[bookmark: _GoBack]2 Understanding school markets in order to transform them?

Hugues Draelants
Professor, UCLouvain, Girsef
hugues.draelants@uclouvain.be



2.1 Introduction
Since the 1980s, the vast majority of countries, whatever their size, level of economic development or political structure, have gradually adopted policies to liberalize school choice (Forsey, Davies, Walford, 2008; Windle, 2014; Verger et al., 2016). The concrete expression of this global movement varies greatly in its form and intensity according to the context and history of each educational system (Mons, 2004). On the one hand, education systems, which allocated pupils to schools in a centralized and bureaucratic manner, have seen the rise of a demand for freedom of choice (e.g., France). On the other hand, where freedom of choice was already present and highly established, such as in Belgium, the public authorities have reinforced their control so as not to allow the development of a wild educational market. In such cases, and even more in systems that openly support the market, as in England, the state seeks to provide a framework for the free choice of actors in order to guarantee the proper functioning of the market. It retains control over the objectives of the system and defines the content of curricula. The central government also defines the rules for allocating students to schools and, through a specialized agency, provides information to families on the performance, effectiveness and efficiency of schools, etc.
Thus, while some education systems have a long tradition of complete school choice; a few still resist the introduction of greater latitude in terms of family choice. However, this choice is rarely complete or unconstrained. Indeed, the major trend in education policies in many countries, linked to globalization and the spread of transnational public policy frameworks, is leading to a convergence of systems towards greater freedom of choice, but also towards greater regulation[footnoteRef:1] of choice (Maroy, 2006).  [1:  Regulation here refers to the way in which the state attempts to guide the behavior of actors through its rule-making action and its educational policy. ] 

A rich body of research has developed over the last fifteen years to study the mechanisms for implementing school choice. From this perspective, known as “market design”, “the problem of school choice refers to the question of how to allocate students among schools, taking into account preferences, school capacities, and policy objectives” (Cantillon, 2017).
In short, markets are now a booming reality in the school world, and the willingness of public authorities to design them is following the same path. This is particularly the case in our school system, that of French-speaking Belgium (see Chapter 7 of this volume), which was the starting point for our reflection. The study of the effect of school enrollment reforms on families’ school choice behaviors (Deceuninck & Draelants, 2016; Deceuninck et al., 2020), led us to ask: can markets be regulated effectively? What should we pay attention to? How can sociologists position themselves in this discussion? What do they have to say as experts? In order to provide food for thought for those who are asking the same type of questions, our goal in this chapter is to propose a theoretical reading of the school market mobilizing different approaches to achieve a more complete understanding of what school markets are.
To do so, we will combine theoretical and empirical contributions from the sociology of markets on the one hand and the sociology of education on the other. Within the sociology of markets, we will mobilize the work of Lucien Karpik and Michel Callon, two prominent figures in the French sociology of markets, whose contributions are particularly remarkable and theoretically accomplished (François, 2008). A central bibliographic reference concerning Karpik is the book Valuing the unique. The economics of singularities (2010)[footnoteRef:2]. Concerning Callon, we will rely mainly on his book, not translated into English, L'emprise des marchés (2017). Within the sociology of education, we will draw on the book “Choosing a school” by Agnes van Zanten (2009) and the synthesis of the literature on school markets that she wrote with Georges Felouzis and Christian Maroy (Felouzis et al., 2013) will be central pieces[footnoteRef:3].  [2:  The passages quoted in the chapter, translated by us, come from the original French version (Karpik, 2007).]  [3:  We also give a place to our own research or to that carried out within our research center (Girsef, UCLouvain). See a.o. Deceuninck & Draelants, 2016; Deceuninck et al., 2020; Draelants & Dumay, 2011; Dupriez & Cornet, 2005; Maroy, 2006. Of course, the sociologists of markets and sociologists of education we rely on in this chapter are not representative of all views within these two fields, they represent views that we think are significant and relevant.] 

In the next section, we describe how these two approaches differ before explaining how they complement each other and how we propose to apply the theoretical frameworks from the sociology of markets to school markets. 

2.2 Sociology of markets and sociology of education: common points and differences
2.2.1 The markets as seen by sociologists of education and sociologists of markets
There is no lack of theorization in the educational literature about school markets. Researchers in education, mainly sociologists of education, have produced many very interesting reflections on markets. Why then would one want to mobilize the sociology of markets? To explain this, we will briefly outline what sociologists of education tell us about markets, but also what is missing from this literature that justifies using the sociology of markets to complement the sociology of education.

Sociologists of education we draw on generally define school markets as a mode of regulation, i.e. a means of regulating schooling that privileges the autonomy of schools and the choice of school by families, and that gives rise to competition between schools. This mode of regulation can have various origins: in many cases, the market is the result of an educational policy decided with the aim of improving the quality and performance of the education system, as is the case in the UK for example. In other education systems, the market is less the result of a deliberate policy than a de facto reality linked to institutional heritage. Such is the case in Belgium, where school autonomy and parental choice are constitutional rights linked to the historical will to respect confessional pluralism. A third type of situation is that of unofficial markets produced by local actors’ strategies to divert the rules to their advantage, as in France (Felouzis et al., 2013).

