the classical 
curriculum pursued in middle-class schools which opened the doors to higher 
education and socio-political influence and the modern curriculum followed in 
elementary schools based on English literature, history, geography and a limited 
amount of physical science. In fact, both middle-class and elementary education 
were marked in the final decades of the nineteenth century by a modernisation of 
the syllabus. Thus, one of the most notable features of the post-Clarendon public 
schools is a much greater enthusiasm for the teaching of modern subjects. Such 
a move was explicitly called for in the Clarendon Report itself. In their ‘General 
Recommendations’, the commissioners declared that:

  In addition to the study of the classics and to religious teaching, every boy who 
passes through the school should receive instruction in arithmetic and math-
ematics, in one modern language at least, which should be either French or 
German, in some one branch at least of natural science, and in either drawing 
or music. Care should be taken to ensure that the boys acquire a good general 
knowledge of geography and ... modern history, and a command of pure gram-
matical English.  47     

 One of the greatest incentives for the public schools to devote more time to mod-
ern subjects was the parallel development of new honours schools in these sub-
jects at the ancient universities. In the appendix to the Clarendon Report, Charles 
Waldegrave Sandford, the Senior Censor of Christ Church, Oxford, spoke of the 
importance for the universities of a broader curriculum at the public schools:

  The University course is, doubtless, affected by the unsatisfactory manner in 
which the great public schools prepare their boys for matriculation ... If ... boys 
come from school with their intellectual tastes cultivated with a greater knowl-
edge of modern history, or some branch of physical science, a larger num-
ber might be expected to pursue these studies on entering the University, the 
lecturers would be able to penetrate more deeply into their subjects, and the 
examiners in awarding honours would be able to fix a higher standard.  48     

 In particular, the commissioners recommended that the universities offer more 
prizes ‘for newer and more special branches of knowledge’, in particular, mathe-
matics, modern history and physical science to encourage public schools to pay 
more attention to these subjects prior to matriculation at the universities.  49   

 Just as the encouragement of modern subjects at the public schools was linked 
to the foundation of new honours schools in these subjects at the universities, so 
was the decision to introduce a modern academic curriculum at the elementary 
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schools after 1870. This connection is particularly visible in the way in which 
university-trained men, including many who actually worked at Oxford and 
Cambridge as academics, came to dominate as authors of history, literature and 
civics readers for use in the elementary school classroom. Indeed, Heathorn can 
speak of the development of a ‘symbiotic relationship’ between academics and 
publishers. On the one hand, publishers became increasingly keen to have uni-
versity men as authors as it raised the reputation of their series with the pub-
lic and helped them get their books onto the carefully controlled selection lists 
drawn up by school boards, themselves dominated by public school and univer-
sity-educated men; on the other hand, academics working in the emerging fields 
of modern history, English literature and geography wanted to write these books 
as it helped justify their aspirations for professional status and aided the establish-
ment of new academic disciplines at the universities.  50   Some of the most popular 
history readers were written by men of the stature of Samuel Rawlinson Gardiner, 
Professor of Modern History at both Oxford and Cambridge, T.F. Tout, Professor 
of Medieval and Modern History at the University of Manchester, Frederick York 
Powell, Regius Professor of Modern History at Oxford and Oscar Browning, who, 
as a fellow and lecturer at King’s College, Cambridge, did much to establish mod-
ern history as an independent degree subject in that university.  51   This burgeoning 
relationship between higher and elementary education was also reflected in the 
increasing involvement of the university presses in the production of readers for 
elementary schools. As Peter Sutcliffe tells us in his history of Oxford University 
Press, from the 1860s onwards, ‘the Clarendon Press series became the most het-
erogeneous series imaginable, ranging from ... reading books ... at 4d through the 
editions of the classics to Mr Veitch’s  Irregular Greek Verbs  at 10s’.  52   The outcome 
of this was, in the words of Heathorn, that ‘the same or similar authors were 
responsible for writing books for university, secondary, and elementary schools 
systems’, doing much to integrate the different levels of English education.  53   This 
meant, somewhat inevitably, that there was also a coalescing of messages about 
citizenship, nationality and the empire included in the books read by pupils at 
both elementary and public schools. Although elementary school pupils may not 
have been reading expensive textbooks produced mainly for use in middle-class 
schools like Rudyard Kipling and C.R.L. Fletcher’s jingoistic  History of England ,  54   
they were using readers written by a small cadre of writers of the same educa-
tional background, many of whom included similarly patriotic messages in their 
elementary school readers. From the 1880s onwards, we see a similar concentra-
tion on national origins, character and mission in these books – whether his-
tory, geography, literature or civics readers.  55   Imperial heroes like General Gordon 
were presented as role models for public school and elementary pupils alike.  56   
Similarly, passages from popular history books such as J.R. Green’s  Short History 
of the English People   57   and J.A. Froude’s  History of England ,  58   which glorified the 
narrative of Anglo-Saxon history and the importance of English racial identity, 
were used in both elementary and public schools. This suggests once more that 
the distinction often insisted on by scholars between the classical curriculum 
of the public schools and the modern syllabus of the elementary schools was 
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not as clear as it is often presented.  59   Increasingly, ‘the model societies of the 
Greeks and Romans’ were no longer ‘the main examples’ for pupils in the public 
schools and students in the elite universities. Lessons drawn from the history of 
the English people and comparisons with ‘the now subordinated peoples of the 
empire’ found their way as much into middle-class education as they did into the 
instruction provided in elementary schools.  60    

  Personal connections between public and 
elementary schools, 1870–1902 

 Insofar as scholars have examined the personal connections between the elemen-
tary and public schools, they have tended to concentrate on the extent to which 
former public school pupils were able to dictate the form of schooling received 
by working-class children. Thus, it is often pointed out that almost all members 
of the Board of Education and those appointed to sit on the various education 
commissions as well as many members of school boards and H.M. Inspectors 
were educated at the public schools and universities.  61   This is undoubtedly true; 
indeed, as we saw, middle-class influence over the elementary curriculum actu-
ally grew after 1870 with the professionalisation of school-reader authorship, 
which saw the market increasingly dominated by public school and university-
educated men. 

 Despite these facts, however, the connections established between the elemen-
tary and public school systems in the late nineteenth century were much more 
varied than such a picture suggests. Moreover, in many cases, the motivations 
driving such connections had little to do with crude notions of social control. 
There was frequently a genuine desire to improve access to elite education for 
the children of working-class families and to enhance the quality of elemen-
tary instruction. Thus many of those chosen to take part in education commis-
sions, who had attended the public schools and universities, had also extensive 
experience of educational reform. This was particularly true of the 1886 Cross 
Commission, which included among others Cardinal Henry Manning, a tireless 
advocate for greater Catholic elementary school provision; Sir John Lubbock, a 
dedicated promoter of scientific and technical education for the masses; Robert 
Gregory, the long-serving treasurer of the *National Society for Promoting the 
Education of the Poor; and Sydney Charles Buxton, a reformist member of the 
London School Board. 

 In addition, the Cross Commission showed itself more flexible towards the idea 
of promoting elementary teachers to higher posts within the education system, in 
particular, into the ranks of the inspectorate, a move specifically rejected by the 
Newcastle Commission of 1861.  62   ‘Very distinguished’ elementary school teach-
ers might be allowed to become H.M. Inspectors, the report declared. They must, 
however, remain ‘able men of liberal education’.  63   The commissioners also men-
tioned a variety of ways in which the average education of the elementary teacher 
might be improved. In particular, they recommended much greater involvement 
on the part of the public schools and universities in the training of elementary 



56  Heather Ellis

school teachers and pupil teachers. There was, for example, considerable enthu-
siasm for modelling elementary teacher training colleges on public schools and 
the colleges at Oxford and Cambridge. According to Canon Cromwell’s evidence 
before the Cross Commission, teachers boarding at a training college ought to 
‘derive something of the same kind of advantage that a boy derives from going 
to one of our great public schools, and they would lose all those advantages if 
they were trained in day colleges’.  64   It was precisely the opportunity which resi-
dential training colleges provided for living closely with ‘men of superior educa-
tion’, by which were meant the lecturers and principals, many of whom had been 
educated at the public schools and universities, which constituted the principal 
advantage of these institutions for the commission.  65   It was likewise suggested 
that ‘we should bring some of [the universities’] social amusements, and society 
arrangements, or athletic organisations to the training colleges’ to help recre-
ate the intimate atmosphere of an Oxford or Cambridge college.  66   The commis-
sioners were also fond of using analogies taken from the universities to suggest 
improvements at an elementary school level. Comparisons were often made, for 
example, between the role of the elementary school teacher and that of the uni-
versity professor and between that of the pupil teacher and that of the university 
‘coach’.  67   Also fairly common was the comparison between elementary school 
headmasters and university tutors.  68   

 As well as seeking to make the atmosphere at teacher training colleges more 
closely resemble that experienced at the public schools and universities, the Cross 
Commission suggested ways in which elementary school teachers might gain first-
hand experience of life at the universities. The Revised Code of 1882 allowed uni-
versity graduates to become elementary teachers for the first time, a move which 
also made it easier for elementary teachers to undertake the duties of an H.M. 
Inspector of Schools. Indeed, Patric Cumin was asked explicitly whether ‘the idea 
of raising the elementary schools to the standard of Eton and Harrow’ lay behind 
this change in policy. Although Cumin denied that the goal was as straightfor-
ward as this, he did stress the point that the aim was to improve the overall qual-
ity of education provided. ‘There are a great many persons’, he answered,

  who have ... a disposition towards being schoolmasters, and the better the 
class they come from, the better the teaching is likely to be ... In Scotland, 
where you have that connexion between the elementary schools and the 
Universities, you get a better class of teachers; and the intention was to elevate 
the condition of the teachers, and to improve education generally.  69     

 Following this change of attitude, the question also arose as to whether elemen-
tary teachers might actually be able to complete some of their training at the 
universities themselves. Suggestions ranged from an additional third year’s train-
ing at one of the universities,  70   to asking Oxford and Cambridge to make it eas-
ier for trainee teachers to receive honours degrees by, for example, allowing two 
years at a training college to count for one year of an honours course.  71   Such 
an argument gained strength from the fact that growing numbers of qualified 
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elementary teachers, trained at training colleges, were going on to win university 
honours at London, Cambridge, Dublin and the Royal University of Ireland.  72   It 
was even suggested that Oxford, Cambridge and the newer provincial universities 
might receive government grants to allow them to provide the entire course of 
training for elementary school teachers. This idea was advocated, in particular, 
by the  Education Reform League , which sent a deputation to the vice-president of 
the Privy Council asking for just such a reform.  73   The principal motivation, it 
seemed, remained the improvement of the quality and rigour of teaching pro-
vided. As Canon Warburton explained in his evidence before the commission: ‘I 
hope to live to see a closer approximation of our training college system with the 
liberal culture of our universities, so that all that is best and highest in modern 
education may be brought within the reach of those to whom the teaching of the 
great mass of the children of this and coming generations will be entrusted’.  74   Nor 
does it seem that such enthusiasm for greater contact between elite and working-
class education came simply from those in charge of reforming the elementary 
system. Canon Warburton reported his belief ‘that there would be no unwill-
ingness to cooperate on the part of the authorities of Oxford and Cambridge’.  75   
Indeed, discussions were already underway to strengthen formal ties between the 
ancient universities and the training of elementary teachers. Canon Cromwell 
had spoken to the authorities at Cambridge about directly affiliating a number of 
training colleges to the university  76  ; Canon Warburton had likewise made enquir-
ies with Oxford’s vice-chancellor about the possibility of setting up facilities at 
the university to allow a certain proportion of female elementary teachers to 
complete a year’s training there. ‘I should like them to be resident on the spot’, he 
wrote, ‘and to imbibe the spirit of the place’. ‘The Oxford authorities’, he contin-
ued, ‘feel strongly what a great advantage it would be to our teachers if they could 
come up to Oxford and hear high class lectures’.  77   

 The report also contains information about experiments already taking place, 
which aimed to draw directly on the experience of the public schools and ancient 
universities to improve the quality of elementary teaching. We are told, for exam-
ple, about a recent initiative called the Teachers University Association, which 
gave trainee elementary teachers the opportunity to reside for three weeks at 
Oxford during the long vacation and, alongside a demanding academic curricu-
lum which included instruction in Greek and Latin grammar, to take an active 
part in university cricket and rowing. The commissioners commented, in par-
ticular, upon the degree to which such a practice was ‘valuable as cultivating 
feelings and taste’ as well as a sense of ‘social brotherhood’.  78   Similar initiatives 
were developed for the benefit of pupil teachers. The former principal of a pupil 
teacher centre at *Toynbee Hall, Edmund Beale Sargent, spoke of various ‘social 
training’ schemes recently established including organised visits to Oxford and 
Cambridge, where pupil teachers were chaperoned by university students, toured 
the colleges and observed traditional student recreations like boating.  79   The prin-
cipal aim, we are told, was to provide them with ‘opportunities of mixing with 
persons of higher culture, and thus acquiring respect for themselves and for 
others, good and pleasing manners, liberality of thought, and above all the spirit 
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of chivalry’.  80   For the training of pupil teachers, the practice of organized team 
sports which had developed in the public schools from the late 1860s was consid-
ered particularly valuable. As Edmund Beale Sargent complained,

  There has been no organised physical training [for pupil teachers]. I mean no 
such sports and recreation in common as enter so prominently into the life at 
a public school. In rural districts there is opportunity for individual recreation, 
but there being no community of interest with others nor adequate supervi-
sion, the disciplinary effect of games is lost.  81     

 We also hear of the promotion of cricket and football by the *London Pupil 
Teachers’ Association, an organisation, which, it was claimed, ‘was shaped to 
resemble the athletic unions of the houses of a public school’ and to ‘afford a like 
education’ to its members.  82   

 Finally, in a spirit which built on the recommendations of the Newcastle 
Commission, we see a much greater determination to widen access to public 
schools and higher education for elementary pupils. When asked ‘whether it was 
a real advantage to a boy belonging to the working classes to give him a literary 
exhibition and help him forward ultimately to the University’, Matthew Arnold, a 
Chief Inspector of Schools, replied firmly that ‘if he can hold his own with those 
he finds at the University, it is a decided advantage to him to enter into a higher 
battle of life’.  83   The ideal of a ‘ladder of learning’ allowing poor but talented pupils 
to progress through the various levels of education, from the elementary school 
to the universities, received unprecedented support. Another Chief Inspector of 
Schools, T.W. Sharpe, was able to provide specific examples of ‘boys being thor-
oughly nursed through by one system in the same school, from the lowest round 
of elementary school up to being scholars of Balliol’.  84   J. Nunn, Chairman of the 
Manchester School Board, spoke similarly in his evidence of the ‘ladder by which 
a poor boy may rise from a public elementary school to the Manchester Grammar 
School and, as we have seen lately, to Oxford and Cambridge.’  85   

 The second report of the Cross Commission contained an appendix listing all 
the scholarships and exhibitions available within elementary schools belonging 
to the London School Board along with details of pupils who had been awarded 
scholarships in recent years. These tables provide evidence that it was indeed pos-
sible for a minority of elementary school pupils to rise by means of the scholar-
ship system all the way to the ancient universities. In the year 1875, for example, 
two boys, both from St. Michael’s elementary school in Bromley had won Drapers’ 
Company scholarships to continue their education at Merchant Taylors’ School 
and afterwards at St. John’s College, Oxford and St. John’s College, Cambridge, 
respectively. The first boy, the son of a shipwright, went on to be placed in the 
first class for Classical Moderations in 1883 and to achieve a top place in the Civil 
Service Entrance Examinations. The second, the son of a joiner, went on to attain 
a first class in the Theological Tripos Part I and a second class in Part II. He also 
won a number of university prizes and at the time of the commission was about 
to enter holy orders.  86   
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 Perhaps the best evidence of the growing interest in promoting easier move-
ment between the different levels of education is the mention made in the final 
report of the Cross Commission of a new initiative on the part of the Charity 
Commissioners designed to make each H.M. Inspector familiar with all the schol-
arship opportunities available in his district and to encourage promising children 
to apply. All inspectors received an ‘exhaustive list of about 1,000 schemes, made 
under the Charitable Trust and Endowed Schools Acts, now in operation, under 
which exhibitions are granted to scholars from elementary schools so as to enable 
them to enter higher schools’. The initiative behind this development seems, 
however, to have come from the inspectors themselves. ‘At present’, declared J.G. 
Fitch, Chief Inspector of Training Colleges for Schoolmistresses, ‘we have no such 
knowledge. As we move about among schools, and come in contact with clever 
and promising children, it would be a great advantage to us, if we were officially 
cognisant of the means of secondary instruction which exist in the district, and 
which we might advise the managers and parents to avail themselves of’.  87    

  The declining influence of elite education 
upon elementary schooling, 1902–1930 

 Until the last years of the nineteenth century, the public schools remained a valu-
able source of inspiration for those interested in reforming the elementary system 
introduced in 1870, both inside and outside the government. Although there was 
no doubt always an aspect of social control present, there was also a genuine 
desire to improve the quality of education provided and to integrate both elite 
and elementary education into an efficient and meritocratic national system. The 
position began to change, however, as the century drew to its close, in large part 
in response to increasing anxieties, particularly in government circles, about the 
security of Britain’s international position and the viability of the empire. A chief 
cause of this anxiety was the growing rivalry between the European powers, par-
ticularly following the unification of Germany in 1870. Britain’s lack of success in 
the Boer War (1899–1902) did not help to stabilise fears about the country’s inter-
national position; indeed, the discovery of the poor state of health of many army 
recruits during the conflict only compounded existing fears about the ‘degenera-
tion’ of the English race.  88   The public schools were not unaffected by these grow-
ing anxieties nor was the system of elite education in England excluded from the 
increasingly widespread criticism of the establishment which sought to find the 
cause of Britain’s apparent malaise. Against the background of growing worries 
about the country’s ability to compete with its European and extra-European 
rivals, it was the perceived failure of the public schools to provide a proper sci-
entific training which caused many to criticise them so strongly. Even the then 
prime minister, Arthur Balfour, declared in a speech in 1903 that most public 
school boys ‘do not care a farthing about the world they live in except so far as it 
is concerned with the cricket-ground, or the football-field, or the river’.  89   Writing 
in  Macmillan’s Magazine  in 1907, Charles Bruce, himself an army officer educated 
at Harrow and Repton, wrote despairingly of public school boys out of touch with 
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the modern world and the demands which it placed upon Britain. ‘Their educa-
tion’, he wrote, ‘has never taught them to look the realities of life in the face, to 
think out what they are going to do, to feel the necessity of fitting themselves 
for the work of the world. In almost every part of our Empire public-school boys 
and university men find themselves in the same perilous condition’.  90   Without a 
thorough reform of public school education, how was Britain to keep up with ‘the 
rapid advance of the United States of America, of Germany, and perhaps above all, 
of Japan, in the spheres of administration, industry, and social progress?’  91   On the 
eve of the First World War, the apparent failings of the public school system had 
merited a monograph-length study by Herbert Branston Gray, public school head-
master and former scholar of Winchester and Queen’s College, Oxford. Explaining 
his reasons for writing  The Public Schools and the Empire , which appeared in 1913, 
he remarked: ‘I regard the existing condition of English Education with anxiety, 
as being chaotic, inefficient and ill-suited to the temper of the times and the 
country in which we live’.  92   

 Even before the outbreak of war, these kinds of anxieties had caused those 
responsible for developing elementary education in England to move away from 
the late nineteenth century enthusiasm for drawing elite and elementary school-
ing closer together. Writing in 1914, Charles Birchenough remarked upon the 
fact that government policy, particularly in the years since 1900, had been ‘giv-
ing to elementary education a character of its own’. ‘There has been’, he wrote, 
‘an increasing tendency to ... make schoolwork more practical and less bookish, 
to develop, in short, handiness and practical capacity’.  93   New subjects including 
physical geography, mechanics, physiology, botany (and domestic economy for 
girls) were encouraged by the Board of Education. To a large extent, this change 
was due to a growing dissatisfaction with the lack of practicality in English ele-
mentary education. In 1904, the Board declared that ‘The purpose of the public 
elementary school is ... to fit [pupils] practically as well as intellectually, for the 
work of life.’  94   This view translated itself not only into a curriculum which was 
more strongly focused on subjects not in the main taught at the public schools, 
but also into a type of education much more closely adapted to the particular 
geographical regions in which elementary schools were situated. The most obvi-
ous example of this was the new emphasis placed on nature study from 1902 
with schools in rural areas taking up appropriate agricultural tasks such as bee-
keeping and poultry-raising and with schools in towns adopting mechanics and 
chemistry.  95   

 Such changes were also encouraged by the growing influence of progressive 
foreign educational theorists in Britain such as *Dewey, Herbart and Froebel. The 
American John Dewey, in particular, recommended making schoolwork more 
meaningful to children ‘by bringing it into closer relationship with the home and 
the life of the neighbourhood’.  96   Indeed, Birchenough was to describe this tendency 
towards an increasingly localised form of elementary schooling as ‘the new spirit 
in education’.  97   This was the very opposite of the public school approach which 
emphasised the value of removing children from their home environments and 
instilling a national- imperial loyalty to king and country. Another factor which 
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arguably contributed to the move of elementary schools away from the public 
school model after 1900 was the growing ratio of female to male teachers in 
elementary education. While there were still slightly more male than female ele-
mentary teachers in 1870, by 1914, nearly three quarters were women.  98   As a con-
sequence, some scholars have spoken of a ‘maternalisation’ or ‘feminisation’ of 
the elementary teaching profession in this period and an associated retreat from 
a primarily bookish or academic curriculum in favour of more practical, homely 
subjects such as domestic economy and nature study.  99   

 However, a move towards a more vocational curriculum in elementary schools 
after 1900 may also have been driven, in part, by the fear that the provision of 
an overly intellectual education for a majority of working-class children tended, 
in the words of Birchenough, ‘to manufacture economic misfits’ and give such 
children undue ‘pretensions’.  100   Such views gained particular prominence amid 
growing fears about the spread of socialist ideas among England’s urban poor 
and the threat of working-class insurrection in the early years of the twentieth 
century. That said, before the outbreak of war in 1914, most efforts to reform the 
elementary system were concerned not so much with maintaining class distinc-
tions as with implanting the idea of Britain’s imperial greatness more firmly into 
the minds of working-class children. Most important here was the Empire Day 
Movement which was promoted enthusiastically by the Earl of Meath from the 
early 1900s, when he adopted the idea from the practice of schools in Canada. 
Emphasising the importance of citizenship, national and imperial patriotism and 
obedience to authority, celebrations included raising and saluting the Union Jack, 
singing the national anthem and pointing out to the children the scale of the 
British Empire on large wall maps.  101   

 It was the experience of the First World War that brought the issue of social 
class to the forefront of the political agenda. As Brad Beaven and John Griffiths 
have written, ‘For social commentators and academics charged with construct-
ing a viable notion of citizenship from the debris of war, it became clear that 
some acknowledgement to social class had to be reworked into any new notion 
of citizenry’.  102   Played down in the wave of jingoistic nationalism which had pre-
ceded the war, class tensions became increasingly visible in the context of the 
widespread civil unrest in 1919, industrial strikes in the 1920s and the growth of 
socialism as a political force in the post-war years.  103   At the same time, class dis-
tinctions became more apparent in Britain’s school system. The most significant 
change in these years was the expansion of a state-aided secondary sector, which 
built on the 1902 Balfour Education Act and the increased provision after 1907 of 
grammar school places under the direct-grants scheme. However, despite the fact 
that greater numbers of working-class children had access to free secondary educa-
tion in the interwar years,  104   the system was heavily marked by class distinctions. 
This is perhaps most apparent when we compare the subjects most commonly 
studied at elementary schools with the curricula of the state-aided grammar 
schools.  105   While the elementary curriculum became increasingly vocational in 
nature, with special emphasis on ‘handy’ subjects such as carpentry, mechanics, 
agriculture and domestic economy, grammar schools, which offered free places, 
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continued to provide a traditional classical curriculum, ‘patterned’, in the words 
of Gail Savage, ‘after the education offered by the public schools’.  106   Indeed, she 
has maintained that this division was deliberately encouraged by civil servants at 
the Board of Education in the interwar years. Officially, the policy was justified 
by the argument that as secondary schools educated ‘the country’s future leaders’, 
the quality of education received should be of a demonstrably higher standard. 
For Board officials, this meant ‘an academic, non-vocational course of study that 
would mould the character as well as train the mind’.  107   Moreover, they were 
careful to stress that all children capable of benefiting from secondary educa-
tion, whatever their social background, should be allowed the opportunity. The 
point remains, however, that they did not think the numbers of such children 
would ever be particularly high.  108   Likewise, although the expanded system of 
free places provided an important means of social mobility for a limited number 
of working-class children, the education they received and the socialisation pro-
cess to which they were exposed were distinctly middle-class in nature, thus help-
ing to maintain class distinctions. That a degree of anxiety about the potential 
spread of socialist ideas in schools lay behind the Board’s enthusiasm for strongly 
differentiated curricula in elementary and state-aided grammar schools in this 
period is suggested by their reactions to Labour’s proposal in 1929 for a unified 
system of post-primary education. S.H. Wood, private secretary to the president 
of the Board, criticised the plans, designed to minimise the significance of class 
difference in schools, as ‘dangerous ... and not in the best interests of education 
or the children’.  109   

 Commentators like Cyril Norwood, the future headmaster of Harrow, who con-
tinued to argue, as the late Victorians had done, that the public schools and ancient 
universities could provide useful models for elementary as well as secondary edu-
cation found themselves distinctly out of step with the new emphasis on a class-
based system. As late as September 1928, when he gave the presidential address to 
the Educational Science section of the British Association for the Advancement 
of Science, Norwood could still speak of the need for the public school spirit to 
infuse ‘every part and parcel of our educational system.’ All schools, he declared, 
would benefit from taking up the founding idea of the public school system, ‘that 
education is more than instruction, that character counts for more than brains 
and lives more than learning’.  110   

 With the renewed emphasis upon practical and vocational subjects in the ele-
mentary schools, the influence of the public schools and universities upon ele-
mentary education continued to decline in the 1920s. Moreover, and somewhat 
ironically, with the expansion of state-aided grammar schools offering a non-
 vocational, academic course of study, the overall cultural significance of the pub-
lic school system as a distinct style of education was also reduced. Enrolments 
at all the major public schools as well as the numerous smaller institutions fell 
sharply in the years after 1918 and many encountered severe financial problems.  111   
Interestingly, this was also the period which saw the popularity of public school 
fiction decline significantly, suggesting, as Jenny Holt has argued in her recent 
study, that the image of the public school boy, famous since the publication of 
 Tom Brown’s Schooldays  in 1857, had lost much of its broader cultural appeal by the 
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interwar years.  112   By the end of our period, protests against the perceived division 
between working- and middle-class schooling were increasingly heard. At the 
centre of this opposition were figures connected with the Labour Party. In 1929, 
during the second Labour government, plans for bringing together all forms of 
post-primary education in a new system of comprehensive schools came before 
the Board of Education, proposed by a research group connected with Labour. 
However, as Gail Savage has shown, C.P. Trevelyan, then president of the Board, 
showed no interest in the plans and Board officials voiced their strong opposition. 
‘With no sponsor inside the Board’, she concluded, ‘the idea that the state should 
organize such schools made no headway until comprehensive schools became a 
part of Labour education policy after the second world war’.  113    

  Conclusion 

 Insofar as the public schools and ancient universities have been considered by 
historians of English elementary education they have usually been treated as a 
distinct system of education having little directly to do with the working classes. 
If any relationship has been observed, it has been seen in terms of a clear power 
dynamic with middle-class, public school-educated men making use of their con-
trol over the structure and content of elementary education in order to reinforce 
their own social and political position. The promotion of a particular ideal of 
national and imperial citizenship in the late nineteenth century has often been 
treated as part of this strategy – an attempt to appeal to an overarching British 
identity superseding class interests. 

 What has been argued here, by contrast, is that the relationship between elite 
and popular education in this period was considerably more complicated than 
such a picture assumes. Firstly, it was suggested that, to some extent, the influ-
ence of the public schools and ancient universities in the early days of elementary 
school reform was inevitable as such institutions constituted, in many cases, the 
sum total of the educational experience of those responsible for developing the 
new system. Moreover, reform of the elementary sector should not be separated 
from changes introduced at all levels of education (including the elite schools and 
universities) from the 1850s onwards. This being the case, it is more accurate to 
see attempts to develop mass elementary education in the context of a national 
project of educational reform. Although there must always have been an element 
of social control present, in a number of cases, particularly with the growing 
dominance of the elementary school readers’ market by university-trained aca-
demics, this had far more to do with the growing connections between the dif-
ferent levels of education. Thus academics undertook to produce such readers as 
a way of justifying the existence of new disciplines such as modern history and 
English literature at the universities. The motivation most frequently cited in 
the various educational commissions as driving not only the proposed general 
reform of the elementary system but specifically the desire for a closer relation-
ship between elite and popular education, was the wish to raise the quality of 
teaching provided in elementary schools and to improve prospects for working-
class children. This is perhaps most clearly seen in the myriad attempts to involve 
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the ancient universities more closely in the training and certification of elemen-
tary school teachers and to improve the effectiveness of the existing scholar-
ship system. Far from attempting to close off elite education to working-class 
children and elementary teachers we see increasing moves, particularly with the 
Cross Commission of 1886–7, to bring the curricula pursued in elite and elemen-
tary schools closer together as well as to raise the level of education achieved by 
elementary school teachers, particularly by providing opportunities for them to 
access university instruction. 

 The influence of the public schools and universities as models in the reform 
of the elementary system was however limited to a particular period of time. It 
reached its peak before the turn of the century and then diminished. Growing 
international rivalries and anxiety about the viability of Britain’s empire over 
the course of the 1890s and first years of the twentieth century encouraged a 
loss of confidence in the public school system as a pattern for the education 
of the mass of children. It was increasingly seen as unable to equip pupils 
for the modern world, particularly in its perceived failure to provide a suffi-
ciently practical or scientific education. As a result, the elementary curriculum, 
influenced too by new pedagogical ideas from abroad, assumed an increas-
ingly workaday character in the years leading up to the First World War. In the 
period after 1918, the influence of the public schools and universities upon ele-
mentary education continued to decline. While the latter continued to become 
more vocational in nature, the newly expanded secondary sector, confined 
largely to the state-aided grammar schools, was characterised by a curriculum 
closely modelled on that of the public schools. This difference was justified 
by the argument that secondary (as opposed to elementary) schools required 
the ‘best’ syllabus available as they were responsible for training the country’s 
future leaders. However, at a time when fears were growing about the spread of 
socialism among Britain’s urban population, it was felt to be no bad thing that 
those working-class children who received a secondary education would attend 
grammar schools alongside their middle-class peers and hopefully imbibe sim-
ilar values and attitudes.  

  Timeline 

 1850: Appointment of the Oxford University Commission 

 1850: Appointment of the Cambridge University Commission 

 1854: The Oxford University Act 

 1856: The Cambridge University Act 

 1861: Report of the Newcastle Commission – investigated state of popular educa-
tion in England and Wales. 

 1861: Appointment of the Clarendon Commission – investigated the nine lead-
ing public schools in England. 

 1864: Publication of the Clarendon Report 

 1868: Public Schools Act 
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 1868: Appointment of the Taunton Commission – investigated endowed  grammar 
schools in England and Wales not covered by the Newcastle and Clarendon 
Commissions. 

 1869: Endowed Schools Act 

 1870: Elementary Education Act – introduced mass elementary schooling into 
England and Wales for the first time 

 1880: Elementary Education Act – made attendance at elementary school 
 compulsory from the age of 5 to 10 years old 

 1882: Revised Code of Education – allowed university graduates to become 
 elementary school teachers for the first time 

 1886–7: The Cross Commission – appointed to assess the working of the 
Elementary Education Acts of 1870 and 1880 

 1902: Balfour Education Act – replaced school boards with LEAs (Local Education 
Authorities) 

 1918: Fisher Education Act – increased the minimum school leaving age from 
12 to 14 and made provision for ‘continuation’ classes up to the age of 18  

  Glossary 

  ancient universities:  the universities of Oxford and Cambridge. 

  Dewey, Herbart and Froebel:  John Dewey (1859–1952) was a functional psychol-
ogist who wrote a number of pioneering works on education at the turn of the 
twentieth century, including  The School and Society  (1900) and  The Child and the 
Curriculum  (1902). Dewey believed that the school should be an institution to 
develop the potential of the individual child while making him a model demo-
cratic citizen. This could only be done by interactive learning. For the German 
educationalists, Herbart and Froebel, see below, p. 113. 

  Education Reform League:  a movement founded in 1884 by the London vicar 
and social reformer, Samuel Barnett, to campaign for the reform of state elemen-
tary education, in particular, to make it compulsory and free until the age of 15 
or 16. 

  endowed schools:  usually used to refer to those schools in receipt of some form 
of government funding. They included both elementary and secondary schools. 

  foreign assistant commissioners:  those who were appointed as part of a Royal 
Commission to investigate and report on the situation in foreign countries. 

  grammar schools:  secondary schools which tended to teach a classical curric-
ulum (including Greek and Latin grammar) and most often prepared middle-
class boys for the professions or for entry into the universities. In the early years 
of the twentieth century, many such schools accepted government funding for 
so-called free places which were restricted to pupils who had attended state-run 
elementary schools. 
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  great public schools:  usually used to refer to the nine public schools investigated 
by the Clarendon Commission of 1861 (Eton, Harrow, Winchester, Westminster, 
St. Paul’s, Merchant Taylors’, Rugby, Charterhouse and Shrewsbury). 

  The London Pupil Teachers’ Association:  Based at Toynbee Hall, this organisa-
tion enrolled over 2,000 male and female pupil teachers from the twelve pupil-
teacher centres across London and sought to provide entertainment as well as a 
training in citizenship for its members. 

  National Society for Promoting the Education of the Poor:  a movement cam-
paigning for greater elementary school provision established by the Church of 
England in 1811. 

  public schools:  private, fee-paying schools, mostly attended by the British middle 
and upper classes. Many were boarding schools although there were ‘day schools’ 
too such as Merchant Taylors. 

  Toynbee Hall:  set up in 1884 by Samuel Barnett as a place where students from 
the ancient universities of Oxford and Cambridge, together with their teachers, 
could live and work alongside the urban poor in London’s East End. Toynbee Hall 
is perhaps the best known example of the Settlement Movement.  
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 Faith and Nationhood:   Church, 
State and the Provision of Schooling 
in Ireland, 1870–1930   
    Deirdre   Raftery and Martina Relihan    

   Introduction 

 Education in Ireland in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was charac-
terised by involvement of, and tensions between, church and the state. For most 
of the nineteenth century, Protestantism enjoyed a position of strength, Ireland 
was part of the United Kingdom, and education was harnessed in support of 
these two forces. After 1870, following the disestablishment of the Church of 
Ireland and the eventual repeal of the Act of Union in 1920, there commenced 
an increase in the power of the Roman Catholic Church and a move towards 
Ireland’s separation from the United Kingdom, which was completed in 1922 
when the Irish Free State was formed. During that period, the Catholic Church 
greatly strengthened its hand in education, while the fledgling state mobilised 
schools and teachers in support of its aim to rebuild the Irish nation. The radi-
cal shift in the relative power of Protestantism/Catholicism and of the British/
Irish states across the period covered by this chapter involved a recalibrating 
of the education machinery. This chapter examines that recalibration, while 
commenting on the role that schooling played in changing ideas of citizenship, 
modernisation and nationhood. 

 Throughout the period under review, laity and parents remained benign forces 
in education, leaving matters of education policy and administration in the 
hands of churchmen and politicians. In this chapter, the  formation of educa-
tion policy, and the governance and management of schools in Ireland will be 
scrutinised in an attempt to assess how these issues reflected the dramatic change 
that the country underwent in the closing decades of the nineteenth century 
and the early decades of the twentieth century. The chapter, then, is a study of 
educational change, and it will repay the reader to have an overview of education 
provision in Ireland during the period in which formal schooling in Ireland was 
developed: the eighteenth and early  nineteenth centuries.  
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  Schooling in Ireland in the eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries 

 The explicitly political function of schooling in Ireland dates from the  sixteenth 
century. To spread the influences of the Reformation in Ireland, Tudor policy 
included the passing of a series of laws to proscribe Catholic education and to 
harness schooling in the support of Protestantism and loyalty to the crown. It was 
from this point that the Catholic Church lost its public role in Irish education, 
and the Church of Ireland claimed that role: the significance of this was to be 
considerable in the two centuries that followed.  1   

 The laws prohibited Catholics from having their children educated by Catholic 
priests and nuns, either at home or abroad, and banned Catholic teachers from 
running schools or teaching children. Education from this time forward became 
entwined in issues of religious and national identity. As Atkinson has noted, 
‘ ... the Anglican Church, immersed in its role as an instrument of government pol-
icy, continued to look on proselytism as its immediate objective’.  2   Irish Catholics 
responded to the British policy for schooling in several ways; some – particularly 
the poor – availed of the education provided by evangelical Protestants. Others 
flouted the law and secretly sent their sons abroad to be educated in seminar-
ies in France and Spain.  3   But the most popular Catholic response was to avail 
themselves of a subversive system of *‘hedge schools’, which spread throughout 
the  country.  4   Hedge school masters conducted lessons in astronomy, land mea-
surement, Greek, Latin, the English language, science, and mathematics, using 
barns and ditches as their ‘school room’, and appointing a pupil to keep watch for 
informers. The masters moved regularly from town to town to reduce the risk of 
being detected by the authorities. About 9,000 of these schools were in existence 
by the end of the eighteenth century, catering for the majority of the Irish school-
going population – the Catholic poor. 

 Unsurprisingly, the success of the hedge schools was of concern to the hierarchy 
of the Established Church, and to the British government. There were repeated 
‘official’ efforts to provide schools for the poor that would be an alternative to 
the hedge schools, and these included *charter schools, *royal schools, and parish 
and diocesan schools run by the Church of Ireland, but no legislation was passed 
to organise a system of mass  education. By the early nineteenth century, govern-
ment funding for schools was channelled through Protestant voluntary societies, 
such as the Kildare Place Society (KPS) founded in 1811, with the aim of afford-
ing ‘the same facilities for education to all classes of professing Christians with-
out any attempt to interfere with the peculiar religious opinions of any’. With a 
teacher training  college in Dublin, and carefully designed classroom equipment, 
the KPS represented the first sustained attempt to develop a system of mass educa-
tion in Ireland, utilising the theories of British educationists *Lancaster and Bell. 
Successive scholars who have chronicled the work of this society, and its legacy to 
education, have also noted that it fell into disrepute having been accused of dis-
criminating against Catholics.  5   The KPS allowed the Bible to be read in classrooms 
‘without note or comment’, a practice not accepted within the contemporaneous 
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Roman Catholic Church. The image of the KPS was further tarnished when it 
emerged that this non-denominational society was paying grants to schools sup-
ported by Protestant evangelical societies. Daniel O’Connell was at the forefront 
of public opposition to the KPS, arguing that this situation was unacceptable to 
Catholic parents. The increasing confidence of the Catholic Church meant that its 
rejection of the KPS as a possible national system of education was heeded, and 
Catholic children were withdrawn from schools funded by the KPS.  6   O’Connell, in 
his campaign for Catholic emancipation, agitated for a share in the parliamentary 
education grant for Catholic schools. He regarded as unacceptable the lack of state 
support for Catholic education, at a time when the majority of grants from the 
lord lieutenants’ fund was going to Protestant schools, even though this fund had 
been created to support poor Catholic schools.  7   Archbishop John McHale of Tuam, 
and Bishop James Warren of Kildare and Leighlin, led a campaign for reform and a 
petition was presented to parliament in 1824, requesting a public inquiry into the 
state of education in Ireland. 

 The resulting Commission of Irish Education Inquiry (1825)  8   furnishes research-
ers with important evidence on the denominational tensions that surrounded edu-
cation debate, and marks a tipping point in Irish education: once the commission 
returned its reports it became evident that Catholics had cause for grievance and 
education reform was unavoidable. The commission recommended that public 
funding should be withdrawn from Protestant education societies, and directed 
instead towards supporting a government board of education, which would be 
responsible for building and  maintaining national schools. The solution to the 
problem of  denominational  tensions could be found by educating Catholic and 
Protestant  children together for secular instruction, and separately for religious 
instruction. There were, however, objections from the churches to these propos-
als; the Catholic Church did not approve of mixed secular instruction, and wanted 
explicitly Catholic education for Catholic children, while the Established Church 
and the Presbyterian Church required scriptural reading to have a central position 
in education. Once again, control of schooling was a flashpoint for the churches 
and six years elapsed before the Chief Secretary of Ireland, Lord E.G. Stanley, for-
mulated a system of non-denominational national education, to be managed by a 
National Board. By then, Catholic emancipation had been granted in 1829, allow-
ing Catholics to be elected to parliament and it had become a matter of urgency 
‘to provide education for the lower classes and thus create a literate and loyal 
electorate’.  9   

 At the time of the inception of the national system of education in 1831, out of a 
population of some 8 million people, 6.5 million were Catholic, and there was pres-
sure on the National Board to succeed with non- denominational schooling rather 
than reverting once again to supporting schooling via Protestant  agencies. Over 
decades in which the system faced criticism and many challenges, it nonetheless 
increased in popularity; in 1831 the national schools enrolled over 100,000 chil-
dren, and this number increased to almost one million within 40 years. The new 
system was to provide ‘if possible a combined literary and a separate religious edu-
cation ... a system of National Education for the lower classes of the community’.  10   
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However, while the newly formed National Board articulated the aim of non-
 denominationalism, it became flexible in its approach and the  system became 
de facto denominational. This flexibility was, no doubt, facilitated by the fact that 
when the national system was put in place in 1831, there was no Act of Parliament 
to legislate for this major experiment in state-funded mass education.  11   

 The National Board was given a fund of £30,000, which had previously been 
allocated to the KPS, and it commenced an important scheme which would 
include building schools, producing textbooks, and supplying teacher training 
and school inspection. Local schools could apply to the National Board for sup-
port, and while the Board looked with favour on joint applications from Catholic 
and Protestant groups, it became pragmatic in accepting that in a country which 
was overwhelmingly Catholic there were few opportunities for such co-operation. 
The Board supported applicants by providing two-thirds of the cost of building 
new schools, funding for schoolroom equipment, and gratuities for teachers. It 
was expected that applicants, typically parish clergy, would raise the remaining 
costs, including the teacher’s salary, locally as well as supplying the site on which 
the new school would be built. In addition to providing for new schools, existing 
schools, such as those managed by Catholic orders such as the Presentation Sisters 
and the Christian Brothers, could also affiliate to the system. The Board supplied 
 gratis  to schools the five ‘graded reading books’ that teachers were obliged to use. 
These books were designed to provide a solid education in general knowledge, 
English literature and moral education, while excluding any instruction in the 
Irish language, history and culture. By the end of the first decade of its existence, 
the National Board had 1,978 schools operating under its control. In principle, 
national schools were to be co-educational, but in practice many of those with 
religious affiliations, such as convents, were single-sex schools. 

 Three model schools were set up at Marlborough Street, Dublin, together with 
a male training college. In 1838, a model farm was established on the edge of 
Dublin city, and in 1842 a training college for women was established. A set of 
instructions for National School inspectors was drawn up in 1836, and inspect-
ors visited the schools to ensure grants were being spent correctly and to report 
on the general state of education. At the start of the system, inspectors were paid 
an annual salary of £250. Teachers had modest salaries that were determined by 
their position on a scale which classified them into three categories. As noted by 
Coolahan and O’Donovan, ‘1st class male teachers were allocated £20 salary; 2nd 
class £15 and 3rd class £12. The corresponding scales for females were £15, £12, 
and £10.’  12   This classification system was revised in 1848, to include small vari-
ations of award within grades, and between 1848 and 1849 some 2284 teachers 
were ‘classified following detailed oral and written examination’. 

 In the decades that followed, despite objections to elements of the system 
from the churches, national schooling continued to grow. A proliferation of 
small denominational schools spread across the country, numbering over 8000 
by the end of the century. The development of the national system was central 
to the provision of mass education in Ireland, and more than any other initia-
tive, it determined the future of education in the country. The management and 
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curriculum of the nineteenth-century national school reflected wider social and 
political changes with startling clarity. The school as an agent in social mobil-
ity became evident by the late nineteenth century, while the political function 
of schooling was articulated via successive editions of the school readers, and 
gradual changes in the curriculum. Central to both the social and political func-
tion of the national schools was the creation of the citizen, and the curriculum 
reflected a changing conception of citizenship as Catholics became increasingly 
articulate and the rhetoric of nationalism filtered through education institutions. 
It is to these changes that this chapter will now turn.  

  The politics of schooling: assent and dissent 
in the late nineteenth century 

 The complex administrative layers of the national system generated copious 
records that form an important legacy to the historian of education. The sys-
tem had, as already noted, a National Board of Commissioners, who produced 
detailed annual reports including data on schools, enrolments and attendance, 
books and materials, and the training and payment of teachers. Each school had a 
patron, usually the local bishop or ecclesiastical authority, who in turn appointed 
a school manager who was also often a clergyman. The manager employed the 
teachers and managed the school, keeping records such as registers, roll books, 
discipline books and  inspectors’ reports. 

 Perhaps most useful are the graded reading books, which continued to be mod-
ified and used in schools into the early twentieth century and which were consid-
ered so well-produced and robust in quality that they were exported to the colonies 
for use in British schools. The first and second reader contained simple reading 
lessons, while the advanced readers included lessons on the British monarchy, 
the geography and history of England, and natural science. The books included 
extracts from evangelical writers such as Hannah More and Sarah Trimmer. 
Scholars generally concur with the view that the reading books strongly reflected 
Britain’s cultural assimilation policy for Ireland. The Board also produced special 
‘female’ readers, for use with girls. These books included instruction in domestic 
economy, and ‘appropriate’ female behaviour. The  Reading Book for Use in Female 
Schools  appeared in 1854, to be followed in 1864 by the  Girls’ Reading Book for Use 
of Schools . Three years later, the  Manual for Needlework  was published, and in 1885 
 Short Lessons in Domestic Science  was produced. The appearance of these books 
marked the first formal gendering of the curriculum in Irish schools; while girls 
and boys had been instructed differently in charter schools and in some hedge 
schools, the emergence of a specific ‘female curriculum’ within the national sys-
tem of mass education is noteworthy.  13   

 The development of the national system of mass education was not without 
problems. In the early decades of its existence, the churches expressed dissatisfac-
tion with elements of the system. The Presbyterian objection was to the denomi-
nationally mixed Board, and to the power the Board had over both the teachers 
and schoolbooks used in class. Additional difficulties were presented by the fact 
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that the Bible had been removed from its central position in education, and by 
the regulation that religious instruction was to take place separately from liter-
ary instruction. The latter point was also contentious for the Established Church, 
which believed that its special role in education had been greatly compromised 
by the development of non-denominational schooling. The Catholic Church 
also had reservations about the system which, while improving provision for 
Catholic children, obliged them to partake in denominationally mixed school-
ing. Those who voiced dissent typically withdrew from contact with the national 
system. For example, the Church of Ireland established the Church Education 
Society (CES) in 1839, to support separate Protestant schooling in which there 
was scriptural education.  14   In a somewhat similar move, the Christian Brothers 
withdrew their schools by 1836, as a mark of objection to the pervasive influ-
ences of Protestantism and British culture that were implicated in the curriculum. 
Other religious orders carefully negotiated the requirements made by the Board, 
in order to continue to avail themselves of its support.  15   But one particularly 
contentious issue for the Catholic Church was teacher training. In 1863, Paul 
Cullen, Catholic Archbishop of Dublin, banned Catholics from participating in 
the non-denominational state system of teacher training, and Catholic teacher 
training colleges were established. In Dublin in the 1870s, a training college for 
male teachers was established by the Vincentian Fathers, and one for women was 
founded by the Mercy Sisters. In 1883, the government agreed to give state sup-
port to denominational training colleges, and by 1903 there was a total of seven 
colleges, five of which were Catholic. 

 Church interference in both political and educational affairs was not only 
commonplace but unavoidable at this time. Clergymen were involved in elec-
tioneering, and while they did not run for office they ‘played a crucial role in 
deciding who would do so ... clerical approval was a prerequisite for success’ in 
Irish politics.  16   In an attempt to appease Catholic opinion, Gladstone’s govern-
ment appointed a royal commission on primary education under Lord Powis. In 
addition to mollifying Catholic unrest, this commission was to ascertain whether 
or not the Irish system of mass education represented a good economic invest-
ment. Its findings, published in 1870, cemented Irish education in a performance 
of education practices that fell out of step with modernising Western Europe, and 
arguably created an education culture which the country has not yet jettisoned.  

  The Powis Commission on Education 1870 

 The Powis Commission examined all aspects of the national school system and 
generated some recommendations that had an immediate effect on education. 
The commission demonstrated that enrolments did not reflect daily attendance 
at school, and in addition to high levels of absenteeism, many pupils were with-
drawn from school at an early age.  17   As a consequence, the majority of pupils did 
not progress past the second graded reading book, and literacy levels were low.  18   
In 1872, in response to these findings, a system of ‘payment by results’ was intro-
duced. It provided a supplementary payment to teachers, in addition to their 
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salaries, dependent on the performance of their pupils in annual assessments 
that were conducted by inspectors visiting the schools. A core curriculum was 
set, and pupils could be entered for the annual examinations only if they had 
attended school for not less than 90 days per annum. The payment by results sys-
tem was successful insofar as retention rates improved, pupils progressed further 
at school, and the reading and writing proficiency of pupils increased dramati-
cally. Negative consequences of the system were that schooling became narrow 
and focused on assessments, while teachers strove to motivate the able pupils 
who could succeed in examinations. With a strong emphasis on the English 
language, the vernacular was seriously compromised and scholars have identi-
fied national schooling as having contributed strongly to the demise of the Irish 
language. 

 There were, however, two important and interconnected outcomes from pay-
ment by results that reached into the twentieth century. Firstly, a need was cre-
ated for a system of intermediate (or second level) education to which successful 
primary school children could progress. Intermediate education allowed those 
who could afford school fees to continue their schooling until about 16 years of 
age. The Intermediate Education (Ireland) Act 1878 established an examination 
system and funded scholarships and exhibitions for successful pupils. Modelled 
on the British grammar schools, *intermediate schools typically taught the clas-
sics, languages, mathematics, English language and literature, history and geog-
raphy. The ‘Intermediate Certificate’ became the passport into civil service jobs 
and the universities, opening up well-paid careers and the ‘learned’ professions to 
Irish Catholics. The intermediate schools enhanced a network of Catholic second-
ary schools that already existed. Catholic secondary schooling was given robust 
support by the Catholic Church from the turn of the nineteenth century, and 
large diocesan boarding schools were founded by the bishops, for the education 
of Catholics and also to facilitate recruitment of future members of the clergy. 
St Patrick’s College, Carlow (1793), St Jarlath’s, Tuam (1800), St Finian’s, Navan 
(1802), St John’s, Waterford (1807) and St Peter’s, Wexford (1819) all offered a clas-
sical education for Catholic boys, while also preparing some of them to become 
secular priests. Religious orders also expanded; the prestigious Jesuit college, 
Clongowes Wood, was established in 1814, and by 1867 there were 47 Catholic 
colleges for young men in Ireland, under the direction of religious such as the 
Dominican, Holy Ghost and Vincentian Fathers. For girls and young women, edu-
cation was supplied at day and boarding schools run by many French orders, such 
as the Loreto, Ursuline and Dominican Sisters, while two Irish congregations, 
the Presentation Sisters and the Sisters of Mercy, established a network of girls’ 
schools throughout the country.  

  A changing education landscape: Ireland at the 
turn of the century 

 By the end of the nineteenth century, much had changed in Ireland since the 
inception of the national system in 1831. The Irish masses had achieved a greater 
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involvement in the democratic process, following reforms in the 1830s, and in 
1840 Daniel O’Connell had created the first independent Irish political party, 
with some 30 MPs in the British Parliament. Irish political consciousness had 
been raised, and behind the politicisation of Irish society lay what McCartney 
has described as ‘a national network which included political clubs, municipal 
councillors, poor law guardians and others.’  19   The spirit of emerging democracy 
was energised by the fact that people were receiving an education through the 
growing national school system, and through the spread of information via news-
papers, ballad literature and through the Catholic Church. ‘Schools, literacy, poli-
tics and religion were all interconnected’ as increasingly the Catholic Church was 
involved in managing education.  20   The language of nationalism was honed and 
used not only at massive political meetings, but also by teachers, and much of the 
rhetoric centred on land agitation. Ireland in the 1840s had a population of about 
8 million, about two-thirds of whom were living off the land. McCartney notes 
that ‘four millions were to a large extent dependent on the potato, and about half 
of these depended absolutely on it for their existence.’  21   When the crop failed 
in the years between 1845 and 1849, the country suffered widespread and dev-
astating famine, gross poverty and disease. By the time the census of 1851 was 
taken, approximately one million had died of starvation, and one million had 
emigrated. In the decade that followed, the population continued to fall and the 
Irish practice of early marriage and large families changed, with the result that 
the mid-nineteenth-century marriage rate in Ireland was one of the lowest in 
the world. Depopulation, emigration and gradual consolidation of small farms, 
together with the impact of changing worldwide economic and social factors, 
all contributed to new demands on education. English was the language of com-
merce, and indeed of the ‘new world’ which attracted emigrants, and education 
was viewed as providing a passport to a better future. It is perhaps not surprising, 
then, to find Irish schools maintaining a conservative yet ambitious outlook at 
the turn of the century. 

 Despite the falling population in the closing decade of the nineteenth century, 
investment in intermediate (or ‘superior’) education continued. McElligott has 
commented on the fact that by 1900 Ireland, with its over-emphasis on ‘aca-
demic’ education, showed ‘many of the signs characteristic of a country emerging 
from a period of cultural deprivation’,  22   favouring the kind of intellectual train-
ing suited ‘to lawyers, doctors, clergymen, teachers, civil servants, and clerks of 
all grades’.  23   The census figures of 1881, 1891 and 1901 indicate how expenditure 
on intermediate education increased, and participation by Catholics in ‘superior’ 
schooling also increased (see  Table 1 ).      

 In January 1898, following the report of the Belmore Commission on Manual 
and Practical Instruction, some changes were introduced, bringing Irish elemen-
tary education a little more in line with Europe. The  payment by results sys-
tem was abolished in national schools, and a revised programme of instruction 
was introduced in 1900. While this programme reflected the methodologies of 
Friedrich Froebel (1782–1852), including subjects such as drawing, elementary 
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science, and cookery for girls, lack of resources meant that teachers were unable 
to make radical changes in their work. In 1904, and again in 1919, following 
further scrutiny, official reports recommended reforms such as the introduction 
of local education authorities to improve funding and co-ordinate schooling. 
Old tensions between church and state re-emerged, with the Catholic hierar-
chy firmly opposed to any interference in its control of Catholic schools. The 
Catholic Church had ‘built for itself an imposing educational edifice at primary 
and secondary levels’ and, as Titley has argued, ‘any reform which undermined 
clerical power in the schools would be opposed’.  24   Education was one of the chief 
concerns of the Church; indeed, ‘next to his liturgical duties it was the parish 
priest’s most pressing responsibility’.  25   It was necessary for the Church to man-
age the schools on religious lines, both to show children ‘the way to eternal life’ 
and also to ensure that there would be a continuing supply of young persons for 
religious life.  26   According to Irish bishops, ‘the purpose of education was chiefly 
to prepare man for the world to come’.  27   They stated that education implied ‘the 
training and development of the whole man ... for the purpose not merely of fit-
ting him for a career of usefulness and honour in this life, but also and still more 
for the purpose of guiding him to attain ... the life to come’.  28   

 Akenson has made a compelling argument that the success of the Catholic 
Church in the field of Irish education lay not in the fact that it gained such 
extensive control of schooling, but that ‘its hegemony was won not by the repres-
sion of popular sentiment but by articulating ideas and attitudes compatible 
with the popular will’. The Catholic bishops’ distrust of state activities was not 
dissimilar to that of many civilians. When, in 1922, Ireland gained its political 
independence from Britain, the Catholic Church retained its monopoly in the 
education field. The Free State government was content to leave this area in the 
hands of priests, brothers and sisters; these religious continued to run their own 
day schools, boarding schools and colleges, while even the state national system 
retained a Catholic expression via church involvement in the management of 
national schools. While modernisation may have been the educational concern 
of liberal twentieth-century democracies, in Ireland education remained firmly 
linked to faith formation.  

 Table 1     Number of pupils in superior schools in each of the years 
1881, 1891 and 1901, together with their religious profession attend-
ing  superior establishments 

    1881    1891    1901  

 Catholics  12,064  15,430  25,647 
 Protestant Episcopalians  7854  7280  7335 
 Presbyterians  3063  3342  3638 
 Methodists  775  787  1011 
 Other Denominations  937  930  934 

 TOTAL  24,693  27,769  38,565 
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  The dawn of a new century: Catholic supremacy 
in education 

 In 1900 the Catholic hierarchy declared in a pastoral letter that the national 
school system was ‘as denominational almost as we could desire’.  29   The combi-
nation of de facto control of a large proportion of individual schools, with state 
funding for them emanating from one central government body, provided a 
model of educational provision ideally suited to the Catholic Church. For the suc-
ceeding two decades prior to the establishment of the Irish Free State in 1922, it 
was to guard this model jealously by actively and successfully resisting attempts 
by the British government to introduce devolved structures and local funding as 
elements of Irish educational provision both in 1904 and 1907.  30   This approach 
of the Church was to have a deleterious effect on education in Ireland during 
the first two decades of the twentieth century as the government insisted that 
increased funding for the system was contingent on the acceptance of its admin-
istrative reform.  31   The introduction in 1919 of the MacPherson Education Bill 
proposed ‘the idea of levying a local education rate for education and the estab-
lishment of local education committees which would have responsibility for the 
upkeep of schools, the organisation of medical and dental services for schools, the 
provision of school meals and a school-books scheme’.  32   The measure provoked 
the fury of the Catholic hierarchy with the Primate, Cardinal Logue calling for a 
‘national solemn novena in honour of St. Patrick to avert us from the threatened 
calamity’.  33   

 The Irish National Teachers’ Organisation (INTO) having been founded in 1866 
was an established stakeholder in Irish education by this time. The Irish Protestant 
Teachers’ Union (IPTU), which was affiliated to the INTO, was, together with 
Protestant educational interests generally, very supportive of the Bill. It was not 
however sanguine in relation to the prospects for its success, regarding the power 
of the Catholic Church as all-consuming on education issues. It summarised the 
latter body’s stance on the Bill during its AGM of 1920 ‘ ... as denationalising and 
anti-Christian and as a Saxon device to rivet additional fetters on Irish youth ... ’.  34   
The IPTU passed a resolution ‘as loyal subjects of the British Empire’ lamenting 
the sorry state of Irish education and requesting that the position of Irish teachers 
be placed on an equal footing with that of their British counterparts.  35   

 The debate in relation to the Bill became mired in the political tumult of the 
era. Irish nationalists were wont to cast a jaundiced eye on it. Emanating as it did 
from a British parliament, the Irish supporters of the measure were frequently 
derided as ‘anti-national’. The Irish National Teachers’ Organisation (INTO) 
while basically supportive of a bill which promised improved conditions for its 
members found it had to proceed with caution in order to avoid the dreaded 
‘anti-national’ tag. At its Annual Congress of 1920, it passed a diffident resolu-
tion proposing a ‘re-adjustment’ of the Education Bill ‘so as to bring it more into 
harmony with the aspirations of the Irish people ... ’.  36   A teacher from County 
Galway in a letter published in the organisation’s journal  The Irish School Weekly  
resented the ‘false position’ in which the union had been placed as ‘isolated 
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individuals’ propounded the view that ‘ ... the public were on one side and the 
teachers on the other – the public for faith and fatherland and the teachers for 
Mammon and denationalisation ... ’.  37   The rapidly unfolding political situation 
was shortly to render the issue superfluous. The native administration which 
assumed office in 1922 quietly shelved the question of an Education Bill, being 
presumably loath to enter into controversy with the Catholic Church on a mat-
ter of such contention.  38   The Catholic Church had assumed de facto control 
over elementary education in Ireland by the end of the nineteenth century. Its 
position in this regard was unassailable by the time political independence was 
conceded in 1922 and was accepted as such by the new political order.  

  The Free State era 

 The Irish Free State which developed after the concession by the British gov-
ernment of political independence for Ireland in 1922 effectively preserved the 
administrative structures of the national school system ‘as if in amber’.  39   While the 
Irish  educational system was operating in a radically altered political and cultural 
climate, the rationale underpinning the pre-1922 system was not re- evaluated. 
Coolahan notes the new administration’s unwillingness to either  establish a 
commission on education or to introduce legislation in the area.  40   While the 
Department of Education, which was to co-ordinate the functions of  primary, sec-
ondary and technical education, was established in 1924, the new structure served 
merely to provide ‘ ... an umbrella for the maintenance unchanged of structures, 
policies and powers which had been defined in the imperial era ... ’.  41   Accordingly, 
officials of the department lacked a contextual framework within which to deter-
mine policy. There was a tacit assumption that the concept of ‘combined secular 
and separate religious instruction’, which had been the lodestar of the nineteenth-
century school system, had in the absence of any alternative become the guiding 
principle of the new state’s educational system. The administrative structures of 
the system which the native government inherited were regarded as unproblem-
atic and were adopted more or less without question. 

 The educational deliberations of the new state were almost entirely domi-
nated by the official obsession with ‘strengthening the national fibre by  giving 
the language, history, music and tradition of Ireland their natural place in Irish 
schools’.  42   The revival of the Irish language as the spoken language of the peo-
ple was chosen as the talisman of the new state and its schools were the means 
through which this aim was to be effected. The teaching of the Irish language 
was made compulsory for all schools from March 1922. The stipulation that 
infant classes were to be taught more or less exclusively through the medium of 
the language was especially contentious but nonetheless pertained, at least offi-
cially, into the second half of the century. The senior classes of primary schools 
were actively encouraged to use Irish as a medium of instruction in other school 
subjects as far as practicable. The language was made compulsory for both state 
examinations, the Intermediate Certificate and the Leaving Certificate,  43   in 1928 
and 1934, respectively. 
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 Department of Education officials also lacked a coherent framework within 
which to determine policy on school textbooks and were operating in a vacuum 
in relation to deciding on the suitability or otherwise of  content of an overt reli-
gious nature which some of the textbooks contained. In 1925, the Department 
of Education issued a memorandum for publishers of books for use in national 
schools.  44   Publishers were advised that textbooks should be:

   ... Christian in spirit, national in outlook and truthful as regards facts ... They 
should include matter in prose and poetry drawn from the hero stories of 
Ireland and of the World; deal extensively with the important facts of life in 
Ireland and have an Irish outlook and a definite rural bias. They should be free 
from matter objectionable to any religious denomination.  45     

 The implementation of these guidelines was especially problematic for the 
Department of Education when school authorities requested sanction for text-
books which reflected a specifically Catholic outlook. It was, for example, leery 
of a request to sanction a series of textbooks entitled  New Ideal Catholic Readers  
despite coming under concerted pressure from a number of schools who wished 
to use them. The manager of a County Wexford school requested permission to 
use them for the practical reasons that the books had already been purchased 
and ‘ ... the boys attending our school are very poor ... ’.  46   The Department of 
Education’s Chief Inspector was aware that the issue begged some fundamen-
tal questions vis-à-vis the philosophy underlying the education system. He 
wondered, both in relation to this issue and other matters such as ‘the growing 
practice of introducing denominational pictures and statues into the National 
Schools’ to what degree the rules of the National Board in relation to overt reli-
gious content in school textbooks could be applied.  47   He acknowledged that in an 
overwhelmingly Catholic jurisdiction, it ‘was a source of annoyance to Catholic 
managers and teachers that these restrictions should apply to schools attended 
only by Catholic pupils on the ground that Protestant pupils may attend them.’  48   
He favoured some flexibility in relation to the implementation of the rules espe-
cially in larger urban areas where Protestant pupils had easy access to schools of 
their own denomination. 

 Following a detailed examination of the textbooks conducted by a senior inspec-
tor in 1928, the secretary of the Department of Education concluded that the 
textbooks were unsuitable for use in the schools because of their denominational 
title and because they ‘ ... contain[ed] pictures and matter to which Protestants 
may object ... ’.  49   He did however concede that the issue impinged directly on the 
broader question of ‘ ... how far the restrictions which bound Catholic national 
schools should be relaxed or removed’.  50   By 1932, the vexed question had been 
resolved with a departmental ruling that three separate lists of sanctioned text-
books were to be compiled. The first of these contained books suitable for use in 
all schools while the second approved texts in exclusively Catholic schools with 
the third applying to pupils in Protestant establishments.  51   
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 In the following year, the department published its  Notes for Teachers , which was 
intended as a guide for teachers in relation to the teaching of the various subjects 
on the curriculum. This guide stated that the teaching of the Irish language was not 
only an aim in itself but was part of a broader process which was the restoration of 
‘ ... the characteristically Gaelic turn of mind and way of looking at life ... ’.  52   In the 
absence of the cultivation of this ‘Gaelic attitude’, the Irish people were destined 
to become ‘amorphous’ and ‘a hybrid people.’ The fostering of this outlook was to 
provide the antidote to ‘foreign penetration by newspaper, book and cinema.’  53   
The departmental guidelines were unsurprisingly reflected in the various series of 
Irish language school textbooks which were published by the leading educational 
book publishers in the 1930s. The ‘Gaelic’ and ‘Catholic’ elements of the material 
were frequently intertwined. A junior text in one such series opens with a verse the 
title of which translates as, ‘Our Little Native Country, Ireland.’ The verse trans-
lates: ‘We are learning diligently/The language which God gave us – Irish/ And we 
will practise it willingly/In our little native country, Ireland’.  54   The text also makes 
references to specifically Catholic religious practices. It contains a short piece on 
the recitation of the family rosary with each family member reciting an individ-
ual ‘decade’ of the prayer. Another story in the textbook tells of the children going 
to Mass in their parents’ horse and cart on Sunday.  55   The various series of Irish 
language textbooks did not uniformly treat these subjects with such an intensity 
of evangelical fervour. None the less the textbooks of the period frequently and 
unselfconsciously conflated the promotion of the ‘Gaelic ideal’ and Catholicism. 

