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"My role is to show people that they 
a r e  much fr ee r  tha n they fee l." 

Miche l Fouca u lt in Truth, Power, Self
1982  October  25  

Genea logy to identify limits  of thought



Presentation Overview

Recent Trends

▰ Big da ta
▰ N of 1
▰ Diver s ity
▰ Ma ter ia lis ms
▰ NRT

Technologies of 
Normalization

▰ Thr ee  theor ies  
of power

▰ Gover nmenta lity 

History of the 
Social Sciences

▰ Ps ychology
▰ Bell cu r ve
▰ Educa tiona liza tion
▰ Alchemy 4



1. History of the Social Sciences:
Characteristics

▰Progressive Era (1880s-1920s)
▰Dual agenda: Neutrality & Advocacy
▰Efficiency (e.g., assembly line)
▰Risk management by actuarial tables 

(generalizability)
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UK US
Compuls or y 
s chooling

Elementa r y Educa tion Act 
1880

1852-1917
By 1918  ever y US s ta te

Sta te  contr ol of 
s chools

Cons er va tive  Educa tion Act 
1902 (a ls o 'Ba lfour 's  Act')

1850s  (Ma s s a chus e tts  
Hor a ce  Ma nn)

Ps ychology in 
univer s ities

1883 Socie ty for  Ps ychica l 
Res ea r ch founded

1897 ps ychologica l 
la bor a tor y a t Ca mbr idge

1883 a t J ohns  Hopkins  
(by a  s tudent of Wilhe lm 
Wundt)

1892 APA founded

As s embly line  
ma nufa ctu r ing

1853 Le is ton Wor ks  s tea m 
engines

1867 Chica go mea t 
pa cking



Invention of Psychology

Wilhelm Wundt (1832 -1920) University of Leipzig
Edward Thorndike (1874 -1949) Teachers College, NYC
▰ Ra ts
▰ Idiothe tic  & nomothe tic  r es ea r ch
▰ Sa mpling a nd infer ence  

Lea r ning by Gener a liza tion7



Psychology, Eugenics & IQ Tests: 
Generalization of Human Abilities

Alfred Binet (1857 -1911) Paris

Lewis Terman (1877 -1956) Stanford, CA

Francis Galton (1822 -1911) Birmingham

Henry Goddard (1866 -1957) New Jersey
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9 Adolphe Quetelet (1796-1874) Ghent

History of the Bell Curve



▰Scale up based on statistics
▰Sta nda r dize  ba s ed on ps ychology
▰De-empha s ize  e thics  a nd a es the tics

The  be lie f tha t s chools  ca n s olve  s ocia l pr oblems
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Ma r c Depa epe  (2013) Between Educationalization and Appropriation. 
Leuven Univer s ity Pr es s .

Technologies  of Pr ogr es s ive  Er a  e ffic iency:

Educationalization



▰Psychological theories & beliefs (e.g., 
deve lopmenta lis m)

▰Timeta bles
▰Cur r icu la  & Sta nda r ds

Alchemy of School Subjects
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Tom Popkewitz (2004) The Alchemy of the School Mathematics Curriculum: Inscriptions 
and the Fabrication of the Child. American Educational Research Journal, 41 (1 ):3 -34 .

When s ubjects  a r e  br ought into s chools , thos e  
s ubjects  a r e  tr a ns for med by:



Technologies of 
Normalization

12
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Three Theories of Power

Dominance
Marxian structural 
theory in which 
power is vested in 
institutional 
positions. 
Normalization by 
coercion.

Hegemony
Gramscian theory 
in which power is 
constituted by 
repetition and 
dispersion. 
Normalization by 
consent.

Governmentality
Foucaultian theory 
of power where 
power is exercised 
by the self on the 
self (democracy). 
Normalization by 
learning.13



Governmentality and Normalization

We exercise power in discourse by what we say & do.
Discursive technologies of power include surveillance, 

knowledge (generalizations about what is good and what 
is true), and risk management (pastoral power).

We normalize ourselves according to what we learn.
Governmentality = The government of the self by the self.14
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3 . Recent Tr ends  Awa y 
fr om Gener a liza tion

● Big Da ta
● N of 1
● Diver s ifica tion of voices
● New Ma ter ia lis ms
● Nonr epr es enta tiona l 

Theor ies



Big Data

With big data: Diminished need for sampling or 
generalization (inference from a particular sample).

Research methodologies based in inference and 
generalization are being replaced by other kinds of 
algorithms and modeling (e.g., AI; Digital Humanities).
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N of 1

▰Precision medicine
▰Narrowcasting
▰Personalized advertising
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These technologies are not based in the 
same kinds of generalizability.



Diversification of Voices

▰ Indigenous & marginalized 
epistemologies; intersectionality.

▰Alternative publication venues.
▰Scientific & philosophical challenges 

to generalizability, objectivity & 
universal truths.18
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New Ma ter ia lis ms

Anna  Ts ing (2015) The  Mus hr oom 
a t the  End of the  Wor ld. Pr ince ton.

Ma r ia  Voya tza ki (2018) 
Ar chitectur a l Ma te r ia lis ms : Non-
huma n cr ea tivity. Oxfor d.

Shiva  Za r a ba di, Ka tie  Wa r fie ld 
(2018). Feminis t Pos thuma nis ms , 
New Ma te r ia lis ms  a nd Educa tion. 
Routledge .

Ka r en Ba r a d (2007). Mee ting the  
Univer s e  Ha lfwa y: Qua ntum Phys ics  
a nd the  Enta nglement of Ma tte r  a nd 
Mea ning. Duke  UP.



Nonrepresentational Theories

▰ Developed by geographers in the UK.
▰ Influenced by Deleuze and Foucault.
▰ Focus on affect (not efficiency).
▰ Expérience (exper iment & exper ience).
▰ Ever ything on the  s a me pla ne  of 

imma nence.
20

belie fs , 
a tmos pher es , 

s ens a tions  idea s , 
toys , mus ic , ghos ts , 

da nce  ther a pies , 
footpa ths , pa ined 

bodies , tr a nce  
mus ic , r e indeer , 
pla nts , bor edom, 

fa t, a nxie ties , 
va mpir es , ca r s , 
encha ntment, 

na notechnologies , 
wa te r  voles , 

GM foods , 
la nds ca pes , dr ugs , 
money, r a cia lis ed 
bodies , politica l 
demons tr a tions . 
(Ander s on & Ha r r is on, 

2010 , p. 14)



Summary

▰ Education has been shaped by social sciences.
▰ Social sciences have deployed generalization as a 

technology of knowledge creation and learning theories.
▰ Societies turn to schools to solve social problems, i.e., 

educationalization             normalization by learning.
▰ Some recent trends move away from generalization.
▰ Newer epistemological trends call for new strategies to 

identify and critique emerging limits of thought.
We govern ourselves according to generalized 
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● Gener a liza tion a nd educa tiona liza tion 
a r e  technologies  of nor ma liza tion.

● Educa tion a nd r es ea r ch ha ve  been 
s ha ped by the  "cu lt of e ffic iency."

● We a r e  fr eer  tha n we fee l.
fendler @ms u .edu

Thr ee  Ta ke  Awa ys
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