COMPARATIVE EDUCATION:

The Construction of a Field

Despite its long history and widespread institutionalisation into
university courses, professional societies, and specialist publications,
questions about the nature of comparative education remain. That
comparative education is institutionalised as a distinct area of inquiry
does not necessarily imply, much less justify, its intellectual legitimacy as
an independent field.

[ address the problem of why the intellectual and the institutional
trajectories of this field diverge. I contend that comparative education is
a field constructed not purely based on cognitive criteria, but also by
power relations associated with social structures and human agency, and
discourse.

Employing sociological analysis and philosophical argumentation, I
examine the literature on the field’s intellectual definitions and
institutional histories in English, Spanish, Chinese and French, obtained
mainly from three international surveys covering 52 countries, and
triangulated by interviews with 28 comparative education society
leaders and participant observation.

This research demonstrates that the institutional and intellectual forms
of comparative education diverge due to the dialectic between factors of
structure-agency and epistemology. The field of comparative education
is thus constructed through the interaction of sociological and
epistemological forces which comparativists codify into the discourses
on and institutions of comparative education. When appropriate
combinations of intellectual and institutional legitimacy coalesce, a
relatively sustainable field emerges.

This study elucidates the power-knowledge relations shaping academic
fields, and the positional nature of institutional histories and intellectual
definitions. It probably represents the first globally comparative analysis
of what comparative education is, offering a holistic framework for
understanding its shaping by sociological and epistemological forces.
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