
The Bridge: Journal of Educational Research-Informed Practice  
Volume 1, Issue 2: December 2014      ISSN 2056-6670	  

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Non Commercial 4.0 International License.  

	  

66 

Book Review 
 
 
Karen Stephens 

University of Leicester 

 

Political Philosophy, Educational Administration and Educative Leadership 
Reynold Macpherson, 2014 
London, Routledge 
£90 (hbk), £81.98 (Kindle) 238pp. 
ISBN 9780415713313 (hbk); ASIN: B00FKUPLBS (Kindle) 
 

As a teacher of political philosophy, the blend of this discipline with educational administration 

and leadership piqued my interest.  However, I found the book a difficult read.  Although 

thoroughly researched, supported with a wide range of classic texts and packed with thought 

provoking concepts, I question the book’s intended audience.  Following a career that included 

leadership at a range of levels in a variety of institutions, Macpherson explores and reflects upon 

the moral use of power in leadership.  Having found this aspect of leadership lacking within his 

own studies, he utilises perspectives from political philosophy in order to add a critical 

perspective that he found lacking in available texts.  His stated aim is ‘to help practitioners, 

researchers and theorists in educational administration, management, and leadership to deepen 

their appreciation of power by formally introducing them to the assumptions, limits, and tools of 

political philosophy’ (p. xvi).  It is not intended as a purely academic contribution to texts on 

leadership, but aims to ‘initiate a politically critical theory of educative leadership’ (p. xvii).  The 

book achieves this aim in respect of researchers and theorists, but I query its ability to provide 

practical advice to practitioners, especially those described in the case studies provided. 

 

The book has four parts, with the first providing a theoretical context to Macpherson’s 

argument.  Starting from the assumption that politics guarantee freedom, with political 
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philosophy guaranteeing the quality of politics, Chapter 1 undertakes a meta-analytical discussion 

of the nature and use of power within school administration.   Chapter 2 provides a history of 

educational administration scholarship, exploring the potential for utilising legitimate political 

power structures in education.  The discussion seems to move between an argument for greater 

critical analysis of power and an account of the growing but implicit awareness of these power 

struggles.  The descriptive account and discussion traces the development of educational 

administrative debates and scholarship through seven political ideologies, ending with 

communitarianism, communicative rationalism and egalitarian liberalism, which are given more 

space in Chapters 3 and 4. 

 

Although familiar with the language of both political philosophy and postgraduate reading, I 

found the arguments difficult to follow without making notes.  Macpherson has packed a great 

deal of theory into a few chapters, with complex sentences conveying numerous concepts which 

require unpacking.  The discussion assumes prior knowledge of highly specialist language and 

familiarity with complex terms, concepts and theories, so much so that I felt the need for 

examples to translate the theory into daily school contexts.  I therefore question whether school 

administrators with heavy workloads would have the time and patience to work through these 

chapters, especially in light of the problems highlighted in the case studies presented in Part 2 of 

the book. 

 

Part 2 consists of three case studies, examining the experience of three school leaders, while Part 

3 explores crises in governance in Hong Kong, a United Arab Emirate University and New 

Zealand’s state school system.  Although the case studies are drawn from outside the United 

Kingdom, the theoretical chapters in Part 1 make links to the systems and history of both 

America and the UK.  In Chapters 5 and 6 Macpherson uses political philosophical concepts to 

describe and analyse the experience of new leaders in New Zealand and Timor Leste, 
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demonstrating how problems arise when promotion within systems fraught with political power 

struggles lacks pre-post training.  While his descriptions of the problems are clear, the purpose of 

the discussion is less so.  This discussion demonstrates his view that school leaders would benefit 

from pre-post training that includes elements of political philosophy, but does not fully explain 

the practical outcomes of the resulting political awareness.  Chapter 7 analyses the political and 

media struggle centring on the questionable appointment of the director-general in New South 

Wales, highlighting the inadequate retreat of stakeholders to pre-held conceptions of power 

without the benefit of critical analysis.  Macpherson’s analysis demonstrates the usefulness of 

political philosophy in unmasking the conceptualisation of legitimate power within these 

contexts, but his apparent claim that school leaders should receive training in political 

philosophy at postgraduate level is less clear.  Furthermore, his argument that new school leaders 

often lack this training seems to clash with the style of the book which requires a high level of 

familiarity with specialist language and concepts.  

 

Part 3 explains and discusses three case studies where the critical tools of political philosophy 

were used to explore situations of crises in education.  The fact that these crises involved 

enquiries into the higher level politics at play fits more easily with the wider discussion of the 

book.  Where a team is commissioned to investigate allegations within institutions, the potential 

of political philosophy to unpack the power dynamics involved is well demonstrated.  However, 

here again, there seems a mismatch between using political philosophy as an analytic tool and 

utilising its potential to bring about real change. 

 

In the final part of the book Macpherson assesses his own research projects and discusses a 

wider range of critically analytical tools available to school administrators to reflect upon their 

experiences.  Here the aim of the book becomes clearer as he calls for practitioners to be more 

reflective and critical about ‘the distribution and use of power in everyday professional activities’ 
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(p. 155).  Macpherson makes clear his commitment to a communitarian, communicative 

rationalist and egalitarian liberal approach to ‘leadership intended to improve learning’ (p. 154), 

with alternate approaches analysed and critiqued.  I am not convinced that he has made a clear 

argument for this position.  However, of more concern is the sense that while the methods 

explained may expose the power struggles within the situations described, it does not adequately 

propose a course of action for practitioners who find themselves embroiled in these battles. 

 

The message of the book is important, not only for school administrators, but for all 

stakeholders within education.  It is important that school leaders, finding themselves in difficult 

situations, understand that they are often enmeshed in a power struggle, with conceptions of 

power drawn from traditional, cultural and social perspectives often at odds with their own 

moral and professional objectives.  The point that many leaders learn through a sink-or-swim 

pragmatism highlights the need for pre-post training that includes instruction in the reflective 

tools discussed in this book.  As a theoretical reflection, the book provides some deep and 

provocative analysis of the theories and concepts endemic to school administration, but I would 

question its usefulness as a practical guide for busy practitioners.  I would, therefore, welcome a 

more accessible account that could perhaps act as an introduction to the theories and their 

application explored in this volume.   