 The teaching of history in the new state was also formulated exclusively 
along Catholic/Nationalist lines.  Notes for Teachers  advised that teachers should 
regard the ‘important movements’ of the nineteenth century as ‘the struggles for 
Catholic rights, for possession of the land, and for national independence ... ’.  56   
Teachers were exhorted to stress the continuity of the separatist ideal from Wolfe 
Tone to Patrick Pearse. Treatment of the 1916 Rising should provide little diffi-
culty for teachers as ‘the struggle that followed it will be so fresh in (their) minds’ 
with the ‘great language movement’ providing ‘the inspiration of the leaders’.  57   
The teacher was thus afforded the convenient opportunity ‘of dealing as a whole 
with the cultural and language struggle’.  58   This approach to the teaching of his-
tory was, in the view of Farrell Moran, unsurprising as it enabled the Irish Free 
State ‘to reinforce itself with a curriculum based upon the nationalist model of 
Irish history, tying itself to a teleological history wherein the ancient past led to 
and legitimated the new state’.  59    

  Protestant-run schools in the post-independence era 

 The issue of obtaining ‘suitable’ school textbooks for Protestant schools was one of 
the most pressing issues which engaged the Church of Ireland authorities as they 
attempted to adapt its network of schools to the requirements of the new regime. 
The Church of Ireland’s Board of Education report of 1923 noted the difficulties 
which it was experiencing in obtaining ‘suitable’ Irish language textbooks for its 
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schools. It noted that ‘ ... nearly all the books in the market contain phrases and 
teaching not in accordance with Protestant beliefs ... ’.  60   Similar difficulties were 
experienced by the authorities in relation to the exclusively Catholic/Nationalist 
narrative reflected in the history textbooks of the new state. In order to rectify the 
situation, the authorities sought either entirely different textbooks, or textbooks 
which had been purged of references that they regarded as either inappropriate 
or offensive for use in their schools. The issue was never fully resolved during 
the succeeding decades. The Church of Ireland authorities submitted a list of 
textbooks which it deemed to be acceptable to the department, and this was duly 
sanctioned. However, the church authorities were obliged to repeat this process 
annually. The Church of Ireland’s unease with this situation was reflected in its 
decision in the 1940s to publish a history textbook which it commissioned for 
use in its schools.  61   

 The Protestant authorities were also distinctly uneasy with the new state’s pol-
icy of ‘compulsory Irish’ in schools. The state was sensitive to the Church of 
Ireland’s position on the matter and took an incremental approach to the imple-
mentation of the policy especially in Protestant schools in the northern counties 
of Cavan, Monaghan and Donegal, which straddled the border with Northern 
Ireland. However, in spite of repeated requests from the Church of Ireland’s Board 
of Education during the 1930s and 1940s, the state refused either to dilute the 
policy or to offer the authorities any formal derogation from its operation.  62   Of 
more practical import for the church authorities was the maintenance of its scat-
tered network of several hundred national schools, many of which catered for 
small numbers of pupils in remote locations. The government’s scheme to sub-
sidise the transport of pupils to their nearest Protestant school was introduced 
in 1934. The scheme ensured the survival of many such schools and was much 
appreciated by the Church’s Board of Education. Akenson has contended that the 
Protestants in the new Irish Free State were variously ‘treated with great gener-
osity’ and ‘hectored, bullied or ignored’ in their position as a religious and cul-
tural minority following the political settlement of 1922.  63   In the state’s dealings 
with the difficulties which the Church of Ireland experienced in relation to the 
changes in the educational system, it is possible to discern elements of all these 
characteristics.  

  Concluding comments 

 By the 1930s, the fundamental tenets of the educational system of the Irish 
Free State had been established. This system involved elements of both conti-
nuity and change from that which had pertained under the British adminis-
tration of the pre-1922 era. Dramatic changes in the national school curricula 
were instigated. The range of subjects taught was significantly reduced with 
the peremptory elimination from it of drawing, elementary science, cook-
ery, laundry and needlework. Hygiene and nature study were both dropped 
as obligatory subjects. This narrowing of curricular scope was undertaken in 
order to maximise the time to be afforded the teaching of the Irish language, 
which was the all-consuming policy preoccupation of the government in 
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relation to the education system. However, although the native administra-
tion in the 1930s derided the national school system which had evolved under 
the British government from 1831, it ironically maintained the distinguishing 
features of that system: the education system remained highly centralised and 
state-subvented, while none the less under rigid denominational control. As 
over 90 per cent of national schools within the Irish Free State jurisdiction 
were under Catholic management, the position of that Church was virtually 
hegemonic in relation to  elementary schooling in the Ireland of the 1920s 
and 1930s. It equally controlled the provision of almost all second-level edu-
cation. Its dominance of the educational system had been achieved by the 
start of the twentieth century, and was merely consolidated under the native 
administration.  

  Timeline 

 1811: Kildare Place Society founded to provide non-denominational education to 
all Christians in Ireland. 

 1831: National system of education established Ireland under a National Board 

 1870: Powis Commission on primary education in Ireland 

 1878: The Intermediate Education (Ireland) Act for the establishment of a 
 second-level examination system, and the funding of awards, scholarships and 
exhibitions 

 1900: revised programme of studies for Ireland’s national schools 

 1922: Teaching of Irish language compulsory in all Irish schools 

 1933:  Notes for Teachers  issued in Ireland for the cultivation of a ‘Gaelic attitude’ 
in schools  

  Glossary 

  charter schools:  schools of the Incorporated Society for Promoting English 
Protestant Schools in Ireland. Founded in the late eighteenth century, they had 
royal and parliamentary support. The aim of the schools was to convert the Irish 
Catholic poor to Protestantism. 

  hedge schools:  informal and illegal elementary schools for Catholic children, 
which developed in the eighteenth century. 

  Intermediate schools:  part of a system of ancient endowed schools providing 
second level education. There were no ‘state’ intermediate schools. Second level 
education in Ireland remained the preserve of a small minority, as the schools 
were mostly private/fee-paying ventures. 

  Lancaster and Bell:  Joseph Lancaster (1778–1838) and Andrew Bell (1753–1832) 
were known for introducing the monitorial, or ‘mutual instruction’ system of 
tuition, by which abler pupils instructed those at an earlier stage of learning, thus 
enabling the teacher to cope with many more pupils. 
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  royal schools:  founded in the early Stuart period (1603–49) to provide a classical 
grammar school education to the sons of Protestant settlers in Ireland. Seven 
royal schools were established with generous endowments. By the end of the 
eighteenth century, they had gone into decline.  
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     Part II 

 Continental Europe

Introduction    
    Laurence Brockliss and Nicola Sheldon  

 The first two-thirds of the nineteenth century saw the establishment of national 
systems of elementary education in virtually all parts of continental Europe except 
Russia. It is quite clear, however, that in most states it proved extremely difficult 
to make these systems a working reality. At best, as in France, school buildings 
were ill-suited to their function, classroom materials were in short supply, and 
children reluctant to attend school; at worst, as in Spain, it proved impossible 
to establish a network of rural schools in the first place. The one part of Europe 
where contemporaries felt that the elementary-school system was functioning 
satisfactorily in 1870 was the congeries of states headed by Prussia that would 
form the new German Empire (though even here conditions were not always 
perfect).  1   

 Over the next 60 years, the majority of states struggled valiantly to bring their 
systems up to the German level. Large numbers of new schools were founded 
and equipped; teacher training was extended so that virtually all teachers were 
certificated; *mutual methods of teaching (where earlier adopted) were laid aside 
and more interactive ‘scientific’ forms of classroom learning promoted; corporal 
punishment was largely abolished; children in the larger schools were divided 
into separate forms according to age and attainment; and attendance for both 
boys and girls was made compulsory (where it was not already). Everywhere too 
there was an attempt, particularly after 1900, to develop the curriculum beyond 
the three R’s and enliven the classroom experience of older children with lessons 
in national history and geography, nature study, singing, needlework (for girls) 
and gymnastics and/or games. In a number of states, this was coupled with a new 
interest in the physical well-being of pupils. The Danes were particularly preco-
cious. The Danish town of Fredericksberg was serving midday meals from 1877, 
and in 1889 the Danish state made hygiene one of the subjects included in exami-
nations taken by schoolteachers.  2   There were still laggards. In Spain, the percent-
age of school-age children attending school was only 51.8 per cent in 1931.  3   But 
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in most parts of western and central Europe by 1930 effective systems of mass 
elementary education had been erected and illiteracy all but wiped out. 

 The systems were never exactly the same. Northern Europe was far richer than 
the Mediterranean south. This inevitably affected the amount of money that 
could be spent on elementary education, and this in turn affected teachers’ pay 
and conditions, and the standard of classroom facilities. It also limited the num-
ber of years that a child had to spend at school, especially as it was recognised 
everywhere that one of the best ways of ensuring that parents sent their offspring 
to school was to abolish tuition fees. Even as late as 1911, Portuguese children, 
for instance, were only expected to spend three years at school rather than the 
standard seven or eight.  4   The size of the financial budget equally determined the 
speed with which graded schooling could be established and the new methods 
of teaching absorbed. Most states established institutes of education or pedagogy 
attached to universities where the ideas of child-centred learning espoused by 
*Froebel and his followers, the findings of late nineteenth-century psychology, 
and the new research into child development and child-rearing produced by the 
so-called *Genevan school in the early twentieth century (Claparède, Ferrière, 
Piaget et al.) was discussed and tested. However, despite the innumerable edu-
cational journals that sprang up to popularise the new ideas and the support, in 
general, they received from the teachers’ associations and unions in the different 
states, it proved difficult to effect a pedagogical revolution in the classroom with-
out the resources. Spain had a Museum of Primary Instruction, devoted to the 
dissemination of the ideas of Froebel from 1882, and the same year saw the meet-
ing of the country’s first pedagogical congress. But the fact that it was another 
40 years before Spain’s leading  progressive educationalist, Lorenzo Luzuriaga, 
began the  Revista de Pedagógiá  is evidence of how limited an interest there was in 
the museum’s activities in a country with very limited resources.  5   

 There was also a distinctive difference between historically Protestant and 
Catholic countries. The former were normally quite happy for elementary schools 
to be co-educational, even if girls and boys as they grew older did not follow 
exactly the same curriculum, while Catholic states preferred girls and boys to 
be educated separately wherever possible. The Catholic states themselves were 
not homogeneous, as different political regimes had very different views over 
the degree to which the church should have any influence over the system. 
Republican, secular France eventually banned priests from the classroom, as it 
did religious education  tout court , while the Portuguese republicans who took over 
the state in 1910 attempted to use the elementary school to promote anticlerical-
ism and new civic rituals.  6   Monarchical Spain, on the other hand, saw the church 
as an ally: it retained the right to inspect the orthodoxy of classroom religious 
teaching, and helped out the state by running a complementary network of pri-
vate elementary schools staffed by the regular orders.  7   There were differences 
of opinion too across Europe over how centralised and bureaucratic the system 
should be that reflected historic differences between states. France was notori-
ously centralised, while Scandinavian states left management of the schools to 
local committees, which from the mid-1920s included parental representatives.  8   
Yet, however decentralised the system, all states had come to realise by the eve of 
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the First World War that elementary education could not be funded from local 
sources alone and had to be subsidised by national government. The Danish gov-
ernment began to contribute to elementary education in 1856 when it agreed to 
fund teachers’ pensions. By 1923 three-quarters of the expenditure came from 
national funds. In Greece from 1895 the whole cost was borne by the state.  9   

 As in the case of Britain, the primary purpose of these mass educational sys-
tems was to serve the needs of society as much if not more than the individu-
al’s. Children were to be disciplined for the general good. In the words of the 
Portuguese Commission of Public Instruction in 1864: ‘To build a school leads to 
the demolition of a prison’.  10   Much more than in Britain, however, mass educa-
tion was an instrument of nation-building in most continental countries. In the 
opinion of some enthusiasts, it would be the starting point for economic great-
ness. For others, it was the only bulwark against national collapse in a predatory 
world and had to be shaped accordingly. Greece only became independent from 
the Ottoman Empire in 1830. National unity was still weak towards the end of 
the century, and fears of impending implosion were only compounded when the 
country was defeated in war in 1897. Critics increasingly called for the elemen-
tary educational system to be used to strengthen the national spirit. As early as 
1885, one commentator was worried that ‘we have no schools like those of the 
German Emperor that create national grandeur’. In 1910, in a moment of particu-
lar national soul-searching, the newly founded Association for Education claimed 
to be ‘convinced that both the deep cause and the result of our psychic, social and 
political decadence is the Greek school which has taken a wrong turn.’  11   

 Establishment educationalists therefore seldom had much interest in the value 
of elementary education for the individual. What was important was the con-
tribution the individual could make to forging national unity. This is not to say 
that there was no support on the continent for the role education might play as 
an agent of social mobility. As early as 1848, an assembly of German professors 
had voiced support for the creation of a hierarchical educational system whereby 
the talented could move on from primary to secondary schooling and eventually 
to university. And similar sentiments were frequently articulated in the years 
before and after the First World War. In 1916 a group called the  Compagnons de 
l’université nouvelle  was founded in France who argued not simply that individ-
uals had the right to maximise their talents, but that it was only thereby that 
the country would be rebuilt after the war: ‘All French children have the right 
to acquire the fullest instruction that the Fatherland can dispense. And the 
Fatherland has the right to exploit all the intellectual riches that it possesses.’  12   
But even the richest liberal democracies of the era usually only paid lip service to 
the idea before 1930. Some national systems, notably the Italian, where only 3 per 
cent of 11- to 19-year-olds were in high schools (academic or technical) in 1910, 
provided no mechanism at all for the talented poor to move up the educational 
 ladder.  13   It was normally only where socialists and social democrats came to power 
after the Great War that access to secondary education was significantly eased. 
Denmark was committed from 1899 to allowing the able to transfer from com-
munal schools to the *gymnasium at the age of 11. In 1903 this was made easier 
with the creation of middle schools, usually on the same site as the * Folkschule , 
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which taught the first four years of the high school course. However, though a 
sixth of the places were free, entrance was through a competitive examination. It 
was only in 1928, with a left coalition in power, and after ten years of discussion, 
that transfer became automatic. Thereafter about a third of elementary school 
pupils in Copenhagen entered the middle school, although only 70 per cent of 
these completed the course.  14   

 This second part of the book explores the development of mass education in 
the three largest European states. The first chapter by Gunilla Budde looks at 
Germany (Chapter 4), the state with the most developed and  settled system of 
mass education on the creation in 1871 of the new German Empire. Though dom-
inated by the Protestant Prussian elite, the unified federal state was confessionally 
divided and this was reflected in its school system during the period. Although 
the elementary schools were public institutions, administered by the  Länder , the 
churches still had an important role in education, and children went to either 
Protestant or Catholic schools. There they learnt to be good Germans, know their 
place, and distrust the radical social and political ideas of Europe’s largest social-
ist party, the SDP. Although Germany was the continent’s industrial behemoth, 
there appears to have been little interest in expanding the pool of well-educated 
workers. Germany’s system of mass education provided next to no access to the 
elite-dominated secondary schools (either the * Realschule  or the gymnasium). The 
disintegration of the Empire at the end of the First World War brought hardly any 
change to the existing educational system. The Weimar Republic that succeeded 
the Empire claimed to be progressive, but though it discussed and flirted with cre-
ating a more meritocratic and secular system of education it altered little. 

 Continuity was also the hallmark of French elementary education during the 
period, as Jean-François Chanet reveals in the following chapter (Chapter 5). 
France throughout the period was a republican and democratic state but one 
where a high proportion of the population still worked on the land, heavy indus-
try was limited, and many did not use French as their first language. Born out of 
defeat in war against Germany in 1871, the Republic was also beset by internal 
enemies in the early decades of its existence. Since France was already a country 
with a high level of school attendance and a well-established national system of 
education, so the republicans were determined to use the state’s schools to create 
a strong, culturally homogeneous and patriotic nation to weaken the influence 
of the Catholic Church and residual regionalism. Like the German imperial-
ists, the republican establishment showed little interest in using schooling to 
promote social mobility: the primary aim was turn ‘peasants into Frenchmen’, 
in a phrase made famous by Eugene Weber.  15   And, as Chanet reveals, the First 
World War proved no more of an educational turning point than in Germany. 
Despite France’s huge losses, the demand of groups such as Les Compagnons de 
l’université nouvelle that the system be overhauled largely fell on deaf ears. 

 The final chapter in the section (Chapter 6) in contrast, written by Ben Eklof, 
examines the history of elementary education in the one state where the First 
World War did lead to dramatic change to the system. Russia was the most pop-
ulous but one of least developed countries in Europe in 1870. The decades before 
the war not only brought rapid economic growth, but were accompanied by an 
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impressive state-led expansion in the provision of elementary education that 
aimed to pull the peasantry into the towns. The purpose was not to liberate 
the individual but furnish the state with industrial workers. The collapse of the 
Russian Empire brought to power a Bolshevik clique interested in reshaping all 
the country’s institutions along completely new ideological lines. The chapter 
shows, however, how difficult this was to achieve in the field of education. The 
Bolsheviks wanted to create an integrated system of education that would be a 
vehicle for real social mobility. But they were also influenced by radical ideas 
about pedagogy and lacked the resources to build the new educational Jerusalem 
with the result that the new system descended into chaos. It would be left to 
Stalin in the 1930s to establish an effective meritocratic system but one that was 
 pedagogically conservative.  16    

  Glossary 

  Folkschule:  name for the elementary school in Denmark 

  Froebel, Friedrich Wilhelm August : German educationalist and father of the 
kindergarten (1782–1852). Froebel believed that children were individuals with 
unique capacities and that the best way to learn was through play. 

  Genevan School : collective name for the founding fathers of experimental child 
psychology who worked at the Rousseau Institute, a private Genevan academy set 
up by Edouard Claparède in 1912. Their aim was turn  educational theory into a 
science. 

  Mutual methods of teaching:  refers to systems of classroom teaching inspired 
by the practice of Joseph Lancaster and Andrew Bell in early nineteenth-century 
England that allowed large numbers of children to be taught in a disciplined fash-
ion by a single teacher. Essentially each of the three R’s would be broken down 
into levels of difficulty: a boy or girl who had mastered a particular skill, such 
as the ability to read two-letter words would be given the task of imparting this 
knowledge by rote to others. 

  gymnasium : Danish and German academic secondary school. 

  Realschule : German secondary school which concentrated on modern and prac-
tical subjects. The name was adopted in other countries for schools providing a 
similar education.  
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     4 
 From the ‘ Zwergschule ’ (One-Room 
Schoolhouse) to the Comprehensive 
School:   German Elementary Schools 
in Imperial Germany and the Weimar 
Republic, 1870–1930   
    Gunilla   Budde    

   The teacher Albert Sixtus (1892–1960) with his picture book ‘Rabbit School’ 
fixed the cliché of a cheerful und well-ordered daily life in German  elementary 
schools.  1   Yet it was not only German children’s book authors and illustrators 
who eagerly helped to spread this cliché.  2   Around the middle of the nineteenth 
century, the Englishman Joseph Kay contributed to this image by planting his 
travel impressions in the minds of many of his fellow countrymen: ‘There were 
no rags, and no unseemly patched and darned clothes. The little girls were neat, 
their hair was dressed with a great deal of taste, and their frocks were clean and 
tastefully made. Their appearance would have led a stranger to imagine that they 
were the children of parents belonging to the middle classes of society.’  3   If one 
believes the proud reports in the German press, Kay must have been continually 
stumbling upon other Englishmen with an interest in education.  4   Those among 
them whose pedagogical gaze was less fixated upon aesthetic notions of order 
also saw, despite the relative progressiveness, the darker side of German elemen-
tary education. 

 I shall attempt, in five steps, to outline the basic features of the development 
of elementary school education from the Wilhelmine period to the Weimar 
Republic. First I will sketch the quantitative and qualitative expansion of elemen-
tary schools between 1870 and 1930. Second, I will turn to the question of when 
and how state-mandated compulsory education was pushed through. Third, I will 
discuss the extent to which this development was able to contribute to making the 
entrenched borders between the social classes more porous. Fourth, I will exam-
ine the influence of the church on elementary school education in Germany’s 
multi-confessional society. Fifth and finally, I shall turn to the internal life of 
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schools, to the teachers and pedagogical concepts, teaching materials and teach-
ing methods.  

  The expansion of the elementary school system 

 The expansion of the German elementary school system in the nineteenth cen-
tury did not by any means follow a straight path towards modernisation. If in 
the context of the *Humboldtian educational reforms, the basic outlines of a lib-
eralisation and differentiation were already recognisable at the beginning of the 
century, the restorationist tendencies after the failed Revolution of 1848 thwarted 
these ambitions. Elementary school teachers, in Prussia and across the German 
states, were regarded by those at the highest levels of authority as bearing a consid-
erable measure of co-responsibility for encouraging the revolutionary movement. 
Three regulations ‘on the establishment of Protestant *seminary, *preparatory 
and elementary school instruction’ were enacted on 1, 2 and 3 October 1854, 
which were supposed to put them in their place. According to these ‘Stiehlsche 
Regulations’ the level of training for elementary school teachers, as opposed to 
secondary school teachers, was determined by the scope of instruction in a sin-
gle-class, one-room schoolhouse in which all the children of a village from 6 to 
14 years were taught together. The essential task of the elementary school was, 
according to a principle in the regulations, to educate ‘youth in a Christian, patri-
otic spirit and in domestic virtue’. The provision of instruction above all in reli-
gion and the German language with a bit of basic mathematics and singing was 
regarded as sufficient to achieve this goal. 

 Regardless of such directives, processes of differentiation began to make them-
selves apparent as early as the 1860s. Above all in state elementary schools, the 
division of the primary school into four age-based classes or grades increasingly 
became the norm. When, after the foundation of the German Empire in 1871, 
Adalbert Falk, a Liberal, was put in charge of the Imperial Ministry for Spiritual, 
Educational and Medicinal Affairs, the 1854 regulations were replaced by the so-
called General Directives ( Allgemeine Bestimmungen ). Herein five different types of 
‘normal elementary school institutions’ were named  5  : (1) the single-class elemen-
tary school, which long continued to predominate above all in the rural areas; (2) 
half-day schools, which had been established in order to reduce the size of classes, 
so that the teacher could instruct one half in the mornings and the other half 
in the afternoons; (3) the two-class school with two teachers; (4) the three-class 
school with two teachers; and (5) the increasingly popular fully elaborated school 
with three or more classes, which, above all in the larger cities, soon became the 
rule. The normal lesson plan was considerably expanded. To the subjects which 
in the earlier regulations were named as primary subjects were added ‘Geometry’ 
and at the intermediate level ‘History’ and ‘Natural Science’. Beyond this there 
was ‘Gymnastics’ for the boys and ‘Handicrafts’ for the girls. On the other hand, 
the number of hours reserved for instruction in Religion was reduced to a total 
of four per week. 
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 Seen as a whole, however, the forces of change and resistance long balanced 
each other out. Above all the urban–rural divide remained. According to the fig-
ures recorded by Ernst Engel, Head of the Royal Office of Statistics, the number 
of pupils at state elementary schools in 1869 amounted to 806,922 in the cities 
and 2,131,757 in the countryside.  6   This also meant that 8.5 per cent of urban and 
0.6 per cent of rural pupils attended private rather than state elementary schools 
and/or preparatory schools.  7   Even ten years after the foundation of the Empire, 
the single-class, one-room schoolhouse still dominated in the countryside until, 
from the 1890s onward, even here the multiple-class elementary school gradually 
began to establish itself. In 1906, 11 per cent of all schoolchildren still attended 
schools with only one class, while no fewer than 30 per cent went to an elementary 
school with seven classes.  8   The situation in the individual classes also improved. 
In the last decade of the nineteenth century, the average classroom contained 
‘only’ 51 pupils, down from 72. Yet in 1911, a teacher at a rural school still had to 
teach between 120 and 200 children. The improvement in the  teacher–student 
ratio, which primarily took place in urban areas, was largely a consequence of the 
hiring of more and more teachers. Across Germany between 1871 and 1914 the 
number of teachers had doubled, reaching the figure of 187,500. Of these 40,000 
were, thanks to the women’s movement, now women.  9   Yet the pupil population 
was also steadily increasing. By the outbreak of the First World War, their number 
had risen to 10.6 million, marking an increase of 68 per cent. 

 In order to properly ‘school’ them, the construction of elementary schools 
boomed in the first three decades of the twentieth century. In 1911, there were 
still only 32,451, whereas by 1931 52,961 elementary schools were listed. The 
pronounced urban–rural divide was also diminishing. In 1914, 85 per cent of 
German schools were in rural areas; in 1931 this figure still stood at 76 per cent 
but by then they catered for only a minority of Germany’s children. In an effort 
to reduce class sizes, which were still large, the number of elementary school 
teachers continued to rise, reaching 195,946 by 1921. Among them, the percent-
age of women also grew from 22 to 25 per cent by 1933, when there were 48,300 
female elementary school teachers in Germany.  10   

 The structural developments of the Wilhelmine period functioned as a ‘con-
servative modernisation from above’,  11   which, while gradually advancing an 
improvement in primary education, nevertheless – through the coexistence of 
numerous and various private institutions, especially in  elementary education – 
helped to entrench a two-class society. In contrast, education policymakers after 
the November Revolution of 1918 attempted to institute a  Grundschule  (or pri-
mary school) that was mandatory for everyone, a demand that had previously 
been made repeatedly by the Social Democrats. Thus was it stated in Article 145, 
the article on schools of the 1919 Constitution of the Weimar Republic: ‘School 
attendance is compulsory. The implementation of such is served fundamentally 
by the elementary school comprising at least grades one to eight and of the sub-
sequent secondary school up to the age of eighteen. The instruction and teaching 
materials in the elementary and secondary schools are free of charge.’  12    
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  The long road to the enforcement of 
compulsory education 

 By the time of the establishment of the Weimar Republic, compulsory education 
had already broadly established itself in Germany. Yet the road to this point had 
been long and rocky. Up to the turn of the century, a precarious alliance of agri-
cultural landowners, industrialists, parents, clergy and certainly also a few teach-
ers succeeded periodically in circumventing or at least weakening compulsory 
education. The question, ‘How is one to prevent deliberate truancies, to render 
them – unavoidable as they are – as harmless as possible?’  13   was one that occupied 
contemporaries throughout the ‘long’ nineteenth century. 

 At the beginning of the nineteenth century, when there would have been 
approximately 2.2 million children of school age in Germany, only 60 per 
cent of them actually attended school.  14   This was the case despite the fact that 
there were already legal provisions such as the Prussian Legal Code ( Allgemeine 
Landrecht ) of 1794 that mandated school attendance for children between the 
ages of 5 and 14. Yet the series of exemption clauses simultaneously showed how 
half-heartedly the mandate on compulsory schooling was enforced. In Article 
45 of the Prussian Legal Code a dispensation was granted to those children ‘who 
due to domestic tasks’ or to ‘certain necessary labours’ could not regularly attend 
school at certain times of year.  15   Schooling not only suffered from long inter-
ruptions but also the length of a child’s school career was by no means uni-
form. This is evident from the wording of the provision, which states that school 
instruction should continue ‘until a child has, in the judgement of a clergyman, 
achieved the requisite level of knowledge of a reasonable person of his social 
standing’.  16   Such a formulation allowed for immeasurable leeway, opening the 
door to arbitrariness. 

 Critical contemporaries such as the statistician Ernst Engel were well aware of 
this difficulty. He noted worriedly that pupils were classified as ‘attending school’ 
who missed lessons for weeks or months at a time because they had been hired 
out as shepherd boys or, as with the Swabian children, who were offered to farm-
ers for a harvest season.  17   Even though over the course of the nineteenth century, 
the local authority figures, such as the clergyman or the squire, were increasingly 
divested of the power to decide on the compulsory education of members of the 
community, it is safe to assume that, particularly in rural areas, the schooling of 
many children was interrupted by frequent gaps or many a school career was bro-
ken off long before the mandatory eight years. 

 In industrial regions, as well, the need for cheap labour competed with  compulsory 
education. Once again, industrialisation and literacy – two  phenomena of mod-
ernisation – stood in each other’s way. Especially in regions with manufacturing 
trades like the textile industry, in which children were traditionally employed, it 
remained difficult into the 1860s to consistently enforce schooling. Even dras-
tic punishments proved an ineffective deterrent. In Krefeld, a centre of soap 
manufacturing in the Ruhr, the school department reported in 1885 that for a total 
of 7,922 elementary school pupils, 3,409 parents – or more than 40 per cent – were 



German Elementary Schools  99

summoned to discuss their children’s absence from school, and no fewer than 
2,662 received jail sentences.  18   

 Measures taken by the state to counteract this problem, such as the Child 
Protection Provisions ( Kinderschutzbestimmungen ) of 1839 and 1853, which 
initially applied only to those children who were employed in larger factor-
ies, could be circumvented by parents and employers by deploying the chil-
dren primarily as cheap labour in the still-widespread cottage industries or as 
‘beer boys’ in inns. It was only with the passage of the Worker Protection Law 
( Arbeiterschutzgesetz ) on 1 June 1891 that the ban on child labour was extended 
to ‘children under 13 years’ and to ‘enterprises that cannot be characterised as 
factories with ten and more workers’. For many teachers, who were the fore-
most campaigners for regular school attendance, this was not broad enough. 
They were aware of the many loopholes that such a provision left open. Yet not 
only pedagogical responsibility but also material interests drove the elementary 
school teachers to the barricades. After all, their salaries depended on the num-
ber of their pupils. Under pressure from the German Teachers’ Association, child 
protection was extended in 1903 to cover even smaller enterprises. The ban on 
child labour still did not apply to agricultural work; this end was achieved only 
in the 1970s. 

 In any event, many school departments made only half-hearted use of the legal 
possibility to mandate school attendance. A network of dependencies often had 
an obstructive influence. Theodor von der Goltz, an agronomist at the University 
of Königsberg, brought this precarious constellation of forces to a point in his 
famous 1874 disquisition ‘The question of rural workers and its solution’ when 
he wrote: ‘The large as well as the small agricultural enterprises employ to a great 
extent school-aged children and youths during the mandated school period as 
wageworkers’. This led to the situation ‘that a large number of school-aged chil-
dren receive virtually no schooling in summer’ while in the winter long and 
difficult journeys to school as well as adverse weather conditions prevented them 
from going to school. Frequently ‘dependent on the local landowner for their 
already  meagre material existence’, teachers only seldom dared to draw his atten-
tion to his illegal exploitation of child labour. ‘Many a teacher’, Goltz continued, 
‘has been forced to pay a high price for his professional zeal when he was so bold 
as to criticise the squire or his inspector for keeping children from their lessons’. 
The situation was complicated still further by the fact that the mothers of the 
schoolchildren often had to work for the local landowner as well, with the conse-
quence that older siblings had to stay home and look after their younger brothers 
and sisters during the school day.  19   

 The few childhood memories that have been survived support his view. Wenzel 
Holek, who was born the son of an agricultural worker in 1864, looked back on a 
very patchy school career:

  Once again autumn passed without my having gone to school. [ ... ] Again I had 
to stay home and look after my siblings. Later, when my brother was able to 
perform my job, I had to join my parents in the field and take part in the work. 
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Once again, there was no talk of my going to school. Only in winter were there 
a few days when Mother did not have to go and thresh grain and I did not have 
to fetch firewood or charcoal. Then I could get to see the inside of the school 
again. It continued on like this until my twelfth year. After that there was no 
mention of school anymore.  20     

 Child labour in the countryside remained into the twentieth century the deci-
sive structural problem, and one which in many areas stood in the way of the 
enforcement of regular school attendance for the children of the lower classes but 
also in part those of wealthier farmers. A census carried out in 1904 found that 
1,769,803 children were employed in agricultural work, of whom more than 1 
million were under the age of 12. 

 There was little protest against this, as Wenzel Holek recalled. Initially, his still 
young and clearly idealistic teacher did not want to tolerate the boy’s absence 
from school and ‘complained and threatened to report [the boy’s parents] to the 
authorities’. However, he ‘gradually adapted to the conditions in the areas and 
 quietened down’.  21   In part, this change of heart was influenced by the regular pay-
ments in kind, which financially strapped elementary teachers gladly accepted. 
Not infrequently they turned a blind eye when a child, instead of learning arith-
metic, spent a summer on a farmer’s land, herding goats. Even if Holek’s teacher 
had not succumbed to fatalism and had reported the parents to the authorities, 
his efforts would probably have come to nothing. At most, one level up the chain 
of command his complaint would have fallen on deaf ears, for, as Holek reports, 
the local school council ‘which was all too aware of the material destitution of the 
local poor ... never passed complaints on to the school authorities, with the result 
that the  real state of affairs  never became known.’  22   

 As this surely not uncommon example makes clear, the hierarchically organised 
chain of administration could no longer function if one link slipped out of place, 
thereby driving the already high number of unreported cases of school absentee-
ism even higher. At the top-most level, which complaints rarely reached, stood 
the Department of Religious and Educational Affairs of the respective communal 
government. The leading positions were usually filled by jurists with no relevant 
experience in the field of education. Under them stood the school councils, on 
which sat pedagogically well-versed experts, who frequently had a number of 
years of teaching experience under their belts. At the bottom of the administra-
tive ladder stood the county and local school inspectors, both of which positions 
in the nineteenth century were largely held by clergymen. This differentiated 
bureaucracy, which the Imperial German civil service looked upon with such 
pride often functioned paradoxically as a modernising instrument with an anti-
modernising effect. 

 Frequently it was also the same people who on the one hand advocated unbri-
dled progress and on the other signed petitions that were directed against the 
‘too extensive schooling’ of the children of the lower classes. The arguments 
that were appealed to were manifold. Some moralised by referring to the 
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pedagogically beneficial effect of habituation to regular work; above all factory 
owners pressed the case for pragmatically weighing the question of whether the 
necessary closure of their enterprises, should they be compelled to forego their 
small and cheap labour force, would not be more detrimental to the solution of 
the pressing ‘social question’ than a few missed lessons on the part of proletar-
ian children. Although in industrial areas or on landed estates they confronted 
one another as ‘class enemies’, on this question business owners, landowners and 
parents frequently sang from the same hymn sheet. Adult members of the lower 
classes had themselves not experienced school attendance as a vehicle for poten-
tial social mobility but rather as an impediment to earning money. In contrast to 
the preparatory schools that the children of the middle class attended, elemen-
tary schools and the knowledge they dispensed were not perceived as a spring-
board to higher education but rather as a one-way street to the usual misery. For: 
‘The elementary school leaving-certificate entitled one to nothing’.  23   Parents’ 
attitudes towards mandatory schooling were correspondingly indifferent, scep-
tical and sometimes even hostile. Thus the mother of Adelheid Popp, a weaver’s 
daughter born in 1869, who herself had been sent ‘into service’ at the age of 6 
without ever having attended school, was an ‘enemy of the ‘new-fangled laws’, 
as she called compulsory education.  24   In the mid-1860s she managed, by means 
of numerous ‘petitions’, to get her sons excused from school at age 10 and set 
them to work on the looms. Yet when her daughter, also called Adelheid, reached 
school age in the 1870s, this was no longer so easy. ‘Now’, the daughter recalled, 
‘the school administration reported the case to the authorities and mother was 
sentenced to twelve hours in jail’. However, afraid of risking her new job, she 
did not appear to serve her sentence: ‘At six in the morning on Easter Sunday, 
two gendarmes came and took her away. Afterwards she was humbled before the 
head teacher, who admonished her to send me to school, as I was very gifted’.  25   
Precisely on this point the mother had her doubts, and she moved with her 
daughter to next-largest city, where, at city hall, she did not register her 10-year-
old daughter as a ‘child’ and thereby managed to slip out of the crosshairs of the 
local school authorities.  26   

 Even if according to the statistics kept in Imperial Germany compulsory 
schooling was in force and was largely complied with, there continued to exist 
a  multitude of possibilities for evading it. As long as parents did not see their 
child’s attendance at elementary school as an opportunity to improve their posi-
tion in society, they contributed greatly to spoiling the education of their sons 
and daughters, even those who were eager to learn. In their eyes, the elementary 
school was not only an inconvenient tool designed by the authorities to fur-
ther their own interests and enforce social discipline; it also infringed on their 
rights as parents and failed to open up options for the future. Deliberate limits 
placed on education stood in the way of educational aspirations. This mutually 
reinforcing constellation of factors prevented the elementary school from being 
seen as a place not merely of compulsory but also of voluntary learning until the 
 beginning of the twentieth century.  27    
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  The elementary school as a ‘social one-way street’? 

 When travelling through Germany, Joseph Kay was well aware that the ‘orderly, 
clean, and respectable-looking children’ that he saw on their way to school only 
appeared to belong to the ‘middle classes of society’. In reality – and this struck 
him above all, because he contrasted them in his mind with the bedraggled look-
ing working-class children in England – they were ‘sons and daughters of the 
poorest artisans and labourers’.  28   Yet this superficial resemblance of the classes 
was misleading. For one thing, Kay was looking at a Swabian village and not an 
industrialised metropolis such as Berlin or the Rhineland, in which the differ-
ences would have been more conspicuous. Carl Zuckmaier, who was born the son 
of a factory owner in 1896 and grew up in the city of Mainz, could well recall the 
different clothing of the schoolchildren there. With a kind of envy he looked at 
the sons of workers and tradesmen, who ‘ran around in worn out garments, some 
with patches on the sleeves and trouser legs. [ ... ] I would have felt much more 
comfortable and been able to move much more freely in them than in the pressed 
sailor-suit that I wore’.  29   

 The worker’s and tradesmen’s children must have viewed things differently. In 
contrast to the factory-owner’s son, they were not free to choose to continue their 
education after completing elementary school. In Imperial Germany, the elemen-
tary school remained a dead end, thwarting any possibility of social mobility. As 
long as the strict division between the proletarian * Volksschule  and the bourgeois 
* Vorschule  existed, the borders between the social classes were strictly drawn. Only 
the preparatory school, which frequently was already linked to a * Gymnasium , set 
the course for secondary school. ‘In the harsh reality of today’s school system’, 
remarked the Social Democrat Heinrich Schulz pointedly in 1911, ‘it is not the 
desire or aptitude of the individual child that determines what school he will 
attend but rather a factor that it is indifferent to both his physical and mental 
abilities: his father’s money!’  30   And his fellow Social Democrat Otto Rühle stated 
tersely: ‘We don’t have a  Volksschule ; what goes by that name is nothing other 
than a school for the poor and the poorest of our people’.  31   

 For bourgeois parents, who in any event only hesitantly placed their trust in 
public education because the ‘levelling principle of school’, as one Berlin mer-
chant’s wife put it in her diary in 1886, denied their children individual encour-
agement, this division was very convenient.  32   Only in rare cases – often when 
the father was a pastor and had supervisory authority over the local elementary 
school – were the sons and daughters of the middle class sent to one. Gertrud 
Bäumer, who was born in 1873, was among this group, and as a child was sur-
prised by the furore that her father’s decision sparked among the local digni-
taries.  33   Her little proletarian friend, the daughter of a cobbler, was well aware 
that this inter-class friendship would be brief: ‘Soon Gertrud will go to the girls’ 
school and she won’t look at me anymore’.  34   

 In fact, we know from a multitude of ego documents that children – whether 
consciously or unconsciously – developed a feeling for different class positions 
very early in life. This is attested to not least by the small-scale class warfare 
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that regularly broke out between elementary school and Gymnasium students. 
According to Eduard von Hippel, a professor’s son born in 1895, such street 
battles had to ‘take place from time to time according to an unwritten code of 
honour’.  35   ‘Since time immemorial’, confirmed Franz Rehbein, the son of an agri-
cultural labourer, ‘a terrible feud had been going on between elementary school 
and Gymnasium pupils which not infrequently degenerated into open warfare. 
On the street veritable battles took place between the two sides, in which rulers 
and snowballs but also dangerous objects were used as weapons of battle’.  36   

 What further divided working-class and middle-class children was the fun-
damentally different attitude that their respective parents held towards school 
attendance. For bourgeois parents, the primary-school years were but the first 
step in a long educational career, and expectations in terms of achievement were 
high already. Working-class parents, on the other hand, while they generally had 
been raised to respect the teacher as an embodiment of the state, had less regard 
for the knowledge that the school was supposed to dispense. The ‘school system 
with its internal barriers, demands and selection mechanisms’ only represented 
‘a practicable channel for mobility for those who, through their socialisation 
and experience prior to school, i.e. above all in their families, had been properly 
prepared’.  37   

 While during the Imperial period the system of secondary education continued 
to expand and become more differentiated, primary education tended to stag-
nate. The task of the elementary school was to convey to the lower classes in the 
cities and the countryside a modicum of basic knowledge as well as qualities such 
as punctuality, hard work and submissiveness, which were regarded as conducive 
to their smooth integration into Wilhelmine society. Even if the percentage of 
pupils being taught in one-room schoolhouses decreased from the 1880s, this did 
not mean that the channels for social advancement through education were now 
open. Of high-school graduates in Berlin between 1907 and 1911, 62.2 per cent 
still hailed from the educational or economic bourgeoisie, 31.8 per cent from the 
families of self-employed tradesmen and merchants, and 5.3 per cent from the 
aristocracy. Only 0.7 per cent were the sons of employed tradesmen and work-
ers  38   – there were no daughters among them. 

 In the Imperial period, the elementary school did not succeed in uniting a 
highly heterogeneous population. On the contrary, the lines between the classes 
would appear to have deepened. It was only after the end of the First World War 
and of the monarchy that there was for the first time a real opportunity to create 
a primary school that would truly be for everyone.  39   The responsibility for realis-
ing this fell to the educational policy experts of the ‘Weimar Coalition’, which 
had formed after the elections of 1919 and was composed of representatives of the 
Social Democratic Party (SPD), the left-liberal German Democratic Party (DDP) 
and the Catholic Zentrum. Above all the former saw the integration of the var-
ious segments of the population as a task whose urgency had only been made 
more acute as a result of the war and the Revolution. As people whose connection 
to education was not just political but also for the most part professional, they 
declared education to be the key to the solution of the ‘social question’.  40   
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 The desire to weaken if not to break down the walls between the social clas-
ses was the driving force behind the ‘school’ article of the Weimar Constitution. 
Alongside Article 145, which established a free and ‘fundamental’ universal 
compulsory eight-year education at an elementary school, above all Article 146 
was supposed to put an end to its dead-end character: ‘The public school sys-
tem should be organised organically. Intermediate and secondary education are 
built upon the foundation of an elementary school designed for everyone’. Now 
the elementary school, too, was supposed to become a door that could lead to 
higher educational institutions, as was expressly emphasised: ‘For this structure, 
the diversity of life-long vocations is decisive, just as the talents and proclivities 
of a child – not the economic and social position or religion of his parents – are 
decisive for his acceptance into a particular school.’  41   

 At least on paper, the private schools previously frequented by the bourgeoi-
sie were simultaneously supposed to become a thing of the past, as the text of 
Article 147 tersely states: ‘Private preparatory schools are to be abolished’.  42   This 
statement amounts to a declaration of war by the educational policy makers of 
the Weimar Republic on the type of school reform that the socialist, Wilhelm 
Liebknecht, had denounced in his famous 1888 speech ‘Knowledge is Power – 
Power is Knowledge’; a type of reform that deprived ‘the people of the possibility 
of education’.  43   Hereby the course was set for a loosening up of the dual-track 
school system and a relaxation of class barriers. Yet the preparatory schools 
together with their proponents would prove more intractable than had been 
hoped. Far from being closed down overnight, they continued to exist for years 
and in no small numbers due to a generous period of grace that lasted until 1930. 
Nevertheless, despite protests staged by middle-class parents and Gymnasium 
teachers, the ‘Law relating to primary schools and the phasing-out of preparatory 
schools’ was passed on 28 April 1930. In the meantime, the chorus of democrat-
ically minded educational experts had grown loud enough to make themselves 
heard at the enormous Imperial School Conference in Berlin in 1920, which, 
with 722 participants attending, was a conference of superlatives. Here incredibly 
modern-seeming and controversial subjects were discussed. For at least a few par-
ticipants, the aim was to achieve a more just distribution of educational opportu-
nities as well as the democratisation of schools and individualisation of teaching. 
Yet even if in Berlin a few proponents of progressive teaching methods got to have 
their say, the mood was clearly infused with tensions. The unmistakable impres-
sion that emerges from the sometimes heated discussions (they are documented 
in a transcript volume extending to nearly a thousand pages) is that elementary 
and Gymnasium teachers collided with one another as if they inhabited differ-
ent worlds. Taken aback, the Liberal Interior Minister Erich Koch-Weser remarked 
upon the ‘dreadful intellectual arrogance of the secondary school teachers’.  44   

 Across the board, the liberalising tendencies in elementary school education 
had by no means prevailed, and certainly not in people’s heads. Shortly after the 
revolutionary euphoria had begun to wane in the early 1920s, the brakes began 
to be applied to the noble idea of the comprehensive school. After the parlia-
mentary elections of late 1924, the Interior Ministry, which was responsible 
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for schooling, fell to a member of the conservative German National People’s 
Party, and he seized the opportunity to revise the law. With the ‘Small Primary 
School Law’, which was enacted in April 1925, ‘especially quick-witted school-
children’ could henceforth be excused from elementary school after three years. 
Furthermore, many pupils continued to attend private preparatory schools. 
When, in February 1927 the abolition of private schools was finally tied by 
the Weimar Republic to the legal settlement of the question of compensation 
(and the requirement for the state to build new schools to replace them), this 
effectively guaranteed their continued existence.  45   How strongly the prepara-
tory school continued to be used is also reflected in the statistics: in 1921, 47 per 
cent of Prussian  Sextaner  (or first-year Gymnasium students) might now have 
come from an elementary school, but 42 per cent had previously attended a pri-
vate preparatory school.  46   Among the female students who attended one of the 
mushrooming number of * lycées , the percentage of former preparatory school 
students was much higher, namely 67 per cent, while only 25 per cent had come 
from a state elementary school.  47    

  State–church–school: a precarious co-existence 

 If it was difficult to attempt to dissolve class barriers by means of a primary school 
that was mandatory for everyone, the effort to break down religious barriers in 
multi-confessional Germany would prove an even greater challenge. When the 
German Empire was founded in 1871, some 30 million Germans were members of 
the Protestant Church, around 16 million were Catholics, 560,000 were Jews and 
another 30,000 were followers of others religions. The * Kulturkampf  spearheaded 
by Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, the aim of which was to reduce the influence 
of the Catholic Church in all areas of culture, ultimately had the opposite effect, 
actually leading to a re-confessionalisation. For all of the emphasis that was placed 
on secularisation in Imperial Germany, it remained surprisingly important what 
confession one belonged to. Parents therefore placed correspondingly great value 
on sending their children to a school of their confession. 

 Precisely in the area of elementary school education the church was, alongside 
the commune, the second social force with which the state had to engage when 
it came to setting school policy. Already during the Revolution of 1848, the abo-
lition of clerical supervision of schools was among the core demands. During the 
Kulturkampf in the 1870s, the issue was once again on the agenda, if the tenor of 
the debate had changed. This time the discussion was guided not by the liberal 
notion of a clear separation between church and state but rather by the desire, 
now that a German state had been outwardly founded, to achieve its ‘inner foun-
dation’, a ‘cultural homogenisation’,  48   under which all the forces of division were 
supposed to be rounded up and domesticated. Above all the Catholic Church, 
its claims to universality having just been reinvigorated by the Zentrum Party, 
appeared to thwart this process. If the school was seen as a key instrument of 
national integration, then the Catholic Church’s overarching claims in the field 
of education harboured a great potential for conflict.  49   
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 With respect to the school system, the Kulturkampf in Prussia began by clos-
ing down the Catholic Department at the Ministry of Culture and replacing 
the church-friendly minister of education and cultural affairs, von Müller, with 
Adalbert Falk on 22 January 1872. Among the latter’s first orders of business was 
to enact the ‘Law on the Supervision of Schools’, which stated that the supervision 
of all public educational institutions fell exclusively on the state. Previously cler-
gymen had occupied a special position, particularly vis-à-vis elementary school 
teachers, whose direct superiors they more or less were, wielding a great deal 
of influence not only on what was taught but also over the daily lives of teach-
ers. At the same time, the Prussian Ministry of Education and Cultural Affairs 
demanded the foundation of  Simultanschulen , or confessionally mixed schools, in 
which the pupils would be divided into separate confessional groups only during 
Religion class. 

 The clergy thereby lost a considerable amount of power, and they reacted with 
a corresponding degree of indignation, issuing notes of protest and circulating 
mass petitions. At least initially they enjoyed some successes. They were aided 
in their endeavour by the fact that the speed and rigour with which the law was 
enforced evidently depended on local conditions. In ultra-Catholic Münster (cap-
ital of the Prussian province of Westphalia), for example, where the majority of 
the population welcomed the close symbiosis between schools and the church, 
the signs all pointed to de-escalation. The supervision of individual schools 
remained largely unaffected; only in particular cases were clergymen stripped 
of their supervisory function.  50   Only around three years later did a wave of fir-
ings take place. In the entire administrative district of Münster, 142 priests were 
discharged from the various school boards in 1875.  51   And Westphalia was not the 
only place where things began to heat up: on orders from the state, the locks on 
many schools were changed so that clergymen could no longer enter them with 
their old keys in order to dispense unscheduled religious instruction. Policemen 
stood guard at the entrances to elementary schools, and in some cases charges 
were brought against individual clergymen.  52   

 Yet when, from the 1890s onwards, the state and the church found themselves 
confronted by a common enemy in the form of parties of the left espousing social 
democracy, the two drew closer together again. In the countryside, the powerful 
influence of the church had not waned and had remained relatively unscathed 
by the Kulturkampf. Together with farmers, many clergymen continued to assist 
parents in circumventing federal laws on compulsory school attendance and to 
influence both lesson plans and the hiring and firing of teachers. In the School 
Compromise of 1904, it was once again emphasised that the supervision of schools 
was a secular task. At the same time, however, religious schools were recognised 
as mainstream schools, whereas the previously supported Simultanschulen were 
once again marginalised. Before the First World War, 95 per cent of all Catholic and 
90 per cent of Protestant children in Imperial Germany attended religious schools. 

 Even when the political cards were reshuffled after the First World War, the 
question of the interrelationships between the state, schools and the church 
remained central in debates about educational policy in the early years of the 
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Weimar Republic. As the Social Democrats had never made any bones about the 
fact that in their eyes the church had no business in the running of schools, 
after the socialist parties took power in November 1918, far-reaching changes in 
educational policy were only to be expected. Here Prussia once again played a 
pioneering role. On 12 November 1918, the majority socialist Konrad Haenisch 
and the independent socialist Adolph Hoffmann together took over the Ministry 
of Education and Cultural Affairs. The second decree they issued was entitled 
‘Suspension of compulsory religious instruction in schools’ and it included a series 
of corresponding provisions. According to these, no teacher could be obliged to 
give instruction in Religion nor to perform any other church-related activity; no 
pupil could be compelled to attend Religion classes; the prayer previously recited 
at the beginning of the school day was to be omitted; religious holidays need 
not be observed; Religion was no longer to be an examination subject; and it was 
forbidden to assign homework for Religion class.  53   The vehemence of the crit-
icism that this edict provoked showed how deeply entrenched the church still 
was among many segments of the German population. The preservation of the 
‘Christian school’ was now subject to negotiation, and the task at hand was to 
defend it. 

 And indeed there was some backpedalling on the issue. What remained in the 
1919 Constitution was the ‘Weimar Compromise’. This stipulated that: (1) the 
Simultanschule would be recognised as a mainstream school and parents would 
decide over the question of religious instruction; (2) ‘At the desire of parents’, 
religious schools would continue to exist, and the details pertaining to their orga-
nisation would be clarified in a federal law. However, as this constitutional obli-
gation was disregarded by the Catholic Centre Party, which until 1933 resolutely 
torpedoed any legislation on the subject, this article ‘effectively functioned as a 
restrictive clause against the Simultanschule’.  54   Consequently, the confessional 
bifurcation of education remained largely unchanged in the Weimar Republic; 
merely the supervision of schools was placed in secular hands. As in previous 
decades, Protestant children largely continued to attend Protestant schools and 
Catholic children the Catholic schools. Each confessional community therefore 
retained its own schools.  

  The inner life of the elementary schools: teachers, 
curricula, methods and pedagogical concepts in flux 

 ‘On the headmaster’s birthday, the desk and the blackboard were festooned with 
garlands. Diederich even decorated the cane’.  55   It was not only in novels like 
Heinrich Mann’s  Der Untertan  (The Loyal Subject) that Wilhelmine school life 
was painted in the darkest of colours. ‘Those who know Germany only from liter-
ature’, wrote the pedagogue Friedrich Paulsen in 1912, must ‘conclude that in no 
period in history have youths ever been treated so mercilessly’.  56   Cane-wielding 
teachers also dominated contemporary autobiographies – across class lines. The 
teachers in working-class memoirs in particular, most of them elementary school 
teachers, were seldom depicted as positive figures. 
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 The professional training of elementary school teachers had neverthe-
less improved markedly in Imperial Germany. Only a few decades previously, 
‘schoolmasters’ had frequently been artisans or former soldiers without educa-
tional training who ‘held school’ on the side. Elementary-school teaching as a 
separate profession began to emerge in the period preceding the Revolution of 
1848, and some members of the lower middle classes sought to use it as a social 
springboard. With the abolition of the old Prussian Stiehlsche Regulations, 
teacher training in the new German state became both more regimented and 
more nuanced. Future elementary school teachers usually studied for three 
years at a preparatory institute, followed by three years at a teacher training 
college. While there were 64 in 1871, by 1914 their number had risen to 204, 
16 of them special training colleges for female teachers. The latter were, as Otto 
Rühle complained, ‘located with preference in small, remote towns ... The idea 
is to retard the intellectual development of future educators of youth as much 
as possible by making them spend years in backwaters far from culture and 
touched little or not at all by the current of life’.  57   This form of teacher training, 
surely described here in somewhat exaggerated terms, ended only in 1926 with 
the establishment of pedagogical academies. Elementary school teachers’ desire 
for a university education, driven by the hope of equal status with secondary 
school teachers, was not yet fulfilled, at least on the level of training. 

 It did occur on another plane, however. Three decades previously the teachers 
had succeeded in winning a major victory in their constant struggle for better 
training and social recognition. In 1896, the secondary school teachers’ right to 
‘one-year voluntary service’ was also conceded to graduates of the teacher train-
ing colleges. This meant that the usual two- or three-year term of military service 
demanded of German males was reduced to a single year. Afterwards, the men 
gained the right to bear the title of ‘officer in the reserve’. The fact that up to 1913 
nearly half of all male elementary school teachers availed themselves of this quite 
costly option shows how prestigious it was. This may well be the origin of the 
infamous drill-sergeant style of the Wilhelmine school. Thus according to a ped-
agogical lexicon, ‘When the teacher enters the pupils are to stand up sharply all 
at once, like a battalion riding in a military parade. [ ... ] At the break pupils must 
exit the classroom like soldiers in an orderly goose step. [ ... ] The boys’ heads and 
shoulders are to be held erect in class in a military stance, so that the eye of the 
school commander sees no deviation wherever he looks’.  58   

 Even the increasing presence of female teachers in the schools does not appear 
to have alleviated the harsh barracks tone. Beginning in the 1860s, more and 
more unmarried daughters, particularly from the lower middle classes, opted for 
the teaching profession. Unlike most other professions, it was deemed socially 
acceptable because in keeping with women’s allegedly ‘natural’ talent for chil-
drearing. By the outbreak of the First World War, one-fifth of all elementary 
school teachers were women.  59   This was the case despite the fact that women 
teachers generally earned 20–25 per cent less than their male colleagues and were 
subject to the degrading ban on marriage, which was still largely in place even in 
the 1920s.  60   
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 In the eyes of many women, the constant improvements in employment condi-
tions may have outweighed such inequities. In 1897, the Public Employees’ Salary 
Act introduced a uniform yearly base salary of 900 marks for the first time, which 
was supplemented by housing allowances and age-dependent payments of 130–
240 marks. This brought elementary school teachers a good deal closer to their 
long-held aspiration to the status of lower and middle civil servants. Despite these 
improvements, however, even at the turn of the century, there was still a huge gap 
between urban and rural teachers. Thus around 1,900 elementary school teachers 
still had to perform the lowly duties of a church sexton and accept some of their 
payment in kind. Social control by the local clergy also remained strict, and they 
were denied the right to stand for election to public office. 

 Convinced of their important role in society and inspired by a strong desire for 
social mobility, elementary school teachers were nevertheless soon self-confident 
enough to organise politically to assert their interests. Even before the Revolution 
of 1848, elementary school teachers began to organise, but after 1850, political 
repression and bureaucratic coercive action brought much of this organising to 
a standstill. Nevertheless, the teachers’ associations had revived by around 1860. 
The General German Teachers’ Conferences, which for fear of repressive measures 
were poorly attended in the period of reaction, attracting only about 270 teach-
ers, became major events again after 1862 with thousands of participants. The 
German Teachers’ Association (DLV) was founded in 1870. 

 This said, the improvement of teachers’ status proceeded at a snail’s pace. In 
Imperial Germany and into the Weimar Republic, being an elementary school 
teacher was certainly not a dream profession. In light of the class sizes mentioned 
before, young teachers, many of them inadequately trained, frequently found 
themselves in overcrowded classrooms full of hungry children exhausted by 
labour and long walks to school. Unjust punishments and mindless rote learning 
are topics that recur in memoirs of school life.  61   There were exceptions, of course: 
teachers who recognised and sought to encourage their pupils’ talents, who knew 
how to make lessons interesting and absorbing or, since they often came from the 
lower classes themselves, embodied the possibilities of social mobility: ‘I would 
have liked to become a teacher’, recalled Adelheid Popp, ‘my model was my teacher, 
a beautiful, refined young lady whose tasteful clothing I always admired’.  62   

 There were at least two reasons for the state’s growing interest in teachers 
and the elementary schools during the Wilhelmine period: on the one hand, a 
recognition of the formative role of the elementary school, and on the other, a 
desire to gain greater control over it for that very reason. The aspiration to guide 
every last aspect of school life particularly dominated the ‘School Oversight Act’ 
of 15 October 1872. This law prescribed the classroom furnishings as well as the 
‘indispensable means of instruction’ in precise detail. The classroom should 
be large enough to ensure ‘that there was at least 0.6 square metres of space 
for each pupil’. The room should also be ‘bright and airy’ with good ventila-
tion, provide ‘protection against the elements’ and be ‘equipped with adequate 
window curtains’. All children should be able to sit and work ‘without detri-
ment to their health’.  63   In addition to sufficient benches, the classrooms should 
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be equipped with a blackboard and stand, a chalkboard on the wall, a lectern 
or ‘teacher’s desk with a lock’ and a cupboard for storing books, notebooks, 
chalk and sponges. The fact that by the 1870s the geographical radius of instruc-
tion extended beyond the pupils’ immediate surroundings, and was intended 
to awaken a ‘global’ awareness made further accessories necessary. Thus, apart 
from a copy of the mandated textbook, a globe, a wall map ‘of the home prov-
ince’, a wall map of Germany, a wall map of Palestine and several pictures for 
teaching Political Geography were included among the classroom necessities. 
Joseph Kay had already noted with approval the ‘remarkable taste for music’ 
in German elementary schools, in which every musical child received especial 
encouragement from an early age.  64   Minister Falk was convinced that every ele-
mentary school classroom should have a violin. 

 The sources do not reveal how often it was used and what pieces were played. The 
stipulations regarding the contents of instruction were left vague, giving teach-
ers substantial scope. Apart from teaching basic skills such as reading, writing 
and arithmetic, the elementary schools were primarily concerned with training 
pupils in obedience, humility, self-sacrifice and modesty. The fact, for instance, 
that teaching materials for the fairy tale ‘Mother Hulda’ following the five-step 
*Herbartian model – preparation, presentation, association, summary, applica-
tion – end with the question, ‘If one of the girls becomes a housemaid, why is the 
story so appropriate?’  65   demonstrates that pupils were to be trained to be satisfied 
with their own social position. This applied to girls and boys equally. Apart from 
the separation for girls’ handicraft lessons and boys’ gymnastics, gender-specific 
differences in the curriculum were rather minor. German elementary schools 
were generally coeducational, more out of necessity than principle. Beginning 
at the turn of the century a few separate boys’ and girls’ schools arose, but only 
in the larger cities. Boys and girls alike, it was repeatedly emphasised, should 
also be taught to love ‘the traditional ruling dynasty’.  66   School memoirs confirm 
that many teachers did their best in this regard. This was only to be expected in 
that at the end of the nineteenth century many of them profited from a gradual 
nationalisation of the school system, which was intended to improve elementary 
education both qualitatively and quantitatively in the long term. The fact that 
state intervention led to a more uniform and significantly improved system of 
pay would have been a positive experience for many teachers, and perhaps also 
one that commanded loyalty.  67   

 Emperor William II’s cabinet order of 1 May 1889 stipulating that the schools 
‘in their various gradations’ were to be used ‘to counteract the spread of social-
ist and communist ideas’ accordingly met with little criticism.  68   According to 
the recollections of the worker’s son Moritz Bromme, the implementation of 
this notion in a German elementary school might have looked as follows: as the 
teacher informed a class of 11-year-olds, ‘There is now a sort of person, they call 
themselves Social Democrats, who aim to destroy marriage and family life, abol-
ish the state and the kings and all private property’.  69   As a 12-year-old, August 
Winnig had a teacher who ‘spoke ill of the Social Democrats’. ‘He portrayed them 
as rebellious, disrespectful people who wanted to destroy all authorities and level 



German Elementary Schools  111

high and low. This was quite wrong, for just as there are roses and nettles in 
Nature, so among people there are lazy and hardworking and rich and poor.’ 
Clearly, though, these ‘lessons’ had little effect on the pupils. Some of them were 
plainly pleased at the Social Democrats’ electoral victory and waved a newspaper 
special edition announcing it around in the classroom. Angered, the teacher now 
threatened to change his tune and began the next day’s lesson with canings.  70   
That this style of pedagogy was not effective in stamping out social democracy is 
demonstrated by studies of the electoral behaviour of former elementary school 
students. According to this research, a politically and religiously conservative 
education aimed at raising loyal subjects tended to produce oppositional vot-
ing patterns.  71   The fact that the Social Democrats and left-wing Liberals nearly 
attained a majority in 1912 after 40 years of Wilhelmine elementary education 
illustrates the limits of the schools’ influence.  72   

 Whether this stance gave way to universal patriotism during the war and the 
imperially mandated social truce has not been studied thus far. At any rate, most 
schools participated in the organisation of lavish victory celebrations and the 
re-enactment of battles in the classroom. Soon after the war ended, however, 
people changed their tune. In the Preamble to the so-called November Decree 
of 27 November 1918, Konrad Haenisch demanded that in future, instruction 
and the ‘authority of the teacher’ should no longer be misused to exert political 
influence. ‘We steadfastly insist ... that the schools never again become sites for 
inciting national hatred and glorifying war’.  73   These were lofty ideals, which were 
doubtless contradicted by quite a few teachers returned from the war who now 
spread the so-called stab-in-the-back legend. And doubtless many teachers will 
have dictated the letters of protest from pupils against the decree promulgated in 
September 1919. This decree stipulated that ‘pictures of the former emperor and 
his families’ were to be left out of the new textbooks, ‘since their sole purpose was 
to glorify the dynasty and cultivate the previous notion of the state’.  74   

 The forces supporting the status quo, as we have seen with regard to the influ-
ence of the church, may frequently have stood in the way of reform attempts 
in everyday school life. Nevertheless, the enthusiasm for pedagogical change 
will have begun to penetrate everyday instruction, if only gradually. Thus in 
the 1920s, influenced by the ideas of reform pedagogy, the new subjects of civ-
ics and  Arbeitsunterrich t, practical studies in crafts and home economics, were 
introduced. In quite a few classrooms the rigid rows gave way to group tables or 
benches arranged in a semi-circle. After 1900 and increasingly in the 1920s this 
reform pedagogy, which was strongly influenced by the youth movement, began 
to disseminate a new idea of childhood and childrearing. The name of one con-
temporary best-seller, ‘I must walk through the country of the child’s psyche’ 
became the motto of a pedagogy ‘proceeding from the child’. In the multiplicity 
of pedagogical writings that flooded the market youth was glorified as the epit-
ome of all things original, natural and pure, as yet untouched by the ‘corruption’ 
of civilisation. 

 Great emphasis was now placed on the pupils’ self-motivation, and ‘holistic’ and 
‘child-centred’ completed the trio of concepts that runs through the pedagogical 
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literature. Children should learn to understand the world by observing natural 
and life processes on educational walks. The schools should nourish an emotional 
attachment to their native land in close connection with children’s own ‘life cir-
cles’. Tellingly, in Albert Sixtus’  Rabbit School , ‘gardening’ is the young rabbits’ 
favourite subject. Apart from nature study, the children’s creative impulses were 
also to be encouraged, and high hopes were placed in art education in particular. 
People now spoke of the ‘art of education’, which as such could not be regulated.  75   
Many of the educationalists who now voiced their opinions were inspired by a 
boundless pedagogical optimism, and they believed that the solution to society’s 
problems lay above all in the right kind of educational system. The elementary 
school should no longer train the ‘narrow minds of loyal subjects’, but instead aid 
in the formation of children’s personalities. 

 But other voices could be heard among the liberal vocabulary. The firm rejec-
tion of ‘education for religious and middle-class respectability’, of the rigid 
inculcation of conformist virtues, was not juxtaposed with the notion of self-
assured, democratic-minded citizens. The ideal was not the republic, but rather 
the ‘German cultural nation’ invoked in the countless culturally pessimistic 
pamphlets that peddled their visions of doom in those days. It was the ‘creative 
forces of youth as a blessing for the national community’ that required room to 
develop, and the teacher as a charismatic leader was to lead the way.  76   Just as the 
general  zeitgeist  of the Weimar Republic was marked by a struggle between dispa-
rate concepts, the pedagogy of the period was dominated by the coexistence of 
liberal and nationalist ideas, a euphoric devotion to individualism and a longing 
for a national community.  

  Conclusion 

 ‘He who has the schools has dominion over the future and over the world’.  77   In 
Imperial Germany, this dictum by Heinrich von Sybel on the power of schools 
became anchored in the minds of educational policy makers. In the Weimar 
Republic, school and education became deeply felt issues that were loaded with 
great expectations by the whole of society and invested with powerful emotions. 
The many  participants in the struggle over the schools pluralised the interests 
involved and brought  conflicts to the fore. In all this, little consideration was 
given to the pupils, although after the war some thought was given to allowing 
them a degree of co-determination. The products of the Wilhelmine and Weimar 
elementary schools, however, were neither solely subservient subjects nor self-
motivated citizens. Furthermore, despite attempts at increased state, church and 
pedagogical control, the schools consistently retained substantial latitude to 
 regulate their own affairs, resisting outside influence,  whatever the prevailing 
socio-political power structure.  

