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Abstract
A broadly recognized sociological insight is that rising levels of individualism increasingly
characterize a growing number of countries. We examine the extent to which schooling is
altered by, and transmits, this core cultural shift. We analyze 476 secondary school social
science textbooks from 78 countries from 1950 to 2011 to see whether they increasingly
portray society as made up of agentic individual actors of all sorts (e.g., children, women,
minorities). We find emphases on older social institutions remain stable, but there are
striking worldwide increases in emphases on people, especially ones empowered with
rights. This global peopling of social science instruction, especially strong in the recent
neoliberal decades, characterizes every type of country and textbook we can distinguish,
and occurs over and above other features of books and countries.

The Rise of Individual Agency in Conceptions of Society:
Textbooks Worldwide, 1950-2011

Historically, the social sciences tended to see societies in structural and cultural terms, with
the participating people and groups embedded in fixed roles as a matter of tradition,
custom, and culture. Especially with the Enlightenment, and what is called the ‘invention
of society,’ social life became re-envisioned as the product of purposive (often rational)
people, groups, and states (Toulmin, 1990). In the last half of the twentieth century, these
liberal lines of thought became dominant cultural ideologies, increasingly locating
purposive action in the individual, and human agency became central to understanding
societal processes (Meyer and Jepperson, 2000). Agency was increasingly seen, especially
with the rise of neo-liberalism, as ultimately located in individuals. These changes were
anticipated and partly captured by the idea that the honor of the family was superseded by
the dignity of the individual as organizing cultural principle (Berger, Berger, and Kellner,
1973). They were also developed in writings on ‘the religion of the individual’ (Durkheim,
1969:28) and the sacral character of the person (Goffman, 1959).

The rise of individual empowerment was not simply an intellectual evolution; it underlay
the restructuring of contemporary cultures, especially after the Second World War.
Individuals around the world, now massively schooled (Baker, 2014), are seen to choose
and act. They often and increasingly take this perspective themselves: in the modern drama,
they are the core actors. Social groups become purposive organizations, infused with
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actorhood ultimately rooted in individual rather than corporate authority (Bromley and
Meyer, 2015). Individuals become endowed with a growing range of rights, stemming not
just from their national states but also universally, from greatly expanded notions of their
inherent entitlement to justice and equality (Therborn, 2000; Skrentny, 2009; Stacy, 2009).
Individual rights and capacities come to be envisioned as the legitimate frame of reference
for development (Sen, 2001) as well as security (UNDP, 1994). In short, individual agency
is a core cultural ideological theme in today’s world. This human agency perspective is
captured in the economist and Nobel prize-winner Amartya Sen’s view that governments
should view people not as patients but as active agents of change.

The contrast, here, is with accounts of society emphasizing the dominance of
institutionalized structures: collectives with histories, authority, and legitimacy of their
own. Through much of the post-Enlightenment period, the dominant actors were national
states and their political and military elites. Common persons were subsumed under these
larger social structures rather than envisioned as playing active roles in shaping society.
These structures tended to be reified – rooted in race, religion, ethnicity, land, and language
– and institutionalized in polities, economies, and cultures. The central institution, which
educational systems were in part constructed to support, was the national state (Ramirez
and Boli, 1987), and the stories of human history tended to focus on it.

The rise of liberal and neoliberal models reshaped these older social structures. Discussions
of neo-liberalism tend to emphasize its economic dimensions: the retreat of the state,
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privatization, and the de-regulation of economies (Fourcade-Gourinchas and Babb, 2002).
But its distinctive cultural feature is an emphasis on the individual as ultimate locus of
authority, leading to a great many transformations, which encompass, but are not limited
to, the economy. For example, political orders are to reflect and serve the people:
democracy came to be preferred, even in unlikely polities (Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui,
2005). Economic structures are seen as the product of the choices of consumers, producers,
and innovators. Family arrangements are to reflect the choices and interests of their
participants in matters such as individual control over marriage, divorce and numbers of
children (Thornton, Dorius, and Swindle, 2015). Even religious and related cosmologies
are legitimately matters of individual opinion and choice (e.g., Wuthnow, 1998). Related,
science expanded to new domains, reflecting expanded perceptions of human capability
for understanding the natural and social world (Drori et al., 2003).

We address this core point: Attributed agency – the rights-bearing entitlement,
empowerment, rationality, and capacity of individual persons – becomes a central account
of society and social change. We study secondary school social science textbooks across
the world over the period since World War II, to see how much their depictions of society
come to celebrate people seen as agentic individuals. Education is a central mechanism by
which models of society are formed and transmitted, and textbooks are important lenses
through which such models are formed and communicated (Schissler, 1989). Textbooks
represent institutionalized understandings – often backed by the authority of national states
and other elites – about the nature of society. The occasional ‘textbook wars’ that arise
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indicate the importance attached to them as authoritative statements. Our analyses draw on
a dataset of 476 history, civics, and social studies textbooks from 78 countries for the time
period since the Second World War. Using factor analysis, descriptive statistics, and
multilevel modeling we find a dramatic increase in textbook emphases on human agency
(across subjects and world regions), contrasting with stagnation in accounts of social
structure. The rise in agentic depictions of society is particularly striking in the most recent
neoliberal period (1995-2011).

We contribute to existing research in two main ways. First, the empirical findings present
insight into changes in the intended socialization of young people around the world: our
data cover the entire period since the Second World War. Globally, the intended curricula
may increasingly send to students and others in society the message that all individuals
ought to be empowered and agentic rather than passive and powerless to act. Second, our
analysis speaks to the structure-versus-agency dispute in the social sciences (e.g., Sewell,
1992; Giddens 1979). Our findings imply that the debate itself can be thought of as a
product of change in how society is culturally envisioned.

