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Foreword: White Supremacy, White

Philosophy, and Rewriting of History

This important book comprehensively embraces and investigates five grounds
for critical theories of education—praxis-oriented, fluidity, radical, utopic
with countless possible futures, and using bottom-up approaches across nine
sections: (i) critical perspectives and philosophies, (ii) critical race theories,
(iii) comparative educational approaches and global citizenship, (iv) critical
literacies, (v) critical media culture and information studies, (vi) community-
engaged learning and research, (vii) sciences and mathematics, (viii) gender
and feminism, and (ix) Indigenous and epistemologies of the South. It estab-
lishes a matrix for transformative education in the service of a better world
and sustainable planet. It aims to decolonize effects of contemporary hege-
monic Western-centric systems of education, to critique cultural and cognitive
imperialism of neoliberal technocratic regimes of performativity while at the
same time fostering critical pedagogy as a means of achieving a world of social
justice, sustainability, and community well-being. Frierean critical theories of
education are designed to counter forms of oppression and domination that
are often hidden from us so that we must unlearn ‘epistemologies of the
North’ to engage in critical work with both kids and adults. ‘Epistemologies
of the North’ is a kind of shorthand for understanding that the conceptual
categories accepted as natural, inevitable, and universal in Western education
approaches are deeply suspect from the position of women and people of color
and seen as embodying power/knowledge cultural assumptions governing
politics and history that have constructed white narratives, that is, narratives
that privilege white power at the expense of others and disguised as the truth.
Critical pedagogy and critical race theory have provided a different set of
framework assumptions that question US history, the genocidal origins of the
Black slave economy, and the legacy of racial segregation.

A new set of culture wars have irrupted in America heightened by the far-
right white supremacist political insurrection and continued police brutality
against Black people epitomized in the killing of George Floyd (Samayeen
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et al., 2020). This is perfectly illustrated by the Black philosopher George
Yancy’s ‘Dear White America’ published in the New York Times ‘The Stone’
philosophy column that generated thousands of hate mail. In an interview
I conducted with him, Yancy (Peters, 2019) explains his understanding of
race as a social construction, a social rather than natural kind because there
is no external referent and no corresponding reality. The concept is ‘onto-
logically empty,’ but it came into existence from Western Europe, ‘socially
and historically produced and shaped by colonial desire, bad faith, domina-
tion, psychological projection, and ontological and epistemic logics that are
Manichean in nature, where whiteness has come to constitute what I term
the transcendental norm. In short, whiteness, by its very nature, is binary and
hierarchical.’ Yancy goes on to argue:

Whiteness is the thesis (that is, it establishes itself as such) and ‘racialized’
groups that are not white are deemed ‘different,’ ‘deviant,’ that is, the antithesis.
Despite the fact that race is not a natural kind, it has tremendous social onto-
logical power; the concept is a powerful organizing social vector that functions
as if it cuts at the very joints of reality. The concept of race constitutes our insti-
tutional spaces, our political forms of arrangement, our perceptions, our bodily
comportment in space, our organization of lived space and lived experience. In
fact, the state itself is a site of racial power. So, let’s get one point clear. While
the concept of race is unreal qua natural kind, the concept of race has served
to create rigid social binaries and used to oppress, to dehumanize, to murder,
to render disposable. That is what we mean by racism. Historically, within the
context of North America, this is what I mean by white racism. In our contem-
porary moment, it can be argued that race continues to advantage white people
globally, continues to render their lives worth living, and axiologically supreme
vis-à-vis people of color.

So much has been achieved through critical race theory and critical pedagogy
to conscientize students and teachers alike about the racial dimension of the
American Dream and how it rested on a huge generational shift of wealth from
the Black to the white population. Under Donald Trump’s administration
in the last US presidency, the world saw how he ignited, fanned, and legit-
imated deep systemic racism of US institutions among his white nationalists.
As we noted: ‘The alt-right protestors sported swastikas, Confederate flags and
memorabilia, anti-semitic banners, Trump/Pence signs and carried torches,
chanting ‘You will not replace us,’ ‘Blood and soil’ and ‘Jews will not replace
us’ (Peters & Besley, 2017). The Black struggle is attacked through an invec-
tive against ‘cultural Marxists’ originating with the European far-right. The
Anti-Defamation League (ADL) With Hate in their Hearts: The State of White
Supremacy in the U.S. (2015) describes ‘a dramatic resurgence in the extreme
right since 2000 that has led to a significant increase in violence’ and noted
several worrying trends before Trump was elected, including the fact that
white supremacist ideology is dominated by the belief that whites are doomed
to extinction by a rising tide of non-whites. The report noted that ‘Among
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domestic extremist movements active in the United States, white supremacists
are by far the most violent, committing about 83% of the extremist-related
murders in the United States in the past 10 years and being involved in about
52% of the shootouts between extremists and police …’ (ADL, 2015). The
historical moment of US white supremacism is not over. Trump is waiting
in the wings, having taken over the Republican Party and will be around to
contest the next election.

Whiteness works like a drug to distort one’s sense of history to protect one
from witnessing the mass suffering and slaughter of white capital that pretends
to act as neutral arbiter on the question of labor. As George Yancy explains
falling in love with philosophy and growing up among it.

The trap of falling for whiteness is easy and unremarkable. It was an easy
addiction, so to speak. Symbolically, it is a process of what Joy James (2004)
has called ‘mainlining white supremacy.’ She writes, ‘I likely started off in
my preacademic years in incremental dosages, sniffing rather than shooting’
(p. 263). It is a powerful metaphor as whiteness involves forms of habituation
that masquerade as common sense, as intelligibility itself. And once it takes
control, one finds oneself in a state of denial, protesting that nothing is wrong.
After all, think about it, the philosophers whom I read were not self-identified
as white, the encyclopedia did not nominate them as white; they were simply
philosophers, ‘raceless’ human beings, persons. This is how whiteness func-
tions. Whiteness structurally obfuscates its logics, it conceals its racial and racist
epistemic assumptions through claims of ‘neutrality’ and problematic claims of
‘universality.’ Whiteness vis-à-vis philosophy also attempts to narrate an airtight
history that covers over the racially motivated selective processes that undergird
the normative and biased dynamics that shape philosophical canonization.

This is what Greg William Misiaszek, Janna M. Popoff, and Ali A. Abdi
mean in part when they write of ‘Epistemologies of the North’. It immedi-
ately calls forth critical pedagogy and critical race theory as an antidote, to
question and examine those social categories that are presented as natural and
inevitable and simply the way the world is. Yancy’s story of becoming a Black
philosopher is an important narrative of personal transformation that acknowl-
edges that African American literature became his savior. As Yancy (2020)
indicates: ‘The dynamic racialized narrativity self-consciously embedded within
Morrison’s literary work functioned as a template of how I might begin to
write philosophy in a way that captured what African American philosopher
Cornel West calls the funk of life (West & Ritz, 2009, p. 4). I wanted my
words on the page to do things, to carry the weight, in this case, of historical
racist catastrophe.’

In ‘White philosophy in/of America’ (Peters, 2011), I argued that Rorty
and Cavell define American philosophy ‘after’ Wittgenstein and Heidegger,
embracing the historical nature of philosophy, culture, and language implied
by Wittgenstein’s cultural turn to reimagine the American tradition in philos-
ophy both by returning to American philosophers before the analytic fracture
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and by investigating the Idea of America. Yet I argued in both cases of these
leading thinkers American philosophy and the idea of America discussion
of race and racism have been notable by their absence. Writing in 2011, I
suggested only recently has Black philosophy begun to raise questions about
the ‘whiteness’ of American philosophy, yet even Cornel West who has been
responsible for ‘black pragmatism’ needs to historicize his philosophy further
and use it to make links to investigating other forms of racism around the
world and, in particular, to extend the notion of global citizenship in a critical
fashion to engage with ‘colonialist deconstructions and critical reconstruc-
tionist possibilities’ (Ali A. Abdi), to educate for ‘critical race and anti-colonial
intersections’ (George J. Sefa Dei & Asna Adhami), and to develop ‘human
rights and transformative justice education in teacher preparation’ (Magnus O.
Bassey).

Given this history and ideological background, why would it come as a
surprise that Republicans are actively trying to block curricula that try to
analyze and understand systemic racism. As Gabriel and Goldstein (2021)
report.

From school boards to the halls of Congress, Republicans are mounting an ener-
getic campaign aiming to dictate how historical and modern racism in America
are taught, meeting pushback from Democrats and educators in a politically
thorny clash that has deep ramifications for how children learn about their
country.

Republican senators object to history focusing on systematic racism in
American society as a form of ‘activist indoctrination’; they object also to
the memorialization of the 1921 Race Massacre in Tulsa when white mobs
attacked Black citizens burning their homes and leaving 10,000 Black people
homeless. Only in 2020 did the shameless episode become part of Oklahoma
curriculum.

Republicans are now focused on critical race theory trying to ban it from
K-12 public education arguing that students should not be forced to examine
the privilege of their whiteness. Texas has already passed a bill preventing the
teaching of critical race theory. The Washington Post headline ‘Texas bill to ban
teaching of critical race theory puts teachers on front lines of culture war over
how history is taught’ explains that critical race theory has become a cultural
flashpoint. The Texas bill (H.B.A No.A3979) lays down essential knowledge
and skills for the social studies curriculum, specified as follows:

(1) The fundamental moral, political, and intellectual foundations of the
American experiment in self-government, as well as the history, quali-
ties, traditions, and features of civic engagement in the United States;

(2) The structure, function, and processes of government institutions at the
federal, state, and local levels; and
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(3) The founding documents of the United States, including the Declara-
tion of Independence, the United States Constitution, the Federalist
Papers (including but not limited to Essays 10 and 51), excerpts
from Alexis de Tocqueville ’s Democracy in America, the first Lincoln-
Douglas debate, and the writings of the Founding Fathers of the United
States.

The Bill spells out specific areas of prohibition that is worth quoting in
some detail:

(1) No teacher shall be compelled by a policy of any state agency … to
discuss current events or widely debated and currently controversial
issues of public policy or social affairs;

(2) Teachers who choose to discuss current events or widely debated and
currently controversial issues of public policy or social affairs shall,
to the best of their ability, strive to explore such issues from diverse
and contending perspectives without giving deference to any one
perspective;

(3) No school district or teacher shall require, make part of a course, or
award course grading or credit including extra credit for, student work
for, affiliation with, or service learning in association with any organi-
zation engaged in lobbying for legislation at the local, state, or federal
level, or in social or public policy advocacy;

(4) No school district or teacher shall require, make part of a course,
or award course grading or credit including extra credit for, political
activism, lobbying, or efforts to persuade members of the legislative or
executive branch to take specific actions by direct communication at the
local, state, or federal level, or any practicum or like activity involving
social or public policy advocacy;

(5) No teacher, administrator, or other employee in any state agency …
shall be required to engage in training, orientation, or therapy that
presents any form of race or sex stereotyping or blame on the basis
of race or sex.

(6) No teacher, administrator, or other employee in any state agency …
shall require or make part of a course the following concepts: (i) one
race or sex is inherently superior to another race or sex; (ii) an indi-
vidual, by virtue of his or her race or sex, is inherently racist, sexist,
or oppressive, whether consciously or unconsciously; (iii) an individual
should be discriminated against or receive adverse treatment solely or
partly because of his or her race or sex; (iv) members of one race or sex
cannot and should not attempt to treat others without respect to race or
sex; (v) an individual ’s moral character is necessarily determined by his
or her race or sex; (vi) an individual, by virtue of his or her race or sex,
bears responsibility for actions committed in the past by other members
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of the same race or sex; (vii) any individual should feel discomfort, guilt,
anguish, or any other form of psychological distress on account of his or
her race or sex; or (viii) meritocracy or traits such as a hard work ethic
are racist or sexist, or were created by members of a particular race to
oppress members of another race.

I mention the Bill in some detail because it indicates the philosophical crux
of history and the teaching of history in America in leading Republican states.
It is an episode that highlights the stakes and the significance not only of
critical race theory and critical pedagogy but also the other historically related
elements of this handbook that includes critical literacies, critical media studies,
community-engaged learning and research, sciences and mathematics, gender
and feminism, and Indigenous and epistemologies of the South.

Only a year after the death of George Floyd, the white racists spurred on
by white history are trying to deaden the impact of this progressive educa-
tion agenda. The battlelines are drawn. This Handbook on Critical Theories of
Education proves its use and significance advant la letter. Even before it has
been published, it is the substance of what is to be banned. It is with a heavy
heart and in humbleness at this group of world-renowned critical educators
and activists that I praise their collective achievement and congratulate them
on the essential service they provide.

Michael A. Peters
Distinguished Professor of

Education
Beijing Normal University

Beijing, China
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PART I

General Critical Theoretical Perspectives
and Philosophies of Education



CHAPTER 1

Critical Theories of Education: An Introduction

Greg William Misiaszek, Janna M. Popoff, and Ali A. Abdi

In our conceptualizations of putting this reader together, one major ques-
tion was the role of education as effecting active transformative change for a
better world and sustainable planet. It was main perspective in mind that we
invited the contributors to the handbook so as to provide diverse possibilities
of using critical theories in the broader social and educational and address this
important query. With contemporary, dominant Western-centric systems of
education basically reproducing societal contexts in their hegemonic and colo-
nial ways, new critiques of the situation are as important as ever. Indeed, with
the classic ethnographic study of Paul Willis (1981) in the United Kingdom,
later reconfirmed by Dolby et al. (2004), and the continuities of cultural
and cognitive imperialism (Battiste, 1998; Said, 1979) in almost all colonized
spaces, the possibilities of critically transformative, decolonizing, and actively
developing education are as limited, even absent in more locations across the
globe than otherwise (Abdi, 2008, 2020). Therefore, and unfortunately, the
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hopeful goals of education are too frequently subverted to serve and sustain
intensifying hegemonic political and economic systems that serve modernist
and rationalist technocratic goals that align with the globalization and neolib-
eralist goals of education as a measurable and outcome-driven commodity.
Such education, as has been the case, disregards and devalues, and deliberately
counteracts justice, sustainability, and community well-being.

It is with this appreciation of the critical (as interactively and when needed,
contrapuntally critiquing the normative locations and contents of the educa-
tional) that we also attach this focus to critical pedagogy, that is, teaching and
learning contexts grounded upon critical theories with its inherent goals of
designing and auctioning the conceptual, theoretical, and the practical into
emerging possibilities of social justice praxis. Such praxis shall be globally
inclusive and locally contextual (Freire, 1998; Gadotti, 1996), as it could
also serve the primacy of planetary sustainability for the human world and
beyond the narrowness of anthropocentrism (Freire, 2004; Gadotti, 2008;
Misiaszek, 2020). The essence of praxis is using theories as diversely explana-
tory and analytical lenses to view the world for reflectivity that guides one’s
actions. Paulo Freire (1992, 2000), arguably the most influential critical
philosopher of education for the past 60 or so years, argued that education’s
vital role is to overcome limit situations which are the gaps (or barriers)
between current realities and what the world ‘should’ be. Other critical
thinkers of education including Julius Nyerere, the philosopher-statesman and
first postcolonial President of Tanzania, forcefully spoke about and planned,
with limited success, the problematic, colonial decontextualization of learning
projects that excluded the history, experiences, and needs of Indigenous popu-
lations (Nyerere, 1968). Such decontextualization created a situation where
the critical roles of contextual education in social well-being in precolonial
traditional societies, which has been the reality of human life for millennia
(Abdi, 2008), were derided and destroyed for the sake of cognitive imperialism
and replaced colonial systems of training that actually acted as de-culturing
oppressive practices for underdevelopment (Achebe, 2000; Rodney, 1981).

It is with this backdrop and the continuing clashes of monocentric learning
systems and ongoing reemergence of critical education and critical pedago-
gies that currently situate the world’s current status of practical hope and its
refusal to diminish the utopic possibilities that must sustain our subjectivities
which also contextualize one’s historical and socio-political positionalities. All
of these aspects of immediate, as all mediated by the learning and instructional
designs and actions, should be constructed through democratic dialogue and
critical literacy to “read the word through a reading of the world” (Freire,
1992, p. 29). It is these possibilities and potential complexities in mind that
we hope that this handbook will aid readers in understanding how the delib-
erate and bold criticalization of educational contexts can help them achieve
these noble learning and teaching goals, which shall also help them disrupt the
type of schooling and education that counters and diminishes such aims. It is
important to note that ‘education’ does not only include schooling and higher



1 CRITICAL THEORIES OF EDUCATION: AN INTRODUCTION 5

forms of learning but also beyond the proverbial classroom walls comprise of
non-formal and informal education (i.e., lifelong learning and its public peda-
gogy continuities). Across its contents, with some not specifically using these
terms, the general thematic focus of this handbook aims to highlight the pres-
ence of interactive topical situations that, at different emphasis, discuss these
and related educational issues.

To be sure, this handbook is far from being all-inclusive in the topics
covered, contextuality, epistemological diversity, and theoretical as well as
analytical positionalities. This is with the recognition that no book, book series,
or even library can provide globally, all-inclusive work of this nature, and there
are certainly some important subjective, geographical, and topical omissions,
thus making us realize that we could be indirectly silencing some voices and
attached critical claims. What we did strive for is providing diversely deepened
and widened perspectives on critical theories through a vast array (in rela-
tive terms) of topics and perspectival positionalities. The term ‘deepened’ here
signifies learning and teaching to better understand our world within others’
more localized situations and perspectives. As a transformational praxis to
end oppressions and domination via actionable bottom-up approaches (Freire,
2000; Gadotti, 1996), deepened understandings are essential for critical anal-
ysis of education. As such, critical theories and theoretical frameworks can
allow us to better understand perspectives and positionalities which have not
been self-experienced, as well as problematizing one’s own reflexivity to recog-
nize the limitations of ‘knowing’ others’ lifeworlds. Widened perspectives, on
the other but related hand, indicate both the diversity of experiences and
knowledges which shall be critical theories vital for global and planetary inter-
understandings, as well as better understanding of the local through critical
comparisons.

Deepened and widened understandings cannot be taken as isolated but
are interconnected contextually, historically, and politically. Take for example
the contested terrains of globalization which could be, from critical read-
ings and possibilities, undertaken both from above and from below and
thus re-termed as pluralized ‘globalizations.’ As the term ‘globalization’ itself
suggests its widening perspectives (in extensity and intensity formats, see
Held & McGrew, 2003), a key critical and continuing question is how the
processes of globalizations affect local populations, which calls for deepened
understandings at multiple, intersectional sub-global levels. More inclusive
and better understood globalizations indeed occur by critically reading the
similarities and differences of the processes’ effects upon diverse human popu-
lations and on Earth overall situation.1 Such re-doings of globalization can
problematize the coloniality that entrenches globalization by applying critical
historical de/reconstruction and the introspectively examining the influences
of transnational corporations upon curricula within its political, policy, cultural,
and related learning deconstructions and reconstructions (Stromquist &
Monkman, 2002; Torres, 2009). In addition, critical theories of globaliza-
tion can be also thought of as anthropocentric analysis of the planetary sphere
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when understanding environmentalism and environmental pedagogies (Misi-
aszek, 2020). Globalization is problematized in/directly in many chapters of
this handbook.

The importance and reemergence of critical theories after World War II
can be exemplified by scholars’ (Adorno, 1998; Illich, 1983; Pongratz, 2005)
arguments that we must educate for the holocaust to not reoccur and we do
not eradicate the human population by using atomic bombs, which were newly
invented. Unfortunately, there have been several genocides since the war’s end
and, although these as the cases of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945, atomic
bombs have globally proliferated. Currently, we have too many situations and
political circumstances that call for critical pedagogy including, but not limited
to, intensifying post-truthism that lacks all truth-seeking, extreme nation-
alism that systematically distorts ‘citizenship’ to focus singularly on blaming
and suppressing the ‘non-citizen,’ epistemicide with language and cultural
extinctions, increased terrorism at different levels, and potential acceleration
to complete environmental devastation. As such, critical theories of education
and their analytical as well as practical learning and teaching pedagogies are
needed more now than ever to counter these and other forms of oppression
and domination that are increasingly complex and systematically hidden, but
extensively damaging, even existentially threatening.

Five Groundings of Critical Theories of Education

There are five groundings that we conceptually and theoretically considered
for the thematic constructions of the book which are the following: praxis-
oriented, fluidity, radical, utopic with countless possible futures, and using
bottom-up approaches.

We will begin with the second grounding of fluidity as we have already
discussed praxis as the essential goal for critical theories of education and
praxis will be further discussed throughout this introduction. Fluidity signifies
numerous aspects, but overall fluidity signifies that critical theories cannot be
ahistorical with the past as nonconsequential of current and future happenings,
nor static for future usages. This coincides with Freire’s (1992, 2000) essence
of reinvention. Without recognizing fluidity, critical theories become almost
sacred, untouchable texts from scholars such as Hegel and Marx. And, possibly
no Marxism as Marx could be seen arguably as reinventing, radically in various
ways, Hegel’s work. As critical theoretical work centers on disrupting unjust
hegemonic powers, Freire argued the “key problem was not ‘taking power’
but ‘reinventing power’” (Morrow, 2019, p. 449). The following quote by
Raymond Morrow and Carlos Alberto Torres (2019) on reinventions within
education helps to explain how we see fluidity a bit more specifically.

The criteria of adequacy are thus not based on the growth of knowledge, but
the capacity to generate diverse contextual “reinventions” that provide vali-
dating justifications and reconfigurations of the core concepts. The outcome
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is a praxis-oriented program, hence a generative framework of general concepts
and questions for informing and motivating transformative pedagogical prac-
tices. Thus, the relatively stable core categories become activated pragmatically
through their interpretation and translation as social practices in particular
“applied” context of learning. (p. 246)

Fluidity of critical theorizing (in education) comes with various cautions,
first of which are concerns if specific reinvention of a theory is truly repre-
senting its essence rather than superficially touting critical terms and accom-
panying scholars’ names. The following are some key questions. When are
(and/or previously has) critical theories (been) used to justify oppressions?
For example, sustaining Orientalism as Edward Said (1979) argued that legit-
imized/es Western scholarship to justify (neo)coloniality. Providing a very
current example, how has systematic perversion of critical theories’ essence of
subjectivity and problematizing, as well as post-modern theorizing, give false
authority to intensifying post-truthism (see Peters et al., 2018). An impor-
tant caution to endlessly problematize is if critical theoretical groundings
are Western/Northern and, if so, are they tethered to epistemologies of the
Global North—coloniality, patriarchy, and capitalism as Boaventura de Sousa
Santos (2014, 2018) argues. As such, is praxis emerging from these inherently
oppressive and domineering? This epistemological concern leads to the third
grounding of critical work as being innately radical in disrupting oppressions
and domination.

The radical nature of critical pedagogies is in disrupting learned ideologies
that lead to injustices and planetary sustainability schemes that are fatalisti-
cally normalized without any viable alternatives. Many incorrectly view critical
theories/pedagogies as ‘negative’ by shallowly viewing these as only deployed
to critique, this over-simplifying the root wordings of the case. However, we
argue quite the opposite in that critical work is practically hopeful, even utopic
and saturated with viable radical transformations, that even if not easy to attain
immediately are nevertheless possible. Critical work in education is intrinsically
radical in that it epistemologically disrupts long held and rigid ideological
justification of oppressions and forms of domination. In other words, crit-
ical work disrupts fatalistic knowledges and ways of ‘knowing’ the world as
innately dehumanizing and Earth overall as unsustainable. Here, we blend
in the fourth critical education’s grounding of being inherently utopic with
countless possible futures.

Social and educational transformation to counter oppressive, domineering
systems can only emerge from utopic possibilities of what the world can and
should be. These changes are inherently radical as they counter hegemony
along with fatalistic ideologies that sustain and justify hegemony. Teaching to
disrupt fatalistic ideologies rooted in, and sustained by, oppressions and domi-
nation helps students to recognize the world as political and socio-historically
constructed and contested—or, as Freire would term it, ‘unfinished’ (Freire,
1992, 2000). In short, if our histories have constructed the world as it is
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currently, we have unlimited ability to transform it toward a better world.2

Critical teaching helps students to dream of possible utopias to determine their
action toward achieving their dreams (Freire, 1992). Disrupting/unlearning
epistemologies of the North are essential in critical work for liberation and
sustainability because Northern groundings have the world as fatalistically
‘finished’ with hegemony sustained and intensified. Connecting previous
arguments with this, Ali Abdi’s Chapter 2 “African Philosophies of Educa-
tion: Colonialist Deconstructions and Critical Reconstructionist Possibilities”
provides critiques of being ‘critical’ is falsely seen as only emergent from
the West and the need to problematize many of the iconoclasts of mono-
centric thought systems and related theorizations including some from those
so-called Western luminaries including Hegel. This, of course, is not detached
from questioning the essence of critical theories without placing the specific
“critical” term upon local/Southern theories, philosophies, and pedagogies.

In contemporary terms, so many designs and dispensations of education are
fatalistic and even justify the resulting hegemonic relations and outcomes on
such assumptions. The difficulty of having hope is because “hopelessness para-
lyzes us, immobilizes us,” and prevalent banking teaching has students (and
teachers) “succumb to fatalism, and then it becomes impossible to muster the
strength we absolutely need for a fierce struggle that will re-create the world”
(Freire, 1992, p. 8). As the essence of Freire’s argument here in Pedagogy of
the Oppressed (2005), resistance to hegemony needs massification of education
to overcome injustices that are normalized within the psychosomatics of the
oppressed, who over a long period of time internalize them as ‘natural’—an
essential grounding of banking education. Without hope and being able to
dream for a better world and sustainable planet, oppressions and domination
saturate ‘realities’ without possible goals of justice and sustainability to strive
for, thus entrenching hegemony.

We have previously utilized the term ‘limitations’ not to limit utopic
goal-setting (e.g., realizing possibilities of futures) but rather in recognizing
of one’s own limitations of self-reflexivity to then lessen their reflective
restraints. This includes continuous problematizing of one’s own episte-
mological groundings and positionalities in trying to deepen and widen
understandings, as well as identifying what needs to be unlearned as episte-
mologies of the North have become unconscious ideological foundations for
too many globally (Santos, 2018). Recognizing Freire’s influences on this need
in teaching, de Sousa Santos (2018) argued for the “very important reflection
on the centrality of listening in the act of [good] teaching” (p. 176).

Limitations of positionality are closely connected with the fifth and final
grounding of needing bottom-up approaches for critical educational work for
praxis, as well as self-reflectivity of positionalities for all three. Never-ending
reading and re-reading of one’s own positionalities are essential for authentic
and effective self-reflexivity, as well as recognizing and often problematizing
positionalities of those being called ‘authoritative,’ ‘expert’ voices. In other
words, problematizing whose voices are heard, whose voices are not heard,
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and what are the politics of their non-/selection and de/legitimization. Such
problematizing must be realized through the critical understanding of socio-
historical oppressions (e.g., (neo)coloniality, racism, patriarchy, heteronorma-
tivity, xenophobia) in order to disrupt them. Successful praxis for social justice
can only emerge from bottom-up approaches—from those who are oppressed
by the issues at hand and those who continuously strive to better under-
stand oppressions from others’ perspectives, with the recognition that absolute
understanding will never be fully achieved (i.e., reflectivity of limitations)
(Freire, 2005; Gadotti, 1996). Moreover, planetary sustainability, as within
critical, Freirean ecopedagogy, includes the recognition of the impossibilities
of fully understanding that which is beyond the anthroposphere (humans and
human populations, the ‘world’) and the static laws of Nature returning to
equilibrium (see Chapter 17, p. 299; Misiaszek, 2020).

Successful praxis for social justice education also explores how we change
the way knowledge is acquired, considered, and actualized. Therefore,
engaging with methodologies that are holistic, inclusive, and participatory
are areas that research/ers should seek to reflect on. Progressive methodolo-
gies such as visual methods of data collection aim to create an environment
for participants where they are less objects of a study (i.e., that knowledge
is extracted from, and more participants in co-creation of knowledge which
is democratic and inclusive). Some prescriptive and oppressive systems of
research are predicated on knowledge hierarchies (researcher vs. researched)
that need to be challenged and inclusively reconstructed through critical
participatory research methods. Changing the role of the research partici-
pants from one of passive to active and engaged, and changing the tools
of data collection from ones of prescriptive and leading, to ones of co-
creation, dialoging, and sharing are important steps toward the emancipation
of oppressed people that are often the subjects of Northern conceived
designed research studies that more often locate them as exotic, with hege-
monic analytical gazes monologically applied. For example, in Janna Popoff’s
chapter (Chapter 20, p. 353) on visual and creative means of data collec-
tion, the method of photography is utilized to engage participants actively
in co-creation of knowledge and mitigating the hierarchies of power relations
between researcher and research participates.

Summaries of the Chapters

This book is separated into the following nine topics of education making
up sections: (1) critical perspectives and philosophies, (2) critical race theo-
ries, (3) comparative educational approaches and global citizenship, (4) critical
literacies, (5) critical media culture and information studies, (6) community-
engaged learning and research, (7) sciences and mathematics, (8) gender and
feminism, and (9) Indigenous and epistemologies of the South. As stated
previously, this is not an all-inclusive list of topics and the chapters are far
from including all the aspects and contextualities for each topic. However,
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these nine topics provide a selection of key current topics important to critical
theories of education with the chapters giving the topics’ historical foun-
dations, needed discourses, real-world examples, possibilities and challenges,
reinventions for today’s educational work, and needs for educational futures
for socio-environmental justice and planetary sustainability.

Part I: General Critical Theoretical Perspectives and Philosophies
of Education

Douglas Kellner and Steve Gennaro compare and contrast critical theories,
philosophies of education, and critical media studies throughout their first
chapter “Critical Theory and the Transformation of Education in the New
Millennium,” as well as other fields and disciplines. In very detailed and
comprehensive approaches, they deconstruct the histories of critical theories
to reconstruct (or possibly better termed as Freirean ‘reinventing’) education
within the current fast-paced world of endless technological advancements. As
Kellner and Gennaro stress, it is essential to note that ‘advancements’ here
calls for problematizing their implications upon (de)(neo)coloniality, (anti-)
racism, (de)gendering, globalizations, and planetary (un)sustainability, among
numerous other (anti-oppressive framings).

The third chapter “The Philosophy and Politics of Educating Emotions”
by Liz Jackson analyzes and problematizes the lack of caring for others learnt
from ‘education for well-being’ entrenched by (neo)liberalism and associated
over-valued individualism. The need and importance of emotional well-being
are unquestionable in education, but its inclusion and viewed importance are
eroding through intensifying neoliberalism. Through international, compara-
tive, and feminist lenses, she gives possibilities on how her analysis can provide
guidance on students becoming more politically, collectively informed and
engaged.

In the fourth chapter, “African Philosophies of Education: Colonialist
Deconstructions and Critical Reconstructionist Possibilities,” Ali A. Abdi
unpacks the dominant Western roots of critical theories and philosophies
within education to argue the need of, and hidden influences from, African
philosophies. Problematizing the dominance of epistemologies of the North
which views Global South as a-philosophical, Abdi provides descriptions and
analysis of decolonialized Southern philosophies of education that is essential
contextual usage in both the South and the North. He utilizes a wide range
of diverse Southern scholars including Julius Nyerere, Walter Rodney, Ngugi
wa Thiong’o, Chinua Achebe, and Walter Mignolo.

Part II: Critical Race Theories of Education

George J. Sefa Dei (Nana Sefa Atweneboah I) and Asna Adhami argue the
need for decolonial, anti-racist, and de-epistemicide scholarship to transform
education in their fifth chapter “Educating for critical race and anti-colonial
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intersections.” Paralleling Albert Memmi’s (1991) argument that the worst
fate forced upon a population is taking away their histories, Dei and Admani
argue that critical scholars are aware (or scholars must become critically aware)
“of the erasure of our histories and the violences that we and those before us
have stood up to, spoken out about and fought against” (Chapter 5, p. 81).
Analyzing and deconstructing white supremacy, coloniality, and Southern epis-
temicide, the authors call for education to de-marginalize socio-historically
suppressed authentic voices, histories, epistemologies, and spiritualities for
needed praxis for transformation within social justice models.

Magnus O. Bassey argues the need to ground critical teacher pedagogies
in “democracy, citizenship, equity, fairness; and is capable of conceptualizing
the connection between social justice and education” (Chapter 6, p. 95).
However, a majority of teacher preparation courses lack critical dialogue and
pragmatic skills for what Freire (1993, 2000) termed as conscientização. In
his sixth chapter “Critical social foundations of education: Advancing human
rights and transformative justice education in teacher preparation,” he calls for
courses of critical social foundations of education and provides rich descrip-
tions on needed curricula, learning objectives, and pedagogical practices,
among other aspects. Bassey argues that these changes are crucial for skilling
teaching toward praxis to end violence caused largely from shallow, uncritical,
and, too often, false understandings of oppressions.

Critically deconstructing ableism in schooling, Bathseba Opini argues for
reconstructing education through contextual, intersectional approaches that
disrupt deficient-grounded perspectives within and from schooling and prac-
tices from ‘solutions’ that falsely homogenize populations who have disabil-
ities. Both further marginalizes these populations. Her chapter seven titled
“Students with Disabilities in British Columbia’s (Canada) K to 12 Educa-
tion System: A Critical Disability and Intersectional Perspective” focuses on
policies and practices in British Columbia; however, the lessons learned from
the chapter can be lent and borrowed through other contexts through critical
comparative methods.

Part III: Critical International/Global Citizenship Education

Shibao Guo and Yan Guo’s eighth chapter entitled “Contesting Canadian
Exceptionalism in the Internationalization of Higher Education: A Critical
Perspective” analyzes the effects of Canadian educational systems’ rhetoric
of exceptionalism both internally and externally. The implications that Guo
and Guo argue are important not only for the Canadian context, but also
other systems touting exceptionalism (e.g., United States, United Kingdom,
Australia, Europe) through contextual, critical comparative approaches. The
chapter provides critically rich narratives and analysis of Canadian international
students’ experiences that counter exceptionalism myths.
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In recent years, the call for global citizenship education (GCE) has
increased tremendously, helped by, but also well beyond, UNESCO’s initia-
tives and influences. GCE’s contested terrains that have aligning and
contrasting goals are analyzed within South Korea by Hyungryeol Kim and
Sung-Sang Yoo in their ninth chapter “Global Citizenship Education in a
Banking Model?: Emancipatory Potentials and Entrenched Realities of GCED
in Korea.” Challenging the frequently touted idea that GCE is unproblemati-
cally grounded in social justice and sustainability, they critically analyze data
of interviewing teachers to reveal that GCE is too often entrenched with
neoliberalism.

Chouaib El Bouhali’s tenth chapter “Diversifying Schools with Global and
Indigenous Knowledge: Inclusion of Internationally Educated Teachers (IETs)
in Schools and Teacher Education Programs” critically problematizes what are
the framings, depth, and in/exclusionary aspects of when ‘multiculturalism’ is
lauded, as well as the politics of absences in multicultural initiatives. Examining
these issues within the Canadian educational system, El Bouhali discusses the
possibilities and challenges of utilizing Southern epistemologies within local
schools from policy-to-learning spaces through critical theorizing and pedago-
gies. He disrupts shallow touting of ‘being multicultural’ without the depth of
its Southern essence which includes, in turn, disrupting oppressive Northern
epistemologies.

Wenchao Zhang critically analyzes the contested terrain of democracy
within China’s educational systems in the eleventh chapter “Rebuilding the
connection between politics and practices of democratic education in China:
Critical reflections.” Zhang’s analysis is through her extensive qualitative
research on teachers and students in China on their understandings and prac-
tices of ‘democracy’ inside and outside classroom walls. She provides in-depth
analysis on countering what many outside China and Chinese diasporas see
falsely as a contradiction—democracy in China. Zhang gives readers her anal-
ysis through various participant quotes, pedagogical influences in China such
as from Dewey and Freire, various constructs connected to democracy such as
citizenship, and the socio-historical politics of China.

Kathy Bickmore and Rim Fathallah’s twelfth chapter, “Teaching Social
Difference: Planned and Enacted Curricula in Canada, Bangladesh, and
México,” draws from a multi-year comparative school-based study on curric-
ula’s approaches to social diversity leading toward (or away from) cohe-
sion, tolerance, and peace. The authors compare and contrast curriculum
approaches on diversity between the three nations by looking at aspects such
as poverty, gender, and relations between settler and indigenous communities.
Bickmore and Fathallah unpack various critical aspects of differing value-laden
teaching within diverse learning spaces to give possibilities and challenges
within, and also beyond, the three nations they focused upon.
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Part IV: Critical Pedagogy/Critical Literacy Studies in Education

Robert J. Tierney and Robert V. Morgan’s thirteenth chapter entitled “The
Indigenous Imaginary and Tertiary Institutions” examines efforts to challenge
the domination of Western epistemologies as the only ways of knowing and
legitimize all ‘scholarship.’ They investigate higher education practices that
have Indigenous scholarship anchored by western assimilation. Their chapter
reveals a polity unwillingness to respect, recognize, and trust Indigenous
peoples rather than claims of reconciliation, apologies, and policies. Tierney
and Morgan argue that while the rhetoric suggests a repositioning of Indige-
nous engagements within tertiary institutions in Australia and Canada, the
institutional forces reflect a lack of commitment to truly indigenize programs
rooted in decolonial Indigenization.

Utilizing Marxist theory, David Hill’s fourteenth chapter entitled “Crit-
ical Education, Social Democratic Education, Revolutionary Marxist Educa-
tion” explores critical education within and between relationships of power.
He scrutinizes the global assault in this current era of neoconserva-
tive/neoliberal/neofascist right-wing authoritarianism. Hill investigates and
differentiates between three types of socialism that are integral to his argu-
ments: social democracy, democratic socialism, and revolutionary Marxism. He
discusses various educational aspects of pedagogy including curriculum, orga-
nization of students, and ownership and control of schooling. Hill concludes
with analyses of social democratic reforms and possibilities of replacements of
capitalism with socialism through Marxist educators.

Melody Viczko and Candace Brunette-Debassige’s fifteenth chapter enti-
tled “Critical Perspectives for Educational Leadership and Policy in Higher
Education” explores the field of higher education policy research that is domi-
nated by a concern for administrative processes in the midst of neoliberal
reform and priorities. They provide an overview of higher education gover-
nance to showcase how leaders in academia come face to face with oppressive
structures of (neo)colonial politics and practices in their institutions. Viczko
and Brunette-Debassige’s work addresses new analytical and critical voicing
in Canadian research, policy and practice within academia, and well beyond
Canada’s borders.

Zehila Babaci-Wilhite’s sixteenth chapter entitled “Critical Pedagogy in
Language and STEM Education: Science, Technology, Engineering, and
Mathematics Education” focuses on the language of teaching STEM subjects
‘successfully’ within Africa and Asia in comparison with the United States.
Babaci-Wilhite argues that the incorporation of language as an art into open
and investigative processes, based on inquiry-based approaches that use local
languages and cultural references, will improve learning and strengthen educa-
tional rights. She concludes by discussing the importance of (inter)national
discourse to promote collaborative learning and pedagogical models that
expand traditional STEM to include an ‘A’ for ‘Arts’—STEAM.
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Greg William Misiaszek argues the importance of teaching ecopedagogy,
grounded in the work of Paulo Freire, in his seventeenth chapter enti-
tled “Critical Environmental Pedagogies to Disrupt Falsely Touted Sustain-
able Development.” He delves deeply into investigating how environmental
teaching must focus on deepening and widening students’ understandings on
how our actions affect the rest of Nature and, consequently, upon ourselves—
as we (i.e., humans) are part of Nature. He puts forth that unsustainable
violent environmental actions are inseparable to social violence and injustice,
as well as devastative to Nature beyond anthropocentric interests. Misiaszek’s
chapter posits how critical theories are essential within environmental pedago-
gies, as well as research upon them, for true praxis for planetary sustainability
to emerge.

Part V: Critical Media/information Studies and Education

The framings, possibilities, and needs for ‘postdigital critical pedagogy’ to
reinvent (critical) education are discussed by Petar Jandrić and Sarah Hayes
in their eighteenth chapter (titled the same as the pedagogy). They argue
that the rapid pace of technological innovations and students’ use of tech-
nologies largely disrupts the effectiveness of continuing traditional teaching,
including critical pedagogical teaching, without paradigm-shifting reinvention.
This chapter could be read as a radical reinvention of Ivan Illich’s (1983) peda-
gogical and technological warnings in his Deschooling Society book. Jandrić
and Hayes provide rich descriptions on what are postdigital critical peda-
gogies throughout their arguments, including giving critical, philosophical
foundations of them and numerous examples.

Toni Samek explores deeply critical librarian and other information workers
who participate in political movements and discourses to actively engage in
the ‘global education enterprise.’ Samek’s nineteenth chapter titled “Contem-
porary Critical Library and Information Studies: Ethos and Ethics” offers an
analysis of critical library and information studies and practices to interro-
gate their roles of conventional education and advancing of social (in)justice.
Samek closes with calls to fight for structural changes within these studies as
the politics’ global economics upon education are integrally intertwined with
the ethical implications of artificial intelligence, networked learning, critical
pedagogy, social responsibility, and philosophies of technology.

Aligning with Susan Sontag’s arguments in her seminal book On Photog-
raphy (1977), Janna Popoff’s twentieth chapter, “Critical Methodologies
and an Art-Based Method of Research in Higher Education Institutions,”
describes how art (more specifically, photography) can critically inform/teach
us from the eyes (i.e., self-perspectives) behind the camera (or, those
who make the art). Popoff argues the need, possibilities, and challenges
of conducting research through art-based critical methodologies to better
understand participants’ understandings which are often difficult, or even
impossible, to fully understand through traditional oral and written means of
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communications in the research field. She provides rich details and analysis
from her research on international students in a university within China.

Juha Suoranta, Marko Teräs, and Hanna Teräs investigate the effects of
the COVID-19 pandemic which has caused ‘shock effects’ worldwide in
educational institutions. In their twenty-first chapter “Rise of a ‘Managerial
Demiurge’: Critical Analysis of the Digitalization of Education,” they explore
the unexpected closures of educational institutions and the different digital
solutions in teaching and learning they have resorted to. This rapid move
to online has set aside the more profound questions about the role of digi-
talization in national and international educational policies. In this chapter,
Suoranta, Teräs, and Teräs problematize the role of digitalization in the
discourses of education’s futures.

Part VI: Critical Community-Engaged Learning/Research

Tony Jenkins investigates peace education in his twenty-second chapter enti-
tled “Critical Comprehensive Peace Education: finding a Pedagogical Nexus
for Personal, Structural and Cultural Change.” He delves into the cogni-
tive imperialism of colonialist pedagogies as impeding on critical and reflexive
thinking, social imagination, and possibilities of peace and social justice. The
emphasis on reproducing Eurocentric/Western knowledges, ways of knowing,
and pedagogies inherently impose a finite set of deterministic social and polit-
ical values that serve to instill our current world as non-transformable. The
chapter develops this critique and explores the possibilities and potential of
peace education as a counter-hegemonic force for knowledge decolonization
and personal and social liberation. Jenkins explores these possibilities in the
tradition of Paulo Freire seeing individuals and societies as ‘unfinished’ to,
in turn, disrupt fatalistic education that justifies and normalizes violence as
‘normal’ and ‘natural.’

In the twenty-third chapter, “Showing up for the rat race: Beyond human
capital models of higher education,” Allison Taylor addresses questions
surrounding the relationship between higher education and graduate work. In
particular, Taylor examines how purposes of higher education are framed in
terms of preparing graduates for work in a knowledge economy. She explores
the contested roles of universities providing information and opportunities for
both paid and unpaid work. Taylor focuses her chapter on students’ unpaid
work that challenges economistic ideas about learning for earning, high-
lighting instead an expanded role for universities in promoting meaningful
work.

Salma Ismail’s twenty-fourth chapter titled “The Challenges of Doing
Radical Pedagogy in Social Movements in South Africa” investigates the prac-
tices of radical/popular pedagogies in community contexts by exploring them
within poor black communities in South Africa. Radicalness is essential within
critical education as it challenges oppressive relations and takes the knowl-
edge of the oppressed as its starting point. Ismail, in part, redefines what
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radical/popular pedagogies’ contributions can be within a neoliberal context
of unfolding climate and environmental crisis plus the pandemic which has
exacerbated economic and social disasters worldwide.

Part VII: Critical Perspectives on Science and Mathematics Education

Samson Madera Nashon’s twenty-fifth chapter, “Decolonizing Science
Education in Africa: Curriculum and Pedagogy,” focuses on how science
curricula and pedagogies are often overly exam-driven, teacher-centered, and
entrenched in coloniality, including colonial languages. Such static nature
of curriculum and pedagogy is due, in part, to emphasis on grading and
‘innovative,’ contemporary pedagogies so that, in turn, understanding science
through local African contexts and epistemologies is considered time wasting
(Sifuna & Otiende, 2006). Nashon highlights ongoing research where specific
local contexts in an African setting have been successfully used to develop
curricular units that truly engages students in unpacking and understanding
scientific phenomena embedded in their local context, thus constructing
decolonizing science curricula and pedagogies.

Edward Shizha’s twenty-sixth chapter "Indigenous Epistemologies and
Decolonizing Sustainable Livelihoods in Africa” explores how the continent’s
nations continue to mirror colonial education and, thus, argues that Indige-
nous epistemologies decolonize dominant narratives in curricula. Such educa-
tion should be reflected through critical approaches anchored by Indigenous
worldviews, epistemologies, and ontologies. Shizha seeks to advance decolo-
nization and encourage discourse to reclaim African culture and Indigenous
epistemologies meaningfully in higher education.

The twenty-seventh chapter “Centering Race, Racism, and Black Learners
in Critical Examinations of Mathematics Education: Forging Ahead to Achieve
Liberation” by Julius Davis investigates how STEM knowledge plays a signif-
icant role in promoting and advancing global capitalism, gentrification, and
international warfare to protect and advance whiteness (Morales-Doyle &
Gutstein, 2019). STEM education fields are too frequently falsely viewed
and incorrectly operated as race-neutral, culture-free, and objective disciplines.
Davis explores and investigates powerful and important themes in of crit-
ical race theory to center issues of race, racism, and critical examinations of
mathematics education to achieve liberatory outcomes in Black scholarship.

The twenty-eight chapter, “Mobility of Syrian-Canadian Students and
Continuity of Math Education: A Comparative Curriculum Mapping
Approach” by Dania Wattar and Emmanuelle Le Pichon, delves into the
complexities of increased mobility of students which pose new and unique
challenges to schools. Watter and Le Pichon argue that welcoming students
into Canadian schooling requires a more constructive strategy than which
usually occurs. They argue it should include a thorough, critical exploration
of students’ home country’s curricula. They conclude that this approach may
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help both teachers and parents to understand the different curricula and to
rethink how mathematics can be taught in a way that builds on students’
cultural and linguistic knowledges and experiences.

Part VIII: Critical Gender/Feminist Studies in Education

The twenty-ninth chapter, “Transforming Sub-Saharan African Universities:
Transnational Collaborations at the Intersections of Gender as a Viable
Pathway?” by Philomina Okeke, explores the roles that transnational schol-
arly collaborations, with gender as an entry point, could play in addressing
the challenges faced by sub-Saharan African universities as they transit into
the twenty-first century. Okeke offers critical reflections on how institutional
cultures and systemic inequities in Africa, on the one hand, and global trends
in research funding, on the other, might shape future research collaborations.
Her chapter is enriched by two decades of researching gender issues in Africa
and in new African diasporas, and partnering with funding agencies to under-
take capacity building, build research clusters and mentor graduate students
and emerging scholars.

The thirtieth chapter, “Revisiting Francophone Sub-Saharan Africa’s Euro-
centric Education System Through a Decolonial Feminist’s Lens” by Gertrude
Mianda, explores the contemporary education system in most of Francophone
sub-Saharan Africa that continues Eurocentric legacy of Western education
and, in turn, disadvantages women. Using a decolonial feminist lens, Miranda
critically revisits Francophone sub-Saharan Africa’s Eurocentric education
systems to bring to light the need for Indigenous education, including its
gendered patterns. Miranda argues that, in contrast to the Western Eurocen-
tric education system, African Indigenous education systems did not exclude
women from mastering knowledge in diverse domains.

Part IX: Critical Indigenous and Southern Epistemologies of Education

Utilizing phenomenological and participatory approaches in his thirty-first
chapter, “Critical Theory as Lived Meaning: Exploring Anti-Racist Prac-
tice in Post-Secondary Education,” Derek Tannis explores essentialness and
possibilities of this methodology for anti-racist policy analysis and research.
Especially important for this book focused upon critical theories of education,
Tannis discusses the innate tensions between critical and phenomenological
approaches. While respecting their differences, he argues to also view and
utilize their commonalities and intersectionalities within critical race theories
and phenomenology toward achieving, what Gayle Salamon (2018) termed
as, ‘richest possibilities.’ He weaves this argument throughout his chapter’s
poignant narratives and his own self-reflexivity to provide rich stories of such
possibilities, as well as their challenges.

Dip Kapoor critically analyzes the ontology of land in thirty-second
chapter, “Land Ontologies and Anticolonial Social Movement Learning in the
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Neo/Colonies,” which advances an anti/decolonial critique of Euro-American
materialist ontologies of land, wherein land is construed as private property
and a trade-able market commodity. In this chapter, Kapoor explores the main
proposition that a materialist ontology of land as a (fictitious) commodity to
be bought and sold to the highest bidder to extract surplus at the expense of a
resident population has enabled colonization, dispossession, and impoverish-
ment in the (neo) colonies to the present day as “land grabbing.” To contrast
the materialistic ontologies of land, Kapoor discusses La Via Campesina, a
globalizing indigenous and peasant movement network that advances such an
epistemology of food and land sovereignty in a counter and/or parallel project
to the corporate agro-industrial capitalist agricultural model.

Exploring the possibilities of Shintoism within and between critical theo-
ries, Southern/Indigenous theories, decoloniality, and ecofeminism in Japan
(and Japanese diasporas) are Keita Takayama’s work described in the last,
“Southern/Indigenous epistemologies for education: Promises and challenges
of Shinto for Japanese education and beyond.” Utilizing critical compar-
ative education (CE) methodologies to disrupt Northern CE (aligning
with Boaventura de Sousa Santos’ (2007, 2018) calls for determining and
disrupting absences for emergences in scholarship), Takayama poses what
are/can/should be possibilities of Shintoism that allows, as he cites Taylor
(2017), “for transgressive space where children disrupt the nature-culture
binary and where children interact with the more-than-human worlds”
(InHBPageNumNeeded). Although his chapter is contextualized in Japanese
socio-histories and Shintoism, Takayama’s arguments have contextual, episte-
mological significance on education and research upon it, as well as widened
implications on justice and planetary sustainability.

Conclusion

Together, the thirty-three chapters should represent a somewhat comprehen-
sive (if never topically totally complete, as we said above) of conceptual,
theoretical, and attached practical undertakings and propositions that mini-
mally situate this handbook at the expanding lines of educational and social
well-being debates that certainly require more epistemic and epistemolog-
ical counter-conventional boundary crossing and expansions. To be sure,
the rhetorical locating of education, in both global and concerned localized
situations, as normatively constructed and accepted, often with dangerously
camouflaged horizontal benignness, needs robust critical interventions that
unpack the hidden philosophical, curricular, cultural, and linguistic exclusions
that marginalize, in all these categories, a majority of the world’s population.
In situating the term ‘marginalize’ here, we are using the construct compre-
hensively in that the majority of educational programs, especially as these are
designed and practiced in the so-called postcolonial world (as inherited from
colonialism) but also selectively in so-named Western pluralistic democracies,
adhere to the continuities of colonialist monocentric, power analysis-averse
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realities. Here, even when some measured capitalist ‘benefits’ (credentials,
time–space controlled employment, etc.) are drawn from these programs, they
do not serve, in critical learning and pedagogy terms, the interests of most
people on earth, and certainly not responsive to the emergency ecological
sustainability. As such, the boundary expansion and crossing via this work and
future one shall continue for critical educational development and critical social
well-being.

Notes

1. “Earth” is purposely de-objectified without the article “the” and having an
uppercase “E.” As well, Nature is capitalized. See Misiaszek, Chapter 17
“Critical Environmental Pedagogy for Disrupting Falsely Touted Sustainable
Development.”

2. ‘(Our) Histories’ indicates the world’s histories throughout its existence,
including the endless complexities of and between positive/negative, oppres-
sive/empowering, un/sustainable, de/selected, and de/legitimized histories.
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CHAPTER 2

Critical Theory and the Transformation
of Education in the New Millennium

Douglas Kellner and Steve Gennaro

It is surely not difficult to see that our time is a time of birth and transition
to a new period. The spirit has broken with what was hitherto the world of its
existence and imagination and is about to submerge all this in the past; it is at
work giving itself a new form. To be sure, the spirit is never at rest but always
engaged in ever progressing motion.... the spirit that educates itself matures
slowly and quietly toward the new form, dissolving one particle of the edifice
of its previous world after the other,.... This gradual crumbling... is interrupted
by the break of day that, like lightning, all at once reveals the edifice of the new
world. Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, 1807.
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As the second decade of the second millennium unfolds, against the backdrop
of COVID-19, the human species is undergoing one of the most dramatic
technological revolutions in history, one that is changing everything from
the ways that people work to the ways that they communicate with each
other and spend their leisure time. The technological revolution centers on
a removal of time and space as the precedents for education and bears witness
to online, blended, hybrid, virtual, AI, and even gamified synchronous and
asynchronous options for teaching and learning, no longer occupying the
periphery of education, but instead now holding steady as normalized educa-
tional options. This Great Transformation poses tremendous challenges to
educators to rethink their basic tenets, to deploy the emergent technolo-
gies in creative and productive ways, and to restructure education to respond
constructively and progressively to the technological and social changes now
encompassing the globe.1

At the same time that technological revolution is underway, important
demographic and socio-political changes are taking place throughout the
world. COVID-19 has left no corner of the world untouched and has altered
all forms of daily living on a global scale. The global explosion of COVID-19
provides a reminder of how earlier conceptualizations and critiques of glob-
alization may not have gone far enough to note the true interconnectedness
of all peoples on this globe. Early colonization by imperial European nations
brought pandemic and death to large segments of the colonized world, as
Europeans imported deadly diseases throughout the colonized world. Ironi-
cally, this time the pandemic came from a former colonized part of the globe,
so that the COVID-19 pandemic can be seen as revenge of the colonized
world, just as the pandemic can be seen as the revenge of nature for slaugh-
tering animals in monstrous conditions of mass production and mechanized
killing to feed hungry humans.2

In this context, as Gennaro noted in 2010, our definition of globalization
needs to be expanded to account for “the movement, interaction, sharing, co-
option, and even imposition of economic goods and services, cultures, ideas,
ideologies, people’s lives and lived experiences, food, plants, animals, labour,
medicine, disease, learning, play, practices, and knowledge(s) across time and
space(s) previously thought to be impossible or at the very least improbable.”3

Furthermore, the Black Lives Matter movement brought into perspective the
very real challenge of providing equitable access to people from diverse races,
classes, and backgrounds to the tools and competencies to succeed and partic-
ipate in an ever more complex and changing digital world despite a structure
that has institutionalized and normalized their very oppression.4

In this chapter, we propose developing a critical theory of education for
democratizing and reconstructing education to meet the challenges of a global
and technological society. This involves articulating a metatheory for the
philosophy of education and providing a historical genealogy and grounding
of key themes of a democratic reconstruction of education which indicates
what traditional aspects of education should be overcome and what alternative
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pedagogies and principles should reconstruct education in the present age.
Education has always involved colonization of children, youth, the under-
classes, immigrants, and members of the society at large into the values,
behavior, labor skills, competitiveness, and submission to authority to serve the
needs of white, patriarchal capitalism and to transmit the ideologies that Marx
and Engels saw as the “ruling ideas of the ruling class” (1978), and which
bell hooks (1994) reminds us also includes the ruling ideas of white men and
colonization of the subjects of education into White, Patriarchal Capitalism.

The decolonization of education thus necessarily involves critique of domi-
nant ideologies, pedagogies, and the current organization of education, to be
replaced by what Freire calls “the pedagogy of the oppressed” (1970). We
will argue that this project includes developing multiple critical literacies as
a response to digital technologies and developing critical pedagogies to meet
the challenges of globalization, multiculturalism, and institutionalized racism,
classism, and sexism, while promoting radical democratization to counter the
trend toward the imposition of a neo-liberal business model on education.
We will also argue that a democratic and intersectional reconstruction of
education needs to build on and synthesize perspectives of classical philos-
ophy of education, Deweyean radical pragmatism, Freirean critical pedagogy,
poststructuralism, and various critical theories of gender, race, class, sexuality,
ethnicity, disability, indigeneity, and more, while criticizing obsolete idealist,
elitist, and antidemocratic aspects of traditional concepts of education.

We are aware that in much of the world hunger, shelter, and basic literacy
are necessary requirements for survival, but would argue that in a globalized
world it is important to project normative visions for education and social
transformation that could be used to criticize and reconstruct education and
society in a variety of contexts. Great strides have been made toward basic
global education since the introduction of the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child in 1989, where UNICEFs millennium goals of
extending education to all witnessed a rise in global schooling by across the
first 25 years of the UNCRC.5

The last decade has witnessed a push from UNCIEF to extend rights of the
child to high school access globally, and more recently to push for global access
to STEM (Science technology, engineering, and mathematics) programming
and job opportunities for girls and girls of color.6 Our project requires critical
awareness that we are reflecting positions of theorists in the overdeveloped
world, and that in different parts of the world education will be reconstructed
in various ways depending on the exigencies of the system and possibilities
for democratic transformation of education and society.7 Nonetheless, now is
the time to reflect on the philosophy of education, to consider what might be
constructed as a critical theory of education and radical pedagogy, and to artic-
ulate a vision of how education could be reconstructed and democratized in
the present age to serve as an instrument of democratic social transformation.
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Critical Theory, Critique,

and the Search for the Good Life

In using the term “critical theory,” we are building on the Frankfurt School
(Kellner, 1989), but the critical theory that we are anticipating is broader than
the version developed by the German-American exiles from World War II.
In the context of theorizing and reconstructing education for the contem-
porary era, we would include the tradition of Freirean critical pedagogy,
Deweyean pragmatism, British cultural studies, feminism, critical race theory,
and other intersectional theories of oppression and resistance, as well as post-
structuralism. Our appropriation of the latter would encompass both the
critiques of the subject, reason, and liberal democracy in especially French
versions of “post” theory (see Best & Kellner, 1991). Yet we would engage
and emphasize the critical theories of gender, race, sexuality, and constructions
of subjectivity that have developed from a broad range of theoretical forma-
tions over the past years. These themes can enrich critical theory and pedagogy
and help with the Deweyean project of democratizing and reconstructing
education so that aims of social justice and progressive transformation can
inform pedagogy and practice.

We thus use the metatheoretical concept of “critical theory” as a cover
concept for this project to signify the critical dimension, the theoretical aspi-
rations, and the political dynamics that will strive to link theory and practice.
This conception of “critical” is synoptic and wide-ranging encompassing of
“critical” in the Greek sense of the verb krinein, which signifies to discern,
reflect, and judge, and “theory,” in the sense of the Greek noun theoria
which refers to a way of seeing and contemplation. Greek critique is rooted in
everyday life and exemplified in the Socratic practice of examining social life,
its institutions, values, and dominant ideas, as well as one’s own thought and
action.

Critique became central to the Enlightenment project of criticizing
authority and legitimating one’s intellectual and political positions. The
Kantian sense of critique, for example, required putting in question all the
ideas of reason, morality, religion, aesthetics, and other dominant ideas to
see if they could be well grounded and legitimated. Kantian critique aims
at autonomy from prejudice and ill-grounded ideas and requires rigorous
reflection on one’s presuppositions and basic positions and argumentation to
support one’s views.

Critical theory also builds on a Hegelian concept of critique (1965
[1807]), as well by criticizing one-sided positions (such as technophobia
vs. technophilia) and developing more complex dialectical perspectives that
reject and neglect oppressive or false features of a position, while appropri-
ating positive and emancipatory aspects (see Kellner, forthcoming). Critical
theory adopts a Hegelian concept of theory by developing holistic theories
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that attempt to conceptualize the totality of a given field, but that impor-
tantly make connections and articulate contradictions, overcoming idealist or
reductive theories of society, nature, humanity, or the world.

A critical theory of education also draws on Marxian critique, stressing the
importance of critique of ideology and situating analysis of a topic like educa-
tion within the dominant social relations and system of political economy and
society (Marx & Engels, 1978). The Marxian project systematically criticized
the assumptions of an established hegemonic discipline, as in Marx’s critique
of political economy, and constructed an alternative theory and practice to
overcome the limitations and oppressive features of established institutions
and systems of production. Marxian critique involves radical examination of
existing ideologies and practices of education and the need for pedagogical
and social transformation to free individuals from the fetters of consumer capi-
talism and to help make possible a free, more democratic, and human culture
and society. Marxian theorists like Gramsci (1971) criticized the ways that
Italian education and culture reproduced ideologies of the bourgeoisie and
then fascism, and called for a counterhegemonic cultural project that would
encompass alternative institutions from schooling to theater to journalism to
help construct a socialist and democratic society. Further, as Charles Reitz has
demonstrated (2000), Herbert Marcuse carried out sustained criticisms of the
existing system of education as a mode of reproducing the existing system
of domination and oppression and called for counter-institutions and pedago-
gies to promote democratic social transformation and the full development of
individuals.8

Critical theory must also be intersectional, drawing on Patricia Hill Collins
and Sirma Bilge (2016) who argue that intersectionality is not a theory, but
is also an analytical tool that exposes and makes visible multiple domains
of power and oppression and inequity. Hill Collins and Bilge argue that
human rights, academia, and technology are sites where intersectionality of
critical praxis and critical inquiry occurs. Intersectional approaches, like crit-
ical theory, are multilayered, multi-perspectival, and multidimensional and
include not only what we see/touch/smell (what our senses reveal), but also
what we don’t see or cannot see (implicit ideological structures of power).
Intersectional approaches require both critical inquiry and critical praxis to
better understand power in our society and in our lives. Intersectionality is an
approach to exploring social conditions across multiple lawyers and converging
spaces, beginning with the unique experiences of the individual and expanding
to include how social variables and markers of difference (such as race, class,
gender, and age) multiply an individual’s privilege or marginalization, and
continuing to note how forms of oppression and discrimination (from racism,
homophobia, transphobia, etc.) impact individual experiences as they exist
inside larger structural forces of history, capitalism, colonialism, misogyny,
and more. Hence, the concept indicates that the social conditions of each
individual are not experienced equally.
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Building on this tradition, we are arguing in a critical Hegelian spirit that
classical philosophies of education can aid in the project of reconstructing
and democratizing education and society, but that certain idealist, elitist, and
oppressive elements of classical and contemporary pedagogy must be rejected
and re-visited with an intersectional approach. A critical theory of educa-
tion has a normative and even utopian dimension, attempting to theorize
how education and life construct alternatives to what is. Developing a model
of education that promotes the good life and the good society could be
aided by normative reflection on classical philosophy of education from the
Greeks through John Dewey and critics of classical Western education like Ivan
Illich and Paulo Freire. For the Greeks, philosophy signified love of wisdom
(philo-sophia) and the practice of philosophy involved Paideia, the shaping,
formation, and development of human beings and citizens (Jaeger, 1965). For
the Greeks, it was language and communication that created human beings
and philosophical dialogue involved the search for wisdom and the good life.
Using the light of reason, the philosopher was to discover concepts for human
life and society that would enable the educator to create more fully developed
human beings and citizens able to participate in their society.

