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The Non-Democratic Roots of Mass Education: Evidence from
200 Years
AGUSTINA S. PAGLAYAN University of California, San Diego

Because primary education is often conceptualized as a pro-poor redistributive policy, a common
argument is that democratization increases its provision. But primary education can also serve the
goals of autocrats, including redistribution, promoting loyalty, nation-building, and/or industri-

alization. To examine the relationship between democratization and education provision empirically, I
leverage new datasets covering 109 countries and 200 years. Difference-in-differences and interrupted time
series estimates find that, on average, democratization had no or little impact on primary school enrollment
rates. When unpacking this average null result, I find that, consistent with median voter theories,
democratization can lead to an expansion of primary schooling, but the key condition under which it
does—when amajority lacked access to primary schooling before democratization—rarely holds. Around
the world, state-controlled primary schooling emerged a century before democratization, and in three-
fourths of countries that democratized, a majority already had access to primary education before
democratization.

E ducation shapes many of the things we care
about most. Around the world, its provision is
a political matter. Governments regulate, fund,

and manage schools, and they choose policies that
affect the quantity and quality of schooling. Judging
by the quantity of primary schooling available, the
historical record paints a remarkably positive picture
of governmental intervention in education. While in
the early twentieth century only a handful of countries
provided universal access to primary education, today
most exhibit universal primary school enrollment rates.
A large literature in political science and economics

argues that “the spread of democratic voting rights
played a leading role in explaining … the rise of pri-
mary schooling” (Lindert 2004, 105). The argument

builds on median voter theories linking democratiza-
tion and redistribution: because a transition from
autocracy to democracy entails a shift in political power
from rich to poor, democratization will lead to more
pro-poor redistributive policies.1 Primary schooling,
the literature argues, is “the sharpest edge of progres-
sive redistribution” (Ansell 2010, 2); “the kind of tax-
based education that redistributed the most from rich
to poor” (Lindert 2004, 107). Hence the poor will
demand more of it, and politicians will address this
demand in societies where the poor can vote (e.g.,
Ansell 2010; Brown and Hunter 2004; Lindert 2004;
Stasavage 2005). While recent studies of the determin-
ants of healthcare provision,2 land reform,3 income and
wealth taxation,4 and welfare spending5 have ques-
tioned the idea that democracies redistributemore than
autocracies, democracy remains salient in explanations
of why some governments provide more primary edu-
cation than others, backed by a consistent empirical
finding that democratization and suffrage extensions
are associated with higher primary school enrollment
rates and spending (Ansell 2008, 2010;Avelino, Brown,
and Hunter 2005; Brown 1999; Brown and Hunter
1999, 2004; Harding and Stasavage 2014; Kaufman
and Segura-Ubiergo 2001; Lake and Baum 2001; Lin-
dert 2002, 2004; Mariscal and Sokoloff 2000; Stasavage
2005). Indeed, recent surveys of the literature charac-
terize the argument that democracies provide higher
quantities of education as an established truth
(Busemeyer and Trampusch 2011; Gift and Wibbels
2014, 294; Hoffman 2015).
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This article challenges the idea that democratization
was a leading force driving the global expansion of
primary schooling. When using median voter theories
to predict an expansion of primary schooling after
democratization, past studies implicitly assume that
the median voter lacked access to primary schooling
before democracy emerged. This testable assumption
has not been empirically examined, and there are
reasons to doubt its validity. First, primary schooling
can be perceived as an attractive policy even by
governments who are not interested in pro-poor
redistribution. Governments have expanded primary
schooling to foster industrialization (Gellner 1983),
forge a national identity (Alesina and Reich 2013;
Darden and Grzymala-Busse 2006; Weber 1976), pro-
mote loyalty and domestic order (Cantoni et al. 2017;
Paglayan 2017), or strengthen military power (Aghion
et al. 2019; Darden and Mylonas 2015; Ramirez and
Boli 1987), among other goals. Second, non-democratic
regimes that espouse a left-wing ideology or rely on
support from the poor to maintain power may provide
mass primary schooling to redistribute from rich to
poor (Kosack 2013; Manzano 2017). Whatever the
reasons for the provision of primary schooling under
non-democratic regimes, if the median voter deter-
mines policy choices in a democracy, and the median
voter already had access to primary schooling before
democracy emerged, then transitioning to democracy
should not lead to an expansion of primary schooling;
democracy should lead to an expansion of primary
schooling only when the median voter previously
lacked access to it. The question, then, is how wide-
spreadwas access to primary schooling before countries
democratized?
Drawing on new country-level datasets spanning

200 years of education provision, this article docu-
ments that most of the expansion of primary schooling
took place before democracy emerged. On average,
central governments began to regulate primary edu-
cation about a century before a country’s first transi-
tion to democracy, and over two-thirds of school-age
children were already enrolled in primary school a
decade before democratization. Difference-in-
differences and interrupted time series estimates pro-
vide evidence consistent with the prediction that in
countries where a majority of the population already
had access to primary schooling before democracy
emerged, democratization led to an increase in sec-
ondary but not in primary schooling, even though a
sizable minority of the population remained excluded
from primary education. Democracy did lead to an
expansion of primary schooling in countries where a
majority of the population lacked access to primary
schooling; these, however, represent only one-fourth
of all democratizing countries.
Why, then, do past studies conclude that the empir-

ical evidence indicates that democracy led to an expan-
sion of primary schooling? I show that this conclusion
stems from methodological limitations affecting these
studies’ internal and/or external validity due to (i) the
absence of controls for long-standing country-level
characteristics that could simultaneously affect a

country’s political and educational trajectories,
(ii) the absence of controls for the global upward
trend in the quantity of primary education provision
observed during the post-war period, both in countries
that democratized and in those that did not,6
(iii) limited geographic coverage focusing on a single
region or country, and/or, crucially, (iv) reliance on
school enrollment or spending data from the 1960s
on, raising questions about the relationship between
regime type and education provision in earlier periods
—central in the case of state-controlled primary edu-
cation systems, which have been around for well over a
century (Ansell and Lindvall 2013). In sum, we lack
empirical research that convincingly assesses the pres-
ence of a causal relationship between democracy and
primary schooling for a large number of countries and
regions over a period that encompasses most of the
history of public schooling.

Once we examine the long history of primary school
systems worldwide and address the methodological
issues limiting past studies’ internal validity, democracy
no longer plays a leading role in explaining the global
expansion of primary schooling. While democratiza-
tion can promote the expansion of primary schooling,
the key condition under which it does—when a major-
ity of the population lacked access to primary schooling
before democracy emerged—seldom holds. The rise
and spread of primary school systems took placemostly
under non-democratic regimes.

These findings underscore the importance of future
research on the non-democratic roots of mass educa-
tion and have implications for the literatures on the
political economy of development, the politics of redis-
tribution, modernization theory, and the determinants
of public goods provision.

THEORIES OF DEMOCRACY AND
EDUCATION REVISITED

A common prediction in political economy theories of
education provision is that democratization, especially
the extension of voting rights to the poor or non-rich,
will lead to the expansion of primary schooling because
(1) a majority of voters in the new democracy will
demand increased access to primary schooling to
improve their (and their children’s) economic position
and (2) politicians in a democracy will be more respon-
sive to this demand than autocrats. The main criticism
of redistributive arguments of this type is that the
assumption that politicians in democracies are respon-
sive to the policy preferences of the median voter is
unrealistic.