Background
It is widely understood that contemporary societies celebrate the agentic individual, and
the term ‘actor’ came into common usage in the social sciences to describe their growing
depiction as a fundamental building block of society (Hwang and Colyvas, 2011, 2013).
Existing research highlights these worldwide changes in social organization and ideology.
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Previous studies find international treaties emphasizing human rights – and in particular
empowerment and agency – in great and growing numbers (Elliott, 2007). The treaties that
appear to be most consequential focus on violations of bodily integrity (Cole and Ramirez,
2013). Related, educational systems focused on individual educational advancement
explode around the world (Meyer, Ramirez, and Soysal, 1992; Schofer and Meyer, 2005).
Prior textbook studies illustrate a worldwide shift toward human rights and studentcentrism (Meyer, Bromley, and Ramirez, 2010; Bromley, Meyer, and Ramirez, 2011).
Even the family experiences invasion as countries across the globe revise their criminal
laws to protect persons rather than collective entities (Frank, Camp, and Boutcher, 2010).
In organizational research, the phenomenon of actorhood captures the reconstruction of
entities as organizational actors bearing rights and responsibilities for purposive action
(Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson, 2000; Drori, Meyer, and Hwang, 2006). In our view,
organizational actorhood is undergirded by the rise of individualism: expanded and
rationalized agency attributed to individuals allows for their assembly into purposive
organizations (Bromley and Meyer, 2015).

A broad mix of forces produced these new models of national and international society.
The first half of the twentieth century demonstrated the inadequacy of a world of
conflicting nationalist states: It had generated two massive wars, a great depression, and
horrific violations of the most basic human rights. International interdependence was
inescapably increasing on military, political, economic, and social fronts, but could not be
managed with anything like a global state-like political order. With the collapse of most
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communisms at the end of the 1980s, neo-liberal triumphalism accelerated. Celebrations
of the individual expanded, even over the formerly charismatic national states (compare
Ruggie, 1982 and 1998). These lost much of their old legitimated primordiality rooted in
dynasties, races, religions, and histories (Strange, 1996), and were partly reconstructed by
various ‘new public management’ ideologies (Hood, 1991). Values that privilege
individual agency and choice underpin these changes, with older structures reassembled as
organizations. Theories of the assembly of individuals into organizations blossomed (e.g.,
Coleman, 1990). Overall, individuals went through a great social promotion with the
expansion of rights and schooling.

Argument
We suppose broad changes in ideology and social organization that attribute increasing
levels of agency to individuals are depicted in general knowledge systems. We can find
them in survey research, which now spans the globe (Kamens, 2012). And they appear in
national and global policies – for instance in the numerous supra-national human rights
instruments (e.g., Wotipka and Tsutsui, 2008). In this paper, we look for them in secondary
school social science textbooks. As secondary education has become widespread in
practically all countries, this system is a central place to look for institutionalized
depictions. Educational curricula follow global patterns, and textbooks are central carriers
of the knowledge patterns involved (e.g., Meyer et al., 1992). To our knowledge, no crossnational, longitudinal textbook studies have examined explicitly the rise of individual
agency. Existing studies focus more narrowly on related issues like human rights, student
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empowerment, minority rights, or global citizenship (Meyer, Bromley, and Ramirez, 2010;
Bromley, Meyer, and Ramirez, 2011; Terra and Bromley, 2012; Buckner and Russell,
2013).

We examine history, civics, and social studies books from around the world for the time
period since the Second World War. History was heavily dominant in the early decades,
and remains central, though it is partially replaced in the curriculum by the more socialscientized topics of civics and social studies in a process itself relevant to our arguments
(Wong, 1991; Benavot and Amadio, 2005; for universities see Frank and Gabler, 2006).
Unlike the traditional topics of civics and history, respectively focused on citizenship and
national/global histories, social studies is a newer subject that integrates material from
these and related subjects in a more socially oriented approach (Wong, 1991).

We examine the textbooks around a central hypothesis. We expect to find increases in
textbook foci on the agency of individuals – and groups seen as made up of individuals,
rather than having a corporate character. Specific measures are discussed below, but
obvious examples include topics of rights and active participation. For example, in a
section entitled ‘YOU – The Most Important Human Rights Defender’, a Canadian civics
textbook asserts, ‘The majority of defenders of human rights are ordinary people. They see
that something is unjust and try to right it…the dedication of people to causes that they
believe in is the most important catalyst for change in our school, neighborhood, country,
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and world’ (Watt, Sinfield, and Hawkes, 2000:138). Along these lines, a South African
textbook (Dilley et al., 2008) educates students on the rights of children (see Figure 1).
[Figure 1 about here]

We contrast our focus on agency with foci on collective social structure and culture such
as emphases on religion, language, the state, or the military. For example, a social studies
textbook for Bahamian secondary schools includes a chapter on important religions in the
Bahamas (see Figure 2) plus chapters on Bahamian culture and government (Sealey and
Curry, 2006). Similarly, a book on Pakistan Studies for Classes 9-10 includes chapters
entitled ‘Establishment of Pakistan’, ‘Natural Resources’, and ‘Pakistani Culture’ (Punjab
Textbook Board, 2002). These chapters teach students about the national social structures
in which their lives are seen as embedded.

[Figure 2 about here]

In analyzing the data, we test a number of subsidiary hypotheses. (a) Individual agency
might be especially emphasized in the ‘neoliberal’ period since the 1990s. In this postCommunist era, the rights and powers of individuals, and of organizations seen as agentic
extensions of individuals, have been emphasized worldwide (Ruggie, 1998; Elliott, 2007,
2014). (b) Agency might especially be emphasized in developed Western country
textbooks. In some views, the whole recent period has been depicted as reflecting Western
(or American) triumphalism (Thornton et al., 2015). (c) Agency might be given weakest
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emphasis in history books, and be dramatized more in the civics and social studies
curricula. History is often depicted as focusing on collectives – especially the state or nation
conceived as unitary – and only slowly coming to emphasize the lives of ordinary people
in society (FitzGerald, 1979; Loewen, 1995).

Data
Historical data on the content of schooling on a widely cross-national basis are difficult to
obtain. Enrollment data are more commonly available, but these tell us little about changes
in the substantive foci of education. For more recent periods curricular standards are
available, but these appear only in the last few decades for many countries. In contrast,
textbooks offer a way to compare the content of education across countries quite far back
in time. Although textbooks provide a way to develop standardized and reliable measures
to examine educational content cross-nationally and longitudinally, a drawback is they
cannot be sampled completely at random. For many countries it is implausible to find all
the textbooks used in a given period; there are rarely even lists of what textbooks were used
in the early decades of our study. Our approach has been to try to maximize our coverage
of countries, periods, and books; and to look at trends among various sub-samples of
countries and regions to consider how the data set might shape our results. The consistent
nature of our findings is reassuring.