By making this type of distinction, many sociologists of education first show the great empirical diversity of realities that lie behind the expression “school markets” (Ibid.). Moreover, sociologists of education often deconstruct the notion of market by showing everything that separates the school market from the neoclassical idea of market. They point out, for example, that education is, in most cases and in particular as far as compulsory education is concerned, a non-market good (since price does not intervene as such as a form of direct regulation, they are at best “quasi markets”[footnoteRef:4]) (Maroy, 2006). The relational nature of education must also be taken into account: the provider and the user indeed co-produce education; furthermore, the educational service produces a good for the individual who receives it, but it also has a collective impact. This relational dimension as well as the collective outcomes justify that the State regulates the educational offer (Felouzis et al., 2013). They also indicate that school markets are opaque because it is difficult to evaluate the quality of the educational service (Draelants, 2016). We are only able to assess it at the end of the schooling. Finally, they note that the markets are always local, since the choice is always circumscribed to a more or less restricted territory, which suggests that the competitive situations vary greatly (Delvaux & van Zanten, 2006). In some regions, for example in rural areas, schools are not under great pressure, which is more the case in urban areas with a dense school supply. The school market is therefore a “market with holes” (Felouzis & Perroton, 2007). All of these elements lead many sociologists of education who employ the market concept to distance themselves from its use in the neo-classical economic literature. Some even prefer to avoid it[footnoteRef:5]. [4:  As education is a public service, researchers often speak of “quasi-markets”. This imply that the financial allocation that schools receive from the state varies proportionally according to the number of students they manage to enroll.]  [5:  This is the case, for example, of the Belgian sociologist Bernard Delvaux (Delvaux, 2005; Delvaux & Joseph, 2006; Delvaux & van Zanten, 2006), who developed the concept of local spaces of interdependence between schools to describe the functioning of the French-speaking Belgian “quasi-market”.] 


From this point of view, the sociologists of education do not differ from the sociologists of markets. One can even say that they repeat their inaugural gesture. As François points out in a book synthesising the sociology of markets: “very often (...) sociologists feel obliged to carry out a cadastral survey of the aporias and errors of economic science. The image they give of the "economists' market", therefore, is drawn in a mirror which one may suspect tends to distort the reality it reflects” (François, 2008, p. 25). When studying school markets (or other types of markets) and comparing them to the theoretical model of the perfect market used by neoclassical economists, sociologists discover quite logically that concrete markets are far from it. Sociologists of education who work on school markets, like their colleagues who study other real markets, will therefore question the “exorbitant theoretical conditions” on which perfect markets are based (Ibid.).

However, we note that if all sociologists show how far “real markets” – of which school markets are a part – are from perfect theoretical markets, only sociologists of markets will ask themselves the question of the “processes of market-making” (processus de mise en marché), i.e. the social conditions of possibility of the very existence of markets (actors, rules and institutions required). Sociologists of education generally do not address that question. Probably because sociologists of education, unlike sociologists of markets, are not interested in markets for themselves. They study their functioning less for its own sake than to understand their consequences on schools and on school actors, students and their parents in particular, as well as to understand the impact of markets on educational inequalities. Felouzis, Maroy and van Zanten, for example, consider that the development of school markets is fueled by the search for the reproduction of their social status by the upper social categories. Thus, the school market is intrinsically associated with the maintenance of social inequalities. Let us add that if sociologists of education do not problematize the processes of market-making, it is undoubtedly also because they often have a negative predisposition towards the market, especially when they practice a critical sociology. In this perspective – which is quite relevant in our opinion, as we shall return to in conclusion – the market logic tends to be seen as intrinsically negative and as having performative effects. Studying the market would then be tantamount to accepting the market logic and would present the risk of encouraging its development.

2.2.2 How researchers and sociologists relate to the market 

Researchers tend to adopt three main types of position with regard to the market according to Bunar, (2009). There are enthusiasts, fervent promoters of the market; in contrast to these, there are skeptics or disbelievers, who virulently criticize the market or adopt an anti-market attitude; and, in between these two groups, some researchers adopt an intermediate, more ambivalent attitude.