This article makes a different point: it argues that,
even if democratically-elected politicians are resp-
onsive to the median voter—and I find evidence sug-
gesting that, in the realm of education provision, they

6 Ross (2006) finds that, after including country and year fixed effects,
there is no longer evidence that democracy reduces infant or child
mortality, suggesting the need for a similar study on education.
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are—this does not imply that democratization will lead
to an expansion of primary schooling because
it is possible that the median voter already had access
to primary schooling before acquiring the right to
vote. That is, I don’t object to the assumption that
democratically elected politicians are influenced by
what the majority of voters want but rather to the
prediction that this implies an expansion of primary
schooling.
In a median voter framework, I argue, the prediction

about how democratization will impact the quantity of
primary schooling depends on how much provision
there was before and, specifically, whether or not the
median voter already had access to primary schooling
prior to democratization. If they did, thenmedian voter
theories would predict no expansion of primary school-
ing as a result of democratization—but we might see an
increase in secondary or tertiary education provision if
the median voter lacked access to these. By contrast,
median voter theories would predict increased provi-
sion of primary schooling if the median voter lacked
access to it before democratization. These predictions
are laid out in the bolded section of the flowchart in
Figure 1. The average effect of democratization on
access to primary education will be a weighted average
of the effect of democratization under the two scenarios

and will depend on the proportion of countries that fall
under each scenario.

Alternative Theories

The literature also suggests alternative explanations
that are important to consider about why democratiza-
tion might not lead to an expansion of primary school-
ing besides the possibility that themedian voter already
had access to it. Later, I will test these alternative
theories empirically. Many of these alternative theories
argue that the median voter is not decisive in a democ-
racy. First, it could be that democracies respond to the
interests of wealthy voters, who are more likely to vote
and lobby, and can capture the policy-making process
by purposefully designing institutions prior to a demo-
cratic transition to prevent future redistribution
(Albertus and Menaldo 2014; Ansell and Samuels
2014). If this were the case, we would not expect
democratization to lead to an expansion of primary
schooling, but it could lead to increased secondary
and/or tertiary education. Second, it could be that
elected politicians respond not to voters (rich or poor)
but to organized interest groups such as corporate
lobbyists or labor unions (Gilens and Page 2014). If
this were the case, the effect of democratization on

FIGURE 1. Main Argument and Alternative Theories

Democratization
(D) at t=0 

Is the 
median 

voter (MV) 
the decisive 

voter?

Did MV 
have 

access to 
primary 
school at
t=-1?

Is a rich 
voter the 
decisive 
voter?

Are
interest groups 

representing the 
poor decisive?

D ⇒ ↑ access to 
primary

D ⇒ ↑ access to 
secondary/ tertiary

Yes No

No

No

D ⇒ ↑ access to 
primary

Yes

Yes

No 
(interest groups 
representing the 
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Note: Main argument in bold; alternative theories in regular font.
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education provision would depend on whether the
interest groups that represent the preferences of poor
and uneducated voters are sufficiently strong to influ-
ence policy (Kosack 2013).7,8
In sum, while median voter theories of redistribution

and theories of democratic capture (by rich voters or
interest groups representing them) are often presented
in contrast to one another, with the former predicting
increased pro-poor redistribution after democratiza-
tion and the latter predicting no increase in redistribu-
tion, I argue that median voter theories’ prediction
about the effect of democratization on the quantity of
primary education will depend on the level of provision
before democratization. In particular, democratization
will lead to increased access to primary education if the
median voter previously lacked access to it, but not
otherwise. To predict the overall effect of democratiza-
tion, then, a crucial question is how much provision of
primary schooling existed across countries before they
transitioned to democracy. The next section surveys
existing theories of why there might have been high
levels of provision of primary education under
non-democratic regimes.

PRIMARY SCHOOL SYSTEMS UNDER
NON-DEMOCRACIES

As mentioned in the introduction, this article docu-
ments that, worldwide, most of the expansion of pri-
mary schooling occurred before democracy emerged.
While this may be a counterintuitive finding to many
political scientists and economists, historians have
documented several cases of mass provision of primary
education under non-democratic regimes, starting with
Prussia in the eighteenth century and including the
USSR in the twentieth. In this section, I survey the

history and social science literatures to parse out four
common arguments about the reasons for the provision
of mass education under non-democracies. For each
argument, I add qualitative historical evidence from
primary sources presented in online annotations and
quantitative exploratory tests presented in Online
Appendix B. Together, this evidence suggests that
autocrats often expected benefits from providing pri-
mary schooling to the masses.

Before proceeding, it is important to note that,
although there is a prevalent notion in political science
that primary education is a “good” or “service” that
increases the skills of the poor, schooling and skills
need not go hand in hand. The dissociation that exists
between schooling and skills is the subject of many
empirical studies in development economics and eco-
nomics of education (Angrist et al. 2019; Hanushek and
Woessmann 2015; World Bank 2018) and is illustrated
in Figure 2. Across countries, the correlation between
the quantity of schooling (measured by average years
of schooling among young individuals) and students’
math skills (measured by average country scores on
PISA) is 0.07. A weak correlation (0.26) also exists
between education spending and math skills. This dis-
sociation underscores an aspect of education provision
that is insufficiently integrated into political economy
theories:9 politicians may increase the quantity of
schooling for reasons other than to improve the level
of skills.10

Building on the work of historians, other social
scientists, and my own work, I argue that while non-
democratic regimes’ decision to provide primary edu-
cation for the lower classes sometimes stems from an
incentive (1) to improve the skills and income of the
poor (i.e., pro-poor redistribution), other times it can
stem from an incentive (2) to mold the political values
and behaviors of the masses and convince them to be
content with the status quo as part of an effort to
enhance the regime’s legitimacy and stability, and/or
(3) to improve the average level of skills in the popu-
lation as part of a state effort to promote industrializa-
tion or military power.

Molding Political Values and Behaviors

Some of the earliest and most famous cases of state
intervention in primary education by non-democratic
regimes, including 1760s Prussia and 1830s France,
focused on shaping the moral character of the poor
(Paglayan 2017). Prussia extended compulsory primary
schooling in rural areas through a Royal Decree signed
by Frederick II in 1763. France passed its first Primary
Education Act in 1833 during the July Monarchy. In
both countries, elites used the term “moral education”
to describe themain goal behind their decision to estab-
lish a public primary school system. Moral education
included a range of goals such as inculcating “loyalty,

7 Additionally, where race or ethnicity are a more salient political
cleavage than socioeconomic class, democratic politicians may have
incentives to exclude some groups from access to education (Kramon
and Posner 2016; Miguel 2004).
8 Some scholars have also criticized median voter theories’ assump-
tion about demand for education, noting that individuals may some-
times not demand education even if they lack access to it (Bursztyn
2016; Platas 2019), either because they underestimate the economic
returns to schooling or because they value education but cannot
afford to make it a priority given their more pressing short-term
needs. Platas (2019) finds that parents in Malawi estimate the eco-
nomic returns to four years of primary schooling to be the same as no
schooling at all. Jensen (2010) and Nguyen (2008) provide experi-
mental evidence that parents underestimate the returns to schooling
in Dominican Republic and Madagascar, respectively. Bursztyn
(2016, 1101) provides evidence from a survey experiment in Brazil
that “poor decisive voters prefer the government to allocate
resources … [to] favor redistributive programs that increase their
incomes in the short run, such as cash transfers” over educational
investments, not because they do not value education but because
they “have more urgent needs” and cannot “afford to have fewer
resources for present consumption in order to have more education
for their children” (Bursztyn 2016, 1125). The possibility that poor
parents might be reluctant to send their children to primary schools
due to short-term financial constraints is especially relevant in
pre-industrial societies where children contributed to farming and
agriculture (Brockliss and Sheldon 2012).