Thus, for the classical Greek philosophy of education, proper education
involved the search for the good life and the good society. Of course, Greek
society was built on slavery so only the upper class, and mostly men, could
dedicate themselves to education and becoming citizens. In later appropri-
ations of Greek notions of Paideia, such as are evident in Werner Jaeger’s
classical study (1965), the Greek notion of education was idealized and essen-
tialized, leading to idealist notions of culture from the Romantics, Matthew
Arnold, to those of current conservative elitists who fetishize idealized aspects
of culture, elevate the mind over the body, the superior individual over
the masses, and thus undermine democracy, citizenship, and the project of
developing a just society.9

While the Greeks developed a primarily aristocratic conception of educa-
tion, for the Romans education was shaped to meet the needs of Empire and
to expand a universalized conception of culture and citizenship grounded in
Roman ideals that provided the basis for the Western conception of Human-
itas. For Roman civilization, education involved transmission of basic skills
and literacy training for the plebs, more advanced schooling for the adminis-
trative class of the imperial society, and a form of classically-oriented tutoring
for the patrician class in the codes and manners of Roman aristocracy. Educa-
tion, then, for the Romans involved educatio and instructio, in which the
teacher was to train children much as the horticulturist cultivated plants and
the animal trainer molded animals, even as it aspired to mimic Platonic notions
of education within its highest ranks.

Following the Latin roots, the early English conceptions of education
involved bringing up and rearing young people from childhood to teach them
good manners and habits and to cultivate the qualities of personality and
thought. Curiously, the Latin roots of the English terms education and educate
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were used to signify the training and discipline of both animals and humans,
connotations that lasted into the nineteenth century when more idealized
notions of culture gained currency. By the late nineteenth century, both clas-
sicist educational conservatives and progressives like Dewey harked back to
the Latin term eductio, to enrich and legitimate their pedagogical projects.
However, as E.D. Hirsch (1988) and Ivan Illich (1981) have both noted,
modern progressives made an unfortunate conflation of the term eductio
(signifying a moving out, emigration, or stretching forth) with the Roman
pedagogical term educo, which meant either nourishment or training. The
result was an idealized version of Western education in which the teachers
were to draw out or reduce innate human potentials, a tradition pointing back
toward Plato and the Greeks.

The classical ideals of education remain important insofar as they aim at the
forming of more developed human beings and what Cicero conceived of as
the citizen and “political philosopher.” The latter embodied and disseminated
humane values and tolerance, and whose wide-ranging knowledge was directed
toward the regulation and construction of a public space that accorded with
civic values and not toward the ivory tower of theoretical abstraction. To the
degree that classical ideals of education articulated a vision of humanity as
being that which is capable of transcending itself and reshaping itself and its
world is a positive heritage, as is the emphasis on the cultivation of unrealized
human potentials, a utopian dimension later brought out by the philosopher
Ernst Bloch (1986).

The classical ideals also speak to the ethical duty that any citizen has
toward its community and notions of political virtue that would later influ-
ence Rousseau and Enlightenment figures. Hence, to the extent that classical
education develops pedagogic practices that allow for the greatest release of
human potential and cultivation of citizens who will produce a just society,
the project counters education contrived to fit students into the existing social
system, which reduces schooling to an instrument of social reproduction.

Yet we should recall the elitist and idealist roots of classical education and
that Paideia and Humanitas were used to legitimate slave societies and in the
case of the Romans to promote Empire. Indeed, a study of the classical ideals
also underlines for us the ways in which previous models of education have
been produced within and as discourses of power and domination. Hence, a
radically historicist approach to the philosophy of education does not super-
ficially (or mistakenly) draw upon and reproduce theoretical positions that
would otherwise prove problematical, but in the spirit of Ernst Bloch and
Walter Benjamin’s “redemptive criticism” appropriates and reconstructs ideas
from the past to produce critical theories of the present and visions of a better
future.
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Public Education, Democracy,

and Pedagogies of the Oppressed

A similar dialectical approach is relevant for reflection on the idealist notion
of education encoded in the German Bildung tradition, itself connected to an
idealized version of Greek Paideia, which intended education to shape and
form more fully to realize human beings. Both Hegel and Marx shared this
tradition, with Hegel stressing the formation and development of spirit as a
historical and educational process that properly formed students needed to
work through and appropriate tradition as one’s own, while criticizing and
moving beyond it. Marx, however, was inspired by a vision of socialism as
producing more realized many-sided human beings and envisaged in his early
writings, a la Schiller, the education of all the senses as an important dimension
of becoming a human being (Marx & Engels, 1978, pp. 88ff)—a theoretical
position taken up by Marxists like Marcuse.

In their 1848 “Communist Manifesto,” Marx and Engels made liberation
of the working class from bourgeois education and expanded public educa-
tion for the working class one of their major demands, offering as a key
measure to constructing socialism: “Public education of all children free of
charge. Elimination of children’s factory labor in its present form. Combina-
tion of education with material production, etc. etc.” (Marx & Engels, 1978,
p. 490). Of course, the infamous “etc. etc.” signals the Marxist philosophy
of education that was never fully developed, but it is clear that free public
education was a key demand of Marxian socialism. Crucially, Marx and Engels
wanted to “rescue education from the influence of the ruling class” (1978,
p. 487), arguing that education currently reproduces capitalist-bourgeois soci-
eties and must be completely reconfigured to produce alternative ones. In
the famous “Theses on Feuerbach,” the young Marx wrote: “The materialist
doctrine that humans are products of circumstances and upbringing, and that,
therefore changed humans are products of other circumstances and changed
upbringing, forgets that it is humans who change circumstances and that it is
essential to educate the educator” (1978, p. 144).

As the twentieth century unfolded, it was John Dewey who developed
the most sustained reflections on progressive education, linking education
and democracy. Dewey insisted that one could not have a democratic society
without education, that everyone should have access to education for democ-
racy to work, and that education was the key to democracy and thus to the
good life and good society. Dewey was a proponent of strong democracy, of
an egalitarian and participatory democracy, where everyone takes part in social
and political life. For Dewey, education was the key to making democracy work
since in order to intelligently participate in social and political life, one had to
be informed and educated to be able to be a good citizen and competent actor
in democratic life.

Dewey, like Rousseau, and even more so, was experimental and pragmatic
and saw education as an evolving and experiential process in which one would
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learn by doing. The term “pragmatism” is associated with Dewey and in one of
its meanings signifies that theory should emerge from practice, that education
should be practical, aimed at improving everyday life and society, and that by
using the method of trial and error, one could learn important life skills and
gradually improve democratic society and education.

From similar pedagogical perspectives yet from a different historical location
of Brazil in the 1960s and following, often in exile, Paulo Freire argued that
the oppressed, the underclasses, have not equally shared or received the bene-
fits of education and they should not expect it as a gift from the ruling classes,
but should educate themselves, developing a “pedagogy of the oppressed”
(1970). For Freire, emancipatory education involves subverting the Hegelian
master/slave dialectic, in which oppressed individuals undertake a transforma-
tion from object to subject and thus properly become a subject and more fully
developed human beings. Responding to the situation of colonization and
oppression, Freire’s pedagogy of the oppressed involved a type of decoloniza-
tion and a consciousness-raising (conscientizacao), and allowed the educated
the right to thematize issues of study, to engage in dialogue with teachers,
and to fully participate in the educational process.

Developing a “pedagogy of the oppressed” requires the creation of learning
processes that will help individuals improve themselves and create a better
life through social transformation and empowerment, rather than conforming
to dominant views and values. Freire is famous for his critique of “banking”
education and creation of a dialogical pedagogy. Freire perceived that educa-
tion is often a form of indoctrination, of enforcing conformity to dominant
values, and of social reproduction in which one is tutored into submission and
acceptance of an oppressed and subordinate status. Therefore, pedagogy of the
oppressed must oppose dominant conceptions of education and schooling and
construct more critical and emancipatory pedagogies aiming at radical social
transformation.

It is interesting that all the classical philosophers of education that we have
discussed, as well as Marx and Freire, assume that education is of central
importance to creating better and more fully-realized individuals, as well as
a good society, and therefore that philosophy of education is a key aspect of
social critique and transformation. Critical philosophies of education provide
radical critique of the existing models of education in the so-called Western
democracies and provide progressive alternative models, still relevant to our
contemporary situation. Many of these philosophies of education, however,
work with questionable conceptions of reason, subjectivity, and democracy
and neglect the importance of the body, gender, race, sexuality, the natural
environment, and other dimensions of human life that some modern theories
failed to adequately address.10 Consequently, the poststructuralist critique of
modern theory provides important tools for a critical theory of education in
the present age.
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Poststructuralist theories emphasize the importance of difference,
marginality, heterogeneity, and multiculturalism, calling attention to dimen-
sions of experiences, groups, and voices that have been suppressed in the
modern tradition. They develop new critical theories of multicultural otherness
and difference, which includes engagement with class, gender, race, sexuality,
and other important components of identity and life that many modern peda-
gogies neglect or ignore. Poststructuralists also call for situated reason and
knowledges, stressing the importance of context and the social construction
of reality that allows constant reconstruction. A critical poststructuralism also
radicalizes the reflexive turn found in some critical modern thinkers, requiring
individuals involved in education and politics to reflect upon their own subject-
position and biases, privileges, and limitations, forcing theorists to constantly
criticize and rethink their own assumptions, positions, subject-positions, and
practices, in a constant process of reflection and self-criticism (Best & Kellner,
1991, 1997).

Poststructuralist theories have empowered women, people of color, people
identifying as GLBTQ, and others excluded from modern theory and educa-
tional institutions. Yet feminist theories of education can also draw upon
classical feminism, as well as poststructuralist critique. Mary Wollstonecraft
(1988), for example, rethought education after the French revolution as a way
to realize the program of the Enlightenment and to make individual freedom,
equality, and democracy a reality for men and women. Education in Woll-
stonecraft’s conception involved the restructuring of society, enabling women
to participate in business, politics, and cultural life, extending the privileges
of education to women (although she tended to neglect the need to educate
and uplift working-class men and women). Radicalizing Enlightenment posi-
tions, Wollstonecraft argued that women, like men, are human beings who
have reason and are thus capable of education. Moreover, she argued that
education is the only way for women to better themselves and that if women
do not pursue education, they cannot be emancipated, they cannot be partic-
ipants in society, they cannot be equal to men, and thus, the Enlightenment
project cannot be realized.

More recent feminists, influenced by poststructuralism and multicultur-
alism, like bell hooks (1994), have stressed the importance of gaining agency
and voice for oppressed groups and individuals who have traditionally been
marginalized in educational practice and social life. Giving a voice within
education and society to individuals in oppressed groups marked by race and
ethnicity, sexuality, or class articulates well with the perspectives of Paulo
Freire, although he himself did not bring in these domains until his later work.
Freire’s eventual turn toward more inclusive and articulated gender and multi-
cultural perspectives was in part a response to critique from feminists, critical
race theory, people identifying as GLBTQ, and other oppressed groups, and
in part, the evolution of Freire’s thinking marked a development of his theory
as he interacted with more groups and individuals.
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Reflecting on the term “intersectionality” in a 2020 Time Magazine
Feature, scholar and activist Kimberlé Crenshaw, who is credited with intro-
ducing the term into our collective lexicon three decades ago, defined
intersectionality as “a lens, a prism, for seeing the way in which various forms
of inequality often operate together and exacerbate each other. We tend to
talk about race inequality as separate from inequality based on gender, class,
sexuality or immigrant status. What’s often missing is how some people are
subject to all of these, and the experience is not just the sum of its parts.”11

Crenshaw noted how the main argument inside of academia and in mainstream
media positions intersectionality as identity politics. However, for Patricia Hill
Collins and Sirma Bilge (2016), limiting intersectionality to a theory of iden-
tity is reductionist and largely used to discredit and devalue the components of
intersectionality that are most pressing, namely the component of critical praxis
in the need to make social inequality visible for all. There is more than just one
“intersectionality,” as there are multiple politicized localities which individuals
occupy—that is they sit in, they rest in, they lay in, they live in, they stay
inside of. These localities are occupied, however, in unequal terms and with
unequal access which creates the possibilities for alliances of the oppressed
across different fields, spaces, identities, and social groupings. Some individ-
uals and groups have more power than others in educational, cultural, and
political spaces, and so, an intersectional alliance of the oppressed can fight for
equality and justice across racial, gender, class, and regional lines.

Indeed, the issue of privilege and the life-and-death necessity for access to
the fundamentals of health, welfare, education, and housing have come to
the forefront of discussions in light of the COVID-19 pandemic and Black
Lives Matter and other social movements that have created new awareness
of oppression and inequality which should inform our struggles for equality,
social justice, and the reconstruction of education for the future.

Thus, intersectionality provides a language for inhabitants of multiple local-
ities of oppression and struggle to make visible the politicization of space and
the real, lived, and material conditions of the moment. To use intersectionality
to explore identity without reducing it, a theory of identity requires locating
intersectional dynamics and struggles inside larger philosophical dichotomies
of objectivity and subjectivity. Paulo Freire in Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970)
argued that one cannot conceive of objectivity without a subjectivity, and that
when we talk about oppression, we are speaking about marginalization and
the ways in which a society works to provide access to some and deny access
to others to basic necessities of life like education and health care. Some of
us, like the authors of this piece, based on our privilege, get to be subjects,
while others, because of a lack of access and privilege, are subjected to being
objectified.

It is indeed this unjust world that we seek to change and that drives educa-
tion to be an instrument of social transformation and justice. Returning to
Freire, an objectified person cannot see the oppression they’re living in until
they see themselves first as an individual who is living inside of oppression.
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Once an individual sees themselves as a subject, that they embody subjectivity
and the possibility of resistance and struggle, an individual can perceive him
or herself as a person of worth and value and seek to actualize their poten-
tialities for a better life. Only then can they actually see the structures around
them, which are actively oppressing them, to which they were previously obliv-
ious. So, one should not conceive of objectivity without first acknowledging
their own individual subjectivity and the possibilities of collective subjectivities
that provide the possibilities for radical action, and that can bring about social
justice and democratic and emancipatory social change.

Building on these perspectives enables a philosophy of education to
develop more inclusive philosophical vision and to connect education directly
to democratization and the changing of social relations in the direc-
tion of equality and social justice. Since social conditions and life are
constantly changing, a critical theory of education must be radically histori-
cist, attempting to reconstruct education as social conditions evolve and to
create pedagogical alternatives in terms of the needs, problems, and possi-
bilities of specific groups of people in concrete situations. Yet philosophical
and normative insight and critique are also needed, driving efforts at recon-
structing education and society by visions of what education and human life
could be and what are their specific limitations in existing societies.

Hence, a critical theory of education involves conceiving a vision of the
democratic transformation of education, and in how radicalizing education
could help democratize and create a more just and inclusive society. In this
section, we have proposed a comprehensive metatheory that draws on both
classical and contemporary philosophies of education to comprehend and
reconstruct education. The classical critical theory of the Frankfurt School
while rigorously engaging in the critique of ideology always drew on the
more progressive elements of the most advanced theories of the day, devel-
oping dialectical appropriations, for instance, of Nietzsche, Freud, and Weber
(Kellner, 1989). Many other Marxian theorists or groups, by contrast, would
just be dismissive and rejecting of these “bourgeois ideologies.” In the same
spirit, we would argue that a critical theory of education should draw on
the radical democratic tradition of John Dewey’s pragmatism, Freirean critical
pedagogy, and intersectional contemporary critical theories of race, gender,
class, and sexuality.

Yet a critical theory of education must be rooted in a critical theory of
society that conceptualizes the specific features of actually existing capitalist
societies, and their relations of domination and subordination, contradic-
tions and openings for progressive social change, and transformative practices
that will create what the theory projects as a better life and society. A crit-
ical theory signifies a way of seeing and conceptualizing, a constructing of
categories, making connections, mapping, and engaging in the practice of
theory-construction, and relating theory to practice.

In the next section, we will accordingly deploy a critical theory framework
to suggest some transformations in the situation of youth today and the need
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to reconstruct education and promote multiple critical literacies appropriate
to the novel material conditions, transformations, and subjectivities emerging
in the contemporary era. Theorizing important changes in the contemporary
moment requires, we would argue, broad-ranging and robust reconstructive
theories in order to grasp the changing social and psychological conditions of
life in a globalized, high-tech, digitized, multicultural, and highly conflicted
world with its intense challenges, problems, and potential. We argue that in
this situation of dramatic change, radical transformations of education are
necessary to create subjects and practices appropriate to an expanding global
society, digitized culture, and world of novel identities, social relations, cultural
forms, and social movements and struggles.

Changing Life Conditions,

Subjectivities, and Identities

Allan and Carmen Luke have argued (2002) that current educational systems,
curricula, and pedagogies were designed for the production of a laboring
subject who has become an “endangered species” in the postindustrial
economic, social, and cultural system. Modern education was constructed
to develop a compliant work force which would gain skills of print literacy
and discipline that would enable them to function in modern corporations
and a corporate economy based on rational accounting, commercial organiza-
tion, and discursive communicative practices, supported by manual labor and
service jobs. The life trajectory for a laboring modern subject was assumed to
be stable and mappable, progressing through K-12 schooling, to universities
and perhaps onto professional schools or higher degrees, to well-paying jobs
that would themselves offer life-time employment, a stable career, and solid
identities.

All of this has changed in a global economy marked by constant restruc-
turing, flux and rapid change, and novel material conditions and subjectivities.
Students coming into schools have been shaped by years of television, a
variety of music technologies and forms, computer and video games, social
networking, and new spheres of multimedia and interactive cyberculture. The
university graduating class of 2021 were born in 1999, at the turn of the
millennium.12 They were 5 years old when Mark Zuckerberg launched Face-
book, and eight years old when Steve Jobs introduced the world to the
iPhone.13 Moreover, the steady jobs that were waiting for well-disciplined and
performing students of the previous generation are disappearing, while new
jobs are appearing in the high-tech sector, itself subject to frenzied booms,
busts, and restructuring. And this does not even account for what Harry
Braverman (1974), following Marx and Engels (1978), called the deskilling
effects of technology on the workforce through the division of labor found in
the factory system, reducing individuals to the status of machines and objects
and providing another example of the alienating effects of the capitalist of
labor on the modern individual resulting from expansive transformations in
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technology and methods of producing.14 And as COVID-19 has demon-
strated, life in a high-tech and global society is much more complicated, fragile,
and subject to dramatic disruptions and transformations than was previously
perceived.

There is thus a fundamental misfit between youth life-experience and
schooling, the expectations of an older generation concerning labor and new
work conditions, and the previous print-based and organizational economy
and culture in contrast to the new digital culture and global economy. Post-
modern theorists have amassed cultural capital theorizing such breaks and
ruptures, but have had few positive recommendations on how to restruc-
ture institutions like schooling (although there are stacks of books, generally
of little worth, on how to succeed in the new economy dating back to the
previous millennium). Indeed, in the current conjuncture, advocates of neo-
liberal business models for education have used the obviously transformative
technological revolution to legitimate technology as the panacea and magic
cure for problems of education today and to sell corporate technologies and
business models as the solution to educational problems.

One of the major challenges for democratizing education is that it requires
acknowledging decolonizing the institutional practices of an education system
designed through what Maori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999) calls
“Imperial Eyes.” This requires acknowledging many of the overlapping ques-
tions posed by critical theorists of the 1960s and indigenous activists at the
time. As Smith (1999, p. 165) notes: “such questions were based on a sense
of outrage and injustice about the failure of education, democracy and research
to deliver social change for people who were oppressed. These questions
related to the relationship between knowledge and power, between research
and emancipation, and between lived reality and imposed ideals about the
Other.”

These questions remain today so that any process of democratizing educa-
tion needs to draw the consequences for restructuring education and democ-
ratizing society from reflection on changing life conditions, experiences, and
subjectivities. We need to decolonize and reconstruct education and society in
the context of technological revolution and globalization that envisages using
technology to democratically promote progressive social and political change
without promoting neo-liberal and capitalist agendas. This task is advanced,
we believe, by drawing on the radical critique of schooling and proposals for
transforming education and learning found in the work of the late Ivan Illich,
who was one of the chief educational gurus of the 1970s and a major radical
critic of schooling whose work has fallen from view but is still important and
should be re-engaged in the present situation.15

Ivan Illich’s postindustrial model of education contains a radical critique
of existing schooling and alternative notions like webs of learning, tools
for conviviality, and radically reconstructing education to promote learning,
democracy, and social and communal life, thus providing salient alternatives to
modern systems (1971, 1973). Illich analyzes in detail how modern schooling
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prepares students for the modern industrial system and how its “hidden
curriculum” promotes conformity, bureaucracy, instrumental rationality, hier-
archy, competition, and other features of existing social organization. For
Illich, modern systems of schooling are no longer appropriate for postindus-
trial conditions and require radical restructuring of education and rethinking
pedagogy. But unlike many of his contemporaries, Illich had a powerful,
explicit, and prescient analysis of the limits and possibilities of technologies
and those strange institutions called “schools.”

Illich’s “learning webs” (1971) and “tools for conviviality” (1973) antic-
ipated the Internet and how it might provide resources, interactivity, and
communities that could help revolutionize education. For Illich, science and
technology can either serve as instruments of domination or progressive ends.
Hence, whereas big systems of computers promote modern bureaucracy and
industry, personalized computers made accessible to the public might be
constructed to provide tools that can be used to enhance learning. Thus, Illich
was aware of how technologies like computers could either enhance or distort
education depending on how they were fit into a well-balanced ecology of
learning.

Illich provides concrete analyses and a critique of how schooling repro-
duces the existing social order and is flawed and debased by the defects
and horrors of the industrial system. Illich also recognizes that postindustrial
society requires certain competencies and that a major challenge is to construct
convivial technologies that will improve both education and social life. While
he resolutely opposed neo-liberal agendas and was critical of encroaching
corporate domination of the Internet and information technologies, Illich’s
notion of “webs of learning” and “tools of conviviality” can be appropri-
ated for projects of the radical reconstruction of education and learning in the
contemporary era.16 Within this framework, let us consider how the expanding
social roles of information and communication technologies require multiple
critical literacies and how focusing on the current technological revolution can
lead us to rethink learning and reconstruct educational theory and practice.

Expanding Technologies/Multiple Critical Literacies

Prior to COVID-19, schooling in the modern era has been largely organized
around the transmission of print literacies and segregated academic knowl-
edges based on a modern division of disciplines into such things as social
science, literature, or physical education. The immediate change from class-
room learning or school (as a physical entity) to digital spaces around the
globe to enforce social distancing and to help combat the spread of COVID-
19 in the spring of 2020 though until the writing of this article in spring 2021
has dramatically exposed how the rapidly expanding technologies of infor-
mation and communication, mutating subjectivities and cultural forms, and
the demands of a networked society culture indeed require multiple literacies,
more flexible subjects, and inventive skills and capabilities. Theorists such as



36 D. KELLNER AND S. GENNARO

the Lukes and Kellner suggested solutions to these emerging issues almost
two decades ago. For the Luke (2002) and for Kellner (2000, 2002b), the
solution was to cultivate in the sphere of education multiple literacies, such
as media, computer, and information literacies that will respond to emergent
technologies and cultural conditions and empower students to participate in
the expanding high-tech culture and networked society.17

Hence, the constant development and mutation of information and
communication technologies and new forms of culture, economy, and
everyday life require a careful rethinking of education and literacy in response
to novel challenges that will involve an era of Deweyean experimental educa-
tion, trial and error, and research and discovery. Yet a critical theory of
education will reject pedagogies and literacies that merely aim at the repro-
duction of existing capitalist societies and creating capabilities aimed primarily
at providing cultural capital put in the service of the reproduction of global
capitalism. A critical theory of education with a critical intersectional approach
could draw on the reconstruction of neo-Marxian, Deweyean, Freirean, and
intersectional critical pedagogies of race, gender, and class to attempt to
develop Illichian tools and communities of conviviality and genuine learning
that would promote democracy, social justice, and cultivate conceptions of the
good life and society for all.

This requires teaching traditional literacies as well as multiple forms
of computer, information, and communication literacies that will empower
students to develop their potentials, create communities of learning, and
work toward democratizing society. As Gennaro argued in 2015, in the same
fashion that we teach reading, writing, and arithmetic to our kindergarten
aged students, we must actively seek to introduce coding with the same impor-
tance, enshrined in curriculum, to children as soon as they enter the school
system.18 If young people are to write themselves into existence, they must be
literate in the language of the digital culture, which presides over modern
subjectivity in current moment. To be sure, digital literacies are necessary,
but they need to be articulated with print literacy, in which multiple litera-
cies enable students and citizens to negotiate word, image, graphics, video,
and multimedia digitized culture.

In the Hegelian concept of Geist, the subject develops through mediations
of culture and society in specific historical ways, but encounters contradic-
tions and blockages which are overcome by sublation or Aufhebung, i.e.,
overcoming obsolete or oppressive conditions that are transcended. In a
contemporary version of the Hegelian dialectic, the emergent technologies
and conditions of postmodern life are producing novel experiences and subjec-
tivities that come into conflict with schooling, itself based on earlier historical
subjectivities and congealed institutions, discourses, and practices, modeled on
the industrial factory system (i.e., time-parceled segments, staying immobile at
a specific site to perform labor, submitting to the discipline of bosses).

The optimistic Hegelian scenario is that this conflict can be overcome
through an Aufhebung that sublates (i.e., negates, preserves, takes to higher
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stage) the positivities in the conflict and negates the obsolete aspects.
Put more concretely: when there are contradictions between, say, a print-
based curriculum and evolving subjectivities mediated by multimedia, then
resolving the contradiction requires going to a higher level—e.g., restructuring
schooling to preserve, for instance, the importance of print-based culture and
literacy, while developing new multiple digital literacies.

Hence, restructuring schooling to meet challenges of expanding tech-
nologies and emergent social and cultural conditions requires cultivation of
multiple literacies, tools, and pedagogies to respond to, mediate, and develop
in pedagogically progressive ways the technologies and global conditions
that help make possible democratized transformative modes of education
and culture. Further, following the calls of some neo-McLuhanites and the
digerati, education must be transformed to meet the challenges of techno-
logical revolution, yet we must also recognize that a globalized world is
fraught with growing inequalities, conflicts, and dangers, so to make education
relevant to the contemporary situation it must address these problems.

Indeed, globalization has been creating growing divisions between haves
and have nots, and to economic inequality, there now emerge growing infor-
mation inequalities and gaps in cultural and social capital as well as a growing
divide between rich and poor. A transformed democratic education must
address these challenges and make education for social justice part of a radical
pedagogy, as envisaged by theorists like Marcuse, Illich, and Freire, as well as
developing eco-pedagogy to address the environmental crisis raging across the
Western United States in a deep freeze as we write in February 2021. Further,
to decolonizing education requires constantly questioning biases of class, race,
gender, region, and social positioning to create education appropriate for all
individuals in one’s society.

A radical and decolonizing pedagogy must also engage the difficult issue
of overcoming differences, understanding cultures very dissimilar from one’s
own, and developing a more inconclusive democracy that will incorpo-
rate marginalized groups and resolve conflicts between diverse groups and
cultures. This requires the three dimensionality of intersectionality articulating
the differences between a radical pedagogy that employs an intersectional
approach and one that does not in terms of depth, with a multilayered and
multi-perspective mode of seeing that grasps alternatives for emancipation and
democratization beyond what is immediately visible to us.

This problem of democratizing and decolonizing education is also part of
the issue we’re having right now in trying to have social discussions around
race relations, white privilege, and the structural inequality that exists in the
current social moment. A lack of multiple perspectives serves as a significant
roadblock to those with privilege acknowledging the systemic injustice expe-
rienced by marginalized individuals and groups. When someone is living in
a flat, two-dimensional world of privilege, they lack the vision to see a three-
dimensional world of inequality and injustice; they can’t fathom it because they
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can’t see the complexity and the depth of life experiences that many individuals
face as a result of marginalization.

Life is experienced simultaneously in multiple dimensions, and within
multiple relationships of power simultaneously that involve economic, poli-
tics, culture, and society, all of which are experienced simultaneously in socially
constructing our identities that are constantly reconstructed in our social inter-
actions and experiences. This is to say that we are simultaneously gendered,
racialized, sexualized, abilitized, culturized, and class-positioned in all of our
social interactions and experience. Further, this process is intensified by new
technologies, like iPhones, multiple digital devices, and social media, at a pace
faster than any moment previous in human history. So how do we engage with
this? How do we take this on?

Critical pedagogy is not just about theory or critical inquiry, but it is also
about the real lived experiences of the people. Critical pedagogy must examine
the material conditions, as informed by theory and as reflected upon by indi-
viduals as it actually happens, across many different venues. Crucially, a critical
theory seeks to reconstruct education not to fulfill the agenda of capital and
the high-tech industries, but to radically democratize education in order to
advance the goals of progressive educators like Dewey, Marcuse, Freire, and
Illich in cultivating learning that will promote the development of individ-
uality, citizenship and community, social justice, and the strengthening of
democratic participation in all modes of life.

Over the past decades, there has been sustained efforts to impose a
neo-liberal agenda on education, reorganizing schools on a business model,
imposing standardized curriculum, and making testing the goal of pedagogy.
This agenda is disastrously wrong and a critical theory of education needs
to both critique the neo-liberal restructuring of education and propose alter-
native conceptions and practices. Globalization and technological revolution
have been used to legitimate a radical restructuring of schooling and provide
radical educators with openings to propose their own models of pedagogy
and reconstruction of education to serve democracy and progressive social
change. There is no question but that technological revolution is desta-
bilizing traditional education and creating openings for change. Although
one needs to fiercely criticize the neo-liberal model, it is also important to
propose alternatives. Thus, one needs to accompany demands for new litera-
cies and a restructuring of education with a program of the democratization
of education, as we suggest in our concluding remarks.

Toward a Radical Reconstruction

and Democratization of Education

In calling for the democratic reconstruction of education to promote multiple
literacies as a response to emergent technologies and globalization, one
encounters the problem of the “digital divide.” It has been well documented
that some communities, or individuals in privileged groups, are exposed to
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more advanced technologies and given access to more high-tech skills and
cultural capital than those in less privileged communities. One way to over-
come the divide, and thus a whole new set of inequalities that mirror or
supplement modern divides of class, gender, race, and education, is to restruc-
ture education so that all students have access to evolving technologies which
they can engage with multiple critical literacies, so that education is democra-
tized, and the very learning process and relation between student and teacher
are rethought.

The Hegelian Master/Slave dialectic can help characterize relations
between students and teachers today in which teachers force their curricula
and agendas onto students in a situation in which there may be a mismatch
between generational cultural and social experiences and even subjectivities.
Educators, students, and citizens must recognize this generational divide and
work to overcome conflicts and make differences more productive. That is,
many students may be more technologically skilled than teachers and can
themselves be important pedagogical resources. We acknowledge know that
much of what we’ve learned about how to use computers we’ve absorbed
from students, and continue to draw upon them both in and out of class
to help navigate the new high-tech culture and to devise productive peda-
gogies and practices for the contemporary era.19 Democratizing education
can be enhanced by more interactive and participatory forms of education
and the move to Google Classroom, Microsoft Teams, Zoom, and other
technologies in diverse parts of the world for schooling during lockdown
and isolation periods in response to the COVID-19 pandemic has illumi-
nated the opportunities for co-constructed learning spaces that technology
makes possible—although it also creates problems of access and meeting
multiple technological challenges with diverse students and different environ-
ments who have differential access to technology, often creating new “digital
divides.” Building on previous examples such as developing convivial list-
serves, the collective building of Web-sites, online discussion, and collaborative
computer-based research projects; in the current environment, we can use
Wikis and shared documents, like Google Docs, to co-create in real time.
Blogs and YouTube videos can allow for asynchronous engagement that tran-
scends time and space barriers but still allows for communities of practice.
And the aforementioned video conferencing technology has presented the
world of online, text-based discussions, with a synchronous alternative where
“breakout rooms” can place individuals around the globe into small groups
for dialogue instantaneously—providing new opportunities for intercultural
communication and for global networks of activism—although different forms
of technology and models of pedagogy will be used in different parts of the
world.

In addition, a critical theory of education would envisage merging
classroom-based Socratic discussion with computer research and projects that
would combine oral, written, and multimedia cultural forms in the process of
education without privileging one or the other. Some educators still insist that
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face-to-face dialogue in the classroom is the alpha and omega of good educa-
tion and while there are times that classroom dialogue is extremely productive,
it is a mistake to fetishize face-to-face conversation, books and print media,
or new multimedia. We must be careful not to view the educational process
through the same lens of nostalgia with which we often view childhood and
youth, since nostalgia as a process of memory can act to depoliticize the inhab-
itants of memory more than it does to liberate the self of future oppression.
Rather, the challenge is to draw upon in an experimental and supplemental
way all of the dimensions of the traditional educational process into a dialec-
tical conversations with emerging technologies to restructure and democratize
education.

Finally, we would suggest that since concrete reconstructions of educa-
tion will take place in specific local and national contexts, the mix between
classroom pedagogy, books and reading print-material, and multimedia and
Internet-based education will vary according to locale, age, access to digital
technologies, and the needs and interests of students and teachers. The idea
behind multiple critical literacies is that diverse and multimodal forms of
culture blend in lived experience to form new subjectivities, and the challenge
for radical pedagogy is to cultivate subjectivities that seek justice, more harmo-
nious social relations, and transformed relations with the natural world. Ivan
Illich called for education to take ecological problems into account (1971,
1973), and as Richard Kahn argues (2010), the extent of current ecological
crisis is such that environmental collapse and disaster faces the current genera-
tion if ecological issues are not addressed. These ecological issues ring true to
heart of the UN sustainable development goals.20

A glaring problem with contemporary educational institutions is that they
become fixed in monomodal instruction with homogenized lesson plans,
curricula, and pedagogy and neglect to address challenging political, cultural,
or ecological problems. As Paulo Freire notes: “One cannot expect positive
results from an educational or political action program which fails to respect
the particular view of the world held by the people. Such a program consti-
tutes cultural invasion…The starting point for organizing the program content
of education or political action must be the present, existential, concrete situ-
ation, reflecting the aspirations of the people” (1970, p. 85). A Pedagogy of
the Oppressed is about simultaneous individual and social awakening through
action and reflection to seeing the structural domination in our lives, and then
working through theory and reflection toward action and praxis, to overcome
oppression, and to change the structure and the structural powers at play in
our everyday lives.

The development of tools of conviviality and radical pedagogies thus
enables teachers and students to break with colonizing and limited models and
to engage in Deweyean experimental education. A reconstruction of education
could help create subjects better able to negotiate the complexities of emer-
gent forms of everyday life, labor, and culture, as contemporary life becomes
more multifaceted and dangerous. More supportive, dialogical, and interactive
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social relations in learning situations can promote cooperation, democracy, and
positive social values, as well as fulfill needs for communication, esteem, and
learning.

Whereas modern mass education tended to see life in a linear fashion
based on print models and developed pedagogies which broke experience into
discrete moments and behavioral bits, critical pedagogies could produce skills
that enable individuals to better navigate the multiple realms and challenges
of contemporary life. Deweyean education focused on problem solving, goal-
seeking projects, and the courage to be experimental, while Freire developed
alternative pedagogies and Marcuse and Illich produced oppositional concep-
tions of education and learning and critiques of schooling. It is this sort of
critical spirit and vision to reconstruct education and society that can help
produce new pedagogies, tools for learning, and social justice for the present
age.
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of Illich’s work, including his major books, has been preserved on
websites; see, for example, http://www.preservenet.com/theory/Ill
ich.html (accessed February 19, 2021).

16. We should note that while we find Illich’s work immensely important
as a critique and tools for a reconstruction, of education, but reject his
notion of “deschooling” and agree with Marcuse that more and better
“reschooling” is necessary; on the latter, see Kellner et al. (2008).

17. Kellner and Share (2019) introduced the term “critical media liter-
acy” (CML) to distinguish a form of media literacy that engages
the problematic of power and domination and that critically engaged
the dimensions of gender, race, class, sexuality, and other domains of
oppression and struggle.

18. This was the topic of Gennaro’s TEDxYork Proposal; see: “Teach
Kids to Code” https://youtu.be/SKLgl58GrqY (accessed February
19, 2021).

19. For examples of how new technology can be used to enhance
education, see our Web-sites; Kellner’s philosophy of education, tech-
nology and society, and cultural studies seminars at UCLA, are acces-
sible at http://www.gseis.ucla.edu/faculty/kellner/Kellner.html), and
Gennaro’s work on York University’s Faculty of Liberal Arts and Profes-
sional Studies Arts faculty Professional Development webpage, which he
co-authored at https://going-digital.laps.yorku.ca/faculty-resources/
(accessed February 24, 2021).

20. “The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which are an urgent
call for action by all countries—developed and developing—in a global
partnership. They recognize that ending poverty and other deprivations
must go hand-in-hand with strategies that improve health and educa-
tion, reduce inequality, and spur economic growth—all while tackling
climate change and working to preserve our oceans and forests.” United
Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs at https://sdgs.un.
org/goals (accessed February 23, 2021).

https://www.computerworld.com/article/2604020/the-evolution-of-apples-iphone.html
http://www.preservenet.com/theory/Illich.html
https://youtu.be/SKLgl58GrqY
http://www.gseis.ucla.edu/faculty/kellner/Kellner.html
https://going-digital.laps.yorku.ca/faculty-resources/
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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CHAPTER 3

The Philosophy and Politics of Educating
Emotions

Liz Jackson

Introduction

Education for social and emotional well-being has become commonplace in
the twenty-first century. Philosophically, such curricula draw primarily on two
bodies of knowledge: first, the tradition of virtue ethics, which has unfolded
in recent years as approaches to character education; and second, positive
psychology, a newer social science movement that has flourished with the
promise that ‘to feel better is to be better.’ These fields have converged with a
common purpose, and a shared insight that emotional development is critical
to human and societal functioning.

Yet while these approaches have their merits, they also have limitations.
Generally, educational approaches to well-being and for related positive affect
are deeply rooted in a western liberal individualistic orientation. As such, there
is a tendency to ignore the impacts of one’s feelings in relation to social justice
issues in society. Furthermore, this perspective discounts the way that cultural
difference and social positioning in varied local and global contexts also shape
expectations and norms related to how one is treated and thus, how they feel.
It is therefore not the case that one is simply ‘free’ to feel however they choose,
despite the liberal view undergirding major approaches to emotional learning.

This chapter provides a philosophical examination of emotional virtues
education for enhancing social and emotional well-being. First it explores the
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roots of this trend in western psychology and philosophy. Then it suggests a
model for education for emotional well-being that is more politically engaged,
that frames students as active agents in the social world rather than just
‘good’ students. This latter view, which I discuss as the ‘politics of educating
emotions,’ uses critical theory perspectives to identify and respond to the
limitations of more traditional approaches to educating emotions, contrasting
sociological and political insights about education of the self with traditional,
western psychological views of the person. Thus, this chapter showcases the
value of critical theories of education in developing more just and politi-
cally conscientious strategies for educating emotions, and educating for youth
well-being, across diverse social contexts.

The Psychology of Emotions in Education

Psychologists traditionally understand emotions to have biological and evolu-
tionary functions, and social and cultural value. They generally aim to decrease
dysfunctional emotional states and dispositions and control and reshape them,
to be functional and useful. However, toward what ends and aims emotions
can and should be ‘useful’ within society is an important question to raise here.
From a psychological view, emotions have always had a major role in education
(Jackson, 2020). As Boler notes, emotional education was historically taught
in terms of ‘mental hygiene’ in the United States (1999). The 1909 National
Committee on Mental-Hygiene considered ‘mental illness’ and ‘poorly devel-
oped personalities of children’ as ‘the most serious evil of the time’ (Boler,
1999, p. 49). Child emotional functioning was the focus of various tech-
niques which regarded mental hygiene as the answer to social challenges. One
concern was schooling youth expectations in a society marked by inequality. As
one 1938 text notes, ‘Either the attitudes must be replaced, or social changes
must come about, or the individual must compartmentalize his thinking and
submit to permanent dissociation due to the lack of harmony between his
beliefs and his actions’ (Boler, 1999, p. 51). Early psychological science on
education emphasized intervention in relation to mismatched expectations.
This is due to the priority toward increasing efficiency in support of a capitalist
economic system (Boler, 1999), and the complementary positivist approach to
psychology at that time, as a means for controlling and conditioning ‘deviant’
or undesirable human behavior. In this vein, students were treated like factory
workers. Meanwhile, occupational discourse focused not on employee welfare,
but on system productivity. Moral and justice considerations, about the bene-
fits of education for young people themselves, were thus bypassed in this way
of thinking, as individuals were treated more as factors in economic value. This
is reflected in an excerpt from a 1912 New York City Teachers Bulletin :
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Comparisons between schools and mercantile establishments:

1. The teacher obviously corresponds to planning department, superinten-
dent, manager of a factory.

2. The elements in the enterprise (the workmen, the raw material, and the
finished product) are combined in the pupil. The other elements (tools,
etc.) are the text books, charts, and apparatus … (Boler, 1999, p. 46).

That individuals should improve themselves to function in line with what is
good for the social system also undergirds the more recent emotional intelli-
gence (EI) movement (Goleman, 1995). EI is said to consist of traits related
to understanding and regulating one’s emotions and developing relationships,
dispositions, and behaviors that enhance achievement. Vital among these traits
are self-awareness, self-regulation, and motivation. EI is believed by propo-
nents to be educable, so people can learn to act in more productive ways,
leading to higher achievement. Goleman (1995) also describes EI as equivalent
to character and suggests that it is moral to teach it.

‘Positive psychologists’ today also recommend that people learn to iden-
tify and manage their emotions to achieve their goals, develop well-being, and
be productive (Allen et al., 2014). Positive psychologists emphasize what can
enable an individual to function better and how to cultivate positive emotions
and moral virtues associated with functioning, focusing on happiness and joy,
gratitude, compassion, and forgiveness, among other traits. Thus, both EI
and positive psychology emphasize ideal operation of people within and for
educational, social, and occupational systems, through emotional control and
self-management.

In relation to positive psychology and EI, curricula have proliferated in the
past few decades (Boler, 1999; Ecclestone, 2012). EI has been found in studies
to enhance educational outcomes. Likewise, emotional traits highlighted in
positive psychology have been found to correlate with markers of academic
success. Such findings are more common when EI and related education are
integrated into a broad curriculum for social and emotional learning (SEL),
to improve caring relationships, cooperation, and safety. Some programs for
SEL have been found to enhance social-emotional and academic well-being
of students and classrooms, pro-social attitudes, mental health, and academic
performance (Brackett & Rivers, 2014). Similarly, positive psychology has
been seen to impact young people within a context of community support
(Conoley et al., 2014).

However, EI lacks transparent conceptual bases (Jackson, 2020). Some
see EI as an incoherent list of items, which ‘does not make clear distinc-
tions between emotions and general attitudes, desires, and moods, in so far
as it aspires to be a holistic conception’ (Kristjánsson, 2018, p. 169). In this
context, measuring EI is a challenge. In place of a single model, a variety of
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perspectives have emerged (Allen et al., 2014; Kristjánsson, 2007). In addi-
tion, research designs do not enable studies to trace whether EI specifically
provides benefits (Allen et al., 2014). Interventions may give positive results
which fade or are ineffective without preconditions, such as being ‘embedded
within safe, caring, well-managed and cooperative classroom environments, as
well as wider settings that provide equitable opportunities for positive partici-
pation’ (Elias & Moceri, 2014, p. 44). What is measured across studies is also
not uniform, owing to diverse definitions and educational aims (Allen et al.,
2014).

These challenges make it difficult to evaluate SEL, especially as it is often
implemented to respond to specific issues in schools. As Ecclestone (2012,
p. 466) observes:

Promotions and evaluations of [positive thinking] initiatives have tended to
reflect the slippery definitions … eliding conduct disorders, disaffection from
formal class teaching, general lack of motivation, poor social skills, emotional
difficulties, bad behaviour and lack of ‘emotional literacy’. This means that
claims about effectiveness and impact seem often to be about simple disci-
plinary training, such as making students more proactive in their learning, attend
regularly, manage their homework…

Interventions may impact students as a kind of training here, which helps
achieve immediate, classroom-focused goals, but does not make a deep impact
on well-being or align with the interests and concerns of students themselves.

Further, individuals are not all the same in emotional processes and self-
regulation strategies (Grubb & McDaniel, 2007; Tian et al., 2014). What
works for some may not work for others and may be harmful to them
(Jacobs & Gross, 2014). Relatedly, Boler pointed out in 1999 that ‘emotional
intelligence is based on a universalized portrait of human nature and emotions
which entirely neglects significant differences of culture or gender’ (pp. 74–
75). Given this positivistic orientation toward reducing complex phenomena,
apparently to simplify and standardize effective operations, how gender, race,
and class impact emotional regulation is not well-known (DeCuir-Gunby &
Williams-Johnson, 2014; Pekrun & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2014). In addition,
there are cross-cultural differences related to conceptions and values under-
lying EI and positive psychology, with people coming from Asian or Global
South cultural backgrounds holding divergent views about the nature of
the ‘self’ in society; those working in EI and positive psychology has not
responded to the presence of such diversity, or developed frameworks for
diverse communities or classrooms (Tian et al., 2014).

Proponents of SEL concede such challenges. Brackett and Rivers (2014)
observe that SEL is often applied to ameliorate challenges like bullying or
drug use, or used in a piecemeal way, while testing may be the cause of stress
(for example), rather than EI. They further note that the firmest founda-
tion for EI is not found within a positivistic approach, which dehumanizes
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people in order to control and maneuver them into predetermined ‘good’
instead of ‘bad’ educational categorizations. Rather, they emphasize the value
of self-determination theory in this context, which regards meeting individual
needs as prerequisite for flourishing (2014), and thus holds enhancing the
environment as integral. Yet here, ‘there remains a paucity of research at the
mesosystem and macrosystem levels’ in positive psychology, hindering the
development of ‘a sophisticated science of “what works” for children and
youth within the context of their schooling’ (Gilman et al., 2014).

Emotional intelligence and positive psychology aim to enhance experiences
for individuals, to help them succeed in achieving their goals and goals of
organizations. But interventions for positive emotional experiences do not
necessarily aim at good or moral goals, because they do not include a crit-
ical evaluation of goals from a moral view. What tends to be assumed is
that academic achievement (or productivity) is good. But teaching for EI or
positive psychology can be instrumental, if mental health (or productivity) is
sought in negative circumstances (i.e., stressful test-oriented environments).
Emotional intelligence or positive psychology approaches may help students
achieve goals and engage in pro-social behavior, particularly from an academic
or classroom management perspective. But they need not lead to learning or
other ‘success’ in terms defined by students. And they may not lead to more
just environments, if students are not also encouraged to reflect on social
practices, in the case that prejudice and bias are common at school (Jackson,
2020). As Boler (1999) notes, ‘the classroom instances I observed engaged
discussion of emotions without attention to political and cultural differences
or analyses. Very few of the readings or literature in this area analyze social
conflict in terms of social injustice’ (p. 103). Students can learn to be emotion-
ally healthy in this case, without being better people, or gaining skills needed
to navigate complex social and political environments.

Well-being has become part of the educational agenda in the UK, Canada,
and the United States, using positive psychology and EI approaches. Their
appeal lies in their positivistic emphasis on being effective and ‘what works.’
Their use can be seen as moral, if they help young people feel (and be)
better, particularly if there is a crisis of well-being. On the other hand, from a
systems-level view, such interventions may also be promoted to keep popu-
lations working hard, docile, and resilient (Boler, 1999), with worsening
prospects and less welfare provision (Ecclestone, 2012). Maxwell and Reichen-
bach (2007) discuss this as the difference between ‘pedagogies of autonomy’
and ‘pedagogies of control.’ While the former is oriented toward the devel-
opment of young people as social agents, the latter frames students as passive
objects to be manipulated for some ‘higher’, external, predetermined purpose.

There are some responses to such criticisms. In relation to charges that
emotional education strategies individualize societal challenges, Kristjánsson
writes (2013, p. 65):
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the question of what should logically come first, the cultivation of positive
personal traits or the creation of positive institutions, is a chicken-or-egg ques-
tion. The important thing is not to waste time wondering where to start but
rather to start somewhere. …it is usually easier to administer personal change
… than large-scale political transformation.

Additionally, discourse critiquing psychological approaches as individualistic
can dismiss the agency of ordinary people. Psychologists are not necessarily
pushing diagnoses for environmental ills. In some cases, people demand
diagnoses for possibly environmental challenges, from reluctant practitioners.
Here, there is a contrast between seeing mental health and well-being from
a psychological versus sociological view; people agentically contribute to, feed
into, and respond to positive psychology messaging in significant ways. They
are not necessarily brainwashed. Nonetheless, positive psychologists and others
emphasizing emotional regulation and SEL focus on one side of the equation,
when both individuals and environments matter to functioning, goodness, and
justice. In school contexts, a broader view must be developed, as education has
social and moral, as well as personal, aims.

The Philosophy of Character: Virtue Ethics

The other theoretical underpinning to character education and emotional
virtues education discourse is virtue ethics. Virtue ethics encourages a sense
of a moral mean state between deficient and excessive states when it comes to
dispositions and emotions (e.g., being brave, rather than cowardly, or rash).
For virtue ethicists, a subjective feeling is important in having a virtue. People
should not tell the truth only on the rational basis that they know it is judged
as right or due to desire to appear good. They should not even do it because
they believe (or know) it is good. Rather, they should tell the truth with
a subjective feeling related to desiring to be honest. Moral beliefs are thus
intrinsically related to feelings and actions. Emotion should not be prioritized
over judgment. Rather, a kind of fusion of rationality and emotions should
be sought (Jackson, 2020). However, as will be discussed here, from another
view, the kind of reasonableness and rationality sought in virtue ethics can be
problematic, excluding those not regarded as universal subjects from an indi-
vidualistic, western view, to the detriment of those persons and societies that
think beyond a virtues standpoint.

A virtue ethics approach encourages children and young people to emulate
role models and habituate good behaviors, before they internalize being
virtuous (Sherman, 1999). It is thought that through emulation and habit-
uation one can become better at acting virtuously and develop a sense of
enjoyment in performing virtuous acts (Sreenivasan, 2020). The cultivation
of virtue requires continuously developing emotional habits and reflections.
At the same time, ‘an ethically decent person will see that virtue and practical
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wisdom are always incomplete, that there are always ways in which virtues can
be more fully integrated’ (Jacobs, 2017, p. 139).

Virtue ethics is aligned with positive psychology and EI, in that feelings
are regarded as central to good life. However, while virtue ethics emphasizes
that which makes thought and behavior moral, positive psychology empha-
sizes what makes feelings and judgments productive (Jackson, 2020). As stated
previously, proponents of EI and positive psychology rarely attempt to give
moral justifications for cultivating an emotional state or disposition, viewing
positive feelings more simply as functional, productive, and healthy. Nonethe-
less, EI proponents and positive psychologists adopt the language of virtues to
describe their views. And despite their different foundations, many educators
see virtue ethics and positive psychology going hand in hand, as both focus
on the goodness of emotional states and encourage similar strategies for their
cultivation.

Virtue ethics undergirds popular strategies for character education and is
seen as resonant with how young people morally develop in western soci-
eties (e.g., Carr et al., 2017). That is, adults expect young children to form
habits and follow elders in moral matters, before they think more deeply and
develop independently. Virtue ethics has been incorporated particularly into
the work of the Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues at the University
of Birmingham, UK. The center recommends in its publications that students
learn to reflect on emotions (Jubilee, 2017). Emotional management is part
of reasoning in this view (Harrison et al., 2016). As one Jubilee guide notes,
‘developing the virtues involves becoming emotionally skillful … This is a
demanding process which begins with an awareness of feelings’ (Harrison
et al., 2016, p. 135). The guide presents a ‘mood map,’ which indicates how
adrenaline and serotonin interrelate with feelings:

If I identify that I am in the survival zone and that my adrenaline levels are
high, this tells me that … I need to do something to reduce my adrenaline
(e.g. mindful breathing) or something to increase my serotonin (e.g. time with
good friends, or seeing something funny), or both. By building up a repertoire
of activities which I know to affect my emotions in predictable ways, I can start
to become more skillful in the way that I experience emotion. (Harrison et al.,
2016, p. 135)

Much work in translating virtue ethics into character education is well concep-
tualized. However, there are some limitations to these approaches and to
virtue ethics. First, this framework tends to suggest a universal perspective,
as people are implicitly seen as roughly equal or the same. Meanwhile, virtue
ethics remains dominated by western, public, and men-authored situations and
viewpoints. Yet ‘women encounter dilemmas which are not typically part of
men’s lived experiences’ (Berges, 2015, p. 5, e.g., Jackson, 2017, 2019). The
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‘I’ in the extract above has no context, culture, or social position. But char-
acter education is meant to benefit the whole school community, and not all
students are the same (Suissa, 2015).

Cultural and identity factors are thus absent from the framework. For
example, while Miller defends virtues education as it is ‘ordinary thinking …
to emulate the characters of our moral heroes and saints such as Jesus, Gandhi,
or one of our friends or family members’ (2014, p. 24), this takes for granted
a western cultural context. From cultural views that emphasize disparate and
hierarchical social roles and relations (such as Confucianism), it may appear
arrogant or inept to emulate saints or relatives or claim the capacity or value
in routinely doing so. Global South views which similarly consider community
and interpersonal relations as significant over an individualistic sense of self
also contradict this apparently ordinary approach to thinking. They would in
this context be cast as deviant for not assuming and reflecting the universal,
controllable, and discrete sense of self presented here.

Jubilee authors recommend that virtues be contextualized and do not
suggest importing their texts to other societies (Harrison et al., 2016). The
importance of cultural difference is also acknowledged in some work on virtue
ethics (Carr & Steutel, 1999; Kristjánsson, 2007). However, what seems to
be dismissed here is that people within a context (even a western classroom)
also experience different situations and positions relative to one another in the
same instance, while cultural diversity is not an unusual situation. These envi-
ronmental, social, political, and relational aspects are not foregrounded. The
primary emphasis is cultivation and regulation of the singular ‘autonomous’
self (Berges, 2015; Tessman, 2005). Thus, the notion of civic, communal, or
relational virtues become secondary to developing individual inner landscapes.

Examining Nussbaum’s (2016) recommendations for people to work
through anger demonstrates the limitations of this focus on inner cultiva-
tion from a political view. In her (2016) discussion of a woman’s response
to discovering her friend was raped, Nussbaum considers the woman friend’s
response, as if it can and should be evaluated apart from the rape, and the
extent of rape’s wrongness and harmfulness. In this case, Nussbaum claims
that feeling vengeful and wanting to lower the status of the rapist is inappro-
priate (2016), as if all else (i.e., the position of men and women in society) is
equal. She argues, ignoring the social context of rape, that preventing future
rape is not served by such feelings, such that exercising practical wisdom
would apparently encourage the friend to be less angry. Others also prioritize
self-cultivation, and this kind of separating of oneself from the social and polit-
ical world around them, over angry responses to injustice. Fitzgerald (1998)
argues that people should follow the Dalai Lama in striving for gratitude when
they have been harmed, abused, or oppressed, because anyone can cultivate
gratitude, thanking abusers for a ‘virtues challenge,’ even in cases of harm.

From a more politically oriented view, it is not self-evident that practical
wisdom requires such responses. Alternatively, working to maintain a positive
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attitude in response to these actions may communicate acceptance and toler-
ance of injustice (Jackson, 2020). Virtue ethics thus tends to err on the side of
the status quo, rather than encouraging action against harm or wrongdoing,
due to the focus on self-cultivation, and developing as a highly (perhaps overly)
reasonable person. Virtue ethics does not encourage ‘doing nothing.’ But it
also does not specifically encourage doing anything, due to the inward turn
encouraged, and the implicit framing of character as morally and politically
neutral (Suissa, 2015). Here, there is no need to focus on structural injustice
in society, against women, people of color, or other minorities. One only needs
to ‘look within.’

Nussbaum (2016) and Fitzgerald (1998) do strive to distinguish unhealthy
acceptance of injustice from healthy and moral responses. Yet given their polit-
ical and sociological myopia, their accounts overlook how people remain at risk
of further damage to themselves through trying to meet social expectations to
cultivate emotional virtues. Tessman (2005) describes virtues as ‘burdened’ in
these cases. The burden of virtues is neglected in most psychologically based
and philosophically based approaches to educating emotional virtues, because
they urge students to work on personal, individual responses to problems,
rather than seeing problems as interpersonal, social, or political. As a result,
the value of critically responding to social injustice and harm, to address struc-
tural injustice in society, is overlooked (Jackson, 2020). Jubilee curricula praise
Anne Frank for humility, and Rosa Parks for bravery, largely leaving aside the
horrors of the Holocaust and Jim Crow, and how one should confront those
social problems, and not only their ‘personal feelings’ about them (Jubilee
Centre, 2014). As Suissa notes, this ‘shifts the emphasis away from … collec-
tive political movements and the hope and belief they embody that the political
system can be radically changed’ (2015, p. 115). The political and sociological
context of decision-making becomes invisible, given this orientation toward
the self.

Such approaches also whitewash history. Nussbaum (2016) cites King,
Gandhi, and Mandela as ‘not-too-angry’ people, to promote her stance. Yet
these individuals spoke of and expressed anger. Anyone learning about these
cases from Nussbaum would be deceived and disempowered from under-
standing the conditions under which heroes cultivated themselves, while
organizing with others to critically respond to and change society (Jackson,
2020). Such approaches also do not enable young people to understand how
virtues may be ‘burdened,’ and how and why they should take actions against
harms and injustices.

Virtue ethicists emphasize that intentionally harmful education and ‘efforts
at the indoctrination of traits are inimical to’ developing practical wisdom
(Kristjánsson, 2018, p. 174). Nonetheless, character education which focuses
on traits apart from social circumstances and relational issues orients young
people toward the status quo, given that traits are first to be habituated and
modeled, before being regarded as demanding practical wisdom. In character
education, such an approach is thus paternalistic, as young people may be told
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that others (i.e., teachers, politicians) know better than they do about what
they should feel, and what is good for them. Student critical reflection on this
topic is not emphasized here.

In relation, texts describing virtue ethics and their cultivation rarely if ever
discuss political or social participation in a sustained way (e.g., Arthur, 2019;
Harrison & Walker, 2018). As moral worth is associated with ‘the extent to
which (people) have made the virtues of action and emotion their own,’ the
value of equal treatment of others is also downplayed (Kristjánsson, 2007,
p. 179). Furthermore, any focus on how to treat others around them in a
world marked by injustice is significantly overshadowed in virtue ethics by the
focus on self-reflection. For example, for Kristjánsson (2018), a major chal-
lenge of service learning is that it does not result in ‘lasting changes in the
emotional make-up’ of students (p. 178). Other purposes of service learning—
or other challenges, related to service learning as a form of neocolonialism, for
example (Nesterova & Jackson, 2016)—are neglected in this account, as the
focus is on one’s own virtue, not on any form of moral or political action.

The Politics of Educating Emotions

As mentioned previously, global and internal community forms of diversity
are overlooked in positive psychology and virtue ethics views undergirding
education for emotional well-being across societies. Yet psychologists observe
differences in emotional expressions and experiences among men and women
and boys and girls. At the same time, there are stereotypes and different asso-
ciations about gender (and race) and emotions. For example, black women
are frequently stereotyped as irrational, emotional, and angry, while angry
white men are commonly commended in mainstream media as righteous and
justly impassioned (Jackson, 2020). In this context, emotional expressions are
expected of people discriminately and judged according to norms which may
be the result of differential expectations, or intentional or unconscious bias.
This can be experienced by individuals as unequal and discriminatory.

Thus, the politics of educating emotions considers how different people
are expected or encouraged to feel and express emotions in social contexts.
This approach reflects a critical theoretical perspective as it recognizes that
expectations about emotions are educational, as emotional expectations are
learned, often informally, inside and outside of schools. One can of course
try to ignore or resist emotional stereotypes, and unfair norms and expec-
tations. Yet from a critical view, the stereotypes linger on and continue to
unjustly impact social relations, as they express popular, mainstream visions
of society and desires for individuals to conform with these visions (Jackson,
2020). From a critical theoretical view, these expectations are also political,
as they intersect with views about changing or preserving social orders and
cultural norms (for instance, that women or people of color should be meek
and pleasant in professional settings).
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Emotional expectations particularly differ based on gender. As feminists
and critical sociologists and social psychologists trace, such expectations are
learned, so they cannot be framed as ‘natural’ (Jackson, 2020). Ahmed (2010)
examines how social and political discourse concerned about women’s and
ethnic minorities’ happiness reinforce sexist and racist social relations. For
example, in Rousseau’s Emile (1762), the girl Sophie’s future is as a happy
wife who charms others. Her (fictional) parents are quoted, ‘We want you to
be happy, for our sakes as well as yours, for our happiness depends on yours.
A good girl finds her own happiness in the happiness of a good man’ (Ahmed,
2010, pp. 57–58). Here, Sophie might feel obliged to conceal unhappiness,
while the boy Emile is free to face and deal with unhappiness in other, more
external and politically oriented ways (Jackson, 2020). Ahmed finds a similar
discourse at work in the stereotype of the ‘happy housewife,’ who is thought
of as happiest while caring for others, and whose foil, the ‘feminist killjoy,’
ruins others’ happiness, by refusing to cultivate happiness when observing and
experiencing negative social situations, such as sexism.