  Timeline 

 1854: Prussian regulations of elementary teachers‘ training 

 1870: Formation of the German Empire under Prussian leadership 
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 1870: German Teachers’ Association founded 

 1871: Adalbert Falk regulations 

 1896: Reduction in military service for male teachers extended to those in ele-
mentary schools 

 1904: School Compromise recognising religious schools in the state system 

 1918: November Revolution 

 1919: Weimar Republic established – new Constitution agreed. Articles 145–147 – 
free elementary schools and compulsory attendance established 

 1920: Imperial School Conference  

  Glossary 

  Froebel, Friedrich Wilhelm August : German educationalist and father of the 
kindergarten (1782–1852). Froebel believed that children were individuals with 
unique capacities and that the best way to learn was through play. 

  Genevan School : collective name for the founding fathers of experimental child 
psychology who worked at the Rousseau Institute, a private Genevan academy set 
up by Edouard Claparède in 1912. Their aim was turn  educational theory into a 
science. 

  gymnasium : German academic secondary school. 

  Herbartian : after Johann Friedrich Herbart (1776–1841), German educationalist. 
Herbart believed that the role of education was to develop an individual’s poten-
tial. He was particularly interested in the way that knowledge should be taught so 
that it was successfully inculcated. 

  Humboldtian : after Wilhelm Humboldt (1767–1835), educational reformer and 
founder of the University of Berlin, From 1808 to 1810, Humboldt was in charge 
of the section of the Prussian Interior Ministry dealing with Ecclesiastical Affairs 
and Education. Humboldt believed strongly in universal education and that edu-
cation’s primary role was to develop character and moral sense. 

  Kulturkampf : campaign launched by the German chancellor, Bismarck to reduce 
the influence of the Catholic Church in the new German Empire. 

  lycées : French academic secondary schools usually for older teenagers, first estab-
lished by Napoleon in 1802; a number of secondary schools were founded in 
other countries along the same lines and using the same name. 

  seminaries : the name for teacher training colleges in Germany. 

  Volksschule : name for the elementary school in Germany. 

  Vorschule : in Germany, a private school used by the middle-classes to prepare 
their children for the gymnasium.  
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     5 
 ‘Schools Are Society’s Salvation’:   
The State and Mass Education 
in France, 1870–1930   
    Jean-François   Chanet    

   At the beginning of the 1870s, there was undoubtedly no country in which 
 politicians and scholars had a greater tendency to overestimate the influence of 
education on the evolution of society than France. There were three main rea-
sons for this. The first was that France regarded itself as the birthplace of the 
Enlightenment and the 1789 Revolution. As Condorcet declared to the Legislative 
Assembly in 1792, the liberal and legally egalitarian nature of that revolution 
imposed on the state a duty to constitute the education of the people as a pub-
lic service. The fact that the industrial revolution began at the same time as 
demands for democracy were making themselves felt only made this duty all the 
more pressing. Victor Hugo paid particular attention to it in the chapter of  Les 
Misérables  in which the author acts as the physiologist of the ‘Paris urchin’: for 
him, a childhood of deprivation and destitution was ‘a disease that must be cured 
by light’.  1   This idea was widely shared in nineteenth-century Europe. Charles 
Dickens expressed it with as much force as humour in 1852, when he was cam-
paigning for the *ragged schools despite their inadequacies:

  The compulsory industrial education of neglected children, and the severe 
punishment of neglectful and unnatural parents, are reforms to which must 
come, doubt it who may. We can no more hope to make any great impres-
sion upon crime, without these changes, than we could hope to extinguish 
Mount Vesuvius, in eruption, with a watering-pot, or stop its flow of lava with 
a knitting-needle.  2     

 However, the logical connection between this question and the more general role 
of political institutions explains why the rapid succession of regimes and their 
instability ensured that only partial progress was achieved; in France more than 
elsewhere this was likely only to fuel debate rather than put an end to it. 

 Soon after the second Restoration (1815), Louis XVIII had recognised that 
both urban and rural areas of his kingdom were lacking ‘a very large number 
of schools’.  3   However, his edict of 29 February 1816 merely gave the appearance 
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of breaking with the Napoleonic state’s habit of offloading responsibility for 
primary education on to local government. Under the July Monarchy (Louis-
Philippe, 1830–1848), the notion – still a bourgeois one – that individual merit 
had become ‘the main driving force and the primary condition for success in 
life’  4   was given political expression by *Guizot, Minister for Education. Merit, a 
personal quality that could be positioned initially on a moral scale of values and 
was inseparable from ‘ability’, now emerged as a principle of social hierarchy. 
The protestant Guizot was convinced that, in order to put an end to the cycle of 
revolutions, Catholicism had to be reconciled with the new France. However, he 
faced a double difficulty. The first was to distinguish between the Church and 
Christian faith more broadly in order to base a shared morality on religion. The 
second was to reconcile the respective rights of fathers and of the state in a coun-
try in which individuals were declared to be equal before the law and in which, 
in accordance with the Concordat of 1801, the new constitutional Charter rec-
ognised Catholicism as the majority religion. The success of the law of 28 June 
1833, which placed an obligation on each commune to maintain a school and 
to ensure that education was free for poor children, cannot be denied: by 1847, 
there were 3,213 communes without a school, compared with 10,400 in 1832.  5   
Nevertheless, the left-wing opposition could not declare itself satisfied because 
of the inadequate resources the state made available and the space it left for the 
Church. 

 The rapid fall of the Second Republic (1848–1852) convinced its supporters that 
universal suffrage, a necessary but not sufficient condition for democratic stabil-
ity, had to be supplemented by state education. Such thinking was also not alien 
to the leaders of the Second Empire (1852–1870), since Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte 
claimed the legitimacy of the return to a dynastic regime would be ultimately 
secured by the reintroduction of universal suffrage. The policy adopted by his 
Minister for Education Victor Duruy arose out of a rational analysis of the insti-
tutional liberalisation that got underway in 1860, after the Italian war of 1859. 
In addition to the law of 29 March 1867, which compelled communes with more 
than 500 inhabitants to set up a state school for girls,  6   mention must also be made 
of the extension of free schooling and the establishment of adult classes and of 
school libraries. Thanks to these initiatives, by the time free and mandatory ele-
mentary education was finally established during the Third Republic (1870–1940) 
under the Lois Ferry of 1881 and 1882, the proportion of French people able to 
read had increased by 20 per cent. This was as great an increase as that achieved 
in the 20 years during which the *Jules Ferry Acts were in force.  7   As François Furet 
and Jacques Ozouf have already shown, on the eve of the adoption of these laws, 
the battle for schooling could be ‘regarded as won’.  8   

 If the work of *Jules Ferry, his collaborators and his successors in the field of 
education was regarded by the French as one of the main achievements of the 
Third Republic, it was because it was intended not only to extend existing pro-
vision but also to endow the country with an education system able to contrib-
ute to its reconstruction after defeat in the Franco-Prussian war and the civil 
war into which Napoleon III had dragged it, and to re-establish national unity 
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by separating state education from religion. This ambition illustrates the third 
reason for the overestimation of the education system’s influence that we men-
tioned at the beginning: in addition to the ideological and social motives that 
had guided the previous regimes, there was now a third motive, a patriotic and 
spiritual one this time, which made the obligation on the state to become the 
people’s educator ever more pressing.  

  ‘Schools are society’s salvation’ (Edouard Laboulaye)  9   

 In 1871, in the immediate aftermath of what the French call ‘our disasters’ (the 
defeat by Prussia and the resulting civil war), two institutions took on a partic-
ular significance in the debates and thinking about the country’s future; they 
were the education system and the army. The connection between the two was 
all the more widely accepted at the time because the French were accustomed to 
seeing the latter filling the gaps in the former. Two million men are said to have 
attended the army’s regimental schools between 1839 and 1863.  10   The author of 
an  Etude sur l’instruction scientifique et littéraire dans l’armée française , published in 
1870, went so far as to declare that ‘the Ministry of War in France has done more 
for the education of men, particularly those in rural areas, than the Ministry of 
Public Education’.  11   Following the Battle of Sadowa in 1866 where Austria was 
defeated by Prussia, it had often been said that the victory was attributable pri-
marily to Prussian primary school teachers.  12   This argument was accepted by citi-
zens who in other respects held divergent opinions. Some, such as the republican 
Jean Macé, founder of the *Ligue de l’Enseignement (a pressure group for free and 
compulsory education) in this same year, 1866, were worried about the backward-
ness of mass education in France; others, including most of the members of the 
legislative body, became advocates for the cause because they balked at the impe-
rial plan to reintroduce compulsory military service. 

 The defeat and the Commune of 1871 led to the reintroduction of conscrip-
tion, which in turn gave new weight to the army as an instrument of education. 
As early as 1872, there was broad unanimity on the notion that the conscript 
army should henceforth be a citizenship training school.  13   There were three 
complementary reasons for this. Firstly, the principle of conscription had been 
re-established with so many exceptions that the burden of military service still 
fell disproportionately on the poor, and the poor were most in need of citizen-
ship training. Secondly, the fact that soldiers on active service were banned from 
standing for office or even voting seemed to be a safeguard against their meddling 
in politics. Thirdly, the army could be used in this role relatively easily. Moving 
the structure of France’s existing educational system in a ‘republican’ direction 
required time: it could only be done once the republicans had the parliamentary 
majorities required for the reforms they had planned to be adopted. Educational 
reform was the republicans’ greatest concern, but they had to be patient because 
their approach to the education question was far from being generally accepted. 

 The republicans’ aims were well-known: to rebuild the defeated and divided 
country, to fight the cause of universal suffrage, to provide  primary education for 
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all, and to extend primary education beyond the elementary school. That meant 
both taking responsibility for young children’s  schooling and developing a form 
of higher primary education originally sponsored by Guizot, the *école primaire 
supérieure, in which the best pupils could obtain the education required for 
intermediate-level jobs.  14   The republicans were also interested in making part of 
the national system the privately run  salles d’asile  (*dame schools or embryonic 
* écoles maternelles  that catered for the very young), which were set up from the 
1830s as a place of refuge for the children of working-class women. These were 
now to become real schools, in which learning took place, even though it might 
be concealed in play, and in which children were led by the hand on the road 
to knowledge.  15   This set of objectives was a reflection of both principles and 
 circumstances. Their openly declared patriotism could not be dissociated from 
more  universal justifications. Schools were to teach the  upcoming  generations 
that ‘for courageous men, the homeland is everywhere’ and that France in aspir-
ing to educate its colonial peoples was fulfilling a duty towards the indigenous 
populations that was comparable to that of the state towards children in metro-
politan France, disfigured as the ‘hexagon’ was by the loss of  Alsace-Lorraine. 

 The lack of consensus on this policy was due less to its stated ambitions than to 
its ideological presuppositions and the resources devoted to it. On 14 July 1872, 
the republican leader Gambetta had demanded ‘a truly national education, that 
is an education that is compulsory for all’.  16   However,  education that was free 
and compulsory and, above all, secular, was not acceptable to conservatives. For 
republicans, the aim was to  dispense with a triple sophism. They proclaimed 
children’s right to education, thereby restricting fathers’ freedom. In response 
to those who thought, like the Minister for Education Falloux in 1849, that there 
could be no education without religion, they affirmed the right to freedom of 
thought and the need to separate morality from religion in order to strengthen 
both families and the national community. Finally, rather than continuing to 
restrict the benefit of free education to the poor and making those who could do 
so pay the appropriate price for education, they declared it was the state’s duty to 
ensure  equality of access to the public service of education. 

 While they treated the Catholic Church as an enemy, the republicans did not 
challenge freedom of education. It is important to understand that, in France, 
the distinction between public and private schools did not coincide with that 
between secular schools and church schools: in principle, lay teachers could teach 
in private schools and, conversely, nuns in public girls’ schools. This was tanta-
mount to agreeing to a contest in which the state was a latecomer. The Falloux 
Act of 1850 encouraged the rapid expansion of female religious orders, which, by 
the end of the Second Empire, were running the majority of both state and pri-
vate schools. When the republicans came to power, the state made available the 
financial resources required to build schools in those communes too poor to find 
the necessary funds and in those municipalities where there was a lack of will, 
as well as teacher training colleges in the  départements  where the elite primary 
school teachers, both men and women, were to be trained. The 1886 *Goblet Act 
stipulated that all teaching staff in state schools should be secular, while that 
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of 19 July 1889 made primary school teachers employees of the central state. 
Vigorously contested at every stage, this legislation was notable for its progres-
siveness. Historians have refuted the accusations of Masonic or ‘Judeo-Protestant’ 
plotting that came from the right. While the male congregational teachers were 
to be replaced by lay teachers within five years, the women were to be replaced 
as posts fell vacant. Jules Ferry, who was of the view that rural France had to be 
conquered if the Republic was to be consolidated, placed his faith in patience and 
the passage of time.  17   Similarly, neither he nor his successors challenged the sep-
aration of the education system into two orders, primary and secondary, however 
much it may have appeared to contradict the principles they espoused. What 
Stendhal called ‘ mérite pauvre ’ (‘weak merit’)  18   was respected, sometimes even 
honoured, because the egalitarian legal foundation of French society demanded 
it rather than because it was recognised as an agent in the construction of the 
republican order. On the one hand, there were the people’s schools and, on the 
other, the classical humanities; the former offering the symbolic endorsement of 
the * certificat d’études  (school certificate) awarded to those who successfully com-
pleted their primary school education, the latter dedicated to preparing pupils 
for the  baccalaureate , which alone provided access to higher education, the senior 
civil service and the liberal professions. The establishment of a ‘higher’ segment 
of primary education, crowned by the two écoles normales supérieures, Saint-
Cloud for boys and Fontenay-aux-Roses for girls, did not remove the ‘barrier’ that 
the sociologist Edmond Goblot was to criticise in 1925,  19   but was accompanied 
rather by a rigorous ‘inculcation of boundaries’. 

 The education system established during the Republic embodied and extended 
the revolution in teaching that had been taking place from the mid-nineteenth 
century onwards. Schoolmasters and mistresses were now expected to interact 
with pupils so that they had a chance to speak French. The silence rule that had 
formerly borne sway had been dictated by the need to maintain discipline in 
overcrowded classes. As André Chervel suggested, it ‘is undoubtedly one of the 
reasons for the delay in the use of the French language in the provinces’,  20   a delay 
that the Republic sought to make up for by stipulating in Article 14 of the stan-
dard set of rules for primary schools that: ‘Only French will be used in schools’. 
From Mona Ozouf to Philippe Martel, all the historians who have been concerned 
with the fate of the regional languages have noted the absence of any reference to 
the language question in Jules Ferry’s speeches and in those of his opponents.  21   
This absence from a debate that was focused on the question of secularism con-
firmed the very real consensus that existed within the country on the importance 
of extending the use of French.  22   In such regions as Brittany, where rural children 
were both numerous and dispersed, the slow progress of French language can be 
explained less by the resilience of Breton than by the difficulty in getting chil-
dren into school at all, whether secular or church schools. 

 When it came to drawing up the syllabuses, the subject that posed the greatest 
difficulty was not French but moral philosophy which took first place in the cur-
riculum. For the republicans, ‘moral and civic education’ was to replace ‘moral 
and religious education’.  23   Their moral education, which was unconnected with 
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any religious dogma but not anti-religion, emphasised that life was necessarily 
hard but forbade physical violence, at least in theory. The message to be imparted 
was one of austerity but also of humility: pupils were to be taught that the secret 
of happiness was to be satisfied with one’s lot, particularly since fortune was 
fickle, and that they should accept the risk of insecurity, provided it was not a 
consequence of sloth, ‘the mother of all vices’. Arithmetical problems delineated 
the social topography of a country of landowners, shopkeepers, craftsmen and 
manual workers concerned with the sale of their wheat, their pieces of work or 
their profits. Geometry was introduced in Article 1 of the law of 28 March 1882, 
because schools were to impart practical knowledge to their pupils. All workers 
would need to be able to calculate an area or a volume. History and geography 
were also elevated to the rank of important subjects. History, above all national 
history, as hierarchised by *Ernest Lavisse, with an emphasis on promotion of 
the Gauls, rehabilitation of the good kings and gratitude for the Revolution, 
constituted the real ‘schooling in patriotism’ according to *Gabriel Compayré, 
who also added this piece of advice: ‘In order to love one’s country, begin by 
loving your native region. Observe the soil on which you live, its products and 
its riches. Ask yourself which great men were born in your village, your town or 
your province’.  24   The teaching of geography, which was inseparable from his-
tory, was expanded in imitation of the German conquerors. Incidentally, Ernest 
Lavisse left it up to his brother Emile to publish a handbook that made clear to 
schoolboys the objective of their studies: ‘You will be a soldier’.  25   And what of the 
girls? On leaving school, they were to devote their lives above all to the proper 
upkeep of their homes and to ensuring that they were governed by the virtues 
of cleanliness, thrift and temperance inculcated in school with the support of 
or, if necessary, in opposition to their families. They were the guardians of order 
and incarnations of the most important of the patriotic virtues, namely find-
ing personal fulfilment in sacrificing themselves for others; once they became 
mothers, they also emerged as agents of mobility, since it was the woman of the 
household, whether she was a mere manual worker or domestic help, who often 
turned out to harbour the greatest ambitions for her children.  26    

  Social change and the separation of church and 
state in education 

 To look through the homework book of a schoolgirl from the Haute-Loire, a senior 
class pupil in the year 1896, is to understand how deep-rooted and culturally 
influential the republican education system was. Twenty-five years earlier, if she 
had gone to school at all, this same child would undoubtedly have been entrusted 
to the care of a  béate , a sort of lay nun found in many of the villages of the Velay 
at that time, whose piety and skill as a lace maker made it easier to accept her low 
level of education. The exercise book, well looked after and kept within the fam-
ily (the girl was the author’s great-grandmother), was filled between 19 October 
1896 and 16 January 1897 and then replaced by a second one, which lasted until 
the end of the year and the examination, the  certificat d’études , that marked the 
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end of Marie Lafont’s schooling. ‘Lexicological exercises’ alternated in an ordered 
sequence with arithmetical problems, dictations alternated with essays and cal-
ligraphy alternated with drawing. This is the first sentence written with Marie’s 
nib pen: ‘A conscience without God is a court without a judge’. In these regions, 
which remained devout and where books in general took up little room, it was 
regarded as normal to have prayer books, school text books and books awarded as 
prizes all side by side on the same shelf at home. 

 Seen from Paris, however, the general situation in the primary schools was 
giving rise to renewed criticisms from their detractors and even some concerns 
on the part of their defenders. Although supporters of Dreyfus followed Zola in 
seeing school teachers as the ‘shepherds of the lowly’,  27   they were aware of how 
weak their influence was, given the short time that children spent in school. 
Furthermore, teacher recruitment was suffering from reforms that had made the 
training more demanding and abolished the exemption from military service, 
which young men had seen as a compensation for the low pay they received at 
the start of their careers. The toughness of the profession and, in some cases, that 
of the men employed in it, is confirmed by the persistence of corporal punish-
ment, despite the fact it was outlawed by the state. In the  département  of Seine, for 
instance, when there was a complaint and an enquiry by an inspector, the pupils 
who had been beaten often acknowledged that they had behaved badly and 
accepted that ‘the right to punish was shared by their fathers and their teachers’, 
a sign of respect for the institution of the school. Thus there was a degree of toler-
ance, due to the circumstances in which these acts of brutality occurred. Teachers 
in the urbanising areas worked alone in overcrowded classes with poor discipline 
among pupils from humble backgrounds whose parents scarcely had time to 
look after them at home. Thus it was deemed acceptable that teachers demon-
strated greater firmness towards those who committed infractions. Displacement 
of the culprit to another school was the commonest penalty. At the same time, 
inspectors and primary school principals often tried to dissuade parents from 
complaining to the authorities, because it would have suggested that the school 
administration was unable to enforce its own principles and regulations.  28   

 The social profile of the Lyon schools was similar to that of the Parisian ones 
in terms of the share of working-class children, supplemented by the children 
of craft workers, clerical workers and shopkeepers. The attitudes of the working 
classes in these cities to the provision of schooling are more varied and com-
plex than might be imagined, and were not simply determined by material 
constraints, religious loyalties or ideological convictions. At the beginning of 
the century in Lyon, whether in the old working-class districts such as la Croix 
Rousse or in more recent ones such as la Guillotière, more than a third of pupils 
spent less than a year and almost two-thirds less than three years in the same 
school. Thus it was the exception rather than the rule for children to complete 
their education from the age of 6 to 13 in the same school. The first explanation 
for this instability, the damaging effect of which on lessons and pupils’ progress 
is not difficult to  imagine, is  certainly family mobility. However, it is not the 
only explanation. Account also has to be taken of those whom headmasters, 
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who had  little time for them, called ‘school swappers’, and who were usually 
regarded within the education system as an inevitable cohort of ‘dunces’ rather 
than a population whose failure at school had to be analysed and dealt with as 
a problem caused by the city’s rapid economic and social change. Even families 
with modest means did not hesitate to change schools, even moving between 
the public and private sectors, in order to take advantage of social assistance or 
the existence of a canteen, or so that their children could benefit from allegedly 
better preparation for the  certificat d’études . By their own standards and with the 
resources at their disposal, they were clearly turning compulsory schooling into 
a means of social advancement.  29   

 Having been entrusted with the task of providing the nation’s children with 
the means to become honest citizens, primary school teachers themselves had to 
restrict their own personal ambitions and give their all to securing the Republic. 
Even the great republican and wartime leader, Clemenceau, lamented the fact 
that they sometimes behaved as ‘prophets dazzled by the new Word’.  30   However, 
we should be wary of generalisations. In rural areas, deference to the authorities 
was the norm. It was unwise to attract the prefect’s attention, to displease the 
school inspectors or not to side with the mayor.  31   The village schoolmaster, Jean 
Coste, the eponymous hero of Antonin Lavergne’s novel of 1903, lost the post 
of  secretary to the town council, a valuable supplement to his salary, because 
he had campaigned against the outgoing mayor in the municipal elections.  32   
However, the risks of commitment did not prevent the emergence of a militant 
avant-garde who managed to establish a ‘trade union culture’  33   that the govern-
ment was at pains to channel. The need for solidarity among individuals who 
often experienced strong feelings of isolation, particularly at the beginning of 
their careers, was a factor in the establishment of the National Federation of 
Primary Schoolteachers’ Associations of France and the Colonies, whose found-
ing conference was held in Bordeaux in 1901 and whose permanent statutes 
were adopted in 1906 and then revised in 1911. 

 This need for support was due in no small part to the intensity of the ‘educa-
tion war’ from the early 1880s that had been revived by the anticlerical policy 
of the Coalition of the Left and the Church’s reaction to it. The prime minister, 
Émile Combes, did not confine himself to using the Act of 29 July 1901, on the 
right of association, as a weapon against the religious orders, whose request for 
the authorisation they were obliged to seek he refused. In 1902, he ordered any 
crucifixes remaining in state schools to be removed and suspended the sala-
ries of any priests who taught the catechism in Breton.  34   The Act of 7 July 1904 
excluded the religious orders from involvement in the education system alto-
gether and paved the way for the legislation on the separation of church and 
state, which was passed on 5 December 1905. The dissolution of the teaching 
religious orders had given rise to very different opinions within the Church and 
revealed that it had a remarkable capacity for adaptation.  35   Although the legisla-
tion was not to be implemented in full for 10 years, the Church did not wait so 
long to acknowledge the need to sacrifice the religious orders: in 1902, almost 
all teachers in Catholic schools were members of religious orders; by 1905, they 
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were all lay people, or nearly so. For the Church, the key was to defend Christian 
schools that had been secularised and were now described as ‘free’ (i.e. free 
from state control and privately funded by the church and parental fees). The 
supervision and management of the schools were transferred to the lay clergy, 
under the authority of the bishops, whose position was strengthened by Rome’s 
intransigence in the period immediately after the separation. Two years after the 
publication of the  Pascendi  encyclical condemning modernism, the cardinals, 
archbishops and bishops of France published a collective letter on 14 September 
1909, in which they expressed their disapproval of 14 moral and civic educa-
tion textbooks then being used in state schools. This letter triggered the second 
‘textbook war’, following the one initiated by the Sacred Congregation of the 
Index when it had published, in January 1883, a decree condemning the moral 
textbooks written by Gabriel Compayré, the zoologist Paul Bert, the Inspector 
General and protestant Jules Steeg and a Mrs. Gréville. As in 1883, the resources 
mobilised in the ensuing struggle reflected the  influence of the community-
based organisations that still flourished in rural areas; this time, however, they 
were further strengthened by the contribution of ‘powerful formal organisa-
tions’. As a result, the movement turned out to be more strongly polarised. Yves 
Déloye has identified three categories of  départements . The first group consisted 
of those in which the clergy’s determination inspired the population to vig-
orous resistance. They were about 20 in number and can be divided into four 
regional subgroups: Brittany, Normandy and the Vendée in the West, Nord-Pas-
de-Calais, part of Eastern France (Jura, Haute-Marne, Haute-Saône and Vosges) 
and, finally, the Northern Alps, extending into the Ardèche (the only other 
 département  of this type in the Massif Central was the Corrèze). On the other 
hand, from Picardy to the Charente and the Auvergne and throughout the 
whole of the Mediterranean region, with the exception of Gard and the Eastern 
Pyrenees, some 30  départements  in all, people remained largely unmoved by the 
whole affair. In all the other  départements , there were only isolated incidents. 
However, the scarcity of these incidents did not prevent the state schools losing 
pupils to the ‘free’ schools. This was the case in the Lower Loire, although to a 
lesser extent than in the Morbihan or the Côtes-du-Nord, where the reduction in 
pupil numbers between 1909 and 1913 was between 5 and 9 per cent depending 
on the precise time and locality, while enrolment in the ‘free’ schools increased 
by between 15 and 29 per cent.  36   

 While it was capable of stirring people into action and inspiring portrayals as 
evocative as  La guerre des boutons  (1912) by the secular primary school teacher 
Louis Pergaud,  37   the notion of the ‘two Frances’ was a theme whose meaning 
was mythical rather than historical. The pope’s intransigence was far from being 
shared by the vast majority of Catholics. The rivalry between schoolmasters and 
priests, which Marcel Pagnol was able to invest with a certain folksy charm in 
the 1950s,  38   should not conceal the fact that, for the majority of French people, 
the two types of schooling were, with the exception of a few moments of crisis, 
complementary rather than incompatible. On rereading the autobiographies of 
schoolmasters of the Belle Époque collected by Jacques Ozouf, Philippe Boutry 
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discerns in them the characteristics of a ‘spiritual power’.  39   ‘Just as the priest 
embodies something of the divine’, suggests François Dubet, ‘so the schoolmaster 
embodies something of the Republic, of Reason and of high culture’.  40   It was this 
sharing of roles that enabled the spiritual division within families to be rendered 
more harmonious and peaceful. In  Les beaux quartiers  (1936) by Louis Aragon, 
Armand Barbentane, who is enrolled in a secular school because of the radical 
opinions espoused by his father, a doctor, says the rosary under the table, using ‘a 
small rosary of amethysts that his mother had brought back from Fourvières’.  41   

 In fact, families’ expectations of their children’s schools were very similar, 
regardless of whether they attended secular or denominational schools. In both 
cases, the school culture attached great importance to the learning of French. It 
was based on exercises that had become, so to speak, canonical; these included 
practical criticism, dictation and recitation. And indeed, children learned to 
recite but not really to speak, just as they learnt to read in order to learn rather 
than to acquire a taste for reading.  42   Thus the academic authorities observed that 
school and public libraries were little used. This failure to encourage the read-
ing of ‘good books’ gave rise to much criticism of the newspapers and songs that 
chimed more with popular tastes; this was another thing the church and the 
schools had in common. The ‘good books’ par excellence were those awarded to 
the most deserving pupils at the prize-giving ceremonies that brought the school 
year to a solemn close. But did they have the same value for parents as the savings 
bank passbooks promised to those who performed most brilliantly in the  certifi-
cat d’études ? In his last essay, in the summer of 1914, the poet and essayist and 
socialist turned Catholic, Charles Péguy, who perceived more clearly than anyone 
the awkwardness of the school teachers’ position, described these passbooks as ‘a 
veritable bible for the modern world, a guarantee of the tranquillity of the mod-
ern world’.  43   

 It was clearly the wish of its founders that the republican school system should 
educate parents through the agency of their children. As Alain Choppin has 
noted, the dividing line between schoolbooks and popularising books was not 
clearly defined, because ‘the overlap between domestic use and school use was 
only belatedly – and perhaps never fully - eliminated for certain categories of 
books’, such as reading books and collections of selected extracts.  44   This phenom-
enon was not restricted to France. In the United Kingdom, Ian Michael has also 
observed this difficulty in separating books written for specifically didactic pur-
poses from those that seek to entertain while educating.  45   Similarly,  Il Viaggio per 
l’Italia di Giannettino  (1876) by Carlo Collodi, a book written for children, attained 
the status of a schoolbook, while  Le tour de la France par deux enfants  (1877) by G. 
Bruno, which was explicitly intended for use in school, was read at family gather-
ings as much as in classrooms.  46   

 In France, however, the Dreyfus affair and the turn-of-the-century debates on 
the army gave the question of adult education particular importance. ‘There is 
not a single French republican today who does not regard the education of adults 
as our democracy’s most pressing need.’ Thus began the book by the chief educa-
tion officer Raphaël Périé entitled  L’école du citoyen. Histoire et morale à l’usage des 
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cours d’adultes , published in 1899 and which by 1913 was in its fourth edition. 
There were two reasons in particular why this new mission was added to the 
one that primary school teachers already had in respect of children: ‘firstly, the 
needs of a Republican state, whose very existence is at risk if the people do not 
receive a strong civic education and, secondly, the excessively short duration of 
basic primary education, which ends at an age at which children are incapable 
of absorbing such education’.  47   In both urban and rural areas, primary education 
did indeed finish at an early age. The Act of 11 January 1910 set the minimum age 
for taking the  certificat d’études  as 12. In many families, once a child had reached 
this age and taken the examination, he or she left school. On the basis of a study 
of small industrial towns in the Doubs, Jacques Gavoille identified a type of early 
but abbreviated schooling that was similarly found in the largest cities.  48   Work on 
the land also continued to require a great deal of labour, which itself was becom-
ing scarcer as a result of the rural exodus and this was the cause of high levels of 
absenteeism between spring and autumn. 

 The need to find a way of continuing the moral and civic instruction of boys 
between their leaving school and entering the army justified the commitment 
that the then Chief Inspector Edouard Petit gave to this cause. Here too, the 
rivalry and emulation between secular and Catholic militancy played a full part, 
and action was expected from the municipalities, since they could no longer con-
fine themselves to merely providing premises and staff. However, the budget-
ary resources remained limited. The volume of resources determined in part the 
degree of enthusiasm displayed by school teachers accustomed to repeated calls 
on their goodwill and to the ‘symbolic’ bonuses they were awarded in recom-
pense for their efforts. The solution favoured by the Ligue de l’Enseignement at 
its conference in Amiens in 1904 was to recommend the establishment of ‘sec-
ular educational clubs’. For its part, the Libre Pensée (a republican association of 
freethinkers) sought to keep young adults on the right track by recruiting mainly 
in working-class areas, where school teachers were regarded as part of the intellec-
tual elite. The Catholics followed similar strategies. The example of the people’s 
universities espoused by the intellectuals who supported Dreyfus was taken up by 
Marc Sangnier, a tireless propagandist for popular Catholic education modelled 
on the church clubs for young people. He was one of those who had understood 
that, although it had been disrupted by the exodus of religious orders and the 
decline in the number of priestly vocations, the catechetical mission had to be 
extended to adolescents and adults, particularly in urban working-class milieux. 
And indeed, his campaign found a particular echo in the textile manufactur-
ing centres of northern France.  49   For Jacqueline Lalouette, this was indicative 
of a ‘paradox that was certainly one of the underlying reasons for the failure of 
this movement’: although its philosophical aspirations made exhaustive learn-
ing desirable, its campaign tended rather to reflect ‘the noisy bustle of the public 
place and the extreme simplifications of militancy’.  50   

 The ultimate paradox of the pre-war period was that, faced with repeated attacks 
from right-wing nationalists, republican leaders, who theoretically eschewed 
 violence, expected school teachers to encourage their pupils and former pupils 
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to take part in gymnastics and shooting practice, the sort of military prepara-
tion that was made all the more necessary by the shortening of the period of 
military service to two years in 1905. There was even a provision that, from 1908 
onwards, the Ministry for War could give its authorisation to associations of this 
type whose usefulness and republican sincerity had been recognised; conversely, 
the ministry could refuse to give such authorisation to Catholic associations. 
At the same time, however, the authorities were concerned about the effects of 
socialist propaganda and believed they could detect, in the early manifestations 
of a trade union movement that was not yet authorised to speak its name, signs 
of an increase in anti-militarism, or at the very least of a crisis of patriotism. In 
reality, in the France of the 1910s, school teachers who organised gymnastics 
clubs would have been on friendly terms with those who enthusiastically read the 
pacifist articles of the socialist leader, Jean Jaurès, in the * Revue de l’enseignement 
primaire . On the other hand, those who helped to preserve in their localities the 
memory of the ‘lost provinces’ of Alsace and Lorraine were no less representative 
than those who considered it necessary to affirm universal fraternity.  51   None of 
them, assuredly would have declared themselves anti-patriotic. In August 1914, 
the conditions under which France had to mobilise were to show how similar 
the contributions of the two types of schooling had in fact been to the recon-
struction of French patriotism. Both had contributed to what we will call, to use 
Mona Ozouf’s expression, a ‘transfer of sacredness’  52   to the benefit of the mother 
country, without which the ‘Sacred Union’,  53   the united front presented by the 
French against the enemy, and the war effort would undoubtedly have been much 
weaker.  

  The ‘Sacred Union’ and the wounds of war 

 ‘No other sentiment is any longer a match for it’:  54   such was the opinion expressed 
in 1901 on the subject of ‘love of the mother country’ by the sociologist Célestin 
Bouglé, who was to exert great influence in the world of education after the war. 
In view of the role that it had played in strengthening this sentiment from the 
1870s onwards, the education system was to be called on to mobilise on two 
fronts at the start of the new school year in 1914. The military mobilisation 
affected a quarter of male school teachers. The vast majority of them were to 
serve as non-commissioned officers, and it is well known that the new face of 
war was to make these subaltern ranks very important. The symbol of the soldier 
becoming a teacher responsible for giving the ‘first class’ in French in a village 
in reconquered Alsace was disseminated very rapidly, in memory of the success 
of Alphonse Daudet’s story,  La dernière class , after the annexation of 1871.  55   Thus 
the military mobilisation could not be dissociated from the other one taking 
place on the home front. This one concerned women teachers, some of whom, 
unable to vote but often better educated than elected municipal councillors, 
were to take over the post of secretary to their town councils, as well as retired 
teachers and the pupil-teachers in the teacher training colleges, who were called 
on to replace those who had enlisted. The request made by the minister, Albert 
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Sarraut, that school teachers should act as the chroniclers of war in their com-
munes demonstrated the trust the state had in them.  56   They took part en masse 
in many different tasks made necessary by the war, whether it was collecting 
money and linen, helping with work in the fields, helping families with allow-
ances or pensions or sending parcels to soldiers or to prisoners. They also gave 
up 2 per cent of their monthly  salaries to help fund national assistance and wel-
fare organisations. Those who claimed to shape opinion, and even those of them 
who had been the harshest critics of the secular school system before the war, 
did not hesitate to acknowledge, with Ferdinand Buisson, former national direc-
tor of primary education, ‘what reserves of absolute patriotism had been accu-
mulating within these schools, which have sometimes been suspected of having 
rather sacrificed love of the mother country for love of humanity in general’.  57   
In truth, French patriotism claimed to reconcile these two loves. School children 
had repeatedly been told in the pre-war period that ‘all men have two home-
lands, their own and France’. For primary school teachers, to make sense of the 
war was, firstly, to justify the defence of French soil and the struggle against an 
invader. Teachers promptly denounced the atrocities committed when Belgian 
neutrality was violated and constantly reminded their pupils that the French 
were fighting for the rule of law and democracy. 

 Olivier Loubes has carried out a balanced analysis of this ‘ambivalence of war-
time patriotism’ in French schools. He cites the exercise book of a schoolboy in 
the Eure, a war orphan, whose teacher had made him copy out in his best hand-
writing on 25 March 1918 the sentence: ‘Always have a hatred for the Germans’, 
but who had previously written in a civic education essay on the army on the 31 
January: ‘war is a great misfortune, so we should not wage war’.  58   We should be 
mindful here of the time and place of the war. The longer the war went on, the 
more important mourning became; it inspired hatred of the enemy, undoubt-
edly, but even more of the war itself. It also encouraged a reversion to old habits, 
including absenteeism. ‘Everything is an excuse for missing class’, complained 
the schools inspector in the Allier in his report for the year 1917–18; in this case, 
attendance had been about 20 per cent better before the war.  59   Many of his col-
leagues echoed this complaint, and not just with regard to rural schools. It is 
significant that in the departments they occupied the Germans ensured that 
compulsory schooling was enforced. 

 All the subjects taught reflected and helped to sustain the war culture: in moral 
education, pupils celebrated over and over again the beauty of individual efface-
ment for the sake of the collective good; in history, greater efforts than ever before 
were made to explain the present in terms of the past; in geography, teaching 
focused above all on the regions that were the theatre of military operations and 
on the countries fighting the war; in French, pupils recited patriotic poems, par-
ticularly Victor Hugo’s ‘Hymne’ of 1831, whose opening line, ‘ Ceux qui pieusement 
sont morts pour la patrie ’, was to inspire the parodic opening line of Jacques Prévert’s 
‘ Tentative de description d’un dîner de têtes à Paris-France’ , written a hundred years 
later.  60   And many of the texts used for dictation and the subjects for essays were 
also connected in some way with war. In arithmetic, pupils could learn, as the 
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chief education officer for the Doubs recommended in 1916, to ‘assess the value of 
all the savings that could be made in the most modest homes’.  61   Conversely, the 
war helped soldiers to become much more aware of the true value of education. 
The social mixing that took place in the trenches meant there were many more 
opportunities for them to feel ashamed of their ignorance, and in particular to 
regret that they were unable to express their thoughts ‘in good French’ when they 
were writing to their loved ones. On these occasions, they envied those who had 
mastered the style of primary school essays, that exercise which, in the same way 
as Latin unseen translation for grammar school pupils, helped to familiarise ‘the 
whole of the French population with certain ways of writing and certain stylish 
turns of phrase that might be regarded as the expression of educated speech’.  62   

 Thus the victory of 1918 was also a victory for the education system. It enabled 
it to find a new equilibrium. From 1919 onwards, women, who had since 1906 
accounted for the majority of teachers in state primary schools if the staff of 
the  écoles maternelles  are included (60,700 compared with 56,109 men), were 
paid the same salaries as their male colleagues and the pay for both sexes was 
raised above the level paid before the war. The Roustan Act of 30 December 1921 
facilitated access for married couples to ‘dual posts’ as primary school teachers, 
which enabled them to establish their influence in towns and villages. In 1924, 
the government supported by the  Cartel des gauches  (Coalition of the Left) gave 
state employees the right to join a trade union. From then on, female primary 
school teachers, who were still excluded from universal suffrage, as indeed were 
all women, gained the right to vote and were eligible to stand for election to the 
board of public education in each  département . The needs of the reconstruction 
process also attracted attention to a sector, that of vocational training, in which 
the Ministry of Public Education had long struggled to gain acceptance for its 
point of view. The Astier Act of 25 July 1919 laid the groundwork for a unified 
vocational education for apprentices and instituted continuing education courses 
for workers. After the lengthy debates of the pre-war period and the experiences 
of wartime, the state took responsibility for a part of education that had previ-
ously been left to private initiative, in many cases to employers and in others 
to municipalities. Greater attention too was paid to practical education in the 
elementary school. The 1923 syllabuses for  elementary primary education made 
official the combination of three disciplines, mathematics, art and manual work, 
that had been current since 1909 in higher primary education.  63   

 And yet, the dominant impression in the 1920s was that the ‘republican model’ 
of education was running out of steam. This change first became apparent in the 
early 1920s. The price of victory had been so high that primary school teachers, 
very much aware of the praise heaped on them by those who gave them some of 
the credit for having made it possible, were also aware of the criticism that they 
bore part of the blame for the ‘brainwashing’ that had taken place. Thus there was 
deep ambivalence within the profession: not only were teachers having to deal 
with the impossibility of returning to the patriotic ways of before the war but 
they had also been given a new role as ‘guardians of the memory’. Each year on 11 
November, they had to take their pupils to the war memorial in their commune. 
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But what meaning could they give to the commemoration? A ministerial circular 
issued in 1920 required particular homage to be paid to primary school teach-
ers who had been killed in action (almost a quarter of those who had enlisted, 
approximately 8,000 out of 35,000)  64   and recommended that, for each of them, 
a marble plaque and portrait should be affixed to the memorial as an appropri-
ate means of cultivating ‘the truly intimate and familial aspects of the cult of 
memory’. For the survivors, widows and successors, however, the memory of war 
inspired above all a feeling of the futility of so many sacrifices. 

 This in turn led to the development of pacifism among school teachers, who 
were inclined to declare ‘war on war’ and, as André Delmas, general secretary of 
their national trade union from 1932 to 1940, related, ‘to mandate their leaders to 
work without flinching and on all levels to prevent its recurrence’.  65   As a result, 
they were to be found in prominent positions in ex-servicemen’s associations.  66   
In 1922, the question of ‘warmongering textbooks’ appeared on the agenda at 
the third international conference on moral education in Geneva and the follow-
ing year saw the publication of the first volume of the survey conducted by the 
*Carnegie endowment on the same subject. It was also debated in France at the 
annual conferences of the national teachers trade union, particularly in Lyon in 
1924, until campaigns to delist certain books were launched in the  départements,  
where it was the job of teachers to draw up, at the cantonal pedagogic conferences 
and under the authority of the chief education officers, the list of textbooks to 
be used in schools in their districts. It is significant that the spread of pacifism 
was the driving force behind Georges Lapierre and Louis Dumas’s 1927 plan to 
use their contacts with English and German colleagues to set up an international 
federation of schoolteachers’ associations (FIAI). In the course of a meeting held 
at the Kroll Opera in Berlin during the Easter  holidays of 1928, in front of an 
audience of 6,000, ‘teachers from countries that were until recently enemies pro-
claimed that schools in all countries should take it upon themselves to develop 
the spirit of peace and to ensure the triumph of fraternity among all men’.  67   

 The year of the Carnegie survey, 1923, also saw the reform of the organic laws 
governing primary education, as well of primary school syllabuses. In 1981, the 
authors of a book entitled  Cent ans d’école  – the anniversary being that of the Ferry 
Act of 16 June 1881 on free education – suggested that after the ‘period of certain-
ties’ (1881–1923), this reform marked the beginning of ‘the period of searching’.  68   
And indeed, the continuity of curriculum  content and teaching methods could 
not conceal the fact that questions were being asked at the institutional, pedagog-
ical and moral levels. The first is  summarised, as it were, in the commitment to 
the ambiguous notion of the ‘ école unique ’ or ‘single school’, which could be taken 
to mean either the establishment of a monopoly for state education or the unifi-
cation of elementary education through the merger of the ‘people’s schools’ with 
the junior classes of the * lycées , where the children of the middle classes received 
their primary education. The idea had been launched in the middle of the war by 
a group of teachers of all categories then serving in the armed forces that went 
under the name of the  Compagnons de l’Université nouvelle . In 1920, they set out a 
clear objective, which seemed to be justified by the levelling effects of conditions 
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at the front; it was ‘to give all young children the same education under the direc-
tion of primary school teachers’.  69   But an institutional separation and social hier-
archy between primary and secondary schools had developed, among teachers, 
a strong feeling of belonging to two distinct bodies: in the junior classes of the 
 lycées , teachers were proud of belonging, so to speak, to the Latin empire – while 
the elementary school teachers remained attached to the primary world, with-
out Latin. Thus, the opposition of secondary school teachers and the existence of 
two irreducible professional and trade union cultures prevented this reform from 
being achieved, although a 1925 decree authorised the appointment of primary 
school teachers to the junior classes of the  lycées  and a 1926 order brought these 
classes’ syllabuses and timetables into line with those of the primary school. 

 The need to replace an education system based on orders or ranks with one 
based on stages was eventually to give rise to the idea that an intermediate level 
should be established between primary schools and  lycées ; this was the  collège , 
and its introduction made it possible gradually to extend free secondary educa-
tion from the sixth class (11- to 12-year-olds) to the third class (14- to 15-year-
olds) from 1930 onwards.  70   However, although it was then free, the entry into the 
sixth class did not become automatic at the end of primary education. Every pupil 
had to pass an entrance exam, which was maintained until 1959. In 1945, still 
only 20 per cent of pupils gained access to secondary education by this route. 

 Pedagogic reform also remained limited. The question of whether or not to 
adapt syllabuses that were considered excessively heavy and academic to the reali-
ties of life and work, which was raised repeatedly, did not receive a comprehensive 
answer. The dread of rural depopulation caused the plan to introduce separate 
curricula for schools in urban areas to be abandoned, in the name of defend-
ing rural schools. And the most daring innovators, such as *Célestin Freinet, 
were eventually to be forced to stop pursuing their experiments and their careers 
within the state education system.  71   While teachers made greater use of pictures 
in their lessons, including cinematography, particularly in the ‘people’s lectures’ 
that replaced the adult classes of former times, and while more of them took their 
pupils on class outings, the education system in general was hardly receptive to 
the childhood culture and sociability acquired outside of school, unless it was to 
make space during break time for games such as marbles or hopscotch, with their 
rules mysteriously handed down from generation to generation. 

 With regard to secularism, finally, the public school system was forced onto 
the defensive. The re-establishment of diplomatic relations between the French 
Republic and the Vatican in 1921 encouraged the cardinals and archbishops of 
France to renew their declaration of ‘war on secularism and its principles until 
the iniquitous laws emanating from it have been abolished’.  72   In this they were 
aided by the  Davidée  movement, which had come into being in 1916 and whose 
name was taken from a novel by René Bazin,  Davidée Birot , published in 1912.  73   
Like the novel’s heroine, a secular primary school teacher who had converted 
to Catholicism, its followers, who numbered 3,500 in 1925, sought to exert a 
Christian influence over their pupils and their colleagues. In 1924, on forming 
his government, Edouard Herriot declared his intention of implementing the 
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law on the separation of church and state in the ‘recovered territories of Alsace 
and Lorraine’. However, this plan met with such resistance in the territories that 
Herriot had to abandon it before the end of the year, which explains why even 
today the three departments in question remain subject to the Concordat that 
was in force in France before 1905. Times had certainly changed compared with 
the pre-war period, so much so that in 1929 the ceremony planned in honour of 
Ferdinand Buisson, who had been director of primary education in the Ministry 
of Public Education without a break from 1879 to 1896, was finally cancelled. The 
fiftieth anniversary of the Ferry Acts was celebrated two years later. The historian 
Georges Duveau, who witnessed the celebration organised for the occasion in 
Cahors, Gambetta’s birthplace, remembered it as a sad event: schoolmasters who, 
in his eyes, had become ‘saints without hope’ listened to the ‘emphatic yet scepti-
cal’ chief education officer ‘as he reeled off a string of clichés’.  74   

 In its imagination and its culture as much as in its politics, the France of 1930 
remained a rural country governed from Paris. It was not until the 1931 census 
that the share of the population living in towns with more than 2,000 inhabit-
ants just crept past the 50 per cent mark. Between innumerable villages and the 
‘City of Light’, the seedbed of the small towns was characterised by a slow pace of 
life and a propensity to look backwards that was described by the historian Marc 
Bloch in  Strange Defeat .  75   Primary schools naturally reflected the traditions and 
anxieties about its identity of a country that had paid too high a price for victory 
in 1918. The France of 1930 was also celebrating the centenary of its conquest of 
Algeria, where the republic had established in Bouzareah a teacher training col-
lege on the metropolitan model offering three-year courses for the colonists and a 
training college offering one-year courses for the Algerians, thereby instituting a 
division laden with ambiguities. On the other hand, in France and in Indochina, 
the Colonial Exhibition of 1931 undoubtedly marked the beginning of the pro-
cess of adapting schools to some extent to local realities. 

 The French secondary education system of this period is often described in 
terms of the contrast between two social types, the heir and the bursary holder, as 
analysed by Albert Thibaudet in a famous chapter of his 1924 essay,  La République 
des professeurs ,  76   and taken up by Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron.  77   The 
plan to establish the  école unique  had its origins in a desire to dismantle the barrier 
between primary and secondary education, which only the best primary school 
pupils could cross, those who succeeded in the competition for grants to attend 
the  lycées  and  collèges  and who consequently risked being treated with contempt 
by the children of the bourgeoisie and being wrenched, like the young Albert 
Camus, ‘from the warm and innocent world of the poor’.  78   However, this institu-
tional and cultural duality could not simply be decreed away. The ‘primaries’ were 
proud of being what they were: they had with dignity appropriated an adjective 
that had been turned into a noun only in order to caricature them. The very num-
ber of primary school teachers and the high level of trade union membership were 
to ensure that, after the Second World War, they wielded lasting influence in the 
National Education Federation. When all is said and done, society had itself agreed 
that its schools should be the instrument for a slow and gradual transformation 
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of society. While they produced only a fictitious equality, the fiction at least was 
widely accepted in France and gave rise to a trust that the disenchantments of the 
inter-war period scarcely weakened.  

  Timeline 

 1833: Loi Guizot: every French commune has to maintain a school, which is free 
for the poor 

 1867: Communes with more than 500 inhabitants had to set up a school for 
girls 

 1881: Loi Ferry: free state elementary education for all established 

 1882: Loi Ferry: elementary education made compulsory and secular 

 1883: beginning of the first ‘textbook war’ after the Sacred Congregation of the 
Index condemned a number of classroom texts prepared for the Republic’s schools 

 1886: Goblet Act: all teaching staff in state schools had to be members of the 
laity. The French regular orders were removed from the state classroom. 

 1901: founding conference of the National Federation of Primary Schoolteachers’ 
Associations of France and the Colonies 

 1904: the Catholic religious orders were banned from teaching in all schools, 
public or private 

 1909: beginning of the second ‘textbook war’ after the French Catholic Church 
objected to a 14 moral and civic textbooks 

 1910: minimum age for taking the  certificat d’études  set at 12 

 1919: Astier Act: sets up a national system of vocational courses for apprentices 
and provides for continuing education courses for workers 

 1923: first steps taken towards ending the separation of elementary and second-
ary education 

 1926: syllabuses of the elementary schools and the junior classes of the  lycées  
(which served the middle-classes) brought into line  

  Glossary 

  Certificat d’études:  French elementary school leaving diploma in the Republican 
era. 

  Compayré, Jules Gabriel:  French educationalist and politician (1843–1913); 
author of  Elements d’éducation civique  (1881) which was attacked by the Catholic 
Church. 

  dame schools:  private schools run by old women from their homes in Victorian 
England where the poor could leave 2- to 5-year-olds while they went to work. 

  école primaire supérieure:  French schools which offered a more developed 
 curriculum than the ordinary elementary school but were not part of the sec-
ondary-school system. They chiefly gave courses in practical geometry, natural 
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science, history and geography. Established by Guizot (q.v.) in 1833, they were 
finally abolished in 1941. 

  écoles maternelles:  name gradually adopted for France’s state sponsored nursery 
schools in the Republican era which replaced the earlier network of private  salles 
d’asile  or children’s refuges. 

  Ferry, Jules:  French republican politician (1832–1893). Responsible for the legis-
lation that established compulsory, free and secular education in France in 1881 
and 1882. 

  Freinet, Célestin:  French pedagogue and educational reformer (1866–96); became 
an elementary teacher in Le Bar-sur-Loup in 1920 in where he  developed his ideas 
about collaborative and hands-on learning. Author in 1946 of  L’Ecole moderne 
française . 

  Guizot, François:  French protestant politician and historian (1787–1874): in 1833 
he oversaw legislation establishing a national system of elementary schools at the 
level of the commune (the lowest tier of local government). 

  Lavisse, Ernest:  French historian (1842–1922); professor of history at the 
Sorbonne; director of the Paris Ecole Normale; author of classroom history text-
books and editor of the multi-volume  Histoire de France depuis les origines jusqu’à la 
Révolution  (1900–11). 

  Ligue de l’enseignement:  French educational pressure group. Established in 1866 
by Jean Macé it campaigned for free, compulsory and secular elementary edu-
cation. At the turn of the twentieth century, it was particularly interested in 
strengthening civic republicanism through the development of youth organisa-
tions and the provision of continuing education. 

  lycées:  French academic secondary schools usually for older teenagers, first estab-
lished by Napoleon in 1802; a number of secondary schools were founded in 
other countries along the same lines and using the same name. 

  ragged schools:  charitable schools in Victorian Britain set up to provide free 
 education and other support for poor children in London and the big industrial 
cities. Their resources were pooled to form the Ragged Schools Union in 1844. 

  Revue de l’enseignement primaire et primaire supérieur:  privately published 
weekly journal that ran from 1890 to 1929 and was read by a fifth of teachers in 
1912. It played an important part in the campaign for teachers’ unionisation and 
one of its frequent contributors was the socialist leader, Jean Jaurès.  
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 Russia and the Soviet Union:   
Schooling, Citizenship and the 
Reach of the State, 1870–1945   
    Ben   Eklof       

 Of course, ethnic and cultural incoherence were not new problems for 
Russian nationhood; they had been a defining feature of it from the ear-
liest times. 

 – Stephen Lovell  

  The period examined in this chapter witnessed extraordinary upheaval in Russia. 
The emancipation of the serfs (1861) was followed by Sergei Witte’s industrial-
isation campaign of the 1890s, generating rapid economic and social change. 
A massive, ultimately failed revolution (1905–1907) preceded Prime Minister 
Stolypin’s land reforms, which sought to transform in a single generation the 
way of life of Russia’s peasantry, which made up 80 per cent of the population. 
The eastern front of the First World War was fought largely on Russian territory, 
and a horrific civil war (1918–1921) reduced industrial output by 90 per cent 
and left the country, in Isaac Deutscher’s words, ‘bled white, starving, shivering 
with cold, consumed with disease, and overcome with gloom’.  1   A brief period of 
recovery and reconstruction – the NEP era (1921–1929), which however also wit-
nessed enormous experiments in culture, politics and society – concluded when 
Stalin launched a ruthless  collectivisation campaign. This murderous assault on 
Russia’s peasantry, along with industrialisation, urbanisation, and the establish-
ment of a vast Gulag system, utterly transformed the country’s social,  cultural 
and institutional landscape. The result was both a rigidly structured, monolithic 
and hierarchical state and economy, and what Moshe Lewin has called a ‘quick-
sand society’. Finally came the unprecedented catastrophe of the Second World 
War, resulting in the loss of 27 million Soviet lives, unimaginable hardship and 
devastation, but ultimately also a victory which rebuilt the ideological founda-
tions of the Soviet state.  2   

 Seen from this perspective, the launching of mass education as a state project 
seems but a footnote to the larger dramas of turmoil, collapse, and rebuilding in 
a great nation and empire. It would be tempting to ignore schools as peripheral 
to these developments, and reasonable to assume, given the scale of upheaval, 
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that little progress was achieved. But this would be wrong; it was precisely in this 
interval that Russia ‘learned to read’, that universal literacy and schooling were 
achieved and that, in my view, a distinctive Russian classroom culture emerged, 
one that has persisted despite radical and frequent shifts in the political order.  3   
Sadly, the pursuit of universal literacy, initially seen by society and many states-
men as an emancipatory project fundamental to the well-being of the country, 
concluded with the installation of one of the most vicious dictatorships of the 
twentieth century. Yet the enormous social mobility resulting from educational 
expansion was also a major source of the legitimacy of the Soviet system, espe-
cially as, in the post-Stalin era, Marxism-Leninism lost all relevance to reality for 
most people in the USSR. 

  Rewriting Russian history: some recent themes 

 Education must not be treated in isolation from ‘big history’. In recent decades, 
both in Russia and the West, our textbook understanding of much of modern 
Russian history has been challenged and often rewritten. Briefly put, a sustained 
effort has taken place to normalise Russia’s development, to establish continuities 
between pre- and post-revolutionary periods, to describe the limitations of state 
power (particularly at the local level), to highlight the ‘push-back’ of society to 
state initiatives and even to find a flourishing civil society by the early twentieth 
century. Historians have sought to ascribe agency to a peasantry earlier treated 
largely as mute beasts of burden, and to depict daily life as something other than 
‘nasty, brutish and short’, despite the undeniable conflict and tragedy which 
punctuated this story. After all, not so long ago, the title of one of this genera-
tion’s best monographs,  Russia at Play ,  4   would have been greeted as oxymoronic. 
Finally, it is now axiomatic that few aspects of Russian history can be considered 
without addressing issues of empire. 

 All of these strands bear upon the tale of how popular education emerged in 
Russia and the Soviet Union, and must first be addressed in brief. We begin with 
a few comments upon modernisation, civil society, the ‘peasant state’, citizen-
ship and national identity, the ‘failure of local government’ and continuities 
between Tsarist and Soviet history in terms of ‘slow history’.  5   Then we turn to 
mass education itself, considering who built schools and why, how control was 
exerted or contested, the role of teachers, curriculum, textbooks and schedules, 
and outcomes. 

 The term ‘modernisation’ is of course problematic,  6   but is still widely used to 
describe both the policies of Russian statesmen and the processes underway in 
the late Imperial and Soviet period. Russia was undeniably a ‘latecomer’ to mod-
ernisation, and most educated Russians, while proud of their country’s status as 
a great power and empire, viewed Russia as backward. As recent studies have 
confirmed, the Russian economy grew steadily after 1881 (measured in per capita 
terms, even during a population explosion). And by 1914, Russia was the world’s 
fifth largest industrial power. Yet the trope of backwardness persisted, and was felt 
especially strongly in the sphere of education; so much so that educators tended 
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to understate progress at home, and in so doing grossly exaggerated achieve-
ments abroad.  7   This was only magnified by a Soviet historiography determined to 
malign the old order and highlight progress since 1917. But modernisation theory 
also describes a society progressively transformed, enlightened and emancipated, 
with education playing a major role in this process. 

 The vaunted powers of the autocratic and Soviet state have also been subject 
to scrutiny. While earlier, historians debated the existence of a ‘hypertrophic’ 
state in Muscovite Rus’, recently historians such as Mark Raeff have highlighted 
the commonalities between European and Russian enlightened absolutism in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Another historian of the eighteenth cen-
tury, Roger Bartlett, makes a global comparison by labelling the *post-Petrine 
state a ‘peasant state’.  8   By this definition, a peasant state is one in which the cen-
tral government limits itself to the collection of taxes, conscription of recruits 
and suppression of popular disorders. Local (communal) peasant life subsists 
largely without state intervention. Indeed, several historians have pointed out 
that nineteenth-century Russia was ‘undergoverned,’ with far fewer officials in 
relation to population than the states of Western Europe, including Britain. C. 
Gaudin has argued that it was precisely when the state began actively to intervene 
in peasant communal affairs in the late nineteenth century that social tensions 
rapidly mounted in the Russian countryside.  9   Others have noted that the weak-
ness of local government was the ‘Achilles heel’ of Tsarist (and Soviet) power, that 
it brought down the Provisional Government in 1917, and that it persisted well 
into the Soviet period. The argument also exists that it was the failure of Prime 
Minister Stolypin’s local government reforms in 1908 (rather than the vaunted 
land reforms which sought to eliminate the peasant commune)  10   not the First 
World War, that determined the fate of the autocracy. This shift in historiography 
makes more readily understandable the depiction below of the state as only one 
actor in the momentous turn-of-the-century mobilisation campaign to achieve 
universal literacy. It also underscores the radical departure involved in Stalin’s 
wedding of statism and mass education and the Soviet state’s efforts to monopo-
lise teacher training. Finally, this shift brings into focus the recent trend to study 
developments across the traditional divide of the 1917 revolution; some see the 
origins of the Soviet ‘surveillance’ state in the First World War, while others focus 
upon the persistence of institutional practices and sets of mind in the family, 
schools, civil service and elsewhere.  11   

 Notions of citizenship are central to understanding the relationship between 
the state and mass education. Although much recent scholarship  12   has investi-
gated voluntary organisations and horizontal ties outside the state in Russia, the 
vast majority of the Empire’s ‘subjects’ were peasants still rooted in communal 
ways (which included as Robert Redfield long ago pointed out, sustained interac-
tion with the city), and the huge and diverse minority populations of the border-
lands, while often possessing multiple ‘identities’ and affiliations, in most cases, 
would have put ‘nation’ and ‘citizenship’ far down the list.  13   Even in Russia’s 
‘heartland’ (itself a problematic concept), national identity, it has been argued, 
was very weak indeed among workers and peasants, who made up more than 
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80 per cent of the population of European Russia, and certainly was secondary 
to class affiliation. The entire issue of the popular response in Europe to the out-
break of war in 1914 has recently come under renewed scrutiny, and I am inclined 
to agree with Hamilton and Herwig  14   that it is not a topic the sources allow us to 
answer with any real confidence. In Russian studies too, patriotism and the First 
World War have recently been a cottage industry, but it is fair to say that earlier 
observations, namely that Russian peasants tended to identify themselves first 
by the village and region they came from, then as ‘Orthodox’ but with little alle-
giance to the modern ‘imagined community’, have not been profoundly altered; 
all the more so for the Finnic, Turkic, and German Mennonite populations of the 
Volga region, and the Tatar and other Muslim ethnic groupings south and east of 
Kazan and Orenburg. 

 One unaddressed question is the allegiances of the country’s multinational 
elite. Russian nationalism played a prominent role in the country’s new parlia-
ment after 1906, and was deployed instrumentally by Stolypin to promote an 
agenda of conservative reform. Romantic nationalism and *Pan-Slavism also had 
deep roots among the Russian educated public. Yet the focus on this ‘ideology 
of compensation’ and its links with parallel trends in Germany  15   is connected 
with a * Sonderweg  historiography seeking to explain Russian exceptionalism. 
Today, as with the Austro-Hungarian Empire but with even more justification, 
historians are generally concerned with explaining the longevity of the Russian 
Empire, describing how it ‘worked’ on a daily level, and no longer accept the tel-
eological focus upon social conflict and political stalemate leading inexorably to 
revolution.  16   

 Along with this has come the argument, succinctly put by Geoffrey Hosking, 
that Russia was ‘a state before it was a nation’. Policies of co- option made Russia’s 
ruling elite distinctly multinational; 15 per cent of the  bureaucracy in St. 
Petersburg was of German origin; half of the ‘Russian’ nobility was Polish, but 
there were also Georgians, Tatars, Armenians and many others at the top. And 
even if, at the turn of the century, many universities and secondary schools were 
hotbeds of political protest, the vast majority of graduates of these institutions 
entered their adult life and the working world with an ethos of profound loyalty 
to state and empire rather than nation. Yet there is no research on the connection 
between secondary schooling and this ethos, which extended even to Russia’s 
liberal  opposition when it briefly came to power in the Provisional Government 
in 1917. Recent historiography, however, has tended to downplay the conflict 
between educated society and the state, finding, instead, a relationship of mutual 
dependency, compromise and negotiation, as much as conflict and coercion. To 
what degree Russia’s longstanding ‘dual culture’ of traditionalist peasantries and 
Europeanised elites (both state and societal) had been altered is still an open 
question for historians.  17   

 How, then, did Russia’s school system emerge, and do the themes described 
above also inform the history of Russian education? Some of the dynamics 
sketched below will surely find parallels on the global level, in terms of the 
strains of latecomer status, the tensions of state building, the landscape of ‘dual 
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economies’ and ‘dual cultures’ and both the revolutionary and the neo-colonial 
responses to empire.  

  Building a school system 

 The ‘system’ of ‘Russian’ education was built from the top down. In the eighteenth 
century, rulers first created an academy of sciences as well as so-called *cypher 
schools aimed at imparting the nobility skills required to serve in the military 
or civil service. Then Moscow University was founded, and under Catherine the 
Great orders went out to establish secondary schools in provincial and district 
centres, though little funding accompanied these decrees. Alexander I created a 
Ministry of Enlightenment and as part of the Great Reforms emancipating the 
serfs, in 1864 a School Statute sketched out a model for tuition-free three-year ter-
minal schools  18   to be built and funded by local self-governing, all-class *zemstvos 
and municipal dumas, but supervised by state inspectors. This legislation (mod-
ified in 1874), the 1875 regulations bestowing privileges upon military recruits 
with a school leaving certificate, a Model Curriculum Programme of 1897, and 
the School Bill of 1908 set the parameters for popular schooling in the Russian 
Empire. In 1915, during the First World War, a reformist Minister of Education, 
Ignat’iev, sought to open up this system by providing ‘rungs’ on a ladder integrat-
ing primary and secondary education and promoting decentralisation by making 
school inspectors subject to local control and changing their role from supervi-
sors to ‘facilitators.’ But fierce internal opposition from conservatives as well as 
the chaos of war swept away this initiative.  19   

 When the Bolsheviks came to power, a 1918 decree established the *unified 
school lasting three to four years, eliminating all class distinctions, removing the 
church from any role in education and, over time, instituting a progressive cur-
riculum with no regard to the traditional disciplines, placing labour and ‘learning 
by doing’ at the core, and sidelining the authority of the teacher and textbook 
in the classroom. However, the  catastrophic effects of civil war, famine and ram-
pant disease, the ensuing collapse of industrial output and the 1921 decision to 
decentralise funding for the schools, as well as fierce resistance from a teaching 
profession, which initially resisted Bolshevik rule in favour largely of a multi-
party socialist state,  20   and from parents appalled by the lack of discipline and 
seeming chaos in such schools, halted progress at best.  21   In addition, a policy 
decision in the 1920s to emphasise adult literacy programs reduced the resources 
available for basic schooling for children and may have actually led to a decline in 
enrolments. Beginning in 1931, however, Stalin, now firmly in control, reversed 
the *NEP policies of the 1920s, re-established with modifications the traditional 
disciplines and authority of the teacher, and installed monolithic state control of 
every aspect of schooling including, for the first time, teacher training. 