9 See Harding and Stasavage (2014) for an exception.
10 Additionally, education policies may seek, but fail, to promote
skills.
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obedience, and devotion” to the sovereign, fostering
“the attachment of citizens to the fundamental laws of
the state,” disseminating a national identity to forge
unity, teaching a common language to facilitate compli-
ance with state directives, and making citizens “willing
to bear their share of the national burden” by paying
taxes and fighting for their country (Alexander 1919;
Barkin 1983; Brockliss and Sheldon 2012; Brownson
1839; Guizot 1860; Melton 1988; Ramirez and Boli
1987; Reisner 1922; Weber 1976). In these early state
efforts to organize and provide primary schooling,
“there appears to have been little interest in expanding
the pool of well-educated workers” (Brockliss and
Sheldon 2012, 92; see also Budde 2012; Squicciarini
and Voigtlander 2015; 2016). Elites also “showed little
interest in using schooling to promote social mobility”
(Brockliss and Sheldon 2012, 92). In fact, some rulers
stated that primary schools should be careful not to
promote industrialization or social mobility.11
A similar theme emphasizing the benefits of moral

education for the poor can be found among nineteenth-
centuryelites inLatinAmerica (Paglayan2017).Argen-
tina and Chile, whose policies influenced educational
debates throughout the region, passed their first law
establishinganationalprimaryeducation systemin1884
and 1860, respectively, both under tight oligarchic
regimes. In both countries, the political debates on
whether to establish a centralized primary education
system provide ample evidence that elites across the
ideological spectrumsaw shaping themoral character of
the poor as the most promising contribution of a public
system of mass primary education (Egaña Baraona

2000; Guevara, Paglayan, and Perez-Navarro 2018;
Montt 1859; Sarmiento 1845; 1849; Tedesco 1986).

While the idea that non-democratic regimes can use
schooling to shape political values and behaviors and
sustain the status quo has a long tradition among
historians, in political science the more dominant
view—promoted by modernization theories—has been
that schooling empowers individuals to demand polit-
ical rights (Almond and Verba 1963; Lipset 1960) and,
therefore, autocrats seeking to maintain their power
will block its expansion to the masses (Bourguignon
and Verdier 2000). Recent exceptions in political econ-
omy that highlight autocrats’ use of mass schooling to
indoctrinate future citizens include Cantoni et al.
(2017), Darden and Grzymala-Busse (2006), Paglayan
(2017), and Testa (2018).

Skills for Industrialization and Military
Strength

While in the examples discussed above elites seldom
mentioned the goal of industrialization, autocrats in
other parts of the world, especially during the twentieth
century, turned to the provision of mass primary
schooling partly to support state-led industrialization.
The USSR and China are key examples. In the USSR,
primary education expanded dramatically under Stalin
in the 1920s and 30s and was perceived as crucial “for
the success of such projects as the Five Year Plans …
Industrial development neededmore skilledworkers of
all kinds. No possible source of talent could be left
untapped, and the only way of meeting these needs
was by the rapid development of a planned system of
mass education” (Grant 1964, 22). The Soviet regime’s
deliberate expansion of mass education in support of
industrialization, military, and world supremacy was
what most impressed the U.S. education missions to

FIGURE 2. Quantity and Quality of Education, by Country
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11 Using data from the World Values Survey (multiple years),
Figure B1 shows a positive relationship between an individual’s
educational attainment and their willingness to fight for their country
in autocracies but not in democracies.
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the USSR in the 1950s (U.S. Department of Health,
Education, andWelfare 1959; 1960). In China, primary
schooling expanded at an unprecedented rate in the
1950s. The Communist Party reshaped the curriculum
partly to increase labor productivity by teaching prac-
tical technical skills to transform China from a back-
ward economy to a major economic power (Elliott
1982). To be sure, primary schools in both countries
sought not only to increase workforce skills but also to
shape future citizens’ political values to make them
willing to work and fight for their country.12
In principle, nothing prevents democratically elected

politicians from also providing mass primary education
to shape future citizens’ political values and behaviors
or to develop a more skilled workforce or military.
However, Olson (1993) and Acemoglu and Robinson
(2006b) theorize that autocratic rulers’ longer time
horizons may give them stronger incentives to adopt
policies whose benefits accruemostly over the long run.
Educational investments may be especially sensitive to
politicians’ time horizons because it usually takes many
years before these investments can translate into a
more loyal citizenry or a more industrialized economy.

Redistribution from Rich to Poor

Autocracies may also expand the provision of primary
schooling to redistribute from rich to poor if they
embrace a left-wing ideology or need the lower class
to survive. Manzano (2017, 128) criticizes standard the-
ories because they assume that “a dictatorial govern-
ment … tends to defend the interests of the rich, who
prefer a limited public intervention in educational pro-
vision.” She argues that “there are autocratic experi-
ences in which dictators appeal to the less affluent
sectors of society as their bases of support” (Manzano
2017, 40) and documents that 46% of all dictatorships
between 1960 and 2000 championed a left-wing ideology
that favored the interests of the poor (Manzano 2017,
111). Kosack’s (2013) examination of education policy
making in Ghana, Brazil, and Taiwan from 1930 to 2000
reveals that autocrats who assumed power after organ-
izing and mobilizing the poor were especially bold in
their efforts to expand access to primary schooling.13

Global Ideas about the Role of Education

Besides the motivations discussed so far for why
non-democratic regimes might deliberately expand
primary schooling, these systems could also have
expanded under non-democracies by coincidence as a
result of forces affecting all regimes, not just

non-democracies. A key driver of this secular expansion
proposedby sociologists is the diffusion of ideas about the
importance of primary education systems to support
nation-state formation and economic development. Dur-
ing the nineteenth century, European rulers became
convinced that their success in building a nation-state
required a state-controlled primary school system that
taught people a common language and set of political
values. This idea traveled quickly and took root in other
parts of the world, including autocracies but also demo-
cratic countries like theUnited States (Boli,Ramirez, and
Meyer 1985; Green 1990; Ramirez and Boli 1987). It was
just a historical coincidence, the argument goes, that at
the time when this idea was circulating, most regimes
were still non-democratic.More recently, especially since
the development of human capital theory in the 1960s,
the term “education” has become increasingly associated
with economic development (Bonal 2016; Brockliss and
Sheldon 2012; Green 1990). Competition for economic,
technological, and military supremacy during the Cold
War, and the active dissemination by international organ-
izations like the U.N. and the World Bank of ideas
highlighting education’s role in fostering economic
growth, may have accelerated the expansion of primary
schooling during the post-war period—again, regardless
of the type of regime. For instance, in 1990, 140 countries
signed theConvention on the Rights of the Child agreeing
to commit themselves to ensure free access to primary
education for all.14

In sum, there are multiple reasons why we might
observe provision of primary schooling under non-
democratic regimes—some pointing to deliberate
attempts by these regimes to shape political values,
skills, or the distribution of wealth and others pointing
to provision under non-democratic regimes by coinci-
dence, as a result of the spread of ideas about the
benefits of education for nation- and state-building at
a time when most existing regimes were non-demo-
cratic. From the perspective of what median voters
theories will predict about the effect of democratization
on access to primary schooling, it does not matter why
there was provision of it under non-democratic
regimes; what matters is how much provision there
was and whether a majority of the population already
had access to it before democratization. Later on, I will
show that access to primary schooling in most autocra-
cies that became democracies was high.

EXISTING EMPIRICAL RESEARCH

Table A1 of Online Appendix A summarizes the data,
methods, and conclusions of past studies. As noted in

12 Exploratory quantitative tests provide mixed evidence for the
industrialization argument. Figure B2 shows that central govern-
ments began to regulate primary schooling during pre-industrial
times, whereas Figure B3 suggests that industrialization increased
after central governments began to regulate primary schooling.
13 Using data on the ideology of governments from Brambor, Lind-
vall, and Stjernquist (2017), Figure B4 provides suggestive visual
evidence that transitioning from a non-leftist to a left-wing non-
democracy leads to an increase in primary school enrollment rates.