Girls and women are expected, in workplaces, schools, and elsewhere, to be
happy as caregivers, and seen as happiest when caring (Jackson, 2017, 2019).
Such stereotypes, even if related to empirically based generalizations, dismiss
diverse women’s dispositions, interests, and capacities across fields (such as
in areas where caregiving is not primary, such as research); they can also be
used to justify gender differences in educational and career opportunities. Such
stereotypes furthermore operate in social contexts to encourage or force girls
and women to express happiness and interests in caregiving that they do not
feel. From a sociological view, this can be seen to alienate them from their own
experiences and understandings, rather than simply enhance their ‘individual’
emotional states (Ahmed, 2010; Jackson, 2019).

While psychologists tend to presume, in EI and positive psychology, that
feeling good has social and individual value, and therefore support interven-
tions that lead to personal positive feelings, for the politics of emotions, the
relationship of feelings with values is impacted by social roles and norms.
The politics of educating emotions also shows how people can be influenced
emotionally in problematic ways, to feel anxious, alarmed, disturbed, angry,
and afraid, to benefit others or support problematic status quos (Jackson,
2020). These different focuses lead to different diagnoses and solutions.
Within education, the politics of emotions approach would part ways with
a positive psychologist’s view that if students experience emotional challenges,
they should work on emotional regulation, to harmonize their emotional
processes with the context (e.g., Miller et al., 2014). Here, the politics of
emotions considers how feeling expectations are learned by diverse students
through relationships with teachers and others. It would also question which
children (e.g., boys or girls?), in which situations, are expected or allowed
by teachers to be angry or happy or sad, and how expectations may be
shaped more by the interests of educators and other stakeholders (parents,
school leaders, etc.), than by interests expressed by youth (Jackson, 2020).
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The politics of emotions perspective is thus aligned with that the student-led
problem-posing education advocated for by Freire (1972), as in the banking
conception of education the teacher’s view about emotions is all that counts.

An example of this problematic way of thinking is articulated by Boler
(1999):

In this class exercise, each student was asked to mark on a scale on the board
how they felt at the moment, from -5 to +5. One girl … ranks herself at -5
(and indeed in my estimation ‘looked’ very sad). The teacher responds to this,
‘What do we need to know, class?’ Before any student had the opportunity to
respond, and without asking the girl herself what she needed or wanted, the
teacher answered her own question: ‘We want to give her space rather than
tease her.’ It seemed to me that ‘what the class needed to know’ was what
the young girl herself wanted in response to her distress. The teacher’s quick
conclusion about how to react to an unhappy student is a fairly minor example
of setting an arbitrary norm, which might have an adverse effect on the girl. But
one can easily imagine other examples of arbitrary impositions of the educator’s
authority with much harder effects on students. (pp. 100–101)

Within a critical theory of education, people’s emotions, and capacities for
regulating them, can be impacted by experiences and situations beyond their
control, such as poor economic conditions or developmental challenges. In
this context, an approach cognizant about the politics of emotion does not
focus on promoting personal well-being regardless of social conditions, but
questions whether people should be asked or expected to adapt (or blamed
for not adapting) to such systems, when systems treat people differently, often
ignoring diversity, and actively entrenching discriminately harmful environ-
ments (Jackson, 2020). This view thus enables students and educators to
critically scrutinize the system, as much as individuals within it. In contrast
with mainstream psychological and virtue ethics views, the politics of emotions
gives space to attend to possibilities to change social systems and conditions,
rather than just control individuals via technologies of self. It also gives space
to consider how systems may be harmful (emotionally and otherwise) to
students, among others in society. If a situation, like a classroom, is unjust,
then bad feelings may be a sign the classroom should change, not the student.

Changing systems, like a classroom or an environment, may seem more
challenging and complex to some people, than working to change indi-
viduals. It is also difficult (if not impossible) to be scientific (generalizing,
validating) about ‘what works’ in intervening in environments, which are
complex, dynamic, and diverse. And it is hard to diagnose a school simply
as functional or dysfunctional. Yet individuals are not as simple as they are
treated in popular psychologists’ formulas, undergirded by positivistic reduc-
tionism and politically problematic assumptions that all people are basically
the same and equivalent around the world: as if people are not influenced and
shaped profoundly by the politics and culture that surrounds them. Given this
overly reductive strategy, it is unsurprising that positive psychologists and EI
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proponents have hardly done away with dysfunctional or unhappy individuals,
or eradicated anxiety or depression, through their models. In this context,
an educational approach to well-being which is oriented toward social justice
should be cognizant about the politics of educating emotions.

Summary and Conclusion

Because emotions are vital to well-being, they have become part of educa-
tion, for social and emotional learning. Emotional virtues education has noble
goals, to enhance personal and social life and flourishing communities. It may
also aim to develop ‘affective equality,’ recognizing as morally and politi-
cally problematic emotional experience gaps that correlate with advantage and
disadvantage in society. Nobody wants to feel bad. Yet across societies young
people grapple with anxiety, depression, fear, anger, unhappiness, and other
negative emotional experiences. An obvious solution here is to help them learn
to cultivate positive emotions.

Yet there is a risk that education for emotional well-being can exacerbate
rather than ameliorate affective inequality, as political attitudes and cultural
and other forms of bias structure approaches to social and emotional learning
in ways that can reinforce problematic status quos. As expectations about
emotional experiences and expressions vary in societies by gender, race, class,
and more, diverse students face challenges to cultivating a range of emotional
experiences in the classroom. In addition, the traditional western discourses
on well-being discourage reactions to negative experiences in the world before
personal reflection. Being virtuous, any virtue ethicist will observe, is not to
be dogmatic or ‘do nothing’ when observing challenges. However, a message
nonetheless reverberates across social and emotional learning and character
education that one’s feelings are the main locus of responsibility before
anything else. Meanwhile, messages about the importance of acting against
negative social and political conditions are in the background, replacing active,
critically conscious civic education with apolitical, possibly amoral techniques.
Thus, ‘pedagogies of emotional control’ are employed, while ‘pedagogies of
autonomy’ (Maxwell & Reichenbach, 2007), for acting in relation with diverse
others, remain undervalued.

Education should prepare the next generation to live in the world of the
present, but also that of the future. Here, it is not wrong to cultivate emotions
in line with status quo expectations in part, as young people must learn to be
in a community and function within it. However, the problem is when this is
done in narrow-minded ways, as the main means of reaction to a status quo
that is often harmful, unjust, and problematic. Such a view is thus misaligned
with critical approaches to education, ignoring the social and political in favor
of positivistic values, of social control, and an education for students to accept
the world around them, without critical questioning or deeper personal and
social reflection. Looking at curricula around the world from a broad view,
civic and citizenship education is being replaced with education for emotional
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virtues or character education, as what ‘works’ (Jackson, 2020). Yet such
curricula work in a limited, reductive way. They ‘work’ to discipline and
pacify, to make young people manageable and attentive. Yet moral and political
questions are evaded given this positivistic standpoint.

From a critical educational view, students should not be discouraged from
thinking about and acting in relation to negative, harmful experiences they
face and observe around them. Rather, young people should learn to act, and
critically respond, not just to feel, in education for emotional well-being. They
should be encouraged to think about matters of injustice and communicate
and take action alongside others in relation to them. Being a good person in
society is not just about having and expressing good feelings. Instead, studying
good action, that is collective, social, and critical is important if schools are
to cultivate good moral and political beings. Teachers should ensure a better
balance between moral and social education to develop young people with
good character and behavior. Here, good behavior does not mean sitting still
and being obedient, but it involves questioning social injustice and acting in
relation to it.

From a critical theoretical view, by neglecting societal causes of so-called
personal challenges faced, emotional virtues education which looks inward
and places responsibility for emotions on students as individuals also implic-
itly promotes individualism and self-centeredness. Yet the focus on cultivation
of oneself apart from others provides no clear path for learning how to
aid others and contribute to society. This is hardly an education for moral
development, critical civic-mindedness, or social justice. A more balanced
approach, informed by the politics of emotions, can instead empower students
to develop themselves in connection with others, as goodness cannot be
critically understood or pursued meaningfully in the world without relations.
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CHAPTER 4

African Philosophies of Education: Colonialist
Deconstructions and Critical Anticolonial

Reconstructionist Possibilities

Ali A. Abdi

Introduction

In conceptualizing and theorizing about the conventional (as presented in
dominant Western-centric discourses), as well as counter-conventional (as in
decolonizing, multicentric perspectives) of philosophy and philosophies of
education, we could perhaps and contemporaneously agree on some clus-
tered thought systems, and thereof emerging analytical formations that, in
epistemic-contextual terms, inform select social and educational situations. In
the more conventional terms, both formalized or otherwise dispensed read-
ings and attached discussions of philosophy are indeed, at least as presented
in the Western Canon, credited to early Greece and to its most important
thought figures (i.e., Plato and his student Aristotle who were associated with
the Athens Academy as founded by the former). To immediately problematize
this habit in a more nuanced format, through a habitualized assumption, and
straightforwardly staying with general (original), linguistic meaning of philos-
ophy (philosophia as love of wisdom from the Greek word ϕιλoσoϕία), we
must be able to argue otherwise. That is, without any historical or related
epistemic nationalism, we must safely state ‘the love of wisdom’ that contex-
tually results from analytical and critical observations and inquiries about
our lives and relations as attached and implicated by all social and physical
surroundings across the globe. This reality should be at least as old as human
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life. While Platonian/Aristoteleian/European philosophical accreditations are
about 2500 years old, human life (as counted from the first homo sapiens) is
about 300,000 years old.

To perhaps stave off any worries about complexifying my observations here
beyond the critical and deconstructive and reconstructive purposes intended,
let me affirm that I am not saying that philosophy and its educational packets—
as we know and analyze these today—started around the emergence of the
first homo sapiens. That might be read as stretching the case too much, too far
away, and too thin for the organized ways this area should be comprehended.
What I am indicating though, is my continuous, thick argument that this area
of knowledge and study is a cultural component and emerges from people’s
lives, with culture representing the space–time envelops and intersections of
individual/groups’ understandings, relations, behaviors, and sanctions in given
socio-physical contexts. With that in mind, philosophy in so-called classical
Greece was not detached from the Greek/European culture, thus sustaining
its meanings and valuations in post-Platonic, post-Aristoteleian periods. It
was also inherited, via the Latinization of Greek, the rationalization of Euro-
centric knowledge and ways of knowing through and post-Enlightenment
situations. Across the world, these assumptions about uni-centric philosophies
and philosophies of education were undertaken on colonial epistemic projects
that were formalized and institutionalized through colonial education (Abdi,
2008, 2013; Nyerere, 1968; Rodney, 1982).

The monocentric fabrications of the philosophical and its attendant philoso-
phies of education as focusing on what education is needed in a given
context, why such education and how it should be formulated implemented
(Ozmon & Craver, 2012), was what led and sustained these continuous
unidimensional belief systems with Africa, and other non-European spaces,
constructed as a philosophical. Indeed, as Higgs (2008) noted, the hege-
monic colonial discourse that attempted to negate the diversity of knowledges
and lived experiences requires a full challenge that accords African popula-
tions the needed epistemic and epistemological contexts for liberation and
development. It is with the centrality of education (formal or informal) for
people to ascertain their situations, analyze their needs and aspirations, and
design ways of advancing in select or multiple components of life that also
implicates all philosophy as educational. Indeed, the observation attributed
to John Dewey that ‘all philosophy is a theory/philosophy of education fits
well with the ubiquitous presence of the philosophical in both the cultural and
attached learning and teaching realms of the person and their community(ies).
As such, all socially organized communities, regardless of their geographical or
other characteristics, can claim the presence, as well as the practice of, philos-
ophy and philosophies of education as both are so fundamental to critically
inquire about and interactively respond to both the prevailing/emergent real-
ities and needs of spatial–temporal mediated life systems and contexts. In terms
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of educational contexts and analyses, we shall note that philosophy and educa-
tion, as a constructs and practices, are natural to all human contexts for, as
already implicated above, humans are both inquiry-driven and learning beings,
which are both fundamental to their continuities and survival.

Colonialist Deconstructions of African
Philosophies and Philosophies of Education

Despite the above presented fundamentality of both education and
philosophical inquiries for people’s lives, the colonialists’ deliberate ‘de-
philosophization’ of Africa was not limited to that, but also extended to
the educational situation and, so clearly, to African philosophies of education
(Abdi, 2008; Achebe, 2000). What should be understood here is the obser-
vational looniness of such assumptions which actually pose more dangers that
might be initially detected. When we, either out of biased ignorance or for
domination or exploitative intentions, cancel the presence and possibilities of
education, we can sense and pragmatically notice the denial of historical and
current agency. By direct extension, the rescinding of situational initiatives
that trigger and drive peoples’ advancement and well-being are extensively
damaged. Yet, this is precisely what happened to Africans and other subjects
of European colonialism, who were perforce exposed to a well-organized
psycho-cultural and educational onslaught that derided their cultures, learning
systems, pedagogical arrangements, which all served as precursors for, indeed
facilitated subsequent political and economic dominations (Abdi, 2013).

To achieve psycho-cultural and educational colonization in the African
context therefore, the first steps were to disparage and decommission African
educational and social development systems, locating the continent as ahis-
torical, a-philosophical, uneducated, and deprived of development (Achebe,
2000; Nyerere, 1968; Rodney, 1982). Indeed, these initially presumptive
and as we know now, false racist assumptions, which were, nevertheless,
realized through colonial education (Kane, 2012 [1963]; wa Thiong’o,
1993), set up and sustained continually damaging psychosomatic impacts.
These also extended into intergenerational cognitive colonization schemes
that continue to solely elevate Eurocentric and Euro-American-centric ideas,
languages, knowledge systems, learning institutions, and related educational
desires and valuations. Based on my continuing reading here and as discussed
in few previous, related oeuvres (see Abdi, 2008, 2013, 2020), the discred-
iting of Africa on the historical, educational, and developmental fronts was
foundationally attached and carried out through the organized denial of the
continent and its peoples’ philosophical and educational philosophy achieve-
ments. As already implicated here, such denial is, to be precise, nonsensical as
it is both counter-rational and counter-reasonable. Yet, these were organized
attempts to rescind what has actually defined and formulated, and in primary
and fundamental livelihood terms, this ancient land’s livelihood and learning
dynamisms as well as social development achievements and intentions.
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For emphasis at least, and cognizant of this as somewhat already implicated
above, the fundamentality of philosophical thinking, analysis, and criticisms
must be present in all human contexts, which also makes educational philoso-
phies the sine qua non of human cultural, political, and economic designs
and progress. To convey the point as thickly as possible, no social group
or other humanly connected entities (whether in larger or smaller commu-
nity or national spaces, including in family and/or organizational contexts)
could have lived or survived over millennia in the African world without
conceptualizing and achieving select philosophizing and learning philosophies
contexts. Henceforward, it was imperative to add to the extractable learning
and teaching thoughts systems that were crucial for the indispensable gener-
ation and regeneration of required interdependent ecological and selectively
localized vie quotidian existentialities.

Despite these facts, dominant Western philosophy advanced their own
ideas as being the totality of philosophy and philosophical thinking as these
were created, discovered, and emanated from a universalistic European epis-
temic center that demands from the rest of the world to draw from it with
unquestionable learning and knowledge loyalty. Such loyalty demands strictly
following Platonic (Socratic) and Aristotelian intentions (i.e., the so-named
classical Greece and Athens) and continued through coinciding Eurocentric
thought traditions. Sympathetically, according to such totalizing credit and
with analytical amnesia about the rest of the world, the British philosopher
Alfred N. Whitehead tried to teach us that all philosophy was, for his own
ipso facto, only a footnote to Plato (Ozmon & Craver, 2012). In responding
to this shallow and totalizing epistemic crediting and arrogance during the
misnamed postcolonial context, Chinua Achebe (1989) marveled, sort of pro-
sarcastically, at the non-camouflaged code where for African thinkers and
writers, the qualitative validity of their works have had to be sanctioned
by contemporary European and Euro-American men [and women] in post-
Athenian and currently domineering [sic] centres of power and ‘knowledge’
(New York, London, Paris). In Achebe’s characteristic and blinking-averse
format, he notes how he could not decipher the ‘cocksurness’ (his term) of
these still colonialist-minded creatures.

The issue of de-philosophization and its affiliated categories of education
and social well-being are directly related to the interchanges of power and
knowledge, or in Foucauldian terms, the intersecting and interdependent lines
of the two (Foucault, 1980). For me, this affirms the deliberate colonialist
historical disempowerment of Africans and others, and which, by direct exten-
sion, negated their epistemic and epistemological locations and intentions.
Indeed, it was the British historian H.R. Trevor-Roper (1963), who was based
at Oxford University (note both the imputed and accrued power statuses of
the man and the place, and thus, the knowledge valuation attached to his
ideas), who ‘affirmed’ for his audience the ahistorical nature of Africa. That
is the whole place, the whole landmass (i.e., the second biggest continent on
earth) and its peoples without any history prior to European colonialism. This
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should expose the monstrosity of such statements which were, for all prac-
tical possibilities, false and useless ethnocentrically racist talk. But that was not
the case for Trevor-Roper who was hardly the only inventor of the multi-
tude falsehoods about Africa, from the so-called European thought leaders.
The globally celebrated German philosopher G.W.F. Hegel (1965), somehow
knew, without setting a foot on Africa and without any contact with one
single African, that this ancient continent was devoid of history and histor-
ical achievements, representing a darkness-enveloped landmass that was ready
to be plundered, taken-advantage-of, and robbed of its resources.

The narrating of these tragically false assumptions about Africa and its
peoples need to be told and retold as their impact has represented, at least
in knowledge, learning and developmental terms, a systematic onslaught that
lowered the onto-existentialities as well as the subjectivities of communities
that have not yet recovered from such presumptive if ‘believable’ (re: the
profile of the protagonists) exhortations. To understand the depth of the
problem, one need not miss that Hegel was talking about Africa around the
advent of nineteenth-century colonialism and certainly had direct impact on
the imperial project that pillaged African lands and lives. To show the centrality
of Hegel’s work to the so-named ‘Scramble for Africa’ (Pakenham, 2015
[1991]), one can simply refer to his rationale on the wisdom of stealing Africa’s
resources by Europeans (Hegel, 1965). Africa, as he put it, was an infantile
place fit for plunder and pillage by Europe. Interestingly and quite astonish-
ingly, these Hegelian schemes of dehistoricization, plunder, and theft were
conveyed in one of his most important works oxymoronly entitled Reason in
History. At any rate, the point here is not to repeat his diatribe but rather to
highlight the colonial rationalist language he mastered to play an intellectual
vanguard for the benighted and again massively misnamed Mission Civilsatrice
(Said, 1993). It is also important and indeed categorically central to my argu-
ments here that such pathologization of Africans, their capacities and life
systems minimally shaped so much of the global situations, relationship, and
social development contexts we see today.

My arguments should also minimally convey the need to continuously,
systematically and as needed, negate and refute item-by-item, the false, racist
exhortations with counter-racist humanizing notations and attached perspec-
tival pragmatics. The false assumptions and their attendant destructive impact
and outcomes were later perforce advanced through colonial military actions
and educational projects, which sustained the schemata of the continent and its
peoples’ dehistoricizations, de-philosophizations, and de-epistemologizations.
Such schemes deliberately destroyed over millennia-thriving primordial, tradi-
tional life systems, and almost permamentized, as Nyerere (1968), Rodney
(1982), and Achebe (2009 [1958]) cogently analyzed, the now celebrated
African poverty and underdevelopment. To critically discern the level of
destructiveness that was unleashed on Africa/Africans’ corporeal, mental, and
wealth contexts (minimally for a clear comprehension for new generations of
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students and scholars), I revisit Ivan Van Sertima’s brilliant, if subjectively
difficult, readings on the situation:

No other disaster with the exception of the Flood (if that biblical legend is true)
can equal in dimensions of destructiveness, the cataclysm that shook Africa…
.Fast populations were uprooted and displaced, whole generations disappeared,
European diseases descended like the plague decimating both people and
livestock, cities and towns were abandoned, family networks disintegrated, king-
doms crumbled, the threads of cultural and historical continuity were so torn
asunder that henceforward, one could have to talk of two Africas: the one before
and the one after the Holocaust. (Van Sertima, 1991, p. 8)

It is indeed with the described magnitude of colonial psycho-cultural, educa-
tional, and physical destructiveness that should entice us to not avoid the
realities of the case for professional convenience or observational comfort, but
rather to deal with it, analyze it and continuously critique all of these head-
long. Ongoing comprehensively critical inquiry is needed to psycho-socially,
practically, and counter-colonially decommission the damage done to Africa’s
multiple life references. It is with this in mind that we should reference the
still supremely relevant, seminal works of, inter alia, Frantz Fanon (1967,
1968) and Aimé Césaire (1972). Although they were not born in Africa but
part of the transatlantic African diaspora (from Martinique in the Caribbean),
they read, as much as anyone else, the comprehensiveness of the overall onto-
epistemological damages, which they reflected upon, and from there, pointed
out active ways to liberate the fundamental particles of people’s lives. In
Fanon’s (1967) terms and connecting well with Albert Memmi’s (1991) work
who was another excellent colonization scholar, when damages are done to
one’s fundamental contextual references (in subjective, thought and general
worldview situations), the new subjects created become, in psycho-cognitive
terms at least, external to their original self. From there, these new subjects
normalize their ‘naturalized’ (minimally in their minds) inferior status vis-à-vis
their oppressors.

In comprehensive terms and referencing Nyerere’s (1968) excellent anal-
ysis, the continuing struggle against the extensive, systematic devaluing of
people’s lives, which must be confronted tout court, should build more
on anti-colonist and liberating philosophy and philosophies of education
terrains. Indeed, the depth of internalized inferiority overtime was/is so
thick that Freire’s construct and possible practice of conscientization (concien-
tazaçao) could be deployed here as a multistep platform and prospect for
onto-epistemological liberation. Nyerere, as a philosopher-statesman (Graham,
1976; Mhina & Abdi, 2009), critically and quite astutely read the long-
term impact of colonial education and its attached philosophical assumptions
that, as mentioned above, first demeaned the reconstruction of the conti-
nent’s learning and developmental platforms to counter the longue durée
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de-patterning of the general perceptions and attached subjective existentialities
of generations of Tanzanians and Africans. Indeed, while we might contem-
poraneously speak about education as a developmental platform (Abdi, 2008;
Afful-Broni et al., 2020) that enhances people’s lives in personal, professional,
institutional, societal situations, or otherwise with observable validity with
such assumption (e.g., the usually measurable correspondence between levels
of learning and economic viability), Nyerere (1968) clearly saw the damaging
nature of colonial education. It minimally imposed an externally problem-
atic and perforce implemented schemes that attempted to alter the situational
realities of the colonized, inculcating in the minds of its recipients, enduring
clusters of cognitive colonization (wa Thiong’o, 1993, 2009).

Certainly, in all contexts of human history, we continuously thought/think
about and established/establish learning systems that were/are ipso facto,
essential to our existence and forward movement in civilizational and related
matters of life. It is with that fundamental reading of human life, especially as
it is attached to historical and contemporary Africa and the lives of Africans,
that education as it is perceived, philosophized and constructed, becomes so
indispensable for our socio-cultural existentialities (Mandela, 1994; Nyerere,
1968). As Nelson Mandela shared in his autobiography Long Walk to Freedom
(1994), from elemental individual well-being to social development, the
quality as well as the provision of available learning and pedagogical platforms
serve as the main drivers of the case and especially so when communalized to
all members of the community.

While the constructions of philosophical traditions and the learning opera-
tions thereof deduced, span across times-and-spaces, even after the ending of
most physical colonialism in Africa in early-to-mid 1960s, the continent and its
peoples continue to contend with the derivatives of European Enlightenment-
attached modernist thinking and practices (for an interesting read and Euro-
centric of modernity, see Huntington, 1971). Modernity would deride, even
now, Africa’s life systems as irrational, primitively disorganized, and time
wise immeasurable. Certainly in partial response to these and other surface
assumptions, Nyerere’s (1968) anti-colonial educational and social develop-
ment projects, which were mainly constituted in hisUjamaa program (Ujamaa
broadly meaning familyhood or in extended readings, villagehood), aimed to
establish a basic platform for Indigenous education and social development
projects. These, as sometimes misunderstood, were not against other knowl-
edge systems, but saw the fundamentality of such projects as extendable
into the overall social well-being possibilities across Tanzania and potentially
elsewhere in Africa.

However, or expectedly, the projects were differently read by opposing
interest groups both inside and outside Tanzania. Ujamaa which was negatively
depicted by global capitalism and its agents, as McHenry (1994) cogently
observed, also faced initially latent opposition from the emerging and individ-
ually enterprising comprador class in the late 1960s to early 1970s Tanzania.
So with Ujamaa’s unfulfilled possibilities for the reconstruction of African
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philosophies of education, and the factual continuation of colonial education
in Tanzania/Africa’s curricular, linguistic, and certainly philosophical dimen-
sions, how are we to read the context and respond to it as we enter the third
decade of the twenty-first century? For my descriptive, analytical, and crit-
ical corners, the redoing of colonial philosophies of education is as urgent as
ever. To be sure, and especially for those who might be new or relatively new
to African philosophical and educational studies, perhaps a reminder that the
continent’s slow and, in some places, absent social advancement is not, in abso-
lute categorical terms, natural to Africans and their world. The one human race
capabilities (not two races or more, see Cook, 2005), regardless of location
and background, are comparable across the board and in global terms. Perhaps
a good example of this is to open-mindedly ascertain the achievements of
African immigrants in spaces where their initiatives, intelligence, enterprising,
and related energies are not impeded by colonial politics and control systems
by African dictatorial regimes. This also explains why so many highly educated
and capable people are leaving the continent. For those who read and react to
Africa from external plateaus, the continent might be seen (in selective terms)
via its almost celebrated (if so misplaced) poverty status, complemented by
the absence, again selectively, of competitive economies, all occasionally exac-
erbated by cases of de-development (e.g., destroying the limited institutional
viability there via civil wars). While some of these perceptions are not totally
out of place, the risk of simplistic, de-historicized readings abound. In critically
ascertaining the weight of the counter-dehistoricizing fight, Cabral (1970)
noted how the fabrication of ahistorical Africa and its peoples was deliber-
ately connected to the colonial double objective of dehistoricization and the
subsequent rehistoricization of Africans as a newly discovered parcel of the
natural progression of European history.

Without belaboring the point on the current depressed development situ-
ations, which are factually historically connected, we can also practically state,
without a thread of hesitancy, that Africa’s current development issues are
firstly due to the political office longevity schemes of some leaders. This
is complemented in quasi-direct terms by the political and policy continu-
ities (the leaders’ failure and culpability as well here) of decontextualized
and socio-culturally alienating educational systems that continue to disregard
and demean the continent’s rich knowledge, learning, and pedagogical tradi-
tions. Drawing upon Cabral’s (1973) seminal points again with prior echoes
from Fanon (1968), the rhetoric of national liberation and related anticolonial
struggles followed by limited political independence and attempts to create a
cohesive developmental community can all be as such, and nothing more than
rhetorical and insignificant. That’s, unless the postcolonial leadership pragma-
tizes these into real improvements in the daily living conditions of the people.
Alas, the majority of African leadership in the past 60 or so years miserably
failed in this, and the masses’ developmental aspirations for social advance-
ment are at best of quarterly completion in very few countries. As such,
and to reiterate one central objective in this writing, if Africa is to achieve
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decolonized Africanist philosophical, educational, and development possibili-
ties, African leaders and education policymakers should heed the call for new
ways of reviving and reconstructing the continent’s rich traditions in these and
related domains of life. It is with this call in mind that I now turn to possible
ways of reconstructing African philosophies of education for socio-cultural,
educational, and overall community well-being.

African Philosophies of Education: Critical
Reconstructionist Analyses and Possibilities

Relying for epistemic and analytical intentions on the preceding arguments,
I am able to say, in a straightforwardly manner, that traditional African
education was well-conceptualized, well-designed, and well-constructed with
communally functional and viable learning pedagogical platforms that were
of important historical, cultural, and philosophical foundations, operations
and outcomes. As such, precolonial African contexts of education were,
perhaps as much as anything else, directly responsive to, and pragmati-
cally implemented within the blocks and actions of critical query situations.
In historico-situational terms, these were not dissimilar from the ways we
perceive and interact with contemporary educational philosophies. Without
that (through a sort of reverse analysis), Africans and other colonized popu-
lations across the globe wouldn’t have been exposed to Europe’s imperial
schemes had the former not devised, revised, and advanced important and
contextually functioning systems of learning that were built on such philoso-
phies of learning. On the ‘sort of reverse analysis’ point here, they would
have perished long ago, which could have also practicalized the colonialists’
false terrra nullius thesis about Africa and other places. With this in mind,
my direct and sans apologie deployment of the constructs and practices of
philosophy and philosophy of education in historical Africa should not repre-
sent an extraneous descriptive or analytical puzzle as that is exactly what was
happening, calling for necessary modifications and reconstructions and needs
on the ground.

A propos then the centrality of the reconstructionist perspective where
the intervening purpose here is not to claim a novel need to come up
with just new African philosophies of education, but to reassert and re-
enliven what was destroyed by the colonial epistemic and epistemological
onslaught. This onslaught, which was again designed to damage both the
corporeal and cognitive subjectivities of the persona Africana so as to facil-
itate the colonizing project, encompassed all systems of Indigenous knowl-
edges, educational systems, and the critical queries (philosophical perspectives)
attached to those, and to the overall quotidian as well as long-term psycho-
cultural locations and formations of people. Indeed, to borrow a few lines
from reconstructionist Africana critical theory as a way of countering epis-
temic apartheid (Rabaka, 2010), while still staying connected to the general
intentions of the criticality tradition with ongoing ameliorative intentions
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and possibilities (Frye, 2020 [1957]), I reaffirm how African traditional soci-
eties survived, thrived, and advanced via perspectively querying about their
education systems. From there, people suggested and shared potential learning
and teaching betterments, and acted upon those, with everything actively and
essentially connected to prevailing as well as emerging community needs and
aspirations. As such, what we now call the main questions of educational
philosophies (i.e., what education, why such education, and how to do it) were
categorically and with agentic realities, formulated and selectively undertaken
in these traditional societies.

In reaffirming, as many times as opportune, traditional African educational
philosophies, were effective to historico-culturally ascertain and appreciate the
prevailing contexts for which these were designed, constructed, and utilized.
In most cases (with some important exceptions), such educational philoso-
phies and related epistemic as well as learning and teaching platforms were
not in conventional written formats. Yet the blocks of knowledge present and
operational were systematically and comprehensively preserved in the minds
of intellectually well-endowed community members who, as we learned from
the trenchant analysis of the late Kenyan philosopher Henry Odera Oruka
(1990), were inter-communally recognized for their sagacity, or as he called
them, African sage philosophers. To critically comprehend and appreciate such
sagacity and the epistemic achievements of African sage philosophers there-
fore, one need not miss the centrality of all of this in relation to the histories,
cultures, and related learning and pedagogical realities as created through, and
operationalized via the continent’s oral literatures (orature). As such, these
systems of knowing, inquiring about, analyzing, and henceforward acting
upon critically attained episteme were orality-based-and-expounded philoso-
phies of education. That even when the most comprehensive and systematic
writing in the so-called ancient world, as we know that script today and
through its millennia formalizations and reformatting, was actually invented
in Africa (Ong, 2013 [1982]). That is, through the socio-cultural calligraphic
formations and reformations of Egyptian and Nubian kingdoms and dynasties
in northeastern Africa.

Indeed, enlarging the potentially assumed confines of the critical in
ascertaining the problematic and colonialist interplays or orality-embedded
epistemic systems and text-borne knowledge categories, the hegemonic and
onto-epistemological supremacist elevation of the latter over the former, estab-
lished and sustained the extensity of the still impactful mental colonization
realities (wa Thiong’o, 1986, 2009). These continue to imprint and sustain
so much demerit points on Africans’ psycho-political and economic situations
and by the needed expansive undertaking of social development projects. As
such, the urgency of reviving African philosophies of education to inform and
structure both learning and pedagogical systems should be clear. Minimally at
the ideational level, followed by structural redrawing of the situation and the
multi-focal reconstruction of these philosophies, it is imperative to successfully
formulate educational contexts that refrain from alienating people from their



4 AFRICAN PHILOSOPHIES OF EDUCATION … 73

cultural, linguistic, and related knowledge and learning needs. What should be
practically understood is that this does not mean African schools and institu-
tions of higher education will stop teaching useful knowledge from elsewhere.
What it means though is to loudly announce knowledge and education as also
emerging from African sources, minds, and achievements. In Sandra Harding’s
(1998, 2008) cogent analysis, all knowledge, regardless of its current status
and composition, is essentially and for all practical intentions, of collective
human origin and collaboration. It is within that collective and collaborative
reality that African traditional philosophies of education, as emanating from
the original space of humanity, contextually and certainly in global terms, must
announce their viability and over millennia learning-wise effective mechanisms
in the continent’s and selectively, in extra-Africa contemporary educational
terrains.

As alluded to above, world media readings and simplistic reporting on
this ancient continent have Africa as hastily synonymized with intercon-
nected educational, politico-economic, and related progress failures that have
become, with more negativities than otherwise, of naturalized status. In more
nuanced and generalization-refuting perspective, the continent and its peoples
do deal with more than their fair share of human development issues, especially
as there are measured through the indices used by the yearly published UNDP
Development Report (UNDP, 2020). Perusing the report which is neither
perfectly designed as it does not fully account for all the political, economic,
and educational situations in the continent, African countries, nevertheless,
monopolize the lowest ranks of the available information. Here, perhaps a brief
point for now, on the conceptual and practical constructions of development
(social development as I have been labeling it for the past little while). The idea
of development as it is currently constituted in the social sciences literature is
not actually that old; that is in the long history of human life. As policy-into-
programmatic terms and intentions, the construct and its practical implications
were first presented in a post-World War II speech on an assumed platform
of international development by then American President Harry Truman who
saw, from his triumphant vantage point, a way of uplifting poor populations via
American-centric/Western-centric economic and related advancements (Black,
2002). Interestingly and not unexpectedly, the assumed viability of exported
international development did not solve the world’s problems, and more often
than otherwise, created a uni-directional policy and project perspectives that
were more or less only fitted for their Western socio-cultural origins. Some-
what like colonialism, though more benign in its control of people’s lives, this
modernity predicated progress assumed too much about the well-being needs
of Africans and others from afar, thus applying a detached, prejudicial gaze
that hardly took into account the actual needs of different populations.

In the analysis of the late Nigerian political economist, Claude Ake, what
was termed development (in both economic and political terms) in Western
capitals, did not make sense in African terrains, basically and in practical points,
thus qualifying itself as non-development and impractical (Ake, 1996, 2000).
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Despite such development assumptions and issues and the locational feasibility
complexities, the need for human advancement is still an important prospect
in the lives of Africans and others. This is important in the sense that Africa
and Africans are not detached from the rest of the world, nor located outside
the zonal influences and realities of globalization even if in most cases they are
systematically marginalized within and around it. It is with such pragmatics
that we shall still locate different projects of formal, informal, non-formal
education as potentially contributing to people’s well-being in these and future
times. That, even when we have been speaking extensively about the damages
done by colonial education on the bodies and psyches of dadka Afrikaanka
ah (African people) and other colonized Indigenous populations across the
globe. It is indeed with the still intact colonial systems of education in most
postcolonial states that we must discuss a new type of social development that
could be achieved through the reconstruction of the philosophical, linguistic,
curricular and general learning as well as teaching intentions and possibilities
of contemporary African learning and teaching systems. In posthumous epis-
temic and developmental crediting, the seminal works of anticolonial African
philosophers including Julius Nyerere and Amilcar Cabral, among others,
should, in categorical and postfacto terms, prove the point: Counter-cultural,
counter-linguistic, counter-philosophical, and counter-epistemological educa-
tion, in essence, counter-African onto-existentialities learning and instructional
platforms, cannot develop Africa and its peoples.

It is with these irrefutable facts in mind that contemporary and still
Western monocentric education with its actual underlying philosophies, policy
formulations, and attached practical implications/outcomes cannot and will
not establish and sustain acutely needed advancement possibilities in neither
Africa’s mostly overcrowded urban centers nor in the continent’s rural loca-
tions. To repeat, with an eye on the pragmatics of the moment and in both
psychosocial and material terms, Africans are fully connected to the world
and to all its desires and aspirations for better lives, even when they are not
economically so endowed. This applies especially to young people, who are
the future of the continent and are so more connected via the now ubiqui-
tous internet availability and attached social media platforms, to the rest of
the world. The African youth, who are expected to number about 850 million
by the year 2050, see/feel, in quotidian terms, the facilities of life, especially
in employment and countable wealth parcels, in extra-Africa spaces, which are
no longer limited to Europe and North America, but are also present in a
number of places in especially Southeast Asia.

While the year 2050 might sound to some as some distant time block, it
is actually approaching fast. Even with that potential complicated time–space
comprehension, the youth unemployment situation tells a story of economic
despair with an estimated 70% of that population exposed to chronic poverty
(International Labour Organization, ILO, 2016). Select potential analytical
queries to my arguments here could be the following: How about the educa-
tion, why is that not helpful, and what levels do these youth achieve? Maybe
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they need more education, could be a suggestive observation. Interestingly
and especially in urban centers, a good majority of the young people who
are dealing with these difficulty employment situations did not only complete
primary and secondary schools but a good number hold tertiary-level creden-
tials. Indeed, the situation is not about the absence of education but more
so the relevance of such education, which, as extensively pointed above, is
not thought-of, designed and implemented for the needs of Africans. For
all practical undertakings, such learning does not only provide decontextu-
alized, de-communal epistemic and training style blocks, but also damages
the subjective confidence of its recipients. By extension, it also diminishes
the transformative agency of learners by continually elevating, to say de novo,
the history, cultures, knowledges, and achievements of the so-called developed
world. In parallel terms, such education also directly or otherwise decommis-
sions people’s basic ontological and related humanizing as well as close-to-self,
and connected-to-community capacities and potential advancement references.
As noted by the African Center for Economic Transformation (ACET, 2016),
it is with these realities that half of the continent’s millions of young people
who come out of universities every year remain unemployed.

With the inter-justifying problematics of education and social develop-
ment in the continent therefore, the reconstruction of Africa’s learning and
teaching platforms including but not limited to the philosophical as well as
the cultural and attached linguistic contexts is important and urgent. Such
systematic prospects of reconstruction assure a return, again in Cabralian
terms (Cabral, 1970, 1973), to the lost and long-awaited Africanization (as
opposed to colonial de-Africanization) of the ways we think about educa-
tion, conceive the contextual and viability possibilities of such education, and
via such deliberations and outcomes, accord a prominent place for African
Indigenous Knowledge systems and epistemologies. Again, the process of
Africanizing both the learning and knowledge contexts will be emanating
from and comprehensively responsive to the whole of African ontologies,
cosmo-ecological locations, and communally-benefiting needs, aspirations, and
undertakings. It is high time therefore, to speak about the urgent need to
Africanize education and its knowledge categories, complemented by the
imperative to bring together/query about the multiple, interconnected crit-
ical points of the case. Indeed, I agree with Afful-Broni et al. (2020, p. 9)
when, with recognitively critical and contemporaneously prescient notations,
they write: “put simply, ‘Africanization’ is a process of making something
‘African’ in terms of a relation of history, identity, context, politics and the
philosophy of practice.”

Conclusion

In this work, I have engaged, with broad analytical and critical notations
and intentions, a quasi-circular presentation on the fateful knowledge and
learning encounters between Africa and its peoples, on the one side, and the
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dehistoricization as well as the philosophical and epistemological onslaught of
European colonialism. Such onslaught was deliberately unleashed to suppress,
not just people’s basic lives but their educational and social development
references as well. As should be gleaned from the chapter, the complexity
of the issues that pertain to these historical-into-contemporary contexts and
outcomes need to be ascertained with the systematic decommissioning of
the Eurocentric deconstructions of Africa’s socio-cultural and learning plat-
forms. These platforms included the traditionally embedded philosophical and
educational philosophy systems that were foundational to the way Africans
thought about, related to, interacted with, impacted and were impacted by
their social and physical ecologies, and thrived over millennia. In analytical
intermediary terms, I have connected the issues to their epistemic and philo-
sophical trajectories and to select European thought leaders who, in totalizing
falsehoods, acted as the de-ethical apologists for the colonial project, thus
creating a fabricated image of the continent that was multiply demeaning,
and extendedly dehumanizing. To counter these philosophical and educational
mythologies which have been perforce pragmatized through colonialism (as
most enduring myths become real for willing believers) and with the educa-
tional philosophical terrain in ‘postcolonial’ Africa as still fairly connected to
that, I have suggested the need for philosophical and educational philosophies
reconstructions for Africanized education and social well-being.

Via the anticolonial constructions of African philosophies of education espe-
cially, the main points should be responsive to describing and analyzing the
generally major philosophical questions which, although should always be
locally formulated, could still have widened global interfaces and connec-
tivity. That is, what systems of learning and teaching do African desire and
need in these so-called globally interconnected and networked times. Such
primary point should consequence the rational query of why specific categories
of education should take precedence over other possibilities, all comple-
mented by the critical methodological question of how such reconstructions
should be designed and implemented for inclusive individual and commu-
nity advancement and wellbeing. Indeed to recall de novo, Amilcar Cabral’s
timeless analysis, culturally de-sourced peoples cannot achieve development,
which should take us back, with the appreciation of the implicated Sankofa1

praxis, to his ‘return to the source’ prospect (Cabral, 1973) in cultural, philo-
sophical, educational, and social progress counter-colonialist constructions and
reconstructions.

1 Sankofa, in generalized terms and for my understanding here, is a linguistic/expressive
term from the languages of Ghanaian peoples, and serves as an important socio-cultural
metaphor to value, indeed to go back and retrieve, what was there before/left behind.
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PART II

Critical Race Theories of Education



CHAPTER 5

Educating for Critical Race and Anti-Colonial
Intersections

George J. Sefa Dei and Asna Adhami

Introduction

As we write this chapter, we are over one year into the global coron-
avirus pandemic on Turtle Island, and likely longer than that in other parts
of the world, and probably ours as well. All continents are now affected
(CTV, Forani, 2020), over two million people have passed away, almost
one hundred million confirmed cases (WHO, 2021), the world has seen
many lockdowns, industry upheavals and crash after crash of the capitalistic,
credit-based economies, the competition for vaccines, cures, and distribution
politics. There is also a consuming debate, counter-visions, and ideas about
policing and police reform, defunding and disbandment, renewed again in
the aftermath of the police killings in the United States of George Floyd,
Breonna Taylor, and other countless other lives, needlessly cut short. In the
wake of police incident-related deaths in Canada, including Chantal Moore
in Edmunston, Ejaz Choudry in Peel Region, Eishia Hudson in Winnipeg,
Regis Korchinski-Paquet in Toronto (Cooke, 2020; Malone et al., 2020),
similar conversations are also taking place here. In Toronto, police are finally
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working toward piloting a project to redirect mental health calls and well-
ness checks to non-police professionals for response in certain parts of the city
(CBC, Toronto Pilot Project, 2021).

We take an anti-colonial approach toward understanding how the past
colonialities around the globe, inform the present efforts to attain justice:

Anti-racism work, now more than ever, requires an integrated, interdisciplinary,
and intersectional understanding in order to recognize its global impact, scope,
and implications. Anti-racism, thus, has emerged in today’s context as a way
to theorize, measure, understand, and counter the systemic physical, spiritual,
communal, and emotional violences enacted by dominant cultures upon the
Black, Indigenous, Racialized and other marginalized communities that they
live among and beside. (Dei & Adhami, 2021a, p. 158)

What sometimes is lost—almost always lost except in the hearts and minds of
those directly affected by the oppressions—is the historicity of these calls and
debates globally, for decades, centuries, and likely millennia. Not only must
we look back into both told and untold histories from around the world, it is
even more important to implement a broadly informed multicentric approach
(Dei, 2016), and we place the many centered views alongside one another
(Adhami, 2015) in order to facilitate deeper knowing and better application
of these learnings, if we want actual change in our communities and related
frameworks, such as education, legal, and healthcare. The only way to displace
hegemony is to include the rest of us and to remember—and address—the
problems of the past so that we may actually progress.

We—as racialized participants in the academy—and indeed citizens in these
socially and perpetually unjust globally intersectional societies are all too
keenly aware of the erasure of our histories and the violences that we and
those before us have stood up to, spoken out about, and fought against.
We are aware of the progresses—changes big and small—that came about
but were eroded before having a chance to turn the forever tide, by the
cyclical processes inherent in supremacies that continually sustain themselves.
Among the myriad of upheavals occurring around the world during this time,
perhaps one very telling example of the pervasive endurance of coloniality and
supremist ideology is the January 6, 2021, Capitol Hill insurrection in the
United States. While the systems of safety and security continuously and year
over year kept a hyper vigilant attention on Black, Indigenous, Muslim, Asian,
and other Racialized peoples and their supporters around the country, other
extremists holding majority identities, in this case white and Christian, gained
the freedom to flourish en masse and attack their own political infrastructure,
while evading the same kinds of fear-inducing labels or responsive policing
actions or lasting societal consequences. Such reality and practice are among
the reasons we and others remain keenly aware that we must instigate more
change as we continue to face and fight the injustices and work to recover the
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histories, making every effort to ensure these new changes—layered over all
those which have come before, last for all future generations.

As anti-colonial scholars, we are also connected to and maintain relation-
ships with our Indigenous heritages, in ways that are relational to lands,
spirituality, and community, and we work to integrate these ways of knowing
and the many teachings they offer to derive meaning and bring context to
our work. We strive to consider beyond the contemporary identity tropes
of skin color, ethnicity, national identity, and biological characteristics, which
become contested and politicized through colonial displacements, to under-
stand how mechanisms of power can be mobilized to embolden, neutralize,
erase, or suppress. The evidence describing the impact of these kinds of colo-
nial impacts on the subjects of its ruptures is long documented by many
over decades and centuries. We have referenced only a handful of scholars
from the past including Said (1979), Fanon (1961), Freire (1970), Smith
(2012), and Césaire (1955), who are among many others who document
and demonstrate how Euro-Western hegemonies have oppressed the non-
European world. From an Anti-colonial perspective, perhaps one of the most
profound implications is that even in cases where sovereignty and freedom are
returned to peoples in principle, the menace of supremacist ideologies remains
in place, such as in our education systems, for example, as to whose language
we work in, and whose science and knowledges are considered valid. In society
and everyday life, these ideologies become conveyed subtly in whose battle
conquests and religions we center in our societies and observe as holidays,
for example. Given the nature of coloniality’s supremacist binary tendencies,
these ideologies show up in how peoples in these societies—and their beliefs,
customs, or traditions—become labeled as good or bad, right or wrong, civil
or savage, terrorist or citizen—they show up in who is collectively vilified.
It means these same people, by extension, will ignore how global industry
exploits land, labor, and climate sovereignty of certain countries, with expan-
sive, invasive projects that offer next-to-nothing wages, with almost complete
disregard for local ecologies but then decry human rights abuses or climate
pollution and change without any consideration of complicity. In the case
of news and journalism, CBC Senior Reporter, Jody Porter (2022, pp. 8–9)
describes the damaging impact of this disregard in the context of a growing
industry of information dissemination, which values content, technologies,
volume, and immediacies over knowledge, accuracy, and responsibility: “Old
forms of accountability, of being responsible to one’s community through
reciprocal relations, are subverted in this dumping ground of data. In the
news media’s quest for clicks, favor falls on social media accounts with mass
followings, so people who are popular on Twitter are coveted as news sources
and interview subjects to drive more traffic to the news website. Former U.S.
President Donald Trump is only the most extreme example of the damage
this can do to public discourse where the person with the loudest voice is
given a virtual blow horn.” An anti-colonial lens allows us to also extend these
analyses of power dynamics in systems predicated on colonial and imperialist
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dispossession, to deeply understand and reflect on how these endemic values
rage on in order to envision strategic educational transformation (Dei, 2006,
2021).

Between us, we locate ourselves as scholars and citizens, we ground in
ancestries, experiences, and traditions from other continents, which converge
and intersect with those that exist on the lands we presently inhabit. We pool
our experiences as Elder, parent, community leader, pedagogue, as daughter,
caregiver, journalist, scholar, and artist, as educators, change makers, activists,
and of genders, locations, identities from our long journeyed paths. We
work to subvert, change, reform, intervene in, and sometimes reinvent how
knowledge, education, and information is collected, interpreted, disseminated,
hidden, revealed, safe-kept, and used in the systemic continuance of power
dynamics in society and institutions. To come from these places is to embody
the spirit and the knowledge (Dei, 2013, p. 31), the research, and the history
and to make that which we create, healing in essence. We share a clear vision
for inclusive social, educational, and community well-being possibilities, that
are multiply and simultaneously inter-enriching and brimming with intentions,
options, and actions that that can be called upon and deployed for anti-colonial
and antiracist emancipation.

While these pandemic times have proven extraordinary in many fath-
omable and unfathomable ways, we come to this work, also having witnessed
many renewals and returns, and with intrinsic hope. Little Bear shares how
worldviews shape understanding and engagement:

In Aboriginal philosophy, existence consists of energy. All things are animate,
imbued with spirit, and inconstant motion. In this realm of energy and spirit,
interrelationships between all entities are of paramount importance space is a
more important referent than time…The idea of all things being in constant
motion or flux leads to a holistic and cyclical view of the world. (Little Bear,
2000, p. 1)

We see movements, projects, and programs that serve to uplift, empower, and
propel Black and Indigenous peoples all around the world and provide oppor-
tunities, mentorships, and avenues that were previously oppressively denied.
We have seen the election of President Joe Biden and Vice President Kamala
Harris in the United States and their reversal of their predecessor’s many prob-
lematic, supremacist-informed policies, including the Muslim immigration
and travel ban. Some media and other outlets including CNN (Kaur, 2020),
Science (Lecoq et al., 2020) reported that worldwide shutdowns since the
declaration of a global pandemic had reduced the seismic impact of humans on
the planet. Time Magazine (Wagner, 2020) and NBC (Chow, 2020), among
others, also pointed to benefits for the climate resulting from a reduction in
carbon emissions from restrictions to air, sea, and land travel, while other
outlets such as The Guardian (Watts, 2020) point to the planet and nature
reclaiming space and time for regeneration and animal population recoveries.
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We know restoration is purposeful, at times difficult and unruly, and that
healing takes great care and time, so we take inspiration from our peoples and
our planet’s natural rhythms to work toward empowerment, action, and lasting
change. With this understanding, we start with the fundamental premise from
Critical Race Theory that racism still exists in all its forms and continues to
be endemic in our social systems, and we unpack the decolonial intersections
from there.

In Theory…Racializing Whiteness

Indigenous research is just one aspect of a much broader, transformative project
of Indigenous resistance (and decolonization) in all spheres of life. (Dei, 2013,
p. 29)

It’s a fundamental appreciation for the idea that in a democracy, majority rules,
and in such a circumstance, injustice, and imbalance are inherent and intrinsic
to any social system created within such structures, unless they heavily manage,
monitor and remedy any systemic inequities that may impact that system’s
minoritized populations. After all, that is the responsibility of having any priv-
ilege, to ensure access and benefit to those who may not enjoy the same, the
key element being the ability and willingness to share, a plausible, possible
ideal. There is also an inherent danger in any democracy which is borne of
organized circumstances of coloniality that its every system and institution
will carry within it, the ideals and values of supremacy and visible and invisible
systemic racism as the very goals of colonialism are to conquer, erase, conform,
eradicate, assimilate and exploit for maximum capitalist benefit.

López (2003) outlines many systemic issues that undermine the success
of racialized and minority students and educational leaders that emerge
directly from the preexisting systemic impediments within founding demo-
cratic structures. López demonstrates how prevalent disenfranchising myths
of participation, meritocracy, benefit, and equality are active within American
structures of governance, conflict, power, and policy, and become replicated
in systems and institutions of education, justice, medicine, and more. These
myths also continuously feed the obstinate appetites of Eurocentric moncen-
tricizations, totalitarianisms/quasi-totalitarianisms, while serving the exploitive
savior ideologies of neoliberal globalization, monoculturalism, unimodal peda-
gogical hegemonies, and cognitive imperialism, as they work to silence our
voices and erase any progress:

Taken holistically, CRT posits that beliefs in neutrality, democracy, objectivity,
and equality “are not just unattainable ideals, they are harmful fictions that
obscure the normative supremacy of whiteness in American law and society”
(Valdes et al., 2002, p. 3). Notwithstanding, White Americans continue to



86 G. J. S. DEI AND A. ADHAMI

believe in these ideals, because a racial reality is, perhaps, too difficult to digest.
(López, 2003, p. 85)

When racism operates in covert and overt ways, López (2003) asserts that
whether through action or inaction, by presence or absence, it impacts
and impedes the success, health, progress, and participation of any who
are not defined as ‘majority,’ while furthermore solidifying impressions and
perceptions of blame, failure, irresponsibility, or inabilities squarely onto the
disenfranchised.

In the contemporary Western contexts, most present democracies are pred-
icated on Eurocolonial and Christian values and norms. Consequentially As
Ard and Knaus (2013, p. 22) also point out, whether in schools, universities,
or in societies “[b]asing public policy upon research that relies and adheres to
white norms and standards, limits decolonizing methodologies and ignores the
large bodies of research that are devalued by traditional academic worldviews.”

With such pressures and problems facing us simultaneously as scholars
and citizens, decolonizing society and the academy and establishing other
narratives, worldviews, and ways of knowing have been the ongoing work
of countless activists, scholars, and resistors such as DuBois (1903), Fanon
(1961), Friere (1970), Césaire (1955), Said (1979), and Smith (2012). A key
element to any decolonizing and critical approach has been the project of
speaking back to whiteness, such as in problematizing the neoliberal agendas
and their commodifications of knowledge and the consequential resurgence
of imperialist Islamophobia, for example, and the violence, and silencing
spreading in the aftermath of the tragedies of 9/11, as seen in the works of
scholars such as Razack (1998), Mohanty (2004) and Shiva (2004). Mohanty
writes:

[S]ome important sites for feminist, anti-imperialist critique and organising
include scrutiny of the militarised US state and cross-border struggles, corpo-
rate globalisation, and the economics impacting power relations of gender and
sexuality, the growth of a corporate/military nexus in the US academy, the
contradictions of national security in the midst of the US Patriot Act, neo-
liberal agendas and complicit feminisms, US foreign policy, US domestic policy,
and the imperial project, to name just the obvious. (2004, p. 71)

Reinstating the value of and restoring the mainstream acceptance of meaning
to Indigenous ways of knowing and dismantling systems of supremacy has
also been at the forefront of the work of such scholars as Cooper (2012),
Coulthard (2010), hooks (1994), Mignolo (2007), and Maldonado-Torres,
(2004). In one such intervention, Brayboy (2005, p. 430) extends the inter-
ruptions of Critical Legal Studies (CLS) and Critical Race Theory to create
Tribal Critical Race Theory (TribalCrit) as a means to center the Indigenous
experiences on lands now known as the United States:
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CRT was originally developed to address the Civil Rights issues of African Amer-
ican people. As such, it is oriented toward an articulation of race issues along
a ‘‘black-white’’ binary (much the way Brown v. Board is), and, until recently,
other ethnic/racial groups have not been included in the conversation. As a
result, Latino Critical Race Theory (LatCrit) and Asian Critical Race Theory
(AsianCrit) have been developed to meet the specific needs of those populations.
(2005, p. 429)

Brayboy’s innovation provided specific tenets and “a new and more cultur-
ally nuanced way of examining the lives and experiences of tribal peoples since
contact with Europeans over 500 years ago” (2005, p. 430), addressing impor-
tant needs for inclusion of diverse perspectives and ways of knowing. These
frameworks also consider White supremacy, imperialism, capitalist agendas,
assimilation as key impositions on communities, and advocate for the restora-
tion of traditional philosophies and beliefs where stories are seen as legitimate
forms of theory and data, which can be mobilized for decolonizing.

The Difference Indigeneities Make

Decolonization and [I]ndigenizing my life includes learning and practising my
culture; learning my language; speaking my language; fighting ethnocentrism in
education, research and writing; battling institutional racism; and the list goes
on. Decolonization and [I]ndigenizing is about both knowing and having a
critical consciousness about our cultural history. (Absolon, 2011, p. 19)

As we work to decolonize our practices, we work to bring together multiple
ways of knowing, centered and as equals, as an active disruption and displace-
ment of hegemony. Little Bear (2000) talks about the importance of relational
worldviews, where knowledge is shared as knowledge, and exists in commu-
nity, with everyone understanding their world and experiences from their own
unique location, which is valid, vital, and knowingly contributing to the whole.

Singularity manifests itself in the thinking processes of Western Europeans in
concepts such as one true god, one true answer, and one right way. This singu-
larity results in a social structure consisting of specialists. Everyone in the society
has to be some kind of specialist, whether it be doctor, lawyer, plumber, or
mechanic. Specializations are ranked in terms of prestige. This, in turn, results
in a social class structure. Some professions are higher up the ladder, and some
are lower down it. In science, singularity manifests itself in terms of an expen-
sive search for the ultimate truth, the ultimate particle out of which all matter
is made. And so it goes. (Little Bear, 2000, p. 5)

On the journey of un/re/discovering, Adhami (2015) describes how these
themes of love, universality, and relationality as also present in South Asian
traditions and Sufi worldviews, also consider, render, and/or view many
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western, linear paradigms as seemingly incomplete for their neglect of these
ways of understanding (inter) connections (Adhami, 2015). As Porter (2022,
p. 3) warns, “Any public undertaking that leaves out Indigenous perspectives
is destined to lead us to the same harmful place.” Adhami’s description of
these dismissals of traditional knowledges highlights the particular impact of
such impositions especially when occurring in smaller minoritized communi-
ties, where relationality and solidarity are often—and collectively—mobilized,
for example, to counter the displacement and absence of culturally relevant
and appropriate scholarly articles, community supports, languages, and histo-
ries vis-à-vis the contexts of global coloniality. Dei describes the need for the
creation of such ‘epistemic communities’ as:

“[A] place for researchers and learners to openly utilize the body, mind, spirit
and soul interface in critical dialogues about understanding their communities.
It is also a space that nurtures conversations that acknowledges the importance
and implications of working with a knowledge base about the society, culture,
and nature nexus.” (Dei, 2013, p. 32)

Critical reflection tells us that notions of singularity and absoluteness from
which distorted notions of objectivity emerge, then insist upon the validity of
one worldview and consequently only contribute to notions and practices of
supremacy, exemplified within the academy and within other institutions. In
these environments, as we know from the past, everything and anything can be
weaponized in order to serve the intentions of single or multiple supremacies,
even in so-called democracies. Laws can be created to demonize, silence, and
assimilate the so-called different, moral panics can be created to get the masses
on side, and as (Dei & Adhami, 2021 in press a) wish to note and emphasize,
anything and everything can be weaponized. Indigenous teachings often center
coexistence and peace and other ways to navigate difference and conflict. If
we take past racialization in the academy to mean the objectification of non-
European, and non-white worldviews, then perhaps now is the time to take
back that concept and racialize the academy by repopulating it with knowledge
and wisdoms from every part of the world, from all knowledge systems and
traditions. Doing that will bring some much needed vibrancy and energy into
the institutions and breathe some life into these static spaces known for refer-
ence, expertise and teaching. Many have already in the past, and are presently
contributing to this process, and we will need to keep up this work until we
have displaced the many hegemonies and supremacies, without falling into the
polarities that global colonialities posit. Coexistence must prevail.

There is an ever-growing number of intercontextual and interdisciplinary
decolonial strategies and actions that are now well documented (Dei, 2017;
Smith, 2012) to employ in the academy, and at the same time, these strategies
must also be of use and effective in dismantling colonialism in communi-
ties and societies. These represent actions of mentorship, of empowerment,
of equalizing, and of peace. We take up our positions in the academy, from
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our given locations and identities, and have previously named key elements
of practice that are essential to our stance and how we navigate the present
circumstances (Dei & Adhami, 2021b, p. 18 in press b). We share these strate-
gies in solidarity with colleagues and community members who also, especially,
address the importance of collective action. What we invite for consideration is:
What are the implications for schooling and education, in teaching such things
as decolonization, anti-colonialism, and combatting anti-Blackness, when and
if steps like the ones we—and others before and alongside us—have suggested
become common practice?

In the first place, we insist on the simultaneous restoration of Black,
Indigenous, and Racialized voices to conditions of authenticity and primacy,
rather than of marginality. This would be transformation whereby scholars and
leaders can participate with agency and free of pressure, of performativity, or to
maintain a status quo. If we taught about the inherent relationalities of Black-
ness, Indigeneity, Asian-ness, and other identities as principle elements of our
science education, and then incorporate teaching about the impacts and inter-
sections of land dispossessions, labor exploitations, and slaveries on a global
landscape, how far might that kind of restorative strategy of voice go toward,
for example, reasserting broad, diverse and real notions of Black humanhood
and dismantling systemic practices of anti-Black racism and anti-Blackness?
What if the global knowledges we learn about span thousands of years, rather
than hundreds of years, and were explained by the peoples of the lands rather
than those who arrived to exploit them? It is a strategy designed to interrupt—
by diverting discourse to be contained within an antiracist framework—any
habits that preserve the ongoing narrative, such as those that may erase the
connections between settler colonialism and anti-Blackness, and therefore any
responsibility to correct that atrocity, by divesting coloniality of its obligations
and responsibilities for reparations and amends.

