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(Re)constructing the Theory
and Philosophy of Education:
An Introduction

Gert J. J. Biesta

This book provides an introduction into the theory and philosophy of education. It
is not the first book that aims to introduce the field, and it will undoubtedly not be
the last. How then is this book different? When we look at currently available
introductions we can see that many, if not all of them, take a systematic approach,
in that they aim to provide a structured overview of key concepts, ideas and
themes, and of main traditions and schools of thought. This is sometimes done
through a presentation of particular theorists and philosophers, but more often the
focus is on themes and ideas, and the views of particular theorists and philosophers
are discussed in function of such themes and ideas. Such introductions are
necessarily retrospective. They look back at what has been achieved in the field so
far, and do so from a certain distance, in order to be able to identify those ideas and
positions that have proven to be important and influential. In this way such
introductions provide newcomers with a clear map of what the field is about, a
clear insight into how things hang together, and a clear indication of what the
important and influential contributions are.

Yet such introductions not simply represent the field. By presenting a particular
‘selection’ of available work, and by presenting this in a particular way—showing
particular connections; placing some work in the centre and other work in the
margins—introductions to the field also contribute to the very definition of the
field. We might say, therefore, that in addition to their educative function, intro-
ductions also perform a political function, in that they draw the boundaries of the
field in a particular way. They thus contribute to the very construction of the field
they aim to represent, or at least contribute to the consolidation of a particular
construction of the field (see Toulmin 1972). The fact that most introductions to
the field take a retrospective stance also means that they provide newcomers to the
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field with an overview of end products rather than with insights into the processes
that have brought such end products about. In terms of Latour (1987, p.4), they
provide newcomers with ‘ready made science’ rather than with ‘science in the
making.’

If this is what characterises most introductions to the theory and philosophy of
education, then the present volume does indeed provide an entirely different
‘entry’ into the field. Its main distinctive quality is that it does not aim to provide a
retrospective (re)construction of the field, but that it presents aspects of what is
going on in the field right now, through fifteen original pieces of writing from
contemporary educational theorists and philosophers in which they, in their own
words, provide insights into their own thinking, their own concerns, and in their
own forms of theory and theorising as it is currently unfolding. The pieces are
therefore far less the ‘polished’ end products of their work and much more
examples of thinking-in-action. They present theory and philosophy of education
‘in the making’—to use Latour’s phrase.

Doing so makes aspects of the theory and philosophy of education visible and
accessible that tend to remain invisible in traditional introductions to the field. In
this regard the present volume aims to be educative as well, but not by telling
newcomers how the field should be understood, but by trying to open up what is
going on in the field—right here and right now. The metaphor of the ‘map’ is
therefore not really appropriate for what this book is about. The experience of
engaging with this book is more like that of a tour of a building site; a site where
things are still under construction and where buildings at different stages of
completion can be found. While the approach taken in this book is therefore not
very didactical—it is not a neat (re)presentation of what the theory and philosophy
of education ‘is’ or is supposed to be—this precisely makes a different kind of
engagement with the field possible. In this regard it also requires a different
attitude from the reader; one in which the reader is less positioned as a learner—as
someone who is supposed to learn about how the field is being represented by
others—and more as a student—as one who is provided with material for study
(see McClintock 1971; Biesta 2010a, b).

There is of course a risk involved in such an ‘entry’ to the field—which is why
there are so many caution signs at building sites—as there is no guarantee that the
particular selection presented in this book provides sufficient coverage of ‘the
field.’ But that is precisely what this book aims to demonstrate as well, that is, that
when we engage with theory and philosophy of education ‘in the making’ we do
indeed not know its outcome; we do indeed not know how history will judge this
work and will select between what is of enduring value or impact and what not.
This makes this book no less political than many other introductions to the field,
but it is perhaps a different kind of politics, not one that aims to police the field and
draw and guard its boundaries, but rather one that aims to act as a reminder that the
identity of a particular field is always the outcome of very particular processes,
actions and interventions (see, again, Toulmin 1972; Latour 1987).

The contributions of this book have their origin in a special anniversary issue of
the journal Studies in Philosophy and Education, which was published on the

2 G. J. J. Biesta



occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the journal (see Biesta 2011a, b). While I
could have chosen to look backwards by identifying the ‘greatest hits’ of the last
50 years, and while I could also have chosen to look forward by inviting authors to
shed their light on the future of the field, I decided instead to look around me in
order to see what might be going on in our field right now. That is why I invited
contributions from scholars who, in a sense, I see as belonging to my generation.
Doing so, as I explicitly acknowledged in the invitation letter, is fraught with
difficulties, because what counts as a generation is very much a matter of
perception from a particular position—in this case my position—and thus mainly
reflects my own perceptions. Nonetheless I used this vague and in a sense arbitrary
criterion to invite a number of scholars from a range of different countries to
contribute a piece to this anniversary issue. As I didn’t want to have total control
over the selection of authors, I invited an initial group and asked them to provide
me with further suggestions. The result is still a fairly arbitrary selection, but at
least it is not a selection that was entirely made by me.

Rather than asking for reflections on the field, I invited the contributors to write a
short piece outlining their own theory, philosophy, account or understanding of
education. I asked the contributors not only to be as explicit as possible, but also
encouraged them to be explicitly self-referential, that is, taking their own body of
work as the main frame of reference. I invited them, in other words, to speak and
also to speak as much as possible in their own voice—which is the reason why I
asked for single-authored contributions. With this I was also responding to a
tendency in at least some countries that authors—particularly doctoral students—by
default have to list their supervisors as co-authors on all their work. While I do
strongly believe in the value of academic generosity, such practices do raise
important questions about voice, authorship and authorly responsibility. The reason
why I asked for accounts of the authors’ theories or philosophies of education—
which means that I asked them to start from educational issues rather than philo-
sophical ones—partly has to do with my own academic history. I was educated in a
tradition that does not see philosophy of education as a branch of applied philosophy
firmly rooted, intellectually and institutionally, in philosophy (for a representation
of such a view see, for example, Curren 2003), but rather conceives of it as a form of
educational scholarship that makes use of philosophical resources but which has its
intellectual ‘home’ in the field of education. This tradition, which is strongly
influenced by the way in which the field of education has developed in the German
speaking world, puts educational questions and interests first and sees philosophy as
one of the potential resources to enrich reflection on these issues. While there are
clear points of connection between this more Continental approach and what in the
English language is called ‘philosophy of education’—and it is important to bear in
mind that this phrase cannot be simply and straightforwardly translated into other
languages—it does provide a slightly different angle on the interconnections and
encounters between philosophy and education (see also Biesta 2011c).

As Studies in Philosophy and Education sees itself as an international journal, I
have always found it important to maintain an awareness of the different ways in
which the encounter between education and philosophy has taken shape in different
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contexts and traditions (see also Biesta 2010b). This is why I did not ask the con-
tributors for a piece on ‘my favourite philosopher,’ ‘my favourite philosophy,’ or ‘my
favourite theory,’ but rather invited them to do theory and philosophy of education
from the range of traditions in which their work is rooted. The contributions to this
book—which are reprinted from the special issue—thus provide a fascinating col-
lection of points of view, some clearly situated in the traditions of philosophy of
education that have come to fruition in the English-speaking world; others clearly
located in what we might call Continental approaches. The contributions that follow
not only represent a wide and interesting range of ideas and perspectives and a wide
and interesting range of educational and political commitments. They also present an
interesting range of different forms and styles of writing and articulation, thus also
making visible in the form of writing that this is work ‘in the making’ rather than a
finished and polished end product that simply follows the conventions of academic
publishing.
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