We searched for textbooks in a variety of ways. By far the most important was the extensive
collection (178,000 volumes from 173 countries) in the library of the Georg Eckert Institute
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in Braunschweig, Germany. This library collects social science books from everywhere in
the world. The collection is extensive, but there are fewer books from developing countries
and in earlier periods. We selected 345 history, civics, and social studies textbooks for
grades 6-12 from the Georg Eckert Institute. We then supplemented this collection with
books from other libraries (including at universities) and by calling on colleagues around
the world to help us find books. We ended up with 476 textbooks from 78 countries. 287
of the texts were history books, while 128 focused on civics, and 104 on social studies. We
classified the books by their predominant character.1 In selecting our books, the rationale
was to have as balanced a distribution as possible across subjects, decades, and regions,
though we were often constrained by availability. History books were the most common
(especially in the earlier decades) and more books were available in the most recent decades
(the 1990s and beyond) and from Western nations. For some countries, not many books
were available in library collections and so we coded all the books we could obtain within
our grade and subject specifications. For countries well-represented in existing collections,
we carefully chose textbooks to maximize variation in terms of content and publication
date and to avoid over-representation of a single country in our data set. We excluded
curricular materials such as teachers’ guidebooks and student exercise books. Appendix A
shows how the books are distributed across countries and time periods.

The books were coded with a standardized scheme, developed over several years and with
much pre-testing (available from the authors: items relevant to the present analysis are
shown in Appendix B). It took about an hour to code a typical book. Further time was taken
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to train coders who were fluent in languages we do not command. Reliability checks
suggested that our efforts to get standardized coding were successful – inter-coder
reliabilities on items typically fell in the range of 80 to 95%.

Measures
Structure
As a background contrast to our focus on individuals, we measure the presence of
interpretations of society as social structure. We include thirteen dichotomous items
capturing the presence of discussions of the nation-state and other core social orders. Our
measures include mentions of the military, independence, independence movements,
national symbols, and territory; we also include depictions of democratization and
colonization/decolonization. Beyond the nation-state, the books were coded for any
discussions of the economy, the knowledge system, and culture. The central idea is that
these items depict a national (or supra-national) society made up of social structures
providing social order and change.

To examine the coherence of these items, we conducted a factor analysis on the tetrachoric
correlation matrix among the thirteen items. This revealed two factors with Eigenvalues
above the rule-of-thumb cut-off of 1, with one notably higher at 3.5 (versus 1.6). This factor
accounted for 32% of the variance among the items, while the factor with the next highest
Eigenvalue only explained 15%. Thus, we re-estimated the factor analysis limiting the
number of factors to one. All factor loadings on the resultant factor were above .4, with the
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majority falling in the .5 to .8 range. A Kuder-Richardson coefficient of .79 indicated
internal consistency among the items, clearly above a .7 standard. We build an overall
measure simply adding up the number of indicators coded as present in a book, out of the
total of thirteen.

Agency
To measure emphases on individual agency we coded the books for fifteen dichotomous
indicators capturing discussions of individual rights in various substantive areas, general
individual rights, and student-centered pedagogical approaches. Our coding included ten
items that indicate various types of rights including human and civic rights, the rights of
children, women, and ethnic, racial, or religious minorities, and substantive rights to health,
education, language, religion, and culture. As notions of equality and empowerment arise,
in part captured by ideas of rights, discussions of particular groups rise in tandem; we code
for any discussions of women, children and ethnic, racial, or religious minorities. Rights
tend to inhere in members of these groups as individuals, contrasting for example to rights
associated with indigenous peoples or workers seen as acting collectively (Elliott, 2007,
2011).2 Importantly, in the most recent time period, not only are women, children, and
minorities more likely to be discussed, but when discussed they are also more likely to be
discussed as having rights (Nakagawa and Wotipka, 2016). Lastly, we include pedagogical
indicators that treat students as active participants in learning rather than passive recipients
of pre-existing facts; we measure whether books include role-playing activities (requiring
the student to view roles as flexible), and whether books suggest students should get
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involved in the world (see Bromley, Meyer, and Ramirez, 2011 for a more elaborate
analysis of curricular ‘student-centrism’).

To support this assembly of items, we conducted a factor analysis on their tetrachoric
correlation matrix. This pointed to two factors with Eigenvalues above 1, but with one
much higher at 5.3 (versus 1.6). This factor captured 48% of the variance among the items;
we therefore re-ran the factor analysis restricting the number of factors to one. Most factor
loadings fell between .55 and .95. Only two fell below .4: role-play (.28) and minorities
(.34). A Kuder-Richardson coefficient of .82 indicated satisfactory internal consistency
between the items. In our factor analysis, the two dichotomous indicators measuring
discussion of women and of cultural rights drop out because of collinearity. In view of this,
we opted for a composite measure of agency that simply added up the number of indicators
coded as present in a book. This enabled us to include discussions of women and of cultural
rights in our index.

Beyond the core indicators of agency described above, we also coded indicators we saw as
closely related. We report results on these indicators below.

Results
Descriptive analyses
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Our core hypothesis has a descriptive character – it is about changes in textbook foci on
topics over time. Further below, we report multivariate analyses intended to further test
this core hypothesis in addition to our subsidiary hypotheses.

Background: foci on social structure
In Table 1 we report the proportions of textbooks that cover our thirteen social structure
topics in each of three time periods: 1950 to 1974, 1975 to 1994, and 1995 to 2011 (chosen
to show any special effects of the recent neoliberal period). We also report in Table 1 the
means of our simple summary measure (‘structure index’). We present the data as baseline
information, with which our findings of change in emphases on agency can be compared.

The results show remarkable consistency over time. Nine of the thirteen items show modest
positive changes between the first and the second periods, while four show negative ones.
Importantly, only one of the changes is statistically significant, and the overall index shows
an insignificant change. Between the second and third periods, five of the items show
positive differences, while eight show negative ones. Only three of the differences are even
modestly significant – one positive and two negative. The overall index shows a negative,
but insignificant, drift.

Changes are of limited interest. Attention to the national military goes down a little,
reflecting a general change in textbook discussions of war (see Lachmann and Mitchell,
2014). Attention to the economy drifts upward. But the clear overall conclusion from the
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data is that textbook discussions of various elements of social structure do not much change
in frequency over time.