14 Figure B5 provides suggestive visual evidence that the expansion
of primary schooling under non-democracies was not merely a
historical coincidence. These regimes appear to have incentives of
their own to expand primary schooling, as suggested by the observa-
tion that reversals from democracy to non-democracy are, on aver-
age, followed by an acceleration of primary school enrollment rates
that is not observed in countries that remain democratic. I thank
Reviewer 1 for suggesting this empirical test.
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recent surveys of the literature (Gift andWibbels 2014;
Hoffman 2015), one of the most consistent empirical
findings in cross-national studies of the relationship
between regime type and education provision is that
democracies provide higher quantities of education
than non-democracies, especially primary education.
While the literature usually argues that democracy
leads to increases in enrollment rates and education
expenditures, the methods used warrant caution
against causal interpretations. First, some early studies
likely overestimate democracy’s effect because they
lack controls for long-standing country characteristics
that could explain why some countries both became
democratic and have higher levels of education provi-
sion.15 It could just be that certain countries had cul-
tural, economic, or political characteristics that
prompted them both to provide a lot of primary edu-
cation and, eventually, to democratize.
Acknowledging this, most studies include country

fixed effects in the analysis, which prevents us from
confounding the effect of democracy with the effect of
permanent country characteristics affecting both who
democratizes and how much education is provided.
While these studies find that within a country, transi-
tions from autocracy to democracy are followed by an
increase in primary school enrollment rates, school
attendance, and primary education expenditures (e.g.,
Ansell 2008; Harding and Stasavage 2014; Stasavage
2005), this evidence is still insufficient to isolate the
effect of democracy. We also need to net out the role of
common shocks or events that could have led to the
secular expansion of education in democracies and
autocracies alike, including, for example, the role of
Cold War competition, international organizations,
and the global diffusion of ideas about the benefits of
education discussed above. This is what including year
fixed effects allows us to do. Ross (2006) finds that after
accounting not just for country but also for year fixed
effects, there is no longer evidence that democracy
lowers infant or child mortality. However, few peer-
reviewed studies of the relationship between democ-
racy and education provision include both country and
year fixed effects, and those that do arrive at conflicting
conclusions, perhaps because they cover different
periods and sets of countries (e.g., Lindert [2004] stud-
ies developed countries from 1880–1930; Lott [1999]
analyzes 99 countries over 1985–92).
Finally, because World Bank and UNESCO educa-

tion statistics are available from the 1960s on, most
studies focus on this recent period. The few peer-
reviewed studies that explore the relationship between
democracy and education provision over a longer
period raise questions about external validity due to
their limited geographic coverage: Lindert (2004)

focuses on OECD countries, Mariscal and Sokoloff
(2000) on the Americas, and Aghion et al. (2019) on
Europe.

In sum, we lack empirical research that convincingly
assesses the presence of a causal relationship between
regime type and the quantity of education provision for a
large number of countries and over a period that encom-
passes most of the history of state-controlled education
systems. This article seeks to help fill this important gap.

RESEARCH DESIGN

To assess the role of democratic institutions in explain-
ing the global expansion of primary education, the
article proceeds in four steps. First, I examinewhat came
first, states’ interest in the provision of primary educa-
tion or democracy. To determine when states became
interested in primary education, I employ two historical
datasets: an original dataset documenting the year when
central governments in 33 European and Latin Ameri-
can countries began to regulate the provision of primary
education and a dataset compiled byLee andLee (2016)
with information about the year when central govern-
ments in 109 countries began to monitor primary edu-
cation systems by collecting statistics about the number
of students enrolled in school.

Second, I ask the following: besides regulating and
monitoring schools, to what extent did non-democratic
regimes expand access to primary education? To
measure the quantity of provision, I use the most
common measure in the literature, country-level pri-
mary school enrollment rates (SERs). Two new his-
torical datasets (Lee and Lee 2016; Paglayan 2017)
spanning from 1820 to 2010 enable me to examine the
relationship between regime type and primary educa-
tion provision over a much longer period than has
been possible before.

Third, I use difference-in-differences and interrupted
time series methods to estimate the effect of democra-
tization on primary SERs. I examine democracy’s aver-
age effect over the whole period (1820–2010) and
separately for democratic transitions taking place
before or after 1945. The 1945 cutoff is informed by
two factors. First, primary SERs across developing
countries accelerated after that year (Figure A2).
Examining whether democratization contributed to
this acceleration is an important question. Second, as
discussed earlier, others have argued that the idea that
education can contribute to individual earnings and
economic development only became widespread after
WorldWar II. As a result, demand for education during
the post-war may have been stronger, and—if democ-
racies respond to popular demand—the effect of dem-
ocratization may have been stronger, too.

Fourth, I use difference-in-differences models that
allow for heterogeneous treatment effects of democra-
tization to test which of the three theories discussed
earlier (median voter, capture by rich voters, capture
by organized interest groups representing the rich) best
explains the findings on the average effect of democra-
tization.

15 E.g., Brown (1999) compares primary school enrollment in dem-
ocracies and non-democracies in 136 countries from 1960–1987, finds
democracies have higher enrollment rates than non-democracies
with similar observable characteristics such as GDP per capita, and
concludes that “institutions associated with individual rights and
electoral competition have an important effect on primary school
enrollment” (681, emphasis mine).
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HISTORICAL DATASETS

Timing of Initial State Intervention in Primary
Education

State intervention in primary education systems can
take many forms. For 33 countries in Europe and Latin
America, I used country-specific history of education
books, articles, and Ph.D. dissertations published in
English, Spanish, or Portuguese, supplemented by con-
sultations with history of education experts,16 to code
the year when central governments began to (i) fund
primary schools, (ii) manage them, (iii) establish a man-
datory curriculum for all primary schools, (iv) establish
certification requirements for primary school teachers,
(v) train prospective teachers, (vi)mandate local author-
ities to provide universal access to schooling, (vii) man-
date free provision for the poor, and (viii) establish
compulsory primary education. Data collection details
and brief country narratives are available in Online
Appendix C. Because central governments sometimes
began intervening in primary education after subna-
tional governments, the dataset may not always capture
the earliest expression of politicians’ interest in educa-
tion, but it allows us to make conservative statements of
the form “politicians were interested in primary school-
ing at least as far back as X.”
To extend the analysis to all regions, I examine an

additional form of governmental intervention in edu-
cation involving the use of official inspections and
gathering of school-level statistics to monitor the state
of primary schooling. Lee and Lee (2016) identify the
first year when official statistics about student enroll-
ment in public primary schools became available in
111 countries—of which 109 can be matched to infor-
mation about regime type. Other forms of state inter-
vention—e.g., provision of funding or introduction of a
mandatory curriculum—usually occurred before offi-
cial enrollment statistics became available, so again, the
timing of these statistics provides a conservative esti-
mate that “politicians were interested in primary
schooling at least as far back as X.”17

School Enrollment Rates (SERs)

I employ two datasets that measure primary SERs. The
first is an original country-level dataset constructed by
Paglayan (2017) containing annual primary SERs as a
proportion of the population ages 5–14 for 38 countries
in Europe and Latin America from 1828 to 1945,
though there is variation in the start date due to vari-
ation in the timing of emergence of state-controlled
primary education systems. The construction of this
dataset involved contrasting and merging historical

data on student enrollment from several secondary
sources (Benavot andRiddle 1988;Mitchell 2007; Flora
1983; the U.S. Bureau of Education’s annualReports of
the Commissioner of Education for 1872–1915) and
supplementing these with country-specific primary
and secondary sources. The second dataset, assembled
by Lee and Lee (2016), contains quinquennial country-
level data on primary school enrollment rates as a
proportion of the school-aged population for 111 coun-
tries from 1820 to 2010. The authors merged post-war
data on primary SERs from UNESCO with more
historical data compiled from similar—but not the
same—sources I used.