The pro-market perspective presents competition between schools as the best way to improve the quality of the educational service, conceived as a market good like any other. One of the most famous champions of the school market was the economist Milton Friedman (1955). He argued that funding families to cover the cost of education in government-approved private schools of their choice could generate healthy competition among schools, thereby improving their quality. Friedman was thus one of the promoters of the school voucher inserted in the political programs of countless liberal parties around the world. Influential pro-market economists include John Chubb and Terry Moe (1990), who have taken up and strengthened Friedman’s argument for a pure market system in education, but with greater emphasis on the importance of free parental choice.
Many sociologists of education fall behind the second position; the skeptics. Their opposition to the market is often principled, especially for those who belong to the current of critical sociology of education, which fundamentally questions the orientation of educational policies and their evolution towards market and managerial modes of regulation (the logic of competition and the increased weight of the market; accountability, high-stakes tests...) (Mehta & Davies, 2018). In this perspective, the spheres deemed to be of public interest (education, health, etc.) should be preserved from any form of market colonization. Among the prominent figures of this current are the British sociologists Michael Apple (a.o. 2001; 2005) and Stephen Ball (a.o. 1993; 2003). While not all sociologists take such an overtly critical perspective, most are generally reserved about the effects of the market. Their work often highlights that educational systems that value freedom of choice are associated with an increase in school segregation and an exacerbation of social inequalities in relation to school (Felouzis, Maroy, van Zanten, 2013; several contributions in this volume).
Finally, between these first two groups, some researchers adopt an intermediate, more ambivalent attitude towards the market. This is often the case with educational economists. Many of them, without being unconditional supporters of the market, are not opposed to it. They seek above all to improve its functioning, considering, in accordance with neo-classical economic theory, that the market is a mode of coordination that theoretically has more virtues than drawbacks. The question of inequality does not interest economists as much as sociologists, but some are concerned about it. They consider that the market does not necessarily produce inequality. The problems, they say, do not come from the market as such but from the existence of failing markets. It is then a question of market engineering or political engineering. A famous proponent of this approach is the Nobel Prize winner, Alvin Roth (2015), who explains how to build better markets. Some sociologists of education working on markets can also be included in this group, such as John Fitz, Stephen Gorard and Chris Taylor. For them, it is no longer time to debate for or against the market. They consider that “choice and selection are now cornerstones of education policies”, and this must be acknowledged (Fitz et al., 2003).
This intermediate position thus includes researchers who are open to the politics of school choice and its instruments (calls for tenders, vouchers, charter schools, marketing, etc.) less out of principle than out of pragmatism. They tend to think that freedom of choice is an irreversible process. Based on the observation that free choice has strong parental support, they give up fighting for its abolition. They consider it more fruitful to think about how to regulate and organize an educational market that takes into account issues of social justice and educational inequality. This intermediate and moderately critical position towards the market is also the one adopted by the market sociologists discussed in this chapter.

In relation to the three different positions adopted by researchers vis-à-vis the market we mentioned above, Karpik and Callon adopt an intermediate approach, a market-ambivalent position. For them, markets can bring the worst as well as the best, and the challenge is to understand how to preserve the best while protecting oneself from the worst. Callon is very explicit in this respect. He believes that “the challenge is to understand markets in order to better identify the possible means of their transformation” (Callon, 2017, p. 63). Citing Polyani (1944), he identifies two ways of approaching the problem: Either one considers, following Marx’s example, that it is essential to contain the development of the market and to circumscribe it to certain situations of exchange while preserving other spheres deemed to be of public interest (education, health, etc.) from any form of market colonization. Or one considers that it is possible and desirable to transform markets in their conception (following Roth’s example) so that their implementation responds to specifications defined collectively and democratically by society, which seems to be the option chosen in a growing number of educational systems, including that of French-speaking Belgium. We do not necessarily share this optimism as we will come back to later in the chapter.
While keeping their distance from the presuppositions of economic models, sociologists of markets nevertheless take them seriously. Lucien Karpik seeks to produce a more encompassing theory of markets that can be applied to singular, heterogeneous goods in order to show how markets function in situations not foreseen by classical theory, how they can accommodate actors who are not purely rational, imperfect information, heterogeneous goods... Others try to show the social conditions of possibility under which the theoretical criteria of the economic model of the perfect market can be reached. Michel Callon, in particular, takes as his starting point the definition of the market proposed by neoclassical economists. But, as a sociologist, he questions the social conditions of possibility of rational action as well as the social conditions of production of a calculating agent such as the model of the perfect market presupposes and which it needs to function efficiently. In practice, the two approaches, illustrated here by the works of Kaprik and Callon, are complementary and we will use them jointly. For example, in order for the market to accommodate actors who are not purely rational, they both stress the need to strengthen information and to equip the market. “Computation and market action are not a state of nature: they presuppose learning and, even more so, the mobilization of equipment that contributes to making market action possible” (François, 2008, p. 153). In this sense, the real object sociologists of markets study is the “processes of market-making” – defined as the “processes by which things become commodities and people act as buyers and sellers” (Ibid., p. 153).

In the end, and to put it in other terms, it is not so much on the question of the nature of markets that the contribution of sociologists of markets seems to us to be innovative in comparison with the literature in sociology of education studying school markets. It is rather in relation to the question of becoming a market and the types of actors and institutions necessary to move towards an effective market operation.