 This was, in fact, a profound reversal of the direction schooling had taken in 
the more than half-century following the Great Reforms of the 1860s. In that 
interval, state and society had been engaged in a lively tug of war over control of 
the schools and the nature of the curriculum.  22   In fact, the ‘state’ itself was, as we 
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now know, far from a monolithic actor in schooling as elsewhere, and historians 
now see its policies as divided, driven by ad hoc decisions more than cogent pol-
icy, and not only in education.  23   Within the state itself, a struggle between the 
Orthodox Church (Holy Synod) and the Ministry of Education led to parallel 
elementary school systems and the failure of the Duma in 1908 to pass a School 
Bill enacting profound changes in elementary education. Several other minis-
tries (war, interior, finance, etc.) even had their own schools, although mostly 
secondary, and private education had begun to flourish, also at the secondary 
level. At the same time, in European Russia, the state was engaged in another tug 
of war with the semi-autonomous zemstvo institutions set up to manage local 
affairs. Zemstvos were entrusted with founding schools and managing the eco-
nomic affairs of local schools, while the state was to supervise the curriculum. In 
reality, these zemstvos, which hired teachers (and later sometimes funded addi-
tional state inspectorate positions), provided textbooks, built schools and librar-
ies and were intimately engaged in all aspects of popular schooling, even if often 
harassed by state regulations.  24   Outside European Russia, in the empire’s vast, 
multinational and multi-confessional borderlands (Russians were a bare major-
ity in the country’s population by 1900), a bewildering variety of arrangements 
promoted or limited popular schooling. In the Western borderlands, the Polish 
church, Jewish organisations, and Lutheran schools, all were engaged in negoti-
ations with an uneasy state about who could fund and control elementary school-
ing, how teachers were selected, what languages of instruction were allowed, and 
what role religion played.  25   In the Caucasus and Central Asia, as well as along the 
Volga River, from the time of Catherine the Great the state had established an 
official Muslim hierarchy entrusted with the promotion and control of religious 
schools. But increasingly in the second half of the nineteenth century, Tsarist 
authorities had become uncomfortable with this arrangement, partly because of 
growing pressure for Russification of the empire, and partly because of the rapid 
spread of Islam in the southeastern reaches of the country.  26   

 These brief comments offer only a hint of the complexity of educational pol-
itics among national minorities: even outside the ‘core’ Russian areas around 
Moscow, along the Volga, more than 20 percent of the population was ‘non-Rus-
sian’ (largely Turkic and Finnic); in Viatka province for example, many districts 
had to make arrangements for instruction of groups of children who spoke two or 
three different languages at home, and whose entry into the school marked their 
first exposure to Russian. Indeed, a major issue in teacher training at the time was 
finding qualified applicants who could converse in the several languages needed 
in the Volga region to interact with the children from the Finnic and Turkic pop-
ulations, making most schools ‘mixed’ institutions. Accommodating minority 
languages where Russian was the medium of instruction was a growth industry 
in pedagogy; the language of instruction and place for minority languages, and 
the content of ‘Bible’ lessons were recurring topics both at local teachers’ con-
gresses and in the national press (the one concerned largely with pragmatics, 
the other with politics). In Kazan, Russia’s ‘third capital’ on the Volga, I recently 
came across a file about a hapless Russian school inspector accused in 1906 of 
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anti-government activities in the schools. His response to the charge could be 
summed up as follows: ‘How could I be responsible for popular disorders in the 
village if, after all, I am inspecting the schools of German colonists? I can’t even 
understand their spoken German, and they know almost no Russian!’ (This of 
course raises a question about the quality of his inspection work, since he could 
understand nothing of what was being said in class.) In neighbouring Viatka, I 
found an inspector’s annual report on the eve of the First World War in which 
he sheepishly acknowledged that in his district of roughly 200,000 people and 
100 official schools, he had recently ‘discovered’ 15 unofficial Muslim schools 
operating openly but not on the ministry files. Moreover these schools had been 
founded almost two decades previously! So much for central control over minor-
ity education, even close to the heartland of Russia.  27    

  Who built the schools and why? 

 But this story is incomplete, even distorted, for well before the state began to play 
a sustained role, beyond enabling legislation, in schooling, the population had 
established a widespread network of *‘ vol’nye ’ or ‘free’ schools across European 
Russia. Recognising the utility of literacy and numeracy, from the late eighteenth 
century many peasant communities had hired itinerant teachers, retired soldiers, 
unemployed clergy, to teach their children, largely but not only boys, how to 
read and count. Indeed, while the usual narrative of Russian popular schooling 
has ‘society’ (i.e. the educated elite running the zemstvos) stepping in during the 
1860s to take advantage of the new legislation permitting the establishment of 
schools and providing the initiative for educational expansion, many of the ‘new’ 
schools set up during this period were built upon foundations already established 
by such  vol’nye  schools. It was only in the 1890s, with the rise of popular discon-
tent (labour strife and peasant disorders) as well both noble and intelligentsia 
frustration with a recalcitrant state, that elite efforts to promote popular educa-
tion became a genuine ‘campaign’ and mass education became the elixir that 
would solve Russia’s problems. Thus began a campaign to achieve universal enrol-
ment, and thereby to overcome Russian backwardness, narrow the frightening 
cultural gap between the educated elite and a ‘dark’ and violent peasantry and 
working class, improve the quality of the military in a time of increasing interna-
tional tensions, enhance labour discipline and productivity, provide a means to 
disseminate and improve agricultural practices, and better unify the empire. 

 In this mix of familiar considerations, which by the turn of the century were 
increasingly shared by officialdom, it is impossible to separate out the emanci-
patory from the darker, Foucauldian impulses.  28   Up until the huge wave of vio-
lence marking the revolution of 1905, the emancipatory impulse most likely 
held sway among the educated public, locked in a struggle with the autocracy 
for basic political rights, while the state, when promoting education, was over-
whelmingly concerned with utilitarian issues of productivity and control. After 
the violence of 1905–1907, the views of state and public actors merged; while dif-
ferences remained over curriculum, language of instruction, and control of the 
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schools,  29   there was general agreement on the need for a unified empire, a strong 
state as well as public order and both fundamental skills and social discipline.  30   
By 1914 the state and local elites were in agreement, and working hard, to achieve 
universal primary education in Russia, with a target date of 1922 for reaching 
that goal.  31   Given a long tradition of compulsory state modernisation projects in 
Russia, many public figures were suspicious of that approach, and after some hesi-
tation, decided that the goal should be universally accessible, not state-mandated, 
elementary education. Because of this, even while the length of primary school-
ing was set at three to four years, the school age cohort included children from 
age 8 to 14 (with no compulsory entry age, parents could enroll their children 
when convenient, or when spaces opened up in the schools). As will be clear 
below, this was to cause some confusion in measuring results. 

 To be sure, despite the consensus that schools needed to be built, Russian 
pedagogy was, in the dual capital cities of St. Petersburg and Moscow, polarised 
between conservative and progressive proponents. The country’s recently estab-
lished national parliament (the Duma, first convened in 1906) was locked in a 
struggle between proponents of a religious and of a secular education, over the 
priority to be given to the Russian language or to Orthodoxy in the schools, and 
over the degree of centralisation proper for the schools. But outside the capital 
cities, at summer teacher training courses, among school inspectors and direct-
ors as well as zemstvo employees; that is, at the level of practice, by the turn of 
the century a consensus had emerged about how schools should be run, what 
teachers should teach and how, what kind of disciplinary measures were appro-
priate, and what results could be expected from the three- to four-year school. 
This mainstream pedagogy was distinct in that it emphasised a tightly structured 
schedule, textbook learning, much rote learning combined with memorisation, 
classroom recitations, oral calculations, as well as ‘explanatory readings’ and a 
focus upon the use of visual aids ( nagliadnye posobiia ),  32   and, everywhere, the 
unchallenged authority of the teacher. At the same time, it banished corporal 
punishment from the schools and promoted a benevolent view of the intrinsic 
goodness of the child. The emphasis upon a structured environment stemmed 
from the rigours of one teacher being responsible simultaneously for two to three 
groups of students, while the benevolent view of childhood, especially peasant 
childhood, had deep roots in nineteenth-century Russian culture.  33   The result 
was that at the local level, co-operation rather than conflict between teachers, 
zemstvo educators, and local inspectors was the rule,  34   and a distinct culture of 
Russian schooling emerged, quite at odds with the conflict over education which 
raged at the national level. The success of this approach was evident in the results 
achieved, which I discuss below.  35   

 As for peasants, their contribution to the early expansion of schooling has been 
mentioned above. But once the state and educated society began to intervene on 
a large scale, peasant strategy involved both expanding access to education and 
limiting its scope. In fact, popular attitudes changed little in the half century 
after emancipation. The impulse to literacy and numeracy was there from the 
start, but was, and remained, largely a defensive impulse. This was a complex and 
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dangerous world and children needed to learn how to read and write in order 
to navigate their way around the city, where many of them would work. They 
also needed these skills to protect themselves from rapacious local officials, the 
nobility as well as merchants and others with whom a growing money economy 
brought them into contact. Increasingly too, peasants saw the value of literacy for 
girls, and when openings appeared in local schools for girls, they rapidly filled 
up.  36   But peasants were simultaneously engaged in an effort to limit the impact 
of schooling on their children’s world views. The authority of (women) teachers 
challenged patriarchal authority at home; the types of vistas presented in some 
school readers opened up a new world of discourse, geographic realms, modes of 
living, promoting what developmental economists across the globe have described 
as the ‘backwash’ effect: that is, inputs into schooling in rural communities ulti-
mately leading to the draining of human capital from the countryside in search 
of new opportunities elsewhere. For peasant families, this was seen as a net loss, 
so they struggled to provide their children with enough schooling to function, 
but not enough to leave the village. As can be imagined, this often led to tensions 
and misunderstandings between the school and the community.  37   

 As a result of these conflicting impulses in the peasant community, the dynam-
ics of enrolment in popular schools were complex, and need to be deciphered. 
While most children in European Russia were in school by 1914 (see below), they 
commonly left school at the point at which, after two years or so, the parents felt 
the child had learned how to read, write and cope with the modern world. Using 
both massive statistical studies carried out by local zemstvos, as well as equally 
large surveys of peasant opinion collected by local correspondents, it can be dem-
onstrated that this was not an ‘educational failure’ but rather a marker of peas-
ant agency. While opportunity costs played some role, more important was the 
attempt to reduce the impact of the ‘hidden curriculum’ and protect the bound-
aries and hierarchy of peasant culture. Traces of this strategy can be discerned 
both in enrolment patterns and in measurements of the outcomes of schooling, 
 discussed below. 

 Returning to the narration of school expansion, I argue that for a brief period 
following the 1917 revolution and ensuing civil war, the emancipatory, even 
utopian, impulse prevailed over centralising ‘statist’ leanings. During the exper-
imental NEP period from 1921 to 1927, marked by a mixed economy, progressive 
social legislation and marked creativity in the arts (albeit within the framework 
of a single-party state), a debate raged within education circles about the value 
of textbooks, the authority of the teacher in the classroom, the organisation and 
presentation of knowledge, and the relationship between school and society, as 
traditional disciplines were abandoned in favour of the ‘labour school’, and the 
‘democratic classroom’. 

 But many teachers, as well as parents preferred the traditional content and ambi-
ence: ‘lessons, bells, and books’. The extreme material needs and acute shortages 
of the time generated hardships hardly conducive to reform and experimenta-
tion. These stringencies were exacerbated by the deplorable conditions endured by 
most children. It was at this time that the mass phenomenon of  bezprizorniki , or 
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homeless children, became an inescapable concern of educators and policy mak-
ers, and only worsened as time passed. Issues of survival, shelter, and nourishment 
became all important in the following two decades as the party and state struggled 
to address the desperate needs of children orphaned by revolution, civil war, or 
famine, left destitute by the imprisonment or execution of their parents during 
collectivisation and Stalin’s purges, or cast aside during the horrors of the Second 
World War. As a result, for many educators, the social welfare functions of schools 
often took precedence over discovery and learning. Teachers became  surrogate 
parents; extended day and boarding schools proliferated, and schools were often 
shelters for traumatised children. Conditions in such schools were often spartan 
and harsh, sometimes abusive, but a magisterial recent study argues that given 
the enormity of the upheavals which the Soviet Union experienced at the time, 
the effort made was heroic, and compares favourably with the treatment of aban-
doned children globally in the twentieth century.  38   

 In these circumstances, the struggle between progressive educators and state-
builders  39   determined to modernise Russia and restore Great Power status [they 
would have cringed at this vocabulary] was resolved in favour of the latter, and 
shortly after the rise of Stalin in 1929, the emancipatory impulse was crushed by 
the monolithic centralising, industrialising, and hierarchical ethos that was to 
prevail for the next half century.  40   Not only did the arrival of universal school-
ing mark the end of the emancipatory project of Russian intellectuals in favour 
of a darker impulse of control and hierarchy, perhaps wedded inevitably to the 
earlier stages of industrialisation, but collectivisation of agriculture marked the 
shattering of an autonomous peasant culture as well as a ‘peasant pedagogy’. It is 
notable that Stalin’s push for the ‘elimination of illiteracy’ was contemporaneous 
with the ‘elimination of the kulak,’ and that the acronym in Russian for the lit-
eracy campaign resembled that for the secret police (or Cheka). From that point 
on, to find agency in popular schooling in Russia, one must look at individual 
social mobility (to be sure, enormous) or at ‘backstage’ behaviour, the weapons of 
the weak and muted forms of resistance to Soviet culture, in the school, on the 
playground and streets, as elsewhere. As for independent youth culture, which 
flourished in the 1920s, both as militant  Komsomol  (Communist youth) organisa-
tions fervidly supporting radical agendas and as working class sub- and counter-
cultures, these topics must remain outside the purview of this chapter.  41   Likewise, 
the extraordinary network of extra-mural institutions providing all manner of 
after-school cultural enrichment, sporting activities, and summer camps, which 
played a huge role in the lived experience of Soviet children and adolescents, but 
virtually disappeared along with free pre-school institutions after the collapse of 
the Soviet Union, must be bypassed here.  42    

  Who were the teachers? 

 Across Europe, the initial governmental involvement in primary education came 
through teacher training, and by the end of the nineteenth century, the majority 
of teachers had passed through *normal schools imparting a  specific curriculum 
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and professional socialisation. From the 1860s, the Russian government also 
began to establish normal schools along the Prussian model, but efforts lagged 
and the state never achieved a true monopoly over teacher training until well 
into the Stalinist era. During the two first major school expansions (1895–1914 
and the 1930s), a large proportion of new teachers had received their education in 
a variety of advanced primary and general secondary schools, often not having 
completed their studies. For this reason, in late Imperial Russia, summer refresher 
courses and teachers’ congresses, organised and run by local institutions and edu-
cated society, played a major role in enhancing pedagogical training, promoting 
a distinctive classroom culture (see below) and reinforcing professional identity. 
As a rule, too, elementary school teachers, unlike secondary school teachers, were 
not state employees and their (low) salaries were set by local zemstvos and munic-
ipal Dumas. Although the state began to provide salary supplements in the 1890s, 
it was only after 1908 that a guaranteed minimum was established as a condi-
tion for local institutions receiving grants for school construction. Even then, 
the minimum of 360 rubles put teachers only slightly ahead of factory workers, 
whose salaries averaged 250 rubles. By comparison, a school inspector earned 
2000 rubles per annum; secondary school teachers (also state employees) about 
1500 rubles. It took nearly two decades after the revolution before the Soviet state 
fully centralised financing, a key to protecting teachers from local interests and 
enhancing their authority in local communities. 

 Yet for most of this period, teachers remained vulnerable to pressures from 
both community and state due to their fragile professional identity and class 
status. Feminisation in primary schools accelerated with the rapid expansion of 
schools in the 1890s, and by the First World War, 70 percent of teachers were 
women. Although it failed to gain full control over teacher training, the central 
state restricted the legal rights of teachers (through prohibitions by local inspect-
ors affecting both professional behaviour and personal life). It also resisted teach-
ers’ attempts at professional self-organisation and prevented their participation 
in the burgeoning co-operative movement and even their involvement in adult 
education programmes. In fact, if Prussian teachers were responsible for victory at 
Sedan, and French teachers promoted republican values, as a rule Russian teach-
ers, while sharing the civilising, * Kulturtrager  ethos widespread elsewhere, clearly 
also subscribed to democratic and moderate socialist beliefs. If not revolutionary, 
their views hardly coincided with the conservative ethos of the Tsarist state. 

 However, a vast gulf divided primary and secondary school teachers. The latter 
were exclusively male, trained at universities, enjoying the status and perquisites 
of state service (they wore uniforms), and they worked in an exclusively urban 
milieu, instructing children of educated society. For this reason, both in 1905 
and after 1917, secondary school teachers rejected the idea of creating a unified 
teachers’ union and they tended to be both connected to the Tsarist state and 
more remote from the popular classes. By promoting a unified, state-run teachers’ 
union, the new Soviet state cleverly won grudging support from primary school 
educators (who had been leftist but anti-Bolshevik), and crushed the more mili-
tant opposition of secondary school teachers. 
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 Relations with the local community were often even more complicated than 
between sectors of the profession and historians are not in agreement about this 
topic. Generally, teachers fit the classic anthropological  definition of ‘stranger 
outsiders’ to the village, which disposed peasants to see them as both dangerous 
and vulnerable. The feminisation of the profession in the primary schools, along 
with miserably low salaries, only further diminished their status in the eyes of vil-
lagers. And yet, teachers also possessed a valued commodity, namely literacy and 
numeracy, which, as we have seen, by the end of the century were in high demand 
by peasants. During times of war and instability (for instance, the 1905 and 1917 
revolutions, the Russo-Japanese War and the First World War) they everywhere 
served as ‘decoders’ of news and information of enormous importance to peas-
ants and helped villagers write petitions to the authorities (which swamped the 
authorities in St. Petersburg as well as the newly formed State Duma). These roles 
often earned teachers the trust and respect of peasants. During the first decades 
of Soviet power, ambiguity persisted. Their obligatory involvement in official 
literacy campaigns, which carried a militantly anti-religious tone and bore the 
unfortunate title of  Cheka  (or Extraordinary Commission, the same  acronym used 
for the forerunner of the NKVD and KGB, some of whose characteristics it also 
shared) promised to incur popular hostility, at a time when the Soviet state was 
too weak to protect teachers. Stalin’s collectivisation only increased the wrath 
of much of the population, even as a basic education provided enormous social 
mobility. This promise of  advancement (and escape from a traumatised village) 
along with the comprehensive Stalinist reinstallation of hierarchy, including that 
of the teacher in the classroom, and the merging of the first eight years of school-
ing into a unified   obshchee srednee obrazovanie ( general secondary school) finally 
helped to solidify teachers’ status and prestige.  

  What was achieved: literacy and enrolments 

 With few exceptions, most historians have long agreed on the ‘educational fail-
ure’ of Tsarist Russia. Most, too, have acknowledged (or trumpeted) the achieve-
ment of full literacy and universal enrolment in the Soviet Union within two 
decades of the revolution. In truth, the Soviet achievement was uneven, if con-
siderable, and Tsarist progress towards those goals was far greater than commonly 
ascribed. The ideological distortions of the Cold War combined with rather ele-
mentary miscalculations and terminological confusion to muddy the picture 
and exaggerate the ‘before’ and ‘after’ (1917) story of mass education in Russia. 
Ideologically, the tropes of ‘ backwardness’ and inevitable collapse of empires in 
favour of nation-states in the West dovetailed with the Soviet master narrative of 
triumphal modernisation once the hopelessly retrograde Tsarist order had been 
swept aside, are well known. Thus, grand political narratives shaped the picture 
of Russian schooling. It is the more prosaic errors in counting we must  consider 
here. 

 It can be easily demonstrated that despite continuing widespread illiteracy in 
the Russian Empire as late as 1914, the proportion of children who were gaining 
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some schooling was high. The most commonly used index of enrolment in the 
West was a population ratio, rather than that based on age groups. As a propor-
tion of the entire population, regardless of age, enrolments in European Russia 
rose between 1880 and 1911 from 1.5 per cent to 2.9 per cent in 1894 and 4.5 per 
cent on the eve of the First World War. By this yardstick, Russian school enrol-
ments lagged far behind Great Britain (17.4 per cent), Germany (17 per cent), 
France and Sweden (14.2 per cent) and the United States (19.4 per cent). No won-
der the source of these figures was a book (published in Russia itself) entitled 
 Education in the Civilised World, and in Russia.  

 Indeed, given the huge (100 million) gain in population in the Russian coun-
tryside in the second half of the nineteenth century, even the increase from 1.5 
per cent to 4.5 per cent represented a major effort, and considerable gain. But such 
figures fail to distinguish between the notion of a proper school age and actual 
enrolment figures; unless allowance is made for national differences in the age of 
school entry and school leaving, they hardly demonstrate ‘educational failure’. 

 A better way to determine what proportion of school-age children ever saw the 
inside of a school is to begin with the school-age cohort. Even here, however, a 
sense of inferiority deeply coloured the presentation of data. Until the 1890s, 
most Russian educators, borrowing from the West, used the ages 7–14, or an eight-
year span, as the proper school-age base. According to estimates based upon these 
assumptions, enrolment increased only from 8.7 per cent in 1880 to 15.6 per 
cent in 1894 and to 23.8 per cent of the age-cohort in 1911. From this, it is often 
hastily concluded that only one in four children (i.e. 24 per cent) of children had 
any schooling whatsoever. Yet, as the historian E. G. West showed long ago in 
his study of schooling in England, such calculations are misplaced; according to 
him, the Kerry Report of 1833 also arrived at the conclusion that only one in four 
children actually saw the inside of a school, but since the school-age base was 
considered to be 6–13 and the average length of stay in school only 2–3, rather 
than eight years, then in fact 9 in 10 children actually received some schooling at 
one point between ages 6 and 13.  43   

 The same applies for Russia: once educators finally began to regard 8–11 as the 
proper school age (while allowing children to stay in school up to age 14), they 
estimated the proportion of the population in that age group at 9–9.5 per cent 
of the total, and the one-day survey of schools conducted on 18 January 1911, 
showed that more than one half of all boys in that group were actually in school 
(for girls, the figure was one-third to one-quarter). 

 Yet even these figures are an understatement; three-quarters of all schools 
offered three, not four (that is 8–9–10–11) year programs, so if all children received 
three years of schooling, on any given day only one quarter of that age cohort 
would be out of school. Moreover, the average length of stay in school was actu-
ally 2.5, not 3 years; and on any given day 7–10 per cent of children were absent 
(probably much higher in the dead of winter). Finally, demand for a place in the 
schoolroom far exceeded availability; for that reason, children initially denied 
a place often enrolled later, staying after the age of 11.  44   For all these reasons, 
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while attendance (measured in terms of pupils present on a given day in the dead 
of winter!) had officially reached 51 per cent (both boys and girls of children 
aged 8–11) by 1914, local  surveys taking into account all these factors suggest 
that approximately three-quarters of the child population in European Russia 
was actually receiving between 2 and 3 years of elementary education on the eve 
of the First World War. Literacy figures remained dismally low in Russia, but if 
disaggregated to highlight generational cohorts, better reflecting the advances in 
schooling, they also demonstrate comparable progress. 

 Yet, after the revolution, in the early 1920s, many Russians still spoke of their 
country’s ‘Asiatic lack of culture’. In 1921 Lenin wrote in disgust of a country vast 
enough to house several major civilisations, yet dominated by ‘patriarchy, ‘semi-
barbarity – even total barbarity’.  45   Understandably, Soviet progress in promoting 
literacy and schooling was halting in the first decade after the revolution. The 
external conditions have been described above, and specialists have estimated 
that it was only in the middle of the 1920s that a turning point was reached and 
a decline in enrolments and literacy reversed, though pre-war enrolment levels 
were reached only in 1927.  46   Policy decisions as well as war had played a role in 
this decline; initially it was decided to focus scarce resources on the adult liter-
acy campaign, and this came at a loss to expenditures on schooling, which had 
already suffered from the decision to decentralise financing of schools in 1921. 
But Stalinism rectified this situation, and even as the era of progressive exper-
imentation in schooling was brought to an abrupt halt by decrees in the early 
1930s, in re-establishing traditional discipline and hierarchy, textbooks, and for-
mal learning, unprecedented effort was applied to schooling the entire younger 
generation. 

 Indeed, the Stalinist effort was remarkably successful: illiteracy was eradi-
cated and compulsory basic schooling for the ages 8–10 was mandated in 1930 
and achieved by 1939. Full secondary education was implemented by the time 
of Khrushchev, and a vast system of higher education institutions built by the 
late Soviet era. Moreover, these schools were the platform for remarkable social 
mobility, for those who ruled the Soviet Union up to its collapse were largely the 
so-called  vydvyzhentsy  or products of ‘affirmative action’ policies bringing peas-
ants and workers (both men and women) into all levels of schooling and from 
there into positions of status and power.  47   Robert Conquest, in reply to those who 
argued that the enormous sacrifices of the Soviet modernisation project had been 
justified by its outcome, retorted that ‘Stalinism was to industrialisation as canni-
balism is to a  high-protein diet’. But whatever one feels about the Soviet project, 
Moshe Lewin was surely right in listing education, along with urbanisation and 
industrialisation, as one of the key achievements of the Soviet Union, providing 
both its superpower status and the rise of a huge middle class. Along with victory 
in the Second World War, this triad of developments also served to legitimate 
Soviet power in the eyes of the population. Ironically, however, it was this very 
middle class which helped usher in the age of * perestroika , and whose discontents 
led to the ultimate collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991.  
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  Learning outcomes: a Russian culture of schooling? 

 Finally, what did children learn during their stay in school? Here it is more dif-
ficult to combine a discussion of Tsarist and Soviet periods, for the differences 
abound, not only in length of stay, but also, obviously, in ideological regimes. Yet 
it is possible to argue that in the late Imperial period, a distinct Russian culture of 
schooling emerged, and that this classroom culture persisted well into the Soviet 
period, leaving traces even today. This culture emphasised on the one hand, a 
rigorously applied structure and schedule, as well as the unquestioned authority 
of the teacher. On the other hand, it cherished a benevolent notion of childhood, 
even, during the Soviet period, a cult of childhood, as well as the rejection of 
corporal punishment. These characteristics may well explain the marked success 
achieved by Russian schools. 

 But what evidence is there of success? Could the brief, three- to four-year pro-
gramme really teach children how to read, write, and count? In fact, before the 
revolution, many educators despaired of the brevity of the school experience, the 
pervasive drop-out rate before completion, and worried about recidivist illiteracy 
once pupils departed the school gate. Indeed, while three-quarters of all children 
entered school, only one in 10 took the certifying exams marking completion of 
the three- or four-year program, and only one in 500 continued on to a second-
ary school.  48   

 Yet was this another example of preconceptions of backwardness distorting 
reality, of misleading statistical indicators? It seems so. Surprisingly, there is in 
fact much evidence that schools were succeeding in teaching basic skills. This 
evidence is in retention studies, commonly conducted a decade or so after pupils 
departed the school. Both mathematical tabulations and comments attached to 
these studies, conducted around the turn of the century in Voronezh, Simbirsk, 
Kursk and other widely dispersed provinces, unfailingly pointed to the same con-
clusion: former pupils could still read, write, and count.  49   

 Consider briefly the results of two typical studies. In Voronezh, the  average 
reading speed of graduates was 8–13 lines a minute of modern Russian, and 6–12 
lines of Church Slavonic. Examiners rated the average comprehension (on a scale 
of 1–5) at 3.7, increasing with the length of time since graduation. In Simbirsk, 
investigators found that writing skills had slipped, but that the technique of read-
ing was fully intact. Former pupils performed best when tested on the retention of 
basic maths skills (the four functions, simple and compound numbers, and basic 
fractions, both oral and written calculations). As the school inspector, Krasev, who 
conducted this study, commented: ‘Truly, the peasant practises his addition, sub-
traction (etc) throughout his life ... he counts the strips of land in his field, the 
trees in his forest, the money in his pocket’.  50   As for writing, in Kursk, in six to 
seven lines of dictation, improper knowledge of word boundaries was observed in 
50 per cent of compositions, word distortion in 29 per cent, and omission of hard 
and soft signs in 34 per cent. By far, the worst faults were with redundant Church 
Slavonic elements in the orthographical system, all of which were eliminated with 
the language reforms of 1917, at no cost in meaning. When we look closely at the 
deficiencies observed in writing, we see that pupils were properly learning the 
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mechanics and were transcribing on paper what they heard in speech in daily 
life; the result was a phonetically correct reproduction of local dialects rather than 
proper (formal) Russian. 

 In the schools, too, inspectors generally reported that pupils performed cred-
ibly with ‘explanatory reading’ as well as  pereskaz,  or retelling of passages from 
an unfamiliar text. Nikolai Bunakov, a prominent educator who often tangled 
with officialdom, and made sharp criticisms of school policies, at the request of 
the local school board in the district where he taught, took part in the annual 
certifying examinations for graduating pupils, and concluded: ‘Reading, both in 
modern Russian and Church Slavonic ... was generally confident and intelligent. 
In almost all schools the weak side of reading was the persistence of gross local 
pronunciation ... when all is said and done, the results in reading ... were good in 
all five schools surveyed.’  51   

 Later studies, including a questionnaire sent to more than 11,000 teachers for 
the Zemstvo Congress of Education in 1911, inquiring of their pupils’ prowess 
during their school years, produced similar results in reading speed, comprehen-
sion, ability to reformulate orally what pupils had read and maths skills.  52   Well-
respected educators and observers of rural life, who often  differed sharply on 
other issues, all made the same point. Finally, a huge volume of school inspect-
ors’ reports, both Holy Synod (Orthodox Church) and Ministry of Education, 
concurred that similar results were being achieved by pupils by the end of the 
second, or midway in the third year of attendance. In short, peasant support of 
school expansion, pressure by parents on schools to enrol their children, com-
bined with their children’s successful appropriation of reading and writing and 
counting skills, despite the high dropout rate, all suggest both successful teaching 
approaches and a forceful strategy of both promoting and limiting schooling in 
Russia.  53   

 There are striking parallels here to Eugen Weber’s observations concerning 
schools in France in the nineteenth century. Schools began by propagating an 
artificial language, while peasants drew out what was useful in their own famil-
iar world, with the object of communicating with loved ones in the city (or back 
home), keeping a record, sending a message; it mattered  little whether it was in 
formal Russian or transcribed vernacular.  54   

 How about religion, geography, nature, and history? How did mass  elementary 
education transmit the values and ideals associated with citizenship, nationhood, 
and social cohesion (both explicitly and implicitly)? At teachers’ summer refresher 
courses in 1900, a questionnaire asked teachers whether geography and history 
could fairly be tested on exit exams, and virtually unanimously the answer was, 
‘to the degree that such topics are addressed in explanatory reading hours and 
provided in the elementary readers used in the schools’.  55   For complicated rea-
sons, the texts and readers available were so diverse that it is hard to generalise 
from what pupils read in their elementary classes.  56   But two factors militated 
against  transmitting such values. First, the time in school was so limited, and the 
curriculum so focused upon inculcating basic reading, writing, and computation 
skills, as well as some elements of knowledge of the natural world, that little time 
was left over for those domains (history, etc.) where such notions generally reside. 
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Only in the fourth grade (25 per cent of schools but far fewer proportionally of 
students) was time specifically allocated to history or geography. 

 Orthodoxy did play a major role in the curriculum (along with Church 
Slavonic), and was a major point of friction between the liberal intelligentsia and 
the state. The Orthodox Church also played a significant role in the borderland 
zones where other faiths were strong. The issue of church schools and religious 
studies was so contentious it resulted in the momentous School Bill of 1908 being 
hung up in the Duma and failing to pass. In general, for educators, the claims 
made by Orthodoxy often conflicted with the aspirations of state and empire, 
but especially of Russian nationalism.  57   It is noteworthy too that extracurricu-
lar activities such as scouts or paramilitary training made little headway in early 
twentieth-century Russia. 

 The second obstacle to such ‘transmission’ was the teaching  profession, which, 
as we have seen, differed in its ethos from that of Germany and France. Teachers 
in Russia saw themselves as cultural missionaries and believed strongly in the 
Enlightenment project (a common trope in their memoirs was that of bringing 
‘light’ to the ‘dark’ masses). Many too were patriots in that they revered both 
Russian high and folk culture, and believed along with the famous educator 
*Konstantine Ushinsky that all knowledge should begin with the cultivation of 
one’s native language. Yet the *Populist tendencies of many teachers, as well as 
state reluctance to grant corporate autonomy (to any profession, not only teach-
ers) made many teachers reluctant propagandists of official ideology. How about 
the village priests who taught in church parish schools but were also obliged to 
provide Bible lessons in the secular zemstvo schools? Promoting ‘God and Tsar’ 
was a large part of their mission, and conservative priests often tangled with sec-
ular teachers. The conflict, though, should not be exaggerated: many teachers 
were themselves from clerical families, and in fact many priests were  themselves 
sympathetic to socialist ideologies. The three most recent Western studies of vil-
lage teachers differ in their conclusions about their impact on village culture.  58   A 
generation later, however, when Stalin launched collectivisation, many of these 
teachers were seen as emissaries of the loathed state, and were raped, had acid 
thrown in their faces, or were even murdered.  59   Yet it is impossible to ignore 
the important role Soviet teachers came to play in many children’s lives, possi-
bly because of the caretaker role many assumed during the difficult times of the 
Stalin era. An echo of this can be heard even today: when elementary school 
pupils form the traditional ‘lineup’ to meet their teacher on the first day of class, 
she will often say, ‘Now listen to me; your mother is number one in your life ... and 
I am number two!’ 

 Moving beyond textbooks, subjects such as geography, history, and  religion, 
and even the role of the teacher, and turning to the ‘hidden curriculum’ one 
might well argue that the restructuring of daily life accompanying schooling 
contributed to promoting the ‘industrious revolution’ that Bayly, following Jan 
de Vries, argues was key to the origins of ‘modernity’.  60   Above, I argued that a 
‘distinct culture of schooling’ emerged in Russia in the second half of the nine-
teenth century (which perhaps was passed on to the Soviet school).  61   What I 
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have in mind was the unusual combination of ‘frontal approaches’ or the top 
down, highly structured, even regimented scheduling and organisation of learn-
ing in the school with a markedly humane, child-centred set of beliefs originat-
ing of course in the Enlightenment, but given added impulse by the teachings of 
*Tolstoy and the Populist leanings of the teaching profession. Perhaps the best 
indicator of the latter was the virtual exclusion of corporal punishment from the 
Russian primary school by the turn of the century. As to the structure, one has 
only to turn to reports of teachers’ summer courses, inspectors’ reports on the 
schools, memoirs, and handbooks by educators, to see how pervasive the concern 
was for the minute organisation of every moment of the school day. After all, most 
teachers were dealing simultaneously with two or three classes of children, and 
had to keep them engaged for five to six hours daily. This required commitment, 
skill, and above all planning. It is difficult to extract proof that such routines and 
scheduling changed children internally, but it is also noteworthy that educators 
persistently remarked at the joy with which children first came to school. Many 
also commented that this love of schooling only increased over time.  62   And in 
some areas of the empire, especially the Russian north, where distance to schools 
and severe winters made travel hazardous, a large proportion of children spent 
the entire week at the school, sleeping in the classroom, or in specially built dor-
mitories, or renting a space in a cottage near the school. 

 Finally, while above I noted that only a tiny fraction of Russian children con-
tinued their education beyond primary school, the peasant population was so 
vast that despite the very low ‘access percentage’  63   by 1914 peasants made up 
nearly half of all the students in Russia’s rapidly growing secondary school sys-
tem. Doing some rough calculations, this means that by that time there were 
perhaps a half a million Russian peasants who had gained at least some second-
ary schooling.  64   Anecdotal evidence supports the notion of a rise of the ‘peasant 
intellectual,’ a socially mobile class of peasantry (becoming for instance, book 
publishers, military officers, merchant millionaires, or writers such as *Maxim 
Gorky). But this potentially rich topic remains unexplored.  

  Nationhood and citizenship 

 In relation to Tsarist Russia, it is more relevant to discuss community ties and class 
identities and the long-standing gap between popular and educated culture than 
differing notions of nationhood (Russia’s famous ‘dual culture’ separated the tra-
ditionalist and common people from the educated and Westernised). Moreover, 
the central core of Soviet ideology repudiated, of course, the nation as an object of 
loyalty in favour of a ‘Soviet federation’, which itself was to be a temporary struc-
ture until the world revolution would bring about a confederation of socialist 
communities, however defined. The sad history of the *Comintern (Communist 
International) informs us that virtually from the start loyalty to socialism meant 
loyalty to the Soviet state, and the interests of the Soviet state soon came to be 
defined in ways which had an eerie resemblance to the  Realpolitik  of the auto-
cratic policy makers, that is, the pursuit of Russian great power interests. The 
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Second World War brought the re-emergence of the colonising mission of Russian 
culture and suppression of local languages in schools as well as the expansion 
of the already large network of ‘total institutions’ for children, both boarding 
schools and orphanages. 

 Did the Soviet school contribute to modernisation, national identity, or notions 
of citizenship? Certainly the link between education, economic growth, and 
social transformation is a strong one, even if difficult to pin down. The social 
mobility ensuing from educational expansion, as noted earlier, created a huge 
middle class which, some have argued, demanded more autonomy, status, and 
reward, and in so doing fuelled *Gorbachev’s reforms. Whether or not this new 
middle class had developed notions of citizenship is a thorny issue, for more than 
two-thirds worked in closed cities in the defence industry), and had little of the 
geographical mobility or horizontal connections normally associated with mid-
dle classes and civil society.  65   

 With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the virtual elimination of funding for 
schooling, and the emigration of over 200,000 highly trained specialists, many 
policy makers have been worried about the decline of ‘human capital’ and the 
irreplaceable loss caused by a generational rupture in continuity in education 
levels. The collapse of the Soviet Union also sparked Western fears that a wave 
of ‘radical, xenophobic nationalism’ would be unleashed, appealing to a soci-
ety enduring great hardship and humiliation. But, as Stephen Lovell points out, 
these fears were not borne out.  66   As Lovell wryly notes, ‘National identity was a 
muddle in post-Soviet Russia, which was almost certainly a good thing’. In other 
words, while the ‘iron law of post-communism’ that in conditions of uncertainty 
over boundaries and institutions, ‘all politicians try to use nationalism in their 
interests,’ might have applied to Russia, it has so far had little resonance there. 
Despite enormous hardship, levels of xenophobia and anti-Semitism were not 
much higher than in a much more stable Western Europe. How much all of this 
can be traced back to schooling and to its beginnings in the period 1870–1930 is 
a matter of speculation, but certainly of interest.  

  Conclusion 

 In short, the story of the arrival of mass schooling and literacy in Russia both 
informs and further complicates the larger narrative of modern Russia as a late-
comer and modernising empire, then nation. Indeed, a tragic irony informs the 
story of national literacy. This story began with the emancipation of the serfs 
in 1861, with the hopes born in the period of Russia’s sweeping Great Reforms, 
and the village and city schools built upon these hopes. The story continues 
with elite intervention, both state and societal in the 1890s; an intervention 
prompted by a faith in the liberating potential of schooling, by the concern 
to discipline the work force, and by the sense that the proliferating ‘wild’ pop-
ular literacy needed to be regulated. However, the story of national literacy 
continues with the creation of a  massively interventionist state in the 1930s, 
the establishment of universal compulsory schooling, and a rigidly centralised 
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curriculum. Popular response to Stalinist schools was ambiguous; teachers were 
sometimes associated with the hated collectivisation campaign and viciously 
attacked for that reason; yet the population also eagerly pursued schooling that 
promoted unheard of opportunities for economic advancement. A huge middle 
class emerged as Soviet society evolved, but no civil society with intricate hor-
izontal ties followed upon this development. The peasant state vanished in the 
early twentieth century, but the modernisation paradigm contributes little to 
understanding the type of state, society or school that emerged from war and 
revolution. Agency in the form of societal inputs in building a school system 
certainly existed before the revolution, but with the coming to power of Stalin, 
it took the form mainly of contestation, resistance, and ‘collaboration’ rather 
than initiative and creativity. Citizenship and national consciousness, too, took 
on distorted forms. But it might also be argued that the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, and onset of an economic depression, some estimate was roughly three 
times the scale of the Great Depression in the West, resulted in very little turmoil 
and violence and this was due at least partly to the successes of a school system 
that expanded and flourished during, but especially after the Stalinist period. 
But that is another story entirely.  

  Timeline 

 1861: Emancipation of the Serfs – the ‘Great Reforms’ 

 1864: School Statute establishes tuition-free three year schools (but without state 
funding) 

 1872: Establishment of municipal schools offering an extended elementary 
education 

 1897: Promulgation of a model curriculum for public elementary schools 

 1905: Russo-Japanese War and Revolution 

 1908: School Bill (not passed by legislature, but nevertheless funded by the state: 
goal set to achieve universal 3- to 4-year elementary education by 1922) 

 1912: Establishment of higher elementary schools which offered some  peasant 
children the chance to access secondary education 

 1917: February Revolution – Provisional Government 

 October Revolution – Bolshevik Government 

 1918–21: Civil War 

 1918: Bolshevik decree establishing three to four year schools for all  children irre-
spective of social class with a secular curriculum 

 1921–9: NEP period 

 1924: death of Lenin 

 1927–1929: Stalin established in sole leadership position 

 1931: curriculum restored along traditional lines  
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  Glossary 

  Comintern:  The Communist International, abbreviated as Comintern, (1919–
1943) was an international communist organisation founded in Moscow and 
aiming to establish an international Soviet Republic as a  transition stage towards 
the complete abolition of the state. 

  cypher schools:  schools set up by Tsar Peter the Great to provide mathematical 
training for army and navy officers. 

  Gorbachev:  Mikhail Gorbachev (b. 1931) was the last head of state of the USSR 
from 1988 to 1991. Gorbachev’s attempts at reform as well as summit conferences 
with United States President Ronald Reagan, and his reorientation of Soviet strate-
gic aims contributed to the end of the Cold War and led to the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union. He was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1990. 

  Gorky:  Maxim Gorky (1868–1936), Russian writer and political activist. Orphaned 
in childhood, he was raised by his grandmother. His writings focused on the suf-
ferings of the poor and he was a fervent advocate of Russia’s social, political, and 
cultural transformation. 

  Kulturtrager ethos:  the Enlightenment civilising mission pervasive among the 
Russian intelligentsia in the late nineteenth century. 

  NEP (New Economic Policy):  The term describing the interval between the end 
of the Civil War (1918–1921) and the onset of Stalinism (1929). Despite the reten-
tion of the single-party state, the period was marked by a mixed economy, pro-
gressive social legislation, cultural and artistic experimentation, and affirmative 
action policies for the borderland minorities. During  perestroika , Gorbachev and 
other reformers often pointed to the NEP period as a model of the ‘socialism with 
a human face’ they were trying to create. 

  normal schools : term used widely on the continent of Europe for teacher train-
ing colleges. 

  Pan-Slavism:  emerged in the 1860s. It wedded an early Slavophilism with an 
aggressive social Darwinism to produce an ideology of imperialism justifying 
Russian intervention in the Balkans in defence of ‘Slavic brothers’. 

  Perestroika:  refers to the policy of ‘restructuring’ the Soviet political and eco-
nomic systems during the Gorbachev era. 

  Populists:  or  Narodniks , were a political movement which emerged in the 1860s 
following the emancipation of Russia’s serfs. They believed the peasantry were 
the potential revolutionary class and saw the village community as the embryo 
socialist unit. 

  post-Petrine:  the Russian state in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that 
owed its main features to the Tsar Peter 1 (1682–1726). 
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  Sonderweg:  a term commonly used to described Germany’s (and Russia’s) pur-
ported ‘exceptionalism’ or deviation from the classic patterns of modernisation, 
modelled after Great Britain. ‘Ideologies of compensation’ describe the romantic 
nationalist currents which claimed a unique genius to be found in local peas-
ant traditions, and the ‘special way’ to be pursued historically by such nations. 
Russian Slavophilism of the 1840s was one such current, arguing the distinctive-
ness of Russian culture. 

  Tolstoy:  Leo Tolstoy (1828–1910) was the pre-eminent Russian novelist of his day. 
He was a social and educational reformer who founded schools for the serfs on 
his estate. 

  unified schools (1918):  established by the Bolsheviks, were so named because 
they were intended to eliminate any barriers in moving from elementary to sec-
ondary education. Russians spoke of ‘rungs’ on the ‘ladder’ of education; the 
Tsarist government had systematically eliminated ‘rungs’ between elementary 
and secondary school in order to restrict such movement. 

  Ushinsky, Konstantin:  (1824–71) was a teacher and writer, credited as the founder 
of modern educational theory and practices in Russia, emphasising the Russian 
language at the core of the curriculum. 

  vol’nye shkoly:  (‘free schools’) the name given to peasant-established schools, 
dating back to the eighteenth century, and gradually incorporated into the offi-
cial school system towards the end of the nineteenth century. Such schools were 
funded by local communes, and often employed itinerant teachers, local priests, 
or even retired soldiers to provide the rudiments of literacy and numeracy. 

  Zemstvos and Dumas:  local self-governing councils set up in the era of the Great 
Reforms (1860s) in district and provincial towns in European Russia, to provide 
services (education, road-building, agronomical aid, veterinarian and medical 
aid), as well as collect statistics on the population. They gradually became plat-
forms for mobilisation of the movement for liberal reform in the 1890s, and con-
tended with the state for control over educational curriculum.  
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     Part III 

 The Wider World

Introduction    
    Laurence Brockliss and Nicola Sheldon  

 As the Europeans colonised the Americas in the course of the early modern period, 
they established a similar range of educational institutions as existed in their 
mother countries. By the second half of the eighteenth century, there were insti-
tutions of higher education – colleges and universities – in all the major towns and 
cities of the Spanish, Portuguese, French and British colonies. Most kept abreast 
of intellectual developments in Europe and a handful, particularly the University 
of Mexico, offered an education and professional training as good as anything 
that could be found on the other side of the Atlantic.  1   In Portuguese and Spanish 
America, elementary education was less developed; until the situation began to 
improve towards the end of the eighteenth century, most poor whites as well as 
the abused native Indian majority were illiterate.  2   But in the Protestant British 
American colonies, where literacy was widely extended throughout the white 
population and not just the privilege of the ruling elite, there was a network of 
rural elementary schools sustained by the local communities known as townships. 
These district schools were supported through a combination of local taxes, pay-
ments in kind and fees. Frequently the buildings and teachers were far from ideal; 
there was no common structure to the curriculum and punishments were harsh. 
Parents appointed the teachers, determined what was taught, and commonly used 
the schools as a child-minding service for children too young to work.  3   

 After the United States became independent in 1783, a number of individuals 
called for the establishment of a government-controlled system of elementary 
education which could be used to bind the former colonies into one people. The 
most prominent advocate was the Yale-educated Noah Webster, who believed 
that the new America also needed to create its own independent English lan-
guage with its own standard spelling and syntax. Few Americans supported 
Webster’s demand for the creation of a federal-run system of education, but sev-
eral Founding Fathers tried to set up a system at state level even before inde-
pendence was secure. Jefferson believed not only that all citizens should have 
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the vote but also that all should be able to stand for office. This, though, could 
only be practicable if everyone had been properly educated. On three occasions, 
therefore – 1779, the 1790s and 1817 – he presented bills in the Virginia legisla-
ture for the erection of a free and universal system of elementary education for 
whites. In the first decades of the new republic, however, he and other pioneers 
of a state-run system received little support. Opinions began to change only 
from the 1820s. In the 40 years before the American Civil War, the north-eastern 
states in particular changed their character dramatically. Universal male suffrage, 
urbanisation, industrialisation and the arrival of the first wave of non-Protestant 
immigrants convinced many that the provision of elementary education should 
not be left to parents or, in the case of the poor, to voluntary societies of the kind 
that dominated the English landscape in the first two-thirds of the nineteenth 
century. A free, universal, structured and homogeneous system controlled by 
the state was judged to be the only way to prevent social breakdown. Instructing 
the young was now so important that teachers had to be properly trained and 
examined. In the words of one of the most popular teaching manuals of the age, 
‘Society expects that teachers will make children and youth social, honorable 
and benevolent members’.  4   

 As a result, in both the north-eastern and new western states of the Union, 
state-wide systems of *common schools headed by a superintendent of education 
had been established by the outbreak of the war. In the south, on the other hand, 
where the slave-dominated society changed far more slowly, there was far less 
interest, and only North Carolina had created a state superintendent by 1860. The 
reformers in the north were also anxious that the new state systems would benefit 
the individual not just save society. Unlike their European counterparts, they were 
much more positive about the meritocratic possibilities of education. According to 
the Michigan superintendent of common schools, John Pierce, in 1837, ‘By means 
of the public schools, the poor boy of today ... may be the man of learning and 
influence of tomorrow; and he may accumulate and die the possessor of tens of 
thousands; he may even reach the highest station in the republic’.  5   However, the 
rhetoric far outstripped the reality. Some states, beginning with Massachusetts, did 
open free *high schools but they were filled with the children of the middle class. 
Indeed, even the establishment of a working state system of common schools took 
time. The time-lag in Ohio was typical. A school bill allowing but not compelling 
local authorities to set up common schools paid for by a local tax was passed by 
the legislature in 1821. But attempts in the 1830s to set up a state superintendent 
of education failed. It was not until 1853 that a bill was carried that created free 
schooling throughout the state and established a system for examining would-be 
teachers. In Ohio, as in all states, there was a great deal of hostility to the initiative: 
parents wanted to maintain complete control of the schools, the affluent did not 
want their offspring sharing a classroom with the children of the poor, and reli-
gious minorities did not like the Protestant tone of the common schools. 

 Spanish and Portuguese America gained their independence in the 1820s, 
though in their case they became a growing number of separate states, not a 
single federal union. The new Spanish-speaking states were liberal, theoretically 
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racially egalitarian republics, while Portuguese Brazil was a monarchical state 
based on slavery. Irrespective of this distinction, the new states from their incep-
tion showed a commitment to spreading educational opportunity for ideological 
as well as practical reasons. Peru was particularly precocious. Article 181 of the 
constitution of 1823 recognised the right to education of all citizens, and in 1828 
the legislature declared primary education free for all boys. The state also wanted 
education to be kept out of the hands of the church. But in Peru, as in other 
Latin American states, it proved impossible to turn good intentions into deeds. 
Everywhere the establishment of elementary schools was left to local councils 
who had neither the funds nor the will to set up a proper network. Racial and 
class prejudice ran deep, and the law was simply ignored. As political regimes 
came and went across the nineteenth century, various attempts were made to 
kick-start the system, sometimes by introducing an element of central funding 
and organisation. But little was achieved. There was never enough money, never 
enough teachers, and too little interest from ordinary citizens.  6   

 In the world’s non-European literate civilisations, on the other hand, there had 
been no attempt whatsoever to establish a national network of state-controlled 
schools before 1870. In most of these societies – be they the Muslim Ottoman 
Empire and Persia, Buddhist Siam and Burma or  pre-British India – schooling 
was provided by the religious authorities and literacy levels appear to have been 
low, although reliable statistical information is unavailable.  7   In two far-eastern 
Confucian cultures, however, access to schooling of some kind seems to have 
been much more widespread. In socially rigid Japan, in the first part of the nine-
teenth century, school attendance was encouraged by the authorities but pro-
vision was left to private initiative. There were two main types of school. The 
samurai warrior elite went to special schools that were closed to all but a few 
outsiders, where they were trained in an austere Confucianism through a range 
of philosophical, literary and artistic subjects deemed suitable for gentlemen. The 
rest of the population attended mainly fee-paying  terakoya  or writing schools, 
which had sprung up in great numbers from the end of the eighteenth century 
and which were attended by both boys and girls for three to four years. These 
schools used antiquated texts that belonged to an entirely different era and had 
a Buddhist rather than Confucian orientation.  8   In the slightly more socially fluid 
nineteenth-century China, the Ch’ing state encouraged education as an antidote 
to unorthodoxy and rebellion but equally made no effort to provide funding at 
the lowest level. Here there were three types of schooling for beginners. The rich 
and powerful employed private tutors; the urban poor went to charity schools 
founded and maintained by local leaders, magistrates and provincial governors; 
while the children of the  gentry and the peasants attended the clan or  sushu  
schools, exclusive institutions established to provide education for the extended 
family or lineage, the dominant social force in pre-modern China.  9   All three 
forms of elementary school taught pupils to read and write Chinese characters, 
the basics of Chinese history and science, and the fundamental Confucian values 
of loyalty to the family and filial piety. Such schooling was meant to inculcate 
discipline rather than knowledge, but it did provide the basics for those who, 
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aspiring to gentry status and a place in the bureaucracy, would later go on to com-
pete in the open Chinese examination system, where memorisation of Chinese 
classics was the key to success.  10   Both the Japanese and Chinese schools educated 
to a low level a significant part of the population. In Japan in the late 1860s pos-
sibly 43 per cent of boys and 19 per cent of girls aged 6 to 13 were in school. In 
China across the nineteenth century  supposedly (though this is contested), 30 to 
45 per cent of men and 2 to 10 per cent of women could read and write to some 
degree.  11   This though still left the majority of the population illiterate, and it has 
been estimated that as late as 1908 only 5 per cent of Chinese had a ‘politically 
active’ (i.e.  reflective) literacy.  12   

 At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the only parts of Asia firmly 
in European hands were modern Indonesia and the Indian sub- continent. As 
it came to look more and more likely by the second half of the  nineteenth 
century that the rest of Asia would be taken over unless determined counter-
measures were adopted, significant sections of the ruling elite of Thailand, Iran 
and the Ottoman, Japanese and Chinese empires came to the conclusion that 
their states had to Westernise to survive. In each case, the extension and reform 
of elementary education was seen as a key to success: provision had to become 
universal; pupils had to be taught mathematics; and reading and writing had to 
be introduced through texts that inculcated patriotism and knowledge of the 
modern world. As in Latin America, however, effecting change on the ground 
proved very difficult. In Iran, virtually nothing was achieved before Reza Shah 
seized power and established the Pahlavi autocracy in 1925, and even then 
progress was slow.  13   In the Ottoman Empire, similarly, the sultanate had laid 
only the foundations of a national system before the collapse of the state at the 
end of the First World War. It would only be in the 1920s with the establish-
ment of the new Turkish republic that real strides towards a national system 
of  education would be taken in the old imperial heartland.  14   In China, even 
though a three-tiered western style education system for both boys and girls 
was set up on paper between 1898 and 1907, complete with teachers training 
colleges, it would prove impossible to build a nationwide system of elementary 
education teaching the three R’s before the communist takeover in 1949. For 
all the enthusiasm of advocates of reform, such as Zhang Zhidong (Education 
Minister 1907–9), the Chinese, both before and after the Nationalists came to 
power in 1912, lacked the financial resources and the popular support to push 
through the necessary changes. Under the reforms of the late imperial period, 
the creation of elementary schools was left to local communities and private 
initiative. As initially landowners, big and small, preferred to use the old famil-
ial schools, which were never closed, progress was inevitably slow. Forceful pro-
vincial governors could encourage change: thanks to the efforts of governor 
Yuan, the metropolitan province of Zhili boasted 20 public primary schools per 
county by 1906. But this was still a drop in the ocean. Zhili had a population 
of 30 million and a school-age population of 2.5 million. In 1909 the province 
only had 209,668 primary school places.  15   
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 The big success story was Japan, where advance was eased by the overthrow of 
the traditionalist Tokugawa shogunate in 1868 and its replacement by the west-
ern-leaning Meiji regime.  16   Japan introduced a compulsory education law in 1872: 
all children were expected to attend public co-educational elementary schools 
for four years (raised to six in 1907), where from 1881 they would study ethics, 
the three R’s, singing and physical education. The speed with which the new 
system was realised was extraordinary. Although as late as 1910, 90 per cent of 
the cost came from local taxes and though there were still only half the antici-
pated number of public primary schools in 1902, virtually every Japanese child 
of school age was in school on the eve of the First World War. They emerged 
from the classroom as ardent and selfless patriots. Initially the Japanese reformers 
had been influenced by the American common school and had hoped to build a 
system that would encourage individual social mobility as well as national cohe-
sion. From the 1880s, however, a more stridently nationalist policy was pursued, 
epitomised by the educationalist, Mori Arinori, who looked to a time when Japan 
would dominate the world.

  Our country must move from its third-class position to second-class, and from 
second-class to first; and ultimately to the leading position among all coun-
tries of the world. The best way to do this is [by laying] the foundations of 
elementary education.  17     

 Japanese children were turned into fervent patriots through the inculcation of a 
neo-Confucian ethic, which stressed loyalty to the Imperial House and love of 
country as much as filial piety and deference. Everyone had a duty to maintain 
and guard the prosperity of the Imperial throne. The new morality was laid out 
in the Imperial Rescript of 1890 that had to be learnt off by heart and was recited 
in class on special days. Citizens had also to be prepared for war, so an increasing 
emphasis was placed on physical as well as moral development. As the 1900 Law 
of Educational Administration made clear, the value of education for the individ-
ual was pushed into the background.

  Education is not simply the development of the individual’s abilities, nor 
should its main principles be derived in accord with the requirements and 
demands of the individual: the primary aim is to cultivate imperial subjects 
for the benefit of the state, citizens who will contribute to its existence and 
survival.  18     

 But the elementary school system did not completely lose sight of its original 
commitment to social mobility. In theory, anyone with talent could go on to 
secondary or middle school, and eventually to university, if he or she passed the 
rigorous entrance examinations. However, schooling was only free at the elemen-
tary level, schools were single-sex at the higher level and opportunities for girls 
were limited, and entry to university was dominated by a handful of prestigious 
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secondary schools. In the 1930s only one out of every 100 entrants to a primary 
school reached university and only one out of 200 gained a degree.  19   Ultimately, 
the system was even more closed than in the countries of Western Europe.  20   

 The third section of this book examines in detail the history of mass educa-
tion in three very different independent extra-European states between 1870 and 
1930: the United States, Brazil and the Ottoman Empire/Turkey. Besides their size, 
what they share in common is that at the turn of the twentieth century, they were 
multicultural societies which were largely controlled by a single racial or ethnic 
group. Each state was committed to establishing or perfecting a nationwide mass 
education system. But in each case intra-national divisions and tensions affected 
how the system developed and operated. 

 The United States was a white, Protestant Anglo-Saxon democratic federal 
republic with a black, ex-slave minority and a small segregated native population 
that post-1870 opened its doors ever wider to wave after wave of Catholic and 
Jewish immigrants from southern and eastern Europe. In consequence, by 1900 it 
had become the melting pot of cliché, though the WASPS remained firmly in con-
trol. Ellen Berg (Chapter 7) explores how the already well-developed systems of 
mass education in the north-eastern and mid-western states were extended across 
the whole of the country in the decades following the Civil War, and the extent to 
which the establishment of a network of open entry, free high schools at the turn 
of the twentieth century provided opportunities for individual social mobility 
unknown elsewhere in the Western world. She also charts the role played by these 
public educational systems in creating a more inclusive view of American citizen-
ship, a development to which the immigrant population made a positive contri-
bution. Recognising the potential of education for upward mobility, Catholic and 
Jewish immigrants commonly eschewed confessional schools and used the law to 
ensure the *public (state) schools lost their hitherto Protestant tone. The blacks 
and native Americans, on the other hand, were thrust to the edges of the system, 
and Berg’s account of American mass education in the first decades of the twen-
tieth century is far less triumphalist than earlier histories.  21   

 Brazil in contrast during most of the period under review was a white, Catholic, 
Portuguese-speaking, federal liberal republic (the Empire was overthrown in 
1889) with a black, ex-slave majority. It too was subject to immigration towards 
the end of the nineteenth century but never on the scale of the United States. 
The new Brazilian Republic saw elementary education as a primary agent of 
modernisation, secularisation and citizenship building, even if, unlike its impe-
rial predecessor, it never made attendance compulsory. However, as Cristina 
Gouvea and Alesandra Schueller’s chapter (Chapter 8) makes clear, the state 
educational project promoted from the centre suffered from all the problems 
experienced by other South American states in the era. The system was locally 
organised, underfunded and underdeveloped. Until Brazil succumbed to a 
centralising dictatorship in the 1930s, it remained a country of illiterates and 
economically backward: the liberal oligarchs who ran the country at federal 
and state level were white racists who were little interested in using education 
to  create a common Brazilian culture. 
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 The Ottoman Empire, on the other hand, at the beginning of the period was a 
Muslim semi-autocracy of longstanding with large Christian and Jewish minor-
ities that had become the plaything of the great European powers in the nine-
teenth century, if not before. A wish to establish an inclusive and compulsory 
system of mass education in order to create a common Ottoman identity was part 
of the reform programme of the last decades of the century aimed at retaining the 
empire’s independence. As Nazan Cicek (Chapter 9) explains, however, virtually 
nothing was achieved. It proved impossible to replace the separate school  systems 
run by the different religious groups with a network of secular state schools staffed 
by dedicated teachers: there was no money and little enthusiasm on the ground. 
It was only when the Empire imploded that mass education came to the Muslim 
heartland. The new state of Turkey created following the First World War was a 
unitary and relatively ethnically and religiously homogeneous republic with a 
secular ethos that made mass education a  priority and found ingenious ways of 
quickly raising literacy levels and inculcating a Turkish nationalism.  22    

  Glossary 

  common Schools:  from the 1840s in the United States, these were public schools 
established for children of all social classes, funded from local taxes and based on 
non-sectarian principles 

  high school:  secondary school, usually for ages 13 and over in the United States 

  public school:  (United States and Canada): institutions supported by the govern-
ment (primarily at the state and local level) and free to attending students  
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     7 
 ‘To Become GOOD MEMBERS 
OF CIVIL SOCIETY and PATRIOTIC 
AMERICANS’:   Mass Education in 
the United States, 1870–1930   
    Ellen L.   Berg    

   The desire to educate future citizens stimulated the foundation of public schools 
in the United States. The resulting American public school system was one of the 
most extensive in the world during the period from 1870 to 1930, as measured by 
the proportion of children attending and public funds spent. Yet the transform-
ations in the racial and religious composition of the  eligible school population 
created tensions over the goals of public education and access to it. During this 
era, the changing national definitions of citizenship, including attempts to inte-
grate African Americans and newer immigrant populations, led to a broadening 
of the citizenry that was often at odds with some Americans’ idealised vision of 
their country. Debates over American citizenship, while national in scope, were 
thus played out locally – and overtly – in the public schools. Public schools edu-
cated the heterogeneous population for American citizenship, and their uneven 
and contested rise represented the, at times ambiguous, development of a unified 
sense of nationhood. 

 The intimate relationship between American citizenship and public education 
transformed the nature of both. As citizenship and suffrage expanded, so did 
education in response, but it did so irregularly, with some jurisdictions expand-
ing enthusiastically and others deliberately lagging or even actively blocking 
certain eligible students from enrolling. The disparate statuses of religious 
and racial minorities were reflected in the quality and content of local educa-
tional opportunities. Thus, with the vastly increasing scope and coverage of the 
American public schools during these decades came geographical pockets of 
increasing disparity that limited access to public education for certain groups. 
At the same time, changing school curricula reflected school organisers’ views 
of citizenship. Schools worked more to develop moral members of society than 
to create an educated electorate, for suffrage was not a right of all citizens, nor 
were the voting rights of all potential voters protected. Teachers in some public 
schools directly endorsed Protestant religious views, and citizenship education 
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often focused more on citizens’ obligations to the country than on their rights. 
However, such biased educational approaches could not alter the underlying fun-
damental values of the American political system. As American public education 
expanded, minority and oppressed groups used their knowledge of American 
political ideals, obtained both within the public schools and independently, to 
call for the government to grant them their rights as citizens.  

  Early formation of public schools 

 From the days of the early republic, many Americans identified  public  education 
as a key component in the development of virtuous citizens for the sake of a 
well-functioning representative democracy. As new laws widened the circles of 
potential citizens and voters – two distinct  categories – states also expanded 
the available public educational opportunities. *‘Jacksonian Democracy’ came 
to life in the 1810s and 1820s with states’ removal of property requirements 
for suffrage, which had  previously  limited voting rights to only a minority 
of men. The newly instituted universal white male suffrage highlighted to 
political leaders the need not just for education, but for  public  education in 
 particular.  1   These changes in voting laws, as well as regional factors such as 
migration to the West, and the effects of increased immigration and organised 
labour in the North, propelled the further spread of the ‘common school,’ a 
quasi-public institution that was locally organised and supported both by local 
and state governments as well as by student fees.  2   Education differed little for 
boys and girls.  3   Co-education in schools developed quietly and naturally by 
the mid-nineteenth century, with boys and girls attending school at similar 
rates.  4   Even though some experts made prescriptions related to gender, such as 
the  separation of boys and girls, local teachers and schools often ignored such 
advice.  5   

 The *Common School Revival, which lasted through the onset of the Civil War 
in 1860 and set the stage for the free public schools of the later nineteenth cen-
tury, had the greatest impact in northern and western states with high population 
densities and well-developed reform traditions. Education leaders such as *Horace 
Mann, secretary of the new Board of Education for the state of Massachusetts, 
argued for the social and political importance of providing free public education 
to all. Schools were expected to prepare children for futures in the American 
economic and political systems as well as in the dominant Protestant culture.  6   
Although these early public schools were ostensibly non-religious, clergymen 
were among their strong supporters, for in this country dominated by Protestants, 
the qualities of good  citizenship were bound up with a generalised Protestant 
Christianity, with moral education a key component of both.  7   For the promoters 
of  public  education, public schools promised the possibility ‘of making the United 
States literally God’s country’.  8   By contrast, conditions in the South – namely low 
population density and political control by the slave-owning class, who had lit-
tle interest in educating either slaves or poorer whites – were not conducive to 
the founding of public schools. Wealthy white southerners largely relied on pri-
vate academies to educate their children. Furthermore, economic declines in the 
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late 1830s and 1840s weakened the South’s  prosperity, making public educational 
reform an even lower priority there.  9   

 Where they prevailed, common school reformers argued not only for  public 
elementary education but also for public higher education. Private academies and 
seminaries had, since the eighteenth century, offered secondary education in the 
so-called modern subjects (modern languages, history and geography, and mathe-
matics and science), most often in a co-educational setting, though the sexes might 
be divided for instruction. Although some state governments provided them with 
financial support in order to increase the pool of potential teachers, academies 
served wealthier families who could afford the fee. Mann argued that such pri-
vate institutions reduced community support for public education, while public 
higher education would increase social cohesiveness across the classes. Boston, 
Massachusetts organised the first public *high school in 1821, though it excluded 
girls. The number of public high schools, mostly co-educational, grew gradually in 
the North, particularly from the 1840s onwards, as advocates won state and local 
debates about the use of tax dollars for secondary education by convincing their 
opponents that making higher education available to the academically gifted of 
all classes (as determined by admissions tests) was a republican virtue.  10   

 The early expansion of the common school at all levels was founded on an 
institutional model that persisted in the public schools of the late nineteenth 
century as well as in modified form today. Schools were supervised by the various 
states, but control was local and support came largely from local taxes. Leaders 
of the common school revival of the nineteenth century depicted ‘each local 
district school as a bulwark of the Republic’, a vision that prompted increasingly 
vigorous educational work by states.  11   The details of how best to create an edu-
cated, moral citizenry were considered from multiple angles – according to Mann, 
even the very design of the schoolhouse should contribute to the children’s civic 
development.  12   By the time the Civil War began in 1860, most states had publicly 
supported schools. Small towns generally vested authority in the hands of a dem-
ocratically elected school committee, whereas large cities had boards of educa-
tion. By giving control to local authorities who were reliant on the support of the 
people they served, this system placed responsibility with the local public to help 
shape the political lessons to be taught.  13   Because all social classes of people were 
eligible for participation in the decisions of the local schools, as they were in the 
larger American representative democracy, class identities did not provide a major 
area of conflict in the development of American schools.  14   In fact, the American 
public school offered the ideal (if not always the reality) of providing all children 
with the opportunity to become part of a ‘leadership cadre’ based on both ‘the 
shared experience and the shared curriculum’ of the public school.  15   Despite this 
foundation, however, religious and racial differences proved to be a barrier to the 
development of a truly common school experience for American children.  

