Education without the State and E. G. West

Edwin West first published Education and the State for the IEA in 1965.  In it he criticised the whole relationship between the state and the process of education.  The work aroused considerable interest and ruffled a few feathers at the time.

“a polemic written from Dr West’s stagnant little academic backwater” The Teacher

West gave the “impression of an ill-tempered Chesterton on an off-night…” The Times Literary Supplement.
But pride of place goes to A.H. Halsey who was most upset as his review in the New Statesman showed.

i) “Of all the verbal rubbish scattered about by the Institute of Economic Affairs, this book is so far the most pernicious.”

ii) “Mr West’s ideas are a crass and dreary imitation of those published several years ago by Professor Milton Friedman – a man whose brilliance in argument is made futile by the absurd irrelevance of his 19th century assumptions.”

iii) “Mr West is a man who knows nothing about psychology, sociology, and has less understanding of economics than first year students”.

There was more of this sort of stuff and the IEA took the New Statesman to court for going beyond the bounds of acceptable criticism.  The result – a handsome apology from the New Statesman and the payment of costs.

But there were laudatory reviews from the Sunday Times, Times Educational Supplement and the Economic Times of India.

West died at the end of 2001, after having established a considerable reputation in his chosen area of education.  In honour, the IEA have brought out Government Failure: E.G. West on Education, a collection of his writings over the years (dealing with primary and secondary education).  Education will generally be used to mean ‘schooling’ in this talk.

In this talk I will give a brief out line of the main ideas of West as presented in this collection of essays.  They are:

a) Historically, the educational needs of almost everyone, including the poor, were met without the state in England and Wales and the USA.

b) The demand for imposing state-education was made by important opinion formers on dubious grounds.

c) Opinion formers thought they could use government to impose their educational ideas – but government intervention is not benign in the ways often supposed.

d) There are practical methods by which the education can be reclaimed from the state.

e) If education is reclaimed from the state, we should also decouple education and schooling.

Historically, the educational needs of almost everyone, including the poor, were met without the State in England, Wales and the USA.

Parents in the UK are assumed to be able to care for their children with respect to food, clothing and shelter.  But with education, it’s quite different.  Why is education and not food, clothing and shelter provided ‘free of charge’ through the taxation system?  In the back of our minds we should keep the statistic that only two children per ten thousand are under state care in either the US or England and Wales.  This is less than two-hundredths of one per cent.  The vast majority of parents are altruistic towards their children.  This statistic will merely confirm our own personal experience.  

Contrary to popular belief, although prior to any government intervention, schooling in Britain depended on private funds between 1800 and 1840, the supply was not inconsiderable.  This is to scotch the idea that in the first half of the 19th century, all children were working in mines or factories or, (if they were lucky) as chimney sweeps.  Along came the government to take them away from all this and send them to school  where they became good and responsible citizens.

West calculated that the percentage of net national income spent on day-schooling in 1833 was approx. one per cent.  By 1920, when schooling had become “free and compulsory” the proportion had fallen to 0.7 per cent.

After the first educational census in 1851, it was reported that the average school attendance period for working class children was five years.  By 1858, the Newcastle commission concluded that it had already risen to nearly six years.

W.E. Forster, the architect of the famous 1870 Education act, stated that the introduction of fee-paying government schools (the so-called Board schools) was not to replace the vast system of private schools, but merely to “fill up the gaps”.  At the time, the act was not presented as a replacement of the private system.

Because many of the new government schools were half-empty, the education boards resorted to reducing tuition fees. The lower price naturally expanded the demand and drove many of the private schools out of existence.

Education was made compulsory by statute in 1880.  Government school advocates argued that it was wrong to compel the very poorest to do something which they could not afford.  Rather than have a special financial dispensation for the poor, the advocates insisted that education should be free for all.  ‘Free’ education applied to the government schools only.  It was argued that Protestants would object to subsidising Catholic schools – and vice versa.  In this way, the ‘gap filling’ board schools took over the system.

The demand for imposing state-education was made by important opinion formers on dubious grounds.

West wrote an interesting article (1965) on education, liberty and the role of the state.  

The concepts of negative and positive liberty:

a) negative liberty refers to the absence of coercion.  The prevention by force of a person doing what he wants.

b) positive liberty is seen as enabling a person reach his full development, the removal of adverse influences.

