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Whose education is it anyway? 
Collective versus individual claims to knowledge, education, and learning  
 
Knowledge, education and learning are for all societies constitutive “goods”. In comparison to 
material goods, such immaterial goods are not subjected to an inherent scarcity. It can therefore 
generally be argued that the more knowledge is circulated, processed and reproduced, the more it 
can be disseminated in society – and the more a society “profits” from the increase in collaboration, 
innovation and participation in both private and public affairs. Despite this general insight, societies 
nevertheless often regulate and limit the access to knowledge, education and learning, making the 
resource artificially scarce and contested. And the distribution of scarce goods occurs, as in market 
economies and other social realms, according to the principles of competition.       
 
In the meantime, it appears as though the arguments for appropriation, privatization and valorization 
have infiltrated the politics of knowledge and education. This development questions in what sense 
knowledge, education and learning are collective, public goods and therefore can also be accessed 
and used in an egalitarian and collective manner. Here, all participants share the responsibility over 
public affairs, freedom is understood as collective action and the management thereof is controlled 
and legitimated through democratic processes of deliberation. In contrast to this, a market approach 
to knowledge and education places competition, private value creation and freedom of choice 
through purchasing power at its center. While this problematic is often thought of as a dichotomy 
between the market and the state, a third, alternative approach conceptualizes knowledge, education 
and learning as a commons. Here, it is assumed that the local participants have the capabilities (and 
knowledge) to produce better outcomes in resource management than a deregulated market or 
centralized state planning.  
 
This theoretical framework leads us to central questions in relation to the both the institutional 
organization of knowledge and the administration of education.  How are educational systems and 
learning relationships affected by demands made by local, vernacular knowledge communities, 
nation-state management systems and private entrepreneurs and multinational corporations? Which 
claims over and interpretations of knowledge, education and learning are more suitable to deal with 
social problems, especially those of social inequality? And according to what determinants does 
someone have the right to access institutionalized knowledge, education and learning?    
 
In the two-day January Colloquium 2016, we will discuss and reflect these questions from diverse 
educational perspectives. On the one hand, we will analyze the negotiations and claims over 
knowledge, education and learning. Here, we will ask who possesses the cultural disposition, the 
economic capacity and the official, institutional right to speak – and decide over knowledge politics 
and educational policies. On the other hand, we will question normative values and justifications that 
are utilized in these negotiations. Of concern is not merely the different principles that determines 
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whether a person can speak or decide, but also the political question for what – or for whom – this 
position actually stands.   
 
We plan to examine three thematic fields: Firstly, we will analyze the political character of knowledge 
regimes, educational systems and learning relationships from the perspective of political philosophy. 
Here, we will discuss how each educational subdomain of the institutional order is structured 
according to diverse possibilities of participation that come about through the different political 
principles relating public, private and local or community spheres of social interaction.  
Secondly, we will empirically and historically investigate the diverse forms of management and 
control of institutions that have been utilized in specific informational and pedagogical contexts. 
Some such contexts are, for example: when publishing houses determine what is taught in classrooms, 
when corporatist committees manage vocational training, when universities are increasingly financed 
through external funds and corporations, when economic models of management are applied to 
schools and when guardianship authorities become professionalized. Each of these cases is an 
expression of a specific understanding of the politics and institutional organization of knowledge and 
education.  
In turn, we will thirdly examine the implications of these management systems for learning 
relationships and the concrete arrangements thereof in early childhood care, in classroom settings, in 
social work or in vocational training and further education. In such cases, new forms of learning, the 
placement of children in a foster family in the name of child protection or the self-induced 
compulsion to further education in the name of lifelong learning and autonomy are all to be 
understood politically.  
 
The January Colloquium 2016 shall thus provide a platform for different fields in educational science 
to reflect and discuss the diverse and sometimes contradictory principles and goals of knowledge 
politics, educational institutions and learning relationships.    
 