[Table 1 about here]

Foci on agency
In Table 2a we report the proportions of textbooks that discuss our fifteen topics on
individual agency in each of the three time periods. We also report results for an overall
measure aggregating the items into an index.

The results are striking. There is a general upward shift between the first two periods.
Eleven items show increases, and only four decline. Only four of the changes – all upward
ones – are statistically significant, and the overall index is only marginally so. Between the
second and third periods, however, increases are dramatic. All fifteen items move upward
– thirteen significantly so. And the overall index shows a very substantial, and significant,
increase.

In Table 2b, we show some related results: changes on indicators we thought relevant to
the agency issue, but which were not included in the overall index for a variety of reasons.3
In some cases – environmental rights and gay/lesbian discussions – changes were in the
direction of increased agency, but mentions in the books were too infrequent. In other
cases, factor loadings were low in initial factor analyses (this was an issue for discussions
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of immigrants/ refugees, open-ended questions, and the assumption that students should
develop their own opinions). In the case of the five items referring to the extent to which
various kinds of people experience discrimination,4 we thought some interpretations might
see these as not really attributing agency to the groups involved. In our view, certainly
supported by some initial factor analyses, perceptions of a history of disadvantaged people
as reflecting discrimination in fact attribute rights to the individuals involved, rather than
simply seeing them as suffering from disadvantage in history (see Bonacker, 2015 and
Kastner, 2015 on the expanding rights of the victimized).5 In any event, the comparisons
in Table 2b add weight to the earlier ones. Almost all the coefficients are positive, and most
are significant, especially in the comparisons of the second and third periods. These
findings are striking, and certainly support our main argument.6 While pictures of society
as social structure remain relatively constant through the period since World War II,
pictures of society as defined or infused by human agency rise dramatically.7 The stability
of structures is somewhat surprising as our informal expectation was that we would find
an overall decline in emphasis on social structure over the post-war period. Its continued
presence, combined with the significant association between book length and emphases on
agency, suggests that the rise of agentic depictions of society does not simply replace the
older structural vision. Instead, there is a process of sedimentation where newer images of
people and society are layered on top of older ones.8
[Tables 2a and 2b about here]

Subject and regional comparisons
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In Table 3, we carry our descriptive analyses further. First, we compare history, social
studies, and civics books on our two indices over time, to see if all sorts of books
independently show the same broad patterns of change. Some lines of thought suggest that
changes might especially characterize the field of history, which has come under rather
sustained attack from ‘progressive’ points of view (e.g., FitzGerald, 1979, Loewen, 1995,
Ward, 2007).

Second, we compare world regions in the same spirit, to see if the basic changes describe
all the regions. A common argument has it that the dramatic contemporary emphasis on
human agency is a phenomenon principally of the Western or developed world.

Thus in the top half of Table 3, we show scores on the structural and agency indices across
time separately for history, civics, and social studies textbooks. In the bottom half of the
Table, we show the same data for textbooks classified by country regional location.

Despite the fact that many of the cells in the table are based on small numbers of textbooks,
the data show very consistent effects across both region and textbook subject area. All three
subject area categories show substantial (and often significant) increases on the agency
index. All six regional categories show similarly substantial increases. And in the same
way, none of the relevant comparisons on the structural measure show overall increases or
decreases worthy of note. Regions and subject areas differ in their foci, as we discuss
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below: the point here is that all the regions and subject areas show the same general patterns
of change over time.

We can conclude that the overall patterns we describe – little change on the interpretation
of society as structural, and strong increases in depictions of society as involving individual
agency – characterize all the world’s regions, and all of the subject-areas.9

[Table 3 about here]

Multivariate analyses
In order to further examine the observation of a dramatic increase in textbook depictions
of society as reflecting individual agency, we conduct additional analyses of a multivariate
character, focusing on our agency index. Because we have data at two levels – textbook
and country – we use multilevel linear modeling.10 Hausman tests failed to reject the null
hypothesis that the coefficients estimated by random- versus fixed-effects models were
systematically different. We thus estimate two-level random-intercept models, though we
also conducted fixed-effects models to check the robustness of our results – noting few
meaningful differences, as reported below.11
Our main goal is to see whether our ‘time period’ effects hold up with multivariate controls,
so every analysis included dummy variables for our two later time periods (1975-1994 and
1995-2011) with the first period, 1950-1974, as the reference category. We include two
controls suggested by previous work: a continuous variable for the number of pages in the
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textbook (longer books could obviously include more topics), and a dummy variable
measuring whether the book is intended for senior, rather than junior, secondary school.

We also included dummy variables for the subject focus of the textbooks – noting whether
the book had something of a civics or a social studies focus (with purely history books as
the reference category). These controls are of substantive interest for our study, since work
described in the previous section suggests that a shift from ‘history’ toward social science
characterizes contemporary curricular change, and that this shift is related to our core
hypotheses. Our study cannot usefully describe the shift, as we did not sample books with
this issue in mind (though we noted increases over time in civics and social studies books).
But we can see if history books give less attention to individual agency. And we can see if
any such association moderates our core over-time comparisons.

At the country level, in the hierarchical models, we include several standard variables.
Gross domestic product (GDP) per capita might show a positive ‘modernization’
association with depictions of agency, and democracy would be even more likely to show
such an association. We also characterized countries on their memberships in international
non-governmental organizations (INGOs) – and thus connections to a broadly liberal
global educational culture (Boli and Thomas, 1999). More important, we included a
dummy variable for Western countries (i.e., Europe and the Anglo-American cases). A
substantial literature suggests that these countries provide continuing pressures for liberal
cultural emphases on human agency (Thornton et al., 2015).12
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Analyses are presented in Table 4. The main findings relevant to our argument are clear.
Textbook emphases on individual human agency show increases between the first two
periods, and strong increases between the second and third periods. These associations hold
up across all the models.

Beyond this, book length is positively associated with our dependent variable, plausibly
indicating that new emphases on agency are layered on top of existing material; older
emphases are not fully replaced. Whether the book is senior or junior secondary school in
focus does not seem to matter. But notably, textbooks with civics or social studies foci
score much higher on the agency measure than purely history textbooks (the reference
category). The finding of the special character of history books is of substantive interest,
given the relative decline in the importance of history (in contrast to social science) in
curricula in recent decades. Presumably, modern students are to make history more than
study it.

