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Research on the Impact of National Capacity on Basic Education Supply Patterns:
Persectives Based on the Historical Facts of the Development of Basic Education

Since the Qing Dynasty

Yang Decai  Jiang Yuqiu Wang Ming
(School of Business, Nanjing University, Nanjing 210003, P.R.China)

Abstract: State capacity is a critical determinant of economic development disparities and plays an
equally crucial role in educational provision. This study traces the historical evolution of state
capacity since the Qing Dynasty and examines its impact on China’s basic education supply model.

The research reveals that in traditional China, characterized by weak state capacity, the
government’ s low fiscal extraction capabilities necessitated an indirect governance approach toward
society. Consequently, public investment in education remained consistently low, with basic
education primarily relying on spontaneous efforts from grassroots communities and private actors.

During the late Qing and Republican periods, the government gradually recognized education’s
importance and attempted to enhance state capacity through policy reforms aimed at establishing a
state-led basic education system. However, persistent challenges such as wars and political
instability repeatedly thwarted fiscal reform efforts, preventing fundamental strengthening of state
capacity and maintaining the traditional grassroots-driven education provision model.

Following the founding of the People’s Republic of China, the continuous enhancement of state
capacity enabled the government to comprehensively assume responsibility for basic education provision.
In the 1950s, the Chinese government achieved full taxation sovereignty while stabilizing internal governance.
The establishment of grassroots organizations significantly improved the state’ s ability to mobilize
human, financial, and material resources, overcoming the longstanding constraints of an agrarian-based
fiscal system and creating conditions for widespread basic education. Fiscal reforms in the 1980s and the
1994 tax-sharing system further consolidated the state’s fiscal extraction capacity, enabling sustained
and stable increases in public education investment. By the 21st century, China’ s basic education
system had transformed into a government-led model characterized by equity and high-quality development.

The study demonstrates that state capacity enhancement is the decisive factor in transitioning
basic education provision from grassroots-driven initiatives to full government responsibility. Robust
fiscal extraction capacity provides the material foundation for comprehensive educational provision,
realizing nine-year compulsory education and advancing from basic coverage to high-quality
development—progressing from an “education-heavy nation” to an “education powerhouse. ”

China’s experience illustrates that weak state capacity results in fragmented and inefficient
public education provision, while strong state capacity is essential for educational equity and
sustainable development. This research offers new insights into the relationship between state
capacity and public goods provision, providing valuable lessons for developing countries seeking to
improve their basic education systems
Keywords: State capacity; Provision of basic education; Folk spontaneity; Government consciousness; A

leading country in education
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