Secondly, as part of this leadership practice, we reiterate our insistence on
the multicentric restoration of spirituality and relationality to our institutions,
at the very least to the same degree of commonality as any of those of the
dominant (Absolon, 2011; Adhami, 2015; Little Bear, 2000). Our spiritual-
ities and Indigenous ways of knowing are imperative and unalienable from
our voices and actions. Incorporating our worldviews means doing and seeing
things differently, as activating worldviews that center relationality and respect
with all sentient and non-sentient beings means that the very essence of the
scientific approach will differ greatly. That is, interpreting connection, causa-
tion, and consequence are not read the same way they may be in a paradigm
that centers dominion, disconnection, observation, and control. That will
include spiritual awareness and traditional understandings as nourishment
and praxis, all at once. We are talking here about a return to incorporating
traditional pedagogies and methodologies such as having Elders in schools,
bringing primacy to oral knowledge and traditions on par with written text,
while incorporating the multiplatform and multi-context learning that is now
taking place, in a very virtual pandemic learning world. In education, like in
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many other aspects of life, the pandemic has brought us back to many of
the basics, creating many instances of isolation, causing introspection while
also creating broader opportunities for connecting and understanding connec-
tions, especially through the use of multiple kinds of knowledge platforms and
technologies.

Thirdly, we continue to engage in and support ongoing efforts to bring
back our histories in ways that mitigate further injuries of disconnec-
tion and erasure. What if we were to unravel the narratives of colonial
conquest and European wars to reframe our teaching practices and focus
on multiple contexts of historical and political consciousness and resistance.
There are many of these stories across the world, politicized by contexts and
constructs of race, religion, nationality, ethnicity, alliances, in African contexts,
on Indigenous lands, affecting people in countries now called Pakistan,
India, Bangladesh, North-something, and South-something else. This way of
approaching education enables a deepening of the discourse that connects
Black liberation, Indigenous restoration struggles, and Pakistani/Indian inde-
pendence, for example, as decolonizing struggles for sovereignty. To restore
other versions of relationality. To displace myths of the singularity and single
dimensionality imposed upon any one community. An important aspect of this
is also to disengage from western frames and lenses, and increase the number
of ‘trauma-free’ representations of peoples and communities (Blake, 2021) as
another means to undo the damage caused from the prevalence of distorted
colonial narratives and gazes.

Fourth, we look at institutional practicalities, and encourage and advo-
cate for the creation of groups and communities, where working together
to accomplish the greater purposes mentioned above. This means working
with local communities and the Black, Indigenous, and Racialized educators
within our institutions to understand their spiritual, intellectual, emotional,
and psychological needs. It requires that we develop strategies for mentorship
and support mechanisms to address and overcome barriers. It means that we
encourage sustainable practices and success by providing strategies for Black,
Indigenous, and Racialized recruitment, retention and promotion, and leader-
ship coaching and training. It requires that we examine and review educational,
classroom teaching, and curriculum practices, of workplace equity and imple-
mentation strategies on an ongoing basis, to ensure the checks and balances
are current and relevant, and state clear goals and outcomes that are accom-
plishable. These shall also address recourse and accountability at all levels of
institutional leadership, and make sure that these measures are backed with
financial commitment and support. While this is taking place in our institutions
at various levels, and again our pandemic has extended many previously insular
communities through global connectivity, we are advocating for a collective
paradigm shift in overarching social structures that ensures such strategies and
remedies are institutionalized and maintained and monitored regularly so
that they do not fall the way of the tokenized short term programs of the
past. We need to commit to this as a global society.
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From our perspective here, we suggest an approach that embodies and:

…speaks to relationality, interconnectionality and the collaborative approach of
multicentric knowledge synthesis that we see in our own and so many world
wisdom traditions. We need to be able to exist in academic communities that
enable us to be who we are, rich with mentors, colleagues and leaders who
sustain and foster our healthy engagement and participation in the academy, who
reward, privilege and recognize our ways of knowing, learning and teaching, as
equal and appropriate, as embodied and entire. (Dei & Adhami, 2021, pp. 21–
22, in press b)

We must continue to expand our understandings of how resistance is practiced
in all its forms, redefining what is considered ‘normal’ and challenging objec-
tification of our ways and our bodies in the academy in ways that also serve
broader communities (Adhami, 2015; Dei, 2013; Little Bear, 2000). We must
empower, uplift, and embolden one another, and resist the colonial tempta-
tions to reduce, repress, and overtake one another, simply because coloniality
defines success, privilege, reward, and access through tropes of supremacy.
Coexistence is possible and valid in its own right, and we must lead with
courage, hope, and heart to model it and make it so, for this is an impor-
tant part of advocacy and an important precursor to all our actions, especially
if that means abandoning participation in the politics of a space, and excusing
ourselves from becoming our own oppressors.

Defining this kind of location and stance is by no means exhaustive or abso-
lute, rather it is evolving and alive, a living practice. We consider any progress
that comes as only one dimension of our society. Such dimension could still
be incomplete and susceptible to erosion, especially if its impact and ability
to reach, take root, and flourish in entirety are hindered. As has become a
common catchphrase during these pandemic times, we are, after all, in this
together.

Conclusion

Even with all we know and have learned in the past, we witness the futility
and damage from history repeating itself. As in the case of the United States,
even with all the checks and balances, the progress spurred by the Civil Rights
and equity movements and discourse of mutual respect and coexistence was
clawed back in the post-9/11 era, replaced by revitalized demonizing, and
an ever-increasing hypervigilant surveillance of Black, Indigenous, Brown, and
othered peoples. While that phase directly targeted Muslim and brown bodies,
it redeployed the old tried and tested colonial tropes of suspicion and deri-
sion enabled by fear, used globally toward Black, Indigenous, and Racialized
peoples. In the current climate it continues to feed the rise in populist notions
of supremacy as well as propoganda-based fears that have been at the root of
American and Eurocolonial injustices for many centuries. And while the fear,
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surveillance, extreme security measures, and precautions were again meted
out on these populations, it was in fact a collection of far right, entitled,
white supremacist ideologies that dared attempt to dismantle one of the most
visible, self-affirming western democracies of our time, nearly upending it, one
January afternoon. Even democracy, after all, is just that fragile. As López
(2003), among others, points out, this western democracy was questionable
at its very inception, in terms of its ability to create fair and equitable societies
and communities. So the need for real and lasting change is dire, if we are ever
to dream of leaving something for our future generations.

Our critical, anti-colonial insistence calls for:

[T]he subversion of the university/academic space, to uncover the potentialities
of being for educational and social transformation. This could require changes
in leadership as well as structure, for example, so that the immovable right and
space is established – beyond token gestures, and once and for all – for us to be
as diverse and authentic as who we are. (Dei & Adhami, 2021b, p. 6)

This is an ongoing effort, which calls for the opening up of space, prac-
tice, and engagement in ways that are restoratively informed by Indigenous
knowledges, cultural practices, and ancestral traditions, so as to create learning
spaces infused with ways that engage and uplift participants in a spirit of
betterment, evolution, growth, and learning, as our practices of knowledge
building, sharing, and keeping have traditionally intended, meant to be devoid
of hierarchical preference.

As such, in our work we have long advocated for knowledge practices
to encompass and embody international/global citizenship, by reimagining
pedagogy and literacy studies, unpacking media and information studies, and
broadening and reconnecting perspectives on science, mathematics, history,
social justice, and other streams of knowledge in ways that are inclusive of
gender/feminist studies and Southern/Indigenous epistemologies. In doing
so, we resist the label of critical, as a further marginalization and imposition of
structural hierarchy and a colonial binary. We simply add our voices to those
among many, as existent on par, not necessarily defined as being in opposition
to.

Acknowledgements We honour the important recognition of being situated on the
Indigenous Lands of Huron Wendat, Seneca and Mississauga of Credit River, Turtle
Island. We sincerely appreciate Indigenous magnanimity and with that we bring
humility to all intellectual work. We bring knowledge informed by Earthly teach-
ings from the lands we are situated on and with respect to our Ancestors, Elders, and
all who have paved the way for us to be here, in this space, to how we develop our
voices as an extension of theirs. We write at a time of heightened Indigenous resis-
tance on Turtle Island and around the world as the struggles for basic human rights
and efforts against anti-Indigeneity continue. In the current political climate—of the
world remaining in the grips of the COVID-19 pandemic—the disconnect continues
to expand between our sincere interests in equality and civil rights and the ongoing,
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questionable rhetoric of all forms of hate including anti-Blackness, anti-Muslim senti-
ments, anti-Semitism, and anti-Asian sentiments, to name a few. What remains clear
and undeniable are the systemic paradigms, the very values and cultural norms, that
entrench injustice in our every institution while purporting to uphold what constitutes
civility and fair and decent treatment for all. We stand in solidarity with our friends,
colleagues, and partners on the path, of all families and communities, at a time when
we are facing a global recurrence of derision, hate, and colonial violence.
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CHAPTER 6

Critical Social Foundations of Education:
Advancing Human Rights and Transformative

Justice Education in Teacher Preparation

Magnus O. Bassey

Introduction

In a recent poll conducted by the Pew Research Center, 58% of Americans
say that the current climate is making race relations worse in the country
Horowitz et al., 2019. They also remarked that systemic racism was a problem
in the U. S. True to the above polling results, Derek Chauvin, a white
Minneapolis police officer tortured George Floyd (a black man) by pressing
his knee on George Floyd’s neck for almost eight minutes until George lost
consciousness and later died in police custody. A similar incident took place
in March 2020 in Louisville, Kentucky when police officers entered Breonna
Taylor’s apartment at night, shot and killed her. In another incident, Ahmaud
Arbery was shot and killed by two white men in a pickup truck while he
was jogging in a Georgia neighborhood. Again, in Atlanta, Georgia, Rayshard
Brooks was fatally shot by a police officer at a Wendy’s drive-through lane.
We cannot forget Freddie Gray who died in police custody in Baltimore,
Maryland in 2015. Similar fate had befallen Trayvon Martin, Michael Brown,
Jr., Stephon Clark, Terence Crutcher, Alton Sterling, Philando Castile, Eric
Garner, Laquan McDonald, Carlos Ingram-Lopez; and the story goes on (see
Feller & Walsh, 2020; Hill et al., 2020; Worland, 2020).

In the United States, people of color and minorities are marginalized and
subordinated. The subordination of Black people and minorities, it must be
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pointed out, is not unconnected to the devaluation of Blacks and minorities
sustained over centuries through slavery, the Jim Crow laws, and the denial of
basic political and economic rights to Blacks. These practices have led to dehu-
manization of Blacks and minorities in what Freire (1998) calls “a distortion
of the vocation of becoming more fully human” (p. 26), that has taken, “the
character of an inescapable concern” (p. 25), in modern times. Given these
circumstances, more and more parents and the general public are looking
up to schools for answers to America’s race problems. Because schools are
charged with the overwhelming responsibility of preparing the next genera-
tion of students in the United States, teacher education programs must arm
teachers with transformative pedagogy that incorporates human rights and
transformative justice education into its curriculum. This chapter will examine
the exploratory construct that we should prepare teachers for human rights
and transformative justice agenda in American schools because as Bell (1997,
p. 12) notes, “The normalization of oppression in everyday life is achieved
when we internalize attitudes and roles that support and reinforce systems
of domination without question or challenge.” According to Tarca (2005),
racism in America has changed from institutional bold-faced-fact of daily life to
a more subtle form called “aversive,” “laissez-faire,” or “colorblind” racism. As
she puts it, colorblind racism transfers “group-based explanations of disparities
between Blacks and Whites to individual-based rationales” (p. 99). Colorblind
racism is not only subtle but makes Whites appear to embrace equality for all
“while maintaining a belief in the inferiority of Black individuals” (p. 99).
Given the pervasiveness and virulence of aversive or laissez-faire racism in
American society today, more and more parents and the general public are
looking up to schools for answers for America’s race problems.

The most significant point to note is that racism is based on shallow and
non-justifiable assumptions about race with no biological or genetic basis
(Smedley & Smedley, 2005). Racism was socio-historically constructed to
justify slavery and colonialism which have extended into current schemes and
contexts of marginalization today. Although Cook (2003) in his study of
human history over the past 50,000 years came to the conclusion that there
is factually only one human race, racism has sustained arbitrary categorization
that assures the continuity of privileging racialization schemes in the world
because race is a social construct that is used to create inequality. Indeed, over
the centuries, racism has been used for domination, exclusion, and control.
Smedley and Smedley (2005, p. 24) argue that, “Race is a means of creating
and enforcing social order, a lens through which differential opportunity and
inequality are structured.” Freire (1998) made the point very succinctly that
oppressors crave to possess and dominate things, people, and indeed the
whole world. As a result, oppressors end up reducing life including humans
to “objects” that exist for their profits and plunder. And to cover up their
tracks, oppressors create myths in which they present the oppressive world as
a given entity that the oppressed must accept passively and adapt to. (Freire,
1998; see also Avinash, 2014).
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In this chapter, I want to argue that as a solution to this problem, we should
prepare teachers who would be concerned enough to endow their Black and
minority students with individual self-worth and their White students with
the ethic of concern for others because as Freire and Giroux (1989) have
told us, “Educational programs need to provide students with an under-
standing of how knowledge and power come together in various educational
spheres to both enable and silence the voices of different students” (p. ix).
In his groundbreaking work, Education for Critical Consciousness, Freire
(2007, p. 39) argued that there are three levels of consciousness: magical
consciousness, naïve consciousness, and critical consciousness. At the level of
magical consciousness, the individual accepts life passively and superficially and
becomes a victim of magical explanations. At the level of naïve consciousness,
an individual identifies his or her place in the world and recognizes that he
or she or others are marginalized but is incapable of the type of thought-
fulness necessary for action. At the stage of critical consciousness, a person
is able to identify systematic issues of oppression by actively engaging in
reflection and action. This state of consciousness is often followed by trans-
formation about individuals and groups of people into specific standards,
policies, and attitudes to produce better outcomes. At this level, transfor-
mation is the practice of liberation through education where the individual
learns of the self to be of worth irrespective of circumstances such as illit-
eracy, poverty, or ignorance (see Goulet, 2007, p. ix). Henceforth, students
are not passive recipients of information but active participants in the learning
process, and dialogue replaces the giving of information. In this instance,
education becomes the act of problematization which gives the individual
the ability to confront social, cultural, and political reality. However, Freire
(2007) warns that literacy does not involve memorizing sentences, words,
and syllables, but rather, the creation and recreation of human reality that
adds to the natural world. Similarly, Dewey (1916/1966) defined educa-
tion as “the principle of continuity through renewal” (p. 2). This means,
the creation and recreation of beliefs, ideals, hopes, happiness, misery, and
practices (p. 2). However, Dewey affirmed that education is not a matter of
quantity or bulk, but of quality (p. 233). He offered a general perspective
that provides some frame of reference about proper education and educative
experience and argued that education is a necessity of life and educative expe-
rience is a means of social continuity of experience through renewal (p. 2).
Dewey (1938/1998) highlighted the most important factors in the learning
process which include the learner, the values and aims of society, and knowl-
edge base of the subject matter. But he saw some experiences as mis-educative.
An experience is mis-educative if it “has the effect of arresting or distorting
the growth of further experience” (1938/1998, p. 13). To Dewey, therefore,
educative experience is growth which allows for further growth. He pointed
out that experiences which are harmful to others or narrow the field of further
experience are mis-educative. Martusewicz (2004) argues that “transforma-
tions [which] reproduce conditions, e.g., ideologies, attitudes, relationships
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or practices, or social and economic structures that may be harmful to others”
are to be considered mis-educative (p. 4). Similarly, Dewey (1938/1998)
pointed out that “growth, or growing as developing, not only physically but
intellectually and morally, is one exemplification of the principles of continu-
ity” (p. 28). This means, a man who grows in efficiency as a burglar or as
a gangster or as a corrupt politician cannot qualify from the “standpoint of
growth as education and education as growth” (p. 29). Dewey likened educa-
tive experience to a moving force whose true value can be judged based only
on what it moves toward and what it moves into (p. 31). Indeed, Dewey
(1938/1998) maintained that growth in and of itself was not enough: we
must stress the importance of the direction in which growth takes as well as
its final destination (p. 28).

In preparing teachers for human rights and transformative justice agenda,
I argue that critical social foundations of education is the only course in the
teacher education curriculum that is connected with advancing human rights
and transformative justice agenda because it encourages students to think crit-
ically about social issues and engages them in meaningful activism to produce
social change. Critical social foundations of education not only devotes atten-
tion to asynchronous power dynamics and imbalance in the distribution of
institutional and systematic power along racial lines, but also it discusses how
to dismantle structural racism. It is also about the only course in the teacher
education curriculum that encourages students to be involved in concrete
struggle for resistance and change. And importantly, critical social foundations
of education is the only course in the teacher education course offerings that
is capable of introducing the concept of democracy, citizenship, equity, fair-
ness and is capable of conceptualizing the connection between social justice
and education. In other words, critical social foundations of education is the
construct in teacher education preparation that enables students to navigate
power because as Foucault (1980) noted, “The real political task in a society
such as ours is to criticize the working of institutions which appear to be both
neutral and independent; violence which has always exercised itself obscurely
through them will be unmasked, so that we can fight fear” (cited in Rasheed,
2008, p. 4). Indeed, Freire (1998) reminded us some years ago that oppres-
sive regimes are not the natural order of events in the world, but rather, are
historically and socially constructed trends that should be changed.

Courses in Teacher Education Programs

Unfortunately, many of the courses in teacher education programs as they
are presently constituted are not suited for interrogating public decisions
because they are content with citizens’ conformist and passive dispositions.
Given these shortcomings, I argue that many courses in teacher education
cannot endow citizens with the necessary intellectual capacity that would
allow them to examine public policies critically as well as allow them to
participate in civic transformation effectively. This is to say, most courses
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in teacher education programs are incapable of awakening students’ moral
outrage and consciousness to the persistence of subtle racism, exploitation,
and psychological oppression. Although some of these courses are necessary
for transmitting cultural knowledge, such knowledge alone are insufficient
for preparing students for civic citizenship and social justice transformation
because they fail to address citizens’ civic obligations such as activism. There-
fore, as an experiment in civic citizenship, the present teacher education
courses are anachronistic constructs which have lost their erstwhile intellec-
tual brilliance and meaning within the larger political agenda in contemporary
civic engagement discourse. This chapter argues that a truly transformative
agenda of civic citizenship and social justice can be achieved by studying critical
social foundations of education that activates civic citizenship of all students,
keeps students awake, and encourages them to be active participants in the
fight for social change and social justice through social activism such as volun-
teering, doing charity work, civic missions, political participation, engagement
in community affairs, advocacy, debating national policies, and civic values.

Critical social foundations of education also teaches students how to
channel their frustrations appropriately in order to initiate change. It also
encourages students’ involvement in social development projects through
collective action as a means of effecting change in their own communities. By
enhancing students’ capacity for democratic participation, students become
active and engaged citizens. And through activism, organization, and mobi-
lization, students are able to transform their communities. It needs to be
said also that critical social foundations of education is the only course in the
teacher education sequence that is not only suited for introducing the concept
of democracy and citizenship but creates the space needed for discussing
social justice, democratic citizenship, and social activism. Critical social foun-
dations of education interrogates and addresses issues of gender, race, and
class inequalities and challenges dominant assumptions about power, leader-
ship, and democracy thereby establishing community voice in the process of
radical transformation (Cuban & Anderson, 2007). Critical social foundations
of education allows students to think critically about social issues and provides
the space needed for them to work creatively to produce sustained change
(see Butin, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 2005, 2009; Mitchell, 2007; Westheimer &
Kahne, 2004). This can be done through students’ engagement with fieldwork
experiences and classroom work focused on social justice, civic citizenship,
activism, and the desire to right unjust situations. This way, at the completion
of their programs, students graduate with a sense of social justice engagement,
responsibility, and an activist vision of community engagement (Butin, 2006).

Why Critical Social Foundations of Education?

Critical social foundations of education is a course in teacher education
which critiques domination and discrimination and confronts, contradicts,
and corrects inequality in society. Critical social foundations of education is
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informed by the principles and practices of freedom, equality, and social justice.
It encompasses what Butin (2007) described as “the linkage of academic work
with community-based engagement within a framework of respect, reciprocity,
relevance, and reflection” (p. 1). Its objective is to inculcate in students a sense
of self and political consciousness. Critical social foundations of education is
the type of education that enables students to question the distribution of
power in society: the aim being to transform structural inequalities in order to
arrive at a more just society. This means, critical social foundations of educa-
tion is critical of domination, discrimination, subjugation, and dehumanization
of individuals and groups. It demands that public policy be informed by the
spirit of equity, social justice, and fairness to all. In critical social foundations
classes, students are encouraged to ask questions to uncover the cause of injus-
tice and to envision themselves as agents of change. Critical social foundations
of education privileges social justice outcomes over and above mere citizen-
ship objectives because social justice outcomes include not only patriotism to
nation but also “allegiance to universal human values, democratic ideals, and
human rights and dignity of all people in the world” (Ahmad & Szpara, 2005,
p. 10). Critical social foundations of education teaches students to “develop a
pedagogical language that emphasizes the importance of being able to identify
with others, to empathize with their thoughts and feelings and to develop the
capacity for ethical respect” (Giroux, 1993, p. 20). This is because, educators
should develop an emancipatory theory of leadership that should begin with
the task of “creating a public language that is not only theoretically rigorous,
publicly accessible and ethically grounded, but also speaks to a sense of utopian
purpose” (Giroux, 1993, p. 24). In this case, Giroux (1993) states that public
education should provide students with the principles and practices of democ-
racy that is not devoid of vision or possibilities or struggle. This is the type of
pedagogy that would encourage students to be involved in their communities
so as to make a difference. In other words, teachers should engage students
in pedagogy that would produce engaged citizens. Giroux (2006) makes this
point interestingly as follows:

Educators need to develop a new discourse whose aim is to foster a democratic
politics and pedagogy that embody the legacy and principles of social justice,
equality, freedom, and rights associated with the democratic concerns of history,
space, plurality, power, discourse, identities, morality, and the future. Under such
circumstances, pedagogy must be embraced as a moral and political practice, one
that both initiates and is the outgrowth of struggles…. (pp. 34–35)

In a very well-researched book chapter, Emenyonu (1988) illustrated the
importance of education as an instrument of social reconstruction. However,
he maintained that education can mar the social advancement of a nation if it is
not properly construed. As an investment in human capital, Emenyonu (1988)
argued, the final product of education can determine the nature and quality
of life in a given society, but if it is poorly construed, it is bound to produce
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“weaklings” and people without solid roots. He tells us that, if education at the
top is purposeless the learner at the end of the educational process will become
a nuisance to the society and a liability even to himself. An educational system
must be purposeful so that its products can be functional members of society.
According to him, “When an educational process is misconceived, the conse-
quences are socio –economic chaos, political instability, cultural indecorum
and moral indiscipline and laxity” (p. 34). Also, if the goals of education
are not made particularly clear or are misguided and ambiguous, the students
or learners will be unmotivated and schooling will become boring, and to a
large extent drudgery (Emenyonu, 1988, p. 34). Similarly, it has been main-
tained that a free and just society is not self-sustaining. Its citizens must be
acquainted with the principles of democracy, social justice, individual rights,
and responsibilities (Giroux, 1993).

In critical social foundations of education classes, students are motivated
to think critically about social issues and are persuaded to act in creative
ways to produce social change. Critical social foundations theorists argue
that schools should promote the ideals of democracy and teachers should
emphasize democratic ideals and change in their classrooms. Critical social
foundations of education focuses on social change and social justice; it encour-
ages students’ engagement with civic, social justice issues, and the expansion
of community-service programs. It is necessary that students develop commit-
ment to service as well as to systemic changes in society. Students start from
the premise that society is not perfects; therefore, it is incumbent on them
to uncover the root causes of such imperfections. By understanding soci-
ety’s imperfections, a student’s consciousness is raised about issues of society’s
injustice. In addition to developing social consciousness, students are taught
to balance classroom component with social responsibility for the purpose
of community change (Mitchell, 2007). During the semester, students are
required to spend time in their chosen social justice endeavors or in some
form of community political action such as registering voters, participating
in community board meetings, serving at soup kitchens, helping at home-
less shelters, taking care of the poor, writing letters to editors of newspapers,
protest rallies, public meetings, and activism. This way, students acquire civic
participation skills which should include, “organizing and conducting public
meetings, preparing agendas, writing letters to newspapers and politicians,
public speaking, conducting opinion polls, campaigning, utilizing leadership
skills, and volunteering” (Ahmad & Szpara, 2005, p. 18). The reasoning here
is to produce active, involved, and critical thinking citizens. That is, citizens
who can adjust to different questions and different domains of thought. Citi-
zens who are fair-minded about their viewpoints as well as the viewpoints of
others. Citizens who would be able to explore and appreciate the adequacy
of other people’s position. These individuals should be desirous to explore
alien and even threatening viewpoints including those that contradict their
deeply held assumptions and beliefs. They should be willing to explore, take
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risks, invent, invest, and create opportunities for others who are less fortu-
nate (Paul, 1990, pp. 18–43). The type of education here would enable an
individual to think for him/herself, in what Freire (2007) calls education for
critical consciousness. This type of education allows an individual to learn
how to analyze questions and problems and how to enter sympathetically
into the thinking of others. Those endowed with these types of skills are able
to make effective economic, political, and social contributions to their own
society, because they can gather, analyze, synthesize, and assimilate informa-
tion. And most importantly, these skills help people to deal rationally with
conflicting points of view and to develop critical thinking abilities (Paul, 1990,
pp. 18–43).

Development of Critical Thinking Skills?

In a real sense, critical social foundations theorists maintain that foundations
students should develop critical thinking skills through class dialogue,1 because
Freire (1998) argued in Pedagogy of the Oppressed that dialogue is a pre-
condition for our humanization. In his notion of “regimes of truth,” Foucault
(1980) tells us how some discourses operate and work together to reinforce
a particular view of the world. Fernandez-Balboa and Marshall (1994), define
dialogue as, “an active process of serious continuing discussion which allows
people’s voices to develop and be heard” (p. 173). They maintain that the
advantage of using dialogue is that it is free. Dialogue is also social, inclusive,
participatory, normative, propositional, ongoing, transformative, and best of
all anticipatory (Fernandez-Balboa & Marshall, 1994). Dialogue in the class-
room is advantageous because participants try to influence and direct the
future of the events. It is transformative because students construct knowl-
edge by themselves. It improves social relations in the classroom and raises
awareness. Through dialogue, individuals can transform and shape their own
destinies and remake their own world. The greatest beauty of dialogue is
that it promotes self-awareness, self-reflection, and self-criticism (Fernandez-
Balboa & Marshall, 1994). In all, dialogue generates reflection because when
individuals engage in dialogue, they reflect, concentrate, consider alternatives,
listen closely, give careful attention to definitions and meanings, recognize
options, and perform serious mental activities more than they would have
engaged in otherwise (Lipman et al., 1980). However, “true dialogue cannot
exist unless the dialoguers engage in critical thinking” (Freire, 1998, p. 73). As
LeCompte and DeMarrais (1992, p. 17) see it, the teaching of “inquiry skills
can bring about individual self-awareness... or empowerment, and empow-
ered individuals can... in turn confront oppressive social structures as catalysts
for wider change” (see also DeMarrais & LeCompte, 1995). According to
Hursh (1992), critical social studies can become a vehicle through which
students give voice to their own realities and listen to others because it has
been established that when students engage in dialogue in a classroom, they
participate actively in the learning process, and a democratic process develops
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because dialogue is the foundation of a true democracy. Students learn from
each other when they are presented with a challenging learning environ-
ment through dialogue. As a result, they learn to trust, respect, and care
for each other. Fernandez-Balboa and Marshall (1994) maintain that, “Dia-
logue helps students and teachers relate on a more personal, trusting level
and makes the classroom a more humane place in which to learn” (p. 175).
Abascal-Hildebrand (1999) informs us that foundations teachers act as public
intellectuals because they want their students to use their knowledge and skills
to transform social relations in the classroom and to better their society (see
also Giroux, 1988). Social foundations teachers encourage dialogue because
they want their students to share, communicate, and transform their world.
Explaining why foundations scholars teach the praxis of dialogue to their
students, Abascal-Hildebrand (1999) states:

Our interpretative capacities…serve as the means for acting as public intel-
lectuals. Our interpretive capacities enable our understanding of the action
dimensions needed for changing public institutions, so it is more possible for all
in the community to participate democratically. (p. 5)

Besides, foundations scholars engage their students in active continuing discus-
sions because language is their house of being. They engage their students
in constant discussions even in their seeming silence because language is the
only avenue for understanding their work. Foundations scholars use language
because it provides them with the tools to be involved in the democratic
process and public discourse (see Abascal-Hildebrand, 1999). Freire (2007,
p. 40) argued that “dialogue creates a critical attitude. It is nourished by
love, humility, hope, faith, and trust. When the two ‘poles’ of the dialogue
are thus linked by love, hope, and mutual trust, they can join in a critical
search for something. Only dialogue truly communicates.” Language brings
the past into the present, thoughts into action, and from the past and the
present one can project the future. However, in their excellent introduction in
Pedagogy, Popular Culture, and Public Life, Freire and Giroux (1989, pp. vii–
xii) warn against any type of education curriculum that takes on “the easy and
sometimes sloppy demands of liberal pluralism,” because such a curriculum has
a tendency to silence, marginalize, and exacerbate forms of cultural contain-
ment, conformity, discrimination, and socioeconomic inequality. They argue
that education should engage “the power-sensitive relations that articulate
between and among different groups.” They go on to state that, “We should
see schools as places that produce not only subjects but subjectivities,” because
learning is as much about the acquisition of knowledge as it is about the
production of social practices that provide individuals with a sense of identity,
self-worth, value, and place. What they mean here is that educators should help
students to overcome their voicelessness. Giroux (1988, 1993), for example,
advocates for the type of education that is capable of preparing students to
be active, critical transformative intellectuals, good community members, and
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risk-taking citizens. He welcomes learning communities that are capable of
producing, “critical citizens capable of exercising civic courage and the moral
leadership necessary to promote and advance the language of democracy”
(Giroux, 1993, p. 22). According to him, the type of pedagogy that is capable
of producing such citizens,

goes beyond analyzing the structuring principles that inform the form and
content of the representation of politics; instead, it focuses on how students
and others learn to identify, challenge, and re-write such representations. More
specifically, it offers students the opportunity to engage pedagogically the means
by which representational practices can be portrayed, taken up, and reworked
subjectively so as to produce, reinforce, or resist certain forms of cultural
representation and self-definition. (Giroux, 1993, p. 118)

Freire (1998, 2007) tells us that the only way to change the world is for
reflection and action to go hand in hand. This is because for objective
reality to be transformed, perception must be followed by action. Because of
this, Freire and Giroux (1989) maintain that “Educational programs need to
provide students with an understanding of how knowledge and power come
together in various educational spheres to both enable and silence the voices
of different students” (p. ix). In this regard, critical social foundations theo-
rists call for activist vision of social justice engagement in what Giroux (1993)
refers to as acts of “resistance and transformation” or representational peda-
gogy. Giroux (1993) informs us that the dominant culture victimizes some
students, whereas representational pedagogy encourages teachers and students
to negotiate relationship about teaching and learning so as to enables silenced
voices to become active participants in the learning process and in everyday
life (Giroux, 1993). Representational pedagogy lends itself to the demands
and purposes of democracy because teachers and students engage themselves
in the production of knowledge that is transformative, relevant, and emanci-
patory. Indeed, representational pedagogy is “informed by the principles of
freedom, equality and social justice. It is expressed not in moral platitudes but
in concrete struggles and practices that find expression in classroom social rela-
tions, everyday life, and memories of resistance and struggle” (Giroux, 1993,
p. 13). As Kanpol (1994) noted, teachers and students should be involved in
cultural politics, that is, challenging dominant oppressive values in our society.

Critical social foundations theorists argue that teachers should incorporate
aspects of popular culture and activate voices of those who have been marginal-
ized, silenced, and excluded. Teachers should emphasize cultural relevance and
include perspectives from students’ point of view. This means, teachers should
construct knowledge in relationship to students’ strengths, experiences, strate-
gies, goals, struggles, descriptions of reality, and ability of action (see Bassey,
2016, 2020; Freire, 1993, 1998, 2007; Giroux, 1988, 1993; Kanpol, 1994;
McLaren, 1994), because learning would be meaningless to students if it does
not take into account their lived experiences, their stories, strengths, goals,
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and visions (Kierkegaard, 1944). The important point here is that educators
should take seriously the strengths, experiences, and goals of their students
because as Kierkegaard again pointed out: “One must know oneself before
knowing anything else. It is only after a man [woman] has understood himself
[herself] that life acquires peace and significance” (Kierkegaard, 1959, p. 46).
Yes, Pestalozzi told us about two centuries ago that if public education does
not take into account an individual’s circumstances and family life together
with everything else that relates to his/her general well-being, such an educa-
tion will stunt the individual’s intellectual growth (see Nel & Seckinger, 1993,
p. 396). Pestalozzi also told us that learning should connect with prior expe-
riences and the personal belief systems of the students. This is how Freire
(1993) made a similar point, “school systems should know and value both the
class and the knowledge base that students bring to it” (p. 4). The reasoning
here is that if learning is not made relevant to students’ real-life experiences,
such learning can only lead to distortion of the students’ objective reality,
because as Greene (1978) informed us, “the life of reason develops against a
background of perceived realities” (p. 2). Another reason why teachers should
make learning relevant to the lives of their students is because learning is likely
to occur when students realize that the subject is related to their own back-
grounds and experiences. Dewey (1938/1998) made this point as clearly as he
could when he noted in his book, Experience and Education: “I have taken for
granted the soundness of the principle that education in order to accomplish
its ends both for the individual learner and for society must be based upon
experience – which is always the actual life –experience of some individual”
(p. 113).

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have argued that critical social foundations of education
conceptualizes the connection between social justice and education and also
creates the space needed for discussing social justice, democratic citizen-
ship, and social activism in the classrooms. It does so by “questioning and
addressing gender, race, and class inequalities, challenging dominant assump-
tions about power, leadership, and democracy, and establishing community
voice in the process of radical social transformation” (Cuban & Anderson,
2007, p. 146). Critical social foundations of education makes students aware
of both institutional and structural barriers to democratic practice and explores
the means through which students can negotiate, challenge, and resist domi-
nant control by teaching them how to use school walkouts, marches, and
other forms of civil disobedience to make their voices heard in society
(Cammarota & Ginwright, 2007).

Another point to note is that there is an organic connection between
experience and education. A student’s experience derives from the interac-
tion between the student and his or her environment. This means, students
are affected in their learning by internal factors and by their environment
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guided by the principles of interaction and continuity. This is to say that
dispositions that students developed from past experiences affect their future
experiences (Carver & Enfield, 2006). Additionally, emotional well-being is
important in student learning because as individuals we are affected by our
environment because we are linked closely to the demands of our daily lives.
Also, as members of families, peer groups, and classrooms located within
the larger context of schools, neighborhoods, communities, and learners, we
are influenced by culture, shared beliefs, values, and norms of our society.
(Bassey, 2016, 2020; Coalition for Psychology in Schools and Education,
2015; Gay, 2010; Gehlbach, 2014; Ladson-Billings, 2009). Therefore, it is
by understanding the influence of these interacting contexts on learners that
teachers can enhance learning effectiveness. This means, teachers must have
clear conception of how “cultural backgrounds of students and how differ-
ences in values, beliefs, language, and behavioral expectations can influence
student behavior, including interpersonal dynamics” (Coalition for Psychology
in Schools and Education, 2015, p. 21; see also Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings,
2005, 2009; Nieto, 2007; Sleeter, 1991). The more teachers understand these
facts, the better they will be able to facilitate effective teaching and learning
interactions in their classrooms.

By integrating issues of transformative justice, how to dismantle structural
racism, fight for freedom and activism into its curriculum, critical social foun-
dations of education creates better understanding among different groups and
serves as an important instrument in fighting both institutional and individual
racism, thus heralding possibilities of more connected and caring communities.

Note

1. Dialogue here includes the virtue of speaking truth to power.
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CHAPTER 7

Students with Disabilities in British Columbia’s
(Canada) K to 12 Education System: A Critical

Disability and Intersectional Perspective

Bathseba Opini

Introduction

The human rights of individuals with disabilities are protected by law in
Canada and globally. The United Nations General Assembly adopted the
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) on December
13, 2006. The CRPD seeks to promote, defend, and reinforce the rights of
persons with disabilities (Inclusive Education Canada, n.d.). Canada and its
provinces ratified the CRPD in 2010 as law. The Canadian Government is
expected to use the CRPD framework as a guide to ensure that the needs
and rights of individuals with disabilities are met. Article 24 of the CRPD
bans discrimination against students with disabilities and advocates removing
barriers to participation in education. These are crucial steps to realizing
education access for learners with disabilities. The Canadian Human Rights
Commission and Canadian Association of Statutory Human Rights Agencies
(2017) observe that, “Everyone in Canada has the right to a quality education
that opens doors and creates opportunities. But for many people with mental
or physical disabilities, Canada’s education system must seem like a closed
door” (p. 1). Canadians with disabilities still experience systemic barriers to a
good quality education. These barriers have negative effects on the educational
outcomes, employment, careers, and overall well-being of Canadians with
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disabilities (Canadian Human Rights Commission and Canadian Association
of Statutory Human Rights Agencies, 2017).

In the Province of British Columbia (B.C.), laws including the B.C. Human
Rights Code and the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms (I982) protect
the rights of British Columbians with disabilities. Following the passing of Bill
C-81, Accessible Canada Act, in June 21, 2019, (Government of Canada,
2019), the B.C. Government introduced the Accessibility for All British
Columbians framework to “reinforce and strengthen the rights of persons
with disabilities” (Government of British Columbia, 2019, p. 10). The goal is
to ensure full and equal participation in communities, including schools, and
build an inclusive province that cares for and protects all its peoples. During
the same year, the United Nations’ special rapporteur on the rights of persons
with disabilities gave B.C. a failing grade for its treatment of students with
disabilities (United Nations Human Rights Office, 2019). The report showed
that B.C. has no disability-specific legislation and therefore no alignment with
the CRPD framework mandate.

Although there have been some gains for persons with disabilities in
accessing education in B.C., without proper legislative protections and actions,
students with disabilities remain disenfranchised. The struggle for adequate
funding, with insufficient teacher and staff training, scarcity of educational
assistants, and lack of continuity, contributes to limited access to educa-
tion, academic underachievement, and limited quality-of-life options for the
students. This chapter uses a critical intersectionality approach to highlight the
situation of students with disability in K-to-12 schools in British Columbia.
Drawing on the province’s special needs education policy, available litera-
ture, and media information, the chapter shows that learners with disabilities
and their families continue to struggle to access education. An intersectional
approach to addressing the needs of students with disabilities and their families
is critical at all levels in order to realize equity in education. Taking a critical
approach allows for highlighting the gaps inherent in the education system
as well as suggesting ways of improving access to education and services for
students with disabilities and their families.

Intersectionality Framing

Intersectionality, which connects to Black feminist theory and critical race
theory, is critical to understanding the complexity of people’s identities and
experiences of marginalization (Collins, 2003; Crenshaw, 1991). Although
attributed to Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989, earlier works by Black feminists
including Sojourner Truth’s famous “Ain’t I a Woman?” speech delivered to
the 1851 Women’s Convention in Akron, Ohio (cited by Smith, 2013, p. 3)
took an intersectional lens to analyze oppression. Other works by scholars
including Patricia Hill Collins; Joyce King; Audre Lorde; Cherríe Moraga;
and Gloria Anzaldúa helped advance discussions on intersectionality.
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Crenshaw (1989) opined that intersectionality accentuates the multidimen-
sionality of Black women’s experiences and how they are shaped by different
systems of oppression. “Intersectionality allows for a complex understanding
of the ways in which race, gender, class, sexuality, and ability among other
dimensions of social, cultural, political, and economic processes intersect
to shape everyday experiences and social institutions” (Naples et al., 2019,
p. 5; See also Collins, 2000, 2003). Smith (2013) remarked that “… the
concept of intersectionality is not an abstract notion but a description of the
way multiple oppressions are experienced” (p.1). Therefore, intersectionality
attends to multiple identity categories which have meaning, social gravity, and
consequences (Artiles, 2013).

The framework has been critiqued as narrowly focusing on issues of identity
(Tefera, Powers & Fischman, 2018), using Black women as prototypical inter-
sectional subjects, its ambiguity in terms of its United States-centricity, and
definition and coherence with people’s experiences with multiple identities
(Nash, 2008). It might also be seen as having limited relevance for under-
standing the perspectives of other groups (Tefera et al., 2018). However, and
as Tefera et al. (2018) argued:

…this criticism tends to misinterpret the role of identity in intersectional anal-
yses. An intersectional approach is fundamentally oriented toward analyzing the
relationships of power and inequality within a social setting and how these shape
individual and group identities. That is, our identities are shaped by our expe-
riences in social groups and how we as members of those groups encounter
institutionalized social structures … The fact that intersectional analysis was
originally rooted in studies focused on the multiple forms of marginalization
that Black women face should not be understood as a limitation. Rather, inter-
sectionality provides a framework to deliberately account for and examine the
different ways that intersecting social dynamics affect people within and across
groups. (pp. viii–ix; see also Erevelles & Minear, 2010)

Intersectionality framing is applied in research in education, humanities, social
sciences, and health sciences to examine power dynamics and people’s expe-
riences with intersecting and overlapping systemic and structural forms of
oppression and marginalization. In the field of critical disability studies, the
framework allows for examining among other questions, able-bodied priv-
ileges; manifestations of ableism in the education system; intersections in
categories of difference including race, disability, social class, gender, and sexu-
ality; as well as gaining insights about racial inequities in special education
(Artiles, 2013, p. 333).

Erevelles and Minear (2010) observed that intersectionality is the “most
appropriate analytical intervention expected to accomplish the formidable task
of mediating multiple differences” (p. 130). It can be used “to do justice
in cases of disadvantage at the intersections of gender, ‘race’ and disability”
(Schiek & Lawson, 2011, p. 2). My use of intersectionality in this chapter
heeds Tefera et al.’s (2018) call to trouble “one-dimensional or single-axis
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analyses that focus on a specific category (e.g., race, class, gender, or ability)
or that treat other categories as epiphenomenal more often” (p. viii). It is
also to account for “ways race/ethnicity, class, gender, sexuality, religion, citi-
zenship, ability, and age, among other things, shape the structural dynamics
of power and inequality in social spaces and individual identities … [along
with] strengthening the synergy between critical inquiry and praxis” (p. viii).
Intersectionality analyzes disability as a “socially constructed category that
derives meaning and social (in)significance from the historical, cultural, polit-
ical, and economic structures that frame social life” (Erevelles & Minear, 2010,
pp. 131–132). This requires considering interactions between multiple factors
and ways in which they connect to restrict access to education, leading to
marginalization of students with disabilities in the education system.

Laws and Policies Informing Education of K-to-12 Students with Disabili-
ties in B.C.

This short chapter cannot address all of the laws and policies, which inform
the education of learners with disability in B.C., and how they translate into
practice, or their implications for learners with disabilities in B.C.’s K-to-12
education system. I will only share a snapshot of the situation of learners with
disabilities in B.C.’s K-to-12 education system. The discussion draws infer-
ences from the B.C. School Act, B.C. special needs education policy, available
literature, and selected online news reports about special needs education and
services in B.C.

B.C. School Act

Neither Canada nor British Columbia has legislation that governs the provi-
sion of educational programs for children and youths with disabilities as
the United States does with the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA). Education in B.C. is governed by the B.C. School Act, which is a
provincial statute guiding K-to-12 education. This Act specifies the rights,
responsibilities, and duties of parents, students, school personnel, school
trustees, Ministry of Education, and the boards of education in providing
education (Government of British Columbia, 2021). Section 167 (1) of the
Act stipulates that “There must continue to be a ministry of the public
service of British Columbia called the Ministry of Education over which the
minister must continue to preside and have direction” (Government of British
Columbia, 2021). Under Sect. 168 (2 a) the Minister for Education may
make orders governing the provision of educational programs for the purpose
of carrying out any of the minister’s powers, duties, or functions under
the School Act. Consequently, the Minister for Education Order relating to
students with disabilities—that is, the Special Needs Students Order—defines
a student with special needs as a student who has a disability of an intellectual,
physical, sensory, emotional, or behavioral nature, has a learning disability or
has exceptional gifts or talents (B.C. Ministry of Education, 2021). The order
stipulates that:
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(1) A board must ensure that a principal, vice principal, or director of instruction
offers to consult with a parent of a student with special needs regarding the
placement of that student in an educational program.

(2) A board must provide a student with special needs with an educational
program in a classroom where that student is integrated with other students
who do not have special needs, unless the educational needs of the student with
special needs or other students indicate that the educational program for the
student with special needs should be provided otherwise.

While important, these stipulations are not specific enough to hold school
districts and schools accountable enough in providing education and preparing
learners with disabilities to transition to the workplace and independent living.
There is no information on how the Ministry assesses or holds school districts
accountable when it comes to providing services for students with disabilities.

B.C. Ministry of Education Special Needs Education Policy

The B.C. Ministry of Education special needs education policy is outlined in
the Ministry’s special education services manual, which was originally devel-
oped in 1995 and was revised in 2016. It describes the policies, procedures,
and guidelines that support the delivery of special education services in British
Columbia’s public schools. This document defines special educational needs
as:

…those characteristics which make it necessary to provide a student undertaking
an educational program with resources different from those which are needed
by most students. Special educational needs are identified during assessment of a
student; they are the basis for determining an appropriate educational program
(including necessary resources) for that student. (B.C. Ministry of Education,
2016, p. vi)

The special education services manual serves as a reference regarding legis-
lation, ministry policy, and guidelines to assist school boards in developing
programs and services that enable students with special needs to meet the
goals of education. Under the B.C. special education policy, “all students
should have equitable access to learning, opportunities for achievement, and
the pursuit of excellence in all aspects of their educational programs” (B.C.
Ministry of Education, 2016, p. 1). The policy enables “students with special
needs to have equitable access to learning and opportunities to pursue and
achieve the goals of their educational programs” (B.C. Ministry of Educa-
tion, 2016, p. 1). The manual also summarizes the roles and responsibilities
of the Ministry of Education, school districts, schools, parents, and students
in the provision of special education services. It discusses the process of
developing an Individual Education Plan; different services, which are key to
special education including learning assistance programs, counseling services,
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school psychology programs, speech and language pathology services, phys-
ical and occupational therapy services, hospital services, home-based education
services, distributed learning services; and the process of funding special educa-
tion services. The manual outlines the various categories of special needs and
the provincial resources program aimed at assisting “districts to meet the
educational needs of students in exceptional circumstances”. (B.C. Ministry
of Education, 2016, p. 91)

In defining inclusion, the policy states:

British Columbia promotes an inclusive education system in which students with
special needs are fully participating members of a community of learners. Inclu-
sion describes the principle that all students are entitled to equitable access to
learning, achievement and the pursuit of excellence in all aspects of their educa-
tional programs. The practice of inclusion is not necessarily synonymous with
full integration in regular classrooms, and goes beyond placement to include
meaningful participation and the promotion of interaction with others. (B.C.
Ministry of Education, 2016, p. 2)

It remains unclear at times how the ministry’s perspectives on inclusion are put
into practice. Most of the policy seems to lean toward a medically informed
special education model in addressing the needs of learners with disability.
Practicing inclusion as a human right pays attention to the United Nations
(UN) Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD). This
calls on state parties to ensure that:

(i) Persons with disabilities are not excluded from the general education system
on the basis of disability, and that children with disabilities are not excluded
from free and compulsory primary education, or from secondary education, on
the basis of disability.

(ii) Persons with disabilities can access an inclusive, quality, and free primary
education and secondary education on an equal basis with others in the
communities in which they live.

(iii) Reasonable accommodation of the individual’s requirements is provided.

(iv) Persons with disabilities receive the support required, within the general
education system, to facilitate their effective education.

(v) Effective individualized support measures are provided in environments that
maximize academic and social development, consistent with the goal of full
inclusion (UN, 2006).

In the following section, I propose that B.C. special needs policy adopt an
intersectional approach to disability.
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The Need to Adopt an Intersectional Lens in B.C. Special Needs Education
Policy.

Without a doubt, the B.C. School Act and the Ministry of Education special
needs education policy recognize the importance of educational services
and the significance of education access and participation for students with
disabilities. Historically, though, special education and the B.C. special needs
education manual have drawn mostly on the medical model of disability. The
medical model takes a deficit approach to disability and focuses on impair-
ment as something that needs rehabilitation or treatment, curing and fixing
through medical intervention (Degener, 2014; Oliver, 1990). There have
been increasing calls for special education to look at the social and human
rights models of disability to inform and enrich the field (Baglieri et al., 2011;
Connor, 2013).

The social model of disability problematizes disability oppression by
drawing attention to the environment as opposed to a person’s impairment
(Rehabilitation International, 2006). The social model of disability stresses the
fact that persons with disabilities are prevented from reaching their full poten-
tial as a result of legal, attitudinal, architectural, communications, and other
discriminatory barriers which are pervasive in society (Rehabilitation Interna-
tional, 2006). As such, a critical intersectional analysis that pays attention to
the intersecting and multiple assumptions and barriers that hinder the rights
of persons with disabilities is necessary.

The human rights model recognizes that disability is a natural part of
human diversity that must be respected and supported (Disability Advocacy
Resource Unit, 2021). Degener (2014) asserts that the model encompasses
human rights, civil and political as well as economic, social, and cultural
rights. It strives to advance human rights capacity, values impairment as part
of human diversity, and acknowledges identity issues. It allows for assessment
of prevention policy, when such a policy entails protection of human rights
for people with disabilities. The model therefore endeavors to promote equity
and social justice. It emphasizes that people with disability have the same
rights as everyone else. Impairment must not be used as an excuse to deny
or restrict the rights of people with disabilities (Disability Advocacy Resource
Unit, 2021).

By drawing on the social and human rights models, special education
policy in B.C. and the Ministry of Education would allow for an advanced
analysis, recognition, and understanding that learners with disability are rights-
holders who can and should determine the course of their lives (Rehabilitation
International, 2006). It will also draw needed attention to identifying and
addressing limitations imposed by economic, political, legal, architectural,
social, and physical structures and environment as infringements on the right
of individuals with disability (Rehabilitation International, 2006).

In addition to the B.C. Ministry of Education’s special needs policy taking
a more expanded, holistic approach to understanding disability, we cannot
negate the reality that students with disabilities have other identity markers
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that reinforce their marginalization and oppression further, including race,
class, gender, sexuality, (dis)ability, language abilities, and national origin (see
Bešić, 2020). These identity markers are important when discussing special
needs education and inclusive education. The one moment the special needs
education manual alludes to these intersecting identities is when referencing
students with different cultural or linguistic backgrounds (B.C. Ministry of
Education, 2016, p. 21). The manual indicates that:

… learning another language and new cultural norms, adjusting to a different
social and physical setting, or overcoming homesickness or trauma can affect
a student’s school adjustment and learning. These factors, when combined
with a disability or impairment, can significantly undermine school achievement.
Assessing and planning for students with special needs becomes more complex
when language, cultural or migration factors are involved. Except for cases
of obvious disability (e.g., profound intellectual disability, physical or sensory
disability), teachers should fully consider cultural, linguistic and/or experiential
factors that can affect learning before assuming the presence of a disability or
impairment. … (B.C. Ministry of Education, 2016, p. 21)

These remarks show that different micro and macro forces influence the
educational experiences of learners with special needs. Addressing these needs
necessitates taking an intersectional lens to understand the experiences, which
students bring to class and the context in which they are operating. As such,
intersectionality should be the rule not the exception in disability legislation
in British Columbia.

I agree with Grant and Zwier (2011) who emphasize employing an inter-
sectional lens for analyzing how the links between disability, race, class, gender
migrant background, sexuality, and sexual orientation, shape disabled students’
lives as well as those of their families; and the ways in which these connections
influence how educational institutions respond to them. For example, wealthy
parents of children with disabilities are likely to receive different responses
from the school system than poor or racialized parents/families of children
who have disabilities. It is not uncommon to hear and read about Indigenous,
Black, and other racialized families reporting about experiences of biased and
racist interactions with the school system in addition to feeling unwelcome or
not being listened to at school. Codjoe (2001) showed that Black students and
parents see the school environment as a barrier for Black students’ academic
success (see also Dei, 2008; Opini, 2019).

Lott (2001) found that teachers’ and administrators’ beliefs about low-
income and working-class parents translated into negative, discouraging, and
exclusionary behaviors. These parents received less warm welcome in the
schools, their suggestions were less respected and responded to and, as result,
were less able to influence their children’s education. So, while the B.C.
School Act asserts that school leaders must consult with a parent of a student
with special needs regarding the placement of that student in an educational
program, low-income, working-class parents of children with disabilities would
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likely be listened to less. Consequently, they will be less able to influence
their children’s education than wealthier parents of children with disabili-
ties would. There is no accountability for this. When policies and legislation
are presented as neutral, there is a failure to recognize how historical and
contemporary power and structural hierarchies function in society. There-
fore, a few benefit in the path to education access and eventual academic
success (see Artiles, 2011). Bešić (2020) states that we ought to recognize
that policies are “also tied to the social, financial and cultural capital of partic-
ular groups”(p. 119), and these connections have implications for education
outcomes that cannot be understated when considering services for students
with disabilities. Disability and special needs education services in the B.C.
education system ought to be understood in terms of its co-construction with
other identities (Hernández-Saca et al., 2018).

Challenges Facing Students
with Disabilities and their Families

Here, I would like to discuss the year 2020 given its unique challenges and
particularly the COVID-19 pandemic. COVID-19 exposed the pervasiveness
of ableism, racism, classism, and other forms of oppression and the implica-
tions for the education system. I looked at the experiences of children and
families with disabilities in B.C. schools as were reported in 10 online articles
by the Vancouver Sun (5 articles) and CBC News (5 articles). Although CBC
is considered a liberal platform and Vancouver Sun conservative, reports on
both news outlets discussed very similar challenges.

A common theme which was evident in these news reports was the chal-
lenges that students with disabilities and their families experienced. A closer
analysis of the reports reveals the effects of interconnections between disability
and low income on educational services and learning supports for students
with disabilities. The challenges experienced were exacerbated by the COVID-
19 pandemic as shown in the news reports and included funding limitations,
lack of sensitivity in planning for service continuity, failure of school districts to
plan, and communicate with families about services for children with disabil-
ities, continued systemic ableism, and lack of accountability on the part of
government and school districts.

In April 2020, CBC News journalist Bridgette Watson reported that fami-
lies of children with complex care and educational needs continued to struggle
during the COVID-19 pandemic because of funding problems. Although chil-
dren over 6 years old in B.C. are allotted $6,000 annually for supports like
speech therapy, respite workers, and behavioral interventionists, the families
are required to spend that money, within the year in which it is allocated,
for particular kinds of services which were specified in the funding. Other-
wise, they would lose the funds (Crawford, 2020; Watson, 2020). Many of
these services were suspended following the March 2020 COVID-19 lock-
down, so some parents were concerned about losing their funding. They were
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advised by the Ministry to find online solutions to help their kids (Watson,
2020). Little attention was paid to meaningful inclusive instructional plan-
ning that pays attention to Universal Design for Learning principles [i.e.,
multiple means of representation, multiple means of action and expression,
and multiple means of engagement; Universal Design for Learning in B.C.
(2010)]. These gaps necessitate a rethinking of learning accommodations,
adaptations, and modifications as a human right. Most importantly, they are
not just symbols for institutions to tolerate disability but rather to be accepting
of disability as part of everyday living and the human experience. Moreover,
government and school leaders forgot that online services and learning could
worsen some students’ experiences. For example, as Watson (2020) observed,
online learning is not a sustainable solution for children on the autism spec-
trum due to social and emotional regulation. Specificity and inflexibility on the
use of funding are a challenge for families (see also Browne, 2020a, 2020b).

At the beginning of the pandemic, government announcements for funding
relief and support were generalized. Later, following activism and advocacy
from disability organizations and groups, the federal and provincial govern-
ments started providing funds for individuals with disabilities. For instance, the
B.C. Government provided $225 per month as short-term emergency relief
support funds to assist children and youth with special needs and their fami-
lies to access critical support during COVID from April through September
2020. Randy Shore from the Vancouver Sun reported that this amount was
not enough to meet the needs of children with disabilities, and some fami-
lies had challenges accessing the funds. In responding to the amounts, Autism
Community Training (2020) noted:

… $225 cannot address the needs of isolated, impoverished families supporting
very challenging children who are now dependent on their parents 24/7,
without access to school, childcare workers, respite or interventionists. This
amount has not increased for the last 20 years even though the cost of living
in the Greater Vancouver Area in B.C. is the highest in British Columbia and
one of the highest in the world. (https://www.actcommunity.ca/why-is-the-res
ponse-of-the-B.C.-government-to-children-with-special-needs-so-weak)

While school districts tried to ensure that students continued learning at home
through platforms like Google Classroom, Zoom, and Microsoft Teams, most
of these were designed for able-bodied students. As such, specialized support
for students with disabilities was limited. Cathy Browne from CBC News
and Glenda Luymes from the Vancouver Sun explained that the emotional
toll on parents and children was huge (Browne, 2020a, 2020b; Luymes,
2020a, 2020b). Some parents and guardians of children with disabilities expe-
rienced enormous fatigue and considered giving up their children to the
state/government because of lack of support and services (Browne, 2020a,
2020b). These government organizations are provided money to do what

https://www.actcommunity.ca/why-is-the-response-of-the-B.C.-government-to-children-with-special-needs-so-weak
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families do (Browne, 2020a, 2020b), so we must ask why that money cannot
be given to the families.

The return to school plans for September 2020 also proved challenging.
The Ministry of Education indicated that school districts were best placed
to share their return-to-school plans concerning the needs of students with
disabilities. Winston Szeto, CBC News, and Joanne Lee-Young, Vancouver
Sun, indicated that teachers and disability advocates called on rethinking
school cohort models to avoid reinforcing exclusion of students with disabil-
ities from full-time, in-school learning with little success (Lee-Young, 2020;
Szeto, 2020). Recommendations like wearing masks were also problematic
since some children with disabilities may not be able to do it properly. (Lee-
Young, 2020; Szeto, 2020). While the return-to-school plans were under way,
school districts failed to communicate effectively about support for special
needs students (Luymes, 2020a, 2020b; Szeto, 2020). Some families pointed
to gaps in accountability for their children’s education and to the fact that
students with disabilities were an afterthought in these plans (Autism Commu-
nity Training, 2020; Browne, 2020a, 2020b; Luymes, 2020a, 2020b). This
characterized the provision of education for students with disabilities even
before the pandemic (Autism Community Training, 2020; BCED Access,
2020; Luymes, 2020a, 2020b). Families asked the provincial government and
school districts to consider planning for smaller class sizes instead of more
remote and hybrid learning to better address the learning needs of children
with disabilities (Browne, 2020a, 2020b), but with little success. Many ended
up signing their children for transitional learning as a wait-and-see approach
because they were not clear about what to expect in schools (Luymes, 2020a,
2020b).

In April 2020, Autism Community Training (2020) noted that the B.C.
provincial government failed to keep and provide accurate data on how the
needs of learners with disabilities were being met during in-person learning
in public schools in comparison with independent (private and faith-based)
schools in B.C. No doubt this erodes the families’ confidence in the ability
of the public schools system to serve the needs of the most vulnerable in the
province. There are consequences for school choice, including public school
student enrollment, and the B.C. Government needs to pay serious attention;
otherwise, public education is undermined. The back-and-forth blaming game
between school districts and the Ministry of Education is harming the lives and
educational experiences of children with disabilities and their families.

Noticeable in the online news reports was only a single intersectional anal-
ysis of the challenges, which the students and their families were facing, and
that was by Randy Shore from the Vancouver Sun in December 2020. While
the government and school districts have taken a one-size-fits-all approach to
addressing the needs of students with disabilities in B.C. (Luymes, 2020a,
2020b), this does not work for all families. Some are falling through the
cracks. Even before the pandemic, families of children with disabilities and
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who also are Indigenous, Black, racialized, new immigrants and refugees, low-
income earners, and single-parent families experienced disproportionate effects
and barriers accessing resources to support their children (see Charlesworth,
2020; Shore, 2020). The same is true of the rural–urban divide when accessing
special needs education services. Many of these families are struggling and
the intersection between disability and other characteristics are real and with
quality-of-life implications that must be addressed to promote and support
equitable educational access for all learners in B.C.

Conclusion

Using a critical disability and intersectional analysis, this chapter has shown
that students with disabilities in B.C. and their families experience oppres-
sion and ableism in education. These experiences cannot be detached from
the students’ geographical and social locations, race, gender, class, sexuality,
religion, and other differences. Special needs education policies in B.C. must
factor in an understanding of disability through an intersectional lens. Plan-
ning for policy and services for students with disabilities needs in B.C. should
acknowledge and consider supports that are responsive to the different ways
that students with disabilities experience, access, and participate in education.
Since the province of B.C. continues to face significant inequity challenges
(such as housing, child poverty, and racial inequities), disability cannot be
examined without paying attention to these multiple realities and their impact
on schooling. Educational transformations aimed at addressing challenges for
students with disabilities in B.C. and across Canada cannot happen meaning-
fully without examining the intersecting ways ableist privilege happens and is
supported by societal structures and systems.