The regional comparisons are of modest interest. In supplementary analyses not reported
here, we also included regional dummies for Asia, Eastern Europe, Latin America and the
Caribbean, Middle East and North Africa, and Sub-Saharan Africa (with West as the
reference category). All regions were lower than the West on agency, as we might expect.
But these differences were largely statistically insignificant; the only significant difference
from the West was for textbooks from the Middle East & North Africa. Democracy
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produces the expected increase in emphasis on agency, but not a strong one. National log
GDP/capita and residualized INGO memberships show weak associations. In further
supplementary analyses, we estimated models including measures for official development
assistance and international trade, for secondary and tertiary enrollment, for countries’ age
(years since independence), and countries’ colonial history. Apart from colonial history,
none of these showed significant associations with our outcome. A variable measuring
whether a country had been colonized by Britain showed a marginally significant positive
association with our outcome, without substantively changing the results reported here.
Most importantly, our main finding – the strong effect of the current neoliberal period on
depictions of human agency – holds up through these analyses.

[Table 4 about here]

In summary, our findings show that while textbook emphases on social structure remain
stable, foci on human agency have gone up sharply. The trend is especially striking in the
most recent neoliberal era (1995-2011) and evident across all regions and subject areas.
The strong neoliberal effect is validated in multivariate analyses, which also point to
stronger emphases on agency in civics and social studies textbooks (compared to history)
and, weakly so, in more democratic nations. Figure 3 dramatizes this celebration of
individual agency amidst persisting social structures through an extract from a 2008
Kenyan Social Studies textbook (Ondieki, Mbugua, and Muraya, 2008). The text reads
“Responsibilities of an individual in a democracy” and goes on to elaborate the agentic
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powers and rights of individuals within the social structure of democracy. Students are
taught that individuals must not only participate in democratic processes, but also speak
out against corruption, mismanagement of public funds, and destruction of the
environment. An activity has the students discuss cases of corruption and how they would
prevent them. While social structures – like democracy – persist in textbooks, they today
are inhabited by active and empowered individuals as opposed to obedient citizens.

[Figure 3 about here]

Discussion and conclusion
In the knowledge system of the medieval world, human agency was little celebrated – but
human social structure was not either. Order arose from the supra-empirical worlds of
theology and law (e.g., Clark, 2006, Frank and Meyer, 2007). Subsequent transformations,
epitomized by the Enlightenment, brought social structure into focus, and created the social
sciences. But these changes also brought into centrality the potentials for the management
of society, and the purposive creation of the social world. Partly this involved the expanded
conception of the human individual, dramatized in liberal economic, political, social, and
religious ideologies. And partly it involved a conception of empowered social structure,
carried by the ideologies celebrating the national state and its institutions. Both these
themes had strong roots in the Western religious tradition, which sacralized both the
collective (as in the Church) and the individual (as in the soul). Both elements gained
greater and greater articulation over the whole post-Enlightenment period, with the rise of
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knowledge structures focused on the individual (in psychology, economics, and [especially
American] sociology), and the corresponding rise in the articulation of the nation-state
collective in law, politics, and history.

World War II, and the whole pattern of events in the first half of the twentieth century,
dramatically shifted the balance. Interpretations of the ontology of a legitimate social order
shifted toward notions of the rights and powers – the agency – of human individuals, and
the organizational and political structures they (rather than the gods of history, tradition,
religion, or race) choose to create (Thomas et al., 1987). In the most recent decades, with
the rise of neo-liberal constructions, the celebration of the agentic individual as the center
of society further intensified.

Existing work has dramatized how this ‘cult of the individual’ reshapes contemporary
cultures, reorganizing economies, polities, and organizations around empowered and
purposive human actors. Our contribution here has been to demonstrate its greatly
expanded centrality in textbook cultural accounts worldwide. Analyses of a global dataset
of textbooks in the social sciences since 1950 confirmed striking growth in textbook foci
on human agency worldwide. As hypothesized, this infusion of textbooks with agentic
depictions of society is particularly strong in the neo-liberal period since 1995. And
findings support our prediction that books in social studies and civics contain higher
emphases on agency than those in history. National characteristics do not seem to matter
much, though we find some support for our expectation that democratic political
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development leads to stronger foci on agency. Contrasting with the rise in narratives around
individual actors, we had modestly speculated that textbook accounts of social structure
may be on the decline. Our results, however, show stability in structural depictions of
society.

As a whole, these findings have important implications for the knowledge systems of
modern societies. Education not only reflects the cultural triumph of individualism, it also
transmits it to future generations and societies at large. Increasingly, it appears that students
are taught to take the fate of society into their own hands rather than passively accept
determination of their lives by elites and collectivities. The special emphasis on this
worldview in social studies and civics is particularly significant, given the increasing
importance of these subjects in national curricula around the world. Future work could
examine whether this growing focus on agency in the cultural artifacts of schooling extends
to classroom practice or the perceptions of teachers and students more broadly.

While our emphasis has been on this dramatic shift toward agency, the unexpected finding
of the persistence of social structure is interesting in itself. Our example shown in Figure
3 suggests that structure and agency may be reconciled in textbooks by populating
structures with agentic individuals. But we can envision alternative possibilities. For
instance, agency and structure could be depicted as existing alongside each other without
integration, or perhaps in contestation, with individualism undercutting notions of
responsibility and citizen participation as a member of the collective (see e.g. Giroux, 2005
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for a critical view). More detailed analyses of the relationship between structural and
agentic accounts of society – in schooling and elsewhere – could thus be a fruitful area for
future studies.

Our findings also illustrate that the expanding attribution of agency to individuals is best
envisioned as a historical process and continuum, rather than an inherent and fixed state.
Within this broad trend of increasing attributed agency, it seems plausible that the
phenomenon is multi-dimensional and will take on varied meanings over time and between
countries. For example, envisioning one’s self or others as having the capability to make
purposeful choices is one key dimension of agency, but another is translating choices into
action (Samman and Santos, 2009; Bromley, 2016). Individuals can make choices, but
outside a system of equality that allows choices to be transformed into desired actions and
outcomes they are less agentic. Similarly, individuals can be given equality, but without
the ability to make choices they are less agentic. A useful issue for future research is to
examine systematic variations within the broad frame of increasing attributed agency
documented here (e.g., perhaps emphases on equality come before emphases on choice in
Scandinavian countries).