2.2.3 Socializing, equipping and politicizing market analysis

Karpik’s and Callon’s approaches are genuinely sociological because they insists on the social construction of markets and market institutions. In so doing, they both socialize markets. We may consider the socialization of markets as the inaugural gesture of the sociology of markets. François speaks in fact of the “repopulation of the market scene” ("by bringing to light the crowd of intermediaries and actors of all kinds who intervene there") as “one of the topoi of the sociology of markets” (2008, p. 265). Here the socialization of markets goes beyond the simple fact of repopulating them; it underlines, more fundamentally, that the very act of consuming cannot be taken for granted.
Karpik’s way of socializing the market consists mainly in emphasizing the importance of equipping the market and consumers with judgmental devices. In other words, Karpik equips markets, he materializes them, he shows how much the market is dependent on various devices (guides, awards...) without which the consumer could not make his choice, allowing us to get rid of another abstraction induced by the economic approach, that of a market without supports. As for Callon, he goes even further in the way he socializes the market, since he believes that the products and the agents themselves must be transformed for there to be a market. He is interested in the processes by which things become commodities and by which people act as buyers and sellers.
Where Karpik’s and Callon’s approaches seem less convincing to us is in taking into account the interests and power relations between actors. These are central questions in relation to the issue of inequality. Logically, knowledge of the concrete functioning of school markets is also lacking in their works. We will therefore also draw on some sociology of education to enrich the discussion about market regulation and pay particular attention to questions of inequality. In doing so, we will insist on, what we call, the need to (re)politicize the market. This  will allow us to complete and enrich the theory inspired by the work of Karpik and Callon.
In summary, we will combine three approaches to better understand education markets: Karpik’s socioeconomics of singularities (Karpik, 2007; 2010); Callon’s sociology of market arrangements (Callon, 2017); and some traditions in the sociology of education. Especially works that focus on the links between social stratification, hierarchization and school segregation, as well as those who study the evolution of education policies in relation with inequalities in the context of the market. The first approach will allow us to underscore the importance of the equipment necessary for the functioning of markets and the judgmental devices consumers rely on to make reasonable choices. The second approach, which denaturalizes market behavior, will emphasize the market-making process. The third approach will serve to re-politicize markets, that is, to reinscribe the question of the market and the choices made on it in the regulation process and its consequences on the social stratification and the differentiated relationships to the market that exist according to social categories. We examine each approach in turn in the following section.
First, it should be noted that our focus on how to socialize, equip and politicize market analysis is more analytical than normative. It is above all a question of better understanding the “nature” and functioning of markets in general and in the schooling system in particular. The question of their transformation remains open[footnoteRef:6]. Those who promote market development in education should definitively take into account what these approaches teach us. However, we are not in favor of going that road. For theoretical and empirical reasons but also ethical ones, we are rather circumspect and pessimistic about the very possibility of being able to adequately control the educational markets and use them to fight effectively against school segregation. The last part of the chapter where we address the issue of inequalities and that of market regulation in relation to the natural tendency of markets to drift towards monopolies (see figure 1) should made clear that our personal position is akin to a skeptical point of view with a tendency towards criticism. [6:  It is why we formulated the title of this chapter in the interrogative form.] 


2.3 Bringing together sociology of markets and sociology of education to understand school markets
2.3.1  The schooling system as a market of singularities
Before explaining how it is possible to consider school markets as market of singularities, a theoretical detour is necessary. Karpik distinguishes between “traditional markets”, those at the heart of the work of neoclassical economists in which exchanges or supply and demand are regulated by prices and quantities, and those in whose adjustments depend on the quality of the products or services exchanged, quality that is often uncertain. He calls this non-traditional type of market the “market of singularities”: “singularities are incommensurable products of exchange (goods and services). And the market of singularities is composed of relations marked by uncertainty about quality between singular products and actors in search of the "right" singularity” (Karpik, 2007, p. 38).
According to Karpik, this world of singularities does not prevent reasonable choice. “It is even the express condition for the market of singularities to exist” (Ibid., p. 39). He also notes that the ignorance and uncertainty that characterize the markets of singularities does not prevent them from functioning at all; it is even paradoxically thanks to the deficit that many markets of this type maintain themselves. “Everything happens as if they were immune to the surplus of ignorance and uncertainty, as if the strength of belief/confidence developed at the same time as the production of new knowledge. (...) In short, despite the inefficiency of the devices of judgment, the founding belief [which idolizes, which symbolically valorizes singularity, sometimes by will of social distinction] is enough to maintain the continuity of the market” (p. 344). However, the situation would be according to Karpik in the process of changing: “the consumers refuse more and more to associate ignorance and singularity”, “the conditions of exercise of reasonable choices belong from now on to the claims of the subject” (p. 344).
“Singularity markets have many features that prohibit a large fraction of the customer base from making reasonable choices. This relationship of dependence is increasingly difficult to bear. (...) In this new context, the markets of singularities cannot subsist without the development of an engineering of the devices of judgment. (...) The goal is simple to state, if not easy to achieve: to base the attachment to the market of singularities on the possibility of making reasonable choices and, by doing so, to create the conditions of a felicity that owes the least possible to belief” (p. 345). 
Drawing on a heterodox economic current, the economics of conventions, Karpik puts forward the idea that in order to reduce the uncertainty that reigns in the market of singularities, it is necessary to call upon institutions and conventions. In short, the market of singularities does not prevent the making of reasonable choices but it requires institutions, conventions, what Karpik calls “judgment devices” to reduce uncertainty. In relation to the economics of conventions, Karpik's contribution is to propose a cartography of conventions or, to use his vocabulary, of the “judgment devices” used.
Karpik makes a theoretical distinction between two categories of devices: judgement devices and trust devices. He distinguishes in this way between situations where uncertainty about the good or service exchanged is due to the opacity of the market and those that depend on the opportunism of one of the parties. The first situations correspond to judgement devices, the second to trust devices. Actually, judging devices are always also trust devices. However, some are more effective than others in generating trust: “to be effective, the judging device must be credible. And to be credible, it must have the trust of those who use it” (Karpik, 2007, p. 82). In other words, “judgment and trust are two sides of the same coin” (Ibid., p. 82).  
Karpik also distinguishes between what he calls personal and impersonal judgement devices. The former are more likely to foster trust and therefore function as trust devices. This is due in particular to the nature of the information collected, which is hot rather than cold, to use the opposition proposed by Ball and Vincent (1998), in the case of personal devices. This is also the result of the type of channel through which this information is transmitted: personal social networks (relatives, friends, colleagues, neighbors) rather than public and official channels. Knowing that an important advantage is that the information transmitted by personal devices is individualized and personalized information (van Zanten, 2009).
Judging devices can take a variety of forms. Karpik divides them into five groups: networks, confluences, rankings, guides (Karpik also speaks of “cicerones”) and labels. We give a definition of each type of judgment device in table 1 and specify whether it is personal or impersonal.
Table 1: Types of judgment devices
	Types of judgment devices
	Remark