Each dataset has its advantages and limitations and
using both helps me assess the robustness of the con-
clusions. On one hand, my dataset starts earlier.
Although Lee and Lee provide extrapolated SERs
for all countries since 1820, in reality only nine coun-
tries in their dataset have nonextrapolated pre-1870
data, compared with 17 countries in mine. Indeed, my
dataset contains one extra decade of historical data for
Argentina, Brazil, and England; two decades for Costa
Rica, Ecuador, France, and Spain; and four decades for
Austria, Germany, and Norway. On the other hand,
their dataset covers all regions. Although data preced-
ing 1870 are scarce in Lee and Lee (2016), 63 countries
in their dataset have enrollment data beginning in 1900,
85 have data preceding 1920, and 105 preceding 1950.
This enables us to improve on the external validity of
past studies that employ data from UNESCO or the
World Bank, which are only available after the 1960s.

I also examine the relationship between democra-
tization and secondary and tertiary enrollment rates
using data from Lee and Lee (2016).

Democratization

I use three sources to measure democratization: the
Polity Project; Boix, Miller, and Rosato (2012; here-
after, BMR); and the Political Institutions and Political
Events (PIPE)Data Set by Przeworski et al. (2013). For
comparability with past studies, which mostly use pol-
ity2 (which considers whether there are open and
competitive elections and constraints on the Execu-
tive), I construct a binary measure following the con-
vention that a country is democratic if polity2 ranges
between 6 and 10. As an alternative measure of
increases in the political voice of the poor, I use the
introduction of universal male suffrage, obtained from
PIPE. For a less demanding measure, I use BMR,
which counts as democratic any country that has com-
petitive elections and has enfranchised more than 50%
of adult males. The main text presents results based on
Polity to facilitate comparison with past studies, but the
main conclusions hold when considering all measures.

STATE-CONTROLLED PRIMARY SCHOOL
SYSTEMS EMERGED UNDER AUTOCRACIES

Comparing the timing of democratization and initial
state intervention in primary education reveals that,

16 Text sources provide 91% of the data; expert consultations, con-
ductedwhen the dates could not be found in texts in English, Spanish,
or Portuguese, provide 9% of the data.
17 See Online Appendix D for additional evidence on the appropri-
ateness of using Lee and Lee’s (2016) data on the timing of education
statistics to make inferences about the timing of state intervention in
primary education vis-à-vis the timing of democratization.
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worldwide, states began to intervene in primary
education well before the poor were enfranchised.
In Europe and Latin America, central governments

began to intervene in primary education on average
107 years before democratization as measured by
Polity or BMR and 91 years before the introduction
of universal male suffrage. In general, the earliest
interventions entailed funding and managing schools.
About a decade later, central governments began to
establish curriculum and teacher certification
requirements and established a monopoly over
teacher training. Education statistics appeared about
another decade later. Compulsory primary schooling
laws were usually the latest form of state intervention
but were still introduced about 52 years before dem-
ocratization and 36 years before universal male suf-
frage. These findings are not driven by a few isolated
cases; they reflect a general pattern shown in Figure 3
(Panel A). Orange triangles indicate when a compul-
sory education law was first passed. Red dots indicate
when any other form of central government interven-
tion in primary education first took place. Blue
squares indicate the timing of democratization as
measured by Polity. The pattern is clear: the red dots
precede the orange triangles, which precede the blue
squares.18
The same pattern appears outside of Europe and

Latin America. For 109 countries, Panel B of Figure 3
shows that political authorities began to monitor and
gather official statistics about primary school systems
on average 61 years before democratization in Europe
and Latin America and 63 years before democratiza-
tion elsewhere.

SIZABLE EXPANSION OF PRIMARY
SCHOOLING UNDER AUTOCRACIES

How elites regulated public primary education early on
created enduring patterns of authority and organization
(Ansell andLindvall 2013). Curriculumplans and teacher
training programs established under non-democracies
sometimes remained in place decades after democratiza-
tion (Guevara, Paglayan, and Perez-Navarro 2018).
But states didn’t just regulate or monitor primary

education; they also expanded its provision even in
the absence of mass elections. Among countries that
experienced at least one transition to democracy, on
average 60% of children were already enrolled in
primary school two decades before the country’s first
democratic transition, 70% were enrolled just before
democratization, and no dramatic change in the
enrollment trend occurred after democratization.
This is shown in Panel A of Figure 4; the thick black
line represents the average primary SER twenty years
before and after a country’s first transition to democ-
racy. Indeed, in all regions except Sub-SaharanAfrica
a large majority of children were already enrolled in
primary school at least two decades before

democratization; and in all regions, democratization
was not followed by a sharp acceleration of primary
school enrollment rates. These observations hold
regardless of how we measure democracy (Figure
A4). Additionally, in every region, a majority of
children gained access to primary schooling well
before there was a regional move toward democracy
(Figure A6).

These patterns are not driven by a few non-demo-
cratic regimes in each region. In 65% of countries that
ever transitioned to democracy, a majority of school-
age children were already enrolled in primary school
20 years before the first democratic transition. That
proportion climbs to 75% of countries if we look
at enrollment 10 or 5 years before democratization
(Figure 4, Panel B).

In sum, non-democratic regimes regulated, moni-
tored, and provided high quantities of primary educa-
tion. In most countries, a majority of children were
already enrolled in primary school well before the first
transition to democracy.

AVERAGE EFFECT OF DEMOCRACY ON
ACCESS TO PRIMARY EDUCATION

Figure 5 provides visual evidence suggesting that, on
average, democratization had little or no positive
effect on primary SERs. The figure displays, in
black, the average SER among democratizing coun-
tries before and after their first transition to democ-
racy and, in gray, the average trend in comparison
countries that, at any given point in time, were non-
democratic.19 Panel A displays these trends for the
entire period 1820–2010, Panel B for democratiza-
tions that occurred between 1820 and 1945, and
Panel C, for those occurring after 1945.

Beginning with the full period 1820–2010, Panel A
shows that, historically, countries that became demo-
cratic already had higher primary SERs before
transitioning to democracy, but democratization was
not followed by a faster increase in SERs in democra-
cies compared to non-democracies. A similar pattern
emerges when using universal male suffrage or BMR’s
measure of democracy (Figure A7).

The conclusion is the same if we focus onmore recent
democratizations, but Panel C helps us understand why
past studies that did not include year fixed effects in the
analysis concluded differently. The left-side graph
depicts average SERs before and after democratiza-
tion; the right side illustrates the same trends but
with the y-axis ranging from 0–100% (like Panels A
and B).20 Recall that most studies compare education
provision before and after democratization within
countries that democratize, accounting for country,
but not year, fixed effects. This is analogous to focusing
on the black line only, which shows that democratic

18 Figure A3 looks at other forms of education intervention and
measures of democracy.

19 See bottom of Figure 5 for details about the construction of the
comparison group.
20 FigureA15 shows the variation behind the average trends depicted
in Panel C.

The Non-Democratic Roots of Mass Education: Evidence from 200 Years

187

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

20
00

06
47

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055420000647


FIGURE 3. Timing of Democratization and State Intervention in Primary Education, by Country
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transitions coincided with an acceleration of education
provision. While looking at the black line alone might
lead us to conclude that democratization caused that
acceleration, the gray line shows that countries that did
not democratize experienced the same acceleration.
The inclusion of year fixed effects helps net out any
common time shocks driving educational expansion
across all regime types. Not accounting for this secular
global trend would lead us to overestimate democra-
tization’s impact.21
There is also no visual evidence to conclude that

democratic transitions occurring before 1945 had a posi-
tive effect on primary school coverage. Panel B shows
that in countries that became democratic between 1820
and 1945, primary SERs were higher and growing faster
compared with non-democratic countries before they
adopted democratic institutions, but once democracy
emerged, there is no longer a divergence in SERs
between democratic and non-democratic countries.
To quantify the average influence of democratization

on primary SERs and compute confidence intervals
around the estimated effects, I use difference-in-
differences (DD, Equation 1) and interrupted time
series with a comparison group (ITS, Equation 2):

Yi,t ¼ γiþϕtþδ1:Ti,tþ ϵi,t, (1)

and

Yi,t ¼ γiþϕtþβ0 yeari,t−year∗i
� �

:EverDi

þβ1EverDi:Pi,tþβ2 yeari,t−year∗i
� �

:EverDi:Pi,tþ ϵi,t,
(2)

where γi accounts for country fixed effects and ϕt
accounts for year fixed effects. In the DD model
(Equation 1), Ti,t equals 1 if country i in year t was a
democracy and equals 0 otherwise; δ1 is the average
treatment effect of democratization on primary SERs
under the identifying assumption that SERs in coun-
tries that democratized, had they not done so, would
have changed just as much as they did in countries that
did not become democratic. Visual evidence of parallel
pre-treatment trends in Panels A and C of Figure 5
suggests that DD is a valid approach when estimating
the average effect of democratization for the full period
(1820–2010) and for the post-war period (1945–2010).
However, the absence of parallel pre-treatment trends
in Panel B highlights the need to use a different causal
inference method for 1820–1945. I use ITS for that
period.