In the expanded liberal and neo-liberal schemes, it has seemed important to school students
with conceptions of social life as created by purposive and responsible individual ‘actors,’
and as modifiable by them. Students, and people in society generally, should learn that
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‘you can make a difference.’ History is not driven only or mainly by elites, or by social
forces outside clear control. ‘Man,’ as it were, ‘Makes Himself’ (Childe, 1936).
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Notes
1.

Subject categories can overlap; 37 of the books were mixed across categories.

2.

There is a partial definitional dependence between discussions of children, women,
and minorities and discussions of the rights of people in these categories. A book
can contain discussion of children’s rights only if children are discussed in the book
at all.

3.

The items depicted in Table 2b include: (a) two further measures of a pedagogical
emphasis on students as active participants in learning (whether books include
open-ended questions and whether they assume that students should form their own
opinions), (b) two additional items on groups that might feature in textbooks as
emphasizing individuals (discussion of gays/lesbians, and refugees/immigrants),
(c) one more substantive rights indicator (environmental rights), and (d) five
measures capturing whether books discuss various groups (children, women,
racial/ethnic/religious minorities, immigrants/refugees, and gays/lesbians) as
subject to discrimination by others in society.

4.

Definitional dependence again arises between discussions of groups and
discussions of these groups’ experience of discrimination: a book can containing
discussions of a group’s discrimination only if the group is discussed in the book at
all.

5.

The exact wording of the code category is: ‘Are members of this group discussed
as experiencing, or being victims of, any oppression, marginalization, or
discrimination by others in society?’
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6.

To assuage concerns that the trends in Tables 1, 2a, and 2b are attributable to
variability in the countries with textbooks in all three periods, we reproduced the
analyses using only the countries that have textbooks in each of our three time
periods (36 countries with a total of 322 textbooks). Our substantive findings
remain unchanged. Results are available upon request.

7.

Our core hypotheses focus on the rise of agency, but we conducted a multilevel
analysis of our structure index, paralleling our multivariate analysis of agency in
Table 4 below. The analyses show no significant changes over time. As might be
expected, social structures are emphasized more in history textbooks than in
social studies or civics books. And they receive a little less emphasis in Western
books.

8.

We thank an anonymous reviewer for drawing our attention to the concept of
sedimentation.

9.

To check on the consistency of these results, we experimented with variations in
our measures – dropping questionable items in various combinations. These
efforts did not lead to material changes in the interpretations presented here.

10.

As our data characterize individual textbooks nested in countries, error terms are
correlated at the country level. This violates the OLS assumption that errors are
uncorrelated between observations (Raudenbush and Bryk, 2002). Multilevel
modeling accounts for this clustered nature of our data by estimating both
individual-level and group-level errors. It enables us to account for variation at both
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the textbook and country levels and can accommodate varying numbers of
textbooks per country (Snijders and Bosker, 1999).
11.

Our model is a two-level random-intercept model; consisting of a textbook-level
equation and a group-level (country) equation. The textbook-level equation is
specified like an ordinary regression with its own error term. However, the constant
of this textbook-level equation is modeled as a function of country-level properties
and a second group-level error term. Our model thus includes two random effects:
the usual one at level 1 plus a group level one.

12.

Our measure for countries’ GDP/capita comes from the Penn World Tables
(Feenstra et al., 2015); we log this variable due to its skewed distribution. Our
measure for countries’ level of democracy consists of the combined polity score
from the Polity IV project (Marshall, Gurr, and Jaggers, 2013). This score ranges
from negative 10 to positive 10, with a value of positive 10 signifying a highly
democratic regime and negative 10 a highly autocratic regime. Our measure for
countries’ linkages to international non-governmental organizations (INGOs) is
citizens’ memberships in INGOs, coded from the Yearbook of International
Organizations (Union of International Associations, various years). As this variable
is highly correlated with the dummy variable for our latest time period, we
residualized it, as is commonly employed in cross-national research (e.g.,
Jorgenson, 2006; Jorgenson and Clark, 2009): we regressed INGO linkages on our
two time period dummies and then used the predicted values from this regression
analysis to calculate the residuals. We use this residualized measure of INGOs,
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multiplied by .1 to adjust its scale, in our models. Our dummy variable for West
(North America and Western and Central Europe) comes from the World Bank
Development Indicators (2013).
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Tables and Figures
Table 1. Structure: Changes in Indicators and Index in Textbooks over Time
1950-1974 a

1975-1994 b

1995-2011

(n=123)

(n=156)

(n=197)

0.69

0.71

0.70

colonization and decolonization

0.63

0.69

0.60

the economy

0.81

0.85

natural resources and production (e.g., mining)

0.58

0.59

science (e.g., physics, chemistry, biology)

0.37

0.39

- *

0.29

inventions (e.g., light bulb, printing press)

0.43

0.44

- †

0.35

language

0.28

religion

Proportion of textbooks with any discussion of:
democratization

c

0.91
0.59

0.37

0.39

0.63

0.66

0.63

the national military

0.61

0.58

0.53

national independence

0.69

0.64

0.64

national symbols (e.g., flag, anthem)

0.46

0.43

0.49

national territory

0.63

0.62

0.62

the national independence movement
Mean of structure index

+ *

+ †

0.54

0.56

0.50

7.36

7.52

7.23

a. Significance indicates the results of a t-test comparing the difference between proportions in periods 1 and 2.
b. Significance indicates the results of a t-test comparing the difference between proportions in periods 2 and 3.
c. For all but one item, ‘any discussion’ was defined as the presence of at least a paragraph in the book on the topic. For ‘national independence
movement’, the question asked whether it was discussed as a social movement.
***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05, †p < .1 (one-tailed tests).