	The network: all the interpersonal relationships, weak or strong, that one can mobilize to share advice, opinions, experiences)
	Personal device 
(strengthens trust)

	The confluences (junctions or meeting points): information coming directly from the schools (facework, impression management)
	Personal of impersonal device
High risk of opportunism (weakens trust)

	Rankings: lists ordered according to defined criteria, e.g. ranking of schools according to their success rate in national exams)
	Impersonal device

	Guides and reviews: set of evaluations, advice, comparison (more qualitative than rankings)
	Impersonal device

	Labels: guarantee that the institution has a certain number of qualities (e.g.  “IB schools” offering International Baccalaureate program)
	Impersonal device



Let us now see what the economics of singularities developed by Karpik can teach us if we apply it to school markets.
In a traditional market, it is necessary for a rational choice to emerge that applicants be able to compare the goods on which they will choose. This comparison is much easy when the compared goods are homogeneous in their qualities. In this context, the price plays both the role of a signal that reduces uncertainty about the quality of the good and that of an adjustment variable between supply and demand. However, in a school market, price plays no role whatsoever, except in the context of a private, fee-paying offer that remains marginal in many school systems. Schools as goods are therefore immeasurable goods (Karpik, 2007). Parents perceive them as a complex configuration of a multitude of qualities, and none of these configurations can be objectively considered more valuable than another.
The fact that schools are incommensurable, that there is no objective scale for measuring their quality and establishing absolute hierarchies means that the school market is a market of singularities. This also means that there is a high degree of uncertainty about the quality of the goods traded in this market (Felouzis & Perroton, 2007). The quality of the good exchanged remains partially or completely unknown until the claimant has experienced his or her choice for a sufficiently long period to establish an assessment of the appropriateness of that choice. In other words, the parent can only be sure that the institution chosen was appropriate once his or her child has actually attended school there for a relatively lengthy time. This type of market is characterized by a valuation lag (ibid.). The fact that these goods are incommensurable does not prevent parents from trying to compare and rank them, but the cost of doing so is much higher in this type of market than in a competitive market where price acts as a quality signal. Parents have to gather a lot of information before making a judgment.
There is therefore a very strong need for information in the school market. But the distribution of this information is unequal between the applicants and between the providers and the applicants. 
A multitude of parameters can explain the differences in access to information between applicants. The fact that the parent is part of a more or less dense network of potential informants. The fact that the parent has (or has not) been enrolled in the education system in which he or she is seeking to enroll his or her child. The parent's ability to translate the mass of information he or she receives into useable knowledge when making a choice, and so on. The literature on the sociology of education tells us that not all parents behave like “school consumers”. Significant social inequalities exist in terms of choice.
There is, therefore, a strong informational asymmetry between providers and applicants, which poses a double threat to the transaction: a threat of opacity (linked to uncertainty about quality) and a threat of opportunism (linked to the fact that the providers are not passive). Indeed, in such a context, schools develop capture strategies by putting forward an advantageous presentation of themselves, which raises the issue of trust. The whole process of making a judgment is about reducing uncertainty about quality and assessing the degree of trust that can be placed in a particular piece of knowledge. In order to reduce this double uncertainty, about quality and trust, it is essential that the parent be able to mobilize a series of judgment and trust devices. Without these devices, the choice can only be made by chance and there can be no rational choice or competitive market.
2.3.2  The schooling system as an arranged market
For Michel Callon, the theory put forward by Karpik is too marked by his distinction between markets (traditional ones where there is an agreement on goods and singular ones where this agreement is lacking). Callon's perspective is different; it is in line with that of Chamberlin (1949), who posits that “any market transaction implies the prior individualization of the good that changes hands” (François, 2008, p. 263). Callon thus considers that a good that is the object of a transaction is an individualized product whose quality has been adjusted to its recipient (Ibid., p. 263).
Callon believes that it is not enough to equip the market as Karpik suggests. In his opinion, the question is much broader. The goods and services subject to transaction have a history and the process by which they are exchanged in a market must be included in the market definition.
All the goods that surround us, if we take the time to observe them have a story to tell us. The water bottle we buy at the supermarket was first drawn on a sheet of paper by an industrial designer probably assisted by an ergonomist and a brand marketer. A modeler probably made a scale example before another engineer took care of its production. It was then attached to a batch of bottles and placed in an aisle at a specific location in the supermarket. Once purchased and consumed, it will be discarded with other plastic waste before being repackaged and starting a new process. But it could also have been recovered by an artist who would have used it for a work of art. Through this example, we see that the state of bottle has, during its career, changed several times. From prototype, it has become a commodity before being discarded or becoming a work of art. In this perspective, the marketization or commodification is therefore a particular state of the good or service in the course of its history. The question is how goods and services move from one state to another. It is therefore less the singularities of certain goods and services that interest Callon specifically than the processes of singularization of all goods and services.
