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Part One: The Intellectual Background

Edwin G. West

In the first of two articles documenting the growth of state involvement in education, Edwin

West, a member of the Economics Department at Carleton University, Ottawa, traces the

decline of the classical political economists' ideal of private, competitive education and its

replacement by compulsory, state-subsidised schooling.

To some people the title of this paper will seem odd. To them, there will be no point in

separating the terms 'education' and 'state' because it is impossible to conceive of the

former without the latter. But this conviction is one measure of the widespread

misinformation on the history of this subject. The fact is that in Britain, the US, Canada

and Australia, the state has been the major supplier of schooling for only about a

century.

This is not to say that the involvement of constitutional law in education is of such

recent origin. For several centuries it has been recognised that children are not

sufficiently mentally developed to make appropriate and efficient contractual

arrangements with other parties. Children do not have the resources to educate

themselves even if they are willing to. And the fact that sometimes their guardians

might be delinquent in securing education or any other basic necessity for them has led

to the evolution of child abuse laws. But what needs to be explained is why the state

protection of minors in education has transpired in the last century to be so different

from protection in other welfare contexts.

Most reflective persons will concede that children need the protection of law

against potential abuse by parents. But evidence shows that only a small minority of

parents turn out to be delinquent. In practice governments seldom remove children

from their parents. Fewer than two children per 10 000 below age 18 are under state

care in either the US or England and Wales. That is less than two-hundredths of one per

cent! (Becker & Murphy, 1988:3 and fn9).

The law thus assumes that the vast majority of parents are altruistic toward their

children so that, for instance, they will not neglect their food, clothing or shelter. Yet if

these necessities were to be provided today on the same basis as education they would

be available free of charge.  Indeed, there would be laws for compulsory and universal



eating and higher taxes to pay for children's 'free' food at the nearest local authority

kitchens or shops.

But it is only in the last century that this kind of asymmetry of treatment has

emerged. I shall accordingly review the history of the subject in order to focus on some

crucial, but neglected, influences that have been at work. In this article I examine the

intellectual history of the rise of state education; in the subsequent article I concentrate

on the history of events, particularly the events surrounding changing school

legislation.

Education and the Classical Economists

Here I focus on that part of the 18th and 19th century intellectual world that was

occupied by the British economists, and especially the classical writers. With the

exception of Marx and Engels, the political economists down to the mid-19th century

were in favour of providing education in a free and private market. And they saw this

as consistent with the kind of constitutional framework designed to protect children

described above. None of the economists, for instance, would have objected to common

law obligations on parents to prevent child abuse. But meanwhile, the best interests of

the child demanded the most prudent allocation of the family's limited resources. A

parent would be regarded by Adam Smith as negligent if he or she purchased

household goods such as food and clothing in the dearest market and refrained from

searching for the best value for money.

The classical economists were very critical of barriers that limited the family's

attempts to economise in this manner, and in this context they often condemned the

excessive use of private subsidies. The smaller the use of subsidies the greater the use of

tuition fees to finance education, and this was welcome. It is in this respect above all

that the classical economists can be distinguished from other influences on modern

education. Under the leadership of Adam Smith, the economists' main reason for their

insistence that fees should not be abolished and should always cover a substantial part

of the cost of education has either been subsequently forgotten or carefully avoided by

interested parties. Fee paying, according to most of the classical writers, was the one

instrument with which parents could keep alive desirable competition between

teachers and schools.

Adam Smith.  Adam Smith proposed limiting support for the education of the poor to

subsidies for school buildings. He went to great lengths to insist that the teachers'

salaries were to be derived largely from parental fees. The absence of such a principle

in the case of endowed schools caused him to write about them in his most

condemnatory manner:



The endowment of schools and colleges have necessarily diminished more or less

the necessity of application in the teachers. Their subsistence, so far as it arises

from their salaries, is evidently derived from a fund altogether independent of

their success and reputation in their particular professions. (Smith, 1976: 760)

Smith spoke from personal experience on this matter. His years at Oxford University

gave him a most unfavourable opinion of protected university teaching.

In the University of Oxford, the greater part of the publick professors have, for

these many years, given up altogether even the pretence of teaching. (1976:761)

Adam Smith's own experience as a university teacher led him to favour a fee-paying

system. His own salary at Glasgow may have been about £70 with a house, and his fees

near £100 (Rae, 1895:48). He thought that this arrangement ensured at least some

efficiency, since such a variable element of a teacher's reward was sensitive to the

quality of the services rendered. Consequently, the higher the proportion of the total

reward made up in fees the more the security against pedagogic inertia. The heavily en-

dowed institutions, on the other hand, were usually arranged not in the interest of the

students but for the ease of the masters.

Although endowments thus blunted the ordinary forces of a free market in

education, examples could be found where market forces were allowed to operate

without such major restrictions and therefore with much better results. Those parts of

education where there were no endowments were, according to Smith, generally the

best taught. 'When a young man goes to a fencing or a dancing school, he does not,

indeed, always learn to fence or to dance very well; but he seldom fails of learning to

fence or to dance' (1976:764).