With these marginalizing realities, educators and leaders in schools and
school districts should examine their understanding and enactment of inclu-
sive education using an intersectional approach to disrupt the normative
practices and perceptions about disability. COVID-19 has exposed more the
“exclusionary inclusive educational practices” common in schools and driving
government planning and funding models. The recent reports referenced
above paint a picture of current practices reinforcing inequities and rendering
students with disabilities and special needs education as an afterthought in
educational policies and eventual service planning and provisions.
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Critical International/Global Citizenship
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CHAPTER 8

Contesting Canadian Exceptionalism
in the Internationalization of Higher
Education: A Critical Perspective

Shibao Guo and Yan Guo

Fueled by globalization, the internationalization of higher education in
Canada is happening at a rapid pace. One manifestation of such develop-
ment is the increasing enrollment of international students. As its marketing
strategy to attract top international students, Canada adopts a discourse of
Canadian exceptionalism to promote itself as an immigrant country and a
land of opportunities with a vast territory and rich resources. More specifi-
cally, EduCanada (2021) identifies a list of reasons for international students
to study in Canada, including outstanding quality of education, high stan-
dard of living, safety, clean environment, wide-open spaces, low tuition fees,
and affortable living expenses. Canadian exceptionalism is also evident in its
rhetoric about Canada’s multiculturalism policies which present the country
as an open and culturally diverse nation. Canadian exceptionalism as a social
imaginary also constructs Canada different from its southern neighbor as a
peaceful and tolerant country without racism.

In this chapter, we contest the discourse of Canadian exceptionalism
as a myth in contrast to the actual policies and practices of the interna-
tionalization of Canadian higher education. In particular, we focus on the
perspectives and lived experiences of international students as they adapt to a
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new educational system in Canada. To be more specific, we analyze how inter-
nationalization policies at a university in Western Canada were interpreted and
experienced by international students. Based on policy analysis and interviews
with international students, our findings reveal that international students
have multiple understandings of internationalization and view international-
ization as a positive experience for academic and personal growth. Findings
also indicated several persistent problems, including a neoliberal approach
that treats internationalization as revenue generating and branding strategy,
limited internationalization of the curriculum, difficulty in making friends with
local students, and racial discrimination. The findings have important implica-
tions, not only for Canada but also to countries which share similar contexts
and challenges, for providing appropriate levels of support for international
students and building an internationally inclusive campus, where cross-cultural
learning is encouraged and global citizenship are nurtured.

Rationales of Internationalization

As a contested term, internationalization can mean many different things to
different people. For some people, it means a series of international activities
(e.g., academic mobility of students and faculty), international linkages and
partnerships, and new international academic programs and research initia-
tives, while for others it means the delivery of education to other countries
through satellite programs (Guo & Chase, 2011; Knight, 2004). De Wit et al.
(2015) define internationalization as “the intentional process of integrating
an international, intercultural or global dimension into the purpose, functions
and delivery of post-secondary education, in order to enhance the quality of
education and research for all students and staff, and to make a meaningful
contribution to society” (p. 29). This definition places a focus on intentionality
and broadens internationalization from mobility to include curriculum and
learning outcomes. Another term that is often used interchangeably with inter-
nationalization is globalization. There is a general consensus among scholars
that internationalization is not globalization. They are seen as related, but at
the same time very different processes. According to Knight (2003), “interna-
tionalization is changing the world of education and globalization is changing
the world of internationalization” (p. 3).

Having defined the term, it is necessary to understand the rationales of
internationalization. De Wit et al. (2015) named four key rationales for
internationalization: political, economic, sociocultural, and academic. In the
twentieth century, and in particular after the Second World War, there was an
increased focus on international cooperation and exchange in higher educa-
tion. Although peace and mutual understanding were the declared driving
rationales, “national security and foreign policy were the real reasons” behind
the expansion of internationalization (de Wit & Merkx, 2012, p. 49). From
the second half of the 1990s onwards, the principle driving force for interna-
tionalization has shifted from political to economic. International students and
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international activities were used by many institutions in Australia, the United
Kingdom, and the United States as revenue generation (Kelly, 2000; Teichler,
2010). In addition to international student recruitment, preparing graduates
for the global competitive labor market and attracting top talent for the knowl-
edge economy have become important pillars of the internationalization of
higher education over the past decade (de Wit et al., 2015). Sociocultur-
ally, internationalization was based on the hope that international mobility
could enhance mutual understanding (Khoo, 2011). Academically, interna-
tionalization was perceived as a means to improve “the quality of teaching
and learning and prepare students to live and work in a globalized world” (de
Wit et al., 2015, p. 28). It has been promoted as a way to achieve inter-
national academic standards for branding purposes and foster international
collaboration in research and knowledge production.

Unlike European priorities that were driven by economic and political
considerations (Elliott, 1998), the rationales for the internationalization of
Canadian higher education focused on sociocultural and academic aspects:
preparing graduates who are internationally knowledgeable and intercultur-
ally competent global citizens and enhancing scholarship for interdependence
between Canadian and international students in addition to generating income
for universities (Knight, 2000). Knight also found the three rationales for
having international students at Canadian institutions were to “integrate
domestic and international students in and out of the classroom, to increase
the institutions’ profiles and contacts in target countries, and third, to generate
revenue for the institution” (Knight, 2000, p. 53).

Internationalization of the Curriculum

Internationalization of the curriculum aims to incorporate “international,
intercultural, and/or global dimensions into the content of the curriculum
as well as the learning outcomes, assessment tasks, teaching methods, and
support services of a program of study” (Leask, 2009, p. 209). Three
approaches are often used by faculty members to internationalize the content
of the curriculum, namely, the add-on approach, the curricula infusion
approach, and the transformation approach (Bond, 2003). The add-on
approach, as the name implies, often involves adding on a reading or an assign-
ment to the existing course content and leaves the main body of the course
untouched and unquestioned. This is the easiest approach with a narrow focus
and limited impact. The second is perhaps the most widely used approach
infusing the curriculum with international content in the selection of course
materials and integration of student experience into learning activities. It
requires much more preparation on the part of the faculty member and often
involves the broader participation of faculty and students. The transforma-
tion approach is more difficult to undertake, but has the potential to change
people. This approach, Bond argues, enables students to move between two
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or more worldviews and requires a shift in the way we understand the world.
When it is realized, it yields genuine reform in the curriculum.

The second component in internationalization of the curriculum involves
internationalizing teaching strategies and classroom experiences which best
support the learning objectives of an internationalized curriculum. Unfor-
tunately, literature documenting such practices remains nearly nonexistent
(Bond, 2003). Drawing from other studies that are relevant to international-
ization of the curriculum, Bond offers the following observations. She suggests
that it is important for faculty members to develop a classroom climate of
respect and trust; communicate to students what is important in a course;
get to know your students; respect and value students’ knowledge and expe-
rience; and use contextualized and cooperative learning strategies to enhance
participations. She emphasizes the importance of collaborating with colleagues
and using campus resources to ensure effective practices. She also reminds
us that students with international and intercultural experience are untapped
resources. She further cautions us not to separate international students from
other students. Finally, Bond argues, there is no predetermined starting point
for internationalizing the curriculum, nor any single way to internationalize
the curriculum. We have to take into consideration the context, including
class size, subject matter, and the international and intercultural experiences of
participants. Furthermore, in the process of internationalizing the curriculum,
faculty members play a significant role in determining its success.

The Identity Crisis of Internationalization

Reflecting on the internationalization over the last decade, internationalization
has suffered from an identity crisis. As Knight (2014) lamented, “interna-
tionalization has become a catch-all phrase used to describe anything and
everything remotely linked to the global, intercultural or international dimen-
sions of higher education and is thus losing its way” (p. 76). In response to
this identity crisis of internationalization, Knight calls for an examination of
the fundamental values underpinning internationalization.

One identity crisis related to the fundamental values underpinning interna-
tionalization pertains to the economic approach as a principle driving force of
internationalization. The literature on the internationalization of higher educa-
tion presents two major discourses: market-driven (i.e., related to fostering
economic performance and competiveness) and ethically driven (i.e., related to
charitable concerns for enhancing the quality of life of disadvantaged students)
discourses (Khoo, 2011). Financial crises are driving profit-seeking policies of
internationalization in higher education in many countries. Critics highlight
the exploitation of international students as being treated like “cash cows.”
As such, internationalization is seen as a reflection of “a complex, chaotic
and unpredictable edubusiness, whose prioritization of the financial ‘bottom
line’ has supplanted clear normative educational and, indeed, overtly ideo-
logical intents” (Luke, 2010, p. 44). With respect to the second discourse,
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internationalization is believed to have the ethical responsibility to engage
with alternative agendas such as human rights and building a global civil
society (Kaldor, 2003). Recent literature, driven by critical scholars such as
Abdi and Shultz (2008) and Andreotti (2013), also indicates that concepts
expressed in internationalization policies and initiatives such as governments’
and institutions’ social responsibility, transnational mobility of students, and
students’ interculturality that are associated with global citizenship have come
to combine both market and ethical influences to enhance students’ learning.

Second, critical scholars question internationalization as the dominant
global imaginary and its colonial myth of Western ontological and epistemo-
logical supremacy (Guo et al., 2021; Ng, 2012; Stein & Andreotti, 2016).
As Stein and Andreotti note, the dominant global imaginary of Western
supremacy is produced and reproduced not only by and in the West, but also
by many across the globe. Duplicating Western policies without considera-
tion of the local context in many universities in Asia raises the question of
“whether internationalization becomes recolonization in the postmodern era”
(Ng, 2012, p. 451). To illustrate with an example, Guo et al. (2021) interro-
gate the unidirectional orientation of internationalization as understood and
practiced in Chinese higher education as “Westernization” and “Englishiza-
tion.” In the context of China, the internalization of the superiority of Western
sources of knowledge has become a crucial element of a hidden curriculum.
In this process, the domination of English is closely associated with the supe-
riority of Western knowledge. As Yang (2016) reminded us, Westernization is
not new. Since China’s encounters with the West in the nineteenth century,
repeated defeats led China to feel disadvantaged in its relations with the West.
So the West came to China with enormous prestige. Furthermore, the use of
English as a medium of instruction (EMI) promotes the hegemony of English
as a global language in China (Guo & Beckett, 2007). As such, the need
to internationalize the university is interpreted to mean to “Englishize” the
university and their programs (Rose & McKinley, 2018). Marginson (2006,
p. 25) made a similar point in arguing that the English language universities
“exercise a special power, expressed as cultural colonization” and the displace-
ment of the intellectual traditions other languages support. As a symbol of
internationalization, English has become a gatekeeper for internationalization;
only those with high scores in IELTS and TOEFL are selected for studying
abroad. Hence, the “Englishization-equals-internationalization ideology” is
pervasive in the Chinese education policy, curricula, and use of EMI (Guo
et al., 2021). In light of this, the authors call for an approach to de-Westernize
the ideological underpinnings of colonial relations of rule and Eurocentric
tendencies influencing the current ideological moorings of internationalization
and practices of Chinese higher education.
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The Canadian Context

In 2014, the Government of Canada (2014) launched its first federal inter-
national education strategy, with a vision to “become the twenty-first century
leader in international education in order to attract top talent and prepare
our citizens for the global marketplace, thereby providing key building blocks
for our future prosperity” (p. 6). With a neoliberal agenda driven by economic
motives, international education was identified as one of the 22 priority sectors
to help Canada enhance its economic prosperity and global competitive-
ness in a knowledge-based economy. As part of the international education
strategy, attracting international students at all levels of education became
the top priority with a goal to double the number of international students
by 2022 (from the level of 2011). In fact, Canada’s federal policy on inter-
nationalization has always had a strong focus on international students as a
market. Since the 1980s, Canadian universities have been utilizing the revenue
from international student tuition to ameliorate financial shortfalls resulting
from marked declines in government funding for higher education (Cudmore,
2005; Knight, 2008).

The 2014 strategy reinforced the narrative of international students as a
source of revenue for universities and for the country, stating that “interna-
tional students in Canada provide immediate and significant economic benefits
to Canadians in every region of the country” (Government of Canada, 2014,
p. 7). Citing a commissioned study by Kunin (2012), it reported that in 2012
international students’ tuition, books, accommodation, meals, transportation,
and discretionary spending was estimated to be about $8.4 billion per year,
which in turn generated more than $455 million in government tax revenues.
Furthermore, international students are also seen as “a future source of skilled
labour” which is critical to ensuring Canada’s national prosperity in an increas-
ingly competitive global environment (Government of Canada, 2014, p. 12).
It is evident that internationalization is primarily seen in terms of its economic
benefits to Canada.

As a result of its aggressive promotion, Canada’s international student
population has tripled over the past decade to 642,000 in 2019 which
ranked Canada the third most popular destination after the US and Australia
(El-Assal, 2020). The five countries from which the largest number of inter-
national students came in descending order of number were: India, China,
South Korea, France, and Vietnam. Yet, when international students arrive
on Canadian campuses, they face a number of challenges including isolation,
alienation, marginalization, and low self-esteem. In the following section, we
will examine how international students experience the internationalization of
higher education in Canada.

Contesting Canadian Exceptionalism in the Internationalization of Higher
Education

In responding to Knight’s (2014) call for scholars and institutions to
rethink the fundamental values of internationalization, in this section, we
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contest the discourse of Canadian exceptionalism in the internationalization of
Canadian higher education. We focus on internationalization at one university
and international students’ experiences of internationalization at this institu-
tion in Western Canada. The university launched its International Strategy
in 2013, in which internationalization formed one of the priorities in the
university’s long-term strategic policy visions. A key target of international-
ization goals was to increase the number of international students on campus
to 10% of the undergraduate population by 2016. In the following discussion,
we analyze how internationalization policies and practices at this university
were interpreted and experienced by international students. Based on inter-
views with 26 international students from nine countries, our study shows that
international students have multiple understandings of internationalization.
Their views of internationalization and lived experiences contest the mythical
narrative of Canadian exceptionalism in higher education.

Multiple Understandings of Internationalization

Our findings demonstrate international students’ multiple understandings of
internationalization. In the interviews, most participants referred to interna-
tionalization as the increasing enrollment of international students in Canadian
institutions of higher education and their international experiences. Interna-
tional students reported the challenge and difficulty of defining international-
ization. The fact that they had mixed understandings of internationalization is
not necessarily a problem, considering that the literature applies different defi-
nitions. In general, they referred to internationalization as student mobility
and research collaborations between institutions. One student from China
commented, “To me, it means coming to Canada to study” (Yumi). For
many participants, there was a direct link between their understanding of
internationalization and their personal experiences of studying in Canada. For
some participants, internationalization offered an opportunity for them to
develop a global vision. These aspects of internationalization identified by the
participants were similar to academic and sociocultural principles of interna-
tionalization discussed by Knight (2004) and de Wit et al. (2015). But for
others, internationalization was about particular ways of thinking about the
world or about westernization as illustrated by one student from Taiwan.

Most participants felt internationalization had a positive effect on them in
offering opportunities for development of research interests, independence
in learning, and personal growth. The participants enjoyed acquiring infor-
mation, research training, hands-on experience, and analytical skill. Most
participants reported they enjoyed the academic freedom in Canada. For
example, all four Chinese students in computer science said they had more
choices in their course selection from software, hardware, and network, three
parts that were separated in China. Mike was one of the undergraduate
students sponsored by the China Scholarship Council (CSC). As a fourth
year student, he was doing a required final project and noted that studying in
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Canada, particularly learning how to do a literature review, helped him develop
his research interest. He also commented on the development of independence
in learning as an international student.

Other students illustrated the development of their hands-on ability by
having more opportunities to conduct experiments in the lab and making
equipment themselves. For example, Kimo in Geography noted: “If we need
to use tubes [in the lab], we need to buy pipes, cut and assemble them.”
Most students reported that they not only developed a strong sense of inde-
pendence in learning but also increased their self-confidence and developed
stronger communication skills. For example, James, a Chinese student in
Geophysics, noted his positive character change from being shy to not being
afraid to talk to new people. Other students commented they matured as a
result of their independent life experiences in another culture, such as learning
how to budget for grocery shopping and learning how to cook. Similarly,
Krystal from China in Computer Science noted her growing maturity and her
open-mindedness as a result of her international experience.

Internationalization, Revenue Generation, and Branding

In this study, international students critiqued the university’s goal of inter-
nationalization for revenue generating and branding purposes. Access to
international mobility is often limited to students who have earned scholar-
ships. Most participants of our study primarily represent two groups of elites
in the source country, the socioeconomic elite who are mostly self-funded and
the educated elite who are funded by government scholarships. Participants
in this study reported that the average international student at the univer-
sity paid $21,932 CAD in tuition fees—a number that was three times higher
than what domestic students paid. On average, international students spent
about $40,000 on tuition and living expenses together annually. In light of
this, most participants perceived that the university used international students
for revenue generation, an “internationalization as marketization model”
critiqued by Luke (2010, p. 49). This is in part due to declining government
funding for higher education that has formed the context for the interna-
tionalization of universities in many Western countries (Marginson, 2006).
For example, between 2000/01 and 2012/13, the proportion of univer-
sity revenues from provincial governments was decreased from 43 to 40% in
Canada (CAUT, 2015). Many of the Chinese students in the study repre-
sented the educated elite, receiving scholarships from the China Scholarship
Council. They had a grade point average above 85% in all academic subjects
at their domestic university in China and passed the interview in English. In
some cases, they represented the brightest students from their home univer-
sities. Given this context, some participants critiqued the university’s desire
to capitalize on their talents and use international students to raise its profile
nationally and internationally. This aligns with one of the university’s ratio-
nales for internationalization: to position the university as a global intellectual
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hub and to increase international presence and impact. Khoo (2011) suggests
that financial pressures push universities toward marketized, competitive, and
unethical interpretations of internationalization whereas ethical development
policies and programs for mutual learning and benefit are eroded. Most
participants in this study were critical about the university’s tendency to
view international students as “cash cows” (Stein & Andreotti, 2016) and
its emphasis on raising revenue and branding purposes ahead of the care and
education of international students.

Little Internationalization of the Curriculum

At the policy level, the university emphasized the internationalization of
the curriculum as illustrated in its 2013 International Strategy. In practice,
however, international students reported that they felt there were few teaching
and learning resources that were related to their experiences as noted by Jane
in Education from China who stated, “I don’t see there are many materials
on my international experience. They [instructors] seldom talk about things
happening in China. I think only in X course I experienced a lot because the
instructor is from a similar background” (Jane, Education, China). Similarly,
Alice, an international student from Brazil who studied film commented that
in the courses that she took, mostly American and European film history was
taught, but Brazil was only mentioned in passing. Even when there were some
teaching and learning resources that were related to their experiences, these
resources appeared to portray their countries as backward. Amy in English
mentioned that in her drama course, she was shocked to see how Korean
surgery was portrayed in a video shown by the instructor. Mery was also critical
that Iran was portrayed as both backward and violent in students’ discussion
in class.

Students’ experiences show the contradictions between the internation-
alization of the curriculum across policy and practice. At the policy level,
internationalization of the curriculum aims for “the incorporation of inter-
national, intercultural, and/or global dimensions into the content of the
curriculum as well as the learning outcomes, assessment tasks, teaching
methods, and support services of a program of study” (Leask, 2009, p. 209).
In practice, from the international students’ perspectives, the international-
ization of the curriculum is limited. For example, our findings revealed that
students rarely encountered materials that reflected their experiences, and
when they did, the materials tended to be dated or skewed. As Haigh (2009)
argues, “today, although many classes emerge as a cosmopolitan mix, curricula
remain Western” (p. 272). Some students felt that the effect of this lack of
international content may be negative, in that it reinforces prejudices and
stereotypes. These findings provide evidence for Leask’s (2015) critique that
“one common misconception about internationalization of the curriculum is
that the recruitment of international students will result in an internationalized
curriculum for all students” (Leask, 2015, p. 11).
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Difficulty in Developing Friendships with Local Students

One of the goals of the internationalization policy at this university is to
increase international representation among the study body on campus. For
some time, it was a commonly held belief that increasing the diversity of the
student body would lead to understanding and friendships between interna-
tional and local students (Leask, 2015). Unfortunately, this is not something
that happens naturally. When international students came to the Canadian
campus, particularly for those from Asia and the Middle East, they indicated
that they were not well-received and often felt alienated. The international
students in this study reported that it was difficult for them to make friends
with local students. Lily, a student from China who spent four years in Canada
pursuing her undergraduate degree, stated that while she could develop
working relationships with her classmates over one semester, it was difficult
to become friends with them. She explained that university students in China
usually stay in the same cohort for four years, attending the same courses
together each semester, making it easier to become friends with classmates. In
Canada, however, as the students are different in each class, she noted that it
was difficult to be in touch with the same classmates consistently, making it
difficult to develop friendships with local students. Lily added another reason,
explaining that “local students don’t have patience. They don’t want to under-
stand international students” Liwang concurred. Similarly, she noted a lack of
understanding among local students in that they “never experience what we
experience, learning a different culture and language.”

A few students identified their low English language proficiency as the main
reason for difficulties in becoming friends with local students. Other students
indicated that even without language issues, it was still difficult to make friends
with local students. One student who studied in English major noted the lack
of opportunity for her to interact with local students: “I don’t even see any
Canadian around me except in class…after class they just leave, not much
opportunity to talk to them” (Amy, English, South Korea). Many students
mentioned that they did not share the same interests. For example, Tyler,
an indigenous American from Alaska, reported he enjoys going to the Native
Centre at the university whereas his Canadian peers like to play hockey. Alex, a
Chinese student in Engineering, said some local students like to go to the bar
and he does not like the pub environment. Another reason why it was difficult
for them to make friends with host university students was related to dealing
with different life styles. James in Geophysics from China was surprised by the
amount of partying and drinking involved in undergraduate life. He did not
partake in his roommates’ usual activities and suggested this could be one of
the reasons he felt excluded from friendship. He further expressed discontent
dealing with a roommate who did not cleanup, which was another barrier to
friendship.

The above discussion reveals that many factors influence engagement
between international and domestic students, including linguistic, academic,
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and social factors. The participants in our study reported English language and
communication challenges as major obstacles to forming meaningful relation-
ships with students of the host society. Difficulty with English language is also
reported in other studies (Aune et al., 2011; Scott et al., 2015). In addition
to language barrier, many international students felt there is a lack of common
interests or different life styles between them and local students. The interna-
tional students in this study also reported there is a lack of opportunities for
interaction between these two groups. Similarly, Zhang and Brunton’s (2007)
study also found that 55% of the 140 Chinese students they surveyed in New
Zealand “were dissatisfied with the availability of opportunities to make New
Zealand friends” (p. 132). Sometimes, the international students in this study
also sensed unwillingness from local students to connect. This study shows
that the mere presence of international students on campus does not neces-
sarily lead to interactions and intercultural understanding between local and
international students.

Racism and Racial Discrimination

At the policy level, most institutional internationalization efforts tend to
neutralize existing racial hierarchies in the realm of education and beyond
(Stein et al., 2016). In reality, some international students in this study had to
deal with deep-rooted racism from their peers and people in the local commu-
nity in the form of verbal attacks, including swearing and being told to return
to their home country. Feelings of hurt were exacerbated in classrooms where
international students felt excluded or ignored by other students, as illus-
trated by Liwang who felt she was left out of students’ study groups because
of who she is. Lily, on the other hand, felt even though she was physically
included by other students in study groups, her ideas were ignored due to
her English accent. To Krystal in Computer Science, people in Canada appear
to be friendly, but may discriminate against other people based on race. She
stated, “I actually feel that on the surface, people here will not discriminate
against you; they are very friendly. If you have any difficulty, they will help you.
But there is deep-rooted racism.” Mery, an international student from Iran,
had to deal with racism in the local community. She was ridiculed because of
the hijab she was wearing in part-time employment. From her perspective, the
choice to wear a hijab remains poorly understood in Canada, partly due to
Islamophobia, dislike of or prejudice against Islam or Muslims. Mery stated
that it is important to guard against equating difference in dress with cultural
backwardness, similar to Zine’s argument (Zine, 2000).

This finding is consistent with results of Lee and Rice’s (2007) and Brown
and Jones’ (2013) studies. Lee and Rice, in their study of the experiences
of international students at a US university, found that students from Asia,
Africa, South America, and the Middle East experienced neo-racism in the
form of verbal insults and direct confrontation. Brown and Jones, in their
study of international graduate students at a university in the UK, found that
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one third of 153 surveyed experienced racism, including verbal assaults. The
limited receptiveness of the local community may contribute to the sense of
alienation among international students. More recently, since the outbreak
of COVID-19, racism and ethnic discrimination resurfaces and proliferates in
many countries on the globe. In Canada, for example, there has been a surge
in racism and xenophobia during the global pandemic toward Asian interna-
tional students, particularly those of Chinese descent (Guo & Guo, 2021).
De Wit et al. (2015, p. 29) identified the main purpose for internationaliza-
tion as “to enhance the quality of education and research for all students and
staff, and to make a meaningful contribution to society.” It seems that from
our findings, the university is not doing enough to enhance the quality of
education and research for all students. Universities appear as unprepared as
international students in handling the current cross-cultural encounters.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we contest the discourse of Canadian exceptionalism in the
internationalization of Canadian higher education by exploring the perspec-
tives and lived experiences of international students in Canada. Contrary to the
rhetoric that Canada is an open, welcoming, and racism-free society, students’
actual experiences testify that the Canadian exceptionalist discourse is a myth.
The results of the study reveal several discrepancies between internationaliza-
tion policies and practices at the institutional level and the lived experiences
of international students. In its current approach to internalizing Canadian
higher education, several persistent problems are identified. One pertains to
treating internationalization as business opportunities and marketing strate-
gies. Second, in internationalization of the curriculum, the current practice
privileges Eurocentric perspectives as some international students did not
see teaching materials that reflected their experiences. Third, despite a false
narrative of Canada as a culturally tolerant nation, students’ experiences
reveal difficulties of integrating into the Canadian academic environment
with challenges ranging from making friends with domestic students to racial
discrimination. Although there is an interest in bringing in international
students to internationalize Canadian campuses, in reality there has been a lack
of support to help international students successfully integrate into Canadian
academic environments.

From these findings, we beg the following questions: Are we too compla-
cent? Is Canada truly exceptional? What are the limits of the discourse of
Canadian exceptionalism? With respect to internationalization, what changes
need to be made to maximize the learning experience of international student
in Canada? The findings suggest that we must engage in critical deep reflec-
tions as to how we treat our international students. We argue for more
ethically oriented policies and practices of internationalization in higher educa-
tion as opposed to profit-seeking orientation. First, host institutions need to
be cognizant of how they put the internationalized curriculum into action.
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An internationalized curriculum demands that educators view international
students not only as knowledge consumers but also as knowledge producers.
This means that the knowledge and linguistic resources that international
students bring need to be valued, and the internationalized curriculum needs
to connect to international students’ lived experiences. The findings also have
important implications for host institutions in providing appropriate levels of
support to help international students with their transition and adaptation.
Support for international students has to move beyond the usual one-time
welcome orientation. It is important to combine students’ academic needs
with their social and cultural needs. Furthermore, urgent actions need to
be taken to eliminate racism and racial discrimination on Canadian campus
and to recognize and embrace cultural differences and diversity. It is impor-
tant to note that integrating international students requires collective efforts
of university administrators, faculty, staff, and students in building an inter-
nationally inclusive campus, where cross-cultural learning is encouraged. If
institutions of higher education are serious about internationalizing their
campuses, it is essential that they provide necessary support to assist inter-
national students with their transition and integration. Like Canada, many
countries in the world (e.g., Australia, Japan, UK, US) are experiencing
increasing enrollment of international students who also encounter numerous
challenges similar to those reported in this chapter in adapting to new
academic environment in their host societies. While many universities and
colleges are searching for solution to help international students with their
adaptation, it is hoped that lessons learned from the Canadian experience will
serve as catalyst for other countries to examine exceptionalism from their own
contexts so that positive changes can take place.
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CHAPTER 9

Global Citizenship Education for Critical
Consciousness: Emancipatory Potentials
and Entrenched Realities in South Korea

Hyungryeol Kim and Sung-Sang Yoo

Introduction

Paulo Freire proposed that education should be freedom as it is the only way to
break free from oppression, where the poor and powerless are deprived of the
ability to choose a course of actions toward happiness (Freire, 1996). Drawing
our attention to the contrast between banking education and problem-posing
education, Freire (1970b) contended that students are conceived as an empty
vessel to be filled by the teacher and the teacher must comply with legal
standards established by the preexisting norms in the former model, whereas
the latter model counterposes the banking concept with a paradigm whereby
students and the teacher are dialoguing and problematizing together. In so
doing, he added that the role of the teacher-educator should be to develop
the capacity for critical thinking by the oppressed—of themselves and commu-
nities, and ultimately societies they take part in—so that one can perceive,
analyze, and transform an oppressive reality into an emancipatory one (Freire,
1970b). In this sense, Freire’s critique of banking education and the pivotal
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concepts of his education for emancipation are mainly associated with critical
global citizenship education (hereafter GCE), in which students and teachers
are encouraged to dialogically engage in the process of developing critical
consciousness of power relations and seeking to destabilize the unjust status
quo (Bosio, 2020; Torres, 2017; Torres & Bosio, 2020).

Guided by Freire’s rejection of oppressive elements of the educational
system and alternative emancipatory vision of education, this study takes a
case of GCE in South Korea (hereafter Korea) to explore teachers’ percep-
tions and experiences of GCE. As GCE has been initiated in Korea in part for
serving the government’s political agenda of positioning itself to be a leading
nation of GCE in the global community (Cho & Mosselson, 2018), Korea is
a notable case for the study of state-centric and neoliberal tensions in GCE.
In this context, many previous studies on GCE in Korea have employed the
lens of critical GCE and critically deconstructed the nation’s official GCE
discourses, as appeared in policy documents, curricular, and textbooks. In
comparison, there has been scant attention paid to the actualization of GCE in
a concrete setting, that is, its “place of enunciation” in Lacanian terms (Žižek,
1997), wherein the goals of GCE are being realized at a specific time and
place (for exceptions, see, Y. Kim, 2019; Pak & Lee, 2018). Based on the
assumption that what teachers experience and believe about GCE are key to
understanding the concrete practice of GCE in schools as its place of enunci-
ation, especially in countries like Korea where an explicit national model for
GCE is absent or vague (Gill & Niens, 2014), this study conducts in-depth,
semi-structured interviews with 10 Korean teachers who have implemented
GCE across schools. On the basis of such interview data, we then identified
emergent themes concerning the emancipatory potentials of GCE in Korea as
well as the “empirical realities” entrenched within Korea’s educational system
that hinder teachers from realizing GCE’s full emancipatory potentials. By
presenting potentials and obstacles that Korean teachers confront when they
aim to expand students’ emancipation toward critical consciousness in and
through GCE, this study argues why emancipatory conceptions of GCE are
vital to reframe the purpose of education and protect the future of critical
democracy.

Particularities and Varieties of GCE

A large body of longitudinal cross-national research has indicated that while
the construction of national citizenship continues to be a key component of
formal education, many countries have increasingly incorporated the teaching
of global citizenship in their educational systems (e.g., Meyer et al., 2010).
Behind this worldwide trend is the instrumental need of the nation-state to
compete in a global society and the role of international organizations in the
diffusion of a global education agenda, which is often labeled under the overall
umbrella of GCE. While GCE constitutes a worldwide phenomenon in such
ways, detailed case studies of single and a small number of countries have
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also shown that GCE takes different forms in different societies (Rapoport,
2015). For instance, in countries such as the United States (Rapoport, 2010)
and China (Law, 2007; Rose, 2015) that valorizes nationalism as central
forces in the globalizing world, GCE is found to be pressed into service
to reinforce nationalistic discourses on national global competitiveness in a
rapidly changing international environment. In Latin American countries like
Argentina and Cost Rica, the primary aim of GCE is often related to the
strengthening of economic and cultural ties with the United States through
acquiring English proficiency and engaging with Americans and US culture
(Suarez, 2008). As Goren and Yemini (2017b) succinctly noted in their
systematic review of empirical studies on GCE, GCE appears to be univer-
sally adopted across countries but operationalized differently in light of its
instrumental benefits for each country.

These diverse local manifestations of GCE have led to the development of
various typologies by the academic critics, which allow scholars and policy-
makers to classify the ways GCE is perceived and interpreted. Dill (2013),
for example, made a distinction between two approaches to GCE from which
clearly different goals can be inferred; a global competencies approach, which
aims to offer learners with knowledge and skills necessary to compete in a
global free market, and a global consciousness approach, which aims to offer
learners with global orientations, empathy, and cultural sensitivity. In a similar
vein, Andreotti (2006) identified two main approaches to GCE, i.e., a soft
approach and a critical approach; while the primary aim of soft GCE is to
promote an understanding of the globalizing world and cultural tolerance,
critical GCE encourages learners to reflect critically on and engage with global
issues and to strive for change. Likewise, in efforts to highlight the binary
at work in the way GCE is practiced, Camicia and Franklin (2011) distin-
guished between a neoliberal approach and a critical democratic approach; in
the former approach, the emphasis is given to the values of the global free
market for structuring institutions and human relations, whereas the latter
approach emphasizes the principles of social justice, diversity, and equality,
and thereby counters neoliberal GCE. Extending these categorizations, Chung
and Park (2016) proposed three categories of GCE, i.e., competency-based,
moral, and critical GCE. No matter how they are labeled, these typologies
serve as competing forces in the struggle to identify the content and practical
implications of GCE.

Criticism of GCE

Admittedly, these efforts to classify a variety of approaches to GCE have been
made with a view to deconstructing neoliberal and Western-centric assump-
tions that are embedded in the core of certain type of GCE (Goren &
Yemini, 2017b). In their ideology critique of GCE, Pais and Costa (2020)
explicated that the enactment of GCE into schools and higher education
institutions seems to be thwarted by neoliberalism, marked by a market
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rationality and the idea of an entrepreneurial citizen (Burbules & Torres,
2000; Torres, 1998), which is contrary to the official discourse of GCE as
pronounced in the international community. After its eventual triumph in the
world economy, neoliberalism has made major inroads into non-commodified
public spheres, and education has been no exception to this invasion (Torres &
Van Heertum, 2010). A series of trends, including but not limited to the
advents of private management of schools and higher education institutions
(Kandiko, 2010), exemplifies the triumph of the neoliberal agenda in educa-
tion around the world. Underlying this neoliberal educational frame is the
idea that the purpose of education is to help students become more compet-
itive, entrepreneurial, and individualistic so that they can fit in and succeed
in a given market system rather than to open educational spaces for working
for a more just and humane world (Jorgenson & Shultz, 2012). With such
ascendancy of neoliberalism in education worldwide, the crucial functions
of the market solution—privatization and standardization—have increasingly
supplanted the notion of democratic participation in education as a public
good (Giroux, 2013), and GCE have also been framed within this neoliberal
agenda across national boundaries. Recent studies from various countries have
shown that neoliberal values are undeniably pervasive in GCE curricular and
textbooks, as, for example, narratives in textbooks give too much weight to
the merits of competition and trade in a global free market (Yoon & Choi,
2017) and conceptualize citizens as those who can proactively participate
in a global economy driven by capitalism and technology (Alviar-Martin &
Baildon, 2016).

Along these lines, the Western imperial worldview embedded in GCE
discourses has also received much criticism. In analyzing the official social
studies curriculum of one US state, Georgia, Reidel, and Beck (2016) found
that its GCE discourses are framed within a fallacious construction of the
contemporary world and reinforce or even exacerbate preexisting cultural
stereotypes. Cho and Mosselson (2018)’s analysis of GCE-related teacher
handbooks and curricular published by government organizations in Korea
also produced a similar finding. The authors found that in GCE materials in
Korea, the term “helping” countries are used as synonymous with Western
leaders and the term “needing help” is mainly associated with passivity and
poverty, contributing to the perpetuation of the sociocultural and economic
superiority of Western countries. In the same vein, some scholars criticized and
challenged a latent imperial assumption behind certain GCE discourses associ-
ated with the world society perspective (e.g., Buckner & Russell, 2013; Meyer
et al., 2010), contending that discourses of this sort have usually been made
based on an analysis of the processes whereby the oft-touted Western ideals
(e.g., democracy, human rights, global citizenship, and multiculturalism) are
imported to non-Western contexts and of the resulting change in educational
systems themselves (Steiner-Khamsi, 2006; Vickers, 2020).
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Critical GCE in Freirean Thought

In denunciating neoliberal and Western-centric conceptions of GCE, scholars
whose interest is in critical GCE have paid a special attention to Paulo Freire’s
notion of “conscientization,” i.e., critical consciousness. Freire conceived
conscientization as the highest value of education, where it refers to the
process in which humans become more aware of the sources of their oppres-
sion (Freire, 1970a). Since the oppressed are disadvantaged in this respect, as
Freire understood, education is the only way to emancipate the oppressed from
domination by raising their critical consciousness. Later, in his groundbreaking
work, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire (1970b) added that emancipation
means becoming critically aware of social injustices and global issues that
maintain these injustices. More specifically, he explicated that education as
emancipation constitutes being able to “read the world” and to “rewrite the
world” (Freire, 1970a). By reading the world, one can acquire a capacity to
critically analyze the global systems of power and their positions within the
power systems (Freire, 1970b; Torres, 2014), and this capacity also includes
what Freire (1994) termed “denunciations” and “annunciations.” Whereas the
concept of denunciations is related to the development of critical conscious-
ness about the globe that denounces social injustices in the world, the concept
of annunciations refers to the awareness of all people’s humanity, dignity, and
their potential. In other words, when one is able to become critically aware of
the world through denunciations and annunciations, one is ready to rewrite
the world (Torres & Bosio, 2020).

As discussed in the introduction, contrary to this emancipatory vision
of education, Freire (1970b) posited that formal education, as practiced in
schools and universities around the world, was an instrument of oppression
rather than an instrument of emancipation. Freire termed this degraded form
of formal education as banking education, as the more students attempted to
receive and store knowledge deposited in them, the less they can attain critical
consciousness stemming from “intervening in reality as makers and trans-
formers of the world” (Freire, 1970b). In so doing, Freire (1970b) advocated
problem-posing education as a counter-force to banking education, wherein
the teacher and students can dialogically engage in the process of developing
critical consciousness and challenging an oppressive social order. In such ways,
problem-posing education can create a space in which the teacher and students
can educate themselves and each other. For this reason, the role of the teacher
is key to problem-posing education in a Freirian sense, as one must be ready
to respect students’ knowledge as valuable as one’s own as well as to enter into
the reality of students’ daily lives rather than to deposit “superior knowledge”
to be passively digested, memorized, and repeated into them (Blackburn,
2000).

Inspired by Freire’s critique of banking education and the revolutionary
character of the concepts of conscientization and dialogue, critical GCE, as
it is seen as a way of empowering students to critically reflect upon global
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issues and contribute to a more socially just and humane world, can trace its
origin to Freirean thought. In this respect, many GCE scholars have made
clear that their “preferred” approach is a critical one and argued that GCE
should be grounded in problem-posing education (e.g., Bosio, 2020; Torres,
2017; Torres & Bosio, 2020). By challenging students with critical ques-
tions and encouraging them to bring their lived knowledge and experiences to
classrooms, critical GCE can promote students’ emancipation toward critical
consciousness and ultimately help them advance social justice, environmental
justice, and sustainability for all communities.

GCE in Korea

Since the United Nation’s Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon articulated “fos-
tering global citizenship” as one of the international community’s priorities
in the Global Education First Initiative (GEFI) in 2012, there has been a
growing interest in GCE worldwide. Korea has been no exception to this
worldwide trend and has taken a leadership role in diffusing and imple-
menting GCE (Sim, 2016). In Korea’s educational landscape, GCE has been
a major policy concern in recent years, and the central government has played
a key role in undertaking diverse GCE initiatives. For instance, the central
government initiated the “GCE Lead Teacher (LT) Program” since 2015
that provides selected teachers nationwide with knowledge and skills necessary
for teaching GCE across schools (Pak et al., 2018). This typical “state-led”
model of GCE in Korea has often been criticized for its hidden motive, as it
may take an instrumentalist view toward GCE which aims to cultivate human
capital with global competencies and ultimately serve the interest of political
and economic elites and neoliberal agenda (Choi & Kim, 2020; Kim, 2019,
2020; Pak & Lee, 2018). At the same time, the Western imperial worldview
prevalent in Korea’s GCE teaching materials and textbooks has also been the
focus of academic criticism (Cho & Mosselson, 2018). At stake here is the
tension between soft versus critical GCE, as identified by Andreotti (2006),
one focused on economic progressivism and Western supremacy and another
one focused on social justice and critical democracy. This tension inherent in
GCE discourses was also adequately captured by Camicia and Franklin (2011,
p. 321), as they argued that “students are being prepared to participate as
global citizens, but the meaning of this citizenship is complicated by a tension
and blending between neoliberal and critical democratic discourses.”

Participants, Data Collection, and Analysis

As we used purposeful and snowball sampling to recruit participants, 10 in-
service teachers, those who have had experiences in teaching GCE in schools
in the past 5 years, were volunteered to participate in the study. Among these
10 participants, 7 were identified as female, and 3 identified as male. All
participants had obtained bachelor’s and/or graduate degrees and worked in
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primary, middle, and high schools that serve more or less advantaged student
populations in the Seoul metropolitan area. Their teaching experiences range
from 5 to 17 years, and the majority of participants are in their early- or
mid-thirties.

We collected the individual interview data from 10 teachers who have
had experiences in teaching GCE and were willing to share their perceptions
and experiences regarding GCE. The interviews were conducted at mutually
convenient times in January 2021 via Zoom to prevent the spread of COVID-
19 in the face of the global pandemic and lasted from 50 to 80 min. Interviews
were audio-recorded per participants’ permission and conducted in Korean by
a native Korean speaker researcher. All audio-recorded interview data were
transcribed verbatim in Korean, and selected quotes from these interviews
were later translated into English by a native English speaker for publication.

Utilizing the in-depth, semi-structured interview data, we first devel-
oped various codes and connecting codes with similar meanings as analytical
units (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Then, drawing upon the finalized pattern
codings, we identified emergent themes concerning emancipatory poten-
tials of GCE in Korea as well as the “empirical realities” entrenched within
Korea’s educational system that hinder teachers from realizing GCE’s full
emancipatory potentials.

Potentials and Constraints

of GCE in Korean Schools

Emancipatory potentials of GCE

The majority of the participants in our study perceived that the value of GCE
lies in its emancipatory potentials, which promote new ways of understanding
and critical engagement with the world. These new ways of understanding and
critical engagement include: (1) an understanding of how the local conditions
of our everyday practices are embedded in global contexts (i.e., global inter-
connectedness), (2) an understanding that a global citizen’s responsibility is
not limited to a particular area, but extended to a universal one (i.e., global
ethical responsibility), (3) a critical reflection upon values such as empathy,
solidarity, and respect for differences and diversity, and (4) an willingness to
engage in the democratic process for transforming the current situation into
a more just and humane one. Furthermore, in practicing GCE in their class-
rooms, our participants stated that they themselves achieved a greater sense of
belonging and responsibility toward a global community and began to formu-
late their own agenda for change. One female teacher in her mid-thirties, for
instance, shared the following anecdote:

Since I taught GCE, I feel like I am changing into a different person. One
day, I discussed environmental issues in my GCE class, and asked students how
much water is needed to make a jean. Then, students asked me again, “how
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many jeans do you have?” I had to confess that I have a lot of jeans. Students
lamented, “What a shame! You’ve wasted a lot of water!” I told my students
that afterwards we all, including myself, should be more careful about the envi-
ronmental cost of making jeans and do our best to change this process. As much
as I prepare for teaching GCE in classes, I feel obligated to a global community
and believe that my individual action can do make a difference (Participant 1).

Additionally, in light of the predominance of neoliberalism in Korea’s educa-
tional landscape, teachers in the study also advocated a “logic of compen-
sation” (Pais & Costa, 2020, p. 6), whereby emancipatory discourses and
practices in GCE can compensate for the overriding influence of neoliberalism
in education. As discussed above, at the center of the neoliberal educational
frame is the idea that education should prepare students to become more
competitive, entrepreneurial, and individualistic in a free market system, and
its outcome is often assessed by whether they acquire enough quantified
and objective knowledge in a standardized test. This is what Giroux (2010)
labeled as a “business model in education,” in which students are conceived
as consumers and schooling as a personal investment for accumulating human
capital. In the face of such increasing influence of the market-driven scenarios
in education, some Korean teachers stated that they have practiced GCE in
schools with the hope that it can serve as an “antidote” to the neoliberal
educational frame. As mentioned by one male teacher who works in a public
primary school and one female teacher who works in an international high
school:

When I became a teacher in the 2010s, students took a nationwide standardized
test on a regular basis, and I believed that my primary mission as a teacher was
to boost their test scores in the test. This was especially so because the primary
school I worked for was located in a disadvantaged area and notorious for poor
educational outcomes. I even asked myself, “did I something wrong? If I were
to adopt better teaching techniques, were my students able to get better scores?”
Since I taught GCE, however, I increasingly became aware that getting good
scores in the standardized test should not be the primary goal of teaching and
learning, and this realization made me ponder my role as a teacher. When I
found noticeable differences in my students’ perspectives of social justice and
sustainability as my GCE classes have progressed, I feel rewarded and fulfilled
as a teacher. I hope teaching GCE can function as a counterforce to Korea’s
‘teaching-to-the test’ ideology. (Participant 4)

My students focus too much on good grades and college readiness. This is
understandable given the emphasis placed on the measurement of their perfor-
mance and GPA in the current educational system. One day, I asked my students
what they ultimately wish to do after graduating college. They answered that
they want to be professionals, like a medical doctor, judge, and lawyer. I further
asked why they prefer these jobs, and their answer was so impressive. They
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believed that these jobs would lead them to a comfortable and luxurious life.
By practicing GCE, I hope I can let my students realize that there are more
important values in our lives. I also want to let them know that we can lay the
foundation for a more just and sustainable world for everyone. (Participant 10)

As such, by encouraging students to reflect upon and critically engage with
global phenomena, the teachers in our study do their best to realize the eman-
cipatory potentials of GCE in schools. In this process, they also saw positive
changes inside themselves and envisaged GCE as an opportunity to counteract
the pernicious influence of neoliberal practices in Korea’s educational system.
These findings imply that Korean teachers have emerged to implement GCE
as a form of problem-posing education in a Freirian sense, where students and
the teacher problematize together and develop critical consciousness in efforts
to transform the world into a better place.

“Empirical Realities” Entrenched within the Educational System

When attempting to enact GCE as a form of problem-posing education,
however, the Korean teachers in our study encountered a variety of barriers
and constraints in their classrooms and schools. Accordingly, the result often
seems to be a reproduction of the same system that the teachers seek to
transform to the detriment of the emancipatory potentials of GCE. We term
these barriers and constraints that hinder the Korean teachers from realizing
GCE’s full emancipatory potentials as “empirical realities” entrenched within
Korea’s educational system (Pais & Costa, 2020, p. 7). These empirical reali-
ties include (1) the eminent subordination of learning to the college entrance
examination, (2) the general (mis-)perception that GCE comes attached to
a privileged social background, and (3) the ideological tension surrounding
different agendas for GCE.

As discussed above, our teacher participants asserted that GCE is the path
that contemporary education should follow if one agrees that the purpose of
education is to transform the world into a better place. Given Korea’s “educa-
tion fever” and craze for elite universities (Seth, 2002); however, the teachers
were simultaneously anxious that teaching about GCE-related contents in their
classrooms may have little to do with students’ college entrance. Therefore,
against the background of the overheated competitive college prep environ-
ment in Korea, the teachers, particularly those who teach in high schools, had
no choice but to link GCE to their students’ exam preparation. These types
of pressure were depicted as follows:

At times, students and their parents in my school seem to be enthusiastic about
GCE, as they believe that participating in GCE-related extracurricular activ-
ities would increase the chances of getting accepted to elite universities. As
comprehensive student records screening has become the norm for entrance at
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most major universities in Korea, with extracurricular activities like clubs, volun-
teering and career building counted as major factors, many high schools began
to offer GCE programs to help their students build extracurriculars and make
a stronger application for college admission. In recent years, it is believed that
having a global orientation is a prerequisite for prestigious university admission.
(Participant 8)

The first time when I introduced GCE-related activities in this school, some
parents had serious reservations about its utility. Thus, I had to explain to them
that engaging in such activities would be a great chance to strengthen their
children’s application for college admission. Only then they became supportive
of my GCE initiatives. At any rate, all that matter in the current educational
climate is college entrance, so I have to conform to it. (Participant 9)

Another obstacle that the Korean teachers confronted is the general (mis-
) perception that GCE comes attached to a privileged social background.
While the official GCE discourses define global citizenship as a way of tran-
scending the boundaries created by each nation-state and sharing a sense of
belonging to a larger community, it is often perceived as an exclusive concept
that only privileges a very particular group of people (e.g., an well-educated
elite) (Iftekhar & Misiaszek, 2019). In the same vein, GCE is often perceived
as an exclusive property of “high-end” international schools that serve students
from well-off families (Goren & Yemini, 2017a), as only these schools have
abundant resources that can afford extravagant GCE activities such as traveling
abroad and visiting overseas universities. Indeed, these perceptions seem to
highlight neoliberal aspects of GCE, construing international mindedness and
global competencies as pedagogically attractive ideas that benefit privileged
families and schools. In our study, the teachers who work in disadvantaged
school settings indicated that similar perceptions were pervasive in Korean
schools as well, eroding the emancipatory orientation of GCE in the favor
of the neoliberal one. For instance, one male teacher working in a disadvan-
taged school setting stated that a stereotyped view of GCE as “a commodified
brand for the privileged few” was so widely held by his colleague teachers as
such:

As I shared my experiences as a GCE Lead Teacher and vision for GCE with
my colleague teachers, one asked me, “is it possible to implement GCE in
this school? Isn’t it a program tailored to the needs of Gangnam [one of the
most affluent neighborhoods in Seoul] kids who have had many international
experiences?” Even more, the school principal told me that as students in this
school cannot afford expensive extra-curricular activities like overseas field trips,
he did not want to launch GCE programs this year. (Participant 6)

Finally, the Korean teachers involved in our study acknowledged that GCE
is not implemented in an ideological vacuum; it rather occurs within a wider
society that is sharply divided by partisanship and political dissent. As a result,
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the problem arose when the teachers tried a variety of pedagogical endeavors
in GCE classes, with a view to changing students’ perspectives of global
phenomena that hide unequal power relations and maintain the unjust status
quo, but faced strong antagonism from “conservative” school leaders who are
against the transformative nature of GCE. More specifically, the teachers added
that those in a leadership position in Korean schools tend to conceive GCE
as the strictly individualistic goal of passing the course or achieving special
education records, not as the actualization of a collectively motivated goal of
transforming the world in a more just and humane one. Given such ideological
tension surrounding different agendas for GCE, a teacher working in a public
high school shared the following anecdote:

A few months ago, I organized a special GCE lecture by inviting a guest speaker
in my school. The theme of the lecture was global citizenship and the future
of democracy, and the guest speaker was an activist well-known for his liberal
orientation. However, the vice principal opposed the idea of inviting the guest
speaker, arguing that he did not want to implicate our school in political turmoil.
In Korea, those in school administration tend to have a strong conservative incli-
nation, and conceive GCE as a left-wing, subversive, and radical idea for social
change. In the face of his opposition, I had to cancel the special lecture. After-
wards, the vice principal requested me to organize GCE activities that would
“look good and fit comfortably” in students’ school records. (Participant 3)

Why We Need Emancipatory Conceptions of GCE

Drawing a parallel between the mission of GCE in today’s globalizing world
and Freire’s notion of critical consciousness, this study shed light on the poten-
tials and obstacles that Korean teachers confront when they aim to implement
GCE as a form of problem-posing education in concrete school settings. Our
in-depth, semi-structured interviews demonstrated that the Korean teachers
did their best to realize the emancipatory potentials of GCE by encouraging
students to critically reflect upon global phenomena and bring about a change
toward more equitable, just and sustainable world. In so doing, they began
to conceive both themselves and students as the loci of transformation as
well as to see that GCE can perform a key role in counteracting the perni-
cious influence of neoliberal practices in Korea’s educational system. While
GCE is posited by Korean teachers as such an emancipatory enterprise for
a better world, the present study also identified some objective realities that
constrain the successful fulfillment of GCE’s potentials in Korea’s educational
landscape: (1) the eminent subordination of education to the needs of college
readiness, (2) the general (mis-)perception that GCE comes attached to a priv-
ileged social background, and (3) the ideological tension surrounding different
agendas for GCE. Altogether, this study adds to the previous GCE litera-
ture that has criticized the prevalence of neoliberal ethos, the lack of critical
perspectives, and the socioeconomic aspect of GCE gap across families and
schools in Korea (e.g., Cho & Mosselson, 2018; Kim, 2019; Sim, 2016)
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and other countries (e.g., Alviar-Martin & Baildon, 2016; Goren & Yemini,
2017a; Swanson & Pashby, 2016). While GCE has the potential to transform
an oppressive reality into an emancipatory one, the result often turns out to be
a reproduction of the same system that it seeks to transform, thereby making
it a temporary venture for maintaining the status quo.

In this sense, this study’s findings remind us of Freire’s central claim that
education should be freedom, as it is the only way to break free from oppres-
sion. As Freire (1970b) noted in his Pedagogy of the Oppressed, “Any system
which deliberately tried to discourage critical consciousness is guilty of oppres-
sive violence. Any school which does not foster students’ capacity for critical
inquiry is guilty of violent oppression.” (p. 74) Now that we observe the
unrelenting predominance of neoliberal and neoconservative politics and poli-
cies that reframe the purpose of education from “critical thinking and action”
to “job training” (Macrine, 2020), we, critical educators, must engage in a
collective struggle against oppressive elements of any kind in education and
wider society. As the illumination of hope can exist even during the darkest
of times, teachers are in a unique position to revitalize the emancipatory
power of education and eventually to reconstruct critical democracy in and
through GCE. We await future research that would explore the teacher’s
central role and agency in achieving GCE’s full emancipatory potentials in
other sociocultural contexts.
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CHAPTER 10

Diversifying Schools with Global
and Indigenous Knowledge: Inclusion

of Internationally Educated Teachers (IETs)
in Schools and Teacher Education Programs

Chouaib El Bouhali

Introduction

Contemporary policies and systems of education are situated within dominant
discourses of mono-epistemic learning rationalities, neoliberal capitalism, and
colonialism (Abdi, 2020; Giroux, 2015), which reduce educators to techni-
cians and diminish substantive meanings of democracy, inclusion, and equity.
Critical pedagogy questions these hegemonies in education and society and
provides critical agency and awareness to understand and change forces of
degradation and dehumanization. In this sense, McLaren (1998) explains that
critical pedagogy is “equipped to provide both intellectual and moral resis-
tance to oppression” (p. 29), and critical educators have to assume their
responsibility in the reproduction of inequality and injustice. In this pedagogy,
educators reflect, resist, and transform the status quo for freedom and justice.
Based on his understanding of Freire’s critical thought, Giroux (2015) states
that “Critical pedagogy attempts to understand how power works through
the production, distribution, and consumption of knowledge within particular
institutional contexts and seeks to constitute students as informed subjects
and social agents” (p. 717). This affirms the relationship between pedagogy,
knowledge, and power in relationships, and the role of decolonizing critical
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pedagogy to open up avenues for re-centering and decolonizing production
of knowledge and formulation of policies as well.

To sustain robust economic growth, the countries that belong to the Orga-
nization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) compete
and use their best marketing tools and migration policies to attract the best
talented and highly skilled workers in the world. In this attractiveness for
talented migrants, Canada is ranked fifth, after Australia, Sweden, Switzerland,
and New Zealand (OECD, 2019). This form of global mobility of profes-
sionals or brain drain should have negative impact on the countries of origin
as they keep losing significant human capital resources of their economy. On
the other hand, ethnic-cultural diversity increases in the North host coun-
tries with less planning and allocation of resources that assist newcomers in
their successful settlement and full participation. In such contexts, the foreign
credentials (education, qualifications, and experience) and knowledge of the
skilled migrants get invalidated and devalued which impede their access to
professional jobs and to regain their social status (Maitra & Guo, 2019).

In this chapter, the discussion aims at humanizing policies that determine
the certification of immigrant teachers and decolonizing the epistemologies in
teacher education programs and school classrooms. The fact of integrating
internationally educated and trained (IETs) into K-12 education systems
and diversifying teacher education programs and schools with global and
Indigenous knowledges is to disrupt and shift the Western neoliberal under-
standing of standardized teaching that constructs generic teachers with generic
skills and competences. This concept of standardization of education limits
meanings of diversity and equity in classrooms (Mayer et al., 2008) and disre-
gards multiplicities of knowledge and context. Including immigrants with
their global epistemologies generates new insights and promotes constructive
dialogues that go beyond superficial multiculturalism as a traditional frame-
work of integrating immigrants. In this analysis of including the IETs, I use
critical pedagogy to understand the marginalization of immigrant teachers in
Canada. I consider it as an act of dehumanization that is “a result of unjust
order that engenders violence in the oppressors, which in turn dehumanizes
the oppressed” (Freire, 1970, p. 44). This dehumanization is caused by “injus-
tice, exploitation, oppression, and the violence of the oppressors; it is affirmed
by the yearning of the oppressed for freedom and justice, and by their struggle
to recover their lost humanity” (p. 44). Freire (1970) wanted the oppressed
to be engaged in a liberation process and to not “remain passive in the face of
the oppressor’s violence” (p. 37). Additionally, the struggle of making foreign
credentials recognized is a struggle for epistemic decolonization, humaniza-
tion, and emancipation and for making subaltern voices heard. It seeks to raise
the critical consciousness and awareness of both the settler and the immigrant
and engage in a creative and dialectical epistemological process that results in
social change and meaningful inclusion of skilled immigrants.
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Mapping the Field of IETs

Immigration plays a major role in the social and economic prosperity of many
developed countries; however, it becomes a mechanism of deskilling racial-
ized immigrants and engendering more social inequalities. Canada is using a
point system to select the best educated and experienced immigrants in the
world. To be considered for permanent residence, skilled immigrants must
meet the requirements of the Federal Skilled Worker Program and get assessed
in their work experience, language, and education (Government of Canada,
2021). After their arrival, the skilled immigrants have to obtain a license from
regulatory authorities to practice their profession. However, they encounter
issues of getting their foreign credentials recognized which forces them to
engage in lifelong learning and to do menial jobs to survive (Maitra & Guo,
2019; Marom, 2016). Moreover, Maitra and Guo (2019) further argue that
racial stratification and racism based on a colonial history are other factors
that prevent skilled immigrants from a successful integration into the labor
market. Immigrants and refugees are disadvantaged when they seek profes-
sional jobs because of the lack of networking and resources (Kariwo, 2019).
Similarly in education systems, Schmidt (2010) asserts that: “the Canadian
teaching profession’s tendency toward exclusion of non-Whites, immigrants,
and linguistic minorities” (p. 238). Seen in this light, colonial policy and
knowledge in North countries become a patriarchal and racialized framework
to mis/interpret immigrants who are moving from the global South with their
global epistemologies and worldviews. Despite their years of work experience
and education, talented immigrant teachers are seen as inferior and deficient
and are rejected from Western public education that is breaking its promise of
democracy and equity, as articulated by Marom (2016), “ETs’ diverse knowl-
edge and teaching practices were not considered in the credential evaluation
process and were not deemed valuable in the recertification program” (p. 92).
Internationally educated teachers (IETs) are considered skilled immigrants
who go through multiple assessments of their credentials before and after
their immigration to Canada. Unlike other professions, immigrant teachers
are not visible in schools which are formal organizations that construct knowl-
edge, values, and attitudes of children who are the future citizens. In Canada,
teaching is considered the largest profession and education affects lives of every
immigrant family and community (Schmidt, 2010). However, in a pluralist
society, schools remain homogenous and generic in their teaching practices,
epistemology and ontology as argued by Mayer et al. (2008):

We challenge the construction of the generic teacher where teachers’ knowl-
edge and professional practice are assumed to be static commodities that can be
objectified, represented by standards, and measured as visible outcomes, trans-
mitted with new economies of scale and efficiency to culturally, linguistically
and experientially generic trainees across and irrespective of local histories and
sites, and reassembled and deployed in generic schools, regardless of the diverse
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industrial, ideological and cultural conditions where teachers actually live and
work. (p. 96)

Simply, generic forms of schools and teacher education programs under-
line uniformity and static ways of learning. In this model, teaching becomes
oppressive as it is irrelevant to its ethno-cultural diverse context and confined
in a parochial nationalism. In a study by Villegas and Clewell (1998), it has
been noted the racial and ethnic imbalance of student population and teaching
force and the increasing need of teachers of color to diversify schools and meet
the diverse needs of students.

The underrepresentation of IETs in public education systems is happening
at the time when the ethnical and cultural diversity of Canadian student
population is increasing. As other immigrants, the IETs bring with them an
epistemic richness because of their multilingual abilities and their years of
education and experience in teaching. They can be role models and cultural
liaisons which could contribute in the school achievement of immigrant and
refugee students (Schmidt & Janusch, 2016). This rejection of IETs poses
questions of: What are IETs missing to be teachers again in Canada? Or is it
the unwillingness of the local structures, cultures, and policies to accommodate
them?

The literature on IETs shows the marginality that these teachers experience;
it is because of the roadblocks of bureaucracy and the structural obstacles they
encounter in their teaching recertification (Brigham, 2011; Marom, 2017;
Pollock, 2010; Schmidt & Block, 2010; Walsh et al., 2011), and because of the
systemic discrimination and racism (Mojab, 1999; Schmidt, 2016). Further,
the IETs are marginalized because of the local policies that are standardized
and are not equitable to help the inclusion of these immigrant teachers (El
Bouhali, 2019a). This reveals a refusal of cultural and racial diversity in the
Canadian school systems that favor teachers with the dominant characteris-
tics (white, Canadian-born, monolingual English speaking) (Schmidt, 2016).
The foreign credentials of IETs who immigrate from the South represent their
history and a non-Western knowledge and worldview (El Bouhali, 2019a). In
some contexts, this regime of credentials is used to achieve recognition and
privilege; on the other hand, it can be a means of rejection and erosion of
others’ knowledge and culture. In fact, the skilled immigrants are assessed
through systems and policies that are designed for Canadian-born popula-
tion (Guo & Shan, 2013) and that are distorted by the myth of meritocracy
(Cho, 2010). In this way, the regulatory authorities function as a gatekeeper
to local schools and other professions, as they have the power not only to
certify teachers, but to legitimize the kind of knowledge and pedagogy that
are required for the teaching profession as well.