Table 2a. Agency: Changes in Indicators and Index in Textbooks over Time
19501974 a
(n=123)

19751994 b
(n=156)

19952011
(n=197)

Proportion of textbooks with:
any discussion of: c
human rights

0.30

+ **

0.45

+ †

0.52

children

0.31

+ †

0.39

+ †

0.48

women

0.41

0.38

+ ***

0.58

racial, ethnic, or religious minorities

0.48

0.55

0.60

the rights of:
children

0.09

0.13

+ †

0.21

women

0.17

0.17

+ ***

0.39

racial, ethnic, or religious minorities

0.09

0.17

+ *

0.24

+ *

citizen rights

0.59

0.63

health rights

0.05

0.06

+ *

0.14

educational rights

0.13

0.17

+ †

0.23

language rights

0.05

0.05

+ †

0.10

religious rights

0.15

0.12

+ *

0.20

cultural rights

0.07

0.06

+ †

0.10

0.21

+ ***

0.43

0.26

+ **

0.40

+ *

3.80

+ ***

5.29

Table 2b. Agency: Changes in Related Indicators in Textbooks over Time
Proportion of textbooks with:
open-ended questions
0.63
+ *

0.74

+ ***

0.88

+ **

0.50

student role-playing activities

0.13

suggestions for student involvement (e.g., volunteer)

0.26

Mean of agency index

an assumption that students should form own opinions

3.26

+ *

0.66

0.14

+ ***

0.34

immigrants or refugees

0.33

+ ***

0.54

gays or lesbians

0.00

+ *

0.02

+ **

0.08

environmental rights

0.00

+ †

0.01

+ ***

0.09

0.08

+ **

0.19

0.13

+ ***

0.38

0.21

+ *

0.31

any discussion of:

c

0.52

discrimination against:
children

0.09

women

0.13

immigrants or refugees

0.08

racial, ethnic, or religious minorities

0.19

0.22

+ **

0.36

gays or lesbians

0.01

0.02

+ *

0.06

+ **

a. Significance indicates the results of a t-test comparing the difference between proportions in periods 1 and 2.
b. Significance indicates the results of a t-test comparing the difference between proportions in periods 2 and 3.
c. For the various group variables and the citizen rights item, ‘any discussion’ was defined as the presence of at least a paragraph in the book on
the topic. For all other items, we simply measured whether the book mentions the item at all. For the group rights, issue rights, and group
discrimination items, this was conditional on the book mentioning the group or issue in at least a paragraph.
***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05, †p < .1 (one-tailed tests).

Table 3. Changes in Structure and Agency Indices in Textbooks over Time by Subject and by Region

By subject: c
Social studies
Civics
History
By region: d
Asia
Eastern Europe
Latin America
& Caribbean
Middle East &
North Africa
Sub-Saharan
Africa
West e

19501974 a

Structure Index
19751994 b

19952011

19501974 a

Agency Index
19751994 b

19952011

7.67
4.97
8.28

6.30
6.18
8.38

7.21
5.28
8.47

3.80
3.88
2.83

4.15
5.79
3.17

6.16
6.17
4.15

8.05
7.25

7.13
8.00

7.43
8.16

3.10
2.75

4.07
3.10

+ †

5.70
4.58

7.29

7.84

8.05

2.88

3.31

+ *

5.70

8.60

8.00

7.95

2.20

2.38

+ †

3.71

7.59

7.46

7.20

2.65

3.37

+ **

5.73

6.84

7.21

6.02

3.85

+ †

- †

+ **

+ *

4.98

+ **
+ **

5.62

a. Significance indicates the results of a t-test comparing the difference between proportions in periods 1 and 2.
b. Significance indicates the results of a t-test comparing the difference between proportions in periods 2 and 3.
c. The number of books for each subject by time period are: social studies (15, 27, 62), civics (34, 34, 60), history (78, 108, 101). Subject
categories can overlap.
d. The number of books for each region by time period are: Asia (20, 15, 40), Eastern Europe (4, 10, 31), Latin America & Caribbean (17, 32,
20), Middle East & North Africa (10, 16, 21), Sub-Saharan Africa (17, 35, 30), West (55, 48, 55).
e. The ‘West’ category includes North America and Western and Central Europe.
***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05, †p < .1 (one-tailed tests).

Table 4. Multilevel Models Predicting Agency in Textbooks: Coefficients and (Standard Errors)
Model 1
Model 2

Model 3

Textbook-level
Time periods (reference: 1950-1974)
1975-1994
1995-2011
Number of pages
High school textbook

0.893*

0.880*

0.821*

(0.372)

(0.359)

(0.382)

2.424***

2.124***

1.753***

(0.364)

(0.357)

(0.423)

0.003*

0.004**

0.003*

(0.001)

(0.001)

(0.001)

-0.186

0.038

0.010

(0.333)

(0.327)

(0.326)

1.749***

1.680***

(0.321)

(0.323)

1.217***

1.246***

(0.349)

(0.348)

Civics textbook
Social studies textbook
Country-level
West

0.109
(0.551)

Level of democracy

0.086**
(0.030)

GDP/ capita (log)

-0.124
(0.229)

INGO memberships (residualized, x.1)

0.004
(0.004)

Constant
Variance of the constant (level 2 random effect)
Note: N at the textbook-level is 476. N at the country-level is 78.
***p < .001, **p < .01, *p <. 05.

2.415***

1.328**

0.717

(0.469)

(0.483)

(1.531)

1.542

1.258

0.958

(0.494)

(0.426)

(0.363)

Figure 1. Emphases on Agency and Empowerment in South African Textbook (Dilley et
al., 2008)

Figure 2. Emphasis on Social Structure in Bahamian Textbook (Sealey and Curry, 2006)

Figure 3. A Democracy of Agentic Individuals in Kenyan Textbook (Ondieki, Mbugua, and
Muraya, 2008)
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Appendix A: Textbook Distribution by Time Period and Country
(May be published online.)
Textbook Distribution By Time Period and Country
1950-1974
1975-1994
1995-2011
All countries
123
156
197
Argentina
3
1
1
Armenia
0
1
3
Austria
1
1
2
Belgium
4
7
4
Bolivia
3
3
0
Brazil
4
2
2
Bulgaria
1
3
6
Cameroon
3
1
0
Canada
2
3
3
Chile
1
6
4
China
7
2
2
Colombia
4
9
4
Croatia
0
1
4
Czechoslovakia
0
1
2
Denmark
2
1
5
Egypt
3
2
0
Ethiopia
2
0
0
Finland
5
4
2
France
3
1
2
Gabon
1
2
0
Germany
0
1
2
Germany (West)
7
1
0
Ghana
1
3
2
Greece
1
2
2
Guatemala
0
2
0
India
1
0
10
Indonesia
0
0
5
Ireland
3
2
3
Israel
2
8
2
Italy
2
2
4
Ivory Coast
2
1
0
Jamaica
0
0
2
Japan
4
3
5
Jordan
0
0
2
Kenya
2
0
3
Korea (South)
2
2
2
Lebanon
0
0
9