Complete failure presumably could only occur at public (i.e. endowed)

institutions:

The three most essential parts of literary education, to read, write and account, it

still continues to be more common to acquire in private rather than in publick

schools; and it very seldom happens that any body fails of acquiring them to the

degree in which it is necessary to acquire them. (1976:764; emphasis added)

Other classical economists. Most of the later economists upheld Adam Smith's

principle. Thus, Thomas Malthus argued that if each child had to pay a fixed sum, 'the

school master would then have a stronger interest to increase the number of his pupils'

(Malthus, 1807). Similarly, J.R. McCulloch (1828) thought that the maintenance of the

fee system would



secure the constant attendance of a person who shall be able to instruct the

Young, and who shall have the strongest interest to perfect himself in his

business, and to attract the greatest number of scholars to his school.

James Mill supported Adam Smith's opinion that

all institutions for the education of those classes of people who are able to pay for

it should be taken out of the hands of public bodies, and left to the natural

operation of that free competition which the interests of the parties desiring to

teach and be taught would naturally create; and it is easy to see that the same

reasoning is applicable in a great degree even to the education of the poorest

classes. (1813)

James Mill's son, John Stuart Mill, a member of the third generation of classical

economists, confined his proposals for state intervention to a law rendering only

education (not schooling) compulsory. In his On Liberty, first published in 1859, he

wrote, 'The instrument for enforcing the law should be no other than public

examinations, extending to all children' (1962:240).

Thus the place or source of their education was immaterial. To see how radical

such a provision would be today we have only to imagine children obtaining their

knowledge by correspondence courses, part-time academies or even by being taught by

their parents at home in the same manner that J.S. Mill himself was educated. There

would be no pressure to supply people with teachers previously instructed in

government training colleges. In the words of Adam Smith: 'They would soon find

better teachers than any whom the state could provide for them' (1976:796).

This survey of the educational views of the classical economists compels us to

assume that they would be acutely disappointed with the degree of state predominance

in education that is experienced in our own times. And their main objection, to repeat,

would be that education has been made 'free', a situation in which competition cannot

operate.

Compulsion and Subsidy

With respect to the principle of compulsion in education, much depends on definitions

and on the extent to which it is accompanied by subsidies. And, as we have seen from

the opinion of J.S. Mill, there is an important distinction between compulsory education

and compulsory schooling. In addition there are two other senses of the idea of

compulsion. The first is the common law's selective compulsion of any parent who is

proving to be irresponsible in his or her treatment of children. This is the sense in

which the classical economists usually viewed the matter. But later in the century came

the pressure to make education (of all the welfare items) compulsory by a statute.



Hereafter, accordingly, this second kind of compulsion will be specified as statutory.

Table 1 shows the combinations so far discussed.

Table 1: Subsidisation, education & schooling

Compulsory
education

Compulsory
schooling

Full cost:
Fee Paying 1 4
Partially subsidised:
Fee paying 2 5
Full subsidy:
Free 3 6

The political economists, Adam Smith, Thomas Malthus, James Mill, J.R. McCulloch,

John Stuart Mill, Henry Fawcett and Stanley Jevons were in favour of either 1 or 2.

Smith, as well as John Stuart Mill, were concerned less about where people obtained

their education than with the results. Compulsory education, of course, requires a

different kind of policing, or set of incentives, than does compulsory schooling. John

Stuart Mill advocated the incentive of public examination.

Once in every year the examination should be renewed, with a gradually

extending range of subjects, so as to make the universal acquisition and what is

more, retention, of a certain minimum of general knowledge virtually

compulsory. Beyond that minimum there should be voluntary examinations on

all subjects, at which all who come up to a certain standard of proficiency might

claim a certificate. (1962:240)

In addition, Mill adopted Bentham's principle that examination pass certificates should

be the price payable for the right to vote (Henry Brougham also incorporated this idea

in his educational proposals to Parliament in 1837).

Subsidised education (2 and 3), as distinct from subsidised schooling, today takes

such forms as free public libraries, subsidised museums, radio, television, theatre and

literature.

Numbers 4 and 5 in Table I, which refer to compulsory, but not fully subsidised,

schooling, were introduced by the famous English Education Act of 1870. School

districts were given the option of passing by-laws to make schooling obligatory up to

certain ages. The legislation was generalised in 1880 when all areas were obliged to

have by-laws.

Number 6 in the Table, 'compulsory and free' schooling, was the ideal that was

most foreign to the classical economists. And it was lobbied for by some of the strongest

interest groups in politics that the 19th century had ever seen, and notably by the Brit-

ish National Education League (The Birmingham League) led by Joseph Chamberlain in



the late 1860s and early 1870s. Its parallel in Australia was the Public School League,

founded in New South Wales in 1874. The full objectives of the Birmingham League

were compulsory, free and non-sectarian schooling. These aims were strongly held by a

wide group of individuals in 19th-century England ranging from George Dixon, Robert

Applegarth and Jesse Collins to Charles Dickens. Henry Fawcett, Professor of Political

Economy in Cambridge, eventually broke with the League on the question of fees.

Number 6, the category also demanded by Marx and Engels in The Communist

Manifesto of 1848, now represents the typical situation in most Western countries. In

some of them, however, a minority of families still use the available option of

fee-paying private schools.
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