If all goods or services can undergo a process of singularization, it remains that some of them are by nature singular and therefore more uncertain than others. Callon acknowledges that the nature of the goods and services plays a role in the greater or lesser ease with which they can circulate. But what makes one good more likely than another to circulate lies, in the terms of the sociology of market arrangements, above all in the singularization or social density of things. A dense good is a good that has become so singularized, so adjusted to its owner, that the latter cannot bring himself to get rid of it. A dense good is opposed to a commodity good, which is substitutable and circulates easily. But the states that define the types of goods and services are not fixed once and for all; they evolve notably under the effect of public policies. For example, public evaluations of schools and their rankings contribute to their equivalence, their desingularization, and they become more easily commensurable, comparable and ultimately substitutable.
The neo-classical conception of markets completely overlooks these questions; it paints a fixed picture of the good or service subject to transaction. Another important limitation is its lack of interest in the process by which the agent gradually becomes a consumer ready to conclude the transaction. Yet, for there to be a market, Callon also stresses that the agents themselves must be transformed.
Markets presuppose, in principle, calculating agents. For Adam Smith in his famous work The Wealth of Nations, the energy that sets consumers in motion on the market is the pursuit of their personal interests. For the neoclassicals, it is the search for maximum utility. Callon wonders about the social conditions of calculation. He believes that the equipment Karpik talks about helps to make the market action possible. All the material devices that an agent mobilizes can help him to evaluate the goods and services of an exchange, but they are not enough to produce a calculating agent. He is therefore also interested in the processes by which people act as buyers and sellers. 
How do school parents become school consumers? For the sociology of market arrangements developed by Callon, choosing means developing an attachment during a process of singularization. The attachment must be understood here in the psychological sense of the term. The more the attachment is based on affect, emotions, passions, the stronger and more exclusive the attachment is. To understand the reasons that push a consumer to engage in a transaction is therefore to trace the progressive process of attachment of the consumer to a good or service.
If we follow Callon and admit that a good, in order to be exchanged, must be singularized, i.e. adjusted to its recipient, which allows the latter to become attached to it, this has important practical consequences. This implies that “the study of markets must start from the singular relations that are established between a particular supplier and a particular demander. The analysis of concrete markets therefore starts from the study of the multitude of bilateral relations that Callon suggests naming monopolies, since they involve the supplier and the demander who, progressively, have singularized the good that will finally be exchanged (François, 2008, p. 264). When this adjustment occurs, Callon speaks of an “intricate” good, which prevents it from circulating and being compared. To understand what competition consists of in the markets according to Callon, one must understand why a good that has become individualized can still evolve and become, at least in part, substitutable for others. Let us recall that, according to Callon, the process that defines the qualities of a good can always change. This individualization translates into an attachment of the exchanged good to its buyer, and the essential work of competition consists in stabilizing this attachment, or on the contrary, in breaking it” (François, 2008, p. 264).
Thus, according to Callon, concrete markets are monopolies, since they bring together suppliers and demanders who, progressively, have singled out the goods that will eventually be exchanged. The process that leads to monopolization should not be seen as the opposite of competition, but rather as the sign of its most striking success. 
In the case of the study of school markets, this has fundamental implications: it means that the existence of a school market or quasi-market does not necessarily go hand in hand with unbridled competition between schools. Rather, it produces a mixture of competition and monopoly. Everything that makes a good or service unique in a market tends to pull it towards monopoly and away from perfect competition. The situation of the Belgian quasi-market corresponds well to this hybrid situation of “monopolistic competition” described long ago by Chamberlin[footnoteRef:7] and which joins the concept of the “educational niche” developed by Dupriez (Dupriez & Cornet, 2005 ; Dupriez & Wattiez, 2016), another way to express the existence of local monopolies. [7:  Chamberlin was the first to give an account of a form of economic struggle that plays on both competition and monopoly in an already very old work: The Theory of Monopolistic Competition (1949). However, despite the new perspective provided by Chamberlin's work, no major transformation of neo-classical economic theory has taken place (see Karpik on this subject).] 