  American Education, c. 1870–1914 

 In 1870, the United States was in the midst of its post-Civil War *Reconstruction 
period. The end of the war and the reunification of the southern and northern 
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states led to a general re-evaluation of the preferred development trajectory 
of American society. The United States was still primarily an agrarian nation, 
steeped in the Protestantism of its founders, but nascent trends in technology, 
politics, demographics and territory hinted that the country was on the cusp of 
great change. Over the next 60 years, the country would add 11 western states, 
bringing its total to 48. During these years, it would become highly industrial-
ised, particularly in the Northeast and Midwest, with unprecedented rates of 
immigration. Furthermore, for the first time, the population would shift from 
a majority living in rural areas to a majority living in cities. The effects of these 
dramatic shifts were uneven, however, bringing fewer changes to the South. 
The civil rights reforms of Reconstruction in the South would be short-lived, 
with the white planter class maintaining political and economic control. In all 
regions, the public school was the subject of politicisation, as its students served 
as a  tangible representation of the future of the country.  16   

 Along with these broader developments in American society, the period from 
1870 to 1930 witnessed a vast expansion of the American educational system. 
Throughout this period, the propagation of American public schools was not pri-
marily a  federal  project but was very much a  national  one, propelled by elite par-
ticipants in broad educational movements with specific agendas enacted at the 
state and local levels. Together, these institutions and individuals made manifest 
the desire for a united and educated citizenry by creating a relatively uniform 
system of education within the nation. The federal government did, however, 
demonstrate explicit interest in the improvement of American education dur-
ing Reconstruction, primarily through a new focus on educational statistics. The 
Department of Education, founded in 1867 and variously called the Office of 
Education or Bureau of Education and Statistics in ensuing years, was authorised 
to gather statistics that would ‘show the condition and progress of education in 
the several States and Territories’ as well as to spread information about school 
organisation, management and pedagogy that would ‘promote the cause of edu-
cation throughout the country’.  17   One of the bureau’s early findings was that 57 
per cent of children aged 5 to 18 were enrolled in school in 1870.  18   In addition, 
Congress required new states during this period to provide public education, and 
it set aside more land for public schools than for other institutions including uni-
versities and hospitals.  19   

 Educational programmes grew dramatically after the Civil War, especially dur-
ing the 1870s, as the youth population both grew and attended school at higher 
rates.  20   Some of this growth occurred in the public high schools, which had 
largely dropped the requirement for students to pass an entrance examination 
in order to attend.  21   For several decades, attendance in public high schools in the 
North had outstripped that of the private academies.  22   Nevertheless, the theoret-
ical access to public secondary education was not yet enough to make it a uni-
versal experience for American youths. At the end of the century, only 7 per cent 
of American teenagers graduated from high school.  23   Many of these were young 
women who would become teachers.  24   Girls aged 10–14 had reached higher educa-
tional achievements than boys the same age by 1870, and as public co-educational 
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high schools expanded, girls attended at higher rates than boys.  25   Prepared by the 
public schools, women increasingly entered the education profession, represent-
ing 57 per cent of teachers in 1879–80 and 86 per cent by 1919–20.  26   

 On the surface, the United States appeared to be achieving the goal of pro-
viding a common education for its young people by 1900, when 72 per cent of 
Americans aged 5 to 18 were enrolled in school.  27   An 1880 study by Michael G. 
Mulhall found that the United States had ‘what was in many respects the most 
popular system of education in the world’; it had a higher proportion of chil-
dren in school and more money spent per child than European countries such as 
England, France, and Germany.  28   Nevertheless, the popularisation of education 
did not create uniformity in the experiences of all young people. Cities and coun-
ties provided over 75 per cent of public school funding through the period of this 
study, with the remainder coming from the existing 48 state governments rather 
than the  federal government.  29   The states and localities grappled, both individu-
ally and  collectively, with the task of incorporating disparate religious, racial, and 
ethnic minorities into the schools and thus into the national fabric.  

  The effects of immigration and religion on 
patriotic education 

 The decades prior to 1920 coincided with unprecedented levels of migration to 
the United States, with one in seven residents of the United States having been 
born in another country. This shift in population led both to discussions about 
the nature of religious education in the public schools and to re-evaluations of 
the ways in which patriotism and citizenship should be developed in the children 
of the United States. 

 Religion was one seemingly intractable problem in American public schools. 
Throughout much of the early period of schooling in the United States, public edu-
cation was tied inseparably to the teaching of moral and religious values. Though 
New England states had begun issuing laws restricting the teaching of sectarian 
religion in the public schools in the mid-nineteenth  century, elements such as 
prayers and the reading of Bible verses were deemed acceptable and remained in 
many schools. During the period of renewed Protestant fervour after the Civil 
War, Protestant  ministers maintained an active interest in public school, and they 
and many other advocates for the public schools re-emphasised the importance of 
 religious education for good citizenship.  30   Rising immigration after the Civil War 
included large numbers of Catholics, who came to comprise 17 per cent of the pop-
ulation by 1907.  31   This migration, coupled with the strong history of anti-Catholi-
cism in the United States, contributed to an additional  advocacy for Protestant 
religious education in the schools.  32   

 Catholics repeatedly protested the ostensibly non-sectarian religious teachings 
embedded in the public school curricula. They believed, for example, that read-
ing Bible verses, even ‘without note or comment’ was an unacceptable, sectar-
ian activity.  33   Thus, whereas American children on the whole were becoming 
increasingly likely to attend public rather than private schools – 47 per cent of 
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all educational spending funded public schools in 1850, rising to 79 per cent 
in 1890 – the trend towards consolidation of education in the public schools 
was not entirely true for Catholic children.  34   Conservative Catholics urged the 
founding of Catholic parochial schools, which were usually organised by the 
parish. The propensity towards school formation varied by ethnicity of the par-
ish, with Italians, for instance, less likely than some Catholic groups to form 
their own schools.  35   (It should be noted that ethnic barriers were not absolute, 
so immigrant children in parochial schools did encounter those of different 
ethnicities, a situation that probably had some assimilatory effect on them.)  36   
Catholic schools became increasingly popular, doubling the percentage of the 
student population they served between 1870 and 1930, when they taught 9 
per cent of primary school students. Contemporary sources estimated that one-
third to one-half of all eligible Catholic children attended parochial school.  37   In 
Providence, Rhode Island, for example, approximately 38 per cent of Catholic 
 students attended Catholic schools in 1880, though that number declined to 
28 per cent by 1925.  38   

 Not all non-Protestants believed that sending their children to religious schools 
was the best solution to the conflicts over religion in the schools. Liberal Catholics 
known as Americanists, who gained influence in American Catholicism in the 
1890s, preferred to participate in – and help mould – the public schools rather 
than be relegated to what they saw as second-class citizenship.  39   For example, 
in Worcester, Massachusetts, leading Irish-Catholics supported public education 
rather than building their own parochial schools.  40   Catholics who wanted to send 
their children to public schools  lobbied against the morning religious exercises, 
including hymns, prayers, and Bible reading, which they felt were sectarian in 
nature and thus contradicted the separation of church and state.  41   

 Jews, like Catholics, were also migrating to the United States in greater num-
bers by the end of the end of the nineteenth century. Orthodox and Reform 
Jews joined together to protest religious aspects of public school life, includ-
ing Christmas celebrations in the classroom.  42   Some school districts adapted to 
these concerns, in part because they feared that alienated non-Protestants would 
remove their children from the positive influence of the public schools. For 
example, Troy, New York, banned all religious exercises in its schools in 1875, ‘in 
order that children of all class’s [sic] may share in that education essential to good 
citizenship’.  43   The need to consider the religious sensibilities of non-Protestants 
seemed to signify ‘the gradual collapse of the  traditional  American public school’ 
for some Americans, who blamed the Catholic minority for a perceived decline in 
character training in the public schools.  44   As schools modified their curricula to 
better suit the religious beliefs of their changing populations, some educational 
leaders began to argue that the religion being taught in schools had become so 
attenuated as to be meaningless.  45   

 In reality, a shift away from the Protestant underpinnings of the public school 
was not fully achieved during this time period. Education for citizenship clearly 
still drew on America’s Protestant roots. Sociologist Lester F. Ward provided one 
possible justification for this inclusion of religion in the public schools, despite 
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the antagonism it created, by pronouncing in 1883 that the needs of the state 
were the most important to consider in providing education to the young – super-
seding the claims of the church, the family, and the children themselves.  46   The 
challenges to the teaching of religion in the public sphere strengthened some 
Protestants’ resolve to include religious education in the public schools at what 
may have been an unprecedented level. After all, the repeated demands for Bible 
reading in the public schools over the course of the nineteenth century suggest 
that the practice was not already standard at many schools.  47   Either way, religion 
remained a regular part of the classroom experience for many American children. 
In 1912, laws in 14 states (and the Constitution of one state) called for Bible read-
ing in the classroom.  48   Even today, debates over religion in the American public 
schools persist in many parts of the country. 

 While non-Protestant immigrants prompted specific debates about the extent 
of religious education in the public schools, the entire mass migration of the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries contributed to a rethinking of the 
public understanding of citizenship in the United States. Public schools were the 
arena in which Americans contested and negotiated conflicting ideas about patri-
otism that were developing as they looked back over the course of the nineteenth 
century.  49   Patriotic education was becoming more prominently incorporated into 
the curriculum of the public school. From the 1870s, some school leaders required 
teachers to include citizenship education in their curricula, perhaps because of 
the ‘decline of patriotic fervor’ evident in the decades after the Civil War, though 
they did not explicate the ideal pedagogical methods for doing so.  50   Beginning in 
the late 1880s, American public schools began to display more uniformity in how 
they taught patriotism to children. The advocates of the schoolhouse flag move-
ment sought to place an American flag outside every school – thereby emphasis-
ing the school’s ties to the larger nation – and to institute the daily recitation of a 
pledge of allegiance.  51   Both the U.S. Commissioner of Education, William Torrey 
Harris, and teacher members of the *National Education Association supported 
such moves.  52   

 During these years, the United States exhibited what was perhaps the most 
‘elaborate development’ of formal civics training compared to other nations.  53   
This instruction began simply as the study of American history, mandated by 23 
states in statutes passed between the Civil War and 1900. By the First World War, 
yet even more states required civics education, which focused on knowledge of 
‘governmental machinery’ with some attention to ‘patriots of the past’.  54   Some 
of the publications in this new movement for civics education served as a sort 
of secular catechism intended to shape children’s thoughts about their country. 
For example, one asked, ‘“What is the aim of the Public School?” ... To Train us in 
such habits of behavior as will best fit us to become GOOD MEMBERS OF CIVIL 
SOCIETY and PATRIOTIC AMERICANS’.  55   

 Although a large part of the renewed interest in national patriotism stemmed 
from the nation’s need to reconcile the North and the South after the Civil War, 
the daily arrival of large numbers of new immigrants served also to stoke the inse-
curities of the native white population. Whereas previous migrants originated 
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primarily from northern and western Europe, first- and second-generation immi-
grants, who now comprised one-third of the country’s population, more often 
traced their origins to southern and eastern Europe after 1880. The increasing 
industrialisation and urbanisation of the country added to native-born Americans’ 
sense of disorientation. By 1920, the majority of all American residents lived in 
urban areas. Immigrants were even more likely than average to live in cities – 
up to 75 per cent of them did – so in the largest cities in the country, first- and 
second-generation immigrants comprised the majority of the population.  56   The 
growth of the cities and their changing demographics fuelled such social service 
efforts as settlement houses, kindergartens, playgrounds, milk stations, institu-
tional churches, and community centres, all of which served children, at least 
in part. 

 The major trend in education for citizenship during this period was that of 
educating children not as future voters – for suffrage was not a right of all citi-
zens – but as moral members of the larger society. Sometimes this goal was dis-
cussed in the specific context of Americanisation. Francis Adams wrote in 1875 
that the public school ‘draws children from all nations together and marks them 
with the impress of nationality’.  57   For Harris, public school meant encouraging 
immigrants ‘to participate in our best civilization’.  58   But often this goal was used 
to refer to society in general. Education was both one requirement for active par-
ticipation ‘in the social organism’ and a means of obtaining the other skills neces-
sary to be a good member of society.  59   Community civic courses taught children 
to think about ‘community welfare’ and their relationships with those around 
them.  60   Julie Reuben sees this shift as being intended to de-emphasise voting 
and to restrict individual rights.  61   Certainly, as recognised by social control the-
ory, this approach perpetuated inequalities, such as women’s ineligibility to vote 
despite their citizenship and southern blacks’ inability to exercise their voting 
rights. However, broader conceptions of citizenship could also be used to tie chil-
dren more firmly to their local communities (through ‘civic patriotism’ and its 
focus on local action) as well as encourage them to develop a sense of connect-
edness that transcended national boundaries.  62   This goal was nevertheless likely 
not fully realised; as Patricia Graham suggests, in the hands of ‘the beleaguered 
school administrator’, school curricula were likely to express a simpler, less expan-
sive view of patriotism.  63   In either case, ideals of citizenship as stated in the early 
twentieth century emphasised individual behaviour that was not directly tied to 
voting or traditional modes of political participation but to contributions to the 
larger society.  64   

 Compulsory education was another component of the expansion of the educa-
tional system. Starting in 1852 in Massachusetts, a decentralised – but national – 
compulsory education movement had been progressing among the states. By 
1890, about 30 of the 42 states had such laws, usually requiring attendance from 
age 8 to 14. More states enacted similar laws over the next two decades, with 
required attendance often dropping to age 7 and ending at age 14 or 15. New 
Jersey (age 7 to 17) and Idaho (age 8 to 18) adopted the most extensive require-
ments.  65   In the states of the North and West, ‘compulsory school attendance was 



Mass Education in the United States  185

concrete evidence of their institutional strength; for young territories it was a 
symbol of their wish to obtain statehood.’  66   In 1912, American William A. Cook 
argued that in England, compulsory education ‘has been regarded as necessary 
in order to keep the lower classes from wronging themselves.’ He contrasted this 
situation with that of the United States:

  In America the matter has been considered from the social and political point 
of view instead of from the personal point of view. Americans consider com-
pulsory education as the  sine qua non  of political existence, since the state can-
not, for its own sake permit any of its citizens to grow up in ignorance.  67     

 Whether for their personal reasons or for their commitment to the American 
 polity, immigrants during this period needed little coaxing to send their chil-
dren to primary school. While immigrants had typically attended school at rates 
lower than other groups,  68   school attendance was relatively high for immigrants 
during this period. For example, school enrolment of 10- to 13-year-olds in 
1910 was over 90 per cent for children of British, Irish, Scandinavian, Jewish, 
Canadian, German, Italian, Polish, and Russian families living in the United 
States, compared with 92.9 per cent for native whites and strikingly lower rates 
for American Indians (72.1 per cent) and African Americans (70.1 per cent).  69   
Compulsory attendance laws thus remained largely symbolic, as evidenced by a 
lack of both need and enforcement, though some cities also initiated concerted 
efforts to counteract truancy by the turn of the twentieth century.  70   

 Although compulsory education laws seemed largely unnecessary in the North 
due to high rates of school participation, their relative absence in the South 
reflected that region’s ambivalence about the citizenship of some of its residents. 
In 1904, only two states among those in the broad definition of ‘the South’ had 
compulsory education laws, West Virginia and Kentucky, while only one state 
outside the South, Missouri, lacked them.  71   Despite a national movement for such 
laws, in 1912, seven states, all in the South, still lacked them.  72   The reluctance of 
southern states to institute compulsory education laws originated, in large part, 
with whites’ concerns about the fitness of non-whites to be full-fledged American 
citizens. For white inhabitants of these states, compulsory education ‘signaled a 
threat to the traditional means of social control, which the planter class sought 
to maintain in a racially divided form’, for it required the education of all African 
American children.  73   Finally, all states enacted them in the ensuing years, with 
the final holdout, Mississippi, succumbing in 1918.  74   A more detailed discussion 
of race in the history of public education, however, demonstrates that inequalities 
remained much more persistent.  

  Race, education, and second-class citizenship 

 Historians have traditionally downplayed the role of race in the development 
and refining of the public school system in the United States. In his discussion 
of the American common schools, Carl F. Kaestle argues that Americans drew on 
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‘republican, Protestant, and capitalist values’ in their efforts to develop school 
systems ‘to integrate and assimilate a diverse  population into the nation’s politi-
cal, economic, and cultural institutions.’  75   Hilary Moss makes the point, however, 
that racial ideologies were also central to the values of the early common school: 
‘as greater numbers of white people availed themselves of public schooling, some 
white people also sought to deny access to their black neighbours because it was a 
mark of the very citizenship they sought to withhold from African Americans.’  76   
Although the early public schools were known as common schools, children’s 
experiences were often not common at all, depending on their race. Moss’s 
research focuses on the early nineteenth century, and it is clear that racism in 
public education persisted well into the next century. Between 1870 and 1930, 
public education opportunities in the United States varied across demographic 
groups, a reflection of the dominant local cultures’ desires to reserve the full 
rights of citizenship for themselves. In any public school, both the conditions 
and the curriculum reflected a vision of citizenship that the school organisers 
saw as desirable for the particular student body. As James Anderson writes, ‘Both 
schooling for democratic citizenship and schooling for second-class citizenship 
have been basic traditions in American education.’  77   Non-whites, whether Native 
Americans, Asians, or African Americans, had vastly different educational expe-
riences from their white counterparts. Over the course of these years, and into 
the mid-twentieth century, however, minority groups in the United States would 
assert their rights of citizenship, sometimes based on the very lessons they learned 
in the public schools. 

 This period saw multiple redefinitions of the rights of citizenship and suffrage 
for different races, both in principle and in practice. The Fourteenth Amendment 
to the United States Constitution, adopted in 1868 as part of Reconstruction after 
the Civil War, declared, ‘All persons born or naturalized in the United States, 
and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and of 
the State wherein they reside.’ As Americans struggled with the consequences 
of this widened definition of citizenship, they continually reshaped the com-
position of the public schools to reflect their views of how citizens of different 
categories should be educated. Though the federal government had an official 
interest in American public education, the schools themselves remained almost 
entirely decentralised.  78   Local control resulted in diversity in how schools were 
conducted. Robert William Dale, a Congregational pastor who visited in 1877 
from England, noted that in the United States, ‘local educational authorities have 
a much larger amount of freedom than is permitted to *School Boards in this 
country.’  79   Even though the federal government had the final say on who was 
an American citizen (and thus a citizen of his or her state of residence), smaller 
organisational units such as states and counties often instituted a sort of second-
class citizenship for racial minorities. School segregation was a common method 
of differentiating between citizens of different backgrounds. For example, until 
the mid-twentieth century, local school boards in Texas isolated Americans of 
Mexican descent in their own schools, though the state of Texas itself only called 
for two separate branches of schools, for blacks and whites.  80   
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 The impact of local conditions and preferences can be seen in the case of 
Chinese immigrants, who encountered massive discrimination, including limits 
on immigration beginning in 1882. Chinese immigrants were not eligible for 
citizenship (and would not be until 1952), but an 1884 U.S. Circuit Court case 
found that their American-born children were citizens under the Fourteenth 
Amendment.  81   As a result, San Francisco’s Board of Education was compelled to 
provide public education for Asian children who were birthright citizens. It did 
so by the establishment of a new, segregated, ‘Oriental Public School’.  82   By con-
trast, due to different local decisions made in New York City, children of Chinese 
descent attended integrated schools such as P.S. 23, where they studied alongside 
Italian-American children.  83   

 African Americans suffered the consequences of localised and regional prej-
udice more than any other group. At the beginning of the Civil War, African 
Americans were enslaved only in the South, but they faced strong prejudice 
and legalised inequality in the North as well. For example, in 1857 the Supreme 
Court had ruled in  Dred Scott v. Sandford  that African Americans could not be 
citizens, and their inequality was perpetuated in conditions such as segregated 
schools.  84   Education provided a path to the citizenship status that some whites 
wanted to preserve for their own race.  85   Massachusetts was the first state to 
abolish school segregation, in 1855, but more widespread desegregation did not 
occur easily. Northern teachers had little interest in challenging local norms, 
and only a few whites advocated openly for the importance of African American 
education in general.  86   Although the Fourteenth Amendment broadened cit-
izenship to include all people born in the United States, African Americans 
were thereafter treated as second-class citizens, as can be seen in their educa-
tion in the public schools, particularly in the South. In 1874, the Republican 
Party responded to segregation not only in the South but also in northern states 
such as Ohio by attempting to require racially mixed public schools nationwide. 
Their efforts were politically disastrous, with Republicans across the country 
losing seats as a result of their party’s support for the bill.  87   While other north-
ern states and localities followed suit in integrating schools in the 1870s and 
1880s, as in Philadelphia in 1881, the enactment of these laws against school 
segregation did not guarantee enforcement on the local level.  88   Furthermore, 
northerners increasingly adopted segregationist views in the 1890s and 1900s, 
a result both of a growing black migration to the North as well as northern and 
southern reunification behind *Social Darwinism, which supported ‘racialist 
theories of progress’ and allowed for a ‘new nationalism’ based ‘on the unity 
of Anglo-Saxons’.  89   These ideas were used by supporters of the 1898 Spanish-
American War to justify international imperialist expansion of the white-
 controlled United States beyond the borders of North America.  90   The increased 
racialist thinking was also visible within the country. Some cities in Illinois, 
New Jersey, Kansas, and Pennsylvania actually segregated their previously inte-
grated schools.  91   

 Of course, public educational opportunities for African Americans in the South 
were even worse throughout this period. Black children entering public schools 
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had a disadvantage from the start. Because slaves were largely denied education 
for centuries, approximately 70 per cent of African Americans living in southern 
states were illiterate in 1870.  92   Furthermore, prior to the Civil War, the southern 
states (with the exception of North Carolina) had been slow to adopt public edu-
cation even for white children, and afterwards they resented being required to 
fund public education for African Americans as a prerequisite to being readmit-
ted to the Union. Southerners associated public schools with the Republican 
Party, with its history of abolitionism and its post-war efforts to educate African 
Americans ‘to be worthy of the responsibilities of citizenship and suffrage’.  93   To 
no one’s surprise, the South responded to the requirement by providing racially 
segregated schools, following the pattern of schools in much of the North.  94   New 
Orleans, Louisiana, was the sole southern city to integrate its schools, but its 1869 
experiment was short-lived, ending in 1876 due to whites’ extreme opposition.  95   
In 1877, the federal government abandoned its policies of Reconstruction in the 
South, leaving the southern states free to enact so-called ‘Jim Crow’ laws, which 
kept African Americans from exercising their rights of citizenship. For example, 
state and local laws throughout the South deterred African Americans from regis-
tering to vote through the use of poll taxes, literacy tests, and other requirements. 
Public school opportunities for African Americans, too, typically declined in 
this era. In Maryland, an 1872 law required counties to offer schools for African 
Americans, but within two decades these institutions were being neglected; 11 of 
the 23 counties stopped funding the schools open to their large African American 
populations, leaving them to rely on state and private funds.  96   

 The history of the southern states’ secession during the Civil War reverberated 
through the curriculum presented to both black and white Southerners. During 
Reconstruction, ‘black Southerners emerged as the region’s patriots, while most 
Confederates retreated from the public sphere in despair,’ according to Cecilia 
O’Leary. The end of Reconstruction and the introduction of Jim Crow laws tended 
to have a dampening effect on African-American patriotism, in part because some 
African Americans lost confidence in the country’s ability to guarantee them lib-
erty. For their part, white Southerners resented their loss in the Civil War, and 
Confederate veterans’ organisations succeeded in affirming white Southerners’ 
patriotism while still glorifying the ‘Lost Cause’ and white supremacy.  97   With 
the forces opposing displays of national patriotism arrayed against them, south-
ern African Americans kept a low profile in terms of embracing American iden-
tity. It was not until 1899 that one African American school located in Calhoun, 
Alabama, flew the American flag, and an African American teacher on St. John’s 
Island in South Carolina was surprised to find in 1910 that her students had never 
learned the patriotic song, ‘America the Beautiful’.  98   

 White Southerners’ freedom to discriminate against African Americans grew 
even stronger at the end of the nineteenth century. An 1896 Supreme Court case, 
 Plessy v. Ferguson , upheld the constitutionality of racial segregation, further fuel-
ling the decline of conditions for African Americans in the South. Given the 
animosity felt by whites towards African Americans, it is no surprise that south-
ern cities and counties tended not to abide by Plessy’s mandate for ‘separate but 
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equal’ treatment. As Patricia Graham argues, ‘when schooling was seen as pri-
marily serving the needs of the society to prepare citizens, few whites wished to 
spend much of their limited funds on schooling for their black neighbors, who, 
despite the post-Civil War amendments to the U.S. Constitution, still did not 
enjoy full rights as citizens.’  99   White northerners tended not to interfere in south-
ern racism during this time. Drawing on their perceived shared racial superiority, 
made explicit in Social Darwinist texts, whites in the North and South essentially 
made a pact: those in the South would agree to national reunification so long as 
they had the authority to control race relations in their own region. 

 White Southerners were aided in promoting their Confederate heritage in part 
by friendly publishers. They could purchase textbooks written and  produced in 
the South but they could also choose from among textbooks produced in the 
North by publishers who avoided passing judgment about the South’s culpability 
in the Civil War in order to guarantee southern sales.  100   Detesting this collabora-
tion, Union veterans active in the *Grand Army of the Republic fraternal organi-
sation worked to assert the moral superiority of the North in textbook discussions 
of the Civil War. This effort began in 1888, and within a decade they felt that their 
influence had caused some improvements.  101   However, the reunification of North 
and South behind imperialism also translated into ‘common ground ... in a shared 
racism’, with northern historians ‘softening – even romanticizing – their pictures 
of slavery’ ever more.  102   One 1911 textbook,  A Birds’-Eye View of American History,  
by Leon C. Prince of Pennsylvania’s Dickinson College, received the approbation 
of numerous Southerners for its supposed ‘impartiality’, which might better be 
described as support for the southern point of view. Most notable was the praise 
of Thomas Dixon, Jr., whose book  The Clansman  helped to reignite national inter-
est in the Ku Klux Klan and who wrote of Prince, ‘As a loyal American of loyal 
Southern blood, let me thank you for the service you have rendered the cause of 
truth in this fearless statement of facts.’  103   Northerners were clearly complicit in 
maintaining the system of racial hierarchy entrenched in the South. 

 The South was a poor region, with a higher population of children than the 
North, and maintaining a dual system of separate schools for blacks and whites 
was expensive. As a result, southern states earmarked school funds with priority 
to whites, particularly between 1900 and 1915, as educational reformers achieved 
increased funding for schools.  104   By 1918, African Americans comprised 11 per 
cent of the southern population but received only 2 per cent of school funding.  105   
In the state of Alabama, for instance, the legislature passed laws allocating state 
funds for education with differential rates according to the races served. Two prior 
decades of somewhat equitable teacher pay for whites and blacks were thus ended; 
by 1910, salaries of white teachers were more than double those of black teach-
ers.  106   (And those hiring African American teachers for African American schools 
preferred ‘native southerners who were untainted by northern influences and 
amenable to the direction of southern whites’, which is to say, African Americans 
who would not be expected to challenge the racial hierarchy.)  107   Overall spend-
ing could be even more disparate, according to local preferences, because states 
allowed local school boards to designate funds as they wished and did not enforce 
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equality in the programmes offered. In one agricultural county in Alabama, school 
expenditures per white child were over 30 times those per African American child 
in 1912.  108   

 Public school systems in the South had not yet caught up with those in the rest 
of the country, and the persistence of poor economic conditions and school segre-
gation perpetuated the inferior educational opportunities for African Americans 
in those states. While 90 per cent of American children aged 6 to 14 attended 
schools in 1919, participation lagged in the South, totalling 70 per cent of south-
ern whites and 56 per cent of southern blacks, and both instructional days and 
average days of school attended were lower than in the North.  109   Public high 
schools were increasingly established for whites in the South after 1900, but the 
same was not true for African Americans, who had few public high schools avail-
able to them in the South until the 1920s, and those primarily in cities.  110   Rural 
children, who made up 80 per cent of the southern school-aged population, were 
generally  disadvantaged according to one contemporary who stated that the 
 superiority of the urban schools was ‘universally accepted,’ with urban dwellers 
receiving ‘nearly 30 per cent more and better education every year’.  111   The low 
levels of education in the South in general prompted one southern observer in 
1904 to insist that illiteracy did not preclude good citizenship – though he did 
acknowledge that it lead to weaker institutions.  112   

 Even if Southern schools had offered equal accommodations for blacks, it 
would have been difficult for them to overcome the educational handicap derived 
from generations of enslavement.  113   Nevertheless, African American educational 
attainment in the South grew dramatically, a testament to the work of African 
American educators and families.  114   Illiteracy rates dropped to 30 per cent for 
southern African Americans by 1910, high compared to the 5 per cent for whites 
but much lower than the post-Civil War years, with higher rates of illiteracy 
for boys than for girls.  115   However, public schools continued to reflect African 
Americans’ second-class citizenship, and not until 1954 did the  Brown v. Board 
of Education  Supreme Court ruling lead to the gradual national dismantling of 
school racial segregation. 

 In contrast to African Americans, the case of the Native Americans in the 
United States provides an unusually strong example of publicly supported edu-
cation for citizenship, perhaps because the federal government rather than the 
states was the driving force behind the Indian schools. An 1884 Supreme Court 
case ruled that members of the nation’s Indian population, then living on res-
ervations, were not American citizens, but three years later, the Dawes Severalty 
Act began to provide them with an avenue for gaining citizenship by owning 
private land and giving up claims to tribal property. As a result of the Dawes Act, 
the American federal government set up Indian schools with the intention of 
transforming the youngest Native Americans into potential American citizens 
by instilling in them new modes of conduct.  116   For example, the Indian schools 
generally had an English-only language policy; even the one Superintendent of 
Indian Schools who was more flexible on this point nevertheless held ethnocen-
tric beliefs favouring ‘what is good and best in the American civilization, to which 
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the red children of plain and forest are to be led.’  117   To achieve their ends, educa-
tors of Native Americans adopted an assimilationist approach, increasingly separ-
ating children from their families and challenging parental authority as a way of 
helping the child to become individualised, in addition to promoting Christian 
teachings. By 1900, 153 of the 307 Indian schools were boarding schools, and 
they had a much larger capacity than the day schools, teaching 82 per cent of 
students served by the Indian Bureau. Over a third of the boarding schools were 
located off-reservation, further distancing the children from their home commu-
nities.  118   Congress tinkered with the rules of citizenship for Native Americans, 
eventually enacting in 1917 a policy that offered citizenship in exchange for the 
attainment of 21 years of age and the completion of the Indian Schools’ course of 
study.  119   Now, truly, education directly created new American citizens. However, 
while education in the Indian schools became a permanent part of the identity of 
those who attended them, it could not guarantee Native American children and 
teens that they would find acceptance and happiness in the larger community of 
the United States.  120   For Native Americans, as for other minority groups, technical 
citizenship was distinct from cultural acceptance.  

  The First World War and beyond 

 During the First World War, the practice of identifying good citizenship as a 
broad set of specific, personal practices became further exaggerated in the then-
dominant ‘Americanization movement’, whose proponents emphasised what they 
construed as the mutual benefits of assimilating into the dominant American 
national identity. In the most extreme cases, Americanisers sought to impose cul-
tural ideals on the immigrant population, claiming that true Americans would 
eat, dress, and talk as Anglo-Americans did.  121   Although teachers were not pri-
mary proponents of Americanisation, they saw its effects in national discussions 
about public schools and their curricula.  122   Teachers accused of disloyalty, such 
as not being appropriately pro-war, were dismissed from their positions.  123   The 
‘English-Only’ movement in language education had begun to gain favour dur-
ing the late nineteenth century, countering a history of bilingual education that 
naturally developed in areas dominated by diverse  immigrant groups. It took 
off during the war, directed largely against German-language instruction, with 
English ‘elevated to a mythic, sacrosanct status by school  officials who sought to 
immunize immigrants against alleged disloyalty and subversiveness.’  124   Almost 
half the states in the country banned or limited the use of German language, 
removing it as a subject from public schools.  125   The war also prompted require-
ments that schools ‘teach for citizenship’ in an explicit way; all states had such 
laws within the decade.  126   

 In the immediate post-war period, including the 1919–1920 Red Scare, many 
Americans questioned the loyalty of immigrant groups. They urged the develop-
ment of specific Americanisation courses for adults above the age of compulsory 
education, yet they seemed more sanguine about the children of foreign descent, 
arguing that the programmes of the public schools would make Americans out 
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of them, for example by providing lessons on the founding of the country and 
its national heroes. In some schools, too, children participated in experiments 
of self-government.  127   Experts newly concerned with the ‘efficiency’ of society 
urged increased teaching of social studies – up to one-third of students’ time in 
school – in order to help children grow ‘to meet the increasingly complex prob-
lems of an ever-increasingly complex civilization’.  128   

 Those involved in educating for citizenship in the 1920s had structural rea-
sons to argue that their efforts would be more successful than ever. At the turn 
of the twentieth century, the length of the American school year had been 
much shorter than the 40 weeks that one observer suggested was standard for 
schools in Germany, France, and England.  129   However, both the length of the 
school year and the average attendance rate rose dramatically in the twentieth 
century, particularly during the 1920s. By 1929–1930, students attended 143 
days of school on average compared to 78 days in 1869–1870.  130   For decades, stu-
dent/teacher ratios had stayed roughly steady at approximately 34–37 students 
per teacher as had expenditures per pupil (after inflation), but in the 1920s, 
class sizes grew smaller and expenditures rose.  131   

 This period also saw huge growth in attendance at comprehensive high schools, 
making secondary school part of true mass public education in the United States. 
By 1940, 49 per cent of American teenagers would graduate from high school, 
the vast majority of those receiving free public  education.  132   In 1918, almost 90 
per cent of secondary school students in the United States attended free public 
schools, with the states paying over twice as much per high school student as 
they did for elementary school students.  133   These schools tended to draw on the 
hands-on approach of the *Progressive education movement, offering practical 
industrial or commercial topics of study in addition to academic preparation for 
college as well as providing education for citizenship.  134   In the American public 
high school, teens ‘from all sorts and conditions of families’ were educated in 
different tracks within the same institution, an organisational format that osten-
sibly provided them with a democratic experience, even while some focused on 
academic and others on vocational training.  135   

 However, in addition to a broadening of educational opportunities, the 1920s 
also had a darker side. The mass immigration of the preceding  decades – and, 
perhaps, the immigrants’ successes in becoming part of American life – led to 
immigration restrictions in 1921 and 1924. Furthermore, nativists from groups 
such as the Ku Klux Klan fought to preserve the public school from the so-called 
perils of pluralism.  136   They urged that children be required not merely to attend 
school but to attend  public  school, in order to emphasise the ideas taught therein, 
though this movement for compulsory public education ultimately had little 
traction.  137   Civic education in the 1920s tended to be similarly repressive. In a 
study of textbooks, historian and former teacher Bessie Pierce had found that ‘his-
tory and civics texts  primarily emphasized the duties and responsibilities  citizens 
owed the government because of the protection it provided’.  138   So citizenship was 
portrayed as a set of obligations, and those who appeared to be challenging the 
government were portrayed in an extremely negative light. Sociologist Malcolm 
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Willey critiqued the provocative language in some high school textbooks, argu-
ing that terms used to describe labour organisers such as ‘ predatory, hold-up, guer-
rilla,  and  revolutionary  are certain to raise prejudiced pictures of trade unionism in 
the minds of immature boys and girls’. Similarly, he decried the contrasting of the 
International Workers of the World (known as the Wobblies) with ‘right-thinking’ 
Americans and ‘decent’ men.  139   By the 1920s, civic education was not as simple 
as teaching children about how the government worked; it was also providing a 
platform for the expression of political ideology as political fact. Children of the 
1920s, witnessing that age’s political repression, immigration restrictions, and 
the activities of racially based organisations such as the Ku Klux Klan, received a 
political education indeed, both within and outside school.  

  Conclusion 

 The public school was not alone in working to transform young people into 
American citizens, but it had the strongest impact. Some other institutions, such 
as the political parties, focused their attention primarily on adults. The press 
reached children somewhat more extensively, with activities such as the *Lyceum 
League of America, organised by the  Youth’s Companion  magazine to encourage 
boys to engage in the tradition of political debate. Better known, of course, are 
the Boy Scouts of America and analogous organisations for girls, the Girl Scouts 
and the Camp Fire Girls. These types of societies were intended to supplement the 
lessons in citizenship that children already received in school, providing them 
with opportunities for ‘ character-building with civic interests as incidental and 
collateral’.  140   Proponents of civic education also advocated the insertion of their 
message into other ‘accessory educational agencies’, including ‘moving pictures, 
public libraries, Red Cross service, and the like’, although these efforts probably 
had a less substantive effect on children.  141   Instead, it was the public schools 
that reached the most children with their long-term emphasis on education for 
citizenship. 

 The effectiveness of programmes for citizenship can be difficult to measure. 
Educators and reformers were emphatic about the success of their work in pro-
viding children with early experiences in citizenship, perhaps even more than 
they would find in later civic life. Mary Kingsbury Simkhovitch, a social worker 
and part of the *settlement house movement, wrote, ‘The children in the public 
schools lead more nearly a life of real democracy than any other group. They 
are instilled with a common point of view.’ She claimed, ‘The reason is, not 
because they daily salute the flag, but because there is no strain to which their 
loyalty is subjected’. While adult immigrants saw native-born Americans receive 
‘preferment, privileges, great differences in modes of living’, Simkhovitch held 
out hope that their children might have the opportunity to prosper as citizens 
even after ‘the mask of idealism’ of public school was removed from their faces, 
though she acknowledged that native-born Americans’ treatment of immigrants 
and their children often lacked ‘a cordial welcome, a practical fraternalism and 
democracy’.  142   Michael Olneck notes the acculturative effects of schools and 
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extracurricular programs but is sceptical about the success of their ‘attempts to 
intensify patriotic sentiments and to develop American attitudes and beliefs’.  143   
Research by Reed Ueda suggests how this education might have had an impact, if 
not exactly how its proponents intended. Studying second-generation Japanese 
immigrants living in Hawaii in the 1920s and 1930s, Ueda described the ‘pro-
gressive education program aimed at cultivating democratic citizenship’ in their 
schools: ‘[e]ssay and elocution contests, lectures, student government, and ser-
vice programs were vehicles for teaching patriotism, citizenship, and democratic 
values’.  144   He finds that the youth were able to build on their citizenship educa-
tion to assert their rights. According to one student, ‘I am an American citizen 
so I think I should have equal rights as others’.  145   Ueda argues that citizenship 
education influenced youth much more than the cultural education emphasis-
ing Anglo-conformity, for the youths used their status of American citizenship 
to assert their right to have an ethnic, Japanese-American identity.  146   While the 
community civics approach to citizenship may have been intended to teach chil-
dren to subordinate themselves to public institutions, the end result was often 
quite different. 

 The population of citizens in the United States over the decades of 1870 to 1930 
grew not only through the immigration of new ethnic groups but also through 
legal redefinitions. In response, diverse groups of Americans responded by re-
envisioning the education for citizenship that was still the basis for the grow-
ing public school system. Though they softened some aspects of the curriculum, 
becoming more sensitive to non-Protestants’  concern about possible sectarian 
teachings, for example, they did not make dramatic alterations. And at times, 
they responded to requirements for greater inclusion of minority groups in the 
public schools by providing inferior education, or education intended to subor-
dinate groups. It is impossible to measure exactly how effective American pub-
lic schools were at instilling any single lesson about citizenship in the hearts of 
the children they taught. Yet the public school’s response to religious and racial 
difference, changing as it did over these decades to mirror popular opinion, gave 
children a palpable lesson of how the citizenship of different groups was valued. 
Opposing these real-life lessons about diversity and inequality were the univer-
salist ideals of American citizenship, whose power is evident in the ways that they 
were sometimes turned back against the school. By teaching children about the 
established rights and responsibilities of what it meant to be Americans, educa-
tors gave the children the tools and, perhaps, the motivation to assert their own 
convictions about what American citizenship meant to them.  

  Timeline 

 1821: first public high school founded (Massachusetts) 

 1852: first compulsory education law passed in an American state 
(Massachusetts) 

 1855: Massachusetts abolished school segregation 
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 1867: founding of the United States Department of Education 

 1868: Fourteenth Amendment of the United States Constitution declaring every-
one born or naturalised in the United States, including blacks, was a citizen 

 1877: end of Reconstruction period after the American Civil War 

 1887: Dawes Act leads to Federal Government setting up schools for native 
Americans 

 1896: Supreme Court case, Plessy v. Ferguson, upholds the constitutionality of 
racial segregation in the United States 

 1918: Mississippi is last of all American states to pass compulsory education law 

 1954:  Brown v. Board of Education  Supreme Court ruling ends segregation in 
schools  

  Glossary 

  Common School Movement:  from the 1840s, this movement advocated the 
establishment of public schools for children of all social classes, funded from 
local taxes and based on non-sectarian principles. 

  Grand Army of the Republic:  a fraternal organisation of veterans of the Union 
army who had served in the Civil War (1861–5). 

  high school:  secondary school, usually for ages 14 and over in the United States. 

  Horace Mann:  (1796–1859) credited as ‘father of the Common School Movement’, 
Mann advocated the provision of universal public schooling as a means of creat-
ing responsible US citizens. 

  Jacksonian Democracy:  promoted the strength of the president and executive at 
the expense of Congress, whilst also seeking to broaden the public’s participation 
in government. 

  Lyceum League:  The Lyceum League was a patriotic society and debating 
club composed of high school students and recent graduates. The League was 
intended to supplement the work of the public school and supported the spirit of 
‘Americanism’. 

  National Education Association:  a professional employee organization and 
labour union founded in the United States in 1857 as the National Teachers 
Association. It adopted its current name in 1870 when it became allied with 
three other existing organizations. Prior to its founding, many states had their 
own educational associations; today, state associations are affiliated with the 
NEA. 

  Progressive Education Movement:  an educational reform movement promoting 
the benefits of experiential and cooperative learning. It emerged in the United 
States during the late nineteenth century through the early work of Francis Parker 
and was further disseminated through the work of philosopher John Dewey. 
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  Reconstruction:  period in the United States from the end of the Civil War in 
1865 until 1877. 

  school boards:  elected school boards have jurisdiction over local school districts, 
employing the teachers and controlling buildings and curriculum. 

  Settlement House Movement : a reform movement, most extensive between the 
1880s and the 1920s in England and the United States, in which middle-class 
volunteers moved to poor, urban neighbourhoods in order to improve the lives of 
residents. In addition to living as neighbours to members of the community, the 
residents of social settlements also offered services such as day nurseries, kinder-
gartens, and classes and clubs for children and adults. 

  Social Darwinism:  a movement in the late nineteenth century that stressed that 
life at the individual and national level was a competitive struggle. According to 
its guru, Herbert Spencer, nations had to use education to maximise the talents of 
their people if they were to survive.  
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 Primary Education and the 
Construction of Citizenship 
in Brazil, 1870–1930:   
Progress and Tensions   
    Maria   Cristina Soares de Gouvea and Alessandra Frota Schueller    

   In Brazil, the process of educating the next generation can only be  understood 
in the context of the tensions that marked the constitution and consolidation of 
an independent country, one defined as a geographical, linguistic and historical 
unit, in which the spread of elementary education played a fundamental role. 
Over the nineteenth century, the country underwent a huge transformation. 
From a Portuguese colony, it became the seat of the Lusophone Empire in 1808, 
when the Portuguese court moved to Rio de Janeiro after the Napoleonic inva-
sion of Portugal, then gained independence in the form of an imperial monar-
chy built on slavery in 1822. This regime came to an end with the abolition of 
slavery in 1888 and the overthrow of the monarchy the following year, which 
led to the establishment of the Brazilian Republic with a constitution closely 
modelled on that of the United States. Later, this order was again disrupted, 
and the move towards a representative democracy ended with the Revolution of 
1930, which heralded a new political order. Thus, the period that witnessed the 
growth of elementary education in most Western countries saw in Brazil the fall 
of the empire, followed by the installation, consolidation, decay and consequent 
subversion of a liberal federal republic. 

 To analyse the development of education between 1889 and 1930 we must 
try to understand the constitution and disintegration of what is known as the 
 Primeira República  (the First Republic) and its consequences. On one hand, as Lessa 
points out, it comprised the longest period of political stability in the history of 
the Brazilian Republic to date (41 years). On the other hand, according to José 
Murilo de Carvalho, ‘it was the high point of the system of oligarchy, when the 
Republic was furthest from democracy’.  1   This highlights the fact that the regime 
was a formal democracy but deeply indifferent towards the general population. 
Brazilian society in this period was hierarchically organised and marked by an 
inequality that stemmed from its heterogeneous ethno-racial composition. The 
precarious access to written culture meant that until the end of the nineteenth 
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century, around 85 per cent of the population was illiterate.  2   Only in 1960 did the 
literate population outnumber the illiterate (respectively 54.3 and 46.7 per cent).  3   
While schools in the period were cultural centres that helped to overcome deep 
socio-economic inequality, at the same time they legitimised the differences. 
Such contradictions were seen throughout the nineteenth and the first decades 
of the twentieth century in Brazilian political and administrative life. But they 
are the key to understanding the historical conditions in which education played 
a role in turning Brazilian children into citizens.  

  The constitution of the nation 

 When independence from Portugal was proclaimed in 1822,  4   a slave- owning 
Catholic monarchy was formed with a limited role for representative institutions, 
and the country was divided into provinces whose leaders were chosen by the 
central power. It was a challenge to constitute a nation from a territory the size 
of a continent, with its vast differences in lifestyle, economic development and 
socio-racial make-up. Stability was achieved by installing a conservative cen-
tralist government, in which the interests of the different regional groups were 
balanced by the  poder moderador  (moderating power) of the emperor. The con-
servative government guaranteed the autonomy of the regional elite, but at the 
same time subjected it to the state’s needs.  5   According to Lessa, the system was a 
top-down one, with no regional politics as such. Despite this, it was a genuinely 
federal organisation as the different provinces were responsible for managing 
their own regions and local private power-holders directly negotiated with the 
national government. This order became vulnerable from the start of the 1860s 
when the imperial government was increasingly damaged by internal squabbles 
and stand-offs over different projects for building the state, nationality and cit-
izenship. These crises in government penetrated downwards to the wider soci-
ety, all the more because the issues argued over involved redefining the status of 
citizenship and the extent of political participation of the masses. Of particular 
significance was the electoral reform introduced in 1881, which brought in new 
rules for the electoral system. This meant that voters were no longer required to 
have a salary and property in order to be eligible to vote: they now were required 
only to be able to read and write. The reform was intended to ensure that the vot-
ing population had been enlightened about the political process in school, but 
it also institutionalised the value and worth of writing in a society with a strong 
oral tradition.  6   However, according to J. M. de Carvalho, the reforms ended up 
further restricting voter numbers, which fell significantly in comparison with 
the 1872  elections.  7   That year 13 per cent of the population had voted. After the 
reforms of 1881, this percentage fell to around 1 per cent. It was only in 1945 that 
the country would again have a similar percentage of voters as in 1872. 

 Despite the quarrels at the top, Brazil slowly modernised in the second half of 
the nineteenth century, which had a significant impact on its economic organisa-
tion and lifestyle of its citizens and contributed to bringing down the monarchic 
system. Serious social reform immediately led to regime change. Thus, the republic 
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was proclaimed only a year after the abolition of slavery in 1888 by an opposition 
movement that sought to cut Brazil’s ties with the existing system now seen as 
outdated and to bring the country into the fold of the civilised nations by advanc-
ing modernisation more quickly. Those responsible for ushering in the republican 
regime were members of the elite who themselves embraced differing projects for 
forging the new nation. While throughout the transition process various political 
perspectives jostled for supremacy, a liberal regime based on North American fed-
eralism where the country was divided into states was eventually adopted as the 
political model. The federal state’s intervention in the lives of its citizens would be 
minimal, and their interests would be ruled instead by the market. 

 A new constitution was created in 1891. For Bresciani, this represented the vic-
tory of the regional oligarchies, who established a state that facilitated their desire 
to concentrate political power and liberate the  economy.  8   This was a liberal ideal 
highly influenced by *Social Darwinism. The nation was conceived as a stage 
for the survival of the fittest, with power in the hands of the strongest, in this 
case, the regional elite. Throughout the  republican period,  political stability was 
founded on what President Campos Sales called ‘state governor  politics’.  9   Power 
was not in the hands of citizens of the Republic, but in those of the regional state 
governors. In turn, regional authority was exercised by the local oligarchs with-
out interference from centralised  power.  10   Different states had differing degrees 
of influence over the direction of national politics. There was an intense concen-
tration of political power in the more economically developed states which were 
better able to impose their regional interests at a national level, in particular São 
Paulo and Minas Gerais, which took turns holding power at the centre through-
out the  period.  11   The economies of states like these were based on  agricultural 
exports, particularly coffee. Agriculture was extremely important at the time, as 
the country had undergone an intense process of  ruralisation. While in 1872, 60 
per cent of the population had lived in rural areas, this went up to 64 per cent in 
1900 and reached 70 per cent in 1920. At the same time, large landowners dom-
inated the countryside, with 4 per cent of agricultural establishments occupying 
63 per cent of rural land. This ratio  corresponded to the concentration of politi-
cal power held by the agricultural oligarchies.  12   

 The modernisation programme instigated by this governing elite until the 
1930s was characterised by a mutual agreement to exclude or repress participa-
tion by the general populace. There was wide-ranging debate about the strengths 
and weaknesses of the Brazilian population, based on *European racial theories. It 
was suggested that the lower classes, in particular the  ex-slaves and their descend-
ents, represented the imperial social order, and reflected a past that needed to be 
destroyed at any cost through revoking any sign of it.  13   The approach to integrat-
ing the population and constituting a Brazilian citizenship favoured by the new 
republican regime was centred on the formation of ‘regenerating activities’ that 
would enable the population to live in a civilised country. As the referent of civili-
sation, the regime privileged European and North American cultural customs and 
ideals, which were associated with modernisation. As Sevcenko put it, the regime 
sought ‘modernisation at any price’.  14   Thus new techniques and approaches were 
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developed for health, housing,  15   urban planning and education, this last through 
investment in public state education. 

 While in formal political terms the people were excluded from  institutionalised 
participation in the new state (the franchise at the time was exercised by between 1 
and 3.4 per cent of the total population), they increasingly made their voice heard 
through organised movements like strikes, demonstrations and protests against 
state action,  16   both in urban and rural areas.  17   The republican regime interpreted 
these uprisings either as reactions against modernisation, uncultured expressions 
by a populace whose racial make-up was explanation in itself for its uncouth-
ness, backwardness and ignorance, or as inflammatory insurrections by subver-
sive foreign groups. All these demonstrations were crushed by the state, using 
police or military action. This ongoing conflict progressively weakened the repub-
lic. Eventually the governing elite lost the support not only of the lower classes, 
but of the regional oligarchies and intellectuals. The last group, unhappy with the 
course taken by the Brazilian republic and its representatives, demanded a genuine 
modernisation of the Brazilian social structure and more incisive involvement by 
the central government.  18   The regional elite for their part were frustrated by the 
unequal distribution of power, while the lower classes were antagonised by the 
systematically segregationalist and anti-populist approach of the state. 

 The dissatisfaction of these groups, together with the return of the army to 
more decisive political activity, provoked the Revolution of 1930. The initial spark 
for this was a revolt against fraud and rigging in the presidential elections. A new 
political alliance was formed, the ‘Liberal Alliance’, with a heterogeneous base, 
that united different groups based on the need for social and economic modern-
isation steered by central government. In 1930, the Liberal Alliance seized power 
in a military coup supported by the army and led by Getúlio Vargas, a candidate 
who had been defeated in the presidential elections and was from the landed 
elite in the south of the country, an area that had historically been looked down 
upon by the dominant states of São Paulo and Minas Gerais. The government of 
the time put up very little resistance, which was evidence of its inherent weak-
ness. Getúlio Vargas was at the helm of the country for 15 years, a period which 
saw radical transformations to the economic, social and political bases of the 
Brazilian state. Vargas implemented centralist policies for social and economic 
modernisation, but he trampled over the fragile democratic republican order and 
instigated a dictatorship from 1937 onwards.  19   

 The new president was to become a central player in Brazilian history, creat-
ing what is now called the  Era Vargas , which lasted until 1954. Getúlio Vargas 
wanted to guide the process of modernisation, reconfigure the political field (on 
a centralist and authoritarian model), redesign the economy (highlighting invest-
ment in the industrialisation of the country) and directly refashion its culture 
(promoting nationalism and using political propaganda). His first stint as the 
country’s president (1930–1945) introduced an authoritarian regime divided into 
two distinct phases. The first was between 1930 and 1937 when he presided over 
a provisional government that restructured the political framework, broke away 
from the hierarchies of power which had controlled the previous regime, and 
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intervened in the state governments by selecting their leaders. The second began 
in 1937 when, as dictator, he inaugurated the  Estado Novo  (new state), dissolving 
congress, abolishing political parties and imposing tight controls over the media 
and communication. The  Estado Novo  lasted until 1945, when the call for the 
re-democratisation of the country, together with the authoritarian government’s 
slipping control, forced presidential elections to take place.  20    

  The republican education project and 
primary school organization 

 During the imperial period, public education was regulated by an imperial act of 
1834. This handed the management of primary education to the provinces, while 
retaining at central government level the responsibility for offering secondary 
and further education. The different provinces set out to increase access to for-
mal elementary education by promulgating laws  making school attendance com-
pulsory. Schooling was declared to be the responsibility of the state, a parental 
obligation and a child’s right. The regulations included a fine for parents who did 
not enrol their children in public school, and thus created lists of ‘errant parents’ 
who risked legal sanctions.  21   In fact, the reality was very different. The extent 
of schooling available to the new generation was always precarious: elementary 
schools had little popular support, while the introduction of centralised public 
accounting from 1850 discouraged investment in education by the provincial 
governments. 

 The Brazilian republic sought to modernise the country through government-
initiated reform.  22   Modernisation in education was understood to mean adopting 
the educational agenda and pedagogical vocabulary of the ‘civilised’ nations (the 
leading European countries and increasingly the United States). Initially, however, 
education was low on the new regime’s political agenda. In the text of the 1891 
Constitution, little attention was given to the subject, although there were some 
new developments. The constitutional charter broke with the empire’s model by 
taking Catholicism out of the classroom and stipulating that education must be 
secular. However, it was less progressive, as it back-tracked on compulsory educa-
tion and allowed individual states to decide on the degree to which free elemen-
tary schooling would be provided. The republican line was to forget the empire’s 
experiment. It was only in the text for the 1934 Constitution that the national state 
again guaranteed compulsory free primary education for every Brazilian citizen.  23   
At the same time, in response to the strong lobbying from the Catholic Church, 
religious education was reintroduced into the primary school curriculum.  24   

 In accordance with the liberal model, political rights were not seen as natural, 
but rather as a reward bestowed on an individual in possession of the requisite 
marks of eligibility. From 1881, as we have seen, the right to vote was the prerog-
ative of only the literate population. During the early years of the republic, this 
association between education and citizenship became more accentuated within 
a society that was predominantly illiterate, the majority of whose members were 
therefore considered ineligible to influence the political scene. As Bessa points 
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out, a new concept of the potential of the Brazilian population emerged over this 
period: the idea that the people were incapable of fulfilling their role as citizens 
was matched by a belief in the regenerating role of education. Primary state edu-
cation therefore took on the task of breathing a new life into this population that 
was so unfairly represented. But the role of schooling was double-edged. Illiteracy 
was combated to a degree, but illiterate people were also stereotyped as incapable 
of true citizenship. This was not only because they lacked the basic tool neces-
sary to vote, but also because they were usually the black and mulatto descend-
ents of and heirs to the outdated order that the regime wanted to bury.  25   

 The Constitution gave each state complete freedom to organise its primary edu-
cation and entrusted to the federal republic the responsibility for secondary and 
further education. The decentralised model of the imperial era was once more 
emphasised. The distribution of funds followed this template of decentralisation, 
which accentuated the regional differences.  26   Another aspect worth noting is that 
by removing the obligation of the states to offer education, the new regime paved 
the way for private initiatives, particularly the establishment of Catholic schools 
and colleges, aimed at the middle classes. As Cury has realised, whether these 
initiatives were permitted for ideological or pragmatic reasons, they conflicted 
with the ethos underlying the state’s educational policy. ‘The state saw public 
education as a means of enabling access to political rights, but without segre-
gation, while the private initiatives suggested it was a question of choice and 
competition.’  27   

 The great difficulty historians have in providing an accurate account of the 
educational situation in the empire or in the republic is precisely due to the high 
level of inequality and the historically constructed diversity of Brazilian educa-
tion. The regional divergences are evident from the statistical records on literacy. 
Thus, in 1922, while the population of the federal capital (which was then Rio de 
Janeiro) had 61.3 per cent literacy, those from poorer states in the north/north-
east of the country further from the nexus of power such as Alagoas and Piauí 
had only 14.8 and 12 per cent literacy levels respectively.  28   Regarding numbers of 
children attending school, the data again indicates the tremendous divergences 
between the states. While in Alagoas and Piauí 95 and 94 per cent of school age 
children respectively did not attend school, in the capital 56 per cent of children 
went to school (the highest proportion in the country).  29   

 To complicate matters further, the states introduced reforms to reorganise pri-
mary education in two distinct but historically contiguous phases. The first, based 
on the introduction of the  escola graduada  (*graduated school), led to the creation 
of the  grupos escolares  (schools where pupils were divided into classes according to 
their level of attainment), which were implemented at the end of the nineteenth 
and over the first two decades of the twentieth century. The second phase was 
the introduction of the  escola novista  (or ‘progressive’ school), based on an interac-
tive pedagogical ideal, which began towards the end of the first republican period 
and continued after the Revolution of 1930. In both phases the emphasis was on 
modernisation. Their advocates proclaimed a new era for Brazilian schools and a 
break with a past associated with tradition and the old order. José Gondra and Ana 
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Magaldi have talked of an ongoing ‘culture of reform’ during this period, which 
was articulated through a continual investment by the states in constructing legal 
texts that in many cases were more rhetorical than practical.  30   The state of São 
Paulo pioneered the first cycle of state educational reforms in 1892 when it created 
the first  grupo escolar  in Brazil, in accordance with the graduated school model. This 
soon became a reference for other states in the federation. The graduated school 
model was based on reorganising the available space, constructing buildings that 
were appropriate for their educational purpose, rationalising the use of time by 
ensuring school work reflected the correct educational level, promoting pedagog-
ical best practice, particularly the so-called intuitive method, and management 
rationalisation, which allowed more effective control over school activities.  31   

 The concern with public spending, the condition of the school buildings 
and houses, the construction of new buildings, school graduation rates and the 
requirement for teachers to be qualified, not to mention the (recurring) insistence 
on reforming primary education and developing the *normal school, all these 
aspects show that schooling the population was a central problem tackled by 
the republican government. The statistics show real improvement. If in 1907 the 
country had 12,448 schools that gave instruction to 638,378 students, by 1922 it 
had 23,836 schools that educated 1,783,571. However, this was still a drop in the 
ocean. In 1927, 71 per cent of the population of school age were not in the class-
room and 68 per cent of the population was still illiterate.  32   

 In truth, while it is possible to see some enthusiasm amongst republican poli-
ticians and sectors of the cultural and economic elite for the expansion of the 
school system, the structure and composition of the political  system imposed 
restrictions on their effectiveness. State governor politics left its mark. Education 
found itself subjected to the dominant political actors of the time: the elite oli-
garchies. These did not always have education as a  priority – either they viewed 
its potential value for the wider population with distrust, or in implementing 
the republican model adapted it to their own political interests. Thus the con-
struction of schools, the provision of school places, and teacher and headteacher 
selection were the object of  constant local political bartering or were used as tools 
to control the population.  33   On the one hand, the adoption of the organisational 
model of the  grupos escolares  was a way of showcasing the republican schooling 
project with its aim of educating the lower classes. On the other, its implementa-
tion showed how the new schools were used as bargaining chips in power strug-
gles within the ruling elite. 

 As a result, in quantitative terms, the earlier imperial educational system, 
founded on the so-called  escolas isoladas  (single classroom schools) continued 
to dominate the educational landscape. It was these schools, generally situated 
in rural and upstate areas, as well as in some municipalities, that educated the 
majority of the Brazilian population, under difficult circumstances, in impro-
vised classrooms with untrained teachers and inadequate teaching materials. Even 
after 1910, when the diffusion of graduated schools and the creation of the  grupos 
escolares  had been intensified, the old schools were never swept from the field. 
From the statistics, the predominance of  escolas isoladas  in relation to the  grupos 
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escolares  is clear, even in the states that most invested in the new model. Thus 
in 1927 in São Paulo, there were 194  grupos escolares  and 1792  escolas isoladas. In 
national terms, the  grupos escolares  constituted only 5.55 per cent of schools in 
Brazil, 71 per cent of which were concentrated in the centre of the country (Rio de 
Janeiro, São Paulo and Minas Gerais). In 1933 the national records reveal little had 
changed with the revolution. Brazil in that year had 26,950 primary schools, 1635 
of which were  grupos escolares , 968 ‘reunited’ schools (an intermediary model) 
and 22,630  escolas isoladas .  34   

 Throughout the entire life of the  Primeira Republica , the records show that the 
rural and district  escolas isoladas  were predominant not just in their quantity 
but in relation to the number of children they enrolled, reflecting the fact that 
around 70 per cent of the population lived in rural areas. The majority of school 
children were therefore educated in a  casa de escola  ( single-roomed school house) 
with one teacher looking after a mixed-year class. Yet, with regard to the distri-
bution of resources, these schools competed on unequal terms with the  grupos 
escolares  for funds. The  grupos  required greater resources for their implementation 
and running costs. They were also convenient bargaining tools, giving their pro-
moters at state level greater political visibility despite their smaller social reach. 

 While it is difficult to unravel the states’ investment in the area of educa-
tion, the data suggest that this was far from uniform. In 1922, the state of Santa 
Catarina (whose population in the twentieth century was basically made up of 
immigrants) put aside 20 per cent of its resources for primary education (the high-
est amount nationally at the time), São Paulo put aside 17 per cent and the states 
of Pernambuco and Bahia (both situated in the north-east of the country) only 3 
and 5 per cent respectively. The difference in funding had repercussions on access 
to schools. While in Bahia, only 13 per cent of the school-age population had 
access to a school, and Pernambuco 19 per cent, in Santa Catarina 57 per cent of 
the school-age population went to school and in São Paulo 44 per cent. In national 
terms, the states together devoted only 11 per cent of their budget to education 
with the result, as noted above, that 71 per cent of the school age population did 
not attend school. Investment was also erratic from year to year emphasising a 
characteristic discontinuity in public educational policies in Brazil.  35   

 From 1910 onwards, state governor politics, and hence the approach to edu-
cation, were under challenge. Increasingly, intellectuals representing the urban 
middle class began to have an impact on educational policy. They considered an 
investment in state-driven education to be vital for progress and the dissemina-
tion of ‘civilised’ culture. These intellectuals were active at regional level in pro-
moting a new cycle of reforms under the label of the * escola novista  movement, 
and at federal level in creating a national association which convened congresses 
and conferences.  36   The reforms, mostly put in place at the end of the 1920s, 
built on previous reforms, while placing a new emphasis on investment in mak-
ing classroom teaching more scientific and on seeking to coordinate activities 
nationally. These reforms were once more trumpeted in the beginning as a break 
with earlier traditions and were again presented as announcing a new age for the 
Brazilian school system. There were significant differences between the models 
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adopted by different states, but the reformers shared a belief in promoting schools 
as spaces to build citizenship through their activities with the children. Schools 
were to be social units that did not reproduce the inequality of the existing social 
order but that projected a model for the future. At the same time they sought to 
make the school experience more meaningful and attractive by incorporating 
new technology and extending the premises. The  escola novista  movement would 
dominate the primary education agenda over the following decades.  37   

 The nation-building emphasis of the movement was stated with particular 
clarity in the 1932 publication of the  Manifesto dos Pioneiros da Escola Nova  (the 
New School Pioneers’ Manifesto), which was signed by 25  representatives of the 
Brazilian intelligentsia. The manifesto emphasised that public education should 
be the responsibility of the federal government and a national policy formulated 
whose implementation should be given priority. But this manifesto came out of 
a new political context that followed the end of the  Primeira Republica . With the 
Revolution of 1930, a new age began for schooling: it now became the object of 
decisive action from the central government, although it continued to be the 
responsibility of the states. One of the first signs of the attempts to centralise the 
education system, and also the health system, was the creation of the  Ministério 
da Educação and Saúde  (MES) (the Ministry of Education and Health) in 1930. This 
radical shift in approach to education was expressed in the new 1934 constitu-
tional charter, which again confirmed the compulsory and free nature of primary 
education  38   and outlined a national plan with directives and guidelines for the 
states to follow, stating that a minimum of 20 per cent of the budget should be 
spent on education by each federal state.  39   Even though they continued to be 
responsible for offering primary education, the states were henceforth in thrall 
to a national policy. 