Total Numbers
476
5
4
4
15
6
8
10
4
8
11
11
17
5
3
8
5
2
11
6
3
3
8
6
5
2
11
5
8
12
8
3
2
12
2
5
6
9

Total Percentage
100.00
1.05
0.84
0.84
3.15
1.26
1.68
2.1
0.84
1.68
2.31
2.31
3.57
1.05
0.63
1.68
1.05
0.42
2.31
1.26
0.63
0.63
1.68
1.26
1.05
0.42
2.31
1.05
1.68
2.52
1.68
0.63
0.42
2.52
0.42
1.05
1.26
1.89
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Liberia
Macedonia
Madagascar
Malawi
Mauritania
Mauritius
Mexico
Morocco
Namibia
Nepal
Netherlands
Nigeria
Northern Ireland
Norway
Panama
Peru
Philippines
Poland
Portugal
Qatar
Romania
Russia
Rwanda
Sierra Leone
Slovak Republic
South Africa
Spain
Sudan
Sweden
Switzerland
Syria
Taiwan
Tanzania
Thailand
Tunisia
Turkey
Uganda
United Kingdom
United States
Yugoslavia
Zimbabwe

1950-1974
1
0
0
1
0
0
0
1
0
0
3
0
0
2
0
2
0
2
1
0
1
0
0
1
0
3
2
0
3
3
1
6
0
0
3
4
0
1
6
0
0

1975-1994
0
0
2
4
2
1
0
1
2
0
2
2
0
2
1
8
3
1
7
3
1
1
0
3
0
5
0
3
3
4
0
5
0
0
2
2
0
2
1
1
4

1995-2011
0
4
0
2
0
0
4
2
0
6
3
0
1
3
1
2
2
3
3
0
3
3
8
1
3
9
1
2
2
1
3
5
2
3
3
1
1
5
6
0
0

Total Numbers
1
4
2
7
2
1
4
4
2
6
8
2
1
7
2
12
5
6
11
3
5
4
8
5
3
17
3
5
8
8
4
16
2
3
8
7
1
8
13
1
4

Total Percentage
0.21
0.84
0.42
1.47
0.42
0.21
0.84
0.84
0.42
1.26
1.68
0.42
0.21
1.47
0.42
2.52
1.05
1.06
2.31
0.63
1.05
0.84
1.68
1.05
0.63
3.57
0.63
1.05
1.68
1.68
0.84
3.36
0.42
0.63
1.68
1.47
0.21
1.68
2.73
0.21
0.84
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Appendix B: Questions from Coding Instrument on Structure and Agency
(May be published online.)
Questions from our coding instrument on social structure:
Are the following topics discussed in at least a paragraph?

o
o

0=No
1=Yes
Political & Economic Topics
 Democratization
 Colonization and Decolonization
 Economy
 Natural Resources & Production (e.g. farming, fishing, mining, logging)
 Science (e.g., the Scientific Method, chemistry, biology, physics)
 Inventions (e.g., light bulb, printing press)
Are the following issues discussed in at least a paragraph?
o 0=No
o 1=Yes
Social and Cultural Issues
 Language
 Religion
Are the following aspects of national life discussed in at least a paragraph?
o 0=No
o 1=Yes
National Military (service, strength of military, important ‘national’ battles, military
heroes/leaders)
National Independence/The country’s founding story, how it became a country.
National Symbols: flag, animal, flower, the national anthem, a national oath, national
buildings, national monuments
National Territory: national boundaries or distinctive aspects of national geography, e.g.
discussion of borders, country’s size, pride in natural beauty/geographic features
Is the following topic or issue explicitly discussed as a social movement?
o 0=No
o 1=Yes
 National Independence Movement

Questions from our coding instrument on agency:
Does the text explicitly mention human rights?

o
o

0=No
1=Yes

(A) Are the following groups discussed in at least a paragraph?
o 0=No
o 1=Yes
(B) Are the following groups mentioned as having rights (e.g. women’s rights, minority rights,
children’s rights). The text must explicitly use the word ‘rights’.
o 0=No
o 1=Yes
(A)
Groups
 Children, youth
 Women
 Other Minorities (e.g. racial, religious, ethnic, etc).
Does the book discuss rights/liberties/freedoms to which citizens are entitled?

o
o

0=No
1=Yes

Are the following issues depicted as being linked to specific rights (e.g. environmental rights,
health rights, the right to education). The text must explicitly use the word ‘rights’.
o 0=No
o 1=Yes
Social and Cultural Issues
 Health
 Education
 Language
 Religion
 Culture and/or art (other than language and religion, e.g., dance, music, food, sports,
traditions, celebrations)
Do activities/assignments include role-playing or taking on another’s perspective? For example,
take sides in a debate or pretend you are a Native American meeting a European for the first time.

o
o

0=No
1=Yes

Does the textbook indicate that students can /should get involved at the local, country, regional,
or global level?
o 0=No
o 1=Yes

(B)

Questions from our coding instrument related to agency:
Are there open-ended questions (meaning questions without right-wrong answers that require
students to form their own opinion)? For example, should the constitution be considered a living
document? Discuss why or why not.

o
o

0=No
1=Yes

Does the textbook generally assume that the student should develop his/her own point of view, or
interpretation, of history or social issues?
o 0=No
o 1=Yes
Are the following groups discussed in at least a paragraph?
o 0=No
o 1=Yes
Groups
 Immigrants & Refugees
 Gays, lesbians
Is the following issue depicted as being linked to specific rights (e.g. environmental rights, health
rights, the right to education). The text must explicitly use the word ‘rights’.
o 0=No
o 1=Yes
 Environmental protection or damage
Are members of the following groups discussed as experiencing, or being victims of, any
oppression, marginalization, or discrimination by others in society? Note: Only count
descriptions that are framed as discriminatory by the textbook itself, not things you think are
oppressive if they are not discussed that way in the book.
o 0= No
o 1= Yes
Groups
 Children, youth
 Women
 Immigrants & Refugees
 Other Minorities (e.g. racial, religious, ethnic, etc)
 Gays, lesbians

