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This book was conceived as an interesting intervention to introduce researchers in the sociology of education to a social theorist they might be less familiar with, Norbert Elias. I did not realize then the task I had set out for myself, and I realize now this book could only be the first step towards much wider conversation, which I am even more convinced is worth having. So, I am now more grateful than ever to Mark Murphy, whose call for contributions to a new book series on ‘applied social theory’, particularly in the field of education research, provided a welcome prompt for this exploration. I was further encouraged by discussions with Stephen Mennell, who confirmed that, in his view, education was one of the most under-explored topic areas within the figurational sociology community. I can only hope that my far lesser knowledge of Elias’s oeuvre can do justice to his encouragement as I make a start in this direction.

Concurrent to drafting the proposal for this book, I submitted an application to the Leverhulme Trust for an Early Career Fellowship that would explore the sociology of education from a figurational perspective. I am absolutely certain that I could not have written this book, or sustained myself, financially and intellectually, without the autonomy and support provided by Leverhulme, to whom I will remain indebted for the rest of my scholarly career. When developing this project, as a fixed-term lecturer, without a leg to stand on, I drew on the incredible support and advice from colleagues at the University of Exeter including David Inglis, Rob Freathy, Gabi Recknagel, Vivienne Baumfield, Deborah Osberg and more. Having just completed my doctoral viva at the University of Cambridge, where I developed many of the analytic frames that I flesh out more explicitly here, I obtained the indispensable critical support of John Holmwood and Andreas Hess. I was then able to develop the themes and theoretical potential captured here in a course on ‘Education and Society’ at Exeter for two years, where I learned as much, if not more, from my students as they picked up from me.

In setting the course of action for the book so many moons ago, I am grateful to the editors at Bloomsbury Academic, particularly Maria Giovanna Brauzzi, who has patiently tolerated my false starts in delivering the book earlier this year due to the infinite joy of welcoming our new daughter to the family, the frustrations and anxieties of strike action against our universities over pensions, and the relocation to new cities and jobs. In our daughter, I can see the myriad ways in which a person comes to be themselves, while, at the same time, emerging out of a field of relationships, a loving family and, in time, schools, communities and our wider, developing society. Indeed, I can think of no process I would rather be involved in than that of working with my wife, Eleanor, to raise our wonderful Marianne. And, while we are on the topic, I must add my thanks to Eleanor for her expert advice and support while writing this book, being as she is the most brilliant scholar I know, of English literature, culture, criticism and everything else; who contributed more than anyone to the best elements of the book you see before you (and none of the worser bits); without whose encouragement I might not have sat down to write the thing itself!

As for the strikes, these were as frustrating and demoralizing, professionally and personally, as much as those positive sides of life in the past years have been enriching. I nonetheless found ways in which the historical perspective on higher education I had been developing could be put to use in supporting a nascent recovery of academics’ involvement in higher education policy that had otherwise gone off the rails due to unplanned processes and unintended consequences, as Elias described. I am particularly lucky to be involved in the interdisciplinary group known as ‘USSbriefs’, including Felicity Callard, Jo Grady, Leon Rocha and more, as well as to have been involved in a British Academy network for early career researchers working in the emerging field of ‘critical university studies’. I have Alison Wood to thank especially for inviting me into this network, where I have met others pushing the boundaries of the sociology of higher education, including Jana Bacevic, Richard Budd, Dina Belluigi, Sol Gamsu and more. In this emerging field, I have also been encouraged by discussions with Christopher Newfield, Liz Morrish and Helen Small. Meanwhile, at Exeter, I was grateful to get to know, through the strike, Clive Barnett, Ian Cook et al., Gail Davies, Peter Riley, Laura Salisbury and a host of others in departments I might have never met had I stayed within my disciplinary silo (which was, in fact, an interdisciplinary mix of sociology, philosophy and anthropology). I was also disappointed, when leaving Exeter, that my collaborative work with the emerging Global Systems Institute (GSI) led by Tim Lenton might lessen the opportunity to discuss potential points of integration between the processual sociology of higher education presented here and GSI’s ambitions to tackle climate change and other systemic global problems. Certainly among the highlights of this collaboration was the evening in which Bruno Latour visited our house for a glass of sherry during a massive blizzard in March 2018 while we discussed the ‘Gaia hypothesis’.

But, all’s well that ends and begins again well. Indeed, I must thank the Manchester Institute of Education and the University of Manchester for welcoming me to the university as a Presidential Academic Fellow, not least (so I am told) based on the innovative theoretical perspectives I am drawing from Elias’s figurational historical sociology and how this might contribute to the emerging scholarship in critical university studies. In subsequent discussions with Linda Evans, Steven Jones, Miguel Lim, Helen Gunter, Stuart Jones, Rita Hordosy, Jenna Mittelmeier and others within our Higher Education Research network, I have been inspired to explore even more directions of research within the field of educational research – a relatively new field for me, an otherwise disciplinary sociologist by training. I have even found that my more ‘detached’ interpretations of higher education policy, drawn from Elias’s example, can lead to fruitful discussion with HE policy ‘wonks’ – with whom I am otherwise often at critical loggerheads with – including Andy Westwood and Nick Hillman, with whom I have shared fruitful coffees, meals and discussions about the future of higher education in Britain, particularly the promising aspirations of a reconstructed civic university ideal, such as articulated by William Whyte – another great historian of universities for whose acquaintance and advice I have been fortunate to gain.