 The new directives were the result of negotiations and bickering between the 
political leaders of the new regime and representatives of the school system, 
debates in which the Catholic Church, its religious orders and other church or lay 
private educational providers and interest groups featured prominently. According 
to Gomes, few real advances in the field of primary education resulted from the 
federal government’s national policy. What it actually achieved was increased 
centralisation and control over the curriculum, which was an important element 
in the policy of integrating immigrants into the nation.  40   The statistical data con-
firms this. Under Vargas, the decentralised model was maintained and there was 
no significant advance in schooling provision. In 1922, there were 23,826 schools 
and in 1937 there were 38,829: this was still an insufficient number to provide 
schooling for the whole school-age population.  41    

  Conditions for primary education: between 
universalisation and inequality 

 According to data from the first general census in the imperial era (1872), the 
population consisted of approximately 10 million inhabitants.  42   From the census, 
it was estimated that of this total only 1,564,981 people knew how to read and 
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write. In other words, 84 per cent of the Brazilian population were illiterate, and 
the majority of these were women: the percentage of literate men was 19.8 per cent 
while that of women was only 11.5 per cent. Under the republican regime, the 
census of 1920 showed a population of 17,318,554 inhabitants, of whom 70% per 
cent were still illiterate.  43   However, while there had been no significant change 
in the number of men recorded as literate, there had been considerable growth in 
the number of literate women. 

 Children’s access to schooling was conditioned by the hierarchies of power and 
the social distinctions between citizens, as well as by varying historical interpret-
ations of the actual concept of citizenship. During the imperial era, the different 
provinces had set out to increase access to education by promulgating laws on 
compulsory education. Despite the fine words that schooling was the responsi-
bility of the state, a parental obligation and a child’s right, these initiatives had 
little effect. The majority of the Brazilian people at the time lived in poverty and 
hardship, and child labour, whether unpaid in the home or remunerated, was an 
important factor in the maintenance of the family.  44   Fining parents who failed 
to send their children to school was clearly not a viable option. Primary school-
ing in this early period was also ineffective. Before the introduction of gradu-
ated schools, pupils of different ages and levels of knowledge sat side by side in 
sparsely populated classrooms, often set up in teachers’ homes, with inadequate 
resources. The teachers too were poorly trained. Added to this, the sheer size of 
the country, the dispersal of the population and the precarious infrastructure (of 
roads and public transport) made it difficult to open new schools and keep fiscal 
tabs on them. 

 It is important also to note that the state primary school was not the princi-
pal centre for elementary education: the private church schools and tuition at 
home were just as important. This reflected in part the country’s ethno-racial 
tensions. The state primary school of the imperial era had been conceived as a 
civilising space for the poor population and for those of African descent. The free 
Afro-Brazilians, a considerable presence in a country where *miscegenation was 
common, made up a significant proportion of the state school population, as the 
most recent studies show.  45   Their presence though led to tension and resistance 
from teachers and more upwardly mobile families who were afraid of inter-ethnic 
contact. Several records suggest that the parents of white and socially privileged 
children opted for home schooling or to send them to private schools for fear of 
mixing with Afro-Brazilian students.  46   

 Under the republican regime, local governments invested in the expansion of 
primary education for the majority of the population to promote modernisation 
and to overcome social inequality, describing it as being in the interests of the 
state.  47   However, this only showed up the contradictions between the republican 
model and the views of the political elite. Although education was a means to 
access political citizenship, statements by the governing, intellectual and educa-
tor elites of the time showed their distrust of its capacity to actually work. The 
people were represented as incapable of self-government, either due to their slave 
heritage or to their ethno-racial composition.  48   Although in order to build the 
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republic it was deemed fundamental to educate the Brazilian people, the elite in 
its different manifestations cast doubt on the ability of black Brazilians to over-
come their supposed deficiencies. For some historians, public schooling in the 
period of the  Primeira Republica  was marked by a ‘whitening’, not only of its clien-
tele but also of its pedagogical ideology.  49   Although the Afro-Brazilian population 
had experienced prejudice in the imperial schools, the new racial  theories gave 
scientific weight to the diffusion of discriminatory practices in the classroom. 
Consequently the education of the Afro-Brazilian population suffered; there was 
a high level of absenteeism, failure and having to repeat the school year. The 
statistics showing levels of schooling for the Brazilian population confirm this 
analysis, indicating that there is, to this day, a persistent difference in the length 
of education between the white population and Brazilians of African descent.  50   

 In the analysis of the ethnic make-up of the school population of the time, it is 
important to consider the high level of immigration. In the transition from slave 
to free labour, the need to fill the positions previously occupied by slaves and to 
find better qualified workers meant that a programme of welcoming immigrants 
from Europe and Asia was developed. This altered not only the ethno-racial com-
position of the Brazilian population in the central-south of the country, but it also 
reconfigured socio-economic relations as well as cultural practices and property 
ownership in that part of the country. In addition to rebuilding the workforce, 
immigration was encouraged as a strategy by the elite to ‘whiten’ Brazil, through 
mixing foreigners with the native population.  51   The arrival of immigrants also 
had an effect on schooling. The foreigners tended to be much more literate (52 
per cent of the immigrant population knew how to read and write, as opposed 
to 23 per cent of the national population).  52   The immigrants demanded that the 
public authorities increase the number of schools, particularly in the rural areas 
they colonised in the south. However, due to the inability of state governments 
to meet such great demand, other forms of schooling were created: community 
schools (financed by the population and by the home country governments), 
and Catholic and non-Catholic church schools.  53   The existence of these schools, 
initially presented as being complementary to or as substitutes for state action, 
gradually began to threaten the construction of a Brazilian national identity, par-
ticularly after Brazil became involved in the First World War in 1917.  54   The schools 
that served the immigrant population had customised curricula, in which the 
Portuguese language and the history and geography of Brazil were of secondary 
importance or were wholly replaced by the language, history and geography of 
the immigrants’ home countries. 

 The role of education in the development of nationality became more appar-
ent from the 1920s onwards when it was given impetus by new cultural factors. 
In this period, another vision of national identity took shape, fashioned by 
Brazilian high culture and social science, in which the ethno-racial composi-
tion of the population  55   and its cultural patrimony began to be seen in a more 
positive light. In addition to this, relationships with and the representation of 
immigrant populations also began to change. However, it was in the Vargas 
Government that the affirmation of  brasilidade  (Brazilianess) resulted in the 
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promotion of schools as spaces for spreading a positive image of the Brazilian 
people and as part of the  política de nacionalização  (nation-building policy). 
Shortly before the Second World War, this resulted in official steps being taken 
against the foreign schools connected with the immigrant groups, a clear indi-
cation of an authoritarian and violent trend in the central government’s edu-
cational policy. These schools were to become strategic spaces for imposing 
national values on this part of the population.  56   It is estimated that approxi-
mately 774 foreign schools were closed in the central-south of the country. The 
headteachers now had to be Brazilian, Portuguese became the official language 
in the curriculum, and Brazilian history and geography were prioritised (Decree 
n. 406, 4 May 1938). 

 A fundamental feature of schooling during the republican era was the dif-
ferent rates of attendance of the urban and rural population. Although, as has 
already been mentioned, the rural population was numerically dominant, it had 
greater difficulty accessing education. According to records from 1933, there were 
1,305,835 pupils enrolled in urban schools, and 1,160,257 in rural schools.  57   
In the rural areas, the lack of a literate social culture coupled with the need to 
enter the work force early meant that the written language was not considered 
important, and many parents resisted sending their children to school. The  esco-
las isoladas  also provided inferior education offering only two years compulsory 
education compared with four in the  grupos escolares  and providing a narrower 
curriculum: science teaching for instance was confined to the graded schools.  58   
The  escolas isoladas,  moreover, not only suffered from poor buildings and a lack 
of teaching materials, but their teachers were also paid less, and were even on 
occasion responsible for paying the rent for the school buildings. All these factors 
resulted in high absenteeism and unsatisfactory results. Nevertheless, a consider-
able number of rural parents did invest in education as a means to rise socially, 
demanding that the state open more public schools, or even raising money to set 
up and maintain private schools.  59   

 Throughout the imperial era, schools were segregated according to gender. 
Although there was a common curriculum, there were subjects that were gender 
specific.  60   The aim of primary education for girls was to prepare them for domes-
tic life, and the curricular differentiation reflected the commitment to maintain-
ing patriarchal control. In the republican era, the segregation of the male and 
female populations in the  grupos escolares  and the  escolas isoladas  continued to be 
presupposed. The curricular differences were also retained, and teaching materi-
als were focused on maintaining gender differences and asserting the domesticity 
of the female and the public life of the male world. However, in the republican 
era, mixed classes became more common, even if some subjects like manual ones 
were always taught separately (for example, needlework for girls and carpentry for 
boys), as there were insufficient students for gender-specific schools. 

 The republican era also witnessed a rapid expansion in the number of girls 
in school and by 1933 participation rates were almost equal. Of the 2,466,092 
students enrolled in that year, 1,307,558 were boys and 1,158,534 were girls. This 
can be partly explained by the expanding opportunities for female employment 
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in the republican era. In particular, teaching positions at primary level came to 
be dominated by women. Even in the 1880s in several areas of the empire they 
were more numerous than men but by 1933 they held the vast majority of teach-
ing positions (48,517 women were primary school teachers against 9,182 men). 
Perhaps this gender imbalance explains another interesting fact – the higher 
number of women at this date completing primary school. Entrants to the teach-
ing profession required a school-leaving diploma at the very least. Of the 179,625 
who managed to complete their primary education in 1933, a total of 91,165 were 
women and only 88,460 men. 

 With regard to the pupils’ social background, in republican schools there was 
initially greater access for the lower classes.  61   In line with the regime’s literacy 
project for the population, primary education was now called  educação popular  
(popular education). The graduated schools had been conceived as a way of man-
aging the number of pupils more rationally and increasing the potential for a 
larger school population in a single space. However, once the graduated schools 
were confirmed as an ideal type in the field of primary education, other social 
groups, including the ruling elite and the urban middle classes, started to want to 
make use of them too.  62   As a lack of such schools was to be a perennial problem 
for most of the twentieth century, this inevitably meant that places in graduated 
schools were soon usurped by the middle classes to the detriment of the lower 
orders.  63   The geographical location of the graduated school also worked against 
working-class access. The regulations stated that graduated schools should be sit-
uated in central areas of a city, which was where the elite and middle-classes 
tended to settle. These were not the sole factors undermining the working-class 
presence, however. As we have already mentioned, the value of child labour often 
made attending school unviable. 

 The increasing problem in the republican era of truancy and dropping out of 
school was related to the introduction of the graduated school and blighted the 
history of Brazilian primary education until the 1980s. Official statistics express 
this situation eloquently. According to records from 1933, of the 2,466,092 stu-
dents enrolled in the country’s schools, only 1,628,656 attended school regularly, 
showing the difference between enrolling a child in school and actually sending 
the child to the institution. Furthermore, little more than 10 per cent of the total 
year-one intake that year completed their primary education. The proportion 
who went on to secondary or tertiary schooling was infinitesimal: in 1933 there 
were only 98,141 students in secondary and 2,842 in further education.  64   This 
means that of the entire population who started school in year one, only 0.00115 
per cent reached further education. Dropping out and truancy were much more 
frequent among the lower social classes. The working-class parents who did send 
their children to school saw primary education as a vehicle for gaining the basic 
skills (reading, writing and counting) needed to hold down a job. After a short 
two-year stint of schooling, the child was expected to enter the job market. As 
the numbers enrolled in school testify, attendance dropped drastically from year 
three. But children from the lower classes (the majority of whom were black or 
mixed race) were not simply excluded from advancing through the school system 
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from lack of ambition. Arguably, their absence reflected the elitist and alien cul-
tural norms informing education beyond the lower grades and the high stand-
ards of excellence that were required of the students. 

 A further important characteristic of primary education in this period was the 
growth of the private school sector, which was dominated by the church schools 
(especially the Catholic schools). These schools had existed from the colonial 
period and were more often than not set up to educate the ruling classes; their 
increased presence reinforced the segregation of Brazilian primary education, 
for their curricula and infrastructure reflected the social background of the stu-
dents.  65   The private schools threatened to become even more powerful under the 
Vargas regime when the sector (predominantly the Catholic schools) criticised 
the condition of public primary education. As a powerful lobby group, the private 
schools claimed the right to take over responsibility for primary education  tout 
court  and were aided by the transfer of public resources from the state to do so. 
In this model, the state schools would only play a supporting role where private 
educational provision was insufficient. The debate between the supporters of the 
public schools (particularly the intellectuals and educators linked with the *1932 
‘Public School Manifesto’) and the proponents of a private-school takeover, many 
of them connected to the Catholic Church, continued until 1956, when the state 
affirmed that it was to be responsible for providing education through a free pub-
lic school system.  66   

 This critique of the public school was part and parcel of a longer campaign 
by the Catholic Church to interfere in the state system. From the beginning of 
the republican era, the schooling of the poorer strata of the population had not 
been the main educational focus of the Brazilian Catholic Church. Rather the 
church had focused on offering private primary and secondary education and on 
schooling the elite and middle classes. On the other hand, the Catholic Church, 
which under the empire had enjoyed much more authority over state education, 
was always anxious to shape the public school curriculum by trying to force onto 
it the introduction (and maintenance) of compulsory religious instruction, and 
by taking a stand against the secular emphasis of public schooling. This policy 
was only abandoned after the promulgation of the Constitution of 1988, which 
affirmed the compulsory, free and lay character of public education.  67   

 Before the promulgation of this Constitution, however, the church’s attempt to 
promote religion in the republican classroom was reasonably  successful. During 
the imperial era, the state had a Catholic agenda and there had been a focus in 
primary education on using Catholic rituals and teaching materials to build up a 
conformist religious ethos. In the First Republic, the state had adopted a nakedly 
secularising educational policy, but Catholic influence never disappeared alto-
gether from the public classroom, where it continued to have a presence in the 
daily routine and in teaching materials. It came back, moreover, with a vengeance 
under the Vargas government which deliberately intensified the ties between 
religious teaching, the Catholic Church and primary education. Even before the 
overthrow of the First Republic, several states (while upholding the secular char-
acter of education) had re-introduced compulsory religious instruction. From 
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1931, this programme was extended to all public schools in the country, in accor-
dance with the centralist approach of the new regime.  68   

 A final characteristic of the primary school during the period under review 
which needs to be discussed is its role in the transmission of civic and patriotic 
values. Under the empire, teaching patriotism had not been excluded from the 
school agenda. From the 1860s, the curriculum included new subjects, such as 
the history and geography of the nation, aimed at developing symbolic ties to 
the country. Teaching materials were produced to teach these subjects, and this 
pattern intensified under the republican regime, which gave greater weight to 
teaching patriotism and also created secular festivals and holidays for its cele-
bration. These holidays were marked by the schools and became a part of the 
landscape and calendar of urban life, a time when the school children took to the 
streets on school parades. However, it was under Vargas that the use of schools to 
spread nationalism and patriotism was fully exploited, at the same time as these 
concepts were given a new meaning. In the curriculum and teaching materials of 
the republican period, the point of reference for the people and the nation had 
been the idea of civilisation represented by the values and habits of Europe and 
North America. With the Vargas government, the patriotic axis was centred on 
the  valorisation of the national cultural patrimony. Schools took on the task of 
transmitting and reproducing in a positive fashion popular culture and folklore 
and fostering a national identity based on the  originality of Brazil’s cultural leg-
acy, seen as a product of the ‘fusion of three races’. Through  teaching subjects like 
history and geography, schools were given the pragmatic role of forming an ideal 
citizen for the centralised state, part of the purpose of classroom instruction being 
to neutralise the power of the regional  oligarchies and create a truly Brazilian 
national sensibility founded on territoriality, race, language and religion, where 
the people were united under one administrative power. The importance of work 
was also highlighted, a central tenet in the propaganda of the Vargas era, which 
was seen as necessary to propel national development.  69    

  Conclusion 

 The history of Brazilian education has undergone a significant revision in recent 
years. Investment in the study of primary sources and a better knowledge of his-
torical theory has contributed to making the field more scientific and the history 
of Brazilian education being rewritten. From the increasing number of studies 
and research projects, one can see that the historic inequality of access to edu-
cation in Brazil is not only the result, but also the cause, of the socio-economic, 
regional, ethnic and gender inequalities between the different populations. The 
contradictions within Brazilian society informed the development of schooling. 
On the one hand, there was real investment in education by the government 
which reflected the needs of the economy and a growing popular demand. On 
the other hand, the historical fragility and instability of the Brazilian state and of 
democratic institutions, as well as the absence of any official channel for popu-
lar participation and construction of citizenship imposed limits to the extension 
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of schooling. This was expressed in the restricted access of a significant stratum 
of the population to formal education, not to mention its limited stay at school 
and general lack of scholarly success. This also resulted in unequal conditions 
of access to citizenship. The standard of teacher training only compounded the 
problem. During the empire, few teachers had had the benefit of studying at 
a normal school. In the  Primeira Republica  and in the Vargas era, the regional 
governments made an effort to extend the network. Nevertheless, the normal 
schools were unable to provide instruction for all teachers, as they were concen-
trated in the state capitals and required a long period of study from the trainees 
(three years), something that was not possible for a large number of teachers, who 
were themselves from the working class. This situation exacerbated the difference 
between teaching standards in urban and rural schools; the latter were obliged to 
employ teachers with much weaker qualifications.  70   

 However, it is important not to be too deterministic. Recent work on the his-
tory of Brazilian education, focusing on the daily life of the school and school 
organisation, indicates that different social actors, such as teachers, intellectuals, 
 politicians, families and children themselves, invested in formal education in a 
variety of ways that reflected their needs, aspirations and cultural capital. We 
must be careful too not to overprivilege the school as an instrument of accultur-
ation. More recent studies of the history of literacy in Brazil point out that there 
were different ways of relating to the written word that cannot be reduced merely 
to the opposition of literate versus illiterate. Social groups without access to formal 
education found different ways of gaining functional literacy, or used alternative 
strategies to fit in with a culture in which the acquisition of literacy was becoming 
increasingly important.  71   The Brazilian government in the twentieth century also 
used other resources besides the schools – such as parades and the mass media – to 
broaden the people’s knowledge and promote civic and patriotic values. 

 Furthermore we must take into account that in Brazil there have been other 
spaces in which to affirm citizenship that are not directly linked to formal instruc-
tion. In a society in which the presence of the written word has traditionally 
been precarious, it is worth highlighting the fecundity of Brazil’s social move-
ments and oral traditions, which are constitutive parts both of her culture and 
of the formation of her people. From that perspective, expressions of traditional 
popular culture, like music, dance and oral literature, are not to be dismissed as 
forms of leisure. Nor should it be  forgotten that social movements such as pop-
ular rebellions, strikes and informal community organisations have constituted 
expressions of political engagement. Taken together, they have been the building 
blocks of a popular  citizenship in a society where the access to formal channels, 
such as schooling, was usually restricted.  

  Timeline 

 1822: Imperial monarchy established on independence from Portugal 

 1834: Imperial education act making provinces responsible for primary 
education 
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 1850: Centralised public accounting discourages investment by the provinces in 
education 

 1881: electoral reform requiring literacy test for the franchise 

 1888: abolition of slavery in Brazil 

 1889: Brazilian First Republic established 

 1891: new Constitution stipulated secular education 

 1892: São Paulo state education reforms – established graduated schools 

 1930: ‘Liberal Alliance’ seizes power in a military coup under leadership of 
Vargas. 

 Ministry of Health and Education established. 

 1934: Constitution guaranteed compulsory free universal primary education 

 1937: Dictatorship  Estado Novo  established under Vargas  

  Glossary 

  escola novista movement:  Brazilian version of progressive primary education 
from the 1920s to 1930s focused on child-centred theories of learning. Mainly 
affected urban schools. 

  European racial theories:  usually associated with the eugenics movement which 
advocated practices aimed at improving the genetic composition of a population. 
These ideas were widely popular in the early twentieth century. 

  graduated schools:  In Brazil, these schools had separate classes for different age 
groups and levels of attainment. 

  miscegenation:  the inter-breeding of different racial groups. 

  normal school:  teacher training college or similar institution. 

  1932 Public School Manifesto:  related to the  escola novista  movement (see 
above). A document proposing modernisation of Brazilian schooling, with uni-
versal provision and state rather than church funding of education. 

  Social Darwinism:  a movement in the late-nineteenth century that stressed that 
life at the individual and national level was a competitive struggle. According to 
its guru, Herbert Spencer, nations had to use education to maximise the talents of 
their people if they were to survive.  
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 The Role of Mass Education 
in Nation-Building in the 
Ottoman Empire and the Turkish 
Republic, 1870–1930   
    Nazan   Cicek    

   The backdrop: feeling under attack from inside and out 

 Throughout the long nineteenth century, the chimera of the Eastern Question 
never failed to remind the Ottoman statesmen that the empire owed its existence 
to the dictates of a fragile and temporary balance of power in Europe and that 
as a ‘sick man’ whose days were otherwise numbered they should apply some 
Western-origin remedies to lengthen its life. ‘In the Ottoman Empire, as in so 
many regions of the contemporary globe, the state’s educational initiative [was] 
a part of a larger attempt to reform society in order to render it modern.’  1   As the 
Ottoman reformist elite fought their way into building a ‘modern state with infra-
structural power’ in Michael Mann’s terms,  2   they believed that educating future 
generations in the ‘sciences’ would bring about progress, industrial development 
and ‘civilisation’, which in turn would save the empire from an untimely death. 

 Another dimension of the Eastern Question which posed even a greater threat 
to the existence of the empire than the imperialistically driven ambitions of the 
Great Powers was the nationalistic aspirations of her large group of ethno-reli-
gious minorities. Therefore in her struggle to survive, the Ottoman state unsuc-
cessfully tried to use education, along with promoting industrial development, 
to create an Ottoman brotherhood and patriotism among her Muslim and non-
Muslim subjects and to generate political unity. Nevertheless this did not lead 
to the development of a secular national elementary education system. The gov-
ernment, observing the ancient rights that ruled the relationships between the 
state and the communities on the basis of the *‘millet’ system, continued to let 
the minority communities educate their own children at the elementary level in 
their own language and in accordance with the precepts of their religion. Thus 
left alone, the ‘millets’ were free throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth 
century to educate their own as they saw fit with almost no interference from the 
civil bureaucracy. 
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 From the beginning of the nineteenth century, each Western ‘Great’ Power 
fighting for a political and economic hold in the Eastern Mediterranean  considered 
their co-religionists inhabiting the sultan’s dominions as their protégés and vig-
ilantly oversaw any supposed encroachments by the Ottoman government on 
their community rights, including educational ones. In line with this general 
Western meddling attitude, in the aftermath of the Crimean War, the allies of the 
Ottoman Empire insisted on the  promulgation of a Reform Edict ( Islahat Fermanı ) 
in which the sultan promised complete equality among his subjects. The Reform 
Edict of 1856 acknowledged the right of every officially recognised religious com-
munity to establish their own public schools on condition that the method of 
instruction and the selection of the teachers would be controlled by a mixed 
council of public instruction, the members of which were to be named by the 
sultan. This official acknowledgment caused a rapid development of educational 
networks among Armenians, Bulgarians and Greeks. Concurrently a series of for-
eign private schools mostly founded by the Christian missionaries from different 
Western countries started proliferating across the Empire. 

 These developments led the Ottoman government to found the Ministry of 
Public Education in 1857 with a view to better controlling non-Muslim and 
foreign schools. They also wanted to promote the development of  government 
schools but these did not acquire any popularity, even among the Muslim popu-
lation. Nonetheless, the establishment of the ministry was the first step in a plan 
‘that while the primary level should preserve the culture of the religious commu-
nity, the secondary level should provide the socialization of non-Muslims into 
the Ottoman imperial culture.’  3   Any attempt at closing down the primary schools 
run by non-Muslim communities as well as the foreign missionaries might not 
only cause havoc in the Ottoman  government’s tottering relationship with the 
minorities, many of which had already exhibited their separatist tendencies, but 
also incur the wrath of the Western Powers. 

 The reluctance and seeming incapacity of the government to impose  uniformity 
and standardisation in the field of primary education also applied to the Muslim 
majority in general and the Turkish-speaking Muslim  community in particular. 
Instead of building on or adapting the existing Muslim schools, the state sought 
to construct a parallel system but without the supports necessary to ensure it 
superseded existing systems. Throughout the century, no concrete steps were 
taken to gather the  children of the Muslims, who were the core population of the 
empire, into elementary schools administered and controlled by a central author-
ity with a standardised curriculum and syllabus. Until the final collapse of the 
empire after the First World War, large numbers of traditional Qur’an schools con-
tinued to exist alongside the government-supported public schools. These were 
 sponsored by wealthy local inhabitants or by pious endowments and sought to 
create devoted Muslims rather than patriotic Ottoman citizens. They functioned 
as essential elementary schooling institutions where children were taught some 
religious knowledge as well as to read and memorise the Qur’an, mostly with-
out acquiring any literacy.  4   In this sense, traditional Ottoman primary education 
lacked the common characteristics of elementary education elsewhere; they were 
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also far from being a uniform educational network with an institutional struc-
ture. The instructors were maintained by the foundation and by parental fees 
and there was no state funding. Alongside the Qur’an, schools were the newly 
introduced government elementary schools, where literacy and classes of arith-
metic, geography and history were introduced to the curriculum. However, sec-
ular instruction was not favoured by many parents. As Louis de Salve, the first 
director of the  Mektebi Sultani ,  5   would comment in an article in 1874, unlike the 
rest of the world where school was rapidly becoming more of a place to constitute 
and strengthen the bonding between children of the country, in the Ottoman 
Empire the school was serving to confine children from different religions and 
sects to their own separate worlds.  6   When the Regulation of Public Education 
( Maarif-i Umumiyye Nizamnamesi ), the first comprehensive Ottoman document 
that examined primary education in a holistic manner, was promulgated in 1869, 
there seemed to be no system in the empire that deserved to be called Ottoman 
‘national’ elementary education.  

  The struggle to meet the ‘demands of the present’: 
elementary education in the Ottoman Empire 
between 1870 and 1920 

 The Regulation of Public Education, which was prepared under the  influence 
of the French Minister of Education, Jean Victor Duruy, was promulgated on 
1 September 1869.  7   This was a document that systematised and stratified edu-
cation and provided the legal basis to reform the primary school system into a 
more democratic, universal and national educational network.  8   It announced 
four-year compulsory elementary education for all Ottoman children stating 
that all girls aged between 6 and 10 and all boys aged between 7 and 11 were 
to attend elementary school. In every neighbourhood and every village would 
be built at least one elementary school building and in places where Muslims 
and non-Muslims lived together a school would be built for each community. 
Non-Muslim elementary schools would continue to instruct children in their 
own religion and give history classes in their own language. Schools were clas-
sified as either ‘general’ or ‘private’, and the former were placed ‘under state con-
trol and administration’. The private schools also would be supervised by state 
although their administration and of course funding was left in private hands. 
Although this showed that the government was at least cognisant of the neces-
sity for a more active involvement in regulating elementary education, the reg-
ulation lacked the necessary qualities to effect a radical transformation in the 
prevailing system. The government did not seem to think that it was  incumbent 
upon the state to fund or construct the school buildings in every village and 
neighbourhood as stipulated in the regulation where the Ottoman children 
complying with the rule of compulsory education would attend. Neither did it 
take it as the state’s responsibility to pay the salaries of the elementary school 
teachers who, according to the regulation, would be selected, appointed and 
inspected by the state. 
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 Moreover, although the regulation was ‘a part of the Ottomanist project of inte-
grating Muslim, non-Muslim and foreign schools within a legal  framework’  9   its 
contribution to the practice of *Ottomanism did not go beyond this legal realm. 
Its ambition for national unity rested on the  wishful thinking that through effi-
cient inspection and supervision the schools run by the minority communities 
and foreign missionaries could be incorporated in the ideal of Ottoman nation-
alism. In March 1886, the Education Minister Münif Paşa complained in a mem-
orandum that ‘unlike other states, the Ottoman Empire was completely in the 
dark about the curricula, textbooks, and moral character and behaviour of the 
teachers in its non-Muslim schools.’  10   That being the case, to the extent that they 
did work, the educational reforms undertaken by the Ottoman  governments 
throughout the nineteenth century laid the foundations, not of an Ottoman 
national education but a separate national education for Muslim Turks and for 
each of the non-Muslim minorities. The education of Greeks, for  example, thanks 
to the reforms that integrated their ancient rights and measures into the new legal 
framework, was officially retained as a privilege monopolised by the Patriarchate. 
Far from collaborating in building up a new  consciousness of Ottomanism, the 
Patriarchate instead co-operated with the Constantinople Society for Hellenic 
Philology (Sillogos) and worked as a sort of Ministry of Education for the national 
education of ‘Hellenes living in Turkey.’  11   In other words, by maintaining and 
even strengthening the organisation of pre- existent religion-based divisions 
within educational provision, the Ottoman state ironically helped the minorities 
to develop their own national education system. Thus the minority communi-
ties gradually came to be seen as ‘educational competitors by the state which are 
also often viewed as political clients of the foreign powers, if not their outright 
agents.’  12   For this reason, in spite of their de facto openness to all subjects, the 
Ottoman state schools were largely conceived of as Muslim schools. 

 Seven years after the promulgation of the Regulation of Public Education, the 
Ottoman Empire declared itself a constitutional monarchy and the first Ottoman 
parliament, where the deputies representing all officially recognised communi-
ties sat together, opened in Istanbul. Article 18 of the Constitution of 1876 stipu-
lated that all Ottoman subjects who wished to be employed by the empire as state 
servants had to prove their knowledge of the official language, i.e. Turkish, imply-
ing that ‘the Ottoman policy of political unity would be guided by the maxim of 
 cujus regio, ejus lingua .’  13   Moreover Article 16 declared that all schools operating 
in the Ottoman Empire were to be controlled strictly by the state and measures 
to standardise the management and curriculum of all schools other than the reli-
gious ones were to be taken without delay. This Article was met with loud protests 
from Armenian, Greek, Slav, Arab and Albanian deputies who saw it as a threat to 
the existence and well-being of their communities.  14   

 The Ottomanising policy of this, the  Tanzimat  era (1839–76), crystallised in 
the opening of the Ottoman parliament in 1876, but came to an abrupt end 
when the Sultan Abdülhamid II suspended the parliament in 1878 and set out 
to re-consolidate the power of the palace while vigorously working out a monar-
chist imperialist ideology with strong Islamic-Turkish overtones. The aim of the 
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Hamidian regime (1876–1909) was to promote public schools as a source of loyal 
and obedient subjects who would serve the state in troubled times. Almost imme-
diately, the schools content and overall raison d’être were drastically altered.  15   
Ottoman educational policies now concentrated on expanding schooling for 
Muslim Ottomans who were increasingly seen as the bulwark of the state’s loy-
alty base. This implicitly conceded that the discourse of Ottomanism that fash-
ioned the educational approach of the earlier periods had failed to quell the 
nationalistic aspirations of the minority communities or curb the proliferation 
of foreign and missionary schools. Although the Hamidian state officially sought 
to  re-emphasise ‘Ottomanism’ and educational policy continued to uphold the 
universalistic notion of an educational system open to all the population, in fact 
the state school system was increasingly seen as de facto Muslim, as the regime 
attempted to ward off ‘educational competition provided by foreign missionar-
ies, neighbouring states and the local minority communities’.  16   This retrench-
ment did not necessarily mean that the Ottoman statesmen failed to recognise 
the different path taken by most Western states to unify and standardise their 
educational systems.  17   However, faced with the Eastern Question, the Ottoman 
state opted to educate its Muslims to turn them into loyal ‘warriors’ with suffi-
cient academic skills to confront the external as well as internal ‘enemies’ of the 
empire. 

 ‘The government placed great faith in the power of moral instruction as a 
means of safeguarding the Empire’s future’ and took ‘what they saw as the suc-
cessful examples of centralized state expansion in Western Europe. Thus, such 
features of Western education as boarding schools, centralized curricular plan-
ning, and textbook standardization became common features of late Ottoman 
education.’  18   Curriculum policy in the state-run schools focused on inculcating 
key concepts (mostly associated with Islamic morality) such as loyalty, religious 
observance, patience, forbearance, self-restraint, docility, compassionate and 
charitable action, obedience and respect.  19   In most elementary school textbooks 
of the era, the authors wasted no opportunity to instrumentalise the * hadiths  and 
Quranic verses  liberally.  20   Textbooks for primary schools acknowledged the neces-
sity of adopting Western technology and science but exhorted children to stay 
away from what was seen as the Western spiritual and cultural domain as well 
as its lifestyle.  21   Greed, fear, laziness, extortion, ignorance as well as crying and 
begging (as indicators of weak character) were regularly denounced in textbooks 
while the lion’s share of the books’ content focused on obedience towards author-
ity and piety.  22   As one hornbook of the Hamidian era suggests, apart from the 
love and respect for God and the Prophet ‘it is the most sacred duty of Ottoman 
children to vigorously obey all the instructions, orders and  ferman s of the Caliph 
Sultan. What is more, all the officials and state servants regardless of their situ-
ations should be obeyed and revered since they follow and implement the orders 
of the Caliph Sultan.’  23   

 In line with this reasoning in the textbooks of the era, the position of the 
teacher was ‘clearly an extension of the Ottoman state’ vis-à-vis the student and 
his authority was supposed to exceed that of parents. Parents could not be trusted 
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to inculcate a well-balanced blend of the regime’s political and moral values in 
their youth but were presented as belonging to a world of ignorance from which 
the child could be rescued by the teacher. ‘The removal of the family from the 
locus of education, its moral component in particular, cleared the way for the 
pre-eminence of the relationship between the state and the student. The state, 
acting through the local bureaucrats employed in each school, stands in  loco 
parentis .’  24   However, despite this official discourse about the unrivalled position 
of the teacher in the student’s life, the Ottoman state largely failed to train and 
supply an adequate number of teachers who could rescue students from the igno-
rant world of the family. The first teacher training institution for elementary 
school teachers ( Darülmuallimin-i Sıbyan ) was founded in 1868 in Istanbul but 
there were no such schools in the provinces until 1875. Likewise it was not until 
1870 that a teacher training institution to provide staff for elementary and sec-
ondary girls’ schools ( Darülmuallimat ) was opened. In addition, finding qualified 
and willing students who wished to train as elementary school teachers proved 
to be a tough challenge. The number of students attending the  Darülmuallimin-i 
Sıbyan  in 1875 did not exceed 25.  25   The Regulation of 1869 held the Ministry of 
Education responsible for selecting, appointing and inspecting elementary school 
teachers but their payment was left to the community. The fact that teacher sal-
aries paid by the local community were remarkably low and often irregular only 
aggravated the problem. 

 During the Tanzimat era, establishing government-run teachers training insti-
tutions was largely motivated by the ruling elite’s desire to exclude the teachers 
who came from the traditional * medrese  system and raise a new army of teachers as 
the conveyors of the larger modernisation project. Nevertheless the student body 
of the teacher training institutions was  overwhelmingly composed of students or 
graduates of  medrese s who were the only group sufficiently well-qualified to be 
accepted to train as elementary school teachers. They mostly proved reluctant to 
adopt new and modern teaching methods taught during their teacher training 
and after their appointment, they also tended to refrain from clashing with the 
local community over what the aim and content of elementary education should 
be. By contrast, the Hamidian regime with its Islamic and moral agenda turned 
to  medrese  schools and their graduates *( ulama ) for help in its efforts to prevent 
the contagion of foreign culture and morality seeping into the public school sys-
tem. Courses in Islamic morals were mostly taught by  ulama  and because of the 
increasing number of new schools, ‘ ulama  were hired to serve as interim instruc-
tors while the appropriate personnel could be trained.’  26   In 1891, the Ministry of 
Education declared that due to the lack of a sufficient number of teachers  imam s 
in the villages and neighbourhoods would act as elementary school teachers. Out 
of 20,000 Muslim elementary schools across the empire in 1892–3, only 3,000 
were staffed by non- ulama .  27   

 In 1900, Istanbul  Darülmuallimin  had only 168 students while the total num-
ber of students at 15 teacher training institutions in the provinces did not exceed 
500.  28   In order to meet the ever-increasing staffing demands of new state-run 
schools, training institutions even accepted students who had completed their 
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education only to elementary level. During the Hamidian era, evidence that 
teachers could offer a strong moral example to their students became as impor-
tant in their selection and appointment as their educational and pedagogical 
training. Many elementary school textbooks of the era reinforced the idea that 
teachers, be they Muslim or non-Muslim, should all be of good moral character.  29   
The Regulation for Elementary Schools of Istanbul of 1895 stressed that since the 
first and most essential duty of a teacher was to raise loyal and obedient Muslims, 
teachers were expected to relentlessly inculcate in the students sound moral qual-
ities and follow only the authorised textbooks. Those who failed to do so would 
be sacked.  30   

 Although they were designed and vigorously worked to foster Islamic piety and 
Ottoman loyalty, paradoxically Hamidian schools may well have contributed to 
ending the regime in which they flourished. Students educated in Abdülhamid 
II’s educational institutions played an active role in the *Young Turk Revolution 
of 1908 spearheaded by the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), which was 
to re-open the suspended parliament and a year later also dethrone the sultan. 
Through their moral education Hamidian schools seem to have raised a con-
sciousness among their students as to the duties of true Muslim subjects towards 
the fatherland, which was stricken with poverty, internal conflict and continuous 
external  intervention. Imbued with feelings of loyalty to the empire as well as a 
 distinctive sense of duty to save the fatherland, the educated Muslim youth of the 
Hamidian regime came up with a new response to the ‘demands of the present’ – 
a constitutional monarchy operating through a parliament that would give all 
subjects of the sultan a say in the decision and policy making process. After the 
1908 Revolution the CUP became the most important political force, beginning 
what is known as the Second Constitutional era (1908–1920) of the Ottoman 
Empire. In their professed mission of saving the empire, CUP cadres placed great 
faith in the expansion of a new brand of public education which would promote 
the idea of Ottoman brotherhood engendered and underpinned by the identity 
of Ottoman citizenship. 

 Unlike the Hamidian era, which allowed for a distinctive religious Muslim 
Ottoman identity and did not pursue a unified school system, the ‘Second 
Constitutional era with its awareness as well as emphasis on the centrality of  
elementary schooling in the formation of citizen and nation bears resemblance 
to the Third Republic in France.’  31   Ottoman dissident intellectuals who had been 
forced to live in exile in Europe during the Hamidian regime had observed the 
transformation that the French educational system underwent and returned 
home after the re-opening of the Ottoman parliament with strong convictions 
that elementary school was the place where the construction of the nation and 
the production of its law-abiding citizens should start. This awareness also coin-
cided with the percolation of new ideas among Ottoman intellectuals and peda-
gogues about the modern conception of childhood typified by Rousseau’s * Emile . 
‘[Children] in this Apollonian image were not curbed nor beaten into submis-
sion but encouraged, enabled, and facilitated’;  32   they were expected to live in 
the world of childhood, untainted by corruption, the ingredients of which, as 
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Cunningham remarked, were ‘innocence, school, fun, games, friends, nature, and 
sweets.’  33   This modern notion of childhood that had been sacralised in the West 
since the beginning of the Victorian era treated children as a sui generis group 
separate from adults who deserved special treatment and care. Slowly, under the 
influence of these formerly exiled Ottoman intellectuals, the official discourse 
on the meaning as well as the value of children for the society and the nation 
began to change. Whilst, in the eyes of the pioneer Ottoman pedagogues, the 
elementary school was increasingly becoming a place whereby the socialisation 
of children was carried out by also preserving childhood ‘innocence’, the policy-
makers eagerly tended to engrave their nationalistic aspirations on the fabric of 
this promising ‘innocence’. 

 One of the first tasks carried out by the Ministry of Education of the Second 
Constitutional era was to introduce civics classes in the government-supported 
elementary schools which would teach children as ‘the trustees of the future 
of the Empire’  34   their ‘natural’ rights and duties vis-à-vis the state.  35   Echoing 
Spencer’s Social Darwinist approach in education, the Regulation for Elementary 
Schools of 1915 declared that elementary education would no longer aim at ‘tam-
ing and chastening’ the children or filling their heads with unnecessary infor-
mation. On the contrary, it would, as in Western world, concentrate on raising 
enterprising individuals who are well prepared to protect their own as well as 
the country’s interests.  36   In line with the hygienist approach that was gaining 
strength in Western education, the civics books used in the Ottoman Muslim ele-
mentary schools attached primary significance to the duty of each individual to 
maintain a healthy body and mind. Learning good manners, virtuous behaviour 
and acceptable forms of contact with other members of society was seen essential 
to the task of creating a common public sphere where an Ottoman nation united 
through common conduct could exist and function. Once the forms of  sociabil-
ité  or the standard behaviour codes for use in public were internalised through 
schooling, it was believed social harmony would ensue.  37   

 A series of new national holidays and celebrations as opposed to the traditional 
religious festivals that had been segmenting the society were invented by the gov-
ernment in order to build up the sense of common Ottoman identity. ‘Recitations 
of patriotic and religious songs at schools, encouragement of the students to enrol 
in youth clubs such as *Power, Youth and Scouts and teaching the civilian stu-
dents applied military classes’  38   became an integral part of the educational sys-
tem. Elementary schools also were charged with the mission of teaching children 
not only about the ‘evils’ of the previous despotic Hamidian regime but also to 
love, support and protect the constitutional system as well as sacrifice their lives 
for the fatherland. The concept of brotherhood was at the crux of the process of 
envisioning and imagining an Ottoman nation who shared a common identity 
largely derived from having lived in the same territory under the reign of the 
same state for centuries and who were now equally endowed with the same rights 
and duties towards the fatherland, the state and their fellow citizens, including 
the duty of doing military service from which previously non-Muslims had been 
excluded. In line with the policy of compulsory and universal military service 
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introduced by the CUP, civics books presented the different ethnic groups serving 
in the same army side by side and fighting against a common enemy as one of the 
most distinctive common denominators that bonded all Ottomans regardless of 
their religious, ethnic, linguistic as well as class-based identities.  39   

 The ‘necessity’ for a gender-based differentiation in the curriculum of the elemen-
tary school was also ‘discovered’ by the ruling elite of the Second Constitutional 
era, as confirmed in a Ministry of Education circular in 1913. In civics classes 
at girls’ schools, the importance of charitable and compassionate conduct and 
worship of family would be emphasised and girls would be encouraged to learn 
frugality, thriftiness, tidiness and attentiveness – the qualities that would prepare 
them for their future roles as  housewives and mothers, who would be responsible 
for the reproduction of the nation. The CUP policy makers believed that unless 
the girls received basic primary  education it would be impossible to construct a 
well-functioning family built on companionship, mutual respect and labour divi-
sion that would guarantee healthy and well-mannered children. The civics books 
written for girls during this era clearly show that the female role was ‘to provide 
logistical support from the private sphere to the state’s project of transforming 
males into politically and economically active citizens in the public sphere.’  40   As 
a primary school textbook of the era suggests ‘the first obligation of mothers is to 
whisper the words “homeland”, “citizenship”, “nation” and “patriotism” to their 
children while they are in their cradles, and tell of their sanctity and importance 
in order to raise trustworthy, useful children.’  41   A good citizen could be brought 
up only by a good mother and the first requirement of being a good mother was 
to acquire knowledge in modern child-care and housekeeping methods along 
with literacy and basic information on the rights and duties of citizens. 

 Before the Balkan Wars of 1912–1913 during which the Empire lost almost all her 
remaining territory in Europe to the Balkan League (Serbia, Montenegro, Greece 
and Bulgaria) the definition of the nation in elementary school civics books was 
largely inspired by French-style civic nationalism. Students were asked to imag-
ine the fatherland as a big house accommodating all Ottoman citizens who had 
common interests that superseded their differences.  42   After the territorial losses, 
however, Ottoman civics books gradually began to accentuate the principal posi-
tion and ‘superiority’ of the Turks as the founding element within the Ottoman 
nation. There was even more stress by the Ottoman ruling elite and intelligentsia 
on the role that elementary education could play in nation-building and citizen-
ship formation. Muslim Turkish educated opinion was bitterly aware of the role 
elementary education had played in the Balkan states’ successful mobilisation of 
their populations for the nationalist cause. 

 In this atmosphere, the Provisory Elementary Education Law ( Tedrisat-ı İptidaiye 
Kanun-ı Muvakkatı ) was promulgated in 1913. This increased  compulsory free ele-
mentary education to six years in all state schools. The primary school curricu-
lum, which followed the norms set by the Provisory Law, was thoroughly inspired 
and informed by a (Turkish) nationalistic perspective. The curricular booklet not 
only delineated the pedagogical methods that would nourish nationalist feel-
ings and ideas in pupils but also set the norms for the physical appearance of 
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the schools. Accordingly, all primary school buildings were to be decorated with 
national and religious symbols in order to enable children to internalise the prin-
ciples of the Constitutional regime and Turkish nationalism.

  Ottoman flags, the portrait of the sultan, ‘long live the sultan’ banners, vari-
ous verses from the Quran as well as some  hadith  banners on the walls, ban-
ners with the formula of * Bismillahirrahmanirrahim , the verses of the Ottoman 
national anthem and songs hung near the teacher’s desk, the pictures of the 
capital city and the previous sultans, a map displaying the Ottoman territory, 
illustrations of some moral stories and of nationally significant events were the 
compulsory materials that had to be present in all classrooms in the primary 
schools.  43     

 Students would read stories about the glorious Ottoman Turkish-Islamic cultural 
inheritance in the Quran and in their own language and reading  lessons while 
the history classes would teach about Ottoman military victories and narrate 
the life of prominent Ottoman Turkish officers, statesmen and thinkers.  44   The 
government also moved to regulate private schools in 1915, making courses in 
Turkish, Ottoman History and Ottoman Geography compulsory in all minority 
and foreign schools operating across the sultan’s dominions.  45   

 As ever, the Ottoman state was quick to respond to the ‘demands of the present’ 
as perceived through the paradigm of ‘saving the Empire’. What was missing was 
not the ability to diagnose the malady and decide on the remedy but the capacity 
to carry out the treatment as prescribed. In other words, the Ottoman state had 
neither bureaucratic nor financial resources to achieve such a ‘quantum leap’ in 
elementary education. A disastrous external borrowing policy, which had been 
pursued from the mid- nineteenth century onwards coupled with the inherent 
structural weakness of the Ottoman administrative and tax system, had culmi-
nated in financial bankruptcy in 1875 and in 1881, with the establishment of 
the Public Debt Administration, the best revenue sources of the country were 
snatched by the former creditors of the empire. Thus at the turn of the century 
the bankrupt Ottoman finances offered no hope for funding the educational 
mobilisation campaign on which both the CUP and the Ottoman intellectuals 
alike set their hopes for the salvage of the empire. 

 Despite an increase in the number as well as quality of teacher training institu-
tions during the Second Constitutional era, elementary schools in large parts con-
tinued to be staffed by imams or other members of the  ulama  who used traditional 
teaching methods, memorising and reciting the Qur’an being their primary goal 
for the children in their care. Education Minister Emrullah Efendi confessed in 
1910 that at least 70,000 teachers, with the required pedagogical qualifications, 
were needed to staff the elementary schools in the provinces and the existing 
number of qualified teachers did not even amount to 1 per cent of this figure.  46   
In the school year 1913–1914, the total number of students attending the 16 
teacher training institutions in the provinces was only 1,550.  47   In order to meet 
the vast demand for elementary school teachers in the short term the Provisory 
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Law of 1913 resorted to an extraordinary and temporary solution, which allowed 
the elementary education councils headed by the governors in the provinces to 
hand out teaching certificates to those who successfully passed exams specifi-
cally held for this purpose. Before long the Ministry of Education declared that 
the only qualification the candidates would have to prove in these exams would 
be their literacy. The training institutions were also subject to scathing criticism 
for what was seen as an extremely academic curriculum cut off from the reality 
of ordinary school life in the rural areas. Trained teachers from these institutions, 
mostly born and raised in big cities, found it hard to connect with the local pop-
ulation in the provinces they served and win them to the government’s cause of 
creating an Ottoman nation via public education. Owing to the low and irreg-
ular salaries they received, elementary school teachers’ prestige within the local 
community they worked for was remarkably low. Many male teachers could not 
afford to marry and hence as bachelors appeared to be suspicious and unreliable 
personalities whose close contact or involvement with local families was frowned 
upon.  48   From their urban accents to their Western style outfits, they were seen as 
foreign and alien by the religious, conservative and poverty-stricken provincial 
Muslim communities who were quite ready to project their distaste of the novel-
ties introduced by the central government on to its teachers. 

 While the Ottoman Empire was rapidly approaching its final collapse which 
would be provoked by the First World War towards the end of 1918, the Muslim 
elementary education system in the country reflected all the shortcomings of a 
society that had been in turmoil for longer than a century. It was disorganised, 
poorly funded, under-staffed, insufficient in number and disappointing and dis-
couraging in quality. The literacy rate among the Muslim Turkish population was 
below 10 per cent. For the educated strata and intelligentsia, the dramatic state 
of elementary education came to represent the Olympian failure of the Ottoman 
Empire in keeping up with the advanced and ‘civilised’ countries in the con-
temporary world. The words uttered in 1914 by İsmayıl Hakkı (Baltacıoğlu), who 
would later come to be referred as the ‘father’ of Republican Turkish educational 
thought and practice, leave no room for doubt that the construction of a national 
mass elementary education would be the first priority in the minds of the found-
ing elite of the Turkish Republic in 1920s. ‘It is the un-national quality of our 
education system that should be held responsible for all the disasters that befall 
us’, Baltacıoğlu cried out. ‘We failed to construct and operate a mass elementary 
education informed by nationalist feelings and ideas and have now ended up 
with a weak-willed, cowardly and soulless young generation who do not know 
how to worship the flag and respect their ancestors’ graves.’  49    

  Learning the lesson by heart: elementary education 
in early Republican Turkey (1923–1930) 

 The eventful and traumatic final years of the Ottoman Empire terminated in 
its ultimate defeat in the First World War, followed by the military invasion of 
the Turkish heartland, Anatolia, by the Allied powers. This sparked the Turkish 
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resistance movement (1920–1922), which was organised and led by Mustafa 
Kemal and his followers. After ensuring through a series of treaties and agree-
ments, the retreat of French and Italian forces from Anatolian soil, the Turkish 
nationalists concentrated on fighting the Greek forces, who were largely armed 
and supported by the British government under the leadership of Lloyd George. 
The ultimate defeat of the Greeks came in late 1922. As the victorious command-
ers of the resistance movement, the Turkish nationalists announced the abolition 
of the Ottoman Sultanate in November 1922 and the foundation of the Turkish 
Republic in October 1923. 

 The founding politico-bureaucratic elite, or the Kemalists as they came widely 
to be known, were determined to create a culturally and linguistically homog-
enised socio-political body, to be called the Turkish nation, out of an extremely 
diverse ethnic and linguistic amalgam, as part of their nation and state-building 
strategy. Thus the definition of ‘Turkishness’ in the 1924 Constitution of the 
Republic, which was informed by French-style civic nationalism stated: ‘The 
People of Turkey, regardless of religion and race are Turks as regards citizenship’ 
(Article 88). 

 School, elementary school in particular, had a central place in the socialisation 
of these new Turkish citizens as well as in their integration in the new nation-
building project. In the process of ‘inventing’ and ‘imagining’ the Turkish nation, 
only formal and secular schooling, it was believed, could turn the young genera-
tion into ideal Turkish citizens and lead them to internalise the norms and values 
of the new regime. Elementary school with its standardised curriculum, strictly 
controlled by the central government and taught in Turkish as the official lan-
guage, would help construct a close-knit national society whose members spoke 
and read in the same language and acted on the same values. Ziya Gökalp, whose 
ideas largely inspired the nation-building process in the republic, stated that the 
‘nation [was] not a racial, ethnic, geographical, political, or voluntary group or 
association. The nation [was] a group composed of men and women who have 
gone through the same education, who have received the same acquisition in 
language, morality, religion, and aesthetics.’  50   The basic education of the Turkish 
child must be according to Turkish culture which now was to be redefined by the 
Turkish nationalists. 

 Even in the eventful days of the Turkish Independence War and the foundation 
of the Turkish National Assembly (TBMM) in Ankara (23 April 1920), Mustafa 
Kemal never missed any opportunity to talk about his  government’s future plans 
for the establishment of a Turkish national education.  51   After the abolition of the 
Caliphate on 3 March 1924, one of the first actions taken by the National Assembly 
was to pass the Law of Unification of Education ( Tevhid-i Tedrisat Kanunu ) (3 March 
1924) by which the  medreses  and other religious schools were abolished. Funds 
used by the  Evkaf  (pious foundations) for educational purposes were taken over 
by the Ministry of Education. Private schools run by minorities, missionaries or 
Turkish citizens alike also came under the purview of the Ministry of Education, 
which granted  permission for their opening, approved their  curricula and regula-
tions governing their operation and periodically inspected them. Private schools 
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were no longer allowed to propagate any religion and use any kind of religious 
symbols – all crosses and crucifixes were banned except in the churches of the 
schools.  52   In Mustafa Kemal’s own words, unification of education was a require-
ment to ‘become an honourable member of the world’s family of civilisations.’  53   
Nevertheless, throughout the 1920s and into the 1930s, various sections of soci-
ety opposed Kemalist nation-building as well as its habitus- transforming prac-
tices on ethnic, religious, and political grounds. 

 Elementary Education Law No. 430 of the new Republic and subsequent modi-
fications guaranteed free elementary schooling lasting five years which was 
compulsory for all Turkish children aged between 7 and 11. The principle of co-
education would also be observed, girls and boys attending the same elementary 
schools and being taught in the same classrooms.

  The policy targets stipulated that compulsory school attendance be held as 
close to 100 per cent of the respective age-group and that allocating scarce 
resources to elementary education was essential for assuring the political 
socialization of the population which in turn would ensure the survival of 
the new nation-state as well as the gainful participation of the population in 
economic activity.  54     

 The main objectives of the new Turkish national elementary education would 
be to raise ‘useful, practical and productive people who will make great farmers, 
shoemakers, factory owners and workers, businessmen and trades people’  55   and 
who will also be ready to ‘altruistically fight against everything that threatens 
the independence of the Republic as well as the character and existence of the 
Turkish nation.’  56   

 The emphasis on the modernising role of educated youth beginning in the 
 Tanzimat  period had culminated in the 1920s in a veritable cult of youth initi-
ated by the new Turkish state in an attempt to build a national  consciousness and 
a modern nation state.  57   The Kemalists went further than their late nineteenth 
century predecessors and embarked on a mission of creating a child-centred soci-
ety where child-rearing was seen as a  political and national duty. The activities 
of the Children’s Protection Society (CPS/ Himaye-i Etfal ), one of the most publicly 
visible institutions of the republican regime which fronted large-scale state-run 
campaigns to increase the quality of life of children, indicate that the Kemalist-
nationalist cadres regarded children as a group whose needs were to be priori-
tised.  58   They regarded the nation’s children as a prospective devoted army who 
in the future would defend and reproduce the ideals of the state. In this respect, 
Turkey was now modernising in the fashion of a Western state.  59   The first three 
decades of the republican regime could be called the ‘age of elementary schools’ 
because of the unprecedented push to increase the quantity as well as quality of 
the elementary instruction. Despite the dire state of the country’s finances and 
the extreme poverty in the society as a result of years of war, the republican gov-
ernment nevertheless mobilised its scarce resources for the expansion of elemen-
tary education. During the early years of the republic, the Ministry of Education 



The Role of Mass Education in Turkey  237

had the third largest share in the general budget following National Defence and 
the Home Office. The number of elementary schools increased from 4,894 in 
1923 to 6,713 by 1932. During this period the number of elementary school stu-
dents also increased from 341,941 to 523,611.  60   

 In official discourse, the rapidly implemented co-education policy was often 
cast in terms of democracy, equality and modern civilisation. Since education 
was a human right, ‘the existence of differences in rights between men and 
women violated the true principle of equality’, and educating girls in the same 
classrooms with boys was ‘a natural, required component of the new socio-polit-
ical programme pursued by the nationalist, egalitarian republic.’  61   Civics courses 
from the Second Constitutional Era were reintroduced under the new name of 
‘Instruction of Citizenship’ and were now designed to inculcate the ‘benefits of 
the republican regime’ into Turkish elementary school pupils.  62   The first attempt 
of the new regime to reorganise the curricula of the elementary schools came 
in 1926 with the promulgation of the Programme for the Elementary School 
Curriculum. As the programme made clear, the elementary education system of 
the new republic aimed to transform young pupils into ‘civilised’ and ‘patriotic’ 
Turkish citizens by incorporating them into the national polity. Accordingly, the 
main objective of elementary schooling was to raise ‘good and useful citizens’ 
by facilitating their integration into their social environment, which was now 
defined as the Turkish nation.  63   With its emphasis on the necessity of ‘integra-
tion’, elementary education in the new republic planned to rehabilitate young 
people to fit the demands of the nation-state. 

 For most children, formal schooling did not extend past their elementary edu-
cation. In order to optimise the indoctrination of young Turkish citizens during 
their rather short formal education period, elementary schools were used to foster 
‘militant’ citizens whose national identity was constructed on the axis of loy-
alty, sacrifice and obedience to the republican regime. Elementary school pupils 
wearing black uniforms started each school day by repeating an oath in which 
they promised to be industrious and truthful as an ideal Turkish child should be, 
and also swearing that they would love those younger than themselves, respect 
their elders and happily sacrifice their lives for their nation and fatherland if 
necessary. Mustafa Kemal’s ‘Address to the Turkish Youth’, one of the cult texts of 
Kemalism in which the youth is exhorted to be ready for duty in times of dan-
ger was expressed in hyperbolic language, was reproduced in almost all course 
material and was regularly repeated by students. On every Monday and Friday, 
flag  ceremonies were held in school yards and the national anthem was recited 
collectively. Several national festivals were invented and pupils wore special cos-
tumes for the occasion and performed in pageants to celebrate them.  64   Likewise 
the collective praying rituals carried out at the Ottoman schools were replaced by 
collective physical training and gymnastics classes undertaken by mixed gender 
groups. Once keeping one’s body fit was perceived as the duty and responsibility 
of a good citizen, the terrain of physical education and sports became the pri-
mary peacetime outlet for young citizens to prove their patriotism as well as their 
loyalty to the regime.  65   



238  Nazan Cicek

 The curriculum in these schools was designed so that, along with basic skills 
in literacy and numeracy, children would be taught ‘the greatness and distin-
guished character of the Turkish nation’; ‘the superiority of the republican par-
liamentary regime over the other types of political regime as well as the crucial 
place it assumes in the survival of the Turkish nation’; ‘the mechanics of the 
state machinery’; and the ‘civilised’ manners and etiquette that are observed in 
advanced Western societies.  66   As we have seen from the less radically charged 
modernisation efforts of the Second Constitutional era, the task of creating the 
new individual who conducted himself in the public sphere according to the 
dictates of civility was not the invention of the republican regime, although the 
republican founding elite sought to legitimise and consolidate the new nation-
state mainly by denying agency to its Ottoman predecessors. It formulated an 
official narrative of institutional and ontological fracture between the empire and 
the republic, but the continuities between the late Ottoman and early Republican 
periods in the realm of education appear much stronger than the republican elite 
would have liked us to believe. The ‘civilised’ manners that should be adopted in 
the street, in theatres, in public transport, in restaurants as well as at home were 
repeatedly explained in civics text books and imposed upon children with the 
overt aim of re-constructing the public and private spheres and the fabric of the 
society along Western lines. 

 Although the ultimate modernising aim remained the same as in earlier 
regimes, the republic was nevertheless insistent on employing a new set of peda-
gogical methods to obtain the desired results.

  In the 1924 curriculum, officials counselled teachers that school life required 
open discussion of daily events and a co-operative approach to learning. In 
this formulation, modern socio-political conduct entailed joint activity, co-
operation, and self-imposed discipline – all considered different from the late 
Ottoman approach in school and society.  67     

 The republican citizenship promoted in elementary school textbooks was for-
mulated on the basis of duties rather than rights and freedoms. Rights, it was 
reiterated, only existed in order to allow citizens to perform their duties. The new 
regime aimed to construct social homogeneity, solidarity and  cultural common-
ality by ‘cultivating adherence to a social whole as well as devotion to serving 
the collective entity which would secure spiritual density and organic solidar-
ity in the society’.  68   This became the most urgent aim of Turkish elementary 
schooling. 

 The government ensured that no textbook that was not inspected and author-
ised by the Ministry of Education found its way to the classrooms. A committee in 
the ministry carefully examined all textbooks and censored any ‘improper’ state-
ments and assertions that did not comply with the principles of the  republican 
regime. Teachers were allowed to choose from among the textbooks that passed 
state inspection. These had been published by privately owned publishing houses 
since Ottoman times, but the Republican state decided to involve itself in the 
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textbook publishing and distributing business more directly. Every year, the 
Ministry of Education organised textbook writing competitions. Winning books 
were published by the state for use in schools throughout the country and were 
distributed through the book stores it had established for this particular purpose. 
Between 1933 and 1945, all history and citizenship textbooks that the regime 
considered essential in nation-building were chosen and published in this way.  69   

 As the cultural and political consolidation of the republican regime gained 
impetus in the 1930s, the definition of the Turkish nation in elementary school 
textbooks underwent a transformation and took on an increasingly cultural-
ethnicist tone. The Turkish language, Turkish blood as well as Turkish history 
rather than the legal bond between the Turkish nation state and the Turkish cit-
izen gradually became the primary signifiers of national identity.  70   At the same 
time, Islam, which had been called on to establish bonds of social cohesion and 
political unity during the Independence War and the establishment of the new 
state, began to lose its determining role in the construction of Turkish identity.  71   
‘Kemalist modernization based its will to civilize on populism, nationalism, and 
secularism – in the process producing new boundaries and excluding and mar-
ginalizing Islamic identity.’  72   Thus, the republican regime not only redefined the 
position of religion in Turkish society ‘by assigning a threatening role to the 
public assertion of Islam that must always be kept under control’  73   but also used 
an extremely secularised and ‘Turkified’ version of ‘official’ Islam to further and 
consolidate the nationalistic ideals. Religion (Islam) classes in elementary schools 
taught after second grade were reduced to only an hour a week in 1926. The aim 
of the religion classes was to teach a unifying form of Islam which supported the 
assertion of the nation and to refute superstitions and fallacious beliefs. Bigotry 
was to be strictly condemned and children would learn that fatalism, which 
had been hailed as an Islamic virtue, was in fact a sin. Inertia and lethargy had 
no place in true Islam.  74   The textbooks for elementary schools published in the 
1920s prescribed that a ‘true Muslim has to love his country, pay his taxes reg-
ularly, respect the laws of the Republic, submit to the progressive guidance of 
the state officials, apply scrupulously the principles of good hygiene and work 
energetically for the development of the country.’  75   In 1930, religion classes for 
elementary schools became optional, being allowed in the fifth grade (the oldest 
class) for half an hour a week only, at the request of parents. 

 In line with the process of the ‘disestablishment’ and ‘re-establishment’ of 
Islam in the Republican period, mosques and imams were completely removed 
from any role in state education. In order to fill the void, the government allo-
cated a large part of the already scarce resources for teacher  training for forming 
secular teachers. Before long, however, it became obvious that filling the void by 
means of traditional teacher-training methods would take a very long time. In 
1923, there were 10,102 elementary school teachers (9,021 male and 1,081 female) 
working in Turkish elementary schools. In 1936 this figure had increased to only 
13,934 (9,343 male and 4,591 female) while there were still 35,000 villages wait-
ing for a teacher to be appointed. The Law for Elementary School Teachers of 
1926 did not  designate the profession of teaching as a career exclusively for the 
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graduates of teacher training institutions, but instead allowed the graduates of 
secondary and high schools to enter the profession after successfully complet-
ing the pedagogy classes on the training course.  76   Nevertheless, the demand for 
elementary school teachers remained higher than the supply by a decisive mar-
gin. As the Ministry of Education of the time, Saffet Arıkan, remarked in 1936, 
with this slow increase rate it would take at least a century to  supply staff for all 
the elementary schools in the country.  77   Very low salaries for elementary school 
teachers and delays in paying wages were additional hindrances. The republican 
government, despite being urged to tackle this by the American educationalist 
*John Dewey on a visit in 1924, waited until 1948 to take over the payment of 
teachers from poverty-stricken provincial administrations. As İsmet İnönü, the 
staunch comrade of Mustafa Kemal and his successor as president of the republic 
from 1938, commented in 1925, ‘teachers were expected to work with ultimate 
public spirit, self- denial and devotion without expecting much in return in the 
short run.’  78   Education inspectors sent out by the central government paid visits 
to teachers annually and assessed their work and success in schools. From the 
late 1920s onwards, teachers were encouraged to join the Republican People’s 
Party (CHP) founded by Mustafa Kemal, which was rapidly becoming the sole 
legal political organisation in the country. Before long registering with the party 
became a  requisite for the teachers to prove their commitment to the regime as 
well as to its large-scale modernisation project.  79   

 John Dewey was not the only famous pedagogue or educationalist that the 
republic consulted on the educational problems of the country. *Kühne in 1925, 
*Omar Buyse in 1926 and a group of American educationalists in 1930 visited 
Turkey and left lengthy reports behind them for the bureaucrats and pedagogues 
of the Ministry of Education to examine, mostly with frustration. Most of their 
suggestions such as substantial increases in teachers’ salaries, establishment 
and expansion of vocational schools and sending teachers abroad for training 
etc. were simply beyond the economic means of the young and poor republic. 
Other suggestions that mainly aimed to lighten the burden of the state such as 
abandonment of free boarding schools and introducing new taxes for educational 
purposes also seemed simply unacceptable for a new regime which needed to bol-
ster its popularity amongst an already over-taxed public.  80   

 Five years after the foundation of the republic and despite the self- sacrifice dis-
played by all quarters of society, the government did not seem close to achieving 
its target of universal literacy – the literacy rate of the population was still only 
10.6 per cent in 1928. This strengthened the hands of the champions of language 
reform who had long been entertaining the idea of an alphabet switch. Since 
the time of the  Tanzimat  (1839–76), the challenges of learning to read Turkish in 
Arabic script had been discussed in  extenso  among the Turkish-speaking intelli-
gentsia and the new republic was eager to add another radical change to its polit-
ical repertoire in the way of ‘modernisation’. It was believed that a new Turkish 
alphabet, based on Latin, and also excising a profusion of Arabic and Persian 
words from the vocabulary by replacing them with Turkish neologisms, would 
contribute enormously not only to the educational mobilisation campaign but 
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also to the nation-building and secularisation processes. From the Turkish nation-
alists’ vantage point, Arabic script as well as Arabic and Persian vocabulary and 
nomenclature linked the Muslim population of the republic to their Ottoman-
imperial past and accentuated the Islamic and oriental roots that the Kemalist 
regime opted to forget. It was hoped that the new alphabet by facilitating literacy 
among the masses would enable the Turkish Republic to ‘reclaim its place in the 
civilized world.’  81   The Turkish Grand National Assembly passed the Law for the 
New Turkish Alphabet on 1 November 1928 announcing that from 1 January 
1929 onwards all publications in the country would be in the new alphabet. 