In an ITS model, the identifying assumption is not
that the trend of treated countries would have been
parallel to that of comparison countries absent democ-
ratization but that treated countries’ trend in the
post-treatment period would have changed by the same
(linear) amount as comparison countries’ trend had
they not experienced democratization (Shadish, Cook,
and Campbell 2002). In Equation 2, yeari,t−year∗i

� �
is

the number of years relative to democratization in
country i, EverDi equals 1 if country i ever democra-
tized during the period of analysis and equals 0 other-
wise, and Pi,t takes a value of 1 if country i had already
democratized in year t and equals 0 otherwise. The ϕt

FIGURE 4. Primary School Enrollment Rates in Countries that Experienced Democratization,
1820–2010

0
20

40
60

80
10

0
P

rim
ar

y 
S

ch
oo

l E
nr

ol
lm

en
t R

at
e

–20 –15 –10 –5 0 5 10 15 20
Years from Democratization (Polity2>=6)

World Average Asia & the Pacific
Eastern Europe Latin America
North Africa & Middle East Sub-Saharan Africa

0
10

20
30

%
 o

f C
ou

nt
rie

s 
th

at
 E

ve
r D

em
oc

ra
tiz

ed

0 20 40 60 80 100
Primary School Enrollment Rate 5 Years Before Democratization

Panel A: Average Enrollment Rates Before and After
Democratization, World and Regionals Means 

Panel B: Distribution of Enrollment Rates
5 Years Before Democratization 

Note: For visualization purposes, in Panel A quinquennial data on enrollment rates were linearly interpolated to obtain annual estimates.
Trends based on the original (quinquennial) data are shown in Figure A5. Sources: Lee and Lee (2016) for enrollment rates; Polity Project
for timing of democracy.

21 Including country and year fixed effects would leave no variance to
be explained if almost every country was democratizing and experi-
encing educational expansion. However, that is not the case here: by
the end of the period of analysis, 68 countries are democratic and
41 are non-democratic. The year fixed effects simply model the trend
in school enrollment rates among non-democratic countries, enabling
us to estimate the counterfactual trend for democratic countries in the
post-democratization period.
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dummies trace out the trend of comparison countries,
and β0 is the linear difference in the pre-treatment
trend between treated and comparison countries, β1 is
the average one-time shift in treated countries’ trend in
the first year under democracy, and β2 measures the
linear change in the slope of treated countries’ trend
after democratization. Under the identifying assump-
tion, ðβ1+ k. β2) measures the effect of democracy k
years after democratization. This magnitude can be
thought of as the difference between treated and
comparison countries in the difference between their
post-treatment slopes net of differences in their
pre-treatment slopes. Intuitively, if treated countries’
enrollment rate was already growing faster than control
countries’ in the pre-democracy period and diverged
even more during the post-democratization period, we
would interpret the additional amount of divergence as

the positive effect of democratization. Conversely, if we
observed that, after democracy, treated countries’
trend diverged less from control countries’ than in the
pre-democracy period, we would interpret the reduc-
tion in the amount of divergence as the negative influ-
ence of democratization on SERs.

The results of Equations 1 and 2, shown in Figure 6,
provide limited support for the claim that democrati-
zation led to an average increase in primary SERs.
Panel A plots the coefficient on democracy obtained
from (i) a regression with country fixed effects but not
year fixed effects, the most common method used
in prior studies, (ii) a DD model including both
country and year fixed effects (Equation 1), and (iii) a
model that adds country-specific linear time trends
to Equation 1, to control for observable and unobserv-
able features of a country that change linearly over

FIGURE 5. Average Primary School Enrollment Rates before and after Democratization, Treated and
Comparison Countries, 1820–2010 and Subperiods
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Sources: Lee and Lee (2016) for enrollment rates; Polity Project for timing of democracy.
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time. Panel B provides the estimated influence of
democracy 10 years after democratization based on
the ITS model, particularly relevant for the period
1820–1945. 95% confidence intervals based on stand-
ard errors clustered at the country level are reported.
The results for the full period 1820–2010 do not

provide support for the claim that democratization
played a leading role in explaining the global expansion

of primary schooling. Panel A confirms that accounting
for country but not for year fixed effects leads us to
severely overestimate democracy’s influence on pri-
mary SERs. For instance, using Polity to measure
democracy, as most past studies do, the results with
only country fixed effects suggest that democratization
increases primary SERs by 30 percentage points (p.p.).
However, once year fixed effects are added, the

FIGURE 6. Estimated Effect of Democratization on Primary School Enrollment Rates, 1820–2010 and
Subperiods
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the effect of democracy within 10 years of democratization. A total of 109 countries contribute data to estimate the equations that span the
entire period (1830–2010) and the post-war period (1945–2010); 98 countries contribute data to estimate the equations that focus on the
pre-war period (1830–1944). Sources: Lee and Lee (2016) for enrollment rates; Polity Project, BMR, and Przeworski et al. (2013) for timing
of democracy.

The Non-Democratic Roots of Mass Education: Evidence from 200 Years

191

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

20
00

06
47

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055420000647


coefficient on democracy is no longer statistically dif-
ferent from zero and the point estimate is negative.
Moreover, all the coefficients on democracy, regardless
of which of the three measures of democracy is used,
are estimated with enough precision to rule out the
claim that democracy was an important driver of the
expansion of primary schooling. Recall that the average
primary school enrollment in democratizing countries
already exceeded 70%before democratization, so even
if we take the upper bound of the 95% confidence
interval in models with country and year fixed effects
(5.7 p.p. on average across the three measures of
democracy) or models including also country-specific
linear time trends (5.8 p.p. on average), the estimated
effect of democratization would represent a substan-
tively small effect.
A more appropriate comparison with prior studies is

to focus on the effect of democratizations occurring
during the post-war period, 1945–2010. Again, Panel A
of Figure 6 shows that estimating the influence of these
democratic transitions using country but not year fixed
effects overestimates democracy’s effect. Once year
fixed effects are added, the estimated coefficient for
democracy becomes negative and is no longer statistic-
ally significant if democracy is measured using either
Polity or BMR. The only measure of democracy that
appears to have a positive effect on primary SERs is the
introduction of universal male suffrage, but as with the
results for the full period, this effect also becomes
statistically insignificant once we account for country-
specific linear time trends.
Finally, for democratic transitions occurring between

1820–1945, the DD estimates in Panel A overestimate
the effect of democracy because they overlook that
primary SERs were growing faster in democratizing
countries prior to democratization. If we account for
the difference in the pre-treatment slopes and assume
that this difference would have remained the same in
the absence of democratization, our conclusion about
the influence of democracy changes considerably. As
Panel B of Figure 6 shows, ITS estimates of the effect of
democratization do not support the claim that democ-
racy leads to an expansion of primary SERs. The point
estimates for all measures of democracy are negative
(and statistically significant in the case of Polity). More-
over, even if we take the upper bound of the 95%
confidence interval from the ITS models (2.5 p.p. on
average across the three measures of democracy), this
represents a substantively small effect considering that
the average primary school enrollment in countries that
democratized between 1820–1945 was already above
70% before democratization.