In the 18th century, educational reform was primarily linked with negative liberty.  Get rid of the undue influence of the state and church over education.  The 19th century increasingly sees educational reform as a part of positive legislation to create the new society.  Utilitarianism was the main inspiration of this outlook.  West maintains that the blueprints for the new school systems revealed Bentham’s penchant for centralised administration and the economics of large-scale buildings.

Before we look at how J.S. Mill tried to synthesise these two views of liberty with regard to education, let’s take a look at the views of William Godwin, a frequent visitor to the house of Mill’s father, and J.A.Roebuck, a member of the younger generation of Utilitarians and a friend of J.S. Mill.

Godwin was a powerful believer in the concept of ‘negative liberty’ as it applied to education.

i) Godwin believed that men had to discover their potentialities for themselves.

ii) Governments were corrupt and provided a channel for thinkers who were arrogant enough to believe that they had a monopoly on the truth.

Godwin criticised the Benthamites of arrogance when they claimed that they could reduce crime by educating people in the recognition of legal rules, an education to be given in special Benthamite schools.  Ditto with Malthus who regarded his theory of population as being of such significance that state initiated education was required to announce it.

“There is no proposition, at present apprehended to be true, so valuable as to justify the introduction of an establishment for the purpose of inculcating it on mankind” (Godwin)

Godwin’s criticisms of state education were:

i) There is an inertia about public education.  Old doctrines are purveyed long after they have ceased to be of use.

ii) “The whole proposition of a national education is founded upon the supposition …. that unpatronified truth is inadequate to the purpose of enlightening mankind” and this is false.

iii) The alliance of education and the national government.  Godwin is looking ahead to totalitarianism here.  If schemes of education are established at the height of despotic power, they might not stifle the truth for ever, but they would be a most formidable barrier.

Roebuck and the case for positive liberty.

Roebuck originated the parliamentary movement for national education in 1833.  He made a speech in which he outlined:

a) Benefits of a general education of the people.

b) Why government should supply this education.

c) An outline of the plan for universal education.

Education would teach people how to be happy, according to Roebuck, and we would have less violence, mischief and political unrest.  (The contrary case might also be made today)

Why government?  Roebuck argued from the ‘most enlightened’ countries in Europe, France and Prussia which had already accepted this doctrine. But Roebuck mainly argued on the basis of precedence.  To maintain the peace of society government administered justice, so why not also the training of people to be good citizens?  “The people at the moment are far too ignorant to render themselves happy”.  As regards freedom and government, Roebuck simply made the point that freedom is only good when it leads to good.  Government restricted freedom – but so what?

Mill’s synthesis of these two viewpoints  was not a happy one.  

i) Education should be made compulsory by law.

ii) The state was to see this law respected, not by setting up state schools, but through a system of examinations.  Should a child fail to reach a certain standard, the parents would be taxed and the proceeds used for the further education of the child.

In On Liberty Mill put the case for negative liberty eloquently.  The sole reason mankind can restrict the freedom of another is self-protection.  “His own good, physical or moral, is not a sufficient warrant.  But in education he moved away considerably from this idea.

Mill had the idea of “assignable duties”.  One of the most prominent of these was the correct treatment of dependants, and this included the appropriate education of children.  He agreed with Roebuck that the power of the parent over the child was delegated by the state.  

“The uncultivated cannot be proper judges of cultivation”. (p. 74 West).  Also, “Education is one of those things which it is admissible in principle that the government should provide for the people”. 

But, state schools should exist, if at all, as a method of keeping the other schools up to scratch! (p. 78 West).  So Mill is nervous of the state but thinks it is super-efficient.

Opinion formers thought they could use government to impose their educational ideas – but government intervention is not benign in the ways often supposed.

West has an essay on the economics of compulsion.  The background was: 

i) 1870 act “to fill in the gaps” in the existing system

ii) In 1880 school attendance become compulsory.

iii) Then it becomes free (1891).  Back in 1841 Nassau Senior in a report on the handloom weavers had written “It is equally obvious that if the State be bound to require the parent to educate his child, it is bound to see that he has the means to do so.”  It’s a one, two, three process.

Claims that compulsion increased school attendance in 30 years after enactment are dubious.  West gives the following reasons:

a) Reduction of fees occurred

b) National income increases

c) Expansion of population

d) Increased enrolment at state schools.  However, much of this was transfer from private schools because of the fees reduction.

Compulsion and the economics of politics – some thoughts from West.

