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The Politics of Primary Schools in Strasbourg (1902 — 1908)

——Municipal Politics and its Relationship to State Politics——

Akiyoshi Nishiyama

Primary schools in Imperial Germany (1871 ~1918) have often been described as “schools for
subjects” (Untertanen), a means used by an authoritarian state to control the political behavior of
the lower classes. Recently this interpretation has been criticized for its narrow fixation on the
state’s intention and the static image resulting from it. Instead, critics argue, the politics of primary
schools at the time must be seen as an outcome of negotiations between conflicting actors with dif-
ferent interests. City was one of the most important areas of the time, especially because of rapid
urbanization in Germany during this period.

Following this critical perspective, this article aims to reconsider primary schools at the turn
of the century from the viewpoint of municipal politics in Strashourg, capital of the “Reichsland El-
saB3-Lothringen” (Alsace-Lorraine), which was annexed to Germany after the Franco-Prussian
War of 1870 - 71.

In focusing on the modernization of school system in the 8-class school and on middle school
(Mittelschule) reforms, this article drews attention to the following aspects: 1) School politics
within the municipal government was an area, in which Left Liberals and Social Democrats, the
majority in the city Parlament, widely cooperated against political Catholicism. 2) Based on this
cooperation, the municipal government also developed a reform program in primary schools. Net-
works of German cities beyond state boundaries supplied references to necessary reforms. 3) In
some cases, however, the integration of Strasbourg into this nation-wide urban network could be
dangerous for the state government which had to regard Catholics and rural interests for the sake
of the integration of Alsace-Lorraine as a region into the German Empire. Therefore, the state was
often forced to limit. if not deny, reform programme in the city. The centralized system of School
administration, based on the French model, was largely maintained.

On the one hand, the example of Strasbourg strengthened the plurality and dynamics of pri-
mary schools in Imperial Germany and partially anticipated development after World War 1. On
the other hand, however, conflicts between City and State show the potential explosiveness of
school politics, compared with other welfare politics on the municipal level. In 1925, after the re-
turn of Alsace-Lorraine to France, this potential became reality, when the French government of
the Cartel des Gauches approved the decision of the municipal parliament of Strasbourg to abolish
denominational schools. This brought Catholicism to the centre of political autonomism in interwar

French Alsace.