 The government synchronized the preparations for a new alphabet with the 
establishment of elementary schools for adults named National Schools ( Millet 
Mektepleri ). In the early years following the alphabet reform, over two and a 
half million people attended these schools. Along with the elementary schools, 
National Schools were the instruments of a massive literacy campaign standing 
as proof of the state’s commitment to create secular, Westernised and patriotic 
Turkish citizens as well as to transform the outlook of the people through mass 
education.  

  Conclusion 

 What one historian of education suggests for the Ottoman Empire also applies 
to the Turkish republican case in the broadest sense: ‘The setting up of a modern 
public school network as an alternative to the religious school system was initi-
ated from the top, without a noticeable civil movement asking for educational 
modernisation.’  82   From the mid-nineteenth century onwards, the state issued 
numerous orders and regulations in order to rehabilitate and ‘nationalise’ the 
educational system but these mostly remained on paper and failed to materialise. 
The stated aspirations of the Ottoman administrations did not correspond to the 
political and especially financial reality of the empire. The state was not oblivi-
ous to the necessity of raising new funds to meet the educational challenges but 
devising new taxes for this purpose only contributed to the distaste felt by the 
poverty-stricken and already overtaxed Muslim masses for the Porte’s reforms. 
The contrast between rhetoric and reality found its expression most potently in 
the field of teacher training. The state expected (in fact ordered) teachers to rescue 
children from a world of ignorance built upon a set of traditional values and non-
scientific knowledge that were sneered at by the modernising elites. At the same 
time, it asked the ‘ignorant’ parents to uphold and sponsor this service of cardinal 
importance. What is more, unlike the republican state during its first decades, the 
Ottoman state failed to create a vanguard group of teachers as its staunchest sup-
porters, who would embody and reproduce its principles with a spirit bordering 
on ‘martyrdom’.  83   By and large, the Ottoman state was not successful in activat-
ing grassroots support or incorporating the masses in its modernisation project for 
education. Nationally awakened minorities eagerly clung to their ancient rights 
for educating their own children and loudly protested at most attempts to co-opt 
them into any national scheme for education. The Ottoman state’s hands were 
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also fettered by the political constraints of the ‘Eastern Question’, which rendered  
Ottoman educational efforts towards ‘nationalisation’ a Sisyphean task. 

 The Kemalist founding elite inherited from the Ottoman Empire a smaller 
territory and a population that was much less diverse in ethnic, religious and 
linguistic terms, and hence more conducive for ‘imagining’ a Turkish nation. 
Drawing lessons from the Ottoman case, the republican elite wasted no time in 
building a centrally controlled and standardised elementary education system, 
developing it rather skilfully as an instrument of nation-building. Nevertheless 
the republican elite’s ambitious plans to reach universal literacy in the country 
in only one or two decades proved utopian. Despite all the vigorous efforts by 
the new republic, the literacy rate increased from 10.6 per cent in 1927 to only 
20.4 per cent in 1935.  84   By mid-1930s, overall educational expenses took up 5.44 
per cent of the general budget but given the evident poor state of the finances 
this sum was by no means adequate to create a magic wand out of education 
that would, as hoped by the founding elite, turn an ‘ignorant, superstitious, un-
national and unproductive’ population into a ‘civilised’, enterprising, national-
istic and republic-loving society. Even the strongest and staunchest political will 
operating from the top with a professed aim of spreading elementary education 
in a large territory with scarce resources was bound to be disappointed. No mat-
ter how impeccably constructed the discourse of self-denial and devotedness, 
intertwined with the ideals of patriotism and progress, without school buildings, 
trained teachers and a child population whose labour was not needed by the 
family, the ideals of national education and universal literacy still lay beyond 
reach for the Turkish republic.  

  Timeline 

 1839: Promulgation of the  Tanzimat  Reform Edict which started the era of 
Ottoman reorganization 

 1856: Promulgation of the  Islahat  Reform Edict: every officially recognised reli-
gious community could establish its own schools 

 1857: Establishment of the Ottoman Ministry of Public Education 

 1868: Foundation of the First Teachers School to train elementary education 
teachers ( Darülmuallimin-i Sıbyan ) 

 1869: Promulgation of the Regulation of Public Education ( Maarif-i Umumiyye 
Nizamnamesi ). Announced four years compulsory education for all Ottoman 
children 

 1870: Foundation of the First Teachers School for Girls ( Darülmuallimat ) 

 1876: Beginning of the First Constitutional Era (Hamidian Era) and Opening of 
the First Ottoman Parliament. All state servants to know Turkish 

 1878: The Ottoman Parliament was suspended 

 1908: Beginning of the Second Constitutional Era and re-opening of the Ottoman 
Parliament 
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 1912–1913: Balkan Wars 

 1913: The Provisory Elementary Education Law was issued: compulsory free edu-
cation for six years. Elementary schools to promote Turkish nationalism 

 1918: Final defeat of the Ottoman Empire in the First World War and invasion of 
Anatolia by Allied Powers 

 1919: Turkish resistance movement started 

 1920: Treaty of Sevrès was signed/ Grand Turkish National Assembly was opened 
in Ankara 

 1921: Himaye-i Etfal Cemiyeti (Turkey Children’s Protection Society) was founded 
in Ankara 

 1919–1922: Turkish Independence War in Anatolia 

 1923: Establishment of the Turkish Republic 

 1924: Law of Unification of Education ( Tevhid-i Tedrisat Kanunu ) was passed. 
Religious schools abolished. Free and compulsory schooling for five years 

 1926: Programme for the Elementary School Curriculum. To create ‘civilised’ and 
patriotic citizens 

 1926: Law for Elementary School Teachers: allowed graduates of secondary and 
high schools to teach uncertificated 

 1928: New (Latin) Turkish Alphabet was accepted 

 1929: Opening of National Schools ( Millet Mektepleri ) to teach literacy to adults 

 1938: Mustafa Kemal Atatürk died  

  Glossary 

  Bismillahirrahmanirrahim:  An adjuration or exclamation commonly used by 
Muslims to ask for God’s blessings on any conduct. In Arabic it means ‘in the 
name of Allah, most gracious and most merciful’. With one exception all  Qur’anic 
surahs  also start with this exclamation. 

  Buyse, Omar:  Buyse was an Egyptian born pedagogue who built his academic 
career in the United States and wrote about the American educational system 
and pedagogical methods. He was serving as Belgian Vocational Training General 
Coordinator when he was invited to Turkey by the Minister of Education, Necati 
Bey, in order to examine the deficiencies of Turkish vocational schools and draw 
up a report for their rehabilitation. Buyse conducted his research and also com-
pleted his report in 1927, which was published by the Ministry of Education in 
1939 under the title of ‘Teknik Öğretim Hakkında Rapor’ (Report on the Technical-
Vocational Education). 

  Dewey, John:  American educational reformer, philosopher and psychologist 
(1859–1952). Author inter alia of  Democracy and Education  (1916). Dewey stressed 
the importance of the school as a site for socialisation and advocated interactive 
learning. 
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  Emile : Educational novel published by Jean-Jacques Rousseau in 1762. The first 
educational text to lay out an educational programme that followed the psycho-
logical, physical and emotional development of the child. 

  ferman : refers to the imperial edicts, imperial orders promulgated by the Ottoman 
Sultan and regarded as binding for all subjects of the Ottoman Empire. 

  Hadith (hadis) : Hadiths refer to a collection of narratives which contain the 
Islamic Prophet Muhammad’s sayings, deeds and statements mostly directed to 
elaborating on Islamic verses as well as exemplifying the proper Islamic way of 
thinking and acting to the masses of followers. By traditional Islamic schools of 
jurisprudence Hadiths are esteemed as an essential source to understanding and 
interpreting the Qur’an. 

  İmam:  In Sunni Islam, the word ‘imam’ refers to the person who leads congrega-
tional Islamic worship and prayers in the mosque. In the Ottoman Empire, owing 
to their literacy and religious knowledge, imams also acted as elementary school 
teachers in traditional Qur’an schools ( sıbyan mektep s). 

  Kühne, Alfred:  Kühne was a German pedagogue who worked as an adviser to 
the German Ministry of Industry and Commerce when he was invited to the 
Turkish Republic by the Ministry of Education. He visited a range of elementary 
and vocational schools across Turkey in 1925 and submitted his report to the 
government the same year. In the report, Kühne suggested that Turkish elemen-
tary and secondary education system should work towards vocational rather than 
academic training. His report ‘Mesleki Terbiyenin İnkışafına Dair Rapor’ (‘Report 
for the Improvement of Vocational Training’) was published by the Ministry of 
Education in 1939. 

  medrese : Literally translated the Arabic word  madrasah  means the place of learn-
ing. In Islamic countries, it refers to the schools where mostly religious studies 
are taught. In the Ottoman context,  medrese  refers to the school where traditional 
style higher education, which covered religious teachings as well as styles of 
writing, syntax, poetry, natural and political sciences and etiquette was carried 
out. After the  Tanzimat  era started the Ottoman Empire set out to establish new 
and Western style higher education institutions in order to train the politico-
 bureaucratic staff demanded by the modernisation project. This brought about 
a dualism in the higher education system, which in time caused the graduates 
of  medreses  to lose their claim to be the sole representatives of knowledge in the 
empire as well as their former prestige and power in the state. 

  ‘millet’ system:  In the Ottoman Empire, the subjects of the sultan were classi-
fied and grouped on the basis of their religious identity. Each religious group was 
acknowledged as a separate community and regarded as a  millet . The  millet  system 
regulated the relationships between the state and the religious communities and 
defined the rights and duties of each community vis-à-vis the state. As part of 
their  millet  status, each acknowledged community acquired the authority to gov-
ern their own religious affairs, settle the civil cases between their own members 
and establish and run their own schools. Following the Muslim  millet , the largest 
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millets were the Christian  millet  (inwardly divided on the basis of denomina-
tional identity, such as Orthodox and Catholic) and Jewish  millet . 

  Ottomanism  ( Osmanlıcılık ) refers to the concept as well as the policy which was 
gradually developed during the  Tanzimat  era (1839–1876) and manifested itself 
in the introduction of the Ottoman constitution ( Kanun-i Esasi ) and opening of 
the first Ottoman parliament in 1876. The champions of Ottomanism believed 
that largely dismantling the  millet  system and replacing it with the principle 
of equality before the law for all Ottoman subjects regardless of their ethno-
 religious identity would promote harmony and solidarity in Ottoman society, 
which in turn would quell the separatist tendencies of non-Muslim subjects 
and help maintain the political independence and territorial integrity of the 
empire. 

  Power, Youth and Scouts : an Ottoman version of the scouting movement: 
the Scouts organisation ( Keşşaflık Cemiyeti İzci Ocağı ) was first established in 
İstanbul in April 1914 under the supervision of Harold Parfitt, the founder of 
the English Scouts, who had been invited to the country by the Committee 
of Union and Progress (CUP). As part of the CUP’s nation-building  strategies, 
the Scouts’ organisation was meant to raise a ‘skilful, brave, shrewd, selfless 
and patriotic’ youth imbued with the feelings of solidarity and responsibility. 
Activities of the Scouts mostly concentrated on the high schools in the capital 
and in some other big cities such as Bursa, İzmir and Beirut. In June 1914 with 
a view to reach and attract a larger audience another youth organization named 
Power ( Güç Dernekleri ) was established in İstanbul. This time the CUP avoided 
directly intermingling with the organisation but secretly controlled and admin-
istered it. This organisation was based on similar principles and aims as the 
Scouts. As the First World War  progressed, the CUP, with the help of its German 
ally, founded a new youth organisation called Youth ( Genç Dernekleri ) in 1916 
with the aim of preparing the Ottoman youth for active duty at the front. The 
organisation which was overtly paramilitary was directly ruled by the Ministry 
of War and rapidly spread across the Empire opening branches in a large area 
that sprawled from Edirne (Adrianople) to Kudüs (Jerusalem). It had two sec-
tions designed for different age groups. Muslim as well as non-Muslim children 
aged between 12 and 17 were encouraged to enrol in the Sturdy ( Gürbüz ) section 
while the Spry/Vigorous ( Dinç ) section admitted those older than 17. In 1917, all 
members of the  Dinç  section were conscripted in the Ottoman army and sent 
to the war front. 

  ulama   (ulema) : refers to the graduates of the  medrese  school system as opposed 
to the graduates of higher education institutions modelled on European 
examples. 

  Young Turk Revolution:  refers to the movement spearheaded by the Committee 
of Union and Progress (CUP) in 1908, which culminated in the restoration of the 
constitutional monarchy and re-opening of the Ottoman parliament that had 
been suspended by the Sultan Abdülhamid II in 1878. The Young Turk Revolution 
heralded the Second Constitutional era (1908–1920).  
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     Part IV 

 The Colonial Empires

Introduction    
    Laurence Brockliss and Nicola Sheldon  

 The overseas colonial possessions of the Western European powers on the eve of 
the First World War can be divided into two types. British Canada, Australia and 
New Zealand were settlement colonies where wave after wave of white immigration 
had quickly overwhelmed the small indigenous populations and eventually led to 
the establishment of self-governing but dependent clones of the mother  country.  1   
Elsewhere in the world – in India, South-East Asia, Africa and the Caribbean – 
European immigration had generally been very limited, and a minuscule colonial 
elite, ultimately taking orders from the metropolitan government, was in charge of 
large swathes of territory occupied by native peoples who were seldom ethnically 
or linguistically homogeneous. The obvious exceptions were semi- autonomous 
French Algeria and British South Africa where there had been significant white 
immigration by the end of the nineteenth century. Even there, though, inhabit-
ants of European stock formed only a small minority of the total population. 

 The development of elementary education in Britain’s three white dominions 
was inevitably affected by the debate about mass schooling in the mother coun-
try. In the first part of the nineteenth century when these territories were begin-
ning to be opened up, the colonial administrations, like the British government, 
only paid lip service to the need to provide the young with education. In some 
cases, land was set aside to support an elementary school as each new commu-
nity was founded; more usually enabling acts were promulgated by the colonial 
authorities allowing groups of residents to establish their own schools.  2   

 Unsurprisingly, these initiatives had a limited effect and most functioning 
schools in the middle of the century were run, as in England, by the churches 
or educational charities, albeit, again as in England, with some government sup-
port. In the small maritime colony of Newfoundland, for instance, the domi-
nant educational force in the 1840s was the Newfoundland School Society, an 
evangelical charity set up in 1823 to bring literacy and the ‘Word of God’ to the 
children of the province’s fishermen.  3   Even sooner than in nineteenth-century 
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Britain, however, it became clear that the  voluntary societies with their limited 
funds could only achieve so much, and by the middle of the century, there were 
demands that the colonial administrations become more proactive. In Australia 
and New Zealand, there was  concern that schools were chiefly to be found in 
the towns, while most of the  population was made up of farmers. In Canada, 
there was the more pressing problem of mass discontent. Uprisings in the 1830s 
against the colonial governments in both Upper and Lower Canada (now the 
provinces of Ontario and Quebec respectively) convinced the elite that only an 
effective system of mass  education could save the new country from anarchy. 
What was needed it was felt was a system of government-controlled national or 
public schools with a common curriculum and properly trained teachers, which 
would provide instruction for all children of the settler population.  4   The model 
drawn on was the system that had been set up in Ireland in the 1830s, which 
was embraced so wholeheartedly that even the textbooks published by Ireland’s 
*National Board of Commissioners were sanctioned for use.  5   

 In Canada, the first significant step to creating a system of public schools 
occurred in 1841 when the first Parliament of the newly united Upper and Lower 
Canada passed an education act which established a Superintendent of Education 
with powers to improve and extend the existing provision of elementary school-
ing. Over the next 10 years under the tutelage of Canada’s first educationalist of 
note, *Egerton Ryerson, the nascent system gradually took shape and was given 
its definitive form in 1852 when the province established free *common school-
ing throughout its  jurisdiction, paid for and controlled by local taxpayers.  6   Over 
the next 20 years, the other  provinces followed suit, culminating in 1871 with 
the foundation of a system of free *public schools in the new province of British 
Columbia. Canada, on the other hand, moved more slowly to make schooling 
 compulsory. Ontario was once more in the van passing an act in 1871 that stip-
ulated all children between 7 and 12 had to spend four months of the year in 
school. But there were still several provinces where attendance was voluntary 
as late as 1914, and Quebec and Newfoundland only passed a compulsory law 
in 1942. However, there seems to have been little need to force Canadians into 
school: Quebec in 1900, for instance, had a larger proportion of school-age chil-
dren in the classroom than any other province.  7   Initially the public schools, 
thanks to local control, had been sensitive to the linguistic and religious divi-
sions of the new country, even if there was a predisposition among their first 
promoters to non-denominational schooling. Ethnic and confessional sensibil-
ities were always honoured in French and Catholic Quebec, but in other parts 
of Canada, especially with the growing number of immigrants from outside the 
British Isles in the years before the First World War, the school system became 
more aggressively Anglophone and imperialistic. Ryerson had always believed 
that representative government was imperilled by ignorance, so that the pur-
pose of common schooling was to inculcate the right predispositions, loyalties 
and sentiments to ensure the stability of the state. His successors were much 
more jingoistic. The schools were to turn immigrant children into Canadians by 
teaching the four cornerstones of British Canadian citizenship: imperial patriot-
ism, Protestantism, the English language and cleanliness.  8   
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 The colonies of Australia and New Zealand set up ‘national’ systems of edu-
cation at the same time as their Canadian counterparts. New South Wales, the 
first Australian ‘state’ to enjoy a measure of self-government, laid down the 
administrative foundations for a system of state schools in 1848; the other 
antipodian colonies had done so by the early 1870s. But the Australians and 
New Zealanders were slower to establish a free and universal system. None had 
done so before Victoria took the plunge in 1872, and it would be 1885 before 
Tasmania followed suit. When they did decide to ‘open up’ their systems, on 
the other hand, they also introduced compulsion. Under the Victoria legisla-
tion, all children between 5 and 15 years had to be in school for at least 60 days 
in every half year. At the same time, most states created universal systems that 
were stolidly secular. Religious instruction, even of a non-denominational kind, 
was excluded from the school day. The most that was allowed was out of hours 
non-compulsory Bible reading and religious instruction. The New Zealand edu-
cation law of 1877 was so strict that clergy were banned from school buildings. 
When in 1897 the town of Nelson agreed that religion might be taught for half 
an hour one day a week in its schools in the early morning, it got round the law 
by pretending that schools on that day did not officially open until the class 
was finished.  9   

 The expulsion of religion from the classroom brought to an end a debate that 
had raged from the middle of the nineteenth century. When New South Wales 
set up a ‘state-wide’ system of education in 1848, it was initially envisaged as 
a dual system, antedating the one that would be set up in Britain in 1870–1 
by more than 20 years: the state’s new Board of Education would both admin-
ister the new non-denominational state elementary schools and subsidise 
and oversee the existing schools run by Anglicans, Presbyterians, Methodists 
and Catholics.  10   When the other Australian states set up their own state-wide 
systems in the following years, however, they were far less willing to accom-
modate denominational interests. South Australia ended state aid to denomi-
national schools as early as 1852, Tasmania in 1853. Their withdrawal sparked a 
trend. From 1880 when Queensland ended its subsidy, church schools were cut 
adrift.  11   The decision ostensibly reflected a belief that denominational schools 
were divisive in a confessionally mixed country, although it also masked deep-
seated anti-Catholic prejudice among Protestant elites who wanted to make 
Catholic schools uneconomic. There was also a fear that the newly enfran-
chised working classes would not use their vote wisely unless they had been 
suitably groomed in a state institution.  12   Whatever the reasons behind the deci-
sion, the creation of a secular school system in Australia did not help to heal 
the divisions between the Catholic and Protestant communities. The Catholic 
Archbishop Vaughan in 1879 insisted that Catholic children must be sent to 
Catholic schools and used the Catholic teaching orders to staff an alternative 
system. Secular schools were denounced as ‘seed-plots of future immorality, 
infidelity and lawlessness’.  13   

 For all the influence of the Irish experiment, the inclusiveness of Canada’s ele-
mentary school system had much in common with the American system described 
in an earlier chapter.  14   Australia and New Zealand, on the other hand, ended up 
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with a system that was neither Irish nor British but a hybrid. All three dominions, 
moreover, showed a greater enthusiasm than the mother country for opening up 
secondary education to the masses, especially in Australia after 1910, when par-
ties representing the working classes became dominant in state politics. Although 
the primary purpose of education, it was understood, was to develop hardwork-
ing and law abiding citizen patriots – in the Australian case, good Australians 
rather than Australian Britons  15   – it also came to be accepted that educational 
opportunity needed to be widened as much as possible. In the early twentieth 
century, each dominion possessed a mix of private and state-run academic and 
technical secondary schools, analogous to the system in Britain, but they catered 
for a much larger proportion of the post-school age population.  16   As early as 1900, 
10 per cent of 15- to 19-year-olds in English Canada were attending high school. 
In New South Wales, Australia’s most educationally progressive state, 20 per cent 
of children leaving elementary school in 1915 went on to some form of second-
ary school; in 1925 this figure had risen to 41 per cent.  17   Admittedly, access to 
secondary education was not automatic – the British dominions did not fully go 
down the American road during the period under review. Even in meritocratic 
Australia, the passport in most states, following Scotland’s example, was a qual-
ifying exam.  18   But much was done to encourage staying on by the state govern-
ments. Queensland set up a generous bursary scheme for gifted children as early 
as 1864; others followed suit. More importantly, the accession to power at the 
state level of Labour in the second half of the period usually led to the abolition 
of fees in state-run secondary schools.  19   

 The establishment of universal, free and compulsory systems of elementary 
education in Britain’s three white dominions was not matched by a comparable 
development in Europe’s many other colonies where whites were in a decided 
minority. This is not to say that the metropolitan governments were uninter-
ested in schooling their black and brown subjects. Simply on a practical level, 
putting children to school, whatever their race, was the obvious way to create 
docile imperial subjects who would accept the permanent presence of European 
overlords and work for the good of the mother country. As the governor-general 
of Algeria put it in 1847, ‘one school will replace two batallions’.  20   But both the 
British and the French were not simply interested in controlling their subject 
peoples: in Africa especially, they believed that they were benevolent not exploit-
ative colonisers engaged in a mission  civilisatrice , which could only be effected 
through education. As early as 1832, the French government’s representative in 
Algiers, Pierre Genty de Bussy, declared that the French were in North Africa to 
bring enlightenment to an Arab people then living in darkness.

  Called to the beautiful role of colonizing one of the Babary kingdoms, France 
has taken as an aid in her programs the most powerful means of civiliza-
tion, education ... To pacify and enlighten these countries in turn, and extend 
again the benefits of science that have been lost for so many centuries, that 
is the noble mission which she has proposed for herself and which she will 
accomplish.  21     
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 The British may seldom have risen to such flights of rhetoric but they broadly 
shared De Bussy’s conviction of the nobility of their cause. As the report sent 
by the education committee of the Privy Council to the Colonial Office in 1847 
makes clear, the British imperial project was a work of improvement. Through the 
spread of elementary education, the British overseas were to inculcate Christianity 
and habits of self-control and moral discipline, teach hygiene, offer practical 
instruction in common handicrafts and husbandry, and give the peasants suffi-
cient literacy to be able to farm more efficiently and make contracts. Additionally, 
the natives were to be instructed in the basic structure of capitalism, the benefits 
of Western governmental structures, and the value of personal independence and 
security. Finally schools were ‘to diffuse a grammatical knowledge of English’ as 
an important agent of civilisation.  22   

 The trick was how to turn these dreams of ‘reforming’ the natives into reality. 
The British approach, understandably, was to favour voluntary action by encour-
aging overseas mission societies to combine teaching the three R’s with spread-
ing the word. Colonial governments would only step in directly and found state 
schools to plug perceived gaps: even the limited number of secondary schools for 
the native population was frequently run by religious charities and orders. The 
educational profile of the Gold Coast (modern Ghana) at the end of the period 
was typical. The small cocoa colony in 1930 contained some 600 schools dot-
ted around the territory run by religious organisations, chiefly the Methodists 
in the towns and the Basel Mission Society in the countryside; only another 30, 
both elementary and secondary schools, were directly financed and adminis-
tered by the state.  23   The French, on the other hand, just as understandably given 
the Third Republic’s secularist outlook and its running battle with the Catholic 
Church, preferred their colonial schools to be state institutions. Algeria was in 
some respects a peculiar colony because the territory was officially part of met-
ropolitan France from 1848. But it was always the testing ground for French 
colonial policy  tout court , so the educational initiatives taken there are a good 
indication of the state’s thinking.  24   Initially, in the 1860s and 1870s the state 
was content to establish a small network of bilingual schools for both Arab- and 
French-speaking children primarily in urban areas. This policy was replaced in 
1883 by a much more ambitious one that mirrored the reforms carried out in 
France a few years before. Thereafter every commune in the department was 
to have a state-run school which would provide free education given in French 
alone for the whole school-age population: attendance for both boys and girls 
was made compulsory. The policy was modified in subsequent years to meet 
Muslim objections to schooling girls but the 1883 law remained the basis of 
French educational policy in the colony until Algeria gained its independence 
in 1962.  25   

 Inevitably, neither approach was very successful. Forcing dependent peoples to 
subsidise mass education at a realistic level was politically and practically impos-
sible, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa where the population largely consisted of 
economically backward, self-sufficient farmers with little or no historic contact 
with literate civilisations. Nor was it feasible, given the general high financial cost 
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of running an empire, to provide large-scale funding for educational initiatives 
overseas from the metropolitan budget. 

 The indigenous populations, furthermore, do not seem to have been highly 
enthusiastic about the elementary education on offer. In regions of the world 
with indigenous literate cultures of long-standing, such as North Africa, parents 
who sought schooling for their children usually preferred to send them to exist-
ing or newly founded religious schools lest they be lured from the faith of their 
fathers and/or Gallicised.  26   In Sub-Saharan Africa, on the other hand, few people, 
especially those living in the countryside, saw the point of literacy, so European 
schools were boycotted from indifference. Even the leaders of rural society were 
reluctant to educate their children: despite the fact that Britain actively ‘encour-
aged’ tribal leaders to send their sons away to be schooled, it was estimated that 
less than half the chiefs in the Gold Coast were literate in 1927.  27   Moreover, 
the limited number of parents who did use the colonial schools seldom shared 
their masters’ vision of their purpose. Colonial authorities embraced the British 
belief that through schooling their native subjects could become healthier, more 
efficient and more productive farmers, artisans and mine workers. The elemen-
tary school curriculum therefore was intended to have a practical slant. For the 
brightest, it was not to be the gateway for a conventional secondary education 
but for more advanced training in agronomy and engineering given in a handful 
of ‘higher’ technical schools. Parents who invested in schooling for any length 
of time, however, did not want their sons to return to the farm, workshop or 
mine, even in a managerial or supervisorial capacity. Recognising that Europeans 
accorded a higher status to those who worked with their head rather than hands 
and that the key to social advancement in the British and French colonial soci-
ety was to become a lower grade civil servant or policeman, ambitious parents 
wanted an academic rather than a practical education for their children. The 
British from the mid-1920s, following the *Phelps-Stokes reports, began to place 
an even greater emphasis on practical instruction in their African schools, sug-
gested that greater use should be made of tribal languages in the classroom, and 
called for more attention to be paid to teaching pupils about their local history 
and geography. As a consequence, they only alienated the one constituency for 
western education that actually existed. This was demonstrated graphically in 
Kenya, when the representatives of the new native elite who filled the colonial 
African council, set up in 1924, immediately made clear their preference for an 
academic and Anglophone education.  28   

 It is also evident that the representatives of the imperial government on the 
ground were often less than enthusiastic about pushing the sanguine educational 
schemes of their metropolitan masters. This was particularly the case in colonies 
where there was a significant European presence. White settlers wanted the lion’s 
share of any funding provided for education to be used primarily to  support their 
own children and usually got what they wanted. In 1934, the Kenyan  government 
spent 14 shillings per head on African pupils but over 24 shillings per head on 
financing the education of the children of Europeans; it was 1948 before even 
half of the educational budget was devoted to African schools. The settlers in 
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Algeria attempted to close down native schools altogether. In 1908, the Algerian 
 colon  congress called for primary education for the natives to be suppressed, 
however practically orientated the curriculum of the state’s schools. Particular 
objection was made to the fact that the Muslim children were taught in French 
by teachers largely from metropolitan France: this, it was feared, would give the 
natives ideas above their station, rather than turn them into pliant agricultural 
workers.  29   

 As a result even on the eve of the Second World War, the proportion of the 
school-age population receiving an education in Europe’s non-white colonies, 
especially in Africa, was still very small. In Algeria, for all the efforts of French 
educational bureaucrats, a mere 6 per cent of school-age Muslim children were 
in school in 1931; by 1954 this had risen but only to 13 per cent.  30   In the Gold 
Coast, supposedly the most educationally developed of Britain’s African colonies, 
at most 25,000 children were in school in 1920 out of a population of one mil-
lion; 30 years later, functional literacy was still below 20 per cent.  31   Paradoxically, 
it was the Belgians in the Congo who appear to have been the most successful 
in schooling the natives: in 1950, a half of the school-age children in the col-
ony were under instruction. The Belgians too built elementary schools where 
the emphasis was on teaching the natives useful and practical skills but their 
efforts did not meet with the same indifference. This was partly because, unlike 
the French and the British to a smaller extent, the Belgians concentrated totally 
on teaching pupils to read and write in their own language. They may have been 
happy to see their colonial subjects embrace Christianity but they were not intent 
on ‘civilising’ them. More importantly, Belgium had a purely pragmatic attitude 
towards empire; there was never any suggestion that a black elite might be formed 
that in time would share or take over the mantle of government. As there was no 
chance of natives using education as a vehicle of social mobility, they seem to 
have been much more ready to accept the limited fare on offer.  32   

 The final section of this book is devoted to exploring the educational history 
of two very different colonial societies. It begins with a chapter by Sarah Duff 
on Britain’s fourth dominion – South Africa – where the black population was 
always the great majority (Chapter 10). While much has been written about 
educational developments in the three white dominions, South Africa has been 
largely neglected. In many ways, though, it is the most interesting, given the 
important rivalries and tensions between the English and Dutch-speaking set-
tler communities, the presence of an Indian as well as a white immigrant pop-
ulation, and the existence of a sizable mixed-race minority, not to mention the 
considerable ethnic and linguistic divisions within the black population itself. 
Duff’s chapter concentrates principally on the schooling of the white popula-
tion in Cape Province before South African union in 1910. The narrative she 
presents has nothing in common with the coming of mass education to Britain’s 
other white dominions. While Australia, Canada and New Zealand had largely 
set up systems of public education by the final quarter of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the Cape legislature seemed little inclined to follow suit. A compulsory sys-
tem was established only in 1905, and even then the Cape was in advance of its 
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neighbouring territories. It would be 1930 before all white children throughout 
the Union were compelled to go to school. In the Cape itself, the white farm-
ing community, largely Dutch-speaking, had apparently no interest in schooling, 
despite its Bible-centric Calvinist culture. Nor was there any fear in government 
circles that the colony might fall apart or succumb to Catholicism that might 
have goaded the legislators into earlier action. The move to introduce a system of 
public education when it finally came at the turn of the century was principally 
the work of the Dutch Calvinist church. On the one hand, there was a concern 
that the colony would not develop economically unless the white population was 
educated; on the other, there was a worry that blacks who had taken advantage 
of the opportunities offered by missionary educators would begin to take eco-
nomic power from white hands. Deep down, too, reform was inspired by a very 
European concern about degeneration, which was given a specific South African 
twist: the white population would lose its legitimacy to rule unless it started to 
demonstrate its moral superiority. 

 Chapter 11 by Nita Kumar reviews the British effort to educate the inhabitants 
of its most populous and culturally complex native colony: the Indian Raj. She 
accepts that, as in other parts of the empire, the British had a commitment to 
schooling the mass of the sub-continent’s population. As elsewhere, however, the 
colonial government lacked the resources and the will and was content to leave 
the task on the ground to the missionary societies. At the end of the day, the 
government saw its primary task to be the creation of an Indian elite who would 
help the British in their task of running the vast state. In consequence, the state 
helped fund directly or indirectly secondary and higher education but turned 
its back on the ordinary Indian. The missionary effort, moreover, seems to have 
been less successful than even in many African states, for their schools too seem 
to have catered for the children of the existing social elite. It would appear then 
that in the century before 1930, the majority of Indians, if they received any for-
mal education, did so through the network of traditional religious schools that 
existed all over the country. Thereafter the British passed the torch to the Indians 
themselves. The Indian nationalists were themselves the product of Western edu-
cation and were as convinced of its civilising potential as any European. Once 
Indians gained control of state legislatures in the decade before the Second World 
War, they moved quickly to establish systems of mass education on paper. Kumar 
is highly critical of their endeavours. It was not simply that they too lacked the 
resources to carry through the initiative. It was rather that the nationalists had 
made no effort to reflect on the value of Western education in the Indian context, 
a problem, she believes, that continues to bedevil Indian education today.  

  Glossary 

  common schools:  see public schools below. 

  National Board of Commissioners (Ireland):  produced detailed annual reports 
including data on schools, enrolments and attendance, books and materials, and 
the training and payment of teachers. 
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  Phelps-Stokes reports:  The Phelps-Stokes Fund is an American voluntary body 
and charitable fund which convened several commissions in the 1920s to report 
on the educational conditions and needs of black Africans, and made recommen-
dations for improving access and quality. 

  public school:  (United States and Canada): institutions supported by the govern-
ment (primarily at the state and local level) and free to attending students. 

  Ryerson, Egerson:  (1803–82) Canadian educationalist who advocated non-
denominational schools, school libraries and teacher training. Had a major 
impact on Canadian schooling by sponsoring three pieces of major educational 
legislation.  

    Notes 

  1  .   Australia and Canada were initially a series of separate colonies with their own legisla-
tures. Hence they eventually became federated states. Canada was formed in 1867 out 
of Ontario, Quebec, Nova Scotia and New Brunswik. Australia became a federation in 
1901.  

  2  .   A. Barcan (1980)  A History of Australian Education  (Oxford: Oxford University Press), p. 8; 
P. Axelrod (1997)  The Promise of Schooling. Education in Canada, 1800 – 1914  (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press), pp. 11–5; B. Curtis (1988)  Building the Educational State: 
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     10 
 ‘Education for Every Son 
and Daughter of South Africa’:   
Race, Class, and the 
Compulsory Education 
Debate in the Cape Colony   
    S. E.   Duff    

   In 1855, Robert Grey, the Church of England’s Bishop of Cape Town,  commented 
to the Cape Parliament’s Select Committee on Education that he ‘should not wish 
to see a compulsory system of education introduced into this colony’ because it 
would benefit those ‘who least require[d] it’ and would, then, be ‘a very needless 
expense to the Government’.  1   Grey’s point was uncontroversial. Most witnesses 
called before the committee argued that even if they wished to see the introduc-
tion of compulsory education in the future, it was an excessive and financially 
ruinous response to the problems faced by the Cape’s Department of Education. 
Even in 1872, when the Cape was gripped by concerns about a ‘crisis’ in colonial 
education, the Department of Education declined to investigate the potential for 
 introducing free, compulsory elementary schooling, as suggested by a report sub-
mitted by the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC). Yet, by 1896, the Select Committee 
on Education argued that ‘evidence ... conclusively proves that in consequence of 
irregular attendance at school such a very large number of children are allowed 
to grow up in ignorance and vice’. As a result, ‘we have come to the conclusion 
that a law to provide for compulsory school attendance has become not only 
desirable but necessary if Education is to be extended in an adequate manner in 
this Colony.’  2   

 In the space of only 40 years, compulsory education shifted from being thought 
of as a disproportionate remedy to the colony’s educational woes, to being held 
up as the best and only way to improve the provision of schooling throughout the 
colony. This chapter principally focuses on this shift in thinking about the value 
of compulsory elementary in the Cape Colony between 1870, when colonial com-
mentators began to express concern about the apparently dire state of the Cape’s 
education system, to 1896, when the Select Committee on Education formally 
recommended the introduction of compulsory elementary education for white 
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children between the ages of 7 and 14. The chapter begins with a brief overview 
of the introduction of formal education in the Cape during the mid-nineteenth 
century, and then looks more closely at the education ‘crisis’ of the 1870s. It argues 
that interest in education – and specifically the education of white children – was 
linked to the colony’s industrialisation and economic expansion as a result of the 
‘mineral revolution’ (the discovery of diamonds in 1868 in Kimberley, and gold 
on the Witwatersrand in 1886) and the emergence of colonial nationalisms dur-
ing the 1870s and 1880s. The second section of the essay looks at the significance 
of compulsory education to Afrikaner politicians in the 1890s, and it concludes 
with a brief overview of the introduction of compulsory education for white chil-
dren between 1910 and 1930. 

 The focus of this chapter is on the Cape Colony. Before the declaration of Union 
in 1910, the term ‘South Africa’ referred to a region, rather than a single politi-
cal entity, despite the strong social, economic, and, to some extent, political ties 
which bound together the two British colonies and two Boer Republics which con-
stituted it. The Dutch East India Company established a settlement in the Cape in 
1652 to provide fresh produce to ships en route to Dutch possessions in south-east 
Asia. The Cape became a British colony in 1814 mainly because of its strategic 
importance for British access to India. The colony of Natal was annexed by the 
British in 1843, and the two Boer Republics, the South African Republic and the 
Orange Free State, were founded in 1851 and 1854, respectively. Each colony and 
republic developed its own, separate system of education during the nineteenth 
century, and these were consolidated in 1910. The rise of political Afrikaner and 
African nationalism – the future African National Congress was founded in 1912 
and the National Party in 1915 – occurred within a context of the introduction of 
a system of segregation in most areas of public life in South Africa. 

 The Cape was geographically the largest polity in the region. In 1875, it had a 
total population of 720,984, over half of whom were Africans resident in the east-
ern districts of the colony. The Cape’s white population numbered 236,783 and 
were settled mainly in the colony’s urban centres, the most important of which 
was its seat of government, Cape Town, and on rural farms scattered throughout 
the sparsely populated interior. About three-quarters of whites spoke a form of 
Dutch, usually dubbed ‘Cape Dutch’, and were descended from Dutch, French, 
and German settlers. These Dutch-Afrikaners  3   were predominantly rural farmers, 
although a wealthy, highly educated, and bilingual middle-class lived in Cape 
Town and the surrounding Boland towns of Paarl, Stellenbosch, Wellington, and 
Malmesbury. Most were members of the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC). English 
speakers comprised the bulk of the Cape’s middle class. Most were settled in Cape 
Town, as well as Port Elizabeth in the colony’s eastern districts. Roughly 100,000 
‘coloured’ and Malay, or Muslim, people lived in the colony’s western  districts, 
in and around Cape Town. These were the descendents of slaves imported from 
South-East Asia (slavery was abolished in 1834), and relationships between white 
colonists and indigenous people. By 1891, partly as a result of the economic boom 
brought about by the discovery of diamonds and gold, the colony’s population had 
swelled to 1,525,739 people. Aided by immigration from Britain, Eastern Europe, 
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and St Helena Island, Cape Town’s population almost doubled from 45,000 in 
1875 to 79,000 in 1891. It increased to 170,000 between 1891 and 1904. 

 In 1875, slightly less than a quarter of the Cape’s total population belonged to 
the DRC, more than to any other church in the colony. Eighty-five per cent of 
the DRC’s members were white, representing at least 60 per cent of the Cape’s 
total white population.  4   By 1891, around 64 per cent of whites and slightly more 
than 20 per cent of the total African and coloured population were members of 
the DRC. The church represented the vast majority of whites (the next biggest 
church was the Church of England, with slightly fewer than 20 per cent of the 
white population), and only the Methodist Church had more African and col-
oured members (23 per cent of the African and coloured population). In 1891, 
most of the colony’s Sunday schools, baptisms, and marriages were conducted by 
the DRC.  5   Simply in terms of numbers, the DRC was by far the most influential 
church in the colony. 

 Before the 1850s, the Cape’s value to the empire had lain entirely in its position 
on the sea route to India, but revenues from the export of wool and, after 1868, 
diamonds, transformed the Cape from a colonial backwater into a prosperous 
and significant settler colony located firmly within  imperial networks of trade 
and administration. Industrialisation and  economic growth fuelled the found-
ing of towns throughout the colony’s interior during the 1850s; the extension 
of hard roads and the railway across South Africa in the 1860s and 1870s; and 
the improvement of colonial infrastructure. The Cape gained its own Parliament 
in 1854, and was granted  self-government in 1872. The second half of the nine-
teenth century witnessed the rise of a more ‘modern’ and industrialised state in 
the Cape. Concerns about colonial education must be understood within this 
context of rapid social,  economic, and political change.  

  Cape education in crisis 

 In March 1873, Langham Dale, the Superintendent of Education in the Cape, 
asked the white, middle-class readers of the  Cape Monthly Magazine 

  if they realise the fact of the children of Dutch-speaking, European  parentage 
growing up with less care bestowed upon them than upon the beasts of the 
field; – without the ability to read or write even their mother tongue; with-
out any instruction in the knowledge of the God that made them; having at 
their command no language at all, but a limited vocabulary of semi-Dutch, 
semi-Hottentot words, and these only concerning the wants and doings of 
themselves and the animals which they tend?  6     

 The purpose of Dale’s article was to bring to light the apparently dire state of edu-
cation available to white children in the Cape Colony’s rural interior. Titled ‘Our 
Agricultural Population’, Dale appealed to the DRC, the Cape’s established church, 
for assistance.  7   The organisation which exercised the greatest impact on Cape edu-
cation after the Department of Education was the DRC. Indeed, as noted above, 
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the DRC’s influence on colonial society was unparalleled. Although other churches 
were also involved in the provision of education to colonial children, and the 
Church of England, Wesleyan Church, and Free Church of Scotland were instru-
mental in providing African children with schooling, no other church exercised 
the same influence over white and coloured children’s education as the DRC. 

 The vast majority of rural whites belonged to the DRC, and it was the only major 
colonial institution with a strong presence and influence in the Cape’s vast and 
sparsely population interior. The DRC was the sole organisation which could both 
mobilise Dutch-Afrikaners in these districts to send their children to school, and 
also build, run, and inspect schools in the interior. The DRC responded to Dale’s 
appeal with alacrity. As an evangelical church, its ministers saw teaching and 
missionary work as fulfilling much the same purpose: the conversion of children, 
and also the shaping of a new generation of pious Christians. Since the middle of 
the century, when the DRC had transformed into an evangelical church partly as 
a result of a ‘Great Revival’ which swept its congregations in 1860, its involvement 
in the provision of education had increased. Considering that at least 85 per cent 
of its congregants were white and living mainly in rural areas,  8   it had focussed on 
founding schools on farms and in small villages for at least a decade before Dale’s 
appeal.  9   However, from 1873 onwards, the church stepped up its involvement in 
education, and created what was, effectively, a parallel Department of Education 
of its own. This was headed by the DRC’s own superintendent, staffed by a group 
of inspectors, and funded by the church’s congregations. DRC inspectors visited 
government-funded schools and, unlike their colonial counterparts, were charged 
with collecting statistics and other valuable information about rural schooling.  10   
The DRC also opened a *normal school in Cape Town in response to the dearth 
of teachers in the Cape, and founded a network of girls’ schools to train Dutch-
Afrikaner young women to be teacher-missionaries.  11   

 In 1873, the DRC organised a special *synod on education, and issued a set of 
recommendations, chief of which was the introduction of a system of free and 
compulsory elementary education for white children.  12   Educationalists, clergy-
men, politicians, and other commentators in the Cape were certainly aware of the 
introduction of compulsory elementary education in England in 1870. The enact-
ment of similar legislation in settler colonies such as Victoria (1872) and New 
Zealand (1877) was the cause of much discussion in the colony.  13   Nevertheless, 
Dale rejected the DRC’s suggestion on the grounds that it would be too expensive 
and too complicated to implement. Yet his unwillingness even to countenance 
the idea that white children, at least, should be compelled to attend elementary 
school also stemmed from his – and others’ – understanding of the nature of the 
education ‘crisis’ in the 1870s. Education in the Cape had been in ‘crisis’ long 
before the early 1870s. Rural white children, in particular, had had very limited 
access to schools since the founding of the Cape’s Department of Education in 
1839. So why the apparently sudden interest during this decade? 

 Ostensibly, the provision of education improved from the 1840s onwards. The 
Department of Education was headed by a superintendent, and the three men 
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who were appointed to the position during the nineteenth century – James Rose-
Innes (1839–1859), Langham Dale (1859–1892), and Thomas Muir (1892–1915) – 
were among the most powerful civil servants in the colony, in terms of the 
influence they wielded over the Cape government, and also the resources they 
commanded. Rose-Innes instituted a system of secular (or ‘undenominational’) 
public schools, all of which taught a curriculum approved of by the depart-
ment, and were, theoretically, open to any child, regardless of race or gender. 
Elementary education was free or very cheap, while secondary schools charged 
higher fees.  14   The numbers of children attending school – and the numbers of 
schools themselves – did certainly increase from the middle of the nineteenth 
century onwards. By 1853 there were a dozen state schools in the Cape, mainly 
in towns and villages, and six years later there were more than 50.  15   But those 
who attended school regularly were still a fraction of the total number of chil-
dren of school-going age in the Cape (between 7 and 14 years). There was also 
an enormous disparity between the numbers of children enrolled in schools 
and those who actually attended. In 1843, 5,318 black, coloured, and white chil-
dren were enrolled in state-aided schools, and by 1860 this number had jumped 
to 18,757. In 1878, of a total of 60,000 white children of school-going age in the 
colony, only about a third – or 21,000 – were enrolled in state-funded schools, 
and fewer than 8000 were estimated to be attending private schools, which were 
not obliged to furnish the Education Department with information regarding 
their enrolment figures. In other words, in 1878, more than half of the colo-
ny’s white children were not attending school.  16   The figures were even more 
alarming for black and coloured children, most of whom attended schools run 
by missionary societies: in 1875, there were approximately 171,581 black and 
coloured children under the age of 15 in the Cape, but only 31,322 – or fewer 
than 20 per cent – of these were in school.  17   In the same year, 5 per cent of black 
and coloured people reported that they could read and write, in comparison to 
62 per cent of whites.  18   

 Standards of education were also very low. Of those white children in school at 
the end of the 1870s, only 17 per cent were above Standard II level (that is, were 
reading and writing fluently, and receiving instruction in subjects other than the 
three R’s). In 1883, the inspector-general, Donald Ross, suggested that 80 per cent 
of poor and rural children were in Standard I or below, meaning that they could 
barely read or write. The first significant enquiry into the state of Cape education, 
the Watermeyer Commission (1861–1863), noted

  the lamentable state of gross ignorance in which the white children in the 
back districts ... are growing up ... The standard of education reached in the ele-
mentary schools of the Cape Colony appears from the evidence to be very low. 
Though the attendance averages only 65% and is irregular, it is almost incred-
ible that not more than 5% leave school with the capacity of reading with 
tolerable fluency, writing a plain hand, and working correctly examples in the 
simple rules of arithmetic.  19     
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 The Department of Education introduced a range of measures during the 1870s 
and 1880s to increase white children’s access to schools in the  colony’s interior. 
From 1841, the department funded mission schools by paying the salary of the 
teacher as a supplement to the money raised by churches and mission societies.  20   
Farm schools required only five pupils to receive state funding, and the depart-
ment hoped that this would encourage  farmers to found schools for their chil-
dren, and those of their (white) labourers. Circuit – or itinerant – teachers were 
introduced in 1887 to travel rural districts, providing schooling at very distant 
schools. Poor schools provided a free education to impoverished white children 
and replaced circuit teachers in 1893.  21   Why, then, did so few white children 
from rural areas attend school? Firstly, it was difficult to open schools in rural 
areas. Rural farmers had to provide accommodation for the pupils attending their 
schools and also hire and house the teachers employed in these schools. School 
rooms had to conform to stringent standards set by the department,  22   and the 
farmer was responsible for the initial financial outlay and the voluminous admin-
istrative work required by the department. Even those farm schools which were 
successful frequently excluded the children of poor farmers or white labourers.  23   
Moreover, most education was in English and although Dutch became an offi-
cial medium of instruction from 1882, all textbooks remained in English.  24   The 
Cape’s levels of literacy among adults remained low throughout the century. In 
1860, only 60 per cent of whites could read and write, and this increased to only 
62 percent by 1875.  25   The likelihood of barely literate parents sending their chil-
dren to school was not high. 

 Most importantly, though, the model of schooling implemented by the 
Department of Education was antithetical to the rhythms of rural life, as reports 
from the 1890s made clear. Many rural farmers lived a semi-nomadic existence, 
and would ‘trek away’ from their farms during times of drought or pestilence.  26   
One inspector explained: ‘The nature of the country and the circumstances of 
the people are unfavourable to the spread of education among the farming popu-
lation. The farmers are poor. They live in tents or “Matjes” houses (houses made 
of twigs and reeds), or in their wagons. Their circumstances compel them to lead 
a wandering life. Owing to the scarcity of native labour their own children herd 
their flocks.’  27   Even those parents who could afford to employ labourers believed 
that their children should contribute to the upkeep of the farm.  28   School atten-
dance was sporadic, and linked to the seasonal nature of farm work.  29   Teachers 
complained that rural parents refused to defer to their authority. One inspec-
tor reported that ‘more than one’ school in his district had been closed during 
the year because of ‘improper interference’ from parents. Parents, he wrote, were 
quick to remove children for a variety reasons: one pupil was withdrawn ‘because 
he was not allowed to have a light in his bed-room’, while others were taken away 
from school because their parents objected to them being punished or not being 
promoted to the next standard.  30   The Cape’s system of education was designed to 
suit a relatively affluent population which was settled for long periods of time, in 
or near urban centres. This was a model suited for middle-class living – to middle-
class parents who were deferential to the authority of civil servants, and who saw 
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the education of their children, and particularly their sons, as absolutely crucial 
for preparing them for middle-class occupations. This education system did not 
cater to the needs or lifestyle of a rural population, which was poor, widely scat-
tered, frequently nomadic, and occasionally suspicious of the motives of the colo-
nial government. 

 Travellers and journalists had described rural whites in the Cape in deeply 
unflattering terms since well before the last quarter of the nineteenth century. 
They depicted these Dutch Afrikaners as ignorant, lazy, dirty, and entirely indif-
ferent to the apparent progress of the Cape’s towns and  villages.  31   Remarks, like 
Dale’s, about rural whites during the 1870s were part of this broader discourse 
which positioned rural dwellers – white or not – as lacking in all the characteris-
tics which constituted ‘civilised’, ‘rational’, and ‘progressive’ behaviour.  32   But dur-
ing the 1870s, commentators began to focus increasingly on rural white youth: 
the concern was now for the impact of rural life on children. Not only did it deny 
them an adequate education, but, according to Dale, ‘ Jan  and  Piet , as soon as they 
can toddle, slouch about the homestead, or lie about in the veld, in charge of a 
few goats or head of cattle ... they drift on to puberty.’ It was ‘a long dull, monot-
onous youth’.  33   These were childhoods which lacked guidance from parents and 
other adults and as a result did not prepare children adequately for adulthood. 
The education which the majority of white rural children had once received at 
home, and from their parents, was no longer deemed adequate, as a specialist in 
agriculture wrote for the  Cape Monthly :

  But who can tell whether in a similar manner [to the Industrial Revolution in 
Europe] the discovery of diamond and gold-mines may not produce capital, 
directly and indirectly, which, by the additional influx of consumers may spur 
on enterprise, cause large and extended irrigation works to be erected to supply 
the additional mouths, and gradually turn many a barren desert into a land flow-
ing with milk and honey? But without education, – without those higher qual-
ities which the morality of the New Testament tends to foster, the most fruitful 
countries ... may become a howling wilderness instead of life to other lands.  34     

 The granting of responsible government in 1872, and the expansion of the Cape’s 
economy during the early 1870s, positioned South Africa as a  significant territory 
within the British imperial network. For the members of the colony’s English- 
and Dutch-speaking middle class, these developments were signs of the strength 
of the Cape’s political structures and also its economic promise: a colonial nation-
alist discourse which had been in the making since the 1830s and 1840s ‘reached 
maturity in the 1870s’. Colonial nationalism promoted the interests and prosper-
ity of the Cape over that of the empire. Colonial nationalists ‘were people who, 
by birth or  adoption, came to identify not only with the metropole but also with 
the country in which they lived.’  35   As the century progressed, colonial national-
ism became increasingly racially exclusive, partly because of a growing interest in 
 discourses around scientific racism: the future prosperity of the Cape – and South 
Africa – needed to be in white hands. 
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 As a result, white children needed to be educated in order for the colony’s 
future prosperity and social and political stability to be ensured. The large num-
ber of white children out of school meant that white control over the Cape was in 
jeopardy. Furthermore, white commentators were also deeply anxious about an 
increase in numbers of impoverished  bywoners  (tenant farmers) and rural petit-
bourgeoisie as a result of the Cape’s industrialisation. While a wealthier and larger 
middle class had benefited from the Cape’s new-found prosperity, short economic 
downturns during the 1870s and 1880s had had a disproportionate effect on rural 
farmers, most of whom were Dutch-Afrikaans.  36   The existence of impoverished, 
uneducated white children performing the manual labour increasingly associated 
with black and coloured employment undermined notions of whiteness and mas-
tery. White children were to be raised as masters and employers of labourers, and 
not as unskilled workers. 

 F. W. Reitz, an expert on colonial agriculture recommended: ‘What we want is 
to get the lads away for two or three years from the unobservant, listless existence 
of a back-country farm, and to train them where all their faculties will be awak-
ened and kept awake.’  37   According to Dale, boys needed to be removed from their 
homes altogether:

  [A]n agency ... is necessary to bring the boys away from the farm and train 
them in the order and discipline of a well-regulated home; where by mutual 
contact, and by the daily intercourse with superior minds, they may develop 
those qualities which are not wanting to their race, – truthfulness, self-reli-
ance, emulation. A boarding-school is required in every district ... where farm-
ers’ sons could be maintained and fairly educated at a rate not exceeding £20 
each per annum.  38     

 Dale went on to point out that should Dutch-Afrikaner youth remain on their 
parents’ farms, a generation would be left with ‘their minds a blank, their powers 
of observation undeveloped, their life a mere animal existence, listless, object-
less, and without any aspiration after or thought of a life to come.’  39   Education 
became, then, a means not only of producing a new generation of politicians, 
farmers, businessmen, and other professionals who would exploit the Cape’s own 
‘industrial revolution’ and would lead it as an increasingly politically and socially 
independent entity within the empire, but also as a way of moulding and forming 
white young men into the kinds of leaders, educationalists and colonial commen-
tators who would be beneficial to the Cape. Removed from the apparently disor-
ganised households of their rural, white, and impoverished parents, they could 
be transformed into respectable, progressive, conscientious, and middle-class 
male citizens of the future. A ‘progressive’ and ‘scientific’ movement emerged 
during the late 1870s and 1880s around the better management of sheep and 
cattle stocks, water reservoirs, soil erosion, and plant and animal disease. Dutch-
Afrikaner farmers were often described as being deeply resistant to many of these 
‘modern’ and ‘improving’ measures, and were, thus, figured as ‘ backward’ and 
‘anti-modern’.  40   Educators argued that by removing white boys from rural areas 
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and educating them in the Cape’s urban centres, they could be ‘civilised’: they 
could become part of the colony’s progressive movement. Within this context, 
rural domesticity became a site where boundaries between civilised and unciv-
ilised – between coloniser and colonised – were dangerously fluid. Boarding 
schools, on the other hand, were able to maintain these distinctions. 

 What the Education Department – and, indeed, the DRC – required parents 
to do was to rethink the ways in which they organised labour, and also about 
the relationship between their families and their livelihood. Urban, middle-class 
families in the Cape – in common with middle-class families in the rest of the 
industrialising world – had succeeded, largely, in separating the functions of work 
and home, meaning that the labour of wives and children was no longer required 
to support the household. On rural farms, or in impoverished rural areas, poor 
families – of all races – relied on the contributions of both parents and children. 
The successful extension of education into the colony’s interior was, thus, reliant 
as much on training teachers and building schools as it was on altering the ways 
in which parents thought about their children’s childhood: it was now to be a 
period of education away from the home, instead of training within its bounds. 

 It was partly for this reason that, although suggested, compulsory education 
was not held up as the best means of ensuring that white children would attend 
school. Dale and others were concerned primarily with the education and train-
ing of white adolescent boys, and not necessarily with the schooling of white girls 
and younger children. Having appealed to the DRC for assistance in improving 
the provision of schools in the Cape’s rural districts, the Department of Education 
believed that it had done all that was possible to make schooling more easily 
available to rural white  children. Secondly, Dale and other politicians balked at 
the thought of  allowing the state to intervene in the relationship between parents 
and children. Through the church’s long tradition of  huisbesoek  (home visiting), 
DRC ministers were accustomed to monitoring the ways in which their congre-
gants raised and educated their children. The DRC did not distinguish between 
private and public spheres, but – at least during the 1870s – the colonial govern-
ment did. The reason this changed was because of a shift in the political land-
scape, and the ‘discovery’ of a social ‘problem’.  

  Children and ‘poor whiteism’ 

 During the 1890s, the Cape’s political class ‘discovered poor whiteism’. There had 
been a substantial population of impoverished whites long before the 1890s, but 
attitudes towards white poverty shifted at the end of the century for a number of 
reasons: decades of poor education meant that a generation of impoverished whites 
was unemployable. Those who moved to Cape Town and other urban centres in 
search of work found that employers favoured better-trained coloured and black 
labourers, whose wages were lower, or newly arrived immigrants from Europe.  41   
Secondly, both in South Africa and in the rest of the world, poverty was racialised 
during the 1880s and 1890s. The existence of unemployed and unemployable 
poor whites challenged the association of ‘natural’ supremacy and the exercise of 
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power with whiteness. The term ‘poor white’ no longer simply referred to white 
people who lived in poverty, but, rather, invoked a set of fears around racial mix-
ing and white superiority.  42   Finally, and connected to this, the emergence of an 
early Afrikaner nationalism and the entry of middle-class Dutch-Afrikaners into 
Cape politics contributed to the shaping of a new, distinct ‘Afrikaner’ ethnic iden-
tity towards the end of the century. The majority of poor whites were Dutch – or, 
rather, Afrikaans – speaking, and had been viewed with a certain amount of dis-
dain by middle-class Dutch-Afrikaners in the 1860s and 1870s. By the end of the 
century, the middle-class expressed a sense of responsibility for this poor under-
class on the grounds that they were all ‘Afrikaners’. Addressing the Afrikaner 
Bond (AB), the first political party representing the interests of Afrikaners in poli-
tics, in 1893, Rev. A. J. L. Hofmeyr suggested that ‘we must take these poor people 
by the hand’ to ‘save Africa for the Afrikanders [sic]’.  43   

 The concerted colonial response to ‘poor whiteism’ of the 1890s came from 
three sides. The Department of Education, now under the energetic leadership 
of Thomas Muir, was overhauled and made more efficient: Muir appointed 13 
inspectors – one for each of the colony’s magistracies – in place of the original 
two inspectors general, and streamlined the organisation of the department. 
Inspectors were now responsible for collecting statistics, assisting their districts 
to establish schools, and identifying the reasons for low school attendance. 
Mimicking the DRC, the department began to compile detailed reports about 
the condition of poor white children in each magistracy. The primary goal of the 
Department of Education during the 1890s was on educating poor white chil-
dren, and this was reflected by the department’s efforts to segregate children at 
school.  44   In 1894, the department began to publish attendance statistics ‘arranged 
according to the colour of the pupils’, and reserved all state-funded secondary 
schools for white children.  45   

 But the department acknowledged that it was still heavily reliant on DRC min-
isters’ involvement in running rural schools and encouraging parents to send 
their children to school.  46   The DRC was the second colonial organisation which 
became involved in ‘solving’ the poor white problem in the 1890s. After John 
X. Merriman, the colony’s Minister for Agriculture, appealed directly to Andrew 
Murray jnr., the influential moderator of the DRC, the church convened a spe-
cial conference on ‘poor whiteism’ in 1893, and resolved to institute industrial 
schools in the Cape’s major urban centres.  47   The Cape government had made 
grants available for industrial schools for white children earlier that year, and the 
DRC agreed to become responsible for establishing and running the schools.  48   
Industrial schools in the Cape had a complicated history, but it worth noting 
that South African industrial schools were not reformatories – although reforma-
tories in the Cape did certainly provide similar training – but provided purely 
vocational schooling. The first industrial schools originated in 1855 and were 
designed to provide high-quality vocational training to African children. There 
were 48 of these schools by 1870, and they assisted in the creation of an African 
artisan class. Within the first five years of their existence these schools trained 
151 skilled workers, including 59 agriculturalists, and 47 women for ‘household 
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work’. Although run by churches and missionary societies, the schools were 
funded directly by the Colonial Office: between 1855 and 1861, the Colonial 
Office granted them £46,000. In 1856, they received £10,000 – about the same as 
that given towards white education by the colonial government.  49   

 Industrial schools for white children were a feature of the 1890s and beyond. 
Those established before 1910 were run exclusively by churches. The Salesian 
Institute and the network of orphanages established by the Catholic Church 
were all aimed at alleviating the poverty of destitute white children, and pro-
vided some technical training alongside elementary schooling.  50   All the remain-
ing industrial schools were run by the DRC, and the first of these were founded 
in Cape Town (1894) and Uitenhage, near Port Elizabeth, and Stellenbosch in 
1895 (the latter was an agricultural school). Its schools for girls followed later in 
the decade.  51   These schools did not survive long, despite the fact that they were 
run along the lines of the very successful pre-existing model for African children. 
Why this failure? The instruction was described as ‘amateurish’; they proved to 
be difficult to fund; and the railway and mining industries were also beginning 
to establish their own schools, such as the South African School of Mines in 
Kimberley in 1895.  52   These schools, wrote one educationalist, were ‘instituted ... as 
means for solving the poor white problem. They were conceived in charity and 
with the idea of redemption.’  53   The DRC saw the industrial schools as ‘ liefdadig 
werk ’ (charitable work), and not – as the Department of Education intended – as 
a means of supplying colonial industry and business with trained white work-
ers. It is telling that the industrial school for girls established in Wellington was 
transformed into an orphanage for impoverished white girls by the end of the 
nineteenth century.  54   The Cape’s small number of industrial schools produced 
only a very small group of white carpenters, blacksmiths, agricultural workers, 
printers, tailors, and other craftsmen during the 1890s. 

 There was, then, a certain amount of similarity between the responses to the 
education ‘crisis’ of the 1870s and the poor white ‘problem’ of the 1890s: neither 
‘crisis’ nor ‘problem’ were new to these decades, and the first response of the colo-
nial government in both cases was to call on the DRC for assistance. As during 
the 1870s, all parties concerned about poor whiteism agreed that the best way to 
eradicate the ‘problem’ was to focus on children. Haldane Murray, an inspector 
in the Department of Education and the son of Andrew Murray jnr., summed up 
the colonial response when he wrote: ‘The hope lies with the children; a thor-
ough elementary education will enlarge their mental horizon and help to create 
that divine discontent so absolutely necessary for the progress for any individual 
or class, while industrial training ... will enable them to find new openings for 
their present dormant energies.’  55   Through compulsory education and the intro-
duction of industrial schools, impoverished white children could be transformed 
into hardworking and productive adults. 

 The difference between the responses during these two decades was the 
involvement of the AB. The same forces which invigorated colonial nationalism – 
responsible government, and the economic boom caused by the early years of the 
mineral revolution – were also behind the emergence of the first manifestations 



272  S. E. Duff

of an Afrikaner nationalism in the Cape. Unlike colonial nationalism, which was 
a predominantly urban phenomenon, the first Afrikaner nationalists were drawn 
from the educated, middle-class Dutch-Afrikaners of the districts around Cape 
Town, whose participation in colonial politics had been, before the 1870s, very 
limited. Responsible government now made political representation possible, and 
competition over the control of increasing state revenues made political involve-
ment ever more desirable. Throughout the 1870s and 1880s they coalesced into a 
collection of organisations representing the interests of farmers, which merged in 
1881 to form the Afrikaner Bond under the leadership of the prominent politician 
J.H. Hofmeyr.  56   

 Having entered politics almost as soon as it was formed in 1881, the Bond 
formed a coalition with arch-imperialist Cecil John Rhodes between 1890 and 
1895. It was this odd pairing that led to poor whiteism becoming a key polit-
ical issue during this period. Although the Bond’s definition of an ‘Afrikaner’ 
was inclusive to the extent that it referred to whites whose political and social 
loyalties were to South Africa, it represented the interests of a group of people 
who were increasingly aware of themselves as ‘Afrikaners’ who spoke Dutch, or 
Afrikaans, and who were white. Its interest in ‘poor whiteism’ – as a hindrance to 
the future of Afrikaners, and as a threat to white supremacy in the colony more 
generally – led to the introduction of the Destitute Children Relief Bill in 1894. 