The IETs’ foreign credentials confront complexities to be recognized
because these newcomers are required to be tested several times for their
language, education, and experience. They go through a politics of triage (El
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Bouhali, 2019b; Shohamy, 2007) in which government resources are mini-
mized and immigrants are categorized: Some are given conditional access
while others are left to the fierce forces of the market. Triage systems block
immigrants from access to educational institutions. It is also found that testing
of the IETs’ language proficiency makes them feel unsecured and mistreated
(Marom, 2016, 2017). The use of language tests is to standardize language
homogeneity, to determine prestige, and to reject diversity, as argued by
Shohamy (2007). In addition, the foreign English language accent and use
by immigrant teachers are treated with hostility (Schmidt, 2010). This explains
the raciolinguistic ideologies that are used to rationalize linguistic deficiency of
foreign users of English (Flores & Rosa, 2015). With this emphasis on perfect
use of colonial languages, Pennycook (2007) asserts that Eurocentrism and
colonialism marginalize other foreign languages and cultures. This creates a
context where difference can be viewed as deficit (Cummins, 2003; Ghosh &
Abdi, 2004) and that preserves social and systemic privileges for dominant
groups. Accordingly, IETs become unfit to local education systems, though
their foreign education and professional experience. This raises ethical ques-
tions on decision makers and the goals of immigration policies of Canada that
do not secure full and equitable participation of skilled immigrants. Recently,
to bolster the economic growth, the federal government has decided to bring
1.2 million immigrants over the next three years (CBC, October 2020);
however, it does not state the funding and resources that need to be allocated
for their settlement and successful integration.

Decolonizing Critical Pedagogy

In education, critical pedagogy is a humanizing, anti-colonial, and anti-
oppressive project as it connects social justice and democracy to the field of
education. Critical pedagogy helps to comprehend power in relations and it
has a tendency to liberate both the oppressed and the oppressor. In this sense,
Freire (1970) affirms that education should be based on the co-creation of
knowledge that is a democratic practice that seeks the liberation (from fear)
and emancipation of all students. Because of their co-ownership of knowl-
edge, they become engaged in the learning process and they apply their critical
reading of the word and the world. In this model of critical education, students
are no longer empty vessels that teachers used to fill up with information. They
are empowered and have agency that leads to full humanity of everyone. The
process of this anti-oppressive education liberates the teacher and the student
and sets up inclusive dialogues and constructive conversations that transform
distorted realities. In this pedagogy, teachers and intellectuals are committed
social agents as they seek to address inequitable conditions.

Exploring the issue of the IETs and skilled immigrants in Canada requires
considering its multiple dimensions and nuances. It involves understanding
the multilayer meanings given to the fact of marginalizing some to the benefit
of others and to the fact that immigrants should accept to be inferior to
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locals. In the context of IETs, decolonizing critical pedagogy is constructive
as it helps to approach the main issue of these immigrant teachers who want
to access local schools with open minds and to reason from their perspec-
tives. In academic research, critical thought disrupts the “traditional binaries
and dichotomies (i.e., humans/nature; mind/body, etc.) and hierarchical
notions (i.e., elitism, privilege) of the world” (Darder, 2015, p. 67). As well,
decolonizing critical pedagogy uncovers power in research and knowledge
that conceptualize institutions of immigration, citizenship, and democracy,
as described by Darder (2015), the interests of the wealthy and powerful
control theories of schooling and society. In immigrant-receiving countries,
it is observed that democracy is not benefiting everyone; and resources have
been invested enough to highlight the value of diversity, but it has not been
done enough to demonstrate the importance of inclusion (Bergan, 2018).

The struggle of the IETs and other skilled immigrants to get their foreign
credentials recognized and to assert themselves in the Western societies has
connections to the Eurocentric ways of producing knowledge and making
policies. They are forced to go for lifelong learning and to go through “ther-
apy” for their foreign use of English/French. The context of this struggle
is hegemonic, in the Gramscian sense, as it maintains material and power
inequalities and exerts dominance over minority groups. This reality is for the
advantage of those who are in the center of the privilege and who exercise an
epistemic coercion on immigrants as holders of foreign credentials and global
epistemologies. The dehumanization of non-Western others and assertion
of Western domination have been maintained by some Western knowledge
producers, as stated by Darder (2015) that: “[Colonial] studies work to under-
mine the social and material conditions of the oppressed, often leaving them
marginalized, exploited, disempowered, and excluded from participation in
decision-making about their own lives and from the benefits enjoyed freely
by the wealthy and privileged” (p. 70). Similarly, the policies and practices
of immigration and settlement in Canada deepen the social and economic
inequalities and create an “abyssal line” between newcomers and the main-
stream population. This line generates an ontological and epistemological
division between immigrants and aboriginals on one hand and settlers who
represent the dominant culture on the other hand. Boaventura de Souza
Santos (2019) uses the concept of “abyssal line” to explain the continuous
global exploitation of the North countries to the populations of the South.
This colonial manipulation of human resources from the South countries
continues to be manifested in the attitudes and policies that determine the
lives of immigrants and refugees in the host countries. Skilled immigrants are
brought to be placed at the discretion of employers and to fill gaps in local
markets. In this way, they are stripped of their knowledge, culture, and agency.

The construction of the other as a sub or non-human being who does
not possess knowledge, history, and education is based on the intersection
between the rational Western epistemic project and the colonial political
project (Santos, 2019). The global South has been subjected to colonialism
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that legitimizes the epistemologies of the North and the unequal status quo in
the world. It is essential to note that: “Colonialism did not end with the inde-
pendence of the European colonies” (Santos, 2019, pp. 118–119). In fact,
the colonial project is continuous and takes other forms. It benefits North
hegemonies of capitalism and patriarchy that seek exploitation and misrecog-
nition of non-Eurocentric alterity and that modern science is the only valid
knowledge (Santos, 2019). European rationalism has worked for the project
of colonialism that suppresses other ways of life, education, and knowledge
production. In this meaning, Ali Abdi (2009) points out that: “the ratio-
nality of European enlightenment could not disentangle itself from the cruel
deeds of the colonial master” (p. 273). Rationalism as a Eurocentric civiliza-
tional paradigm has been negating non-Western epistemologies and degrading
other humans in the world. It has established globally an “epistemic arro-
gance that assumes the knowledge supremacy of the West over others” (Abdi,
2018, p. 14). Therefore, capitalism, colonialism, and patriarchy function in
totality for exploitation, inequality, and exclusion; however, the resistance
of oppressed groups against these forms of domination is fragmented and
vulnerable (Santos, 2019).

Epistemic Decolonization

Despite this fragmentation in combating the colonial capitalist project, Santos
(2019) contends that the South epistemologies that emanate from the strug-
gles against oppression provide an alternative thinking that opens new spaces
of diverse ways of knowledge. These ways of knowledge refuse the claim
that modern science is the only valid form of knowledge and the division
of science and arts. Global and Indigenous epistemologies provide a critical
understanding of Western actions and policies that marginalize the lives of
immigrant professionals. They go beyond the abyssal line and dichotomies of
modern domination that create humans/sub-humans, settler/immigrant, and
local/foreigner. The global and Indigenous epistemologies are anti-colonial
and anti-racist as they provide a humanizing form of interpretation that recog-
nizes and de-objectifies rejected immigrants and foreigners, and in which
everyone is fully human. Thus, non-Western forms of knowledge generate a
persistent struggle against capitalism, colonialism, and patriarchy.

Epistemic decolonization is a critical approach that aims at decolonizing
teacher education programs, school policies, and regulatory bodies that autho-
rize the material and social oppression of immigrant teachers and their ways
of knowledge. It ends control of knowledge and unequal relations of power
within schools and universities. In this sense, Santos and Meneses (2019)
define epistemic decolonization as:

Being also a process of ontological and epistemological restitution, decolo-
nization is based on the acknowledgement of silenced knowledges and on
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the reconstruction of humanity. Decolonization processes are witness to the
numerous alternatives to modern hegemonic thinking. (p. xxii)

Including other epistemologies and silenced knowledges in the education
systems is an act of emancipation and humanization. A social justice and better-
ment in the situation of the IETs could happen if there is a way to an epistemic
decolonization and to an epistemological and social “reptura”, in the Frierian
language, with the unequal systems and forms of the bureaucratization of
the mind (Horton & Freire, 1990). An open discussion is required on the
recognition of foreign credentials, valuing immigrants with their global South
epistemologies, and scrutinizing underrepresentation of immigrant teachers in
Western education systems. Epistemic decolonization sets up a critical dialogue
that helps to move beyond models of Ethnocentrism and monoculturalism, as
suggested by Abdi (2009), that there is a need for a multicentric platform of
world epistemologies. South and Indigenous epistemologies lead this project
of epistemic decolonization as they include and reconcile different forms of
knowing and being. Santos and Meneses (2019) argue:

Instead of polarization or the dogmatism of absolute opposition, so frequent
in academic disputes, the epistemologies of the South choose to build bridges
between comfort zones and discomfort zones and between the familiar and the
alien in the fields of struggle against oppression. (p. xviii)

It is also important to note that, “the continuities of the globally dominant
unicentricism did not and could not silence the counter logocentric realities of
people’s actualities” (Abdi, 2009, p. 273). With this mind, there is a possibility
of an alternative thinking and praxis that can decolonize oppressive narratives
and unlearn the hierarchies of Western knowledge. Further, the epistemologies
of the South are humanizing as they center the human being, seek multiple
polarization of knowledge, and enable immigrants and racialized people to
represent the world in their views and their understandings. As articulated by
Freire, “respecting the knowledge of the people for me is a political attitude”
(Horton & Freire, 1990, p. 101), this principle is a part of the free society
that critical pedagogy scholars are advocating for.

Interestingly, epistemic decolonization can be manifested in the way
newcomers are treated and are accommodated with their differences. In
education, epistemic decolonization can be achieved when teacher education
programs and local school systems include immigrant teachers and their global
and Indigenous knowledges. In this meaning, Biles et al. (2011) emphasize:
“flexibility to adapt our social, economic, and cultural practices to accommo-
date newcomers as well as a willingness to accept difference and to appreciate
the benefits of immigration and diversity” (p. 2). This commitment of recog-
nizing immigrants’ qualifications and differences provides a framework for
critical engagement and negotiation of common and shared values and bene-
fits. In this interactive model of diversity, the epistemologies of the South and



10 DIVERSIFYING SCHOOLS WITH GLOBAL AND INDIGENOUS … 171

epistemologies of the North create a humanizing and dialectical amalgamation
that appreciates the non-Eurocentric ways of knowledge.

Diversifying Teaching Force

The discourses and promises of diversity and multiculturalism that are emptied
of meaning fail to recognize IETs’ foreign credentials and integrate them
in education systems. It is said that Canada is a land of opportunities that
hosts everyone with different abilities, cultures, ethnicities, and ontologies;
conversely, the unequal power in relations and colonial epistemic construc-
tions make racialized minorities and Indigenous people vulnerable and exposed
to racial, socio-economic, and cultural forms of domination and oppres-
sion. Banks (2001) explains these material and non-material inequalities when
stating that “Institutionalized discrimination and racism are manifest by the
significant gaps in the incomes, education, and health of minority and majority
groups in many nation-states. Ethnic, racial, and religious minorities are also
the victims of violence in many nation-states” (p. 6). Hence, the language of
diversity that is void of substantive actions of including immigrant professionals
becomes a serious impediment to social justice and equity. It is crucial to note
that the mobility of people is a vital source of diversity; however, Western
immigration and citizenship policies break their promises of inclusion and
justice for immigrants and refugees (Shiza, 2019). To resist forced assimilation
and acculturation and because of their frustration with racism and discrim-
ination of the dominant groups, immigrants voluntarily construct and join
ethnic enclaves or ghettos that offer them social and cultural solidarity (Shiza,
2019). In this sense, ethnic enclaves generate a mechanism that provides immi-
grants and newcomers with the social and cultural capital they need for their
social and economic uplifting. Chan (2019) affirms that in absence of willing-
ness to be open in discussing issues of meaningful inclusion and employment
equity, diversity becomes a “majestic mirage” (p. 114) in a myth of multicul-
turalism that promotes ethnic and cultural hierarchies (Shiza, 2019). Locally,
straw man policies of employment equity and diversity are for the advantage
of some groups who are overrepresented in institutions; whereas, the same
policies reject and damage the careers of immigrants with foreign credentials
(Chan, 2019). Internationally, IETs and skilled immigrants are commodified
as their business values are emphasized in the global marketplace. In this line,
Abu Laban and Gabriel (2002) point out that “globalization has resulted in a
selling of diversity, whereby the skills, talents, ethnic backgrounds of men and
women are commodified, marketed, and billed as trade-enhancing” (p. 12).
Indeed, a selling of diversity is a dehumanizing act to IETs and professional
immigrants as they are deskilled in the welcoming countries that do not design
corresponding policies and structures to these talents and are also impassive to
racist anti-immigrant ideologies.

Because of their differences and their South epistemologies and worldviews,
the IETs with other Indigenous educators are able to meaningfully contribute
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to the diversification of the teaching staff and teacher education programs.
According to Ladson-Billing (2005): “Scholars of color have the potential to
blaze new epistemological and methodological grounds. Their work may push
them to break down some old paradigms and create new forms of knowledge”
(p. 233). In other words, minority scholars can disrupt hegemonic structures
and suggest alternative thinking and knowledge that result in social and cogni-
tive justice. Educators from racialized communities hold epistemologies that
stem from their struggle and their advocacy for justice and human freedom,
which is a liberation of the oppressed and the oppressors at the same time
(Freire, 1970).

In North American education, Banks (2001) explains that it is irrelevant to
continue applying an assimilationist Eurocentric ideology that is failing certain
communities, and its aim has been (200 “to educate students so they would
fit into a mythical Anglo-Saxon Protestant conception of the “good citizen””
(p. 6). This hegemonic approach widens the growing cultural gap between an
increasingly diverse students and predominantly white educators. Communi-
ties of color receive education in a context that is diverse and multicultural;
yet, this education is considered in crisis because of students’ disengagement
and their high rates of dropping out (Sleeter, 2001). Minority students, there-
fore, lack the dominant language and culture capital that they need to access
the society’s privileges and opportunities. With this, they become marginalized
in their ethnic communities and excluded from the mainstream culture as well
(Banks, 2001). From a social justice perspective, education should uplift indi-
viduals and communities; in this line, Abdi and Shultz (2008) inform us that
education is a “tool for social change with a focus on disrupting the structures
and continuities of the ongoing colonizing process of constructing white, and
later, other superiorities that are enacted as privilege based on skinned color
or other perceived capacities” (p. 29).

In education, there are still debates on whose knowledge should be taught,
and there are pressures of market-driven politics that de-value public goods
and services (Apple, 2008). Public education has been in the risk of losing
its democratic promise of equalizing the playing field for everyone and in
which people are not underprivileged because of their markers of difference:
race, class, and gender (Carlson & Gause, 2008). In this vein, Apple (2008)
points out that “the market has been less responsive to particular groups than
others” (p. 34), and race has had a significant presence in plans of market
and education. This indicates that it is an exclusion of racialized people and
their epistemologies as well, as argued by Abdi and Guo (2008) that post-
colonial countries reject “indigenous linguistic, cultural and overall worldview”
of other societies (p. 5). Therefore, public education is perpetuating interests
of dominant groups and reproducing societal equalities in which immigrants
and Indigenous communities are isolated subjectivities.

As discussed earlier, the teaching force of Canadian public schools is
homogenous and functions in a context that is ignoring the diverse ways
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of knowledge of students and their communities. Similarly, teacher educa-
tion programs highlight standardized ways of teaching and generic teachers
who do not consider students’ various knowledges in their planning and
delivery of school programs (Kelly et al., 2009). In doing so, higher educa-
tion becomes a milieu that is plagued by corporate models that seek to silence
democratic engaged scholarship (Rwiza & El Bouhali, 2018) and maintain
one-sidedness in its policy and practice. This institutionalized monoculturalism
is a tacit eradication of others’ epistemologies and cultures as it is blind and
arrogant to the intellectual diversity of students, which is another form of
forced assimilation. Banks (2001) explains one of the effects of this monocul-
turalism on student teachers by arguing that, “the monocultural experiences
and the privileged racial and class status of many White college students in
teacher education programs is their tendency to view themselves as noncul-
tural and nonethnic beings who are colorblind and raceless” (p. 9). Future
teachers are serving a politics of race/color blindness that is limiting educa-
tional and life opportunities for racialized minority students. Another effect of
monoculturalism that aims at cultivating solid national identifications by strip-
ping students of their ethno-cultural backgrounds is to make them ashamed
of their families’ languages and beliefs (Banks, 2001). When educators delib-
erately and unintentionally use the race-neutral lenses to see their students,
they are exacerbating the existing inequalities and systemic racism. In fact,
educators should respond to the needs of their students and recognize their
ways of knowledge and histories, which is a pragmatic and contextualized form
of education (Abdi, 2008). They should reject apolitical practice of educa-
tion and empower students to be active citizens in society. In this regard,
Shultz et al. (2009) note: “teacher education programs cannot continue to
ignore the fact that student bodies represent multiple knowledge systems.
In public school classrooms across this continent, increasingly those knowl-
edge systems are representative of African, Asian, and Indigenous intellectual
traditions and not of the European Western tradition” (p. 336). With this in
mind, teacher education programs and schools ought to underpin the critical
connection of knowledge to the place and to the humans which is a basic
human right that fosters meanings of social justice and human dignity. In this
model, educators are equipped with skills to teach culturally diverse student
populations and relate to their backgrounds. They co-construct contextual-
ized knowledge that helps students to make sense of the influence of race,
ethnicity, class, and gender on the production of knowledge (Banks, 2001).
Educators could create safe places to discuss issues of their community and to
facilitate critical dialogues on differences and race relations, as contended by
Sleeter (2008) that, “Well-constructed teacher education programs can guide
teachers in learning to build bridges among diverse students and dialog across
differences” (p. 216).

It is important to recognize that there is a connection between knowledge
construction, school systems, and teacher education programs. In this complex
diverse population of students, there is no room for teachers who are not
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global in their perspective and who are not accommodating of other ways of
knowing. In this context, Villegas (2012) asserts:

Teachers who lack an awareness or who are dysconscious of the multiple social
positions they inhabit as individuals and how such positioning influences their
understanding of self and the world (including how they see students) are not
likely to acknowledge, let alone understand, the complex and intersecting iden-
tities of their students—an insight critical to developing the unified teaching
approach needed to teach today’s students. (p. 290)

In other words, in the contemporary systems of education, teachers are
required to understand and interact with the different identities of their
students. A diverse teaching force is a democratic project that seeks not just
the inclusion of IETs and their epistemologies, but it is an applicable sense
of equity that meets the educational needs of all students and provides them
with a learning environment in which they experience the value of learning
and living together. In this regard, Ladson-Billing (2005) argues that:

The point of creating a more diverse teaching force and a more diverse set
of teacher educators is to ensure that all students, including White students,
experience a more accurate picture of what it means to live and work in a
multicultural and democratic society. (p. 231)

Including IETs into public education systems is an act that gives meaning to
democracy, employment equity, and critical pedagogy that should have positive
effects on students and society in general. In this meaning, Kirova (2008)
suggests that provincial ministries of education need to incorporate:

marginalized voices into the privileged domain and to reinvest in employment
equity such that the presence and concerns of minorities are introduced into the
classroom by losing the visible-minority gap. In other words, a commitment to
ensuring that non-Christian, non-White, non-native English-or French speaking
teachers are well represented in the public school system is critical for providing
nodal points of immediate cross-cultural and multi-ethnic identification for
students outside the so-called Canadian majority. (p. 119)

This equitable representation and presence of immigrant teachers in local
education systems help minority students to identify themselves with role
models that should open up possibilities of social transformation and change
that is the main purpose of democratic and fair systems of education.

Conclusion

Immigrant teachers are rendered absent subjects from the education affairs of
their children and ethnic communities, as they are considered as unfit to be
a part of knowledge production and distribution. In this politics of absences,
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Santos and Meneses (2019) argue that the epistemologies of the South: “must
transform absent subjects into present subjects as a primary condition for iden-
tifying and validating knowledges capable of reinventing social emancipation
and liberation” (p. xx). This affirms the critical role of others’ epistemologies
and its connection to social justice.

Using a colonizing critical pedagogy, I have argued for a meaningful inte-
gration of IETs as skilled immigrants and for an epistemic diversity and
inclusion in teacher education programs and K-12 public education systems.
This liberating praxis is humanizing for both who suffer from subordination
and those who formulate policies for schools and higher education. It has
been noted that there is a need for global and Indigenous epistemologies
and epistemic decolonization to reconcile different forms of knowing and
being and to equalize power within educational institutions. Because of the
increasingly diverse students and the homogenous teaching force, a diversi-
fication of knowledges and teachers within teacher education programs and
school classrooms would be beneficial for students’ academic achievements
and social equity. Western education is under the sway of neoliberal stan-
dardized teaching and generic teachers who are unable to understand and
meet the intellectual and social needs of diverse students and contribute to
the enhancement of their education. Including IETs and recognizing foreign
credentials go beyond superficial meanings of multiculturalism and emptied
meaning of diversity. In fact, allowing immigrant and Indigenous teachers to
public schools establishes forms of epistemic reconciliation and resiliency, and
it disrupts colonial Eurocentric thinking and practice that seek to erode the
epistemologies and ontologies of non-Western others.

The implication of this chapter is that there is a need for critical peda-
gogy and epistemic decolonization to understand the suffering of marginalized
communities in Western societies and to raise the critical consciousness of both
the oppressed and oppressors. The anti-colonial critical analysis of the situation
of IETs helps to challenge the generic policies and practices that are indif-
ferent to teachers with foreign credentials and to construct global knowledge
as a humanizing process of collaboration and negotiation. Decolonizing crit-
ical pedagogy requests educators and public intellectuals to be engaged social
agents who critically reflect and act to transform their world and to be partici-
pant in the deconstruction of social and cognitive inequalities. Through praxis,
humans are creative beings who are able to create history, produce knowl-
edge and ideas for social institutions, and cultivate continuous transformation
(Freire, 1970).

Colonialism, capitalism, and patriarchy as modern forms of domination
and major constituents of North epistemologies have applied epistemicide to
suppress South and Indigenous knowledge systems (Santos & Meneses, 2019).
Eurocentric epistemology and policy are colonial frameworks that perpetuate
discriminatory structures that do not recognize foreign credentials and non-
Western ways of knowledge. However, decolonizing global and Indigenous
epistemologies that have germinated from social resistance and struggles of
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oppressed people provide an equitable alternative way of thinking and knowl-
edge that are post-abyssal and post-Eurocentric (Santos, 2019). Anti-colonial
and anti-capitalist knowledges construct channels of dialogue and reciprocity
between what is local and what is foreigner and render visible of a critical
global teacher with world epistemologies that would be able to engage with
complex educational contexts and respond positively to different needs of
marginalized students and communities.
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CHAPTER 11

Rebuilding the Connection Between Politics
and Practices of Democratic Education

in China: Critical Reflections

Wenchao Zhang

In a chilly teaching hall of a Chinese public school during my research on
democratic education, a teenager boy expressed his idea of democracy to me
seriously.

Politics: In this chapter, the meaning of politics tries to keep in line with that the
Chinese translation used in practice, to present the phenomenon of democratic
education in China genuinely. As the Chinese translation of politics, the word 政
治, is mentioned in a high frequency when explaining democratic education. 政治
is originally a loan word, so its meaning changed after being used in the context of
China. Integrated with Chinese culture, the main meaning of政治 is related to the
governmental politics. In Xinhua Dictionary, 政治 is explained as activities about
national life and international relations that are organized by classes, parties, social
organizations and individuals, it is a manifestation of economy (“政”, 2020). While
in oral communication, the definition of政治 is more ambiguous, which frequently
refers to the process of governance, political system and ideologies. To present this,
in this chapter, politics mainly refers to governmental politics. Only in the citation
of Freire’s argument that education is political, politics means influences and the
power of relations.
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I think the word democracy in the expression of Chinese democracy should be
replaced, just call it something else. ……as it has huge difference in comparison
with western democracy. (Xiuzi, student)

His assertive answer and solemn face contradicted with a lovely happy song
coming out from a piano which was open to all the students and staff, and
at the same time was mentioned dozens of times as a symbol of the school’s
democratic culture.

Similar to this boy’s reflections, although democracy has been explicitly
written into more national documents in China, especially in the Core values
of Socialism, many people still cast their doubts on the connotation and
practice of Chinese democracy. Chinese democracy is often criticized and
condemned as its different understanding and practice through many discus-
sions within China or internationally. However, should/could democracy be
all the same across the world and neglect its local issue or culture? As the
influence of globalization increases, ideas and ideologies all over the world,
particularly those from powerful western countries, are transmitted to more
societies in the global market, which largely challenges the values of local
culture and shakes people’s cultural identity. China is immensely involved in
the global market, although China has become increasing powerful and plays
a dominant role in the world, it is also highly and promptly influenced by
diverse culture and ideologies, especially those from western countries.

Particularly influenced by neoliberalism, more Chinese people including
educators and students show their misgivings and doubts on Chinese culture
and Chinese democracy. Given this context, how could citizenship education
be carried out in China to face these challenges? In such an unprecedented
epoch when countries become more connected to each other, how could citi-
zenship education balance between enhancing the students’ cultural identity
and preparing students for this increasingly interdependent globe?

To reflect on these questions and seek solutions, this chapter adopts lenses
of critical pedagogy to reflect on practices of democratic education in main-
land China. Focusing on specific practices in China, this chapter will analyze
ways and possibilities that could ease the tensions. This chapter is mainly
based on my research on the exploration of democratic education in China.
Focusing on the implementation of Chinese democratic education, a four-year
ethnographic study on democratic education was carried out in two Chinese
public schools, which aimed to understand the comprehension and practice of
democratic education within the context of mainland China.

Repositioning Democratic Education in China

In the twentieth century, when democracy was imported to transform the
aftermath of World War One in China, the idea of democratic education
was frequently adopted to cultivate informed citizens in the new environ-
ment. Although the connotation and advocated values of democracy have
been changed constantly, improving students’ democratic consciousness and
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ability is frequently mentioned as a teaching target in the curriculum system.
To realize this target, content about democracy is a scattering in topics
of patriotism, governmental politics, democratic revolution and so forth in
different subject courses. For example, in the subject of history, the Chinese
democratic revolution is introduced as a critical condition before the new
regime came into power in 1949. In the curriculum of Morality and Rule
of law, the curriculum of Ideology and Politics, democracy is explained as
part of the political system, with its historical trajectory in China and specific
ways of citizen participation. These relevant learning materials comprehen-
sively present the model of Chinese democracy, which echoes with the target
of improving students’ democratic literacy officially written in the national
curriculum standards (The Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic
of China, 2011, 2017).

In contrast with the positive advocacy of democracy reflected in the docu-
ments and textbooks, people’s attitude about democratic education is not as
simple as it shows from policies. Many people show their doubts and hesita-
tion in practice. In the process of conducting my research about democratic
education, many Chinese educators including practitioners and scholars have
been suggesting to me to change my research topic on democratic education
in China. Without providing much reasonable reasons, such dialogue often
ended in open and mysterious ways, leaving me feeling confused and doubting
the value of my research. If I am feeling this way, it is easy to imagine the
shadow cast on students when this phenomenon happens to them. In different
national documents, the clear emphasis on democracy has shown support on
the practice of democratic education, but why do people seem to be confined
within an invisible boundary in terms of this topic?

From the perspective of critical pedagogy, the challenge and reflection
on such unquestionable and self-evident thoughts could contribute to better
understanding and develop a critical view about connections below the surface
(Scherr, 2005). With an attempt of breaking up the potential illusions as Apple
and Au (2009), the following section would present and analyze problems
emerging from the practice to lay the foundation for repositioning the practice
of democratic education in China.

The Avoidance of Politics in Democratic Education

The contradiction between people’s act on democratic education and the
general advocacy in documents and policies did not stop outside the research
school. Although both schools advocate for a democratic school culture, some
staff still show their hesitation and particular concern when talking about this
topic .
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PINMING (teacher): Your talk (about democratic education) today is different.
As the material you gave me discusses a lot about democracy in [governmental]
politics, my first thought about your research is sensitive.

Realizing my research would focus on education rather than directly about
governmental politics, this teacher showed a big relief, which enabled our
discussion to continue. Such phenomenon of avoiding talking governmental
politics in democratic education is common. In many Chinese literature,
democratic education is applied as a pure educational theory to promote
the quality of teaching and learning on various subject courses. Even for the
research on John Dewey’s theory, the political and ideological foundation is
largely neglected in China.

Furthermore, some people conceive democratic education is isolated from
[governmental] politics and works as an independent topic of education.

YUANBING (teacher): [When talking about the meaning of democracy in
democratic education.] What I want to emphasize here is the meaning of
democracy we discussed here is democracy in daily life, democracy at work.
It is not democracy in political system. I think they are two different things.
…… democracy in politics should be another totally different topic.

By staying away from governmental politics, people attempted to keep demo-
cratic education as a neutral area in education and reduced the impact from
dispute on ideologies and political systems. However, as Freire (1972) argued
that education can never be apolitical, the practice of education is no longer
neutral, it constantly receives various influences from different spheres. The
impact from ideologies and political system is a critical aspect. The igno-
rance of ideological and political foundation actually cannot break up their
connection with democratic education.

In the face of this phenomenon, I would place some important critical ques-
tions for discussion. How could people develop such ideas and what restricts
people’s mind from building connections between democracy in education
and in governmental politics? How could people keep citing Dewey’s theory,
but totally ignore his ideal of political system and ideologies intertwined in all
his propositions? In next section, I would explore possible reasons from the
aspect of relevant history and the aspect of contemporary practice.

Historical Reasons and the Conventional Thinking

As the most influential theory and the one which introduced democratic
education into China, Chinese literature about John Dewey’s theory could
generally reflect an overall situation of democratic education in the Chinese
context. This section will review the research trajectory of John Dewey’s
theory in China to explore possible reasons for this phenomenon.
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Drawn from history, Dewey’s theory is not separated from governmental
politics for the duration of time in China. In 1920s, when Dewey visited
China, he began to exercise great influence, his theory was still adopted as
a combination of democracy, politics and education (Allsup, 2012; Yang &
Frick, 2015; Zhang, 2010). At that time, his political proposition of liber-
alism corresponded with the aspiration of some critical Chinese progressives
who hoped to apply liberal democracy to reform China. Within a context
when the western political thoughts started to prevail in China, Dewey deliv-
ered more than two hundred speeches about social and political philosophy,
composed 23 papers about China (Zhang, 2019) and was able to participate in
the “New Education Reform Movement (新教育改革运动)” (Feng, 1998; Su,
1995; Zhang, 2019). In accordance with Dewey’s argument that the concept
of democracy should be readjusted according to particular context, democracy
was then understood and translated as the “populism” (平民主义) in Chinese
which implies the emphasis on the equality between people (Chuankao, 2009)
and the power of the masses. With this background, the practice of democratic
education was carried out to support this political idea. Dewey’s students and
devotees, represented by Tao Xingzhi carried out a great deal of educational
reform to realize this target in education. The attention was paid to popular
education and teacher education, with the emphasis on people’s equal rights of
receiving education, and the endeavor to eliminate public illiteracy, all aimed to
support the transformation of politics. The difference between Dewey’s work
and the way Chinese scholars used his work could be recognized. But this is
also in line with Dewey’s proposition about China. In his middle work, Dewey
argued that the act of democracy should be carefully considered upon certain
social context, and China could only be saved from its internal transforma-
tion rather than the simple imitation of western philosophies (Dewey, 1983).
The different activity on democratic education showed a contextual compre-
hension on Dewey’s theory, but the intimate relationship between democratic
education and politics ran through this period.

However, since the 1950s, the research on Dewey’s theory and demo-
cratic education was nearly ceased for the reason of political conflict. Due
to the complicated history of the national transformation and the interna-
tional conflict in the Cold War, Dewey received severe criticisms and strong
objection from the aspect of political ideology. Elaborated from the divergence
between Dewey’s thoughts and the political ideology at that time, the fixed
orthodox Marxism, some severe criticism claimed that Dewey was anti-Marxist
and reactionary (Su, 1995). The negative comments on John Dewey, such as
the “biggest obstacle for establishing the people’s education” (Cao, 1950),
“the one who induces students to an evil road” (Teng, 1957) was mainly due
to its ideology of capitalism, prevented educators from researching his theory,
and the relevant topic at that time.

Around 1980s, the situation transformed again. Aligned with the change of
the international climate and the adjustment on the political ideology within
China, research on Dewey’s theory and democratic education recovered again.
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In contrast to the former stage when Dewey’s thoughts were criticized for its
different ideological foundation, academics resumed to seek the compatibility
of Dewey’s thoughts with the context of China and the political background.
But with the impact of the whole evolution, the concentration on Dewey’s
theory was directed to his propositions particular about education, namely
“learning by doing”, “education has no end beyond itself” and the “children-
centred activity or techniques” (Dewey, 1916). The focus on democratic
education in China was then changed from supporting the construction of
a democratic society to reform and improve the practice of education itself.

Since then, despite of the revival of researching on Dewey’s theory and
democratic education, the conceptions and relevant theories are gradually
separated from politics. The political and ideological connotation is deliber-
ately and carefully avoided in either the discourse of theory or the discussion
of practice. In addition, based on the essential contested feature of democ-
racy (Gallie, 1964) and all the global controversies about democracy, people
seem to have gradually gained the conventional thinking that it is easy and
safe not to get involved in the issue of political democracy, which echoes
with the behavior of teacher PINMING and YUANBING shown above. Such
behavior shows an interesting conundrum that people who support democracy
or democratic education avoid in-depth discussion on democracy. However, it
does not make sense, as the act of avoidance is a political act itself.

The Lack of Comprehension on Democracy

Another factor emerged as the second reason to explain the phenomenon of
avoiding politics.

RESEARCHER: Why do you think democracy is conceived as a sensitive topic?
Have you ever considered about this question?

ZINUO (teacher): I think the reason is not we are not allowed to talk about
it, but we are not able to provide a reasonable idea or make any reasonable
judgement. In this circumstances, we would just avoid this topic. It does not
matter if we don’t talk about it.

LINYI (teacher): This is a quite big topic, it is related to the history of
our country, right? [I think] it might related to the relationship between
Communism and democracy. It seems democracy has become a sign of Western
capitalism. So it is definite sensitive when talking about it.

As teacher ZINUO admitted, lacking enough comprehension of democracy
gives rise to the lack of interest in talking and participating in democracy.
While as these two factors have mutual influence on each other, it could
lead to a vicious spiral that the less people engage in this topic, the less they
understand. As teacher LINYI mentioned in the quote, many people have
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misunderstood democracy as an equal of liberal democracy in the face of the
challenge of other variants of democracy in the tide of globalization.

In terms of the conventional thinking, people hope to get rid of the influ-
ence of political ideology in the research of education. Nonetheless, does the
split between democratic education and politics really avoid the influence of
politics? In the trend of eliminating politics from democratic education in
China, it could be recognized that political ideology and climate played a deci-
sive role in this process, which just proved the intimate relationship between
politics and democratic education. As Freire (1972) stated, there is no such
thing as a neutral educational process. In fact, the practice of democratic
education in China is never far away from governmental politics, and it cannot
be detoured from it.

History and Features of Chinese Democracy

After the disclosure of the Cold War, the international situation transformed
dramatically. Chinese democracy has been constantly constructed. Especially
after entering the twenty-first century, the emphasis on Chinese democracy
is constantly embodied in a series of national conferences and documents.
In the process of democratization, all the historical events and the indige-
nous Chinese cultures keep shaping the structure of Chinese democracy which
gains a set of unique features. Understanding the history and features of
Chinese democracy would be helpful for clarifying people’s misunderstanding
of democracy and reflecting on the rationality of the conventional thinking.

Democracy is not an original Chinese concept, the earliest introduction of
democracy was interpreted by western missionaries.民主, the current Chinese
interpretation of democracy was initially picked up by an American missionary,
W. A. P. Martin, when translating the book of Element of International Law
into Chinese in 1864. At that time, the word民主 was used for the interpreta-
tion of three concepts including president, republican and democracy (Wang,
2006). Despite of its ambiguity and the difference from the original meaning
of democracy, 民主 managed to present relevant concepts and features of
democracy in western countries, precisely liberal democracy. Hence, from its
first appearance in China, 民主 had showed its confusing and elastic meaning.

It was not until the end of nineteenth century when the Chinese impe-
rial system was destroyed by a series of domestic revolution and the exotic
invasion that democracy started to get extensive attention in China. Chinese
scholars commonly perceive that democratic systems in western countries were
established proactively as a result of the economic prosperity and certain social
revolutions, while the reform in China was initially coerced by the invasion
of exotic powers (Lin, 2012). As the previous social structure was destroyed
and the traditional bureaucrat system collapsed, individuals were passively
and vulnerably pushed into the process of this big reform (Wang, 2004).
Because of hundreds of years’ passive governance, people lacked the aware-
ness of freedom and rights despite the massive social transformation. With
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the collapse of the traditional empire, the emperor no longer had the power,
but the authority failed to go directly into the hand of individuals and was
transferred to some unofficial regional regimes that were set up right after
the empire fell (Lin, 2012). The society changed dramatically, but people’s
living philosophy still stayed the same. Individuals were not capable of partici-
pating in certain democratic procedures, so the preliminary endeavor on liberal
democracy, specifically on organizing elections and running the parliament
failed successively.

This history proved that the modernization of political system cannot be
independent from certain social context, history and culture (Lin & Zhao,
2015). Under this certain social background, in order to assist the mass to
firstly get the power, the pursuit of democracy in China diverted its path from
seeking for individuals’ rights to striving for obtaining the power for the whole
community people. The emphasis on the collective power corresponded with
the ideology of Marxism which was then chosen as the basis to construct the
system of contemporary Chinese democracy since the 1940s.

In the democratic evolution in China, the Chinese translation of democracy,
民主, mainly gains the connotation in the sphere of governmental politics and
is understood as a particular type of political system and a process of gover-
nance. Among a set of specific rules of Chinese democracy, participation lies as
a central and basic principle. In the practice of democratic education, democ-
racy is generally conceived as critical participation in school life. Considering
this context, here to explore democratic education in China, I adopt the defi-
nition of thick democracy which emphasizes participation and social justice
rather than just the electoral procedure (Zyngier et al., 2015). In accordance
with Dewey’s argument, democracy here is conceived as more than a form of
government, but as a mode of associated living, of conjoint communicated
experience (Dewey, 1916) especially in the field of education.

The Main Mechanism of Chinese Democracy

In China, the development of democracy started in the sphere of govern-
mental politics, and the word democracy is most frequently used in the same
area. Understanding Chinese political system is important for the exploration
of Chinese democracy and democratic education. Based on the dilapidated
condition of the whole country after the turmoil of the war and the theoretical
emphasis on human’s sociality in Marxism (1970), China proposed people’s
democracy which aims to accomplish human beings’ freedom and develop-
ment throughout the prosperity of the whole community (Lin, 2016). For
the realization of this political conception, the mechanism of both politics and
economy has been constructed after a few decades’ exploration.

In the terrain of politics, the system of People’s Congress works as a main
mechanism. As a hierarchical election and opinion collection system, people’s
congress is constituted by different levels’ congresses from the lowest county
level to the highest national level. Electorates could directly participate in the
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election by voting for the delegates on the lowest level of the congress. And
other levels of congresses are formed by the delegates that are orderly elected
by its lower congress. The elected delegation obtains the legislation power
to formulate regional laws and regulations, the executive power to supervise
the work of government, and their most important deputy is to gather elec-
torates’ opinions and report them to the congress and the government as the
important reference on decision-making (Congress, 2010). Albeit the role of
delegate in this system and the role of representative in liberal democracy
both signify a level of representation, they are designed with different func-
tions (Pitkin, 1967). Instead of working independently after being elected as
representatives in liberal democracy, delegates are required to work faithfully
in accordance with their constituents’ interests. By gathering and considering
people’s opinions, this mechanism aims to ensure people’s participation of
various forms throughout the process of governance.

Another mechanism underpinning people’s democracy is the Chinese
People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC). Consisting of the invi-
tees from democratic parties, various organizations, ethnic minorities, people
without party affiliation and people with different career background, this
mechanism aims to understand the public opinions from diverse perspectives
and provide more chances for people’s participation in politics. In practice,
it also works as an assistant mechanism for the people’s congress. Every year,
the national people’s congress and the CPPCC on the national level would be
organized in the capital city, Beijing, to discuss the significant issues in diverse
areas for the whole country. CPPCC is always inaugurated a few days earlier
than the national people’s congress, so the important issues could be first
discussed and questioned through CPPCC. Important opinions or proposals
would be reported to the national congress as the critical reference before
making the final decisions. The combination of CPPCC and the national
people’s congress have become the well-known “Two Conferences (两会)”.

In correspondence with Marxism’s emphasis on economy in the framework
of democracy, China developed a particular economic system to support the
realization of Chinese democracy. Following the propositions of Marxism-
Leninism and practices in Soviet Union, a highly centralized planned economic
system has been applied since 1940s. Although in the first several years this
system helped the whole country settle down and promoted the economic
stability after the chaos, the excessive interfere soon led to inappropriate
resource distribution and hardship on people’s living, so a significant economic
reform was put in place from 1978 (Shen & Yang, 2018). Subsequently, the
socialist market economy (社会主义市场经济) was created which maintains
to have the market played its basic function of deploying resources under
the macro-regulation and control by the State (Xi, 2007). Specifically, the
socialist market economy asserts to jointly develop multiple economic elements
with the economy of public ownership as the main body (Xi, 2007). In this
structure, the employment of public ownership economy aims to ensure the
equality, and the permission for other economic forms provides more freedom.
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Within the structure built up by these big mechanisms, experiments on
other forms of practice are continuing carried out across the country. In
accordance with various occasions, activities such as informal democratic
consultation, public hearing have been designed to involve people’s partic-
ipation on specific issues. Such exploration has been supplementing and
improving the whole practical structure.

Enriching the Connotation of Chinese Democracy with Chinese Culture

Politics would not make any difference if it does not have any positive inter-
action with the local culture (Harrison & Huntington, 2002). To improve
the efficiency and compatibility in practice, Chinese democracy also absorbs
elements from the indigenous culture along its evolution.

As a high-frequency concept in national policies, the people-oriented
thought (以人为本) is often applied to emphasize the sovereignty of people.
But in correspondence with the collectivism culture, here people refer to
the whole collective of people rather than individuals. In ancient China, this
thought is often proposed to instruct the emperor and governor to pay atten-
tion on the interest of the mass. In the pre-Qin period before 221 B.C., a
famous political saying first proposed this idea as the following: the populace
is the foundation of a country, when the foundation is firm, the country could
be stable (民为邦本,本固邦宁.) (Ruan, 1980). In different times of Confucian
philosophy, this thought is explained as: the populace is the most important
element in a country; the country comes next; the emperor is of slight impor-
tance (民为贵, 社稷次之, 君为轻.) (Zhu, 1992) or the emperor is the boat,
the people are the water; the water can uphold a boat, it also can overthrow
a boat (君者, 舟也; 庶人者, 水也.水则载舟, 水则覆舟.) (Zhang, 1995). From
the original thought, the contemporary people-oriented thought absorbs the
emphasis on the ability and power of people, while criticizes the emperor
possesses the absolute power and transfers the sovereignty to the people. When
deliberating this idea, some scholars adjust the metaphor and assert the people
could not only be “the water”, but also “the boat” and even “the helmsman”
who should be vested in the sovereignty of the country (Wang, 2006). In
practice, this traditional cultural thought has already been weaved into the
democratic mechanism. The highlight of people’s participation of different
modes, the collection of people’s opinions for decision-making all reflect this
idea.

Harmony (和) is another thought extracted from the traditional Chinese
culture to enrich the connotation of Chinese democracy. Simultaneously
developed by Confucianism, Buddhism and Taoism, this thought is always
applied as a fundamental logic when settling the disputes and solving the
personal or social problems in Chinese history. In an early traceable text in
the Commentary of Zuo (左传), a Confucian classic, the harmony thought is
explained with a metaphor:
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Sir Jing asked: Is there any difference between [being] the same and harmony?

Yanzi answered: Yes, there is. Harmony is like cooking a meat dish. It needs to
be prepared with water, heat, fish sauce, salt and plum, and then cooked with
fire. The cook would mix these condiments to make the dish taste good. If it
tastes too plain, then the cook would add more condiments. If it tastes too
heavy, the cook would reduce some condiments. Such mixture could make a
gentleman feel peaceful after eating the dish. This is just like the relationship
between the monarch and the ministers. For those when the monarch thinks
good, the minister could point out their drawbacks, which could make some
improvement. For those that the monarch thinks not good, the ministers could
point out the good part. In this way, the governance would be nice and peaceful,
the populace would not have the intention to combat and fight. (Guo, 2016)

As implied in this text, harmony is not a single thing or opinion, it is a mixture
of difference. By accepting difference, it at the same time stresses the need to
coordinate divergence to reach agreement. In the later Confucian classics, this
thought was iteratively discussed in various texts: in practicing the rules of
propriety, it is harmony that is prized (礼之用, 和为贵.). The man of noble
character seeks harmony in diversity, the man of vile character aims at unifor-
mity but not harmony (君子和而不同, 小人同而不和.).1 The advantageous
climate is not as important as favorable geographical position, the favorable
geographical position is not as important as the harmony among people (天
时不如地利, 地利不如人和.). In Taoism, the Tai Chi diagram also indicates
this thought. The two parts yin and yang constitute a circle, which indi-
cates the two contradictive parts could co-exist. Each of them determines and
highly influences the existence of the other part (Liu, 2020). In Buddhism,
the harmony thought is both manifested as pursuing a harmony of mind in
individuals’ life and cultivating harmony (Dong, 2007).

Generally speaking, the harmony thought stresses that different parts of the
entirety are highly influential on each other and depend on each other, so
it is important to coordinate them to reach harmony and cultivate a peaceful
atmosphere. Rooted in all these traditional Chinese philosophies, the harmony
thought has been applied as a fundamental logic when settling the disputes
and solving the personal or social problems in Chinese history. In the 1930s,
during the war against Japan, this thought was applied for regional governance
by the Communist Party of China (CPC). Aiming at widely absorb opin-
ions on different sides to save the country and protect the populace during
the war, the “Triangular Organization” Regime was invented of which the
governmental staff and public representatives were made up of three groups.
One-third of the group was made up of the CPC members who represented
the interest of the proletariat and poor peasants, one-third was the left progres-
sivists representing the interest of petty bourgeoisie, while the remaining
one-third was constituted by the middle bourgeoisie and the landlord class
who endorsed democratic reform (Lin, 2019; Wu et al., 2019). In that special
period, this regime managed to improve the wisdom of the government and
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won support from more communities. This attempt laid the foundation for
the routinization of CPPCC and the further exploration on the mode of
consultative democracy.

In summary, the construction of Chinese democracy is based on a fusion of
ideologies and cultures and gains a series of features from the historical events
and the indigenous culture.

Digging into the Root, Rebuilding the Connections

After several decades’ exploration, the political system of Chinese democracy
is becoming more comprehensive and mature. In comparison to the chaotic
situation of the preliminary attempt in the mid-twentieth century, the current
system encourages people’s engagement and provides a supportive basis for
its implementation in the terrain of education. In this context, the conven-
tional thinking of avoiding governmental politics is no longer compatible with
present needs, and even become a hindrance for the practice of democratic
education.

In both of the schools researched, in correspondence with the phenomenon
reflected in the literature, most practitioners only take the educational theory
as the reference for the practice of democratic education. A set of principles
absorbed from educational theories especially from John Dewey’s theory are
applied as the manifestation of democratic education. However, as democracy
in China is originally and still mainly working as a concept in political system,
the avoidance of talking politics basically ignores a critical root of democratic
education.

In addition, as such educational principles are built up on certain under-
standing of democracy, simple imitation on these principles may lead to
inappropriate application in a different context and may cause more prob-
lems unconsciously. For example, as the most cited theory of democratic
education in the school researched, Dewey’s arguments on education work
as the educational embodiment of his ideal democracy. Being developed with
a comprehensive meaning from diverse perspectives including the aspect of
society, ethics, politics, economics and even religious, the ultimate goal of
Dewey’s theory is to improve the practice of liberal democracy in a capitalist
society. Merely avoiding talking about the political elements cannot erase the
influence of its political foundation, and may lead to more confusions and
contradictions in practice.

Indicating the political foundation in Dewey’s theory does not mean I
intend to request educators to stop researching or learning from Dewey again.
This chapter just wants to remind people that the connotation of democ-
racy including its political aspect lays the foundation for the implementation
of democratic education and needs more attention. Based on a clear under-
standing of democracy in China, different theories of democratic education
could be applied in a more appropriate way.
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In fact, although most practitioners do not relate the exploration of demo-
cratic education with Chinese democracy in governmental politics, features
and principles of Chinese democracy have been implicitly adopted to translate
the theoretical principles into practice. For example, in both research schools,
an activity of raising suggestions for the school management has been carried
out for years.

YANRAN (student): [In Central City Middle School,] students could propose
their own doubts or suggestions about school management [by writing a
proposal]. The student council would first help deal with these proposals. We
would form feedback working groups for each proposal to enhance it with a
more reasonable solution and prepare for the formal discussion with leaders……
Every year around the time of student council’s campaign, a formal proposal
conference would be organized publicly based on the interaction between
the proposer, the student council and school leaders…… Proposals would be
discussed between different stakeholders in this conference……School leaders
of different departments would participate in this discussion…… if they agree
with the suggestions, they would put it into practice. If not, they would provide
some reasonable answers.

In Sunflower Middle School, a similar activity, the “Good Idea” is carried out
annually.

YUANBING (teacher/ school leader): In our school, students have the
autonomy and many opportunities to raise their suggestions. For example, every
year we organize an activity called Good Idea…... Students’ opinions could be
raised and collected through this activity. Their opinions will be considered by
school leaders to see if they can be implemented. If cannot, the feedback will
be given to students.

Observing carefully, this activity mirrors the mechanism of people’s congress
and CPPCC. Students are encouraged to report their own opinions, and the
final decision would be made by a central committee. At the same time,
harmonious thought and consultative democracy are integrated in different
procedures to promote a friendly negotiating atmosphere.

As Freire positioned education is inherently political, and the neglect of the
political background cannot remove the political influence at all. If, in a certain
period of time, avoiding politics could help maintain the freedom of doing
research on democratic education, this conventional thinking has suppressed
people’s freedom on understanding democracy and put negative restrictions
on schooling currently.

Conclusion

From the perspective of critical pedagogy, democracy in education empha-
sizes different stakeholders’ participation in the process of decision-making
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including students, teachers and government to realize people’s emancipation.
In schools, the practitioners indeed try hard to provide more opportuni-
ties for students’ participation, a series of arrangements allows students to
communicate with adults and cooperate to solve problems at school. For
example, activities mentioned above encourage students to express their ideas
and participate in the process of school management. This enables students
to experience that they are not just followers or listeners, they are members
and could be active participants who can control their campus life. However,
the avoidance of talking about governmental politics does not support this
proposition, it actually prevents students’ and teachers’ participation in such
topic which leads to the opposite of schools’ democratic goal in this aspect. In
addition, this is inconformity with the requirement of Chinese political system
either. Promoting participation and maintaining social justice are two mains
aspects in the political system of Chinese democracy as well. If such content
can only be learned in class rather than being discussed in practice, in Freire’s
position, this could be called the banking method of education as it does not
involve people’s participation in a dialogue which allowed everyone to engage
in the process of creating knowledge (Kohan, 2018; Taylor, 1993).

In practice, there are a few Chinese teachers who are not concerned to
relate democratic education with Chinese democracy in political system. All
these teachers obtain one feature in common, that they understand Chinese
political system quite well. They understand the history of Chinese democracy
and are capable of explaining the relationship between democracy in polit-
ical system and in education. This echoes with the phenomenon that many
teachers showed a lack of comprehension of Chinese democracy in the political
system.

In conclusion, the reestablishment of an explicit relationship between
democracy in politics and democratic education is demanding in China. This
would be helpful for both educators and students to understand and prac-
tice of democratic education more comprehensively. While the preparation for
constructing this connection is to enhance educators’ political literacy espe-
cially about the Chinese political system, on the basis of that, they would
feel easier about connecting the two themes. At the same time, this would
assist them in obtaining more references for the comprehension and practice
of democratic education.

Building up a clear connection with relative politics, students would be
able to develop a deeper understanding on both the advantages and draw-
backs of Chinese democracy in the school activities, which would enhance
their cultural confidence and culture identity. Simultaneously, the ability of
engaging in democracy and the rational way of analyzing democracy would
allow them to gain in practice and would enable them to better understand
and respect the divergence among various ideologies.
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Note

1. In this citation, gender issues are recognized as only man is mentioned
in this philosophy. But this problem originates from Confucius himself.
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CHAPTER 12

Teaching Social Justice Amidst Violence: Youth
and Enacted Curricula in Canada, Bangladesh,

and México

Kathy Bickmore and Rim Fathallah

This chapter articulates, and applies to education, a theoretical perspective
on the dimensions of social conflict, violence, and just peace. Violence is
a key indicator and form of injustice. Education may (but often does not)
address the dimensions and causes of destructive conflict, to contribute to
building just peace. Drawing from a five-year research project with youth and
teacher participants in three or four urban public schools in each of Mexico,
Bangladesh, and Canada, the chapter highlights the direct (physical) and
systemic (injustice-based) violence that these young people routinely endured.
This lived experience of violence was linked to participants’ marginalized
social-economic class, ethnocultural and gender identities. These countries
differ widely in their cultures and levels of violence, yet none are divided or
war-torn societies: The study focuses on the “ordinary” social conflict and
violence that may be obscured or ignored in some research on education in
war zones. The chapter also illustrates and discusses, based on examples of
participating teachers’ work, how schooling might contribute to disrupting
ordinary violence—informing young people’s agency to mitigate or trans-
form those problems. The chapter argues that education for justice requires
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confronting violence and facilitating students’ development of peacebuilding
agency. However, education that addresses only symptoms (not causes) of
violence or that only holds individual students responsible—without intro-
ducing them to mediating institutions, civil society actors, social movements,
and governance processes to transform the causes of that violence—is inad-
equate. Learning about collective democratic factors and actors is key to
building potential bridges across difference and remedies for the justice
conflicts that underlie customary violence.

Theoretical Framework: Dimensions of Systemic

Violence and Just Peace (in) Education

Social conflicts refer to competing interests and disagreements among groups
that may be expressed in constructive (resolution or transformation) and/or
destructive (violent) ways. Violence, on the other hand, is direct (inten-
tional physical hurt) and/or indirect (systemic injustice) harm (Galtung, 1969,
1990). Indirect conflict and violence have cultural (systems of belief legit-
imizing inequity, fractured social ties, and violence) and/or social-structural
(systemically inequitable distribution of power and resources) dimensions: each
reinforces the other (also Ross, 2007). In contexts of systemically unequal
power, some forms of direct physical violence, such as gendered or criminal
“gang” aggression, are so normalized as to seem “invisible” and inevitable
(Bourgois, 2009).

The opposite of violence is justice-building transformation to build systemic
peace. Political theorist Nancy Fraser’s (2004, 2005) articulation of the “con-
tent” of justice—(social-structural) redistribution of economic resources plus
(cultural) recognition of plural identities—is parallel to Galtung and Ross’
theories of sustainable peace. Fraser also articulates a third dimension of
justice, (political) representation, referring to the “processes” by which diverse
people are enabled to participate and to get heard in nonviolent confrontation
to transform social conflicts, in the globalized context of multilevel institutions
and rules for decision-making. Together, these three interacting dimensions
of justice constitute a strong foundation for building sustainable (just) peace:
participation in dialogic processes transforming social conflicts, cultural expres-
sion of identity-based inclusion and rejection of bias, and political-economic
redistribution of resources for social-structural equity.

Putting together these intersecting factors enables us to discern the poten-
tially transformable conflicts underlying patterns of harm, and thereby to
shed light on the ways education might contribute to building toward just
peace in the context of globalized systemic violence (also Bellino et al., 2017;
Lopes Cardozo et al., 2016). Alternative ways of handling social conflicts (and
their sometimes-violent symptoms) range from narrow control-based interven-
tions aimed at securitization (peacekeeping), through participatory democratic
processes of mutual dialogue, negotiation, and problem-solving to resolve
evident disputes and their causes (peacemaking), toward multidimensional
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systemic approaches (peacebuilding, also called transitional justice and conflict
transformation) that (re-)create inclusive processes in order to collectively
address and redress cultural and social-structural injustice and other social
conflicts (Galtung, 1976; Lederach, 2003). People and communities develop
(narrow or wider) repertoires of options for addressing social conflicts:

Violence, clearly, is resourcelessness; it is the brutal response of those who see
force as their only approach to conflict. Nonviolence, in contrast, is resource-
fulness; it is the cultivation of and the reliance on a broad range of approaches
to conflict resolution. (Franklin, 2006, p. 261)

Globalized systemic causes of resourcelessness may have heartbreaking conse-
quences in very particular local neighborhoods (and their schools). Examples
include ecological disasters caused by transnational business out-sourcing such
as factories or chemical plants, shipping, or pipelines (Nixon, 2011). Citing
urban activist Butterfly GoPaul and sociologist Julius Haag, a recent news
analysis shows a concentration of mutually reinforcing systemic and physical
violence in particular unfortunate neighborhoods:

So many Toronto locations where gun violence has been historically rampant
have also been ‘hot zones’ for the COVID-19 pandemic. The same long-
standing systemic and structural symptoms of poverty and inequities that have
led to worse outcomes with the virus are the major root causes of gun violence.
… Violence is concentrated in places that [Haag concurs], ‘have also faced
other forms of systemic structural disadvantage, a lack of sustained investment
in community programs and initiatives, and these also tend to be the neighbor-
hoods that suffer the most from aggressive policing.’ (Ngabo, 2021, p. IN4)

In the conceptual diagram below, the triangle’s points refer to the three inter-
secting dimensions of conflict underlying (just) peace and (unjust) violence.
Participation, at the top, refers to direct or representative engagement in
social conflict-handling processes. Inclusion and equity, at the bottom, are
the indirect dimensions of (in)justice conflicts that would be redressed and
transformed in a comprehensive systemic peacebuilding process. The outer
(yellow) triangle represents the violence that surrounds many human societies.
The inner (blue) triangle represents systemic democratic (just) peace—the
processes by which conflicts and dimensions of injustice (identity-based exclu-
sion and/or resource and status inequity) are collectively transformed into
dynamic, just relations.

Extending Galtung’s notions of peacekeeping (securitization) and peace-
making (negotiation) to make visible the actions for addressing indirect (as
well as direct) dimensions of conflict, the middle (green) triangle represents
a range of options and strategies to handle conflicts, in order to resist and
replace violence. Closest to the yellow (violent) edge of the green zone,
imposed regulatory interventions (comparable to peacekeeping) aim to stop
particular outbreaks of violence such as military attacks or child abuse, while
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not probing causes or challenging injustices at the roots of violence. These
approaches “affirm” existing social-cultural hierarchies (Fraser, 2008), yet can
temporarily mitigate or stop episodes of un-peace. Examples include worker
protection regulations (that do not challenge the wage structure) or policing
to control criminal violence (that disproportionately repress certain types
of people rather than addressing systemic incentives). Closer to the blue
(systemic peace) edge of the green zone (comparable to peacemaking and
other problem-solving processes), conflict mediating actions represent restora-
tive and transitional justice efforts to reverse and “transform” historic and
contemporary systemic harm at the roots of destructive conflict. This green
zone is the crucial arena of democratic citizenship—where people act with local
and distant others, through multidimensional social-institutional processes, to
handle and transform injustices and other social conflicts.

This chapter applies the above theories to education, to make sense of the
dimensions of making, building, and teaching peace in schools (also Bickmore,
2017; Carbajal & Fierro, 2019; Cremin & Guilherme, 2016). Of course,
young people learn “feet first” as well as “head first” (McCauley, 2002). That
is, models, practices, and discursive understandings for handling conflicts are
embedded in daily social learning in each lived context (Bandura, 1986), and
explicit school curriculum may ignore, contradict, inform, or supplement what
diverse young people learn from their experiences. Schools may contribute
(or not) to peacebuilding, by creating opportunities for young citizens to
develop repertoires of capabilities, motivations, and understandings for demo-
cratic peacebuilding citizenship agency that recognize, challenge, and build
upon their lived understandings and concerns about conflicts.

The provision, structure, and curriculum of school education—such as
legitimating (or challenging) chauvinism or inequality, or (ir)relevance to
communities’ histories of relative deprivation—may reinforce or resist direct
and indirect violence. Many educational responses to conflict are relatively
passive, working within the status quo (Davies, 2011). For instance, educa-
tive forms of peacekeeping (Bickmore, 2005) teach students to internalize
self-regulation and “governmentality” (Foucault, 2003), to supplement direct
coercion. Such lessons emphasize individual values, morals, and compliant
behavior, without facilitating inclusive peacemaking (problem-solving) that
would examine each participant’s point of view on their own needs or causes
of the conflicts. In contrast, comprehensive “justice-sensitive” peacebuilding
education (Davies, 2017) would both mitigate direct violence by addressing
dimensions, causes, and consequences of conflicts in a participatory manner
and creating preconditions for democratic transformation to redress societal
fracture and injustice. For instance, pedagogical inquiry about particular insti-
tutions’ contributions to injustices, or encounters with multiple perspectives
about difficult histories, would actively seek to disrupt enmity or abuse of
power.
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On one hand, when school experiences create opportunities for students to
acquire and practice language, concepts, and skills for recognizing, commu-
nicating, and deliberating about the causes and consequences of destructive
conflicts, it may facilitate their development of agency applicable to trans-
formative peacebuilding. On the other hand, school curriculum may over-
emphasize the responsibilities of (even victimized) individuals for handling
conflicts properly, at the expense of enabling and inspiring them to probe and
resist social-structural, cultural, and political factors that constrain their agency
and reinforce un-peace. Discourses over-emphasizing individual responsibility
let the powerful off the hook and divert attention from how socially structured
interactions actually work:

The discourse of personal responsibility fails to acknowledge the many ways that
some middle-class and rich people behave irresponsibly. It assumes a misleading
ideal that each person can be independent of others and internalize the costs
of their own actions. It ignores how the institutional relations in which we act
render us deeply interdependent. (Young, 2011, p. 4)

In contrast to prevailing personal responsibility approaches, transformative
agency for peacebuilding requires critical recognition of the indirect social-
economic, cultural (including gender), and political dimensions of social
conflicts—awareness of how people may make demands for state and transna-
tional policy change, in order to alleviate the systemic causes of direct violence
and other harm.

