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One has to accept that “it” [ça] (the other, or whatever “it” may 
be) is stronger than I am, for something to happen. I have to lack a 
certain strength, I have to lack it enough, for something to happen. 
If I were stronger than the other, or stronger than what happens, 

nothing would happen. There has to be weakness. . . .

—Jacques Derrida (2001, p. 64)
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P rologu e

on the Weakness 
of education

This book is about what many teachers know but are increasingly being pre-
vented from talking about: that education always involves a risk. The risk is 
not that teachers might fail because they are not sufficiently qualified. The risk 
is not that education might fail because it is not sufficiently based on scientific 
evidence. The risk is not that students might fail because they are not working 
hard enough or are lacking motivation. The risk is there because, as W. B. 
Yeats has put it, education is not about filling a bucket but about lighting a 
fire. The risk is there because education is not an interaction between robots 
but an encounter between human beings. The risk is there because students 
are not to be seen as objects to be molded and disciplined, but as subjects of 
action and responsibility. Yes, we do educate because we want results and 
because we want our students to learn and achieve. But that does not mean 
that an educational technology, that is, a situation in which there is a perfect 
match between “input” and “output,” is either possible or desirable. And the 
reason for this lies in the simple fact that if we take the risk out of education, 
there is a real chance that we take out education altogether.

Yet taking the risk out of education is exactly what teachers are increas-
ingly being asked to do. It is what policy makers, politicians, the popular 
press, “the public,” and organizations such as the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the World Bank increasingly 
seem to be expecting if not demanding from education. They want education 
to be strong, secure, and predictable, and want it to be risk-free at all levels. 
This is why the task of schooling is more and more being constructed as the 
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effective production of pre-defined “learning outcomes” in a small number of 
subjects or with regard to a limited set of identities such as that of the good 
citizen or the effective lifelong learner. It is also why there is a more general 
push for making education into a safe and risk-free space (see Stengel and 
Weems 2010). What should have been a matter of degree—the question, after 
all, is not whether education should achieve something or not, or whether 
educational spaces should be safe or not, but what education should achieve 
and to what extent this can be pre-specified, and what kind of safety is desirable 
and at which point the desire for safety becomes uneducational—has turned 
into an “either-or” situation in which the opportunity for teachers to exercise 
judgment has virtually disappeared.

The risk aversion that pervades contemporary education puts teachers in 
a very difficult position. While policy makers and politicians look at educa-
tion in the abstract and from a distance and mainly see it through statistics 
and performance data that can easily be manipulated and about which one 
can easily have an opinion, teachers engage with real human beings and real-
ize at once that education cannot be “fixed” that simply—or that it can only 
be “fixed” at a very high price. The desire to make education strong, secure, 
predictable, and risk-free is in a sense an attempt to wish this reality away. 
It is an attempt to deny that education always deals with living “material,” 
that is, with human subjects, not with inanimate objects. The desire to make 
education strong, secure, predictable, and risk-free is an attempt to forget that 
at the end of the day education should aim at making itself dispensable—no 
teacher wants their students to remain eternal students—which means that 
education necessarily needs to have an orientation toward the freedom and 
independence of those being educated.

Surely, it is possible to make education work; it is possible to reduce the 
complexity and openness of human learning—and one could even say that 
the educational practices and institutions that have been developed over the 
centuries do precisely that (see Biesta 2010a). But such complexity reduction 
always comes at a price, and the moral, political, and educational question is, 
What price are we willing to pay for making education “work”? This is partly 
a pragmatic question, as it has to be addressed in relation to the question, 
What do we want education to work for? (see Biesta 2010b). But it always 
also involves careful judgment about the point where complexity reduction 
turns into unjustifiable and uneducational suppression and where suppres-
sion turns into oppression. To simply demand that education become strong, 
secure, predictable, and risk-free, and to see any deviation from this path as 
a problem that needs to be “solved,” therefore misses the educational point 
in a number of ways.
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One has to do with the attitude expressed in the desire to make education 
strong, secure, predictable, and risk-free. The French educationalist Philippe 
Meirieu has characterized this attitude as infantile (see Meirieu 2008, p. 12). 
He argues that to think that education can be put under total control denies 
the fact that the world is not simply at our disposal. It denies the fact that 
other human beings have their own ways of being and thinking, their own 
reasons and motivations that may well be very different from ours. To wish all 
this away is a denial of the fact that what and who are other to us are precisely 
that: other. It thus exemplifies a form of magical thinking in which the world 
only exists as a projection of our own mind and our own desires. Education 
is precisely concerned with the overcoming of this “original egocentrism,” 
not by overriding or eradicating where the child or student is coming from 
but by establishing opportunities for dialogue with what or who is other (see 
ibid., p. 13). And a dialogue, unlike a contest, is not about winning and losing 
but about ways of relating in which justice can be done to all who take part.

To demand that education become strong, secure, predictable, and risk-
free also misses the educational point in that it seems to assume that there are 
only two options available for education: either to give in to the desires of the 
child or to subject the child to the desires of society; either total freedom or 
total control. Yet the educational concern is not about taking sides with any of 
these options—which reflect the age-old opposition between educational pro-
gressivism and educational conservatism—or about finding a happy medium 
or compromise between the two. The educational concern rather lies in the 
transformation of what is desired into what is desirable (see Biesta 2010b). It 
lies in the transformation of what is de facto desired into what can justifiably 
be desired—a transformation that can never be driven from the perspective 
of the self and its desires, but always requires engagement with what or who 
is other (which makes the educational question also a question about democ-
racy; see Biesta 2011b). It is therefore, again, a dialogical process. This makes 
the educational way the slow way, the difficult way, the frustrating way, and, 
so we might say, the weak way, as the outcome of this process can neither be 
guaranteed nor secured.