As I note in the concluding chapter of the book, I see this foray into applying Elias’s social theory as a contribution to a broader, processual sociology of education – particularly recommending a synthesis between the work of the figurational school and that of Andrew Abbott’s, whose insights on disciplines and professions have informed my research into higher education. I have learned much from discussing these possibilities with Abbott as well as Stephen Mennell, Wolfgang Knöbl, John Dupré, Ruben Flores, Alex Law, Jacob Habinek and others, especially as I developed the new journal Civic Sociology during this period with University of California Press with publisher Dan Morgan. To my mind, processual sociology can provide a basis upon which better sociological interventions into efforts to solve social problems can be conducted, by encouraging sociologists to actively engage with organizations, institutions and communities as professionals confident in their knowledge and expertise, yet humble and willing to engage with the particulars of place, time and normativity. In collaboratively developing this project, I have learned much from conversations and correspondence with Phil Gorski, Elisabeth Becker, Jane Elliott, Mitchell Stevens, Jeff Guhin, Mike Finn, Lyn Spillman, George Steinmetz, Ann Mische, Brandon Vaidyanathan, Lori Beaman, Damon Mayrl, Carl Fraser, Lis Clemens, Paul Lichterman, Michael McQuarrie, Siobhan McAndrew, Isaac Reed, Mark Carrigan and more, including, most recently, exposure to the fascinating scholarship ongoing at the ‘social generativity’ school in Milan, developed by Mauro Magatti, Chiara Giaccardi, Laura Gheradi and others.

As I acknowledge these wonderful and inspiring colleagues, many of whom, I expect, have forgotten as many of the conversations I retained as significant contributions to the writing of this book, itself a part of the process of my developing career research into the emergence of higher education since the nineteenth century, it is worth recalling Elias’s insight into what knowledge is: not the property of one atomic individual but as a ‘social fund’ that we enter into, contribute to and hope improve. I am therefore most grateful to have had the opportunity to present this grain to this tremendous fund we have as a product of human civilization. All the more so during an era in which this civilization is in such desperate need for such a fund.

It is for this reason I chose to dedicate this book to my grandparents and my, as yet, unborn grandchildren, since we are all involved in a long-term process of human development. We may enter, extend and depart from this process, but we all contribute to its changes, for better or worse. Lewis Mumford once said, ‘Every generation revolts against its fathers and makes friends with its grandfathers’, and much as I am fond of my dad (and mum!), I do consider the present to be an appropriate time to shift away from the politics of their generation, which has been, in my view, at times overly critical, and at other times, overly individualistic and selfish. Yet, unlike so many critical scholars of their generation, I do not wish to revolt against everyone over the age of 30 and all that they hold dear. Neither would I wish to see an uncritical return to a golden age that never existed and was tremendously exclusive (consisting of Mumford and his patriarchs, for one).

But, in working with and alongside Norbert Elias, who never failed to take those aspects of historical thinkers that ‘work’, while remaining fixed and critical of those aspects that were a product of over-involvement in one, limited perspective on the greater whole, I see a future for scholarship in education and other social research that could become ‘post-critical’, that is, willing to work towards reconstruction of a range of elements we took for granted and lost, perhaps through no one’s fault alone. Towards re-establishing civilization on terms which are not afraid of confronting the horrors of colonialism and exclusions that remain a part of our lives, embedded within our identities and ways of knowing. Towards a critical yet public scholarly practice that draws from engagement with communities, both near and far; past, present and future: that moves beyond our learned habit of denunciation and towards sustained reconstruction of our long, common and connected history.




Series Editor’s Foreword

Education research has a long history of adapting ideas from social theory. While this has always been the case when it comes to educational foundations, in recent years there has been an enormous growth in the adoption of social theory in the field of educational research. The names of theorists such as Pierre Bourdieu, Jürgen Habermas, Judith Butler and Michel Foucault have become commonplace in the field, making social theory increasingly familiar to those who both conduct education research and utilize it in their teaching.

As its familiarity increases, so too does the desire to engage with social theory in more thoughtful and effective ways. There is currently a strong desire for applying social theory in educational research contexts, which makes sense, as without theory, much education research can be overly descriptive and/or restricted by narrow definitions of professional practice. Social theory can assist in efforts to transcend the everyday taken-for-granted understandings of education, while also reflecting erstwhile concerns around power, control, social justice and transformation.

The issue then becomes one of applying theory to method, with the focus shifting to a growing interest in the art of application itself. This interest comes with a set of key questions attached:


•How best to apply concepts such as habitus, subjectivation and performativity in educational research contexts?

•What are the ways in which methodological concerns meet theoretical ones?

•In what ways does social theory shape the quality of research outcomes?


These questions require thoughtful responses, and the purpose of this book series is to help provide solutions to these issues, while also helping to develop the capacity, in particular of postgraduate and early career researchers, to successfully put social theory to work in research. This is especially important as theory application in method is a challenging and daunting enterprise. The set of theories developed by the likes of Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Bourdieu and others could never be described as ‘simple’ or easy to navigate. On top of that there are a variety of issues faced when applying such ideas in research contexts, a field of complex interwoven imperatives and practices in its own right. These challenges – epistemological, operational, analytical – inevitably impact on researchers and our attempts to make sense of research questions, whether these be questions of governance and political regulation, social reproduction, power, cultural or professional identities (among others). So care needs to be taken when applying a challenging set of ideas onto a challenging set of practices, incorporating a strong consideration for both intellectual arguments alongside the concerns of the professional researcher.

The series should hold a strong appeal to the growing numbers of researchers who are keen to apply social theory in their research, as evidenced by the growing audience for the editor’s own website, www.socialtheoryapplied.com. It will offer an excellent resource for those who wish to begin using theoretical concepts in their research and will also appeal to readers who have a strong interest in better understanding how theory
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