This chapter illustrates this framework in relation to students’ understand-
ings and capabilities, and the implicit and explicit curriculum-in-use reported
by themselves and their teachers in focus groups in México, Bangladesh, and
Canada.

Research Design and Methodology

This chapter is drawn from a multiyear international research project that
involved youth and teacher participants in 3–4 schools in each of Mexico,
Bangladesh, and Canada—countries that are not war zones or divided soci-
eties, but located very differently on the Global Peace Index (IEP, 2016,
2017). Out of 163 countries: Canada was 8 (peaceful), Bangladesh 83
(medium), Mexico 140 (violent). The sites were ordinary curriculum practices
in ordinary public schools in economically marginalized areas experiencing too
much violence—not special justice ed programming, but rather the potential
spaces for just peace transformative learning within these ordinary settings.

The research methodology is inspired by culturally “elicitive” conflict trans-
formation education (Lederach, 1995): Its focus was not on any explicit or
self-contained program of peace or citizenship education (prescription), but
on the understandings and concerns selected young people narrated based on
their life experiences, compared with the ordinary curriculum-in-use described
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by the youth and by participating teachers in the same classrooms. The study
was designed to facilitate participants’ articulation and participatory dialogue
about the lived social conflicts experienced by marginalized youth in each
context, and upon the ways their daily schooling did and did not show
potential to develop their citizen agency for transforming those conflicts.

The cases are purposively selected urban public schools in economically
marginalized neighborhoods suffering from direct violence—in one Ontario,
Canada city (3 schools, grades 5–8), two Bangladesh cities (2 boys’ and 2
girls’ schools, grades 6–9), and one Guanajuato, Mexico city (2 elementary
schools grades 5–6, and 2 lower secondary schools grades 7–9), in 2014–2017.
Participants included 81 Mexican, 36 Bangladeshi and 81 Canadian youth
(age 10–15), and 21 Mexican, 16 Bangladeshi, and 17 Canadian teachers who
taught those young people. Beyond location in violent communities, the crite-
rion for including schools, teacher, and student participants was just that they
needed to be interested enough in violence-reduction education to choose to
participate, during compensated school hours, in the focus group workshops.

Within each case, multiple student focus group workshops per school
each elicited 4–6 students’ understandings and concerns about various social
conflict and violence problems they experienced, and what they believed
citizens could do about these problems. After briefly describing their under-
standings of the conflicts represented or elicited by a set of 10–12 image
prompts (locally relevant cartoons and photos), the young people selected
two problems they considered to be of particular concern, and worked like
reporters, discussing the “who-what-where-why-how and now what” of each
of those conflicts—the stakeholders affected, what they thought had caused
or exacerbated the problems, and what they thought authorities or ordinary
citizens could do about those problems. Students also mentioned how their
experienced school curricula had (and had not) addressed those concerns and
offered suggestions for teachers.

A series of teacher focus group discussions in each school, a few months
apart, began with their examples of what and how they had been teaching, that
they viewed as relevant to peace and/or citizenship. One school in Mexico,
GTO4, was able to hold only two teacher focus group sessions. One school
in Canada (ON2A) was similarly cut off by staffing changes after two teacher
focus group sessions, but we were able to start over there with new groups of
teachers and students (ON2B, not reported separately in this paper). The data
collection process in Bangladesh, conducted by Ahmed Salehin Kaderi (2018)
under the first author’s supervision, was shorter, including just two student
focus groups and (pre and post) two meetings with the teacher focus group
in each school.

Teachers helped to recruit sets of student volunteers in their schools to
represent the diversity of each school’s population in relevant grades. Teachers
previewed the image prompts to be used with students to improve local
comprehensibility and relevance. After completing student focus groups in



12 TEACHING SOCIAL JUSTICE AMIDST VIOLENCE … 203

each school, the research team presented to teacher focus groups (draft,
anonymized summary) results of their students’ focus groups, to invite teach-
ers’ reflections on how their teaching responded to students’ understandings
and concerns and to elicit further teaching examples. Later teacher focus
group sessions were animated by the research team’s summary analyses
of official curriculum guideline documents in each jurisdiction, prompting
further joint reflection about potential intersections or (mis-)fit between
peacebuilding goals and the curricular spaces available within teachers’ work
contexts. In keeping with a commitment to democratic research process,
student and teacher focus group processes were flexibly semi-structured,
designed to be educative and to invite participants to voice and pursue their
own concerns (Mason & Delandshere, 2010).

Contexts: Living with Violence

In the communities where we conducted this research, all the foregoing
dimensions of violence were pervasive and apparent. There was wide economic
inequality between wealthy and poor neighborhoods and schools; the school
research sites were situated in poor and working-class areas suffering from high
levels of criminal and intimate violence. To a significant degree in the Cana-
dian schools, and to an even higher degree in Mexico and Bangladesh, students
and some teachers expressed considerable concern and discouragement about
pervasive physical violence in communities and homes and (especially in
Mexico and Canada) inside schools. Gender-based violence and harassment
were very pervasive and a major concern in all three settings, especially
Bangladesh and Mexico. Bangladeshi students described sexual harassment
as “an everyday normal experience.” Only in the Bangladesh schools, (male)
students also reported that teachers frequently hit them (although corporal
punishment had become illegal).

In the Canadian schools, many students were aware of help lines, domestic
violence shelters, and welfare options. In the Mexican and some Bangladeshi
schools, some students knew about the government child protection agency
and welfare programs, but did not show awareness of other violence miti-
gation institutions (such as those available to the Canadian students). Most
teachers in all participating schools showed evident compassion and offered
extra support to students. So, severe violence and fear were omnipresent
(to varying degrees) in these contexts. Especially in Bangladesh and Mexico,
young people knew of very few ways to get assistance. Schools were sometimes
safer than outside and sometimes offered protection.
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Young People’s Perspectives

and Peacebuilding-Relevant

Education in Their Schools

Student focus group participants from all three Canadian schools, in espe-
cially violent marginalized neighborhoods in an otherwise fairly peaceful big
city, described direct experience with physical violence. Inside the school, a
girl described being choked by a peer; a boy spoke of a friend sexually abused
at school; students described a lot of bullying. Teachers confirmed frequent
violence, especially during recess. In ON3, students in all focus groups
described pervasive ongoing peer aggression: a girl (East Asian heritage)
sobbed about it during one focus group session. A boy (African heritage) in
another focus group also showed tears about being bullied, saying bitterly,
“There is no peace in the classroom whatsoever.” Students told of a memorial
for a murdered girl in front of the school, a teacher at their school accused
of child abuse, a lock-down when they hid from a building invader. ON3,
in an especially high-poverty community, distributed food supplies to needy
students’ families—confidentially, due to stigma against those facing economic
scarcity.

Students in all three schools, especially ON2 and ON3, described their
neighborhoods as unsafe, with pervasive abuse and violence, as well as frequent
surveillance and stops by police; a few mentioned racist treatment by police.
Their relatives had been shot or brutalized—two by police, another by a
community member, a recent stabbing at the library. Several students also
had been targeted by indirect (bias-based) violence, such as Muslims called
terrorists, homophobic slurs, and racist “jokes.” Most students frequently
encountered poor and homelessness people on the street, some of their
parents/guardians were out of work. Several students’ families had immigrated
to Canada to escape war, finding that they had not left all insecurities behind.
In sum, these Canadian participants witnessed and suffered from substantial
direct and indirect violence, including some by government representatives
(police)—often targeting female gender, ethnocultural or religious minoritized
identities, and/or lower social-economic class locations—inside and beyond
their schools.

The most common school staff response to overt conflict (sensitive issues,
escalating disputes, bias-based slurs, or aggression) was avoidance. Teacher
participants were aware of violence in their students’ lives, for example telling
of students who were being abused at home, but shared that they did not
know how to respond. All teacher focus groups named conflict issues in which
they did intervene, also types of conflict (such as gender-based and homo-
phobic bias and aggression) in which they did not intervene and that they
chose not to speak about with students in class. Some said they felt unquali-
fied to address sensitive justice issues or escalated conflicts, or (in one school)
to effectively work with a particular ethnocultural minority population they
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blamed for much aggression. Other teachers named time-constraining curric-
ular mandates or unsupportive administrations as impediments to addressing
differences and conflicts as learning opportunities.

Some participating educators occasionally addressed aggression incidents
among students, class disruption, or discriminatory language incidents, after-
ward through facilitated classroom “conversation.” Two teachers created
student conflict scenarios, based on past episodes, for class discussion. An
administrator held a weekly meeting with students to discuss violent inci-
dent experiences. Several teachers also facilitated occasional culture-of-peace
activities on social relations and community belonging, such as: community
circle sharing, lessons on self-esteem and forgiveness, mindfulness meditation,
and making beaded bracelets symbolizing values students wanted to carry
into adulthood. Students in all the schools’ focus groups said they needed
more in-depth and extended educational help, to become able to handle peer
conflicts and bias-based aggression. School and system policy officially disal-
lowed physical violence and identity-based slurs, but did not always support
teachers’ peacekeeping, nor encourage pro-active, planned peacemaking and
peacebuilding education.

At the same time, participating teachers did teach several capability elements
of peacemaking and just peacebuilding, embedded in subject area lessons.
All participating teachers led some class discussions. However, two teachers
said they had stopped holding most discussions because they didn’t know
how to keep some students from getting loud or hostile to peers. Similarly,
some focus group students lamented that their class discussion experiences
involved aggression and exclusion. All participating teachers in the three Cana-
dian schools taught oral and written (first and second) language lessons that
included elements of conflict analysis and resolution, such as discerning alter-
nate points of view—applied to conflicts in fiction stories, news articles, or
NGO and UN-related websites. Classes practiced creative and communicative
expression through arts, graphic representation, mapping, media literacy, and
multimedia productions. These building-block lessons for peacemaking partic-
ipation often did not explicitly address social difference or cultural (bias and
inclusion) dimensions of conflicts.

Teachers and students, in focus groups, described a few learning activi-
ties examining complex and justice-oriented social conflicts. Typically, teachers
created space for such inquiry without directly “teaching” conflicts, by asking
each student or small group to choose an issue for an independent project
presentation. One class set of “social justice” project issues included diverse
topics of indigenous land, pollution, education of girls in the developing
world, and bullying. In another class, students each selected a “conflict”
on which to collect information and write a report. Students’ choices were
apparently limited by their pre-existing knowledge (including awareness of
alternate information search resources), which could tend to reinforce main-
stream discourses (Vibert & Shields, 2003). In their focus group, some of



206 K. BICKMORE AND R. FATHALLAH

those students lamented not having studied issues closer to their own lives—
they previously had assumed that “conflict” mostly meant wars. In all three
schools, participating teachers’ enacted curriculum emphasized that individ-
uals could “make a difference”—lessons on exemplary leaders such as Malala
Yousafzai, Nelson Mandela, and Terry Fox, who had confronted problems far
away in time or place.

Very few participating Canadian teachers or students articulated a sense of
confidence to learn or implement peacemaking dialogue processes with which
they might autonomously co-create resolutions to their own disputes or to
take tangible action regarding problems of injustice. Although virtually all
student participants demonstrated excellent discussion skills in the (research)
focus groups—listening attentively, participating readily, responding construc-
tively to peers’ alternate viewpoints, articulating emotions and perspectives
on justice issues—many said that they wanted more opportunity to learn and
practice conflict dialogue, resolution, and justice-building processes in school
lessons.

Students in both Bangladesh communities, especially girls, suffered consid-
erable direct aggression and insecurity. They described peer exclusion,
bullying, and especially gender-based harassment as “an everyday normal
experience,” mentioning girls who had stopped attending school because
of gender-based aggression. Beyond pervasive gender-based and domestic
violence, in the B2 city, the most challenging direct violence threats occurred
during periodic polarized election campaigns. During election polarization,
strikes, blockades, and street violence, boys and girls sometimes could not even
get to school. Poverty was an extreme challenge, experienced close up, espe-
cially in the B1 schools’ community. Peer aggression seemed more prevalent
in the neighborhoods than inside the controlled environments of participating
schools. Unlike other jurisdictions, Bangladesh students also reported direct
violence perpetrated by adults in their schools (although caning was officially
illegal). Many students also complained of a corrupt power structure—for
instance, asserting that relatives had found it impossible to get a decent job
without bribing somebody.

Students expressed discouragement that, even if they complained of abuse,
“the police will not help us.” Girls confirmed: “Our teachers teach us …
to just be mindful and careful of ourselves. They also teach us … never to
say anything angrily even if somebody verbally harasses you. They also teach
us to go straight home from school…” A student at another school (B2F)
reiterated this narrative, adding that wrong attitudes were “influenced by
foreign cultures in the media.” Thus, teachers, and often students themselves,
supported curtailing female students’ mobility (thus their access to economic,
social, and political participation) in exchange for insecure partial peace. To
address conflicts which they understood as misbehavior, teachers said, “We
threaten them with punishment.” However, students mentioned that teachers
and a headmaster in the same school (B1F) took action to protect girls who
were harassed or exploited. So, physical violence was exacerbated by cultural
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violence (especially sexism and sometimes corruption in institutional hierar-
chies), which together in turn exacerbated political-economic exclusion by
constraining females’ mobility. Some educators in participating schools had
tried to protect girls from exploitation, yet they also taught self-regulation
in which girls were denied freedom and assigned primary responsibility for
protecting themselves.

Teachers did teach some elements of peacebuilding, in lessons across the
official curriculum, apparently because of (more than despite) the Bangladeshi
requirement to follow the textbooks. At the same time, these lessons tended to
be univocal—presentation of the government’s preferred narrative, acknowl-
edging social conflicts but usually without opening space for alternative
voices or perspectives. A frequent pedagogical approach to building inclu-
sive community identity, described by teachers and students, was to present
stories and poetry about exemplary individuals, especially in Bangla language
and Moral Education classes. These personified various moral qualities, such
as taking individual responsibility to help fellow citizens, support for human
rights (at least tolerance), economic development initiative, and patriotism. A
social studies teacher (B1F) described a lesson “about qualities of great women
who made differences in Bangladesh.” In an English lesson, students were to,
“Find a person in your locality who has succeeded in the face of difficulties and
write about her/him.” Focus group students recalled such arts and stories as
positive ways to “help us to change the mentality against this discrimination”
(B1F). Participants suggested that individual attitude change was a prerequisite
to social justice.

Bangladeshi curriculum-in-use acknowledged a range of social conflicts—
including systemic problems of injustice, social exclusion, and discrimination—
and offered a few opportunities for student perspective-taking (giving ideas
and opinions). However, high-stakes examinations as well as social hierarchies
limited the time available, the breadth of viewpoints recognized, and the depth
of analysis. A teacher reflected: “I do not think we are well prepared to our
approach our students with discussions around our various social and polit-
ical problems. … I teach my students only about passing the exams” (B1F).
A student described a one-correct-answer approach: “Our teachers teach us
what we should and should not do in various situations” (B2F). Another
student critiqued the irrelevance of textbook approaches to conflicts: “There
are problems and solutions [in our textbook] and there is a description of the
problems. Everything is given correctly there. But we read these only to write
in the exams. But these are never utilized in real life” (B2M).

There was no indication that peacemaking or dialogue capabilities (such
as active listening, dialogue, negotiation, reflexivity, problem-solving) were
taught explicitly in participating Bangladesh schools. However, a few teachers
in multiple schools (and a student in one focus group) did describe lessons
in which students took and juxtaposed perspectives, playing the roles of
characters with different viewpoints in skits. Further, English textbook tasks
required students to explain and take stands on issues such as overpopulation,
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healthcare funding, and the claim that “massive burning of the world’s coal
reserves may lead to worldwide ecological disaster.” Similarly, a social studies
textbook: “Initiate a debate regarding the dependent economic relationship
of Bangladesh with developed and developing countries.” Also, the Moral
Education text: “Discuss the negative impacts of Eve-teasing and snatching
[gender-based harassment and kidnapping], and consider preventive measures
from the Islamic perspective;” and “Give your opinion regarding distribu-
tion of income in the capitalist economy.” Teachers and exams evidently
expected “correct” answers to such questions, affirming current government
policy, whether or not applied in practice. Thus, the Bangladesh curriculum-
in-use offered fairly numerous, albeit constrained, opportunities for students
to analyze some individual, social-structural and cultural dimensions of several
social conflicts—potentially complementing the more diverse lived understand-
ings and capabilities that students demonstrated in focus group discussions.

As in other jurisdictions, nearly all students in all Bangladesh focus
groups demonstrated conflict communication capability: articulating and
explaining points of view, listening respectfully, engaging in responsive
exchange (including disagreement and building upon ideas) with peers. Their
analyses of various social conflicts were not comprehensive, but included direct
participants (wants and needs motivating parties’ actions) and some indirect
(cultural recognition and social-structural equity) dimensions.

Similarly, many Bangladeshi students showed comprehension, and some
hope as well as passion for contributing to social change. They showed outrage
that (B1M),

There is one class of people in Bangladesh who are hugely rich, and there
is another class of people who are extremely poor. These poor people are
constantly deprived of their basic rights. And, even the government is not
playing any leading roles to solve this problem... Common people should create
organizations and protests to make... various parts of the government aware of
the real scenario.

Students in one city had participated in school-sanctioned symbolic protest
actions—a rally against hartal strikes and a human chain to protest political
violence. Yet, peers acknowledged, “Some people who want to do some-
thing [about political economy conflicts] are scared, and many of them
are corrupt themselves” (B2M). Several student focus group participants
expressed distrust of their government. “They will arrest us whenever we
say anything against the government.” Presumably, this fear (as well as the
selection of participants by adults in the school) influenced some students to
not voice some critiques in their focus groups. Yet, other voices in the same
focus groups did describe electoral corruption, repression, and hopelessness
about potential dissent: “I cannot raise my voice, staying in Bangladesh. The
government has killed many.”
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Over all, the prevailing curriculum-in-use we encountered in the partici-
pating Bangladesh school focus groups—implicitly in patterns of post-incident
conflict management and explicitly in classroom lessons—reflected steep hier-
archies in which those with less power (including students inside school) were
often punished or harmed without significant opportunity to present their
points of view or to participate in repairing or solving problems. Educa-
tive peacekeeping lessons emphasized compliance and self-regulation within
a dominant moral-political code.

At the same time, the research surfaced some apparent opportunities for
learning and practicing several elements of justice-sensitive peacebuilding.
There were lessons about cultural and social-economic inclusion, especially
the immorality of gender-based aggression and the value of sharing mate-
rial aids with the poor. Not least, there were rare opportunities for students
to voice, even rarely to debate, their own or others’ perspectives on a few
issues. As in the other jurisdictions, the least common curricular opportuni-
ties were in the realm of democratic participation representation: to encounter
or hear from specific civil society or governance institutions or other policy
actors, and to autonomously generate or deliberate about options for actually
taking democratic action to transform social conflicts. In sum, participating
Bangladesh students showed capability and commitment to democratic peace-
building citizenship, and their curriculum-in-use offered several infrequent and
constrained, but tangible, opportunities for students to expand their horizons
of social analysis and capabilities for some forms of peacebuilding engagement.

Although México is not in the usual sense a war zone, young people
participating in this research lived in a culture of normalized severe direct
and indirect violence, pervasive securitization including unreliable and corrupt
armed police, and little awareness of or access to public infrastructure institu-
tions that could mitigate these difficulties. Many teachers and students voiced
high hopes for public education as the primary—or only—avenue for achieving
social success and building peace.

Young people in all the participating Mexican schools reported substan-
tial experience with direct physical violence—especially gender-based domestic
violence in their own and relatives’ homes, gender-based harassment, fighting
and bullying inside and outside of school, armed violence among competing
gangs in the community, and two named episodes of teacher violence toward
students in school (GTO1). For instance, a girl lamented that, “In my neigh-
borhood there are gangs that are always fighting;” a boy in another group
shared, “Sometimes my father hits my mother” (GTO3). Many students told
of beatings, gunfire, killings, and insecurity in or near their homes, in envi-
ronments they had to traverse to get to school. They also recognized indirect
harms: “amid more delinquency, there’s less opportunity to work because of
the insecurity.” Girls’ opportunities to go anywhere were severely constrained
by community violence (GTO1). An intermediate teacher said, “I have had
students who know a lot about weapons, including I have had students who
want to become drug dealers” (GTO4). An elementary teacher elaborated:
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“At present the children are living through constant situations of relatives dead
or injured in their families or neighborhoods. Sometimes there is helplessness
among them. They can’t go out because of stray bullets … they don’t see a
future” (GTO2).

Participating Mexican youth also described living with pervasive systemic
(indirect) violence—especially, enormous social-economic inequality, poverty,
and hunger; abandonment by parents migrating northward for work; illegal
drug trafficking; discrimination especially against women, people from indige-
nous and rural communities, and their own poor neighborhood; systemic
inequality between the global north and south; pollution; and the corrup-
tion and ineffectiveness of various governing authorities to mitigate the causes
or consequences of such problems. Some students missed school when they
had nothing to eat (GTO4). Pedagogical equipment was scarce in school,
because “the neighborhood is an insecure context and things get stolen easily”
(GTO2). The youth reported heavy police and even military presence in their
communities: few considered this be contributing to their insecurity. An inter-
mediate teacher’s students had told her, in a lesson about authority, about
frequent police abuse: “[police] mooch bribes, they search them, they rob
them; they found a marker and scratched it across the face of one student”
(GTO4). Students were unable to name any neighbors, social movements,
institutions, or leaders that took action to mitigate or resolve such conflicts
(e.g. GTO3).

Teachers were required to keep records of student indiscipline including
violent behavior, and to refer students for strict punishment including
school exclusion, without school-provided opportunities for conflict resolu-
tion dialogue. Students and teachers in all schools described how teachers
counseled students to refrain from aggressive and destructive behavior—after
incidents of fighting, bullying, or local gang activity, and sometimes as planned
self-regulation lessons, “so that they will understand that acting rudely is not
acceptable” (GTO2). In these educative peacekeeping instances, students were
being taught compliant citizenship for passive peace. The repertoires of poten-
tial responses to aggression students voiced in focus groups were often limited
to avoidance (staying home, hiding, not getting involved) and force (reporting
to police, despite their explicit distrust).

A few teachers facilitated peacemaking dialogue between individuals or
in class groups, to facilitate problem-solving after episodes of interpersonal
conflict escalation. Sometimes, teachers invited students to suggest solutions
to a problem a peer was experiencing (also GTO4). An elementary teacher
led a class discussion after a boy had been excluded from peers’ soccer team
(GTO3). An intermediate teacher confronted students who had laughed at a
girl who cried after they had hit her: “Even so, this girl had taunted a peer in
recent days. I prohibited the group from laughing at her. They did a reflec-
tion to not mock the girl, and the girl did a reflection to not mock anybody”
(GTO1). Such peacemaking interventions addressed multiple points of view
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and facilitated a measure of active citizenship engagement in handling some
conflicts, perhaps occasionally provoking reflexivity or deliberation.

The elementary Civics-Ethics textbook—a course created through a recent
policy change—guided teachers to elicit self-expression: sharing, reflective class
discussion, creative (drawing, interpreting images, brainstorming) and critical
thinking (analyzing information, explaining opinions), about aspects of their
local social environment. A teacher illustrated how other enacted curriculum
also could touch students’ lives: after her history lesson about Mexican leader
Francisco (Pancho) Villa becoming engaged in the Revolution after his sister
had been raped, one student disclosed that her father was in prison for
raping her sisters (GTO1). In another teacher’s lesson on “responsibility,”
students used a values education questionnaire to conduct interviews with
family members regarding problems in the neighborhood.

All the participating Mexican teachers emphasized explicit values educa-
tion. Participating teachers’ most vocalized teaching priority in all four schools
was “respect,” followed by responsibility (fulfilling obligations). Other values
articulated included: honesty, self-control, cooperation, convivencia (peaceful
coexistence), tolerance of difference, caring for the environment, reciprocity,
solidarity, peer dialogue, non-discrimination, and equality. Teachers often
blamed students’ disrespectfulness and aggression on their inadequate home
lives. Elementary science lessons on caring for self and others included nour-
ishment (nutrition, bulimia, anorexia), hygiene, and living things. Participating
teachers showed evident awareness and care in relation to their students’
serious life challenges—sometimes confidentially helping individuals to access
shoes, uniforms, scholarship assistance or dental care, or encouraging students
to share snacks and learning materials with needy peers.

Teachers in all four schools described lessons on recognizing gender, ability,
and cultural differences. Intermediate teachers had student teams collect infor-
mation about diverse languages and dialects, especially indigenous languages,
within and beyond México. Teachers taught about valuing Mexico’s indige-
nous heritage—telling the focus group they hoped this would reduce students’
stigma and mistreatment of indigenous peers. Rarer intermediate lessons
linked diversity with globalization, such as examining a community’s adap-
tations to Japanese residents working for Japanese companies there. Similarly,
elementary Civics lessons taught about gender equity and that gender-based
violence was illegal. One elementary teacher organized a class “debate,”
allowing three boys to argue their view that women who were beaten at
home had done something to deserve it—while voicing, and encouraging the
other students to present, their view opposing gender-based violence. Thus,
many lessons advocated passive tolerance, but students had some opportuni-
ties to consider their own experiences and viewpoints in relation to cultural
bias dimensions of conflict and violence.

All participating Mexican teachers frequently implemented teamwork peda-
gogies in various subject areas, sometimes guiding heterogeneous groups
to recognize one another’s strengths and the value of working together
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cooperatively. In conjunction with a science lesson on human body systems
(circulatory, digestive, etc.), a teacher constructed a game about valuing peers’
diverse appearances and abilities: She concluded with the analogy that students
in a group were like systems of the body, each one different but working
together for the good of the whole (GTO3). In other science units about
health and the environment, students worked together on projects designed
to benefit their community, such as developing a public display about reusing
water for plants and bathing. Students described getting together to clean-
up abandoned (brownfield) land and collecting money to pay people for
clean-up work (GTO4). These are examples of schoolwork practicing small,
non-disruptive episodes of participatory citizenship—little analysis of under-
lying social conflicts, nor dissent linked to governance or social movements,
but opportunities to experience inclusion and taking some action together to
improve their communities’ lives.

In a typical conflict analysis pedagogy described, teachers presented “cases”
of conflict (from textbooks, poetry, news, videos, comic strips, or images) to
build students’ capabilities and inclinations for peacemaking and citizenship.
The class would read a story or view a film clip, asking students to identify
the motives, feelings, and concerns of each character about a problem, then
to express their own opinions about the characters’ action choices. Often,
teachers invited students to express themselves through the arts—such as
acting out characters’ points of view, and then showing, “what would you have
done in this situation?” Orally or in letter-writing assignments, students were
invited to justify their opinions about problems experienced in the commu-
nity. In Civics-Ethics, students prepared and held class debates on topics such
as the pros and cons of transgenic foods and the merits of urban vs. rural areas.
In a history and Spanish project, students created a play about Plutarco Elias,
a Mexican politician who opposed Catholicism (leading to the Cristero War),
to investigate, “why he acted without considering the people” (GTO3). Many
teachers guided students to analyze some causes and consequences of indi-
vidual decisions to migrate—emphasizing empathy for children whose parents
and relatives had left home to work in North America (GTO3). A history unit
examined the roles of various people (including displaced indigenous people
and workers) in founding this city, examining how they handled problems
and disagreements (GTO2). Another teacher engaged students in comparing
an historical case (Porfirio Diaz) to a contemporary Mexican Zapatista revo-
lutionary leader, Comandante Marcos (GTO2). In these activities, students
would have had experiences encountering conflicting perspectives, thinking
for themselves, and engaging dialogically with others with whom they agreed
and disagreed.

A few classes talked about poverty, hunger, and deprivation (lived by many
of the students) rooted in social conflict over scarce resources and employ-
ment. In one school, a teacher mentioned in the focus group a local heritage of
peacebuilding citizenship—the community had formerly mobilized to support
the poor through public cafeterias (GTO2)—but none mentioned presenting
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such information to students. A teacher shared a lesson alluding to stigma
against Mesoamerican indigenous peoples living in poverty: She had told her
class that, as Mexicans, they should be proud to be “descendants of brave
people” (GTO3). Focus groups with teachers and students elicited almost no
examples in which students would encounter actors in their own civil society,
social institutions, or system of governance (especially beyond the local).

A predominant narrative reiterated by several teachers and students in all the
schools was that access to schooling, staying in school, working, and studying
hard would help individuals to overcome adversity and violence including
poverty. Some asserted directly that those who prospered had worked harder
than those who did not. This suggests an implicit curriculum that evades
institutional and political causes and tends to blame those victimized by
resource-based conflicts like poverty or migration.

As in the other jurisdictions, virtually all students in all Mexican focus
groups demonstrated to research team facilitators their clear and enthusiastic
conflict communication capability: articulating and explaining points of view,
listening and engaging respectfully with peers’ contrasting ideas. Similarly, they
capably identified direct and some indirect participants (desires, needs, and
context factors motivating parties’ actions) in various conflicts, and recog-
nized cultural diversity and bias including gender and indigeneity dynamics,
and social-structural equity factors. Like participating students elsewhere, they
felt that their understandings of intertwined difference and conflict matters
were shallow, and that they wanted more in-depth opportunities in school to
develop further their conflict understandings and capabilities for peacebuilding
participation.

Cross-Case Discussion

Severe direct and systemic violence was a prominent feature of student research
participants’ lived citizenship, in all three cases (significantly in the Canadian
city communities, more in the Bangladeshi city communities, and even more
in the Mexican city communities). These young citizens demonstrated remark-
able resourcefulness in navigating and comprehending some multidimensional
social conflicts—economic, cultural, and political/participatory—that underlay
the violence surrounding them. Collectively in focus groups, they were always
able to articulate the contrasting perspectives and desires of multiple direct
actors in and contributing to the escalation of those problems. In describing
the conflicts they selected as especially important in their experience, partic-
ipating young people, and many of their teachers, also capably identified
indirect factors—economic distribution and access to tangible resources, and
cultural reinforcement of narratives, biases, and beliefs—shaping and escalating
the conflicts. Thus, these young people and teachers understood that patterns
of social conflict underlay and exacerbated patterns of direct as well as systemic
harm suffered in their daily lives. In a vicious cycle, through such mech-
anisms as repressive securitization, stigma, and constrained mobility, those
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daily patterns of direct violence in turn further exacerbated systemic harm,
including discrimination and severely limited access to resources for well-
being. In sum, confirming Galtung’s diagnosis, violence—even outside war
zones—is a crucial and underappreciated instance of injustice, as well as a risk
factor that intensifies injustice.

So, participating young people in all three jurisdictions understood, largely
based on lived experience, a great deal about many of the direct and systemic
social conflicts around them, including some of their cultural (identity,
learning beliefs) and economic (resource control) causes. That’s important:
a necessary, although not sufficient, ingredient for peacebuilding citizenship
action. Some decades ago, Merelman (1990) theorized why this might be
so: through social learning embedded in their lives in local escalated conflict
zones, these non-affluent young people developed and practices sophisti-
cated repertoires for recognizing, navigating, and talking about such social
conflicts. Merelman illustrated, on a small scale, how some children from
conflictual contexts were better able, compared to some children from peaceful
contexts, to do things like put conflict escalation events in order and to iden-
tify contrasting viewpoints. Some of the school lessons that participants talked
about had apparently expanded these horizons of knowledge—describing
and discussing some of these problems, although rarely probing multiple
perspectives about their causes or anatomy (actors, factors) as social conflicts.

However, as Fraser (2004) and Lederach (2003) explain, in addition to
understanding the “what” of injustices (systemic roots of violence), people
need to understand the “how”—the official and unofficial processes of direct
participation and (government and transnational) political representation
through which people participate in creating, reproducing, and—crucially—
transforming social injustice conflicts. Although not designed as free-standing
peace education programming, the enacted mainstream public school curricula
participants described in focus groups also merited Ross’ (2010) critique:
They paid very scant attention to questions or mechanisms of power or
political process. The young people in these Mexican, Bangladeshi, and Cana-
dian schools demonstrated understanding of problems, but not of the actors,
actions, mechanisms, or processes (that is, the politics) by which people did
or might engage collectively in trying to transform or solve them. Presumably
as a result of this close-up understanding of problems but not of any actors
inventing or deliberating solutions, many of these young people expressed
discouragement and distrust of governing authorities.

The understanding most absent from the peacebuilding-relevant capabilities
that most participating students showed us—and, not incidentally, from the
enacted school lessons that they and their teachers described—is represented by
the green zone in the triangle diagram (Fig. 12.1). This middle zone, between
violence (depicted in yellow) and perfect peace (blue), is the space for citizen-
ship—action in the context of collective community—in the imperfect real
world. Conflict regulation actions in the yellow-green area include regulatory
interventions to mitigate the harms of violence through peacekeeping, coercive
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Fig. 12.1 Dimensions of Violence and Peace

rules and punishment, cultural sanction, or self-regulation, while assuming or
actively reinforcing existing social-political hierarchies. Further along toward
systemic peacebuilding in the blue-green area, conflict mediation and trans-
formation involve a wider range of democratic actors and actions such as civil
society, dissenting social movements, mediating institutions, and deliberated
transitional justice remedies for injustices at the roots of enduring systemic
and direct violence. Although none of the three systems was a perfect democ-
racy, all three societies surely would have had, to some extent, such collective
democratic actors and actions. Unfortunately, virtually none of the partici-
pating youth had really encountered these actors, inside school or in their
marginalized communities. Students in all focus groups were aware of surface
symptoms of democratic actions such as “protest” demonstrations, and of
historical actors who had fomented revolutionary change, but not of who had
organized these actions, how, with whom, nor toward whom (that is, what
particular policy actors/actions those protests were intended to influence). It
was impossible for them to feel confident in their own capacities to contribute
to building just peace without such encounter with citizenship actors. Did
these school curricula contribute to primary ignorance? Few of the young
people, nor equally their teachers, showed awareness that their education was
missing this active democratic citizenship dimension.

Of course, there were interesting differences as well as similarities among
the cases. Bangladeshi and Mexican participants showed clear awareness of
how physical violence in interpersonal life and broad society, such as gender-
based abuse and harassment, was exacerbated by cultural violence such as
sexism. The participant-described examples of Bangladeshi curriculum-in-use
that participants communicated a moral justice perspective, by describing as
normative problems many examples and kinds of destructive cultural and
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social-structural conflict practices, such as gender-based harassment and dowry
exchange, poverty, and transnational colonial exploitation. As remedies, the
curriculum encouraged individual desistance from bad behavior, compliance
with moral strictures, and patriotic support for the nation in the face of
external enemies. Mexican curriculum-in-use that was shared also denounced
cultural bias, such as discrimination against indigenous people and people
with different (dis)abilities, and economic mal-distribution such as poverty and
lack of clean water. As remedies, the curriculum communicated the neoliberal
values of respecting and complying with authority, self-regulation, working
hard, and staying in school. Participating Canadian youth and teachers, in
contrast, tended to describe cultural biases and social-structural harms as
primarily occurring to others at a distance in time or space: for instance,
colonial oppression of Indigenous First Nation Canadians by earlier Euro-
pean settlers, gender oppression impeding girls’ schooling in Afghanistan,
or racist apartheid in South Africa. As remedies, the reported curriculum
communicated a curious mix of nationalism (aren’t we fortunate to be Cana-
dians today, where we have rights and these problems are largely solved)
and a more self-confident version of neoliberalism, in which “one person can
make a difference” to help others. Lessons in all the jurisdictions mentioned
pollution, with anti-pollution remedies largely limited to self-regulation and
occasional clean-up campaigns. Although they taught some (univocal, rarely
multi-perspective) analysis of some injustice, apparently none of these sets of
curriculum taught much about community or larger-scale mediating institu-
tions, civil society actors, or democratic political processes for building just
peace. This constitutes a gap that public schooling ought to be able to fill.

All participating teachers evidently implemented some pedagogies in which
students practiced interpersonal-scale communication, critical reflection, and
cooperation. Especially in the Canadian sample, substantially in the Mexican
sample, and somewhat in the Bangladeshi sample, focus group evidence
indicates that participating teachers’ students had opportunities to consider,
listen, express, and occasionally even debate their viewpoints about various
conflictual (and less often, controversial) questions, orally and in writing. Only
one or two participating teachers in each of Canada and Mexico said they
had explicitly taught any particular process or principles for communicating
constructively and persuasively about conflict, in small-scale peer disputes or in
larger-group dialogue or decision-making deliberation, although a number of
students in each focus group context advised that they would like to have such
learning opportunities. Participating Mexican teachers implemented the most
(semi-) autonomous student groupwork pedagogy, Canadian teachers some,
and Bangladeshi teachers little. Only in Mexico did a few teachers explain
how they explicitly prepared and guided students to cooperate in an equitable
and inclusive manner, taking diversities into account. Only in Bangladesh
did all (mandated) teaching texts in social studies, moral education, and
language include creative expression such as poetry. A few Bangladeshi and
many Canadian and Mexican teachers also engaged their students in creative
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self-expression through drama skits, visual arts, or (in Mexico) music. These
are democracy-relevant capabilities, that could be extended and strengthened
to facilitate encounters with democratic actors and application to larger-scale
participation and representation dimensions of building just peace.

In every focus group in all three cases, the young people selected to partic-
ipate showed enthusiastic interest in probing and discussing various locally
relevant conflicts, and many of them said that they would like more such
opportunities in school. They also demonstrated clear communicative capa-
bilities in the focus group workshops—in the ways they spoke, listened,
agreed and disagreed, and built upon one another’s ideas to develop collec-
tive understanding—even though they told us that they felt they needed far
more in-depth opportunities to practice such in-depth inquiry, thoughtful
dialogue, and deliberation in school. Many of the youth showed passion and
commitment to participate in learning difficult knowledge about injustice and
violence, and in acting to make their worlds better, even though they showed
little awareness of other people (much less groups) who had participated in
such democratizing citizenship. Clearly, these young people were resourceful
in the face of daunting violence. From the shining exceptional lessons shared
by teachers in their focus groups, it is clear that ordinary public schooling
could do considerably more to equip and support youth for more effective
democratic peacebuilding citizenship participation.
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PART IV

Critical Pedagogy/Critical Literacy Studies
in Education



CHAPTER 13

The Indigenous Imaginary and Tertiary
Institutions

Robert J. Tierney and Robert V. Morgan

For Indigenous communities in colonized countries, education has been used
as a weapon to silence their cultural practices, eradicate their ways of knowing,
and forge their assimilation and subservience. Under the guise of protection,
Indigenous children have been extracted from their communities, and Indige-
nous education has been supplanted with western curricula, teaching practices,
learning outcomes, and pathways. In her discussion of Indigenous education
prior to colonization, Joanne Archibald (1995), from the Stó:lō Nation and
Professor Emerita at the University of British Columbia, commented that
the western dismissal and mischaracterization of First Nations education have
been used to justify assimilation, including residential schools. In contrast to
such false and disparaging accounts, she recounts how Indigenous education
was based upon principles (spiritual, physical, emotional, and economic) and
methods that are holistic and experiential; individualized; and carefully sequen-
tial and systematic—with the support of the family and community, especially
elders. Drawing upon a case study of the Stó:lō Nation of British Columbia,
she stated:
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...educational expectations and the roles of all villagers were clearly defined and
structured. Goals reflected the values of sharing, cooperation, and respect for the
environment, oneself, and others. The curriculum content included training in
cultural, historical, environmental, and physical (body) knowledge. Community
members and the environment became teaching resources, individual empow-
erment in and responsibility for education created a lifelong learning process....
The educational process was not static; it allowed for adaptation to environ-
mental change and outside cultural influences. These changes were controlled
and directed by the Stó:lō people until the arrival of the missionaries. (Archibald,
1995, p. 292)

Similar colonizing forces were enlisted in other countries and perpetuated by
a false deficit view of Indigenous culture and ways of knowing. As Australian
Aboriginal author Bruce Pascoe (2014) lamented in the conclusion of his
book, Dark Emu, Australian Aboriginal ways of knowing were destroyed,
displaced, and hidden by the British colonialists:

It seems improbable that a country can continue to hide from the actuality
of its history in order to validate the fact that having said sorry, we refuse to
say thanks. Should we ever decide to say thanks, the next step on a nation’s
moral agenda is to ensure that every Australian acknowledges the history and
insists that, as we are all Australians, we should have the opportunity to share
the education, health and employment of that country on equal terms. To deny
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders agricultural and spiritual achievement is
the single greatest impediment to the intercultural understanding and perhaps,
to Australian moral wellbeing and economic prosperity. (pp. 228–229)

In the last fifty years, momentum for change has been gathering globally and
within nations. Globally, the United Nations (UN) has produced a different
imaginary through a number of declarations that have challenged current
Indigenous circumstances with regard to human rights and freedoms. The
UN declaration of Education for All, ratified in 1990, proclaimed educa-
tion as a basic right for all anchored in respect for culture. It outlines the
“responsibility to respect and build upon their collective cultural, linguistic
and spiritual heritage, to promote the education of others, to further the
cause of social justice, to achieve environmental protection, to be tolerant
towards social, political and religious systems which differ from their own”
(United Nations, “Article 1,” 1990). In a similar vein, the pursuit of cultural
ways of knowing is consistent with the UN Declaration of Human Rights
for Indigenous Persons (2006), which declares Indigenous persons’ right to
self-determination (Article 3); their right to establish and control Indigenous
education systems tied to language and culture (Article 14); and Indigenous
rights relative to traditional knowledge (Article 31). Befittingly, Indigenous
considerations have also infiltrated discussions pertaining to global ecology
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matters.1 The UN has made clear the importance of the support and revital-
ization of languages and local knowledge in the interest of the planet’s ecology
and in the potential for addressing environmental disasters.

Furthermore, comparisons afforded by international benchmarking have
exposed the shameful disparities between Indigenous and non-Indigenous
populations. In Canada and Australia, for example, comparisons between
Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities suggest major failures as well as
the systemic oppression of Indigenous populations (in terms such as education,
health, and other indicators of wellbeing, including income and incarcera-
tion rates). Consequently, governments have been forced to reconsider their
Indigenous engagements—instigating policies that have provided incentives
and sometimes mandates for change. These initiatives have led to quite mixed
and often questionable results, as many seem to remain tethered to a colo-
nial, assimilative sensibility rather than aligned with Indigenous tenets of
respect, recognition, reciprocity, and relevancy. (Indeed, governments seem to
be states of upheaval, as social movements including Black Lives Matter and
the Uluru Statement, along with commitments to Reconciliation, have drawn
attention to systems and practices that perpetuate racism and inequities.) The
2021 Australia Day comments offered by Australian Prime Minister Scott
Morrison that seemed to commiserate with the British convicts arriving with
the First Fleet—without acknowledging the genocide and continuing dismis-
sive, assimilative practices against Aborigines—represent the lag in progress
on addressing these matters.2 They portend the reluctance of current political
leadership to reconcile with past genocide and pursue a different course with
respect to Aboriginal rights, freedoms, and equality.

As a means of illustration, consider the circumstances of Indigenous devel-
opments in Australia at the tertiary level for Australian Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islanders beginning with some historic background and then focused
upon recent developments using one of Australia’s premier and first university
as a case study.

Australian Indigenous Developments

For Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, the effects
of westernization immediately followed the arrival of the British on the eastern
shores in 1770. Befitting the imposing nature of western science, a botanist on
board James Cook’s ship was quick to take samples of the land—labeling and
categorizing the plant life as well as the places and animals that they encoun-
tered. In conjunction with their imperialistic claim to Australia as a British
colony, they declared Australia as Terra Nullius—“land belonging to no one;”
unoccupied; and uninhabited—despite the presence of Aboriginal communi-
ties with sophisticated systems of governance and flourishing societies. The
western colonization of Australia occurred almost immediately thereafter, with
the subsequent arrival of a fleet of British soldiers and convicts. Their approach
to colonization involved a combination of efforts to exterminate or assimilate
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Aboriginal communities, displacing the importance of Aboriginal knowledge,
literacies, and languages. The colonists did so with little regard for the ecology
of a country where Aboriginal peoples had thrived for at least 50,000 years.3

For political reasons, the colonists and settlers kept the world ignorant
of Aboriginal communities—and their resistance to colonial rule—as they
proceeded to proselytize, assimilate, annihilate, subordinate, and enact the
forced removal of Aboriginal peoples from their lands (Willmot, 1987).
Behind the British flag and under the banner of religion, they separated
children from their communities to reeducate them in western traditions,
thereby displacing or silencing Aboriginal practices. Their approach to colo-
nization blatantly refrained from intercultural relationship-building; instead,
they pursued the extermination of the Aboriginal culture (Rizvi, 2021) and
by their ignorance devastating the lands that Aboriginal communities tilled
and harvested with crops (Pascoe, 2014). As Morgan et al. (in press) note,
the ongoing British occupation has altered a society that was rich in literacies,
with hundreds of languages, to a present population (now a fraction of its size
prior to colonization) that has very few remaining languages and traditions.4

Colonizing forces privileged anglophone knowledge and practices while taking
control of or eliminating or erasing others (Hong, 2008). Essentially, the
colony was intended to serve the interests of the empire (Connell, 2019;
Nozaki, 2009). Nowadays, despite recognition of Australia’s multiculturalism,
populism related to nationalism—together with monolingualism and xeno-
phobic tendencies—seems to serve as continuing justifications for dismissing
Aboriginal cultural practices and opposing Indigenous sovereignty, or “sui
generis,” along with culturally reciprocal forms of Indigenizing education
(Rigney et al., 2015).

If engagement in tertiary education is enlisted as a proxy for the advance-
ment of Australian Aboriginals and Torres Strait Islanders, the results to date
are dismal and alarming. Despite the investments and vocal support for social
inclusion and diversity, the Australian government and Australian universities
seem to be falling short in achieving social inclusion targets. By retaining
restrictive forms of gatekeeping and maintaining forms of enculturation, they
seem dominated by approaches that keep Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
students excluded, marginalized, or assimilated. An interrogation of the data
on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders’ participation suggests that the
methods to address and improve the educational experiences and learning
outcomes of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students are perpetuating
a form of western status quo (resulting in a disproportionately low percentage
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students completing high school,
performing well on national and international tests, and being awarded places
in universities). Viewed through a prism of access, participation, and success
at the tertiary level, the participation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
students falls significantly below the percentage of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people in the general population (i.e., participation at the tertiary level
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is 1%, compared with 4% of the general population); additionally, the gradua-
tion rates fall significantly below those for non-Indigenous students. According
to the government-commissioned report, Review of Higher Education Access
and Outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People (IHER, 2012),
tertiary institutions in Australia are failing and remain far behind those in
countries such as United States, Canada, and New Zealand—despite years of
funding universities to increase enrolments and support for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islanders. As the report’s authors commented:

Despite significant progress in recent decades, Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people remain significantly underrepresented in Australian universities.
The important milestones in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander higher educa-
tion, such as the first Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander student to receive a
degree from an Australian university or the graduation of the first Aboriginal or
Torres Strait Islander doctor, came nearly a century after other countries with
similar colonial histories, such as the United States, Canada and New Zealand.

The Panel believes that this disadvantage comes at a cost not only to Aborig-
inal and Torres Strait Islander people, but also to the nation in terms of
opportunities lost. (IHER, 2012, p. 4)

Taken together, the situation in Australian tertiary institutions befits the
mantra of assimilation and non-recognition of Australian Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander sovereignty in the interests of perpetuating the social
reproduction of western privilege for those of Anglo-Saxon heritage. When
confronting university administrators at the executive level with the possi-
bility of complicity with social reproduction, the responses have been flaccid
suggesting the acceptability of their privileged traditions and the reasonable-
ness of placing reputation of the university ahead of social responsibility
and cultural responsiveness using arguments for objectivity and culturally
free approaches as rational, preferred, and legal defensibility to justify their
complicity. Indeed, the strategy taken by most Australian universities is consis-
tent with a view that universities will identify and serve the needs of those
exceptional Aboriginal students who perform well on traditional high school
tests of western knowledge and provide some support for them to perform
well at university without a substantial respect or regard for building upon
their background of experiences or cultural knowledge.

The positioning of Indigenous knowledge ignores its vital role in Aborig-
inal people’s lives. Marie Battiste (1998), from the Potlotek First Nations in
Nova Scotia, has suggested that in Canada, as in Australia, the notion that
Eurocentric knowledge and concepts are better and should be considered
universal is a form of cognitive imperialism. Educational tests mask their Euro-
centric features behind labels such as “culturally-free” or “unbiased.” Students
from diverse backgrounds who are identified as falling behind may find them-
selves receiving a narrower curriculum, caught in a corrupt cycle of prescribed
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learning (often devoid of cultural considerations). This positioning of Indige-
nous knowledge ignores its vital role in Aboriginal people’s lives. As Australian
Aboriginal leader Bob Morgan (2019) noted, being an Australian Aboriginal is
akin to being an Indigenous stranger in one’s own land—reflective of a “guest
paradigm” in which colonizers advance scholarly venues, educational systems,
and cultural norms with which non-westerners and Indigenous people are
expected to align. As a 2017 report by the Australian House of Representatives
Standing Committee on Indigenous Affairs poignantly declared, Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islanders do not feel

… (a) sense of belonging when at school. This is because they attend schools
that do not accept the relevance of, or acknowledge, understand or celebrate
their culture, which results in children not feeling culturally safe. (House of
Representatives Standing Committee on Indigenous Affairs, 2017, p. 43)

Unfortunately, if you examine the circumstances more closely tertiary insti-
tutions often have pursued approaches that have been directed at relegating
Indigenous engagements to a minor or aligned with the status of a stepchild
or outlier while maintaining the status quo of a western primacy. Take if you
will the record of the University of Sydney, which dates backs over 150 years.

The University of Sydney

Founded in 1850, the University of Sydney was Australia’s first established
university and is one of the historic “sandstones,” or elite Group of Eight
(Go8), universities. The University is located on the traditional lands of the
Gadigal people of the Eora Nation. Traditionally these lands were regarded as
a site for exchanges among Aboriginal communities around the water springs
in the area. It was also a burial site for Aboriginal people, usually in trees
positioned alongside of what is now the University of Sydney’s main quad-
rangle and Great Hall. Notably, it is situated on the edge of what is now the
downtown of Sydney, adjacent to Redfern, Newtown, and Glebe—suburbs
that include the largest urban Aboriginal population that flowed to the city
from various rural and interstate clans.

The University of Sydney claims of commitment to Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islanders might be supported by its role in the matriculation of one
of Australia’s first Aboriginal graduates (Charles Perkins, who graduated from
the university in 1966) and the launching in 1989 of one the first Aboriginal
and Torres Islander centers at an Australian university (the Koori Center). But
recent reviews of their commitment suggest limited progress in terms of acces-
sibility and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander participation as students, staff,
or faculty hires. If their approaches to Indigenous ways of knowing are exam-
ined, their programs seem anemic and subordinative. Their interfacing with
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander society seems detached and patronizing.
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Despite claims of significant increases, the overall percentage of Aboriginal-
and Torres Strait Islander-enrolled students remains close to 1% across the
university, statistically comparable with the national average enrollment for
tertiary institutions but well below the overall 4% of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people in the nation (The University of Sydney, 2017, 2020;
Tierney et al., 2010a, 2010b). For example, in its 2021–2024 strategy report,
One Sydney, Many People, the University of Sydney (2020) acknowledged that
it “has a lower proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students
(0.9%) than the Australian sector (average 1.72%). The University is currently
placed 7th amongst its Group of Eight (Go8) peers in Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander student participation” (p. 14).

The data in terms of participation across faculties are also quite troubling.
The enrollment pattern at the University of Sydney suggests that faculties in
the Health Sciences and Education account for many more Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander enrollees than other faculties. The number of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander students enrolled in agricultural, dentistry, nursing,
pharmacy, science, and engineering are very limited. And, regardless of the
faculty, it is striking how few Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students
have been enrolled in research degrees (0.06% of the total number of students
enrolled, with the majority of faculties with either one or no Aboriginal or
Torres Strait Islander enrollees). Adding to this bleakness, the University
focuses a significant amount of research on Aboriginal matters—conducted
predominately by non-Aboriginal scholars.

As one might predict, there is a strong correlation between Aboriginal
student participation and staffing. The percentage of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander staff across faculties as administrators and other personnel is very
low. Indeed, there is a chronic shortage of general and academic staff that iden-
tify as Aboriginal, despite targeted employment pursuits (including the hiring
of an Aboriginal Deputy Vice Chancellor). While University enrollment is
approximately 50,000 students (2:1 in terms of the proportion of undergrad-
uate to postgraduate students), the total number of academics over the past
ten years has been approximately 3000–3500, and the number of general staff
has been approximately 3500–4000 (The University of Sydney, 2015). The
number of those academic and general staff who are Indigenous has remained
at approximately 1%. According to the University’s 2016 Annual Report, the
number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander employed within the Univer-
sity was 84 (65.39 full-time equivalent positions), with 21 targeted positions
that would increase the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander overall
to slightly more than 1% (The University of Sydney, 2017, p. 28). While a
number of universities seem to be on the verge of enacting plans for signifi-
cant hiring, the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff has failed
to be realized. As the One Sydney, Many People strategic plan acknowledged:
“Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff, both professional and academic,
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are under-represented at the University, with only 1.2 percent of staff identi-
fying as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander” (The University of Sydney,
2020, p. 15).

Indigenous Ways of Knowing at the University of Sydney
Alongside undertaking various reviews of their support services and programs
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander participants, the University of Sydney
has proffered various strategies. However, an analysis of these initiatives
suggests that the strategies have historically had and continue to have a
reverence for mainstream Australia, aligned with western traditions rather
than being respectful of or relevant to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
culture and ways of knowing. Despite widely-touted Indigenous strategic
initiatives, the University of Sydney’s approach has been tempered in terms
of its acknowledgment and support of Indigenous communities and ways of
knowing. It might be viewed as more “talk” and “show” than “walk” and
“empowerment.”

For example, in 2012 the University initiated the Wingara Mura-Bunga
Barrabugu Strategy (The University of Sydney, 2020; see also The University
of Sydney, 2019). This program touts the University’s ambitions to support
diversity, but in a fashion that suggests a new narrative for all Australians
without regard for the existing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture.
It is as if there exists a new convenience that excludes and displaces Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islanders in service to a broader cultural milieu of diversity—
one that is actually assimilative and subordinating. Despite more Aboriginal
course offerings and an integration of Aboriginal matters into coursework,
Aboriginal culture remains secondary and dominated by an overall allegiance
to western traditions.

More recently, the University’s 2020 strategic plan for 2021–2024 enti-
tled, One Sydney, Many People, outlines a number of initiatives that suggest
an enhanced and renewed commitment to addressing the shortcomings of
the University’s pursuits to date. It promises a stronger commitment to inte-
grating Aboriginal perspectives, ways of knowing and practices in a fashion
that the University refers to as “authentic,” with dedicated offerings as well as
pathways and access points for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders. Yet, in
conjunction with these goals, the University has pursued campus-wide initia-
tives that are intended to heighten cultural understandings pertaining to a
broad vision of diversity. As its National Centre for Cultural Competence (the
NCCC, a joint venture between the University and the Australian government
for $AU 5.6 million) states:

We develop knowledge and build capacity in cultural competence across a range
of social domains. The NCCC has initially prioritized the growth of student,
staff and community cultural competence. Our broader perspective is forming
national and international partnerships, initiating dialogues and implementing
initiatives to improve educational, economic, cultural and social outcomes
throughout society. (NCCC, 2021)
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Essentially, it is as if a banner of “cultural competence” instantiates a vision
of culture that overshadows Indigenous considerations, reconciliation, and
advancement. The University of Sydney’s approach seems aligned with a
western image of multiculturalism that shapes the image of “others.” Indeed,
the University of Sydney’s motto, “Sidere mens eadem mutato,” reflects the
singularity of this orientation. Its many translations are all tied to a single
model of the mind—namely, “the stars change, the mind remains the same;”
“the constellation is changed, the disposition is the same;” or “the same
learning under new stars” (The University of Sydney, 2021).

For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, Indigenous concerns
seem to be relegated to the study of Aboriginality rather than being on an
equal footing or substantially integrated into all studies. For instance, you
might expect to see an expanded set of course offerings on Aboriginal matters
in many degree programs, such as the Indigenous Studies degree within the
Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences (see: Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences).5

Indeed, there will likely be the addition of units within areas targeted for early
adoption of the strategy (e.g., Music, Science, and Law). But it remains to
be seen if these developments will exist as parallel and somewhat separate, or
viewed as equal to the pre-existing western traditions of teaching, research,
and service pursuits. The rhetoric of the One Sydney, Many People strategy
remains ambiguous:

We recognize that the exchange of knowledge, teaching and learning occurred
on the Countries and places across the nation predating that of higher educa-
tion institutions anywhere in the world. By expanding upon the representation
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples’ knowledges, skills and under-
standing we honour the founding knowledge of the custodians of the land upon
which the University’s campuses are situated. (The University of Sydney, 2020,
p. 16)

…

As part of One Sydney, Many People, we will support curriculum owners
to embed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander values, culture and teachings
across all faculties and schools. A range of models will be employed to facili-
tate innovative and culturally quality-assured representation of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander knowledges in curriculum, programs and courses. To
ensure the successful delivery of these knowledges we will support development
opportunities for teaching and research staff to be equipped to deliver Indige-
nous content appropriately and with an understanding of the ethical and other
requirements of working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communi-
ties and students. We will commence this work with the Faculty of Science,
The University of Sydney Law School and Sydney Conservatorium of Music.
(University of Sydney, 2020, p. 16)
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It is notable that the umbrella notions of “one” and “many” are enlisted in
a fashion befitting the Australian government’s educational initiatives. That is,
although the diversity of Australia, with over 400 language groups enrolled in
schools, is acknowledged, the approach is streamed toward a largely monolin-
gual education (Morgan et al., in press). In the University plan there is little
mention of Aboriginal Languages, nor are there statements that would suggest
building substantial connections to Aboriginal ways of knowing.

Engagements with Aboriginal Communities at the University of Sydney
The pivoting away from and failure to address Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander considerations more fully and in a transformative manner befit the
sidelining of engagement with the broader Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander community. The University of Sydney has positioned itself alongside
of these communities instead of being actively engaged with them. Despite
the location of the University in the largest urban populations of Aborig-
inal and Torres Strait Islanders in Australia, only a few programs are engaged
with those communities. Apart from programs offering community-based
fieldwork, the University remains largely separate from Aboriginal communi-
ties—failing to engage in substantial partnerships let alone oversight involving
Aboriginal community representatives. No one denies that for universities to
move forward, the cultural mix of institutions needs to change. But such a
need extends to the communities within which universities are located or are
intended to serve.

Even for those faculties that may already have embraced community
engagements, the path is not straightforward. This was illustrated well in a
2012 study sponsored by the Australian Council of Deans of Education, which
looked at the preparation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers
across Australia (Lambert & Burnett, 2012; Patton et al., 2012). While this
research suggests success in attracting Indigenous students to teacher educa-
tion programs, it also—with few exceptions—points to a failure to address a
range of Indigenous issues in these programs, as well as a failure to address
Indigenous teachers’ experiences of racism upon entering the profession.
Across the various teacher education programs in Australia, Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander failure levels are aggregated at approximately 70%.6

While the University of Sydney teacher education program has had more
success in terms of graduation rates of Aboriginal students, many of the
students in the program have felt as though they did not belong and express a
sense of alienation alongside those they perceive to be their privileged “white”
students. Many of them struggle to meet the demands of a university that
seems fitted to the life of those full-time students who have few other commit-
ments and easy access to resources that enable them to invest fully in teacher
preparation (Chambers, 2012).

The interface of these failings with the broader circumstances of Aborig-
inal and Torres Strait Islanders throughout Australia should not be dismissed.
For example, teacher education programs might aspire to prepare teachers
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with the disposition, talents, and knowledge to make schools places that
are “culturally safe” (Papps & Ramsden, 1996) and bridge between the
communities and their students. However, most surveys of teachers suggest
that they lack the knowledge and strategies to accommodate the Indigenous
students they encounter, whether they are teaching these students in urban
or remote settings (Luke et al., 2012). As a number of Indigenous scholars
stress, without more substantial development of teachers’ understandings of
the communities that they serve, they will likely fall back to mainstream and
“white”-informed practices (Phillips, 2011; Phillips et al., 2007; Prior, 2009;
Smith, 1999, 2005, 2015).

The University of Sydney and many other tertiary institutions seem teth-
ered to their allegiances to western traditions and a view of their exclusivity
and superiority. The predisposition to partially integrate Aboriginal matters
and ways of knowing seems to treat them as objects of study rather than key
vehicles and lenses for a world conceived of as equal. Tertiary institutions seem
to be having difficulty bridging from creating centers devoted to Indigenous
support to more university-wide, transformational change. The adoption of
the Indigenous commitments and units of study seem isolated and, in some
cases, seem to default to a generic, uniform approach to diversity. The inte-
gration of some elements, in other words, is often overshadowed by an overall
assimilative orientation (i.e., a reverence for western ways of knowing and a
subordination of Indigenous elements and focus).

Indeed, the status quo in most Australian universities for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander outreach appears based upon a reverence for a western
mainstream. At the point of recruitment, there is a focus upon the use of
traditional measures of performance without regard for non-western cultural
engagements. In terms of what counts as participation, there appears to be
a bias toward a westernized mainstream curricula and a monolingualism tied
to English—befitting what Morgan et al. (in press) described as a generally
muffled background of xenophobia. There is a tendency to underscore the
genuineness and authenticity of the approach while refraining from elevating
Aboriginal ways of knowing to equal status. Aboriginal matters remain at the
discretion of traditional forces within the university. One should be careful
not to equate signage and spaces, especially dedicated museum space, with
significant change or equal footing for Aboriginal matters (see Fordham &
Schwab, 2007; Rigney, 2011; Rigney & Hattam, 2018).