 The Destitute Children Relief Act of 1895 was formulated explicitly ‘to benefit 
the poor whites’.  57   The Act required clergymen and justices of the peace to report 
cases of destitute white children to magistrates, who were authorised to take cus-
tody of these children and then place them in public schools. This legislation was 
not unprecedented.  58   The Act complemented existing laws regulating the appren-
ticeship of poor and orphaned white children, and reflected the Department of 
Education’s concerted attempts to eradicate ‘poor whiteism’ through the better 
provision of elementary education in rural areas. There were, though, signifi-
cant differences between the responses of the 1870s and the 1890s. The Act was 
passed within a broader context of growing state involvement in private life. For 
example, the creation of a Department of Public Health in 1891 allowed the state 
to prosecute parents who did not vaccinate their children during epidemics.  59   
In 1895, The Deserted Wives and Children Protection Act forced husbands who 
deserted their wives to maintain their families financially.  60   The colonial govern-
ment was willing during the 1890s to limit the powers of parents over their chil-
dren, and to take on responsibility for destitute and neglected children. In 1894, 
when Sir Thomas Scanlen, Member of Parliament for Cradock and former Prime 
Minister of the Cape, was asked by the Committee on the Destitute Children 
Relief Bill if he thought it ‘a very hard case for a poor European if his child were 
forcibly taken away from him to a school for three years’, he responded for many 
when he said:

  There you have to consider and come to a determination between what you 
call a hardship to the parent and the interests of society. I take it it is not in 
the interests of society that any children should grow up uneducated, and 
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probably swell the criminal classes. ... When a parent neglects that duty I think 
the State is quite justified in stepping in, and that the inconvenience, or sup-
posed inconvenience, to the parent ought not to stand in the way of the inter-
ests of the State and the interests of the child.  61     

 Although Scanlen was not a member of the Bond, he was a supporter of Rhodes 
and the coalition, and shared the AB’s belief that the existence of poor, white, 
uneducated, and unemployed children posed an existential threat to the mainte-
nance of white power in the Cape. A distinction can be drawn here with the views 
of the DRC. Ministers of the DRC saw it as their duty to educate and improve the 
lives of impoverished whites and thought of the schools they established for poor 
white children as ‘ liefdadig werk ’ (charitable work).  62   There is little evidence to sug-
gest that the church was concerned by the maintenance of white power.  63   In con-
trast, one supporter of the Bond urged other members to ‘Reflect for a moment 
[on] the danger to the State to have such an army of what might be termed “White 
Barbarians”’.  64   Bond politicians and activists were now willing to empower the 
state to remove children from their parents. The Act also defined what should 
constitute a white childhood. In doing so, the Act linked the upbringings of white 
children more closely to the interests of the state. According to the Act, white 
children should expect to have financially solvent parents who would educate 
their children until, at least, their fifteenth birthday, and would raise them to be 
productive, hardworking citizens. Like the DRC, the colonial state came to real-
ise that the ‘proper’ upbringing and education of white children was absolutely 
vital to the future prosperity of the state, and used school attendance and the law 
as ways of enforcing the kind of white childhood which it believed would pro-
duce good colonial citizens. This was, clearly, a middle-class childhood: white, 
middle-class parents could afford to provide their children with the prolonged 
childhoods spent mainly at school and in other ‘improving’ activities. As in the 
1870s, the colonial government ‘normalised’ middle-class family life and held it 
up as the only – the ‘natural’ – way in which to raise children. 

 Politicians argued that rural children who worked on their parents’ farms and 
were raised without schooling experienced ‘unnatural’ childhoods. They risked 
becoming perpetually ‘idle’ adults. J.M. Coetzee argues that since the seventeenth 
century, colonial commentators had been obsessed by the idea of ‘idleness’. 
Allegations of ‘Hottentot’ idleness were used partly as justification for European 
conquest: idleness, cited usually along with a set of characteristics which included 
not washing, living in impermanent structures, and being nomadic, were pro-
vided as examples of indigenous ‘uncivilisation’. Later concerns about white idle-
ness were seen as a betrayal of the civilising mission – as a retreat from ‘European’ 
values.  65   Witnesses called before the commission of inquiry into the Destitute 
Children Relief Bill were anxious to ensure that poor white children in the col-
ony’s rural areas were not allowed to continue being idle. Haldane Murray said 
that the ‘idle’ poor whites in his district married too early, and married their 
cousins. Rev. Christoffel Muller of the DRC who had previously worked among 
the poor white woodcutters in Knysna suggested that some were so ‘lazy, indigent 
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and slovenly’ they ‘even refuse[d] to wash themselves’.  66   Fears around rural idle-
ness were connected to the discourse around the ‘backwardness’ of the colony’s 
rural white farmers. Their unwillingness to implement new ‘scientific’ farming 
methods was frequently characterised as a kind of idleness. Poor white adults 
lacked the skills and the will to work, and were in grave danger of becoming 
racially ‘degenerate’. They operated wilfully on the fringes of colonial society and 
economy, and needed to be brought within the Cape’s developing capitalist sys-
tem. Poor white adults, believed inspectors, could not be saved – or pulled back 
from this retreat – but children certainly could. One Cape industrialist spoke for 
many when he argued ‘that the adults are irreclaimable. You must let them die 
off, and teach the young ones to work.’  67   Indeed, poor white adults were charac-
terised largely as ‘careless’ and incompetent parents: Thomas te Water, a Bond 
MP, agreed that poor white children needed to be ‘rescued’ from their parents.  68   
All the inspectors recommended that compulsory elementary education be intro-
duced, and that rural white children attend industrial schools to train them to 
be skilled artisans and productive farmers. They had to be removed from their 
parents to learn ‘working habits’ and to become integrated into white, middle-
class colonial society. 

 White childhood was, thus, to be productive. White children were not to be 
destitute, neglected, abused, or idle. The Act empowered the state to remove 
white children found ‘habitually begging’, ‘wandering and not having any home 
or settled place of abode’, or without ‘possible means of subsistence’ from their 
parents or guardians. Children would only be returned to their parents if they 
could prove that they were able to educate and support their children.  69   The 
Act enforced this particular understanding of white childhood by allowing the 
state to intervene in what was formerly considered to be the wholly ‘sanctified’ 
space of the white home. When parents were unable to fulfil their ‘parental duty 
of maintenance’, the law was allowed to step in.  70   Also, the Destitute Children 
Relief Act effectively instituted compulsory education for white children whose 
parents were either neglectful or very poor. In 1896, an Education Commission 
recommended that compulsory elementary education be implemented for white 
children, but before then, regional meetings of the Bond had alluded repeatedly 
to the need to educate poor white children, and even to introduce compulsory 
education.  71   At one such meeting a member of the AB announced that ‘We must 
have education for every son and daughter of South Africa.’  72   By this he meant 
that the Cape should institute compulsory education for every white boy and girl 
in the colony, but this argument showed up the extent to which education had 
become linked to the political aims of the Bond, and, more broadly, to the future 
prosperity of the Cape.  

  Mass education for white children? 

 In 1905, the Cape’s Education Act introduced compulsory education for white 
children between the ages of 7 and 14. Coloured and black parents were encour-
aged to send their children to school, but the Education Act did not compel them 
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to do so.  73   Natal and the two former Boer Republics enacted similar legislation, 
and along with a greater availability of bursaries and boarding schools for poor 
children, caused an increase in the numbers of white children attending school 
after the South African War. Nevertheless, when the Union was declared in 1910, 
only slightly more than half of all white children between the ages of 7 and 15 
years were enrolled in school.  74   The 1895 Destitute Children Relief Act made 
the legislation passed by the Cape in 1905, possible. But the concerns which 
informed this Act – a profound fear of the social, political, and economic impli-
cations of white poverty – did not disappear after 1910. If anything, they were 
amplified. Education in South Africa after Union was, as in the Cape during the 
final decades of the nineteenth century, organised around the needs of white 
children, and specifically those who were poor. This shaped education policy 
during the 1920s and 1930s. The declaration of Union, as well as the emergence 
of a stronger Afrikaner nationalist movement, connected the education of white 
children more closely to the future fortunes of South Africa. 

 Even after 1910, each of the four provinces – the two former British colonies 
and Boer Republics – which constituted South Africa retained autonomy over 
education policy. The national Department of Education was responsible for the 
provision of higher education, which will be discussed in greater detail below, 
and, after the passing of the 1913 Children’s Protection Act, for the education 
of destitute and neglected children.  75   Between 1910 and 1930, the numbers of 
white children enrolled in school almost doubled, from 179,000 to 384,000. 
By 1930, 88 per cent of all white children between the ages of 7 and 15 were 
enrolled in full-time education. This success over a relatively short period of 
time was due to two main factors. Firstly, government spending on education 
grew from 14 per cent of the national budget in 1910, to almost 28 per cent in 
1930.  76   Secondly, South Africa witnessed massive urbanisation during the first 
half of the twentieth century. Industrialisation, drought, and two devastating 
depressions at the beginning and end of the 1920s had a disproportionate impact 
on the country’s agricultural population. Former farmers and agricultural work-
ers of all races streamed to the country’s cities. Urbanisation of impoverished 
whites was particularly noticeable: in 1926, half of all whites lived in cities, and 
within a decade this rose to more than 65 per cent.  77   As a result of this, more 
white children than ever before were living near schools. 

 As in the Cape at the end of the nineteenth century, industrialisation and eco-
nomic expansion in the 1920s and 1930s increased the numbers of impoverished 
whites. In 1929, the South African government devoted 13 per cent of its budget 
to the eradication of white poverty. By the end of the 1920s, it was estimated that 
out of a total of 1,800,000 whites, 300,000 were ‘very poor’, and nearly all of these 
were Afrikaans. The *Carnegie Commission of Investigation on the Poor White 
Question (1929–1932) concluded that an inability to adapt to a changing eco-
nomic climate, outdated farming methods, and poor education were to blame for 
the existence of such a large proportion of impoverished whites. It recommended 
that access to schooling be improved for these white children.  78   African poverty 
was as acute and even more widespread, but the existence of this group of poor 
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whites was seen to hamper South Africa’s economic and political growth, and to 
undermine the country’s growing international stature. South African politicians 
saw the South African state as representing the interests of its white population, 
and, as a result, it was the education of its white population which concerned its 
government.  79   

 From 1910 onwards, in their attempts to improve the quality of white educa-
tion and to boost the numbers of white children at school both the national and 
provincial departments of education focussed on two aspects of education  policy: 
language and vocational training. The Carnegie Commission (as late as 1932) 
and others blamed predominantly English-medium education for the low pro-
portion of impoverished Afrikaners who attended school. Since the 1909 South 
Africa Act, Dutch and English had been placed on an equal footing. By 1920, 
Dutch had been replaced by Afrikaans, and all four provinces had enacted legisla-
tion which allowed for mother tongue education. The introduction of Afrikaans-
medium schooling was, though, a very slow process, and particularly so for 
schools in rural areas.  80   Vocational education was rolled out more quickly. From 
the early 1920s, domestic and agricultural science, and woodwork were added 
to the elementary school curriculum. The state also took over responsibility for 
industrial education, though this was always small beer despite its rapid expan-
sion. In the Cape, there were almost 400 pupils in these institutions by 1910, and 
nationally, this number swelled to 3,479 pupils in 43 industrial schools by 1930. 
As the Department of Education noted, this was hardly an adequate response to 
‘poor whiteism’.  81   

 Yet the extension of higher education meant that vocational training for older 
adolescents was increasingly available. In 1916, the University Act established a 
new national university, the University of South Africa, and gave two university 
colleges, in Cape Town and Stellenbosch, full university status. The Universities 
of the Witwatersrand and Pretoria followed in 1921 and 1930, respectively. This 
legislation, greater financial aid, and the increasing numbers of white pupils fin-
ishing secondary school meant that after 1920 the numbers of whites attending 
university soared. In 1920, around 3,000 white students were enrolled at univer-
sity. Twenty years later, this number jumped to over 13,000.  82   The 1923 Higher 
Education Act legislated for the introduction of vocational high schools offering 
technical, commercial, and domestic training. These proved to be particularly 
successful. They were well funded by the Union government, and also permitted 
students to enrol on a part-time basis. This meant that by 1926, they had 2,484 
full-time and 13,184 part-time students.  83   

 These developments in state-organised schooling, though, only benefited white 
and, in the Cape, coloured children. For African children, education remained in 
the hands of mission societies and churches, although these mission schools did 
receive some state aid. In the Cape, all elementary education, regardless of race, 
was made free in 1920. Each of the provinces supported the principle of mother 
tongue education for African children, and contributed to industrial and agri-
cultural training for African children. All curricula emphasised vocational over 
academic education. Those schools which were run efficiently provided a small 
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number of African children with a good quality elementary and secondary educa-
tion. The children of the tiny African middle-class received schooling which was 
of an equal quality with the best education on offer to their white counterparts 
at well-established mission schools like Lovedale, Blythswood, and Healdtown. 
The 1923 Higher Education Act also made provision for a university specifically 
for African students, the University of Fort Hare. But the overwhelming majority 
of African children received little or no education. By the mid-1930s, at least 70 
per cent of African children were not in school, and that schooling which was 
available was badly funded, chaotic, and overcrowded. This was largely because 
of fears that educated Africans would pose a threat to the employment prospects 
of whites.  84   

 As at the end of the nineteenth century, education was ‘raced’ in early twenti-
eth-century South Africa. White children were educated to become skilled work-
ers and employers of labour, while African children were prepared for lives as 
manual and unskilled labourers. Nevertheless, even though the majority of white 
children were in full-time education by 1930, providing white children with 
good quality education, with a particular focus on vocational training which 
was believed to be particularly crucial to South Africa’s economic development, 
was by no means a smooth and uncomplicated process. Importantly, it was now 
widely accepted that elementary education for whites should be compulsory, that 
this education should be provided by the state, and that the state had a right and 
a duty to ensure that all white children were enrolled in school.  

  Conclusion 

 The purpose of this chapter has been to seek the origins of the discourse around 
compulsory education in South Africa and, particularly, the Cape Colony. The 
idea of compulsory education for white children was first mooted during the 
1870s, at a moment when colonial nationalism ‘reached maturity’, the Cape’s 
economy began to expand as a result of the mineral revolution, and responsible 
government was granted. White children – and particularly white boys – needed 
to be educated to become the next generation of colonial politicians, business-
men, and professionals. In addition to this, commentators worried that the Cape’s 
rural interior – and its white rural population – was being left behind by the col-
ony’s economic and political progress. Removing white boys from their homes 
to be educated in urban boarding schools seemed to be one way of gradually 
bringing rural whites into the Cape’s white, middle class mainstream. However, 
the Department of Education balked at the idea of making education compulsory 
for white children: it was an excessive remedy to the problem, Superintendent 
Dale argued, and the state had no right to intervene in the ‘sanctified’ space of 
the home. 

 Yet by the 1890s, with the emergence of a strong Afrikaner nationalist move-
ment in Cape politics and in the midst of growing concerns about ‘poor whiteism’, 
nationalist politicians began to agitate for the introduction of compulsory edu-
cation for all white children as the best means of ensuring the maintenance of 
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political and economic power in white hands. The Destitute Children Relief Act 
not only linked the upbringing and education of white children to the well-being 
of the state by defining what should constitute a white childhood, but it insti-
tuted a form of compulsory education for those children whose parents, it was 
believed, were most guilty of ignoring their instruction. It was aimed at the poor-
est white families. While the DRC had long been willing to intervene in relation-
ships between parents and children in the name of spreading the Gospel, the AB 
and the Cape government enacted legislation in the 1890s which made the colo-
nial state ultimately responsible for the care and education of poor and neglected 
white children. 

 Between 1910 and 1930, compulsory elementary education was introduced for 
South Africa’s white children. Because these children were seen as being signifi-
cant to the maintenance of white power over South Africa’s politics and economy, 
their education was privileged above that of their black and coloured counter-
parts. Indeed, South African citizenship was conceived in racial terms, meaning 
that white children – whose citizenship was never in doubt – received a better 
funded and organised education than their black and coloured counterparts. It 
was only in 1996, exactly a century after a commission of enquiry into education 
first recommended that compulsory education be implemented in the Cape, that 
education became compulsory for all South African children between the ages of 
7 and 15, regardless of race. The South African Schools Act effectively introduced 
mass education. As in the nineteenth century, education was highly politicised in 
twentieth-century South Africa. After 1948, the Apartheid state instituted discrete 
departments of education for each race group, and systematically and deliberately 
underfunded the education of coloured and, especially, black children, who were 
intended – as in the nineteenth century – only to be prepared to become manual 
or semi-skilled labourers. The idea of mass education in South Africa was, then, 
‘raced’ throughout most of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Mass edu-
cation, as it was experienced in the West during the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, was only implemented in South Africa in the 1990s.  

  Timeline 

 1839: Cape Colony’s Department of Education founded 

 1861–63: Watermeyer Commission. First significant enquiry into the state of edu-
cation in the Cape Colony 

 1873: The Dutch Reformed Church in the Cape Colony calls for the introduction 
of free and compulsory education for white children 

 1895: The Destitute Children Relief Act. Allowed magistrates in the Cape Colony 
to take children away from their parents and place them in school 

 1896: Cape Colony’s Select Committee on Education calls for compulsory 
schooling 

 1905: Cape Colony instituted compulsory education for white children from 7 
to 15 
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 1916: Establishment of the University of South Africa 

 1923: Higher Education Act: introduced vocational high schools in the Union 
of South Africa and made provision for a university for African students, Fort 
Hare 

 1996: compulsory education for all children in South Africa from seven to 15, 
regardless of race  

  Glossary 

  Carnegie Commission : in 1932 the Carnegie Corporation produced a report on 
the ‘poor white’ problem in South Africa. It made recommendations about segre-
gation that some have seen as a blueprint for Apartheid. 

  normal school:  teacher training college or similar institution. 

  synod:  clerical congress with authority over church matters.  
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     11 
 India’s Trials with Citizenship, 
Modernisation and Nationhood   
    Nita   Kumar    

   A succession of governors-general of the East India Company, from Warren 
Hastings to Lord Dalhousie, expanded and consolidated the company’s terri-
tories in India between 1772 and 1857. The officials put new revenue and legal 
structures in place, based, as they surmised, on some continuing legacies of 
Mughal and provincial rule. They intervened in the technological processes of 
the  subcontinent, introducing new transport, communication, irrigation, and 
banking measures. Then, beginning in the 1830s, escalating into the 1850s, they 
intervened in the educational structures in a formal and deliberate way. 

 The educational policy of the East India Company was expressed in the Dispatch 
of 1854, called ‘the Magna Charta [sic] of the Education Department:’  1   ‘ ... the 
main object of the educational system ... is to diffuse widely among the people 
European knowledge ... ’ This European knowledge would teach the natives

  the marvellous results of the employment of labour and capital, rouse them to 
emulate us in the development of the vast resources of the country ... ; and at 
the same time, secure to us a large and more certain supply of many articles 
necessary for our manufactures and extensively consumed by all classes of 
our population, as well as an almost inexhaustible demand for the products of 
British labour.  2     

 Most radically, the East India Company set up in 1857 three universities in their 
so-called three presidency towns of Calcutta, Bombay, and Madras, on the model 
of the University of London. That is, they affiliated and examined the new col-
leges. The models for the new colleges were the Hindu College, Calcutta (founded 
[hereafter f.] 1816), and the Elphinstone College, Bombay (f. 1827), both set up 
in temporary locations by committees of local gentlemen, then moved to their 
permanent sites and aided and co-administered by the government. By the 
1850s, there were 11 English colleges and 40 high schools in British India being 
run by the government. Additionally there were 92 English-language mission-
ary schools. These, with their 9,000 and 13,000 students respectively, comprised 
the new ‘ system.’ The system consisted of a new education, characterised by a 
new  technology,  of buildings, spaces, furniture, textbooks, languages, teaching 
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methods, routines and rituals; by a new  philosophy , of the relationships between 
student, teacher, text, and the world; and by a new  politics , of control by a central 
power, not only over purpose but over definitions of truth and meaning. 

 This history is characterised by Syed Nurullah and J.P. Naik, the most succinct 
commentators on Indian education, as ‘a great drama,’ where,

  The  setting  ... is provided, not only by the social, political, and constitutional 
history of India, but also by the social, political, and educational develop-
ments in contemporary England ... The  conflict  of the drama lies in the struggle 
between the Old and the New, between the effort – however well-intentioned 
it might have been – by non-Indians to impose a cheap imitation of the British 
educational system on India and the desire of the people of the country to cre-
ate a new system to meet their own peculiar needs and problems.  3     

 This characterisation of Indian education by terms such as ‘impose,’ ‘imitation,’ 
‘foreign,’ and ‘conflict,’ is reflected in the figures of speech, sometimes the very 
titles, used by other authors of Indian education; for instance: ‘Reversing the gaze;’ 
‘Alternative sciences;’ ‘Masks of conquest;’ ‘Dominance without hegemony;’ and 
‘the colonial construction of knowledge.’  4   

 This sense of conflict apart, a narrative of Indian education may be shadowed 
by another sense of doom. We know that today, in 2010, mass education has still 
not been successfully implemented in India and as many as 40 per cent of Indian 
people are outside its reach. There is a curious parallel between the sense of fail-
ure today and that of the contemporary educators and observers in the period 
1870–1930:

  ... it is probable that no government has  ever before  had an educational problem 
of  such  magnitude and difficulty. The problem of the education of the Filipinos 
or of the Japanese or even of the Africans, is  not to be compared  with the task 
of providing India with an education which will develop her people and help 
them contribute to her national uplift. Only China furnishes a parallel, and 
 even China  is not hampered so greatly as India by  racial, social, and religious 
cleavages .  5     

 My submission is that the narrative of Indian education, and the sense of failure 
that characterises it at every stage is produced by parallel, related, but also un-
related developments that may best be called ‘multiple narratives’.  

  The narrative of missionary education 

 We proceed then with our narratives. By ‘education’ we mean here ‘colonial edu-
cation’ as introduced formally into India in the nineteenth century by the East 
India Company, then the British Crown. ‘Education’ here does not mean indig-
enous education, education in pre-colonial systems or formats, education of the 
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arts or sciences in the  guru – shishya parampara  (the master–student relationship), 
vocational training or apprenticeship. 

 In this usage, we would say that the pioneers in ‘mass education’ were Christian 
missionaries and printers, as far back as in the Malabar in the sixteenth century, 
in Tamil Nadu in the seventeenth century and in Trichnopoly and Tanjore in 
the eighteenth century. The Serampore trio – William Carey (1761–1834), Joshua 
Marshman (1768–1837) and William Ward (1769–1823) – were a spectacular 
example of pioneering work in education in Bengal. Marshman’s  Hints Relative to 
Native Schools  (Serampore, 1816) was followed by fund-raising efforts that enabled 
them to set up 103 schools in 1816–17. Serampore College, the peak of their edu-
cational effort, was founded in 1818. Observations on the culture of the people, 
often closer than what government would produce in succeeding years, led to an 
emphasis on teaching in the vernaculars. 

 But even more, missionary education deserves high marks for its emphasis 
on the quality of the teaching of English. Individual missionaries put emphasis 
on  explanation  and could get disturbed by the failure of a foreign tongue and 
 distant ideas to reach the mind of the student,  leaving him to simply regurgitate 
words and passages. It was the missionaries’ intention, whatever the individual 
differences between the Baptist, the Methodist, the Church and the London 
Missionary Societies – and they could be great – to build up a church in India. 
For this, they reasoned, they needed to reach the minds of students. The ten-
sion between the desirability and the difficulty of doing this, as well as the 
attendant tension between the distaste for indigenous culture, and the recog-
nition of the dignity of human beings, is well demonstrated in the career of 
the Scottish missionary Alexander Duff (1806–1878), who arguably created the 
model for English education in India. The irrelevance of the educator’s ideolog-
ical position becomes clear when we examine how Duff was unabashedly one 
of the most vitriolic of all missionaries in his attitude towards Hinduism, and 
on principle opposed to Sanskrit or Hindi. He argued, in his  Recollections , that it 
was the very act of learning English that taught new terms, new ideas, and new 
truths. By learning English, according to Duff, a student learnt to be Christian 
rather than Hindu.  6   

 The Duff thesis was correct to an extent, and missionary education  succeeded 
in producing classes of natives who were proud of their rationalism. The Madras 
Christian College, (f. 1837), Wilson College, Bombay (f. 1829, renamed in 1843), 
St John’s College, Agra (f. 1853), and the Christian College, Lucknow (f. 1877) 
were a few of the many examples of the quality of missionary education. While 
missionaries believed that quality English-learning testified to the superiority of 
Christianity and that, once learnt, the leaven of Christian ideas would work to 
fatally rupture the Hindu mould of thought, Indians felt that the value of English 
could be appropriated without the discourses of Christianity impinging on 
their everyday life. Indeed, groups of natives followed the example of Christian 
missionaries in setting up English-language schools. In Calcutta, the School Book 
Society and the School Society were founded in 1817 and 1819, with grants from 
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the government, which was the first, early acknowledgement by the government 
of the need for the education of the people.  7   

 But the trajectory of missionary schools in India, after their initial leadership, 
was a troubled one. They were not given, as they saw it, sufficient patronage, or 
even autonomy to function, by the state. The several Christian associations in 
England and Scotland which had missions and educational institutions in India, 
formed one body called the ‘General Council on Education in India’ that made, 
in 1881, a set of comparisons between India and Britain. They made the follow-
ing points:  

   (1)     While in England one twentieth of the revenue was devoted to the education 
of the people, or 2s. 6d. a head, in India it was only one eightieth, or less than 
1d. a head.  

  (2)     In India only nine pupils per 1,000 of the population were in school, whereas 
in England about 160 in the thousand were.  

  (3)     The department for elementary instruction in India did not keep pace with 
the natural increase of the population, so that there were millions more of 
uneducated children than when the Dispatch of 1854 was first promulgated. 
While the natural increase of the population was 200,000 children of school-
age, the increase in the number of children going to school was not even 
50,000.  8      

 Nothing happened after the 1880s to change this lack of balance between India 
and Britain. The state and the missionaries both vied for the position of saviour 
to the Indian people and were not happy with each other. Government schools 
did not flourish for a variety of reasons that we discuss later. Missionary schools 
could not flourish because government was partial to its own schools and only 
nurtured those. Most of all missionary schools could not flourish  as they origi-
nally intended  because it was very tedious a process to convert significant numbers 
through education. Although missionary educators had almost infinite patience, 
it was clear that by the nineteenth century they had resigned themselves to 
socialise and influence a relatively small number of upper caste, upper class men, 
instead of the vast population of India, as had been the original hope. Missionary 
education’s narrative, then, is one of elite and not mass education, although its 
beginnings had been in the reverse direction. 

 The education of elite Indians in missionary schools, however, had a direct 
bearing on the state of the education of the masses. The missionary schools of 
the elite were at one extreme in the spectrum of schools, with their resources of 
buildings, teachers, and facilities, at the other extreme of which lay the under-
staffed, underprovided village and municipal schools. In the elite missionary 
schools, the quality of the teaching of the curriculum, with its English and 
European history, science, philosophy, and literature, and of course the English 
language, was so superior to the teaching of the same subjects in the schools 
for the masses that a different breed of Indian person was produced in each 
school. Secondly, apart from the direct curriculum, and as attested by many 
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school songs, the thrust of the new education was to produce ‘gentlemen’ who 
could be counted upon to be always true to the Victorian ideals of manliness, 
uprightness,  sportsmanship, and honour. The hidden curriculum was to produce 
a distance between elite Indians and the masses of their countrymen, who were 
ignorant heathens, and definitely not potential gentlemen with the virtues of 
manliness and truthfulness. 

 The new educated Indians gradually developed a consciousness of having to 
explain and defend themselves vis-à-vis the West, of being placed between two 
worlds, of belonging, in different degrees, to both, and also fully to neither. 
Their view of the past and future of their societies was shaped by this hyper-
consciousness of the West as omnipresent, as something normative and authori-
tarian, ‘watching them’. This colonial consciousness was exacerbated by the use 
of English professionally and for pleasure. The colonial consciousness, the use of 
English, the conflicts of identity, and the new art forms and politics this gener-
ated, were not shared by the uneducated or those educated in schools different 
from missionary schools. We may thus be justified in saying about missionary 
education that, insofar as it was the education of elites in India, and judging from 
the role in history played by elites, it was the most important narrative in the his-
tory of modern Indian education.  

  The narrative of state education 

 There was an early impasse between the government and the missionaries, with 
the latter forbidden until 1823 to enter the East India Company’s (EIC) dominions 
(thus Serampore College, in the EIC’s domains, had to ask the king of Denmark 
for authorisation to give degrees). Close on the heels of the missionary initiative 
in schooling was that by the East India Company itself, replaced in 1858 by the 
British Crown. The Dispatch of the Court of Directors dated 19 July 1854 created 
an officer with the title of Director of Public Instruction, appointed to each of 
the presidencies  9   and lieutenant-governorships, to whom the superintendence of 
the work of education was entrusted; and under these officers, a staff of inspect-
ors and sub-inspectors was organised, who were in effect to act in their several 
spheres as the local representatives of the director. This directive was in line with 
the efforts being made to construct a system of public instruction back home in 
England. The principles laid down in the Dispatch of 1854 were considered appli-
cable up to the 1880s, when a commission was appointed on 3 February 1882 to 
invite suggestions for carrying out still further the policy of that Dispatch. 

 The comparison made by the missionaries the year before the commission was 
set up between educational expenditure by the state in England and that in India, 
cited above, was dismissed by the government as being ‘thoroughly European, 
and not at all Indian’.  10   It was using a European standard to view critically the 
fact that of the total expenditure of the Indian government in 1877–78 of over 
£58 million, while over £15 million was spent on the army and £7 million on the 
collection of revenue, only £730,000 was spent on the entire education of about 
200 million people. Similarly, that there were 46 colleges with a total of less than 
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5,000 pupils in all the colleges of India was a statistic that should not be weighed 
in comparison with Europe.  11   Yet, if the system of education in India was not 
to be compared to England’s in the sense of expecting a certain amount of gov-
ernment expenditure, government planning, and success in recruiting students, 
what  was  to be its model? If asked this question, the government would have had 
to admit this to be its domestic system. The contradiction would then have stared 
it in the face. 

 The state’s educational policy of spreading Westernisation, claimed govern-
ment officials in their evidence to this enquiry, could be thwarted in two ways. 
One was the helplessness of sheer distance from England, the location of the col-
ony in tropical conditions, and the deleterious effects of this on everything, such 
as school buildings:

  [The architectural styles of educational buildings] were all, like the empire 
builders themselves, slightly mutated  en voyage ...   The architectural styles got 
cruder, looser, wider and very often larger. They were making the sea change 
from a highly advanced Western country, whose art stood in the direct line of 
descent from Greece, Rome, the Gothic master-masons and the Renaissance, to 
a country whose educated architecture sprang from different roots altogether, 
and whose vernacular styles were evolved to meet the demands of extreme 
poverty and simplicity of material ... Throughout the long building period of 
British India, the constructions were, so to speak, roughened by their setting. 
It was inevitable.  12     

 The other major undermining of the new policy occurred because of inadequate 
funding (even when comparisons with England were ignored). The resources 
available for education were meagre, and it was consensually agreed that almost 
no school could be properly housed or staffed. The problem lay partly in a struc-
ture of distribution, with less going to the provincial than to the presidency 
towns. But it lay largely in the size of the total outlay. The distance between the 
amounts needed, say Rs 337 lakhs, and the amount available, Rs 42 lakhs, was 
incommensurable.  13   The ‘filtration theory’ favoured in different parts of the sub-
continent at different times, but influential everywhere for a large part of the 
time, advocated concentration on higher education. A major cause of its advocacy 
was the realisation that the funds government was willing to part with were quite 
inadequate for mass education.  14   

 Apart from directly setting up schools, funds were needed for giving grants-in-
aid to the schools set up by concerned individuals and bodies, in line with the 
top-heavy philosophy of downward filtration. Local taxes were used for this pur-
pose, and they could not be raised above a point. There were differences between 
the three presidencies and then the North-Western Provinces and Punjab,  15   but 
two things were in common. Very few of the vernacular schools came to be aided, 
and these were not the provincial ones. Second, the criteria for receiving grants-
in-aid were made progressively more stringent, which was then followed by obser-
vations about the inadequacies of the schools. People simply failed to run them 
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according to the new norms, and their failure was then characterised by the state 
as ‘the want of enlightenment in Native communities’.  16   

 The recommendation of Thomas Munro in Madras, Thomas Thomason in 
the Northwestern provinces, and William Adam in Bengal, as well as of Wood’s 
 dispatch in 1854 and the Indian Education Commission of 1882, that existing 
indigenous elementary schools, strengthened and improved by guidance and 
financial aid, be adopted as the foundation of a national system of education, 
came to nothing. The policy that was popular was that of ‘downward filtration’ 
and the claim most commonly made was of paucity of financial resources. This 
kept the new education an elite monopoly. The government directed its interest at 
its universities, even when the Indian Education Commission of 1882 emphasised 
elementary education and the Government Resolution on Educational Policy of 
1904 pointed out that the rate of growth of elementary schools was  not  keep-
ing pace with that of secondary schools. Even while funding gradually increased 
from both central and state government and numbers rose steadily, the percent-
age of literacy remained only 5.2 in 1921–22, not appreciably better than the 
4.4 per cent calculated on the basis of Adam’s figures for 1821–22. 

 Who attended the schools financed by the government? As with the  missionary 
schools, it was largely the upper classes, and more than with missionary schools, 
this could be seen as the deliberate policy of the state. The new education catered 
to those who could be counted upon to be good colonial subjects, who would 
act as interpreters and middlemen between the state and the masses, who would 
fulfil all the tasks of imperialism that could not be performed directly by the 
British. Even the policy of encouraging private enterprise in education led to a 
result where the urban upper and middle classes had to choose between their 
own facilities for English learning – the main means of income and respectabil-
ity open to them – and support for mass education. They certainly demonstrated 
that they had the will and the resources for educating  their  children. They failed 
to take leadership of the masses to the extent the government imagined they 
should. The rural masses had themselves neither the leadership, nor the will, nor 
the resources. The government, arguably, needed to take the initiative instead of 
leaving it to private enterprise, and once it had dismissed indigenous education as 
worthless, to establish an efficient system of mass primary education, as countries 
like France and England were beginning to do. 

 Bengal, as the earliest and most intimate contact point of the British, first expe-
rienced the emergence of the new educated *comprador class, interested in the 
new education and seeking it for its children. Drawn from various regions, social 
strata and histories, its formation was in the new schools, its professions were 
all directly related to the colonial government, and its lifestyles were definable 
as ‘sahib-like’ or anglicised. The ‘bhadralok’ was the name given to this class in 
Bengal: a useful term because it combined within it some of the complexities of 
the situation of the ‘middle class,’ the ‘educated classes,’ ‘regional elites,’ and so 
on.  Bhadra  means cultured or civil,  lok  means people. 

 Bhadralok families were sincere about desiring an English and modern educa-
tion for their children. They could make sacrifices, such as separation, with the 
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son studying in the city supported by his mother while the father and grand-
parents continued to be based in the village; or channelling sizeable resources 
to education rather than other types of consumption. They were mostly high 
and middle caste families, already in professions that had a continuity with the 
emerging ‘new professions,’ such as the legal, medical, administrative, journal-
istic and teaching professions. These were also the same professions chosen by 
the graduates of missionary schools. The difference between the missionary and 
state schools was that they both did the same thing – educate the new elite of the 
country – but the missionary schools did it better. 

 In both cases, we should be clear, there was an upper and a lower end type of 
school. But the model of this new schooling – a certain school building, printed 
textbooks, centralised curricula, fixed schedules and examinations – was one that 
could work better the higher up in society the school was placed. The poorer, 
rural schools were ‘poor’ not only with reference to the student body they catered 
to, but in their facilities and quality of the education they provided. 

 There were two other major limitations in a possible state plan to educate the 
masses in India. One was that state schools failed to suggest an alternative to the 
literary and book-oriented instruction that was established as the norm, by intro-
ducing any kind of vocational training. The schemes for this, from Sir Richard 
Temple’s recommendations to the *Famine Commission in 1881, to Abbott and 
Wood’s  Report on Vocational Education in India  in 1937, remained on paper and 
could not overcome the dominant prejudice that vocational education stood far 
lower than liberal education. But this ‘prejudice’ arose only after the modern lib-
eral system of non-utilitarian, book-based learning had become entrenched well 
enough to seem normative to those successful in it or those anticipating success. 
For peasants and workers, and for pre-colonial professionals as well, the old indig-
enous education had been understood as basically ‘vocational,’ in that it trained 
differentially according to the career prospect of the student. People made per-
iodic demands, such as during the Education Commission Enquiry of 1882, for 
more ‘relevant’ subjects such as *mahajani accounts and Indian mathematics that 
relied on oral tables of fractions. We may speculate that had ‘vocational train-
ing’ been developed as an integral part of the school curriculum, there would 
have been a positive response to it and not a prejudice, as government claimed it 
foresaw. 

 We may further argue that the liberal, book-based education provided by the 
state was itself a vocational education, in that it prepared students for strictly a 
certain number of jobs, and rendered them totally incapable of any other work, in 
skills, but also culturally and psychologically. To spend years in mastering English 
meant that the student would only ever aim for a career in which English was the 
requirement. Such jobs were numbered. The circularity of a type of curriculum 
and school, the production of a type of student, and the natural limitation of the 
kind of work that such students could then seek to do, was complete – making 
mass education problematic in principle. 

 The other limitation of the new education was its lack of appeal to certain com-
munities: occupational communities such as artisans, merchants, and farmers, and 
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religious ‘communities’ such as Muslims. After 1857 the British attitude changed 
to a more pragmatic and cynical approach: from seeing Indians as backward but 
amenable to reason and enlightenment, the subcontinent was seen as populated 
not by persons at all but by communities who had their religious interests in the 
forefront. They had to be manipulated, not enlightened. The interests of the state 
demanded that their religious, ‘primordial’ identities be, if not transformed, ren-
dered private and non-threatening, and one of the means of control was colo-
nial education. Muslims, in fact, were not one ‘community’ and had a variety of 
responses to the prospects of colonial schooling. Some turned their backs on it 
fully and set up Islamic * madrasas , claiming that the colonial model lacked ethics. 
Others adopted some part of the model and set up schools that attempted a syn-
thesis between the Western and the domestic traditions. Still other reformers, as 
we shall see in the narrative of nationalist education, wanted to reform and uplift 
their brethren by reinterpreting native religion and tradition as amenable to sci-
ence and rationality, as did Syed Ahmad Khan. Nevertheless, the ‘backwardness’ 
of Muslims remained a fact all through our period and was due to the inability of 
the state to develop a strategy to woo them over to liberal education.  

  The narrative of indigenous education 

 What about the indigenous schools, then? These were ambiguous institutions, of 
which there were reported in the nineteenth century to be thousands in every 
province, ranging across some 26 different types of schools, that already served 
as a national education in India, and whose gradual disappearance few seemed 
to notice, and even fewer mourn. There were different opinions on indigenous 
schools, some of which were neutral and accepting. 

 The Director of Public Instruction in the North-Western Provinces, M. Kempson, 
in his  Reports of the Local Education Committees for 1871 , described indigenous 
teaching positively. ‘Poor as these schools are, they are the national schools of the 
country and there can be no doubt that without any undue pressure they are capa-
ble of being improved and expanded into most prosperous and useful schools.’  17   
This opinion had prevailed as far back as 1850: ‘it can hardly be doubted, but that 
it is this class of schools, ill-remunerated, uncertain of their duration, and narrow 
in their space as they at present are, to which we must look for the basis of any 
improved system of education for the people.’  18   

 The methods of instruction of indigenous schools were called ‘rude and prim-
itive’ with colonial forthrightness. But Bell and Lancaster were also evoked, who 
imitated the indigenous *monitorial system in their schools, considering it an 
improvement on other prevailing systems. The method of reading aloud as the 
student wrote was similarly praised. Every *Pestalozzian, it was claimed, ‘must 
admit that the system which makes the learner use his fingers and his eyes, at 
the same time that he employs his vocal muscles and his sense of hearing is more 
scientific, because capable of making stronger and more diverse nervous impres-
sions, than that of quietly looking at letters in a printed book in order to learn 
their shapes.’  19   
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 There were scores of kinds of schools in the indigenous system, with three 
main kinds of schools: * tols , for higher education in Sanskrit; * pathshalas  that 
taught the vernaculars, and * maktabs , teaching a combination of vernaculars, 
Urdu, and the Qur’an Sharif. The subjects of instruction in the  pathshalas  were 
 writing, reading, arithmetic and accounts, * zamindari  papers, letter writing, 
 versified *Puranic tales and versified ‘heroic legends.’  20   In  maktabs  the students 
learnt by rote parts of the Qur’an Sharif, and parts of the Persian classics: the 
Alif Laila ( Thousand Nights) , the Chahar Darvesh ( Tale of the Four Dervishes ), 
the Gulistan ( The Rose Garden  – a book of Persian Prose from 1259) and Bostan 
(a book of Persian poetry by Saadi from 1257). In both kinds of schools children 
entered at about 5 years of age and stayed for about five years. 

 There was a shift in the understanding of indigenous schools from the 1870s to 
the turn of the century. The ideas of expansion and improvement were replaced 
by a different notion of interference, one which understood it as the only ‘means 
by which alone the masses of this country can be raised from their present state 
of mental degradation.’  21  

  Any patient observer of the indigenous schools will, as a simple matter of fact, 
be struck by seeing in their ‘customary ways’ the relics of much deep thought 
and of many nice adaptations to circumstances ... But that which in present 
circumstances tells most against such patient observation of the indigenous 
schools is the stark inferiority of their teachers, and also the wretchedness of 
their poverty, and of all their belongings.  22     

 But in the different narratives we have been considering so far, if the missionary 
school fails because of a lack of state support and its own inner contradictions, 
and the state school fails because of a lack of funds and political will, it is the 
indigenous school whose narrative seems to be a total tragedy. It simply becomes 
reformed out of existence until at the turn of the century, there  are  no more 
indigenous schools to inspect. It could have survived had there been social capi-
tal associated with its patronage. Economic capital, even when forthcoming, was 
not enough. Any school that continued as a  tol ,  pathshala , or  maktab , and did not 
teach English or adopt the new disciplining, was marginalised and shunned, and 
gradually did adapt. We know from the Surveys of Education that the number of 
indigenous schools dropped markedly after the 1870s and that they had almost 
become extinct by 1900.  23   

 But over the whole century, while formal indigenous education declined, it 
continued informally for the intelligentsia at home. All those who grew up to be 
active in state bureaucracies; who were at different levels of the professions of law, 
medicine and teaching; who wrote, spoke, and led from  different platforms, had a 
vernacular education in early childhood. To mention only a few cases at random 
among India’s native intellectual elite: Bankim Chandra (b. 1838) learnt Sanskrit 
as a child; Kali Prosunno Singh (b. 1841) had Bengali and Sanskrit lessons in 
his childhood; U. Ve. Caminataiyar (b. 1855) began learning Tamil at seven or 
eight; Pandit Ajudhianath (b. 1840) studied Arabic and Persian; Surendranath 
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Banerjea (b. 1848) learnt Bengali in his childhood; Kashinath Trimbak Telang 
(b. 1850) learnt Marathi very well; Shankaran Nair (b. 1857) learnt Sanskrit as a 
child; and Motilal Nehru (b. 1861) read only Arabic and Persian till 12. Apart from 
language(s), some proceeded to a more advanced level of literature, grammar or 
philosophy in Sanskrit, Arabic or Persian. Initially, knowledge of Sanskrit and 
especially Persian continued to remain important because of their use in law. But 
over the nineteenth century, they came to be seen as no long directly related to 
jobs with the monopoly gradually established by English. Sanskrit, Persian and 
the mother tongue became non-utilitarian choices: not good for careers, and pro-
gressively as of little or no use in the development of the mind. 

 It can be shown, I think, that the continuity of vernacular and classical edu-
cation was an amateur, non-ideologised, attempt by the older intelligentsia and 
elite to reproduce themselves culturally in the face of the ambiguous threat of 
the colonial school. Here, while we are speaking literally of the language, we 
must remember that a language can never be divorced from its discourse, its 
mode of teaching, its power. English schools were at first taken by the older intel-
ligentsia to be shops where the child merely mastered the craft of a new language 
and an associated science. They were only gradually understood to be educa-
tional in a wider sense, as including an ideology and an ethics in their training, 
therefore acculturating children into worlds that were alien to surrounding ones. 
We may speculate, and in part document, that the reason for the continuity of 
indigenous education was this new understanding. The documentation would 
come from the scores of caste journals and caste association papers that emerged 
all over India from the end of the nineteenth century onwards, all with the 
common theme of losing something valuable – that is, both precious, and also 
something possessed and regarded as inalienable – and speculating on how to 
protect it. 

 The results of this continuity may likewise be speculated on and in part docu-
mented, and divided, for heuristic convenience, into the conscious and uncon-
scious. Its most evident conscious result was to generate a continuing interest in 
the languages, literatures and philosophies of India among the intelligentsia. Old 
languages were revamped, new technologies of print and journalism used, older 
literary models were refined, new ambitions for the self and the public developed. 
What did not exist in formal articulation in the language, such as ‘history’, was 
freshly expressed or composed. The act was a deliberately constructive one. The 
construction of ‘new’ as opposed to ‘traditional’ was not intellectually problem-
atic, particularly as the activities of the intelligentsia of the ‘upcountry’ provinces 
show us. It was logical to use a new epistemology to reinterpret familiar facts, 
or to fit in new facts into a familiar epistemology. Syed Ahmad Khan (b. 1817) 
remained a product of Delhi’s pre-colonial cultural and intellectual milieu, in 
spite of serving the British government for some 20 years. As late as 1846–54, 
when posted in Delhi as  munsif  (district judge for civil cases), he took again to his 
studies of the intellectual traditions of the two great eighteenth-century Indian 
Muslim scholars, Shah Waliullah and Shah Abdul Aziz. Other examples were 
Zakaullah (b. 1832), Nazir Ahmad (b.1830), and Altaf Hussain ‘Hali’ (b. 1837). 
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In the Northwestern Provinces, the vernaculars remained the most important 
medium right through for all those who were in traditional occupations, such 
as the Kayasthas (scribes), Brahmins (priests) or various trading and commer-
cial castes, even while all the boys learnt English. Bharatendu Harishchandra 
(b. 1850), father of modern Hindi literature, epitomizes some of these complex 
trends in his use of the new print technology, his literati creativity, and ambitions 
for a new nation, all in vernacular language and idioms.  24   

 In the presidency capitals, and especially in Calcutta, this re-discovery typ-
ically took place in later years, after an adolescent and youthful reception and 
digestion of Western learning had had its time. Then the memories of childhood 
training leavened with an urge of creativity, led to a re-learning, re-discovery, 
and re-cognition, of the ‘traditions’ of India. Interests might include an extreme 
of near worship of language or motherland, or language as motherland, such 
as of Tamil by U.Ve. Caminataiyar, for whom the love of Tamil was a veritable 
marker of moral character. At the other extreme was a merely practical belief 
about the necessity and commercial efficacy of English, and the cultural value of 
the mother tongue or indigenous classical language. 

 The other, less conscious, more resounding result was that the possible absolute 
rule of ‘Reason’ in India was postponed. That is, although children were learn-
ing  only  languages, what they were actually learning, as already mentioned, were 
 discourses . The less than perfect reproduction of the Western models of history, 
society and truth were not due to any failure of capacity on the part of educated 
Indians, or in the very nature of imitation, or due to an inherent conflict between 
modern and pre-modern or West and East. It was due to the other education that 
Indians had also received. 

 We are familiar with another version of this plural learning in the notion of 
the ‘renaissance’. Directly the product of two streams of learning, the renaissance 
worked at two levels. At one level was the new creativity in languages, genres and 
media that has come down to us as the achievement of the nineteenth century. 
The creativity arose from the workings of new Western knowledge not on some 
abstract ‘past’, but on other bodies of knowledge encountered in quasi-formal and 
informal settings outside the school. The same creativity may be seen in every-
day life, in average careers and their pragmatic adjustment to domestic milieus, 
in answers to private/public questions, without any of this reaching the stage of 
publishing, lecturing, or demonstrating. In this sense, all the first and even later 
generations of the  Western-educated participated in the ‘renaissance’ because they 
were all brought up in two worlds, socialised by other teachers, elders, and women-
folk as well as by their new teachers and new work experience. These two streams 
of learning did not stay discrete in their lives but were actively amalgamated in 
ways that may not necessarily seem compatible to us in our search for some elusive 
holism and are certainly not sufficiently known by us. 

 We are further familiar with this in discussion of nationalism. The ‘progress’ 
of the nationalist movement from a ‘moderate’ to an ‘extremist’ phase was due, 
of course, to large changes in politics, economics, and ideology. But it matched a 
similar process within the life span of single individuals who seemed to discover 
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the missing dimension in their lives. Surendranath Benerjee (b. 1848) thundered 
when he was about 30 years old,

  We are an astute people. We are not as wholly devoid of sagacity and common 
sense as some people take us to be. Well, then, our fathers, with the astuteness 
characteristics of our race, at once saw that England’s greatness was, to certain 
extent at least, due to her noble literature, to the immortal truths taught by 
her science, and to the sublime morality which breathes through the burning 
words of her great writers and thinkers ... Might not Bengal freely grope about, 
in the same direction, and under the same guidance?  25     

 On the occasion of the inauguration of the Banaras Hindu University, when he 
was about 70 years old, he spoke – together with all the other speakers on the 
day – about the importance of incorporating ‘Indian culture’ into the modern 
curriculum:

  We who have profited by experience are not going to make such mistakes. In 
our curriculum, Hindu ethics and metaphysics will occupy a foremost place, 
the Western system being used only for purposes of contrast or illustration. 
Special attention will also be paid to a knowledge of the country, its literature, 
its history, and its philosophy.  26     

 Again, both the father, but more typically the mother, taught the child a fund of 
stories, views, and images. An excellent instance is the continuing popularity of the 
* Ramayana  and  Mahabharata  corpus of stories, which have never been part of the 
formal school curriculum, and which are not taught in Hindu homes through any 
formal religious teaching, and are not to be confused with ‘religion’ in any insti-
tutionalised sense. These corpuses of stories went into the making of the Indian 
intelligentsia in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and were learnt through 
their parents, both biological and surrogate. Importantly, they were the same stor-
ies learnt and taught by the masses who either went to low-quality schools or to 
no schools at all. 

 The narrative of indigenous education becomes over our period, from some kind 
of a stream of schooling, to countless trickles of knowledge, privatised, invisible, 
seemingly powerless. The challenge for us is to see how to integrate the home-based 
education in almost every Indian family into a mainstream narrative of Indian 
education. If there was no state-based, missionary-led, or formal indigenous mass 
 education, our data tells us that there was a difficult-to-categorize ‘education’ based 
in homes, that can only be called ‘indigenous’, that cut across classes and included 
teaching in languages, ethics, and local and community histories.  

  The narrative of nationalist education 

 This leads directly to our fourth narrative, that of nationalist education. The 
nationalist movement in India may be dated from 1885, the founding of the Indian 
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National Congress, although there were other displays of anti- colonial and qua-
si-nationalist endeavour before that date. The nationalist movement is popularly 
described as going through three phases: the Moderate (1895–1905), the Extremist 
(1905–1920) and the Gandhian (1920–1947). In the first phase, Indian nationalists, 
while swearing loyalty to the Crown, discovered the difference in the state’s treat-
ment back home in Britain and in India. Elementary Education Acts were passed 
in England between 1870 and 1880, and acting as good colonial citizens, an echo 
of these were first put forward before the Indian Education Commission of 1882 
by ‘a few enlightened Indians’.  27   ‘The Grand Old Man of India, Dadabhai Naoroji, 
was one of them. He contrasted the ‘British policy towards elementary education in 
England ... ’ with the ‘un-British’ policy in India. He described it as a ‘sad, sad tale’ 
which allowed ‘nearly 25 million children to grow up in ignorance’. But, at this 
early period, the commission would not even entertain the concept of universal 
and compulsory education and all his eloquent pleading was in vain.  28   

 A generation later, the nationalist Gopal Krishna Gokhale, still a loyalist and a 
Moderate, moved a resolution in 1910 and then a Bill in the Imperial Legislative 
Council in 1911 for the permissive and gradual introduction of compulsory educa-
tion through local bodies. The Bill was defeated because the government claimed 
that the concept of compulsory education was ruled out by ‘administrative and 
financial considerations of decisive weight’.  29   However, the concept came to be 
accepted in the British Indian provinces, led by Maharaja Sayajirao Gaekwar of 
Baroda, and once accepted, it was incorporated in the laws of the land after the 
transfer of education to Indian control in 1921. 

 One of the most strident nationalist complaints was about the shortage of 
schools. The government retorted that it placed an emphasis on quality, not quan-
tity, which developed into a major impasse between Lord Curzon’s government 
(1898–1905), accused of a hidden agenda of restricting education for Indians, and 
all brands of nationalists who had previously called Western education the great-
est gift of the British to India. To the complaint of restriction and whittling down 
was added the growing recognition that indigenous schools had been treated 
with arrogant superiority and violently rooted out. The climax came much later 
in 1931 when Gandhi claimed that India in that year had more illiterates than it 
had 50 or a 100 years earlier. 

 Together with the criticism of the quantitative shortcomings of education grew 
a complaint of its qualitative problems. These were manifold:

   ... it has made men mercenary and does not build character; its aims have 
been secular and leave no room for godliness; it has neglected physical, moral 
and religious training; it has made men unpractical and has neglected voca-
tional education ... ; it imparts education through a foreign tongue and has 
made sound education impossible; it has estranged the masses from the edu-
cated classes ... and lastly, it has utterly ignored India’s past culture, traditions, 
philosophy, arts, learning and history and has bred in the youth no love for 
their country.  30     
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 The complaints fell in two categories: colonial education had failed to be the 
instrument of modernity, as had been promised; and it had produced an active 
de-nationalisation of the educated, distanced from their culture and the masses 
of the country. Not only had the profound transformation in Indian life prom-
ised not been achieved, but a great harm had been done by making the educa-
tional system one ‘that has ignored or despised almost every ideal informing the 
national culture’ and educated people to be ‘stranger[s] in their own lands’.  31   

 There had already been attempts from the beginning of the nineteenth century 
to create institutions that would be more congenial to the national spirit or soul. 
Indeed the Hindu  pathshala , later the Hindu College, later still the Presidency 
College, had thus been set up by orthodox Hindus who wished to keep it a-reli-
gious but did believe that by christening it ‘Hindu’ (pun intended), they would 
guarantee against contamination from Western religion and culture. Throughout, 
nationalist institutions showed a combination of emulation and resistance.  32   This 
was epitomised by the name used for themselves by Bal Gangadhar Tilak, Gopal 
Ganesh Agarkar, Vishnu Krishna Chiplunkar, and the group who set up the New 
English School in 1880: ‘the New Jesuits.’ They began the New Education Society 
and founded Fergusson College in 1884 to produce young men who would serve 
India. Based on the model of the presidencies, schools and colleges were set up by 
Hindu and Muslim associations representing various castes or caste-like groups, 
all defining themselves as anti-colonial and – reading the state as Christian – 
anti-Christian. Kayastha, Agarwal, Khatri, Rajput, and Nair schools were at the 
forefront, followed at various paces by the Ahirs, Kaseras, Jats, Nadars, Ezhavas, 
Mahars, and Lingayats. They all called themselves ‘nationalists’, but their  concern 
was for a long time primarily for their caste or regional group, and their institu-
tions were therefore limited in nationalist imagination and exclusive of other 
castes and communities. 

 The second wave of nationalists included both the older ones of the earlier gen-
eration and new, so-called Extremist nationalists. Their distinguishing charac-
teristic was their resistance to working within the system, and their preference 
to step out of it and to find alternatives. In this there was continuity from the 
Extremist through the Gandhian period of nationalism. Thus, one of the planks 
of Rabindranath Tagore in 1905, and Mohandas Gandhi in 1920 and 1930, was 
precisely to boycott government schools, and both of these leaders, together 
with dozens of others, proposed their own alternative, preferred styles of school-
ing. Dayanand Saraswati’s Arya Samaj, a Vedic reform movement, set up its own 
schools in 1889, as did the English-born Annie Besant in 1901, the Nobel literary 
laureate Rabindranath Tagore in 1919, and Syed Ahmad Khan in 1920. They, and 
many others less famous but equally fierce in their nationalism, did not aim at 
quantity, and saw the problem of Indian illiteracy as fundamentally a qualitative 
one. Schools had to be closer to the ‘soul’ or ‘spirit’ of the people to be successful, 
and they sought to provide a model of what an ‘Indian’ school should ideally be. 

 While some nationalist schools worked within the government system, such as 
the Anglo-Vedic Colleges of the Arya Samaj, others, such as Munshi Ram’s  gurukul  
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at Kangri, sought to be more radical and re-create a school that was located in the 
 kula  or family of the guru, with the child completely in the care of the teacher, 
practising * brahmacharya , austerities, and * tapasya . Less esoteric, but with the 
same ideology, were the  Vidyapiths , of Gujarat, Maharashtra, Bihar, and Kashi 
(U.P.), and the Jamia Millia Islamia in Delhi. They all wanted to sensitise their 
students to their environments which they claimed the colonial schools had sub-
verted, and chose as their tools: independence from government, teaching strictly 
by Indians, the use of vernaculars, an emphasis on Indian art and sciences, social 
service, and political commitment to the nationalist struggle. 

 Nationalist education continued to aim at this ideal for most of the twentieth 
century, and one may say, up to today. To oppose colonial values in every form 
is of course good politics. If their politics were so on the mark, why did they fail 
to construct a viable Indian system of education? To understand this failure, we 
have to see what the nationalists actually did. The educational schemes of the new 
educated elite were idealistic, but also personalised. Starting from Ishvarchandra 
Vidyasagar, the Sanskrit scholar, going on to Jyoti Rao Phule’s work in educat-
ing girls, and including many such as the New Jesuits above, they laboured with 
impressive intensity and set up schools for the masses. Awareness of the need 
for education provoked scores of others to open at least a school in their native 
village, and to subsidise relatives and poor children in their studies. But all this 
action never took on the force of a movement, or even an ideology. No united 
voice was heard, or consolidated vision put forward. With the growing force of 
nationalism, the field of ‘education’ took a seat further back and fell lower in the 
agenda of demands. 

 One could argue that when the nationalists wished to broaden their appeal to 
include the masses, they could have chosen an approach that included construc-
tive programmes such as education. Instead, one of the main planks chosen early 
on was that of religion. Bal Gangadhar Tilak, Lala Lajpat Rai, and Bepin Chandra 
Pal were all enterprising in this, with the first achieving fame with his dramatic 
organisation of the Ganapati (in  honour of Ganesh, the elephant God) and Shivaji 
(in honour of a  seventeenth-century Maratha king) festivals in 1893 and 1896, 
respectively. They did succeed in mobilising the masses, but as we know, with 
the unfortunate effect of alienating non-Hindus, and for our purposes, with the 
unfortunate choice of putting at the forefront issues other than education. 

 To understand the nationalist failure in educating the masses, we must be crys-
tal clear also that, wider as their political base became, the nationalists  were  based 
in the landowning and privileged classes. The colonial education designed by 
the British was aimed specifically at making such classes loyal collaborators of 
the Raj. The modern, liberal education certainly succeeded in making them also 
reflexive, questioning, and challenging of authority – the epitome of modernity. 
A good example is the new middle class educated person produced in the Aligarh 
Muslim University, initially established as a higher educational school in 1875. 
But there can be no doubt that its founder, Syed Ahmad Khan’s solution of a 
modern, liberal, Muslim middle class educated in both the * shariat  and European 
science was not one shared by Muslim peasants or artisans. Nor did the Aligarh 
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style of education fail in producing those gentlemanly virtues that increased this 
distance further. The best graduates of this institution, and of all other similar 
new institutions, chose to become lawyers, doctors and administrators. It would 
have been an anomaly for any of them to have chosen to enter the low-ranked, 
low-paying profession of the teacher or school administrator. 

 A third reason for the failure of nationalist education to have a mass base was 
that there was a conflict-ridden reasoning regarding the kind of education that 
was in fact desirable. Almost all nationalists proposed that the masses should be 
educated in the vernaculars. Almost all nationalists were themselves educated in 
English. Admittedly, hard-core nationalist institutions, such as the above-men-
tioned  gurukuls , the Anglo-Vedic colleges, the  vidyapiths , and Besant’s schools, 
used the vernacular as the means of instruction to the end. Other schools and 
colleges that were caste- or community-based, switched over to teaching English, 
such as the Agrawal, Gujarati, and Khatri schools, justifying it as the call of their 
community in changing times. Unfortunately, in either case, the schools failed 
the masses. In none but the elite schools, whether missionary or privately man-
aged ‘public’ schools, could a child hope to acquire skills that equipped him for 
material success in life. 

 In other words, the level of teaching of the schools for the masses – schools that 
were apparently well endowed, with good campuses and buildings, dedicated 
teachers and idealistic managers – remained deceptively weak. In their social cap-
ital they were, and are, second-rate, seedy-looking institutions with none of the 
glamour of elite schools. In their pedagogic strategies and success, they have con-
firmed this symbolic second-class status. Nationalists in India have never, appar-
ently, understood the pedagogic needs of the country and successfully addressed 
them. 

 As I have argued above, this is partly because the nationalist struggle for inde-
pendence monopolised their energies and left very little to be spent on causes 
such as education, gender equality, or economic planning. Nationalists did not 
prove themselves to be good educationists. They were not merely busy fighting the 
oppressive colonial master, they threw out, as it were, the baby with the bath water. 
Because the philosophies of education they were familiar with were grounded in 
the West, they felt bound to eschew them. Indian pre-colonial philosophies had 
become erased for all practical purposes, and when resurrected, became irrelevant 
and even grotesque in the changed circumstances. The nature of learning was 
lost sight of by the nationalist movement. No grand new educational movement 
emerged, and not a single leader – sincere as Gandhi, Tagore, and Azad were about 
education – stood forth as a committed educational philosopher. 

 The failure has a less tangible, ideological dimension also. The nationalists 
were coloured by their own colonial education in two subconscious ways that 
were debilitating to true educational change in India. First, their own education 
had been successful either because of their own families, or individual English 
teachers and specific schools. That is, there was not a successful colonial  model  
of schooling that produced the impressive nationalist elite that emerged. There 
were only isolated families and schools and teachers. This connection did not 
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get made by them, and thus the steps taken to move forward from their own 
experience to a mass education system was not taken. No new prototype was 
developed and the colonial (non) model was kept. If nationalists failed to per-
ceive where an alternative possible system lay, it was  because  there had already 
been a break with the indigenous schools and no alternatives were imaginable. 
They had to re-invent tradition, as in the  gurukuls  and  vidyapiths . And they  could 
have  invented or re-invented anything, except that their colonial education was 
at least good enough for them to be satisfied with the intellectual, ideological, 
and discursive worlds they now inhabited. This very satisfaction stifled their 
inventiveness. 

 Second, the nationalists became colonised enough to think that the masses 
were predefined to be different from them, a message taught very subtly by the 
colonial elite. The new education that was to produce the modernity of equal-
ity, mobility and progress, produced a  self-definition  of modernity that is built 
upon a distancing and dis-engagement with the masses. To be a modern person 
in India came to mean to not be what the masses were: ignorant, superstitious, 
passive – and uneducated.  

  Conclusion 

 The technique of using multiple narratives is meant to highlight the point that 
the failure of mass education in India was not a simple or transparent one. In the 
colonial state narrative we have one story of failure. The colonial state, like mod-
ernising states elsewhere, could have pushed for mass education, but did not, and 
gave many justifications why. Another narrative shows how missionary  education 
was popular, not so much with the masses, as with elites, and produced a class 
of global Indian citizens. Indian elites, however, whether nurtured in missionary 
schools or in the few colonial state schools that were of quality, continued to be 
rooted in Indian languages and value systems, thanks to the politics of the family 
and its agenda of social-cultural reproduction. I would like to propose this as an 
informal indigenous education that also needs to be brought into the story. At 
the same time, as narrative three describes, formal indigenous education was pur-
posefully destroyed, leaving the masses between a past and a future with nothing 
in the present, even as the elite was living successfully in two enriching worlds. 
The most complicated question comes in the fourth and last narrative, that of the 
nationalist failure. This, the narrative suggests, arises from the  success  of the state 
and missionary schools in producing elite proto-colonials who were satisfied with 
their status. It arises equally from the  failure  of these schools to produce an edu-
cated Indian who could identify with the masses.  

  Timeline 

 1816: Foundation of the Hindu College, Calcutta. Set up by local gentlemen 

 1817/1819: Foundation of the Calcutta School Book Society and School Society 
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 1823: Missionary Societies allowed to enter the East India Company’s 
territories 

 1854: ‘Dispatch’ of the East India Company outlining its educational policy. This 
stressed the purpose of education should be to disseminate European values 

 1857: The East India Company sets up three universities in Calcutta, Bombay and 
Madras 

 1882–4: Commission on Education in British India. Report stressed the need to 
emphasise primary education 

 1884: Foundation of Fergusson College by the New Education Society as an insti-
tution to produce Indian patriots 

 1885: Foundation of the Indian National Congress 

 1904: Government Resolution on Educational Policy. Pointed out that secondary 
education was expanding more quickly than primary 

 1911: Gokhale’s bill in India’s Central Legislature to allow local bodies to intro-
duce compulsory education. Failed 

 1916: establishment of Banaras Hindu University to promote Hindu culture 

 1921: Education transferred to Indian control. The concept of compulsory educa-
tion is thereafter given legal sanction 

 1937: Report on Vocational Education in India. Stressed the need to provide 
Indians with more than a good liberal education  

  Glossary 

  brahmacharya : a way of learning physical and mental discipline through a 
lengthy education in the Indian traditional sciences combined with sexual 
abstinence. 

  comprador : native manager of European business. 

  Famine Commission 1881 : set up in 1880 to report on the Great Indian Famine 
of 1876–8. Temple was Famine Commissioner for the Government of India. 

  madrasas : Muslim schools dedicated to studying the Qur’an and Islamic law, 
culture and history. 

  mahajani : script used to record the Punjabi and Marwari languages. 

  maktabs : schools teaching Indian vernaculars, Urdu and the Qur’an. 

  monitorial system  or  the mutual method of teaching : refers to systems of class-
room teaching inspired by the practice of Joseph Lancaster and Andrew Bell in 
early nineteenth-century England that allowed large numbers of children to be 
taught in a disciplined fashion by a single teacher. Andrew Bell developed the 
system while running an orphanage in Madras and appears to have built on a 
system of instruction used in Indian native schools. Essentially each of the three 
R’s would be broken down into levels of difficulty: a boy or girl who had mastered 
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a particular skill, such as the ability to read two-letter words would be given the 
task of imparting this knowledge by rote to others. 

  pathshalas:  schools teaching Indian vernaculars, arithmetic and accounting, 
and indigenous narratives. 

  Pestalozzian : after the Swiss educationalist, Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746–
1827) who emphasised learning by doing. 

  Puranic : relating to the Puranas: Hindu, Jain and Buddhist historical texts. 

  Ramayana and Mahabharata : the two great Sanskrit epics. The first depicts ideal 
characters such as kings, husbands, and servants; the second contains an account 
of the Kurukshetra war and includes a discussion of the four goals of life. 

  shariat : the body of doctrines that regulate the lives of those who profess Islam. 

  tapasya : spiritual enlightenment through self-purification and mortification. 

  tols : Sanskrit schools. 

  zamindari : Hindu landowning class.  
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