Yet we live in impatient times in which we constantly get the message 
that instant gratification of our desires is possible and that it is good. The call 
to make education strong, secure, predictable, and risk-free is an expression 
of this impatience. But it is based on a fundamental misunderstanding of 
what education is about and a fundamental misunderstanding of what makes 
education “work.” It sees the weakness of education—the fact that there will 
never be a perfect match between educational “input” and “output”—only as 
a defect, only as something that needs to be addressed and overcome, and not 
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also as the very condition that makes education possible (see also Vanderstraeten 
and Biesta 2006). It is this misguided impatience that pushes education into 
a direction where teachers’ salaries and even their jobs are made dependent 
upon their alleged ability to increase their students’ exam scores. It is this 
misguided impatience that has resulted in the medicalization of education, 
where children are being made fit for the educational system, rather than that 
we ask where the causes of this misfit lie and who, therefore, needs treatment 
most: the child or society. The educational way, the slow, difficult, frustrating, 
and weak way, may therefore not be the most popular way in an impatient 
society. But in the long run it may well turn out to be the only sustainable 
way, since we all know that systems aimed at the total control of what human 
beings do and think eventually collapse under their own weight, if they have 
not already been cracked open from the inside before.

The chapters in this book, therefore, come to education from the angle 
of its weakness. In them I try to show how, for what reasons, and under what 
circumstances the weakness of education—the acknowledgment that education 
isn’t a mechanism and shouldn’t be turned into one—matters. This book is 
not an unbridled celebration of all things weak, but an attempt to show, on 
the one hand, that education only works through weak connections of com-
munication and interpretation, of interruption and response, and, on the other 
hand, that this weakness matters if our educational endeavors are informed by 
a concern for those we educate to be subjects of their own actions—which is 
as much about being the author and originator of one’s actions as it is about 
being responsible for what one’s actions bring about.

Such an orientation toward the child or student as a subject in its own 
right is, of course, not all that matters in education. As I have argued elsewhere 
in more detail (see Biesta 2010b), there are (at least) three domains in which 
education can function and thus three domains in which educational purposes 
can be articulated. One is the domain of qualification, which has to do with 
the acquisition of knowledge, skills, values, and dispositions. The second is 
the domain of socialization, which has to do with the ways in which, through 
education, we become part of existing traditions and ways of doing and being. 
The third is the domain of subjectification, which has to do with the interest 
of education in the subjectivity or “subject-ness” of those we educate. It has 
to do with emancipation and freedom and with the responsibility that comes 
with such freedom. The weakness of education is at stake in all three dimen-
sions, but how much we value this weakness depends crucially on the extent 
to which we believe that education is not just about the reproduction of what 
we already know or of what already exists, but is genuinely interested in the 
ways in which new beginnings and new beginners can come into the world 
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(see Biesta 2006a; Winter 2011). Such an orientation, therefore, is not just 
about how we can get the world into our children and students; it is also—
and perhaps first of all—about how we can help our children and students to 
engage with, and thus come into, the world.

In the seven chapters that follow I explore the weakness of educational 
processes and practices from a range of different angles and in relation to a 
number of key educational themes. The themes I have chosen are creativity, 
communication, teaching, learning, emancipation, democracy, and virtuos-
ity. I start, in Chapter 1, with the theme of creativity. While much work on 
creativity focuses on the ways in which education might foster the creativity 
of students, I approach the question of educational creativity from a different 
angle. On the one hand I am interested in education as itself a creative pro-
cess—that is, as a process that creates; on the other hand I am interested in 
how we might best understand what it means to create, and more specifically, 
what it means to see education as a process that in some way contributes to 
the creation of human subjectivity. Taking inspiration from the work of John 
Caputo, I make a distinction between two understandings of creation: strong 
metaphysical creation and weak existential creation. While the first has had a 
dominant influence on Western ideas about what it means to create—both in 
secular and in religious discourses—Caputo shows, through a reading of the 
creation stories in the book of Genesis, that the act of creation can be—and 
in a sense ought to be—understood outside of the domain of omnipotence, 
strength, and metaphysics. It is the weak understanding of creation that I 
bring to bear on the question of human subjectivity through an engagement 
with the work of Emmanuel Levinas. Here subjectivity is not understood as 
an essence but as an event, and thus as something that can only be captured 
in existential and, therefore, weak terms. Doing so allows me to show how 
the weakness of education matters for what, to me, indeed lies at the heart 
of any educational endeavor, which is the emergence of human subjectivity.

As education is at heart a dialogical process, I focus, in Chapter 2, on the 
theme of communication. In the first part of the chapter I discuss how com-
munication has been understood and theorized in the work of John Dewey, 
both at a general level and with regard to educational processes and practices. 
Unlike the sender-receiver model that still seems to inform much commonsense 
thinking about communication—in education and elsewhere—Dewey pro-
vides a conception of communication as a meaning-generating process where 
things are literally made “in common” through interaction and participation. 
Such an understanding of communication-as-participation has important 
implications for education, both at the micro-level of the communication of 
meaning in classrooms and schools and at the macro-level of the interaction 


