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M. Depaepe: Between Educationalization and Appropriation

Marc Depaepe is professor at the Katholieke Univer-
siteit in Leuven, where he leads the Department of Psy-
chology and Educational Sciences. His field of research
is the âHistory of Educationâ with a special emphasis on
the âHistory of Educational Psychology and Experimen-
tal Educationâ in Belgium and the R.D. Congo during the
19th and 20th centuries. Between Educationalization and
Appropriation is a compilation of articles he published
throughout the past three decades, here compiled into a
single volume to commemorate his 60th birthday in 2013.
The articles were developed in the interactive process be-
tween research and teaching, and serve in their collective
form not only as working material for students in the
M.S. in Educational Studies offered in Leuven, but also
for readers who take an interest in education, higher ed-
ucation, psychology and historiography.

The two key concepts of âeducationalizationâ and
âappropriationâ are the heart and soul of this work,
and are the subject of rigorous scrutiny throughout the
twenty-three articles, many of which were collaborative
efforts between Depaepe and other scholars. Organized
in five chapters, the book begins first with a history of

educationalization in Belgium, and then the West as a
whole. Depaepe then takes a closer look at the colo-
nial context in Congo and Zaire respectively, theorizing
about a shift from educationalization to appropriation.
Chapter four examines appropriation processes in the-
ory and practice by working alongside scholarsâ biogra-
phies, while chapter five is composed of a comprehensive
methodology for the book and for educational historiog-
raphy in general.

The Enlightenment and Romanticismwere at the root
of the pedagogical optimism advocated by scholars such
as Immanuel Kant and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. By re-
defining knowledge as a virtue, education was seen as
means of freeing men from the grip of religious au-
thority, reducing their dependency and fostering social
change. A particular interest was devoted to children,
especially the ones from the middle-class and led in-
creasingly to isolation from the adult. In the course of
time, however, it became clear that education alone could
not fulfill its great emancipating promise, and in many
cases produced and reproduced social inequalities. De-
paepe describes how education was an arena of ideolog-
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ical conflicts in which non-Catholics stood for a neutral
education built upon scientific and secularized founda-
tions, while Catholics supported denominational educa-
tion. This conflict remained a source of latent tension
throughout the evolution of educational policy in Bel-
gium.

In the first set of articles – âStarting from the Belgian
Case: From Schooling to Educationalizationâ – it is ex-
plained that schooling underwent a major expansion in
the second half of the 19th century, and acquired several
new important social functions. For the educationaliza-
tion of the masses elementary school had proved itself
as means of social control, fostering citizenship and pa-
triotism. During the second industrial revolution there
emerged a necessity for highly technically specific edu-
cation. This produced segmentation and systemization
within the sector, and aided in the creation of a hierar-
chical social system. In the interbellum period, to which
Depaepe refers to mostly throughout this book, a more
conformist code of behavior dominated, dictated by au-
thoritarian educational relationships.

The âfemininizationâ of the teaching profession and
the âsacralizationâ of childhood are two other topics in-
cluded in Depaepeâs exploration of educationalization.
The beginning of the 20th century witnessed a significant
influx of women into the teaching profession. One expla-
nation is the immigration of French nuns, who comprised
a large share of the teaching personnel in France at the
time, to Belgium following the 1904 French law that pro-
hibited nuns from working in education in their native
country. âSacralizationâ is discussed through the exam-
ple of the open-air school âDiesterweg,â which opened
its doors in 1904 in Heide-Kalmthout, Flanders. This
school was founded on the basis of knowledge emerg-
ing from processes of âmedicalizationâ, âhygienizationâ
and later âpsychologizationâ. The concept was to create a
âconvivial atmosphereâ and âintimate familiarityâ in the
midst of a calm, splendid nature which the âblameless
bloomsâ (children) would come to âpure moral beautyâ.
The question Depaepe poses is whether this increasing
attention to the child, rooted in the trends of moderniza-
tion and secularization of the education process, came to
be a projection of what is holy in the child â and is thus
injecting a religious element into the equation.