Robustness

The preceding findings provide limited support for the
claim that democracy, on average, leads to an expan-
sion of primary schooling. The conclusion that democ-
racy did not play a leading role in driving the expansion
of primary schooling holds if we (i) use Tobit instead of
OLS to correct for the possibility of sample selection
bias due to the presence of a censored (upward-

bounded) dependent variable (Table A2), (ii) look at
the effect of continuous changes in regime type instead
of using binary measures of democracy (Table A3),
(iii) employ a different historical dataset of primary
SERs for the 1820–1945 period (Figure A8), (iv) use
public spending on primary education (available
from Stasavage 2005) instead of enrollment rates to
measure the quantity of primary education provision
(Figure A9), and (v) examine the effect of democra-
tization separately for each region (Figure A10;
Table A4).

DISENTANGLING THE AVERAGE NULL
EFFECT OF DEMOCRACY: THE ROLE OF
PROVISION BEFORE DEMOCRATIZATION

At least three different theories discussed earlier pre-
dict the absence of an average positive effect of dem-
ocratization on primary SERs: democratic capture by
rich voters, democratic capture by interest groups rep-
resenting rich voters, or democratic responsiveness to a
median voter who already had access to primary
schooling before democratization. Of these three the-
ories, the evidence presented in this section is most
consistent with the median voter-based explanation.

As a first step, I estimate the effect of democratiza-
tion on secondary and tertiary education enrollment
rates and find evidence of a positive, statistically sig-
nificant average effect of democracy on secondary
SERs, especially when considering democratizations
occurring after 1945 (Panels B and C of Figure A11).
Because the upper class is more likely to demand
secondary than primary education, it may be tempting
to conclude that democracy did not lead to the expan-
sion of access to primary education but led to the
expansion of secondary schooling due to capture of
the democratic policy-making process by the rich or
by interest groups representing the rich.

However, three pieces of evidence suggest that cap-
ture theories are not adequate for explaining the
dynamics of education provision after democratization.

First, to assess the possibility that the average null
effects of democracy on primary SERs are explained by
amedian voter framework, I re-estimate Equation 1 for
the full period allowing for heterogeneous treatment
effects of democracy depending on whether or not a
majority of children were enrolled in primary school
before democratization. Panel A of Table 1 reports
OLS results. Panel B reports Tobit results.

The results provide some support for median voter
theories. In countrieswheremost children lacked access
to primary education before democratization, a transi-
tion to democracy leads to increases in primary SERs
based on two of three measures of democracy (BMR
and universal male suffrage) and to reductions in the
provision of secondary and tertiary education. How-
ever, a majority of children lacked access to primary
schooling before democratization in only one-fourth of
countries that democratized; in the remaining three-
fourths, a majority of children already had access to
primary schooling (but not to secondary education)
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TABLE 1. Heterogeneous Effect of Democratization Depending on Whether a Majority of Children Already Had Access to Primary Education
before Democratization, 1820–2010

Panel A: OLS Panel B: Tobit

Primary Secondary Tertiary Primary Secondary Tertiary

Independent variable: School enrollment rate School enrollment rate

Polity 2 between 6 and 10

democracy 5.3 -5.1 -2.6 5.1 -5.2 -2.6
(3.5623) (3.2870) (2.6150) (3.0542) (3.3095) (2.5901)

democracy x majority enrolled in primary −8.6* 13.2** 3.6 −8.0* 13.1** 3.6
(4.1463) (3.9961) (3.2115) (3.8664) (4.0243) (3.1808)

Democracy (BMR)

democracy 8.0* −12.2** −7.2** 6.2* −12.4** −7.2**
(3.2197) (2.7032) (2.2573) (2.9740) (2.7360) (2.2366)

democracy x majority enrolled in primary −9.7** 18.2** 6.1* −7.2* 18.2** 6.1*
(3.4496) (3.0982) (2.4868) (3.4015) (3.1331) (2.4640)

Universal male suffrage (PIPE)

democracy 15.7** −17.3** −9.4** 15.9** −17.3** −9.4**
(3.1897) (2.6090) (1.4518) (3.3165) (2.6001) (1.4394)

democracy x majority enrolled in primary −10.2** 18.7** 3.1* −9.9** 18.5** 3.1*
(2.9843) (2.6514) (1.2598) (3.3067) (2.6297) (1.2490)

Note: Results based on a linear difference-in-differences model with country and year fixed effects similar to the one given by Equation 1 but allowing for heterogeneous treatment effects
depending on the level of primary school enrollment rates prior to democratization. Ordinary least squares estimates (Panel A) and Tobit estimates (Panel B). Standard errors clustered at the
country level are in parentheses. Stars denote statistical significance at the *0.05 and **0.01 level. The number of countries contributing data is 109. Sources: Lee and Lee (2016) for enrollment
rates; Polity Project, BMR, and Przeworski et al. (2013) for timing of democracy.
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before democracy emerged. Here, in line with the the-
oretical predictions of a median voter framework, dem-
ocratization does not lead to an increase in primary
SERs based on two of three measures of democracy
(Polity and BMR) but leads to increased enrollment in
secondary education. Figure 7 provides visual evidence
of these effects.
To illustrate these dynamics, consider Chile and

Uruguay, two countries with similar levels of economic
development, state capacity, and colonial history, and
whose first transition to democracy occurred at a
similar time. However, in Uruguay, a majority of the
population had access to primary schooling before
democracy emerged; in Chile, they did not. Figure 8
shows that, in line with median voter theories, primary
schooling barely increased in Uruguay after democra-
tization, but it expanded considerably in Chile.
Second, to further assess the likelihood that capture

theories explain the main results, I follow Albertus and
Menaldo’s (2014) empirical approach, which assumes

that democratic capture by the rich is likely when the
rich can anticipate a transition to democracy but not
when democracy is precipitated by an unexpected
social revolution. Estimating a linear difference-in-
differences model that allows for heterogeneous treat-
ment effects of democracy depending on whether or
not democratization was immediately preceded by a
revolution, I find no support for the claim that there is a
difference in the effect of democratization on primary,
secondary, or tertiary enrollment rates depending on
whether or not elites can anticipate, and therefore
capture, a transition to democracy (Table A5).

Third, I test the argument that democracy’s impact
depends not on the median voter’s previous access to
primary schooling but on the existence of a powerful
organization representing the interests of the poor.
Ideally, we would want cross-national time-series data
about the degree to which labor unions and other mass
organizations influence the policy-making process. The
Varieties of Democracy dataset provides a measure of

FIGURE 7. Average Primary School Enrollment Rates before and after Democratization, Treated
Countries by Whether or Not a Majority of Children Were Already Enrolled in Primary Schooling before
Democratization, and Comparison Countries, 1820–2010
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Note: Average primary school enrollment rate in democratizing countries where a majority of children were enrolled in primary education
before democratization (black line), in democratizing countries where a majority of children were not enrolled in primary education before
democratization (blue), and in control countries (light gray). Sources: Lee and Lee (2016) for enrollment rates, Polity Project, BMR, and
Przeworski et al. (2013) for timing of democracy.

FIGURE 8. Primary Education in Uruguay and Chile before and after Democratization

before
democratization

after
democratization

0
25

50
75

10
0

P
rim

ar
y 

S
ch

oo
l E

nr
ol

lm
en

t R
at

e

1910 1915 1920 1925 1930
Year

Uruguay Non-democratic countries

Majority enrolled in primary
before democratization

before
democratization

after
democratization

0
20

40
60

80
10

0
P

rim
ar

y 
S

ch
oo

l E
nr

ol
lm

en
t R

at
e

1900 1905 1910 1915 1920
Year

Chile Non-democratic countries

Majority not enrolled in primary
before democratization

Sources: Lee and Lee (2016) for enrollment rates; BMR for timing of democratization.