Suppose two people out of 1,000 cannot be trusted to feed themselves or their children.  Now consider the situation if 450 out of 1,000 are likely to be delinquent.  It would seem that the case for intervention is more pressing in the second case, but in fact from the political point of view, the first is the easier case to deal with.  You will lose more votes when you try to get almost half the electorate to do something they do not want to. 

Compulsion, in the sense of increasing the school leaving age, also protects teachers.  They are no longer in competition with apprenticeships and other activities which attract the young.  West points out that, almost without exception, the school inspectors wanted compulsion.  Matthew Arnold was an curious exception.  He thought that compulsion was not appropriate in England.  It was appropriate in Prussia, because education was flourishing there i.e. education should be compulsory in England when voluntary instruction was universal.  But why it was necessary to make it compulsory at that point was a question which did not seem to have exercised Arnold’s mind.  School proprietors also wanted compulsion.

Who benefits from ‘free’ education

In the 1870’s Helena Fawcett and her husband, Henry Fawcett (Professor of Political Economy at Cambridge and the predecessor to Marshall) both supported compulsion, but threw down the challenge that if schooling was to be free to children, so too should food and clothing.  The danger should be faced that ‘free this and that’ would eventually pauperise the whole community.

Charles Dilke replied that the analogy between free schooling and free food was a false one.  Free food protected the individual whilst free education protected society, “The state suffers by crime and outrage, the results of ignorance.  It intervenes therefore, to protect itself.”  Free and compulsory schooling was also connected to national defence.  As Dilke put it, ‘education comes far nearer to drill than it does to clothes’.  But, it might have been pointed out that a half-starved, half-clad population might also be criminally inclined and pretty useless as an instrument of national defence.

Joseph Chamberlain came up with another argument.  Schooling was in fact, not a necessity at all.  People could be trusted to feed and clothe themselves, but they could not be trusted to educate themselves.  In fact, they were already instructing themselves, but at the wrong schools.  That was the simple reality.  The Birmingham League was an expression of the secular nationalism of the 19th century.  They simply did not like people going to church schools.

Jesse Collins, secretary of the Birmingham League spoke of a “Darwinian Struggle” amongst the various schools.  But of course the board schools would always win in this struggle.  It was a case of the subsidised animals winning against the non-subsidised.

Thus, the movement for compulsory and free education in the UK was often led by people who wanted to secularise the schools.  Against this background, we should see it as no surprise that it was the Liberal Party (the party regarded as being generally suspicious of state intervention), that brought in the first education act in 1870.

There are practical methods by which the education can be reclaimed from the state.

In the book there are two chapters on the ‘voucher scheme’, that is, giving parents a voucher by which they might purchase education for their child.

I have mentioned that many classical economists advocated compulsion in education.  But not all.  Tom Paine, at the end of The Rights of Man made a review of the taxation system at that time.  At the end of the 18th century, some 200 years ago, Paine examined the contention that there was an inexorable law that taxes increased with the passage of time.  He showed that the English people had actually got their taxes reduced in the 400 years which followed from 1066.  By 1466, he estimated that they had been reduced by three fourths.  But, by 1791 taxation had risen to 17 million and Paine wondered if the national character of the English had weakened.

Of the 17 million, nine million serviced the national debt and eight million financed current expenses.  In addition, two million was required to administer poor relief, and this was avoided by the rich.  Paine gave several reasons why the current expenses of eight million could be reduced to one and a half.

Paine maintained that the poverty at that time was caused by taxation.  Most of the taxes were indirect so, Paine argued, the labouring man with two or three children did not realise that he was paying 25 per cent of his earnings in taxes.

He said the bulk of the poor came from two groups, large families and old people.  He advocated a remission to the poor of double the current poor law rate, four millions pounds annually.  This distribution was to be in accordance to the age and size of the family.  Four pounds would be paid for each child under the age of fourteen, enjoining the parents to send the child to school.  The ministers of each parish were to certify that this duty was being performed.  This was a voucher system by any other name.

Adam Smith always wanted some part of the costs of education to be paid by fee.  Public subsidies were to be confined to the maintenance and construction of school buildings.  Paine went much further, and he was keen to ensure that decentralised education would counter the desire of aristocrats to maintain their power by depending on ignorance.  Also Paine’s system would get rid of the poor relief which he saw as demoralising the poor. 

Education Vouchers in principle and practice.

West also considers the arguments for and against vouchers as practised across the world today.