The notion of a market is often understood as necessarily implying that schools would be in competition. Competition between schools is real, but it should not be overestimated because the study of concrete school markets and the relationships that exist between schools and their positioning strategies show that competition is limited.
At first, it is limited by geographical distance: it has already been mentioned competition is played out in local spaces. It is also limited by the nature of the school offer and pedagogical projects: some schools belong to such different categories that they are not in any way in competition[footnoteRef:8]. This is a fundamental point for understanding the rationale for action by principals. What they are really looking for is to match their project with their enrollment, to ensure stability in this area, which maximizes predictability and limits uncertainty, the school leaders’ main enemy.  [8:  In the sociology of markets, another author of interest for further exploration of these issues is Joel Podolny (1993). The mechanics of the statutes, he describes, “tend to institute relatively watertight market segments, and to prevent the establishment of generalized competition” (François, 2008, p. 269).] 

Schools are therefore seeking not so much to compete with the surrounding institutions as to distinguish themselves from them, to specialize in order to adapt to their audience, to carve out their “niche” (Dupriez and Cornet, 2005). In other words, they seek to produce incommensurability, whereas the market needs commensurability to function. Of course, if two schools play in the same organizational category, they will be competing, but even within a category, the goal is to specify its organizational niche in order to attract a specific public. This of course tends to reinforce social as well as ethnic between-school segregation (van Zanten, 2009).
At the local level, the challenge for a school management is therefore to work on the adequacy of its environment and to succeed in maintaining this adequacy, when it is found. This adequacy is reflected in pedagogical concepts, internal regulations, teaching offers, the way in which lessons are given and discipline is managed, etc. It is the whole functioning of the school that is affected and in depth. This is why we can speak of an “organizational identity” (Draelants and Dumay, 2011). 
2.3.3 The difficult regulation of markets in the face of their monopolistic tendencies
As Max Weber had already perceived, the market is characterized by the impersonality of social relations and this is precisely what makes it “a singular mode of constitution of the social bond” (François, 2008, p. 49). In order to establish itself, the market favors impersonal relations and leads to radical competition, which undermines previous modes of operation and weakens established monopolies. To protect themselves, market actors will gradually seek to build new monopolies to resist the market of pure and perfect competition. The Belgian policy to regulate enrolment offers a good example. 
In French-speaking Belgium, policies have been implemented to regulate enrolment at the entrance to secondary education (see Chapter 7 in this book). Prior to the reform, the choice process corresponded well to the monopoly situation described by Callon, that of a multitude of bilateral and singular exchanges between families and schools. The enrolment process involved meeting and talking with the principal and teachers of the proposed school. The process implied a personalized relationship and could be read as a search for a social match, or a correspondence between a personal identity (that of the child) and a presumed group identity (that of the school). During a private interview between the student, his or her parents and a representative of the school, the various parties involved assessed the degree of compatibility between the characteristics of the child's profile (previous performance, behavior, etc.) and those of the school (level of requirements, options offered, teaching philosophy, values, etc.). If there was a “match” between the two profiles, then enrollment had a good chance of being approved. The enrolment regulation policy has troubled this tradition of individualized choice, since it introduces a system of bureaucratic, anonymous and impersonal choice that tends to de-individualize the Belgian school market[footnoteRef:9]. [9:  The reform only concerns the entrance to the first year of secondary school, which is certainly a decisive stage, but as the reform does not affect the rules of enrolment in the previous and subsequent years, the destabilization of the school market remains limited.] 

However, the school actors, families and establishments alike, who preferred the old system, do not remain passive; they resist, developing strategies to circumvent or escape the new rules. The rationalization of the market therefore tends to be defeated. We have shown elsewhere that some parents, because of the extreme singularity of the institution they desire, are unable to consider other options (Deceuninck & Draelants, 2016). Since many of them did not get the school they wanted for their child in the new registration system, they objected vehemently. Principals, too, have been very critical of the reform, tending to reject it because it undermines their control over their student population, thereby destabilizing their educational niche, which often forms the basis of their organizational identity (Draelants & Dumay, 2011). Principals are keen to maintain direct contact with families before the selection process in order to retain some control over their students. For example, they organize open houses or information meetings that provide opportunities for informal exchanges between management and families prior to enrollment. 
The Belgian case illustrates that the forces that oppose competition and seek to establish monopoly situations are numerous and powerful. We believe that Callon is right to consider that by making competition the core of markets, neoclassical economics produces an abstraction. This is why Callon insists on the fact that monopoly situations, unlike to what neoclassical theory maintains, are not just imperfections that prevent pure and perfect competition. In his perspective on market arrangements, monopoly constitutes “the most complete expression of competitive struggle” (p. 50). It is the sign of a highly developed capacity for singularization and therefore of competitive power. Callon takes up an old idea according to which “monopoly is the strategy that expresses in the purest way the logic of competition” (p. 51). 
Karpik's position on monopoly differs in part from that of Callon. For Karpik, singularity automatically produces monopoly, since he believes that one can only speak of a market for singularities if there are coordination devices that serve as decision aids. The market in the singularity regime is either equipped or does not exist. There are no more equivalences, no more commensurability, and so only monopolies. In other words, monopoly is nothing more than the normal situation in an economy of singularities.
In this sense, Karpik tends to join Callon. And we can consider that both authors finally envisage monopoly as being basically the normal situation of “markets”, that is to say what happens when economic transactions are not regulated nor equipped. A normal situation, in the sense that it is widespread, but not in the sense that it is desirable. Both Karpik and Callon judge monopoly as a problematic situation that requires government intervention, in accordance with the belief that it is possible to organize the market to serve the common good. For Karpik, monopoly is a problem, a form of drift, of market failure. For Callon, although monopoly is the most complete expression of perfect competition, it does not correspond to what he understands by an efficient market. Both authors lead to the idea that it is necessary to regulate the markets. 
However, Callon's analysis is more complex than Karpik's and less optimistic: by asserting that singularization does not really pose a problem for actors but that it tends, on the contrary, to be sought after, Callon raises the question of resistance to desingularization. In the tradition of Max Weber, he suggests that if we chase singularization out the door, it will tend to come back in through the window. 
Commenting on Max Weber's pioneering work on market realities, François points out this limit to market regulation by emphasizing that market logics, once stabilized, cannot be satisfied with the impersonality of social relations that characterizes them. They always tend to reintroduce logics that are heteronomous to them, which implies, in particular, more personal, more singular social relations. And he raises a quite fundamental question on this subject: “can markets really support themselves, can they, in other words, do without heteronormative foundations?” (p. 51).
The mere fact of asking the question suggests, even if regulation remains the objective, that it is futile to think that it is possible to control markets completely. In any case, we think that this task must be continually repeated in order to adapt to the monopolistic tendencies of competition. See the graphic representation that we propose (figure 1).