The second set of articles are concerned with the ed-
ucationalization of the West, and explore what Depaepe
sees as a paradox of intent: on one hand, there is the
âpastoralâ compulsion of the educator, whose lessons im-
part a specific objective, and on the other is the liberat-

ing experience of the learning process, which is ideal-
ized as not being teleological. Depaepe claims that un-
derstanding the complexities of a âKultivierung von Frei-
heit trotz Zwangâ Depaepe, p. 138 quotes Georg Caval-
lar, Die Kultivierung von Freiheit trotz Zwang (Kant), in:
Vierteljahresschrift fÃ¼r Wissenschaftliche PÃ¤dagogik
72 (1996) 1. and unraveling this paradox from âour col-
lective memoryâ is one of the great challenges for a
truly contemporary educational historiography that is
able to deal with the heterogeneity of discourses and lan-
guage games of âour post-modern cultureâ. Strands of
these discourses see educationalization in western wel-
fare states as bound upwith âmoralizationâ, related to in-
dustrialization, âbureaucratizationâ, and âscientizationâ
of pedagogy and educational sciences. A predominant
perspective in contemporary context sees pedagogiza-
tion focusing on âemployability, adaptability, flexibility
and trainabilityâ, reducing it to âDie Vorbereitung auf
die Selbstanpassung an den Wandelâ. Depaepe, p. 193
quotes E. Gruber, PÃ¤dagogisierung der Gesellschaft und
des Ich durch lebenslanges Lernen, in: Ribolits & Zuber,
op. cit., pp. 87-100, 2004. At this point it seems valid to
question to what extent or to which point in time these
characteristic features and level of discourses in educa-
tionalization are actually confined to the âWestern hemi-
sphereâ – Bearing in mind that sources are taken primar-
ily from a Belgian, German, French, Spanish and North
American context.

The third part of the book deals with the ques-
tion of âThe Colonial Context â From Educationaliza-
tion to Appropriation?â and highlights how colonization
and its associated mission work have often been pre-
sented as a one-way traffic from a civilized North to the
South (or from the West to the East), although Depaepe
makes it apparent that these encounters also influenced
the psycho-pedagogical construction of âthe selfâ in the
âmother countryâ. He describes the concept of appropri-
ation as usually being associated with the lack of or loss
of authenticity, especially when confronted with differ-
ent cultures. From the neo-colonial perspective of West-
ern superiority, the history of educationwas traditionally
seen as a âhistory of adaptation and assimilationâ, but as
Depaepe argues historical research has shown that there
are subtle distinctions in this interpretation in relation to
questions of who did (or did not) learn from whom, and
why. The processes of cultural hybridity, as he frames
it, are still in a narrow space, due to the fact that re-
search about the role of education in Belgium is in rel-
ative infancy. Therefore he argues that further research
in appropriation for example in âDeoccidentalisationâ or
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âZaÃ¯rizationââ is warranted.

In the section titled âAppropriation Processes inThe-
ory and Praxis,â Depaepe illustrates how both Catholic
and non-Catholic actors appropriated Darwinism for
their educational purpose, how individual scholars and
their theories have been âmystified,â and how the âpsy-
chologisingâ of pedagogy has been feared throughout
history. The final section, âThe Self-Concept of a De-
mythologized âNew Culturalâ History of Education,â
challenges the prevailing interpretations of the past,
which Depaepe characterizes as having an odor of ha-
giography, neglecting cultural interwovenness and in-
appropriately treating concepts as suprahistorical enti-
ties. Historians in the field of education, he argues, ought
to think of themselves as historians, resisting the temp-
tation of following special practices, theories or ideas,

and thus lowering the risk of âpedagogical heritageâ or
âgood practiceâ distortions perpetrated, for example, by
the Catholics in Flanders, Marxists in the former GDR
and the Eastern bloc, Communists in China and Afrikan-
ers in South Africa.

Between Educationalization and Appropriation is a
comprehensive work highly recommended for those in-
terested in the history of education. It captures the epis-
temological andmethodological pluralism of the past and
present without claiming to act outside of it. Rich in
sources and self-reflexive in its style, the book concludes
with âten commandments of good practices in history of
education research,â the overarching message of which
can just as easily be applied to other fields and to this
book: âthou shalt discourse about discoursesâ.
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