The Case for State Intervention

a) Protect children against negligent parents.

b) Internalise beneficial externalities.  People outside the family unit are supposedly willing to pay for education beyond what the parents would purchase.

c) Ensure equality of opportunity.

Vouchers would ensure:

a) Personal advancement - By subsidising the individual rather than the producer, the individual is able to select between various institutions.

b) Promote competition - State schools are usually monopolies, so the voucher scheme would stimulate them to compete with each other.  

c) Equal opportunity – This is obvious, particularly when we look at those schemes which target low income families.

In other words, the vouchers are any easy way of answering the arguments of those people who want state intervention.

Some arguments against the voucher scheme:

i) Vouchers would encourage a free market.  This would lead to ‘economic man’ sacrificing social welfare to his pursuit of individual gain.  The Poles after 1989 saw things differently.  They wanted to maximise welfare as they saw it, not as seen by centralised bureaucracies.

ii) Vouchers would lead to discrimination on grounds of race or disability.  It has been pointed out that in the US segregation is in fact greater in state than private schools.

iii) Parents cannot be expected to make sound choices for their children.  Can the state do better?

iv) Vouchers might bring fraudulent practices.  First, point is that, unlike food stamps in the US, vouchers cannot be transferred. Second point is that these ‘fraudulent practices’ might be welcomed by some people.

v) Public benefits include poverty reduction, economic growth and the pursuit of common values.

· Against this it might be argued that education – meaning a large consumption of production by the state – leads to more poverty and less economic growth.

· The value you get are those of the teachers, not necessarily representative of society.

vi) Reduction of poverty.  Friedman asserts that lower-income families trapped in ghetto schools are the one who would gain most from vouchers.  Vouchers would improve the standard of schools for the rich hardly at all, for the poor enormously.  They use the analogy of supermarkets in poor areas.  Are they so different from those in rich areas?  But the supermarket analogy misses the point that a tin of soup in a poor area is a tin of soup in a rich area.  Children may well be different.

vii) Windfall gains for the middle classes.  This means that costs to government would increase.  Savings would be made by the migration from public to private schools.

viii) Private schools would have to accept a raft of regulations which would mean that they were hardly different from the state schools.  Equal opportunity policies, the latest fads, would all be thrust down the throat of private schools.  After all, if the schools receive public money, they have to be accountable to the public i.e. the politicians.

If education is reclaimed from the state, we should also decouple education and schooling.

West also looks at what would have happened if education had never been nationalised in the UK.  He spends much time considering the ‘deadweight’ cost of taxation – that is the costs which the consumer suffers because his preferences have been changed by taxation.  West gives the example of television receivers which are taxed so highly that no one buys them.  We know that without the taxation, consumers had a particular preference for TVs and other goods.  After the tax, they were constrained to divert their purchases into another pattern.  In other words, people would have been more likely to have their preferred pattern by paying less tax.

He does not consider how far education, if at all, is being overconsumed.

West points out the number of private agencies which ran alongside the schools in the first half of the 19th century.  These were the adult education movement, the mutual improvement societies, the literary and philosophical institutes, the mechanics institutes and the Owenite halls of science.  Blaug also mentions freelance lecturers who went from town to town.  West thinks that these institutions would have continued and strengthened if there had been no 1870 act.

West concludes that the choice in school movement has been misinformed.  What is required is rather a choice in education.  As long as school refers to the traditional structure of buildings and grounds with services delivered in boxes called classrooms, school choice will be unable to alter the quality or efficiency of education.  So maybe West does not support vouchers after all!

West should help us to drag the present education debate from those who advocate:

a) An elitist system run after the fashion circa 1960.  For example that advocated by Kingsley Amis and others in the Black Papers.  There message was “More means worse”

b) The left who simply want to extend schooling for ever and ever for everyone.

Both seem to want state systems.

Thatcher in The Path to Power says how long it was before she came round to the idea that parents should be able to buy education for their children.  She had previously supported the old O and A level system.

Reading this book and others, it seems to me that the potential of education is vastly exaggerated.  Down the years it has been seen, like socialism, as a panacea for all ills:

i) Crime – a problem?  We will teach children to be upstanding citizens.  So thought the Utilitarians.

ii) Can it increase production of goods and services.  We are about to be disappointed on that score.

iii) Sex education.  Teach girls to be good mothers. Just as the figures for single mothers in UK rocket to a all time high.
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