Figure 1: From monopoly to competition, back and forth: a cyclical process
[image: ] 
Figure one attempts to schematize this cyclical process and thus to draw attention to the need to challenge any overly simplistic and dichotomous opposition between competition and monopoly. It reminds us, as Callon said, that the search for a monopoly is the very essence of competition. Once stabilized, market logics cannot be satisfied with the impersonality of social relations that characterizes them. They always tend to reintroduce logics that are heteronomous to them, more personal, more singular social relations. This then leads in principle to an increase in segmentation and therefore in school segregation.

2.4 Conclusion. Repoliticizing markets to address inequality and segregation

If the sociology of education is interested in school markets, as we have seen, it is for the simple reason that these markets are frequently associated, as the title of this volume shows, with the maintenance or even the reinforcement of segregation and therefore of social inequalities. The question of inequality, on the other hand, is largely absent from the sociology of markets. Nor is there any mention of social stratification or social classes. To be fair, Karpik does not completely overlook the issue, he mentions it in passing: “singularity markets have many features that prohibit a large fraction of customers from making reasonable choices”. However, Karpik remains vague when he addresses the subject, he does not mention the characteristics of this clientele, which would have a hard time making reasonable choices. Moreover, he leads one to believe that the problem could be solved from the outside: it would suffice to equip the market so that agents can make reasonable choices (i.e. behave as consumers). From the perspective of the sociology of education, this kind solution is insufficient. For example, this would be tantamount to considering that the difficulty encountered by working-class families in choosing a school is essentially the result of a lack of information or an impediment (failure to anticipate the time of enrolment or the belief that if they do not choose the best schools it is because they are victims of discrimination at enrolment). Information inequalities and discrimination matter obviously but there is more to school choice inequalities than that. 
For school markets to work, parents are expected to be informed school consumers, making rational school choices, yet the propensity to use freedom of choice and the very ability to compare and gather the information needed to choose are unevenly distributed among families. Middle and upper class parents show a much more strategic relationship to schooling than that of working-class parents. In addition, the criteria for judging and choosing and choice criteria differ greatly from one another. There is no shared definition of what a “good school” is. All these facts have been pointed out many times by sociologists of education (see e.g. Ball et al., 1996; van Zanten, 2009). 

Therefore, parents would not make the same use of the judgment devices that might be made available to them. In practice, our own research suggest that the school choice of working-class parents, when prompted by political regulation, is much more akin to an obscure and constraining choice than to an informed and empowering choice (Deceuninck et al., 2020). So the problem is not only with the external equipment (i.e. the judgment devices), but also with the “internal equipment”, so to speak. By this we mean what sociologists usually refer to as social dispositions or habitus (Bourdieu, 1972). Callon is aware that agents must be transformed to become consumers. But he also underestimates the issue of inequalities; his sociology does not consider the questions of dispositions and differentiate relationships to the market according to social classes.

In the end, the market allows the expression of pre-existing differences, and since not all choices are equal, since only some parents have the information necessary to make an enabling choice, the market (even when equipped) tends to renew social inequalities. Hence the need to (re)politicize the markets through the contribution of the sociology of education. 

When we talk about (re)politicizing, we mean three things. First, highlighting the importance of the competing forces and interests at work in the market (e.g., privileged institutions and attempts by families to resist desingularization). Secondly, taking into account the habitus and the unequal propensity of different social classes to behave as consumers, to share identical criteria and to make a rational and reflexive use of the devices of judgement. Thirdly seeing that the market is not neutral, and to point out the paradoxical and risky aspects of a regulation that seeks to generalize middle-class behavior.
Not all families behave like consumers, but policies favouring school markets implicitly make the case that this is the way forward. In order for policies that promote school markets to work effectively, they indeed require turning all students and their parents into school choosers. The achievement of the objectives of such a policy therefore paradoxically depends on the generalization of the strategic behavior typical of the middle and upper classes to the entire population, a strategic behavior often criticized. Rightly, since it is this strategic behavior that drives upper-class parents to continually refine their strategies in response to educational policies aimed at addressing inequality (Draelants, 2016). The middle and upper classes do not remain passive in the face of changes in the composition of institutions, which fuels the resingularization process (and the cyclical process described above)
In short, the choice of school markets is not trivial, nor neutral, since it fosters strategy, but morally questionable and risky. The moral consequences flow directly from strategic behaviors that are clearly contrary to the general interest and that undermine solidarity and the common good. Moreover, applied to education, the market-making policy advocated by sociologist of market is, to put it bluntly, the same as trying to turn the working-class parent into a middle-class parent without changing his or her economic situation. This is tantamount to accepting that it is up to social agents to adapt to society and its market mode of functioning. Thinking of educational policies within the market paradigm means accepting an adaptive approach to change and renouncing deeper, more transformative change in the school system and in society. As for the risky aspect of such a policy, it stems from the uncertainty of its consequences. There is no guarantee that it will prove effective, even from a pragmatic point of view. It is doubtful that it will lead to an efficient market, if it pushes towards a cyclical process due to social inequalities and divergent class interests. The two consequences can be opposite or combined: either the process of market creation succeeds and has negative moral consequences or it fails; but it can also fail and still have moral implications. 
It seems important to us, therefore, to keep this in mind and to re-politicize the market, especially in education. The question of the market is not just an engineering question that could be left to technocrats, it is a question that raises political issues that should be publicly debated and linked to the question of educational goals and the kind of society we want to promote.
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