Agustina S. Paglayan

194

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

20
00

06
47

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055420000647


the relative power of different socioeconomic groups at
the time of democratization, but based on this variable
(v2pepwrsoc), there are no countries where, at the time
of democratization, non-elites wielded considerable
power. As an alternative, to measure differences in the
degree to which the poor are represented in the new
democracy, I estimate heterogeneous treatment effects
of democracy by whether or not the new democratic
government was left-wing or not, using data from the
“Ideology of Heads of Government, 1870–2012” data-
set by Brambor, Lindvall, and Stjernquist (2017). The
results do not provide consistent evidence for the claim
that there is a difference in the effect of democratization
on primary SERs depending on whether or not the new
democratic government is left-wing (Table A6).
In sum, the absence of an average positive effect of

democracy on primary SERs, and the presence of an
average positive effect on secondary SERs, can be
explained best within the framework of theories of
redistribution in which the median voter determines
policy decisions. Theories proposing that rich voters
and organizations representing the interest of the rich
control education policy making receive less empirical
support.22

DISCUSSION

Why do past studies conclude that democratization led
to the expansion of primary schooling? This
section considers how the research design of four influ-
ential studies—Brown (1999), Lindert (2004), Mariscal
and Sokoloff (2000), and Stasavage (2005)—affected
their conclusion. Using Lee and Lee’s (2016) dataset, I
first estimate models similar to those estimated in each
study; then, where relevant, I add country fixed effects
(Brown 1999; Mariscal and Sokoloff 2000) and/or year
fixed effects (Brown 1999; Mariscal and Sokoloff 2000;
Stasavage 2005).
I find that Brown’s (1999) conclusion that democra-

tization increases primary SERs among developing
countries in 1960–1987 and Stasavage’s (2005) conclu-
sion that democratization in Africa led to greater pri-
mary education spending no longer hold once we
include year fixed effects (Figure A9 and Panel B of
Figure A12). For Mariscal and Sokoloff (2000), I find
that the exclusion of both country and year fixed effects
explains their finding that democratization increases
primary enrollment in the Americas during 1860–1945

(Figure A12, Panel C). I do find some visual evidence
suggesting that Lindert’s conclusion that democratiza-
tion led to an average increase in primary SERs is valid
for the sample he analyzed (21 countries from 1880–
1930). However, even in these countries, most of the
expansion of primary schooling occurred before dem-
ocratization. Overlooking this fact led Lindert to over-
state democracy’s role, claiming that it played “a
leading role” in explaining the rise of primary schooling
(Figure A12, Panel A).

CONCLUSION

This article challenges the centrality given to democ-
racy in explanations of why some governments provide
more primary education than others. Using new histor-
ical datasets to examine the relationship between pri-
mary education and democracy in 109 countries over a
200-year period and methods that improve on past
studies’ efforts to address concerns about omitted vari-
able bias, I find that, consistent with the predictions of
median voter theories of redistribution following dem-
ocratization, transitions to democracy lead to a (small)
increase in primary school coverage only when amajor-
ity of the population lacked access to primary schooling
under non-democracy. However, this condition rarely
holds. In three-fourths of countries that experienced
democratization, a majority of the population already
had access to primary schooling before democratizing.
In these cases, democratization does not lead to further
expansion of primary education.

The findings contribute to the literature on the com-
parative politics of education provision and have impli-
cations for the literatures on redistribution under
democracies, the determinants of public goods provi-
sion, modernization theory, and authoritarian politics.
They also underscore the importance of future research
on the non-democratic roots of mass education.

First, while a common argument is that democratiza-
tion does not translate into pro-poor redistributive
policies because the policy-making process is captured
by the upper classes (Albertus and Menaldo 2014;
Ansell and Samuels 2014; Ross 2006), this article sug-
gests that the effect of democratization on the quantity
of primary education provision is better explained by
median voter theories than by theories of democratic
capture by the rich. Democracies are responsive to the
majority—but at a cost to the poorest in society: when
the majority already has access to primary schooling
before democratization, democratic governments do
not expand access to primary education even if a sizable
portion of the poor lacks access to it.

Second, while studies of the political economy of
development and the determinants of public goods
provision usually conceptualize schools as one of many
publicly provided “goods” or “services” that increase
individual well-being, the qualitative evidence pre-
sented in the online annotations of this article suggests
that the provision of primary schooling has sometimes
been divorced from concerns about citizens’well-being.

22 The three theories tested in this section assume that individuals are
self-interested. However, altruistic individuals may demand primary
education for others even if they themselves already have access to
it. I thank Reviewer 3 for noting this possibility. Figure A13 provides
a test of this argument. Building on existing research suggesting that
women are more altruistic and more likely to care about children in
general than men, I use difference-in-differences to test the predic-
tion that granting suffrage rights to women leads to increases in
primary SERs. The persistence of a positive and statistically signifi-
cant coefficient on universal female suffrage even in models with
country and year fixed effects is consistent with the argument that
democratization may lead to the expansion of primary schooling
when voters have altruistic values.
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Further, the poor correlation between years of school-
ing and skills acquisition that this study documents
indicates that years of schooling and enrollment rates
are problematic measures of a “good” or “service” that
benefits individuals. Measures of educational quality or
the economic returns to schooling would represent a
considerable improvement if the goal is to explain
variation in the degree to which governments provide
things that citizens value or benefit from. Future
research could also complement this study by examin-
ing whether democratization improves educational
quality.
Third, proponents of modernization theory often

argue that education empowers citizens to demand
democracy (Lipset 1960)—and perhaps because of
the influence of this theory, past studies assumed that
access to primary schooling before democratization
was low. This study shows that modernization theory’s
testable implication that autocrats will refrain from
providing mass education (Bourguignon and Verdier
2000) rarely holds. An interesting question stemming
from this article is whether and when the provision of
mass education under non-democracy, even in those
cases when it sought mostly to indoctrinate the masses,
backfired. Acemoglu et al. (2005) find that the timing of
democratization is not endogenous to the expansion of
education that precedes it. Friedman et al. (2016) find
experimental evidence that increasing girls’ schooling
in Kenya increased women’s empowerment inside the
household but also increased their acceptance of the
political status quo. Examining the conditions under
which the provision of education helps cement or
undermine non-democratic regimes would be a fruitful
area for future research.
Despite the findings presented, democraciesmay still

promotemore human development than autocracies. If
we agree with Sen (1999) that human development
entails the ability to freely determine how we want to
live our lives and that this requires certain political and
civil rights that can only be present under democratic
regimes, then almost by definition democracy will be
preferable to non-democratic regimes in promoting
human development—even when it does not lead to
more access to primary schooling.
The most important puzzle that emerges from this

study concerns the high levels of primary education
provision observed under non-democracies. Recent
subnational studies find evidence of elite-driven pri-
mary education expansion in specific countries (e.g.,
Andersson and Berger [2019] in Sweden; Gao [2018] in
China). This article documents a general worldwide
pattern of high access to primary schooling before
democratization. Existing theories of autocratic
regimes or the comparative politics of education litera-
ture have devoted insufficient attention to understand-
ing what explains this pattern. Some recent studies
suggest that external threats to territorial integrity
(Darden and Mylonas 2015), the presence of mass
domestic conflict and political instability (Paglayan
2017), and autocratic rulers’ left-wing ideologies,
including communism (Manzano 2017), all catalyzed
non-democratic elites’ incentives to provide mass

education. The findings presented here underscore that
expanding this line of inquiry is crucial for understand-
ing what led to the global expansion of primary school-
ing. The rise and spread of primary education systems
took place mostly under non-democratic regimes.
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