Moving Forward

The privileged position of Western epistemologies is deeply embedded within
a number of western universities. It is supported by a number of internal and
external support systems that block, mute, or fuse change in ways that ensure
the reproduction of western domination. This should not be surprising, given
the stakes and the shifts required to change. Epistemological accommodation
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involves wrestling with issues as formidable as re-naturalization, the revitaliza-
tion of language, the re-establishment of organic pursuits, an awareness and
respect for cultural ways of knowing, and the repeated leveraging of a future
educated by the past (but not stuck in it). Epistemological change requires
all parties to commit to interrogating, challenging, and perhaps shifting their
values, practices, and privileges.

In the New Zealand context, for example, despite Maori leaders being
able to leverage changes to ensure and advance some foundational rights and
protocols (stemming from the Treaty of Waitangi, first signed by the British
and Maori chiefs in 1840), Maori efforts at tertiary institutions have often
confronted opposing forces, fear, and a failure to recognize the forms of aspira-
tional, transformative change being pursued. Unfortunately, the past privilege
of mainstream circumstances often impedes progress and results in forms of
obstructionism or compromised approaches. Indigenous engagements have
faltered due to tertiary institutions’ efforts to wed their colonizing pasts with
an imaginary, decolonized future. Sometimes universities position approaches
in ways that maintain the status quo. As Sharon Stein (2017) notes, univer-
sities perpetuate a form of subordination of Indigenous engagements, which
enables

… the rest of the institution to largely continue reproducing the status
quo. By granting conditional inclusion without also substantively redistributing
resources, decentering whiteness, or shifting other disciplines’ curricula, univer-
sities largely left in place existing institutional hierarchies of knowledge and
indeed of humanity (Ferguson, 2012). Today these interdisciplinary fields
consistently face de-/underfunding, forced consolidation, or even termina-
tion…. (Stein, 2017, p. S36)

One would hope that universities were politically independent—not shaped by
the same hierarchical forces that are aligned with colonization. Indeed, in the
United States, Canada, New Zealand, and some other countries (e.g., Norway,
India, and China), a number of independent Indigenous tertiary institutions
have been established with a strong commitment to connecting with local
communities. For these independent universities—disillusioned by the sense
of alienation and removal experienced at mainstream western insitutions—
connections with community have been shown as key to their sustainability
and the realization of educational pursuits that resonate with cultural pratices
and ways of knowing (Barnhardt, 1991).

Various forms of affiliatons have also been shown to be key. For example,
some programs act akin to satellite programs within Indigenous communi-
ties, maintaining connections to other universities to enable the completion of
programs and provide a fuller set of offerings. These affiliations can be mutu-
tally benficial by supporting transactions across institutions that are respectful
and affording fusings that are synergistic. Other affiliations have involved
graduate study collaborations in which Indigenous faculty come together to
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support various cohorts from different universities. In New Zealand, this
model was the basis for the successful pursuit of 500 Maori doctorates in
5 years. In Canada, it served as the basis for the SAGE initiative across
British Columbian universities. Some universities have also established centers
devoted to supporting Indigenous students and initiatives, with strong ties
and mandated commitments to the communities that they serve (e.g., First
Nations House of Learning at the University of British Columbia, or the
Wollotuka Institute at the University of Newcastle). Although still dependent
upon the good will of tertiary institutions, such centers have served as vital
links and leaders in their communities.

Closing

The advancement of Indigenous developments in tertiary institutions are not
minor shifts, nor are they straightforward—especially given the extent to which
faculty may have privileged western norms and be ignorant of Indigenous
matters. Without an orientation and set of values and understandings tied
to cultural mores, the path forward continues to be challenging. Wittingly
or unwittingly, the education system seems complicit in perpetuating these
circumstances, especially through its adoption of certain curricula and assess-
ment methods and the hierarchy it continues to impose. It seems most
troubling that educators at the top of this institutional hierarchy (i.e., at
universities) are partners in this.

Despite revering intellectual freedom and political independence, universi-
ties are not blameless. Historically, most western universities, touted as temples
of learning, represent denominational allegiances. They espouse forms of
education and scholarship dominated by European colonizing forces have an
interest in re-socializing diverse populations in that image, and commodify
or claim discovery of the knowledge of others. For Indigenous societies,
educational institutions represent the vestiges of oppression, displacement, and
assimilation that Indigenous educators and southern scholars have decried
(e.g., Alfred, 2004; Barnhardt, 1991; Archibald & Hare, 2017; Ottmann,
2017). It is a colonial history of exclusion that has existed for at least six
centuries (Stein, 2017). It is how education is used to advance the empire. As
Willinsky (1998) postulated, it is to “make the whole of the world coherent
for the West by bringing all we knew of it within the imperial order of things”
(Willinsky, 1998, p. 11).

There might be a shift to a rhetoric of recognition, but the policies and
practices of many colonizing nations fall short of transformative change befit-
ting full recognition. In Australia, the government offered an apology, but
still fails to recognize Aboriginal sovereignty. In Canada, the government has
declared respect for Aboriginal rights of recognition and an education that
builds upon their language and culture, yet with few exceptions, western
education tenets remain dominant in such Indigenous education. Oftentimes
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developments seem to ebb and flow—as if governments and the tertiary insti-
tutions in colonizing countries shift back and forth from an embrace of the
possibilities to reluctance, again not willing to fully recognize Indigenous
peoples, their ways of knowing or their rights. When measured against what
Indigenous scholars refer to the 4 Rs—respect, relevance, reciprocity, and
responsibility—mainstream tertiary institutions fail on what they consider to
be key tenets.

As past analyses indicate, Indigenous students often experience a sense
of estrangement in mainstream Eurocentric tertiary institutions. They report
experiencing a lack of respect, verging on racism; a failure to find content
relevant to their experiences within their community; and a lack of regard
for Indigenous ways of knowing (ACIL Allen Consulting, 2014; Anderson,
2011; Campbell et al., 2012; House of Representatives Standing Committee
on Indigenous Affairs, 2017). There seems to be a loss of community connec-
tions, and little recognition of Indigenous autonomy—let alone a balanced
approach to teaching and learning wherein Indigenous interests are given
equal status. It is as if despite a clear articulation of the importance of
connections to community and the relevance of Indigenous ways of knowing,
mainstream universities remain anchored in an assimilative orientation rather
than an accommodative transformation. As Battiste (1998) stated almost
25 years ago:

The modern context of Eurocentrism is seriously endangering Indigenous
knowledge and heritage. Rapid economic development guided by Eurocentric
theories has subordinated the strategy of sustainable development. Eurocen-
tric laws have denied equal protection of the law to Indigenous knowledge
and heritage. Transforming any of the entrenched Eurocentric contexts will be
difficult; yet such a transformation is a prerequisite to obtaining respect for
Indigenous worldviews. The challenge of protecting Indigenous knowledge and
heritage requires the transformation of all these interdependent areas. This is
a huge undertaking that will require concerted , comprehensive effort. It will
require many generations working together with persistence. It will take vision,
trust, and tolerance, which can be manifested by skilled diplomacy, strategic
agreements, and deliberate commitments by all parties. Creating these transfor-
mations and respecting Indigenous knowledge and heritage is an intimidating
task but a necessary goal for the end of colonialism and for the construction of
postcolonial global and national orders. (Battiste, 1998, pp. 289–290)

While the rhetoric suggests a repositioning of Indigenous engagements within
tertiary institutions (e.g., across institutions in Australia and Canada), insti-
tutional forces reflect a lack of commitment to Indigenous programs rooted
in decolonial Indigenization. As Gaudry and Lorenz (2018) note, based
upon interviews with Indigenous Canadian faculty members and allies, while
they might envision a reorientation based upon a “dual university structure,”
tertiary institutions and non-Indigenous faculty seem more interested in much
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more modest models that increase inclusion of some content and more Indige-
nous enrollees. It is, as Morgan (2019) noted in Australia and Kuokkanen
(2007) described for Canada, a discourse that befits a view of Indigenous staff
and students as guests: “The academy represents itself as a welcoming host, but
not without conditions. Indigenous epistemes are unconditionally welcome
only to a handful of marginal spaces that are insignificant to the academy at
large” (Kuokkanen, 2007, p. 131).

Notes

1. At various other UN gatherings on issues of diversity and ecology, such
as the 1992 UN Conference on Environment and Development (and the
UN Convention on Biological Diversity), there has been recognition of
the importance of the Indigenous knowledge and their relationship with
the land.

2. According to The Sydney Morning Herald, Morrison commented: “When
those 12 ships turned up in Sydney all those years ago, it wasn’t a
particularly flash day for the people on those vessels either” (Harris &
Nicolussi, 2021, para. 5). Such commemoration in defense of Australia
Day diverges with the view held by many that this moment represents an
Invasion.

3. Based upon research at a number of archeological sites (e.g., Nauwalabila
I in the Northern Territory), it is generally believed that there is evidence
of Aboriginal communities and culture dating as far back as 65,000 years.

4. This is a consequence of schooling, which has also become increas-
ingly disconnected from Aboriginal lives. Nevertheless, recent research
suggests that the stability of populations, the development of rich
narrative cultures, and culture-specific mechanisms of intergenerational
transmission have combined to make Australian Aboriginal people the
custodians of the world’s oldest orally-transmitted memories. These
include recording, for instance, late-Holocene inundations of the conti-
nental shelf that occurred about 10,000 years ago (Nunn & Reid,
2016), a narrative feat of human memory probably unparalleled on other
continents.

5. The Aboriginal studies degree includes a focus upon, as they state:

• Contemporary and traditional Indigenous Australian cultures,
cosmologies, and societies.

• The centrality of Indigenous cultural integrity, cultural wellbeing,
and cultural expression.

• How and why contemporary Indigenous cultures continue to flourish
despite the impacts of colonisation, dispossession, and the trauma of
assimilation.

• The various phases and critical issues in Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander history, politics, and cultural development.
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• Connecting traditional and contemporary Indigenous knowledge and
narratives to a range of key disciplinary issues.

• The students can choose to focus upon.
• Traditional and contemporary Indigenous Australia and the suste-
nance of cultural traditions.

• The history of colonization and its social, legal, and environmental
legacies.

• The national and international resurgence of Indigenous cultures
during the late twentieth century.

• Language revitalization and the importance of language in the
sustenance of Aboriginal cultural wellbeing and integrity.

Aboriginal creative expression in art, literature, film, music and perfor-
mance, and critical curatorial and market issues.

6. In their review of teacher education as well as their survey of some 33
teacher education programs, Lambert and Burnett (2012) reported a
history of shortcomings relative to Aboriginal teachers, the programs to
support them, the failure to integrate Aboriginal understandings into the
curriculum and the difficulties (verging on racism) preservice teachers
encounter in their programs. As they noted:

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers are significantly under-
represented in Australia, making up less than 1% of teachers in schools.
Although the need to increase the numbers of Indigenous teachers has
been highlighted for many years, nationally, little has changed since the
1980s when Hughes and Willmot (1992) called for 1000 Indigenous
teachers by 1990. (Lambert & Burnett, 2012, p. 1)
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CHAPTER 14

Critical Education, Social Democratic
Education, Revolutionary Marxist Education

Dave Hill

Creeping Fascism: Critical, Socialist and Marxist

Education and Educators Under Attack

Critical Education, questioning power relationships throughout society and
proposing/working for egalitarian alternatives are under global assault in this
current era of neoconservative/neoliberal/neo-fascist right-wing authoritari-
anism. Capitalist individuals, think tanks, organizations and governments are
seeking to dilute, expel or criminalize socialist, Marxist, anti-nationalist educa-
tion, particularly in schools’ and universities’ curricula- and activity. Currently
and historically, the neo-conservatives and neo-/actual Fascists also target
LGBT, feminist and anti-racist writing, teaching and thought (Faulkner et al.,
2021; Hill, 2019a).

However, in this current, early twenty-first century era, critical education,
questioning power relationships throughout society and proposing/working
for egalitarian alternatives, are under spectacular assault in this current era
of neoconservative/neoliberal/neo-fascist right-wing authoritarianism. This
is/has been so from Trump’s USA, and, in many states of the USA, in
post-Trump USA, to Johnson’s England and Wales, to Bolsonaro’s Brazil,
to Erdogan’s Turkey, to the Law and Justice Party government in Poland, to
Modi’s India, to Orban’s Hungary and to the Ukraine. In each, powerful
forces are seeking to dilute, expel or criminalize socialist, Marxist, anti-
nationalist education—particularly in the schools’ and universities’ curricula-
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and activity. One of the most notable is the policy of the Bolsonaro quasi-
/would-be Fascist government in Brazil, promising during his 2018 election
campaign to ‘enter the education ministry with a flamethrower to remove
Paulo Freire’ (Woods, 2020).

The iron fist of Capital and its structures severely limit resistant ‘agency’,
punishing, restricting, illegalizing, dismissing, for example, trade union and
Left political activists and, their Left, anti-capitalist beliefs. As one example, in
September 2020, schools in England were told by the Department (Ministry)
for Education not to use material from anti-capitalist groups, with anti-
Capitalism categorized as an ‘extreme political stance’ equivalent to endorsing
illegal activity (Busby, 2020). As left-wing Labour MP John McDonnell
responded: ‘On this basis it will be illegal to refer to large tracts of British
history and politics including the history of British socialism, the Labour Party
and trade unionism, all of which have at different times advocated the abolition
of capitalism’ (Busby, 2020). As another example, in Poland, the posses-
sion of Marx’s Capital is punishable with three-year imprisonment (Stańczyk,
2021). In Turkey, many leftists and Marxist educators were dismissed and lost
social and public rights, including their passports, following the failed July
2016 coup (in which they were not involved) against President Erdogan, and
currently, in 2021, governments in both Greece and Turkey are attempting to
assert further control over universities.

While it is true that the ideological apparatuses of the state (Althusser,
1971) (such as Ministries of Education and school and university governing
bodies) have, in their ideological and their repressive functions, to varying
degrees, sought to marginalize, contain, vilify, destroy Marxist (and, indeed
Left social democratic programs such as those of Jeremy Corbyn and Bernie
Sanders) at this current juncture we are witnessing, suffering from an inten-
sification of ideological repression. The harassment and dismissals of Marxist
educators and activists are ratcheting up in country after country.

Three Types of Socialist Education,

Three Types of Critical Education

In this chapter, I am not discussing conservative-technicist or liberal
pluralist/‘neutrality in the classroom’ versions of critical education. Instead,
I critically analyze three types of Left critical education.

‘Centrist’ social democrats want to reform education (to make it a bit fairer,
a bit more meritocratic, with some positive discrimination).

More Left, democratic socialists, or ‘left social democrats/ left reformists’,
such as Jeremy Corbyn and Bernie Sanders, also want to reform education
to make education—but to make it much fairer, with pronounced positive
discrimination to help ‘under-achieving groups’.

Revolutionary Marxists, that is to say, Marxists who wish to replace Capi-
talism with socialism, want an education critical of Capitalism, an education
for social, political and economic transformation, into a socialist economy and
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society. My own writing, much of which is online at http://www.ieps.org.uk/
publications/online-papers-dave-hill/, is from a Revolutionary Marxist polit-
ical and also from a Classical Marxist theoretical perspective, that is, referring
to Marx and Engels, not just their interpreters). I argue for a Marxist educa-
tion policy (e.g., Edwards et al., 2018; Hill, 2010, 2015, 2019a, 2019b,
2019c), focusing on Marxist education, differentiating it from other versions
of Critical Education.

Centrist’ Social Democrats and Left Social Democrats/Democratic Socialists
and Education

Social democrats have advanced policies intended to make the system more
‘meritocratic’, with ‘equal opportunities’ policies involving positive discrim-
ination for under-represented groups (in particular, the poorer sections of
the working class and particular ethnic groups), with academic and scholastic
advancement and future positions in the labor market purportedly resulting
from ‘effort plus ability’, that is, merit. For entry, however, into what is a
grossly unequal society.

Traditional social democratic education systems are those such as in Sweden
and Finland, and the reforms of the Wilson Labour government in England
and Wales in the 1960s and 70s. Wilson widely (if not universally in the
state system—private schools remained outside the state system)—established
comprehensive/common schooling, and grants to help children from poorer
families (such as me, and such as my grandson) (‘Education Maintenance
Grants’) stay on at school and also, to go to university. (There were no univer-
sity tuition fees for ‘domestic’ students until 1998.) Policies such as smaller
class sizes for the lower attainers, and residential education centers and ‘cul-
tural trips’ were widespread, from all of which I benefited and recall, as a
school student, a teacher, and as a local councillor. At the post-school level,
free adult education was ubiquitous for leisure as well as vocational ‘further
education’, and the Open University was set up in 1969 whereby people from
working-class backgrounds who had left school at the minimum school-leaving
age, or at the age of 18/19, could study for a degree (primarily by distance
learning), free of fees, while still at work.

At various stages in various countries, all types of socialists attempted, at
various times, to make the schooling curriculum more inclusive and ‘relevant’
to different communities and classes. The Community Schools movement,
particularly strong in England between the 1970s and the 1990s, attempted
to make schools more central to local communities, by developing Commu-
nity Schools—to ‘lessen the distance’ between schools and their working-class
communities. The ‘Community Schools’ Movement, ‘seeks to obliterate the
boundary between school and community, to turn the community into a
school and the school into a community’ (Halsey, 1972, p. 79). As did the
much overlooked ‘Hargreaves Report’ into secondary education in the Inner
London Education Authority (ILEA, 1984, summarized in Doe, 1984).

http://www.ieps.org.uk/publications/online-papers-dave-hill/
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However, sociologists of education over the last 70 years, and commu-
nists and socialists since before then (see Simon e.g., 1978); Floud et al.
(1957) and, more recently, Stephen Ball (2003), Jean Anyon (2011) and
Diane Reay (2018), have pointed out the enduring myth of meritocracy in
schooling systems. Marxist reproduction theorists from early Soviet writers
Bukharin and Preobrazhensky (1922/1969) to contemporary Marxist theo-
rists such as Glenn Rikowski (passim) and Dave Hill (passim) drawing to an
extent on Althusser (1971), Bowles and Gintis (1976), Bourdieu and Passeron
(e.g., 1977), have for many decades pointed out that the education system is
purposefully and intentionally rigged in favor of the elite capitalist class, in
favor of class reproduction.

Marxist theorists (and activists), together with social democratic theorists
and activists also agree that within the working class, the ‘middle class’ strata
secure ‘positional advantage’—the ‘better schools and universities’ (better
grades/exam results), compared to the ‘working class’, the less advantaged,
poorer strata of the working class, within which particular racialized ethnic
and gendered groups achieve less than others and are subjected to far greater
levels of oppression and discipline—racism, sexism, homophobia—than other
groups.

Such social democratic reforms, though usually focusing on pedagogy and
curriculum, have been advanced by Critical Pedagogues, such as Henry Giroux
(e.g., 1983, 2001), and also by what I consider to be ‘Marxian’ educators’
such as the very influential Michael W. Apple (e.g., 2006), and his co-thinkers
such as Ken McGrew (e.g., 2011). These can be considered to be demo-
cratic socialist, wishing teachers to be committed to anti-racist, social justice
teaching, and to developing teachers as ‘transformative intellectuals’ seeking
a fairer society. Such Left social democrats, or democratic socialists, want
substantial reform (of the wider economic, penal, political, welfare systems,
and in education, more equal chances—provision, funding, attainment).

Foley et al. (2015) point out that ‘critical pedagogy has entered the main-
stream in the United States, with over 7000 titles alone which address the
topic offered on the major book retailer Amazon.com’. Drawing from Gramsci
and the Frankfurt School, and seeking to apply Freire, critical pedagogues seek
to transform consciousness and teach for social justice. As compared with more
Structuralist neo-Marxists, Culturalist neo-Marxists, such as proponents and
writers on Critical Pedagogy see greater space for the autonomy of individ-
uals, groups and institutions/organizations (such as teachers, schools, Local
Authorities) to engage in resistant practices, anti-hegemonic praxis. Critical
Pedagogy has been praised and practiced widely.

However, McLaren, for example (2000) notes that Critical Pedagogy (as
opposed to his own Revolutionary—that is, Marxist—Critical Pedagogy),

... at least in classrooms throughout the United States) (is) little more than
liberalism refurbished with some lexical help from Freire (as in words like
praxis and dialogue) and basically is used to camouflage existing capitalist social

http://Amazon.com
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relations under a plethora of eirenic proclamations and classroom strategies.
(McLaren, 2000, p. xxv, For similar critique, see also; Gonzalez & Rikowski,
2019; McLaren, 2016; Stańczyk, 2021)

This is not at all, to demean the efforts of those millions of teachers and educa-
tors globally attempting to work for a critical citizenry and for social justice in
classrooms and seminar rooms/lecture theaters and online, nor the compilers
of the various compendia/edited collections on Critical Pedagogy.

What Critical pedagogues such as Giroux, and ‘Marxian’ educators such as
Apple do not want is Marxist revolution, the replacement of Capitalism and
Capitalist education by socialism. (For a discussion between Revolutionary
anti-capitalist Marxist Educators and ‘Marxian’ or left reformist/Educators,
see; Banfield (2015), Farahmandpur (2004), Hill (2009), Kelsh and Hill
(2006), McLaren (2010, 2013), Rikowski (2006, 2019); on the one hand
and Apple (2006), and McGrew (2011) on the other). Anyon (2011) labels
Revolutionary Marxists as ‘traditional Marxist’ and left social democrats such
as Michael W. Apple as ‘neo-Marxist’.

Classical Marxists critique neo-Marxisms, though like Marx, Lenin, Luxem-
burg, welcome reforms, without being reformist (see, e.g., Hill, 2021; Lenin,
1902/1999; Luxemburg, 1899/1999). To return to an earlier—and impor-
tant—argument, it is not just the Capitalist state apparatuses (and those
apparatuses supporting the capitalist state, such as the media) that discipline
the working class—it is also the economic warfare, the brute force and power
of the Capitalist Class in the domain of labor, employment, wage suppression
and repression, immiseration. This is one instance of where Classical Marxist
analysis is in disagreement with neo-Marxist analyses. Where the barrel of the
gun ordered by the capitalist class crushes the relative autonomy of resistance.
Where Overdetermination is trumped by Economic Determination.

My critique of the neo-Marxist Althusser (Hill, 2001) was of Althusser’s
formulation that Economic Determination in the Last Instance means, ‘in
the last “overdetermined” analysis’ (Althusser, 1962). Although Althusser did
admit ‘economic determination in the last instance’, he added the important—
and in my view, negating, qualification that, in overdetermined form, ‘its bell
never tolled’ (my italics). The analysis I am presenting here is that the bell of
economic determination is indeed now tolling.

Five Aspects of Marxist Education

Revolutionary Marxists, that is, Marxists who are anti-capitalist and wish to
see Capitalism replaced by socialism, want an education system that is not
only ‘free’ (from fees) from early childhood through life, but is a system with
well-trained/educated teachers who are well-paid and valued in society, with a
Marxist school and higher/university education curriculum that exposes Capi-
talism and inequalities, argues for socialism and values solidaristic as opposed
to competitive individualistic school activities. In a Marxist education system,
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all schools and universities, including private ones, would be brought under
local accountable democratic control. There would be no private schools or
colleges/universities, no possibility for the wealthy to purchase educational
advantage for their children.

The Questions Marxist Educators Ask

In schools, colleges, universities, many radical and Marxist critical educa-
tors try, in addition to seeking dramatic increases in funding, to affect
five aspects of learning and teaching, asking questions about (at least) five
aspects of education. These relate to: (i) Curriculum and Assessment, (ii)
Pedagogy, (iii) Organizational Culture within the School/Institution, (iv)
Organization of The Education System and of Students, that is, compre-
hensive schooling or selective schooling and (v) Ownership and Control of
Schools/Colleges/Universities.

These questions are common to many types of radical educator, from
liberals to social democrats and democratic socialists, not simply Marxists.
Below, therefore, I add what is specifically Marxist about these five aspects
of education policy and praxis (see Hill, 2019a, 2019b, 2019c).

(i) Curriculum and Assessment

A first question Marxist and other critical educators ask is what should
be in the curriculum? A related question is, ‘who should decide?’ Should
the curriculum be a curriculum for conformity—to create conformist and
dutiful workers and citizens, devoid of ‘deep critique’ (of existing society for
example). Should it be ‘a white, male, middle class curriculum’, uninfluenced
by decolonization theory, Black Lives Matter, Extinction Rebellion and femi-
nisms? Or, as Marxists propose and practice, should it be a curriculum for
reform and revolution, where curriculum areas/subjects (or cross-disciplinary
projects/themes) focus on inequalities, resistance, transformation, the collec-
tive good, not on individualistic consumerism, on environmentalism not
capitalist ecocide. Thus, geography would include a focus on social geography,
science on the social implications of science, and history and literature and
the arts would encompass (white/black, male/female) working-class history
and novels/plays exposing (‘race’, gender, social class, for example) injustice
and promoting socialism and communism. The curriculum would be decolo-
nized and revolutionized. It would be anti-racist, anti-sexist, environmentalist,
Marxist. (It would also develop subject-specific concepts, skills, knowledge.)

Marxist educators, indeed critical educators in general, can, with students,
look at the curriculum and ask, ‘What do you/ we think should be in
the curriculum that is currently absent?’ ‘Who benefits and who loses from
this curriculum’? What ‘messages’ come from this curriculum, about, for
example, power, protest, individualism, collectivity/collectivism, Black Lives
Matter, Generation X and environmentalism, sexism and misogyny, sexuality
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and class oppression and exploitation. Where Marxists and Revolutionary Crit-
ical Educators (McLaren, 2010, 2013) differ from more social democratic,
democratic socialist and liberal critical educators are in the emphasis placed on
resistance, activism and socialist transformation—and on social class analysis.

Regarding Assessment, what is assessed is usually what teachers focus on.
It can be restricted to subject knowledge and skills, or it can assess more
widely. The (social democratic) Hargreaves Report about schooling in the left-
dominated Inner London Education Authority (Doe, 1984; ILEA, 1984), for
example, proposed that indices of pupil achievement include not only exam
results but also pupils’ achievements in areas such as problem-solving, personal
and social skills, and motivation and commitment. Furthermore, it recom-
mended that pupils/students be given a real say in school policies such as the
curriculum and exams.

Elsewhere (e.g., Edwards et al., 2018) I set out a Manifesto for Teacher
Education, partly drawing on an attempt I developed and led as a Marxist
teacher education course leader. Many of these proposals are supported by
other reform and social justice groups. But taken together, they offer a
sustained challenge to neoliberal/neoconservative, pre-/proto/quasi fascist
Capitalism.

(ii) Pedagogy

Many Marxist (and other critical) educators question the overwhelming
teacher-centered pedagogy, the pattern of teaching and learning relationships
and interaction, what Freire termed ‘the banking model’ of education. Instead,
using Freirean perspectives and praxis, they try to use democratic participative
pedagogy which can break down, to some extent, patterns of domination and
submission and is a pedagogy that listens to children’s, students’ and local
communities’ voices. This is a pedagogy that bases teaching and learning on
the concerns and issues in everyday life, in life as experienced by the learners.
Furthermore, it is a collaboration between teachers and students, teachers and
pupils. Here, learning is collaborative, not individualistic and competitive. It
is a pedagogic system—pattern of learning and teaching relationships—that is
collective, collaborative, mutually supportive.

In addition to ‘democratic participative collaborative pedagogy’, Critical
Marxist educators use different types of pedagogy in teaching, to engage in
non-hierarchical, democratic, participative, teaching and research. Vygotsky
(e.g., 1934), as a Marxist, was inspired by Marx’s dialectic in that it rejects top-
down and bottom-up accounts of the learning process—these unidirectional
models originate in class-based societal relations which Marxists reject.

In England, pedagogy in primary (elementary) school teaching has
become removed, to an extent, from the control of teachers. Following
the 1998 National Literacy Strategy (NLS) (DfEE, 1998), a specific
teaching and learning strategy was advised—and was surveilled and
inspected for more than a decade, its prescriptions still felt. Across the
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subject curriculum, lessons followed a standard four-part pattern—introduc-
tion, lecture/explanation/teacher teaching, pupil/student discussion/work,
plenary. No room for Freirean, Vygotskyan, or liberal-progressive child-
centered teaching and learning, no room for the ‘dead cat flying through the
window’ syndrome, whereby teachers and pupils/students could seize upon
a happening event, to explore. And no room for extended group interdisci-
plinary focus and analysis of a particular problem or social event, the type of
school-teaching and teaching as a teacher educator that I engaged in between
the late 1960s and the late 1980s. Instead, ‘there is no time’—the curriculum
is full (of content designed by conservative think-tanks, advisers and Ministers)
(Hill, 1994, 1997; Jones, 2003).

To return to questions of pedagogy, of course, critiques of over-dominant
teacher-centered pedagogy are not restricted to Marxist educators. They are
also made by liberal-progressive, child/student-centered educators, anarchist
educators and by some conservative educators, concerned about teaching
effectiveness and preparation for the workplace. And, following Gramsci,
Marxist teachers, by virtue of their social and ideological role in actually
teaching, in actually carrying out the role of teacher, should maintain an
authoritative stance where appropriate. There is room for class teaching and
lectures as well as dialogic and discussion-based learning, and learning based
on an individual’s or a community’s needs.

Marxist educators differ between themselves (as do conservative educa-
tors) on the degree to which education is or should be proselytizing, for
example, praising ‘the revolution’, and the degree to which it is/should be
‘critical’—(including ‘auto-critique’) criticizing/critiquing not just Capitalism
and inequality, but also the current and alternative ideologies, policies and
praxis. There is a spectrum across different times and places from authoritarian
to democratic pedagogy, from some Communist states in particular periods,
to some insurgent movements.

My own Classical Marxist theoretical analysis and Revolutionary Marxist
praxis, developing from a huge personal and a theorized awareness of class
inequality and resistance, attempts a synthesis of Vygotskyan, Freirean and
Gramscian pedagogy. My own early praxis as a young schoolteacher (at Stock-
well Manor Comprehensive School in Brixton in Inner London) took place
during the relatively liberal-progressive, child-centered period of education in
England of the late 1960s and early 1970s—before Labour Prime Minister
James Callaghan’s Ruskin College speech of 1976 started the process of
yanking back education into fulfilling primarily economic and vocational aims,
a process carried out to fruition and completion following the Thatcher and
Major governments of 1979–1987. This was also a time of socialist teaching
and curriculum development in some state schools, at a time when there was
no national curriculum, schools and teachers were able to develop their/our
own curricula. The sheer hatred expressed by Conservative party/politicians,
and media of both liberal-progressive and attempts at socialist egalitarian crit-
ical education is described in books by Ken Jones (1989, 2003), and in my
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own writing, (such as Hill, 1997), which detail Conservative politicians’ reac-
tions to and sheer venom directed at liberal child-progressive as well as at social
democratic and socialist education, and their determination to crush them all.
Conservative legislation—the 1988 Education Reform Act, and its introduc-
tion of a compulsory and rigidly surveilled/inspected National Curriculum for
schools, and national curriculum for teacher training of 1991/1992 saw the
removal of many left teachers and teacher educators from their posts. I was one
of many teacher educators dismissed/‘made redundant’ following the removal
of most sociological, political and psychological aspects of teacher education
courses through these revised teacher education criteria of 1991/1992, their
removal being justified on grounds of ‘the need to prioritise the practical over
the theoretical’ (Hill, 1994, 1997, 2003).

(iii) Organizational Culture Within the School/University/Institution

A third question for education relates to the social relations and power
relations between management and shop-floor education workers, that is,
between the school/university head, principal, director and the teachers and
lecturers (and ancillary staff). It also concerns the ‘hidden curriculum’ of
head teacher/Principal—teacher–pupil/student relationships, demands and
expectations.

Is the school culture democratic and collegiate, or is it dictatorial and
authoritarian? Prior to the diversification of state education into City Tech-
nology Colleges, Academies, teachers and head teachers were employed by
local education authorities, the democratically elected local councils. There
were national pay scales, no individual pay bargaining and seeking Perfor-
mance Related Pay, and no head teachers earning far more than the Prime
Minister, as is the case with some head teachers of Academies and Direc-
tors of Academy Chains. As with other sectors of the quasi and part-state
provision, with New Public Managerialism, the difference in pay and emolu-
ments between those at the top and the shop-floor workers such as teacher
and lecturers has ballooned.

Globally, and in the UK, where neoliberalism has triumphed in education,
common results have been increased casualization of academic labor, increased
proletarianization, increased pay and conditions differentials within education
sectors, cuts in the wages/salaries (as well as in ‘the social wage’ of state bene-
fits and rights), payment by results/performance-related pay, cuts to school
and further and higher education budgets, increased intensification of labor,
with larger classes, decreased autonomy for school and college teachers over
curriculum and pedagogy, being subject to the surveillance and rigors of ‘new
public managerialism’, increased levels of monitoring and report-writing, and
accompanying increased levels of stress, increased concern with timekeeping
and tighter and more punitive discipline codes. There is also the curtailment
of trade union rights and attacks on trade unions as organizations that defend
and promote working-class interests.
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This is a far cry from the occasional more collegiate approach to school
democracy and management of the more ‘progressive’, and in some schools,
more socialist management. In my own experience of a First/Infant school of
the mid-1980s, the whole teaching staff would sit round in a circle to discuss
school policy, such as reading schemes, the head teacher would act more as a
chairperson than a dictator. Under neoliberalism, the Portuguese (left-wing)
revolution of 1974 legally instituted collegial and democratic management of
schools in Portugal, whereby school staffs elected their head teachers, ‘pres-
ident of the directive council’ (Castanheira & Costa, 2011) (with candidates
for head teacher, often running on party tickets). This lasted until 2008, when
the Portuguese government ‘recognised’ ‘the need to develop strong lead-
ership in the management body of a school by replacing the collegial body
executive council for a single person body – a director’ (Castanheira & Costa,
2011, p. 210).

The managerialist school culture is also a far cry from a key feature of the
Hargreaves Report for London’s schools (ILEA, 1984) which was to give
pupils a say in the running of the school, with, for example, school coun-
cils (made up of elected representatives from the student body, plus a degree
of teacher involvement) having powers not just over trivia, such as lavatories,
food and litter, but also on issues such as school hours, extra-curricular activ-
ities, as well as (as previously mentioned) in relation to the curriculum and
assessment, the curriculum and exams, to give pupils/students experience of
democratic procedures.

Part of the ongoing de-critiquing and de-professionalization of teachers,
and their reducing levels of pay, is the proletarianization of teachers—and,
increasingly of the burgeoning precariat teaching in universities, has been an
increased level of identification by teachers and their main unions such as
the National Education Union in England and Wales, and ‘education profes-
sionals’ with the working-class movement, workers’ struggle and industrial
action. That is, by increased working-class consciousness. The National Educa-
tion Union (NEU), and the Universities and Colleges Union (UCU) have
been two trade unions in England and Wales fighting the current Conserva-
tive government(s) most successfully over various issues, such as not opening
schools until safer from Covid.

(iv) Organization of Students and of the Education System Itself

A fourth question in education that critical and Marxist educators can and
should ask is about organization of the students. How should children of
different social classes, gender, and ethnic backgrounds be organized within
classrooms, within institutions such as schools and universities, and within
national education systems?

Marxists prefer and work for what in Britain is called ‘comprehensive
schools’ and in India ‘the common school’. Socialists of various types argue
that school should be a microcosm of society, that each school should contain
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a mixture of children/students from the different social classes and social class
strata, and a mix of attainment levels. That is, children/students should not
be divided by selection into ‘high achievers’ and ‘low achievers’, or by social
class, by wealth. No moneyed or relatively well-off sections of the population
should be able to buy educational advantage, and thereby disadvantage others.

Under the academic results based ‘league table’ competitive marketization
of schools children/students as young as four years old are ‘ability grouped’ by
able or by ‘stream’/class. This is very different from the mixed ability orga-
nization of many schools in the 1960s–1980s, and very different from the
proposals of the Hargreaves Report into Secondary Education in the Inner
London Education Authority (ILEA, 1984, summarized, respectively, in Doe,
1984).

(v) Ownership, Control and Management of Schools/Colleges/Universities

A fifth question Revolutionary Marxists pose is ‘who should own, control
and govern schools, further education (vocational) colleges and universities?’
Should it be ‘the people’? Local councils/municipalities? Speculators, carpet
salesmen and Hedge Funds? Churches and Mosques?

Revolutionary Marxist educators (and others, of course) believe that
schools, colleges and universities should be run democratically, with education
workers and students, as well as elected representatives of local communi-
ties, having powers in and over those education institutions, within a secular,
democratic national framework. There should be no private control of schools,
colleges or universities, either by private companies/shareholders, religious
organizations or private individuals. Commodification and marketization in
education must end (Rikowski, 2019). Thus, there should be no ‘Academies’
in England, no ‘Charter Schools’, whether ‘not-for-profit’ or ‘for profit’
in the USA. Currently, summer 2021, three quarters of all state-funded
‘Secondary’ (High) schools in England, and a third of state-funded ‘Pri-
mary’/(Elementary) schools are managed and run by private academy chains.
(For attempts to address these various aspects of education, in developing a
socialist policy for education, see, Edwards et al., 2018; Ford, 2016; Hill,
2010, 2013, 2015, 2019a; Hill et al., 2016).

What Is Specifically Marxist About These Policy Proposals?

What defines Marxists is firstly, the belief that reforms are not sustainable under
Capitalism, they are stripped away when there are the (recurrent and systemic)
crises of capital, such as the 1930s, 1970s, and currently, post 2008, and as
they are likely to be post-Covid-19 (e.g., with pay cuts, union rights, social
budgets under renewed threat).

The second difference is an understanding of the salience of class as compared
with other forms of structural oppression and discrimination and inequality.
Marxists go further than criticizing (and acting against) social discrimination,
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oppressions, for example, of sexism, homophobia, racism, into economic rights
and into the recognition that full economic rights cannot be achieved under
a capitalist economic system, but only under a socialist or communist system.
Formal and informal curricula should teach Marxist analysis of society, its class-
based nature—in theoretical terms, the Labour-Capital Relation. The aim is to
develop class consciousness, or, as Marx put it, the working class as a ‘class for
itself’, not simply a ‘class in itself’ (Marx, 1852/1999). What Gramsci called
‘good sense’, as opposed to ‘common sense’ (Gramsci, 1971/2000).

The third point of difference between Marxist and non-Marxist socialists is
that in order to replace Capitalism, Marxists have to actually work to organize
for that movement, for that action. Thus, a duty as a Revolutionary Marxist
teacher is as an activist, and a recognition that political organization, program
development, intervention are necessary. What is needed is a revolution to
replace, to get rid of, the capitalist economic system.

These are three points of difference between Marxists and other socialists,
between what is Marxist and what is not (Hill, 2019a, 2019b, 2019c).

The Task and Role of Marxist Educators

The role of organic Marxist public intellectuals is crucial. Marxist public intel-
lectuals—such as the ‘political’ shop steward, or union organizer, the member
of a socialist/Marxist party or group, the teacher, the teacher educator, the
youth worker—intellectualize social, political, cultural, economic matters from
the standpoint, to repeat, of what Gramsci (1971/2000) termed ‘good sense’,
from a class—conscious perspective, or, to refer to a Classical Marxist injunc-
tion from The Communist Manifesto (Marx & Engels, 1848/2010), that the
key political task facing communists is ‘the formation of the proletariat into
a class’, that is, a ‘class for itself’, a class aware of itself as a class in the
Capital–Labour relation (Marx, 1847/1999). Herein lies Marxists’ pedagog-
ical importance, of party, organization, leaflets, newspapers, booklets, books
and social media; here, as well as in the classroom in conversation and in
rhetorical speeches, we carry out the role of socialist analysis, of revolutionary
pedagogy, of connecting the here and now of a rent strike, a pro-immigrant
rally, an anti-austerity march, a picket line of a zero-hours contract employer,
an occupation of a tax avoiding multinational company owned shop: here is
essential Marxist pedagogical praxis.

1. to expose and contest the ways and extent to which the capitalist class itself,
through its economic power, and through its power over fiscal and economic
policy of the governments that serve them, suppresses and represses both the
direct wage as wage instead of capitalist profit for example as the proportion
of national income, and ‘scaling back’/ underfunding/ cutting the social wage
(welfare and social support systems and public health and education and social
care)- and through its brute power to suppress trade unions and to dismiss
workers;
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2. to explain and develop consciousness, critical Marxist understanding, of
the Labour-Capital Relation- that Capitalism is the exploitation of the labour
power of workers through the theft of the surplus value produced by workers,
stolen from them by capitalists (and by the capitalist state organisations) in the
form of profit;

3. to expose and organise and teach against the actual and the symbolic
violence by the capitalist state and class against the (‘raced’ and gendered)
working class;

4. to expose and contest the ways and extent to which the capitalist state
and its apparatuses perpetuate and reproduce their power, that of their class,
through the ideological and repressive apparatuses of the state (such as the
media, the schooling, further education and university systems, the electoralist
parliamentary system);

5. in particular the way they do this through demeaning and deriding
the ‘cultural capital’ and knowledges of the (‘raced’ and gendered) working
class through what Pierre Bourdieu termed ‘cultural arbitrary’ and ‘symbolic
violence’

6. argue for, propagate, organise, agitate for and implement democratic
Marxist egalitarian change and policy in the wider society and economy-
throughout society-not just within the classroom walls.

Conclusion

This chapter is intended as a guide to Marxist educational/pedagogical activist
praxis. I have tried to set out the differences between Marxist analysis and
policy for Education, distinguishing Revolutionary anti-Capitalist Marxist
theory, analysis and policy from non-Marxist Critical Pedagogy, such as that
of Henry Giroux, and from ‘Centrist’ as well as ‘Left’; social democracy, such
as the ‘Marxian’ analysis of Michael W. Apple. Within the broader polity, this
Marxist critique is also applied to left social democrats such as Bernie Sanders
and Jeremy Corbyn.

The chapter poses questions which implicitly ask the reader to pause and
critique their own situatedness, their own praxis, in regard to the curriculum,
critical education, critical pedagogies, their public pedagogy and social and
political analysis of education in general. In particular to the overall, if
contested, repressive and differentiating, divisive, socially and economically
reproductive role of Capitalist Education.

Using Marxist theory in general, and Marxist educational theory in partic-
ular, the chapter points the way, identifying some of the key parameters, areas
of policy, in which Marxist educators can and do engage in public pedagogy
and activism within education institutions.
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CHAPTER 15

Critical Perspectives for Educational Leadership
and Policy in Higher Education

Candace Brunette-Debassige and Melody Viczko

Speaking to the assumed neutrality and the dominance of whiteness in the
neoliberal university, Handel Kashope Wright (2019) spoke of the experi-
ences of Black scholars in the academy and noted Stuart Hall’s call for critical
engagement, stating, “the university is a critical institution or it is nothing”. In
his work entitled Positioning Blackness, Necessarily, Awkwardly, in the Cana-
dian Academy, Wright acknowledges Hall’s call for engagements beyond the
university, but also argues for the importance of reorienting the work of
faculty and administrators within the neoliberal academic communities toward
the political, “hence to recognize that there is crucial work to be done in
making institutions of higher learning more diverse and equitable, in imbri-
cating academic and intellectual work, in doing what we might call academic
activism” (para. 5). This is challenging work, when neoliberal policy agendas
assume “common sense” logics that permeate the conditions of higher educa-
tion (Brown, 2015). Wright’s concern is for the necessity of including critical
anti-racist theorizing into critiques of neoliberalism in the university, particu-
larly in relation to what it means to be a Black scholar in the academy. In this
chapter, we acknowledge and align with Wright’s critiques, recognizing that
the conditions for depoliticizing the university are driven by complex matrixes
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of power rooted in global capitalism, colonialism and white supremacy, and
hetero-patriarchy (Andreotti et al., 2015; Grande, 2015). We examine the
call for the university as a critical institution to consider the politics by which
faculty and administrators engage in the neoliberal institution of higher educa-
tion, considering the opportunities for refusal and resistance. We begin from
the stance that any engagement with the notion of a critical institution must
emerge from acknowledging the dimensions of coloniality and its modernistic
assumptions in contemporary higher education contexts, as Andreotti et al.
(2015) detail as “universal reason and history, teleological, logocentric, dialec-
tical and anthropocentric thinking, and objectification and commodification of
nature and the Cartesian self” (p. 23). We discuss what it means to work as
faculty and administrators that engage the institution as critical through the
enactment of Indigenous refusal and the notion of resistance against common
sense administrative logics. Drawing on decolonial and postcolonial theo-
rizing, as well as critical feminist scholarship, we conceptualize the notions
of Indigenous refusal and of resistance and draw on our own experiences as
academics and scholars doing administrative and leadership work in higher
education. In the conclusion, we discuss the contributions of criticality and
the urgent need for faculty and administrators to acknowledge that while crit-
icality can be messy and feel disruptive to hegemonic norms, criticality offers
generative perspectives that can lead to transforming the education system in
meaningful ways.

Locating Ourselves Within Educational Institutions

We write this chapter as gendered and raced bodies who are committed to
naming the locations of power in academic spaces of the white colonial elite-
ness of higher education halls. We have taken care in our work not to speak
as one voice and so we name ourselves as we write to locate the voices with
which we speak.

Waban Geesis nintishnikaas. My name is Candace Brunette-Debassige. I
am a Mushkego-ininew iskwew originally from Peetabeck (Treaty 9). As
an Indigenous woman, I recognize my complex “intersectional Indigeneity”
(Clark, 2016), I am a cis-gender Indigenous woman with mixed Cree, French
and Métis lineage who has benefited from a certain degree of “white pass-
ing” privilege. While I was born and raised in small town northern Ontario,
my connection to my Cree identity, culture and community belonging has
been dramatically shaped, regulated and governed by ongoing settler colo-
nial systems of power steeped in white supremacy and hetero-patriarchy.
Currently, I live and work in London Ontario Canada lands of the Anish-
nawbek, Haudenosaunee and Lenapewak people. I have been working in
Indigenous education at the K-12 and post-secondary levels for nearly twenty
years. For five years, I served as the Director of Indigenous student services at
my university. After the release of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission
of Canada in 2015, I was called to take on a Special Advisor to the Provost
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Indigenous Initiatives role and later served as the Acting Vice Provost Indige-
nous Initiatives. Today, I am an Assistant Professor in the Faculty of Education
with keen interests in critical Indigenous policy and leadership studies. As an
Indigenous scholar and leader, I draw from my embodied experiences studying
and struggling to change the Euro-Westernized academy from within and
advance Indigenous educational sovereignty.

And I am Melody Viczko, a cis-gender non-Indigenous woman, a first-
generation university graduate from a working-class family. I work and
live in the traditional territories of the Anishanaabeg, Haudenosaunee and
Lenapewak People in London, Ontario. I am not from this territory, having
moved here for work from the territories of Treaty 6, traditional lands of the
Cree, Dene, Nakota, Saulteaux and Ojibwe, and the homeland of the Métis
Nation. My family’s relationship to the land in Treaty 6 territories is bound
in our farming history and I recognize the privilege from which I benefit by
my family occupying space on these lands. My experiences as an educator,
administrator, researcher and scholar are because of both my experiences of
privilege and marginalization in education institutions. In my work as a scholar
in the area of critical policy studies, I toil as a gendered white woman that
reflects on my background as a first-generation scholar with a deep care for
the effects of policy on women as they continue to labor for their place in
higher education, as Jones and Maguire (2020) assert, “this is where our loyal-
ties sit—this emotional investment in our work is both classed and gendered
within academic women from working-class backgrounds” (p. 49).

Unveiling the University Administration

In this chapter, we situate an urgency for Hall’s valuing of criticality, and
the assertion of a critical institution within which we call for all university
actors, especially administrators complicit in maintaining the university system
of power, to acknowledge and interrogate its deeper allegiances to global
capitalism, colonialism, white supremacy, hetero-patriarchy and nationalism
embedded within the neoliberal university. Andreotti et al. (2015) fetter the
modern university’s life support system to these deeper roots and common
sense understandings modernity. Furthermore, they assert that, “efforts to
name and disrupt the university’s life support system often get dismissed [by
administration] as violent, unproductive and uncivil” (p. 26). Leigh Patel
(2015) exposes the relationship between settler colonialism and whiteness in
higher education in the United States. In her essay on Desiring Diversity and
Backlash, Patel (2015) reveals how white settler entitlement built on notions
of white property becomes threatened and lashes out against Indigenous and
Black bodies in diversity work in the United States. At its core, she argues,
“education is and represents property, and more specifically in the US, white
property” (p. 658). Patel draws on settler colonial and critical race theories
to show how the academy’s underlying logic “trains people to see each other,
the land and knowledge as property, to be in constant insatiable competition
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for limited resources” (p. 72). In Canada, settler colonialism operates similarly
as an ongoing structure (Wolfe, 2006) and in education as a metaphorizing
process (Tuck & Yang, 2012) inextricably tied to the extraction and owner-
ship of Indigenous lands, resources and knowledges. These logics have been
imposed on Indigenous People through settler colonial nation state laws and
policies reinforced through educational aims that serve to appropriate Indige-
nous lands and knowledges and erase and eliminate Indigenous People voices
in society through education. In this paper, we assert universities as Western-
ized institutions of knowledge production and dissemination that have long
served to advance global imperial colonial networks of European domination,
acting as key sites of authority (Grosfoguel, 2016) that uphold the strangle-
hold of white colonial patriarchal and capitalist interests and systems of power
(Grande, 2015; Malott, 2010). Furthermore, relationships among the various
stakeholder groups in higher education have been formed and forged through
these global imperial colonial networks of Euro-Western domination, creating
categorizations and hierarchies that stifle meaningful engagements beyond
economic and Euro-centric knowledge production. Higher education around
the world has long been used as a tool for maintaining dominant systems of
power and excluding marginalized groups and voices. For Indigenous People
in Canada, education has acted as a primary tool of assimilation and cultural
genocide (TRC, 2015) used to rationalize settler colonial aims and control
Indigenous People and lands. We argue therefore that it is dire to not only
interrogate the underlying matrices of power that fuel the academy, but also to
expose how settler colonial logics often shape common sense understandings
of authority and control in administration and policy today.

Not only do universities play a central role in asserting an empire of
knowledges entrenched in enduring settler colonial interests and ideologies,
universities have entangled pasts connected to the dispossession of Indige-
nous land (Nash, 2019; Patel, 2015). In a known Canadian university
context, institutions continue to be uniquely positioned under settler colonial
jurisdiction-specific acts and charters tied to ongoing settler white property
rights. Operating under a bicameral governance system, Canadian universi-
ties exercise rights to operate as both a public institution and corporation;
its policies and administrative hierarchies further these interests by decou-
pling decision-making where academic decisions are forwarded to the Senate,
and corporate fiscal decisions are despatched to the Board of Governors
(BOG) (Jones et al., 2001). While academic freedom offers individual faculty
members protection to teach, research and share ideas that may be controver-
sial and even challenge authority, the academy continues to be less capable
of protecting collective Indigenous rights under its white liberal academic
norms. In both Senate and BOG governance contexts, Indigenous People and
other marginalized voices continue to be chronically underrepresented under
a veil of colonial discourses that espouse “democratic” and “collegial gover-
nance” ideals. These academic governance systems are difficult for Indigenous
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individuals and collectives to penetrate and continue to exclude these voices
in academic decision-making processes, thereby reproducing dominant orders
that subject different bodies.

Connecting Managerialist Logics

to Neoliberal Ideologies in Higher Education

Within this academic administrative context, the clutch of power is often prac-
ticed through common sense approaches and underlying managerialist ideolo-
gies that can be tied to colonial discourses including “civilizing the profession;
promoting hierarchies of knowledge; and sustaining interconnections between
neoliberal educational policies and global colonialism” (Shahjahan, 2011,
p. 182). As Indigenous and other equity and diversity work continues to be
institutionalized, we have observed an impetus toward measuring new poli-
cies, noting the ways in which “managerialism reflects a particular formation
of masculinity that is competitive, ritualistic, unreflexive and false” (Ozga &
Walker, 1999, p. 107). Situated within rationalist notions of increasing measur-
ability, quantifiability and predictability, measuring progress is often situated
within evidence-based regimes rooted in colonial vestiges of educational policy,
research and neoliberal reform (Shahjahan, 2011). Shahjahan (2014) articu-
lates neoliberalism as the continual encroachment of material developments
that privilege market principles, privatization and human capital development
and logic developments that perpetuate inequitable materialities. In this way,
neoliberalism is a form of colonial domination within higher education as
it draws upon its institutional rights including ability to hold land prop-
erty, accumulate associated resources and compete in growing global imperial
markets.

Feminist scholar, Jill Blackmore (2020) also notes the progression of the
higher education from “state welfarism (a caring state) to state-managed capi-
talism (individual responsibility for self-care)” (p. 1332), illustrating the effects
of neoliberal policies on higher education to privilege the economy, “as if it is
distinct from society and human rights” (p. 1332). Importantly she critiques
the responses from university institutions to address racial, gender and ethnic
disparities through policies that aim at equity because they miss the mark:
their aim is to increase production in the capitalist institution, not to shape
universities as socially inclusive. As she states, “equity becomes an institutional
asset, a brand, rather than a matter of rights and an ethical practice of care”
(p. 1332). The field of higher education is dominated by a concern for admin-
istrative processes in the midst of neoliberal reform and priorities. Olssen and
Peters (2005) identify the radical cultural shift in higher education toward
measurements and performance metrics, stating, “The ascendency of neolib-
eralism and the associated discourses of ‘new public management’, during the
1980s and 1990s has produced a fundamental shift [whereby]…the tradi-
tional professional culture of open intellectual enquiry and debate has been
replaced with institutional stress on performativity” (p. 313). Admittedly, the
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concern on performances and its metrics makes sense when administrators are
overburdened with new managerialism ideals that push higher education insti-
tutions toward priorities that stress corporate governance models as though
they are self-managing institutions. Governance relations have changed under
new managerialism, including league tables to rank research and teaching and
creating audit culture technologies for measuring performance (Blackmore
et al., 2010; Wright & Øberg, 2017). For example, in 2019, The Times
Higher Education developed the Impact Rankings that assess universities
against the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) in areas
such as “peace, justice and strong institutions” (Times Higher Education,
2021). The focus on performance works to shift the governing relations within
university institutions toward metrics-based practices aimed at making visible
the efficiencies and accountabilities present in global knowledge economy
driven institutions, all of which have been inequitable (Blackmore, 2010). As
Blackmore et al. (2010) state, “Managerialism, marketisation, privatisation and
diversification have changed universities’ roles in relation to states, individuals,
economies and communities” (p. 6).

Moreover, the continuation of colonial ideologies in educational policy
and leadership, reinforce widely assumed paternalistic relationships between
settler institutions and Indigenous People and other marginalized groups.
Considering this complex ongoing reality, we assert an urgent need for crit-
ical and decolonial approaches to understand enact educational policy and
leadership that can transform the system. This assertion is borne out of our
experiences working and doing research in higher education and aligns with
Samier’s (2017) critiques of the field of educational administration that is
premised on problematic assumptions that limit epistemological perspectives
to those dominated by Western ideals of managerialism: “a progressivist view
of educational development predicated upon Western models; the reassertion
of good administration instead of leadership, which is derived from the neolib-
eral managerialism movement; assuming stable nation state conditions instead
of the political realities of many countries undergoing significant transitions,
destabilisations and disintegrations; and universalist assumptions about the
configuration of social institutions that politically, culturally and legally reflect
Western bias” (p. 269).

The Nature of Power Relations

in Administrative Practice

The need for criticality connects to the fact that the university is an ongoing
site of power relations that has been dominated by epistemic whiteness, patri-
archal and colonial perspectives. While there are increasing pockets of support
for marginalized and Indigenous groups in Canada, power dynamics continue
to play out in ongoing structures of power. Moreover, there is a chronic
lack of understanding of power relations, and a lack of appreciation even
resistance of criticality in administrative theory and practice. In the field of
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organizational change and leadership studies, Colleen Capper (2019) iden-
tified a critical “epistemological unconsciousness” among scholars (and we
argue leaders) who claim to be “equity” or “social justice” minded. In this
research, Capper exposes a tendency toward maintaining structural function-
alist and interpretivist epistemologies in organizational change and leadership
research where hierarchal and individual leader-centric accounts prevail along
with normative understandings on the nature of change and knowledge. As a
result, social justice and equity leadership research often claim to be addressing
the needs of marginalized groups, yet they continue to keep allegiance to
maintaining the administrative structures “ontology of hierarchy” (Malott,
2010) and epistemic dominances that condition injustices in the first place.

Similar tendencies of self-proclaimed equity and diversity research work in
education have been critiqued by Tuck and Yang (2018) who craft together
the complexities of understanding, using and materializing the principle and
commitments to social justice in education practice. As Tuck and Yang artic-
ulate, “how justice and injustice materializes, matters” (p. 6). Their review
of the multiple meanings and realities of social justice as it is infused in
education research is insightful in laying out the ways in which social justice
thinking separates spaces for education projects that challenge dominant ways
of being in education. and they note how they have done similar critiques of ,
Acknowledging eclectic contributions from fields such as social sciences and
law, Tuck and Yang suggest that social justice is a space to mark distinctions
between mainstreamed positivist and developmental approaches to thinking
about education work and “other” ways, as “a way to signal to ourselves and
to one another this epistemological and political difference” (p. 5). We call
attention to how Tuck and Yang frame how the notion of social justice can be
considered in education work:

Social justice education— whether or not we continue to use those words to
define it— is the crux of the future of our field. Social justice is not the other of
the field of education, it is the field. There is no future of the field of education
without the contributions of people who are doing their work under the rising
sign of social justice. There is no legitimacy to the field of education if it cannot
meaningfully attend to social contexts, historical and contemporary structures
of settler colonialism, white supremacy, and antiblackness. Social justice is not
the catchall; it is the all. (Tuck & Yang, 2018, p. 5)

The notion that social justice is the field in education may then be extrapolated
to leadership in higher education spaces. Feminist and Indigenous scholars
in educational leadership have argued that leadership is about social justice
(Blackmore, 2021; Blackmore & Sachs, 2007; Ottmann, 2009; Shields, 2012;
Shultz & Viczko, 2016). Yet leadership in higher education has come to be
structured around the neoliberal decisions of “building a corporate university
that is able to respond to market principles, economic ideology driven policies
and practices, alliance with the big business and industry” (Shultz & Viczko,
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2016, p. 1). Theories of social justice that examine the distribution of benefits
and burdens in society can inform leadership practice in a way that focuses
decision-making on “social justice as the field” in education. Postcolonial,
decolonial, and anti-oppression theorists lead the way to explore “how justice
must also overcome and reconcile the historical, social and material legacies
of colonial practices based on imperialism, patriarchy and racism that continue
to exert organizing strength” (p. 2) in higher education institutions. Davies
(2005) suggests we may “rethink our vision of life and reconsider ‘the terms
of our existence’” (p. 13) in higher education institutions, in order to shift
away from techno-rational points of view, arguing that “existential questions”
offer the boundaries in which to reconstruct our subjectivity.

Admittedly, the concerns with neoliberal pressures make sense when
administrators are overburdened with new managerialism ideals that push
higher education institutions toward priorities that stress corporate governance
models as though they are self-managing institutions separating social justice
from larger systems of power and internal micropolitics (Ryan & Armstrong,
2016). However, the calls among scholars for criticality in university policy
and administrative practice continue to be echoed even though they are often
refuted by administrators based on their assumption that criticality is at best
“lofty idealistic” “impractical” or at worst “uncollegial” and “divisive” thereby
reducing these voices to simply a play of “identity politics” (e.g., subtext of
this discursive move is to blame the individual versus making the system and its
actors accountable to change). In the neoliberal market-driven conditions in
which economic and political decision-making are pursed from “social costs”
of higher education (p. 3), Giroux (2013) argues the university exists in condi-
tions of depoliticization, “removing social relations from configurations of
power” (p. 3), whereby emotional and personal vocabularies are substituted
for political ones (Brown, 2006). In the context of the depoliticization that
occurs, Giroux argues that resistance to capitalist ideals becomes near impos-
sible, rendering students in university institutions bereft of the conditions for
a social imagination that can “translate private troubles into public concerns”
(p. 3). Higher education has a long history of oppression “in terms of race,
gender, class, sexuality, religion and ability” (Shahjahan, 2014, p. 227). Under
these conditions, some scholars call for a university that enacts itself as crit-
ical institution or it risks dying altogether (Giroux, 2013), while others, from
different decolonial perspectives, note the necessary dismantling of systems
of power resulting from historical foundations of colonialism, whiteness and
patriarchy that continue on in higher education today (Andreotti et al., 2015;
Gaudry & Lorenz, 2018; Grande, 2018a, ; Stein, 2019; Tuck & Yang, 2012).
Regardless of the various debates in the degree of reform and dismantling,
scholars continue to stress the need and value for questioning normalized
hegemonies embedded in institutional structures and practices and resisting
them in order to transform the university to be more inclusive of Indigenous
and marginalized people and knowledges. Sharon Stein (2019) challenges
universities to interrogate how colonial relations shape underlying theories
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of change. She marks three levels of change at play in higher education:
minor, major and beyond reform, and advocates for engaging strategically
across different theories of change and increasing stamina to hold tensions
for divergent perspectives. Nonetheless, in an academic setting that naturalizes
administrative “ontology of hierarchy” (Malott, 2010) and authority, critical
questioning is all too often received as threats to positional power. Nonethe-
less, critical scholars have argued for perspectives that challenge normative
tendencies in higher education policy and administration and lean into the
messiness and epistemological questioning of these underlying administrative
logics.

Refusal and resistance are themes that have been taken up in academic
scholarship aimed at examining the ways in which faculty and administrators
may counter the hegemonic practices of managerialism that perpetuate condi-
tions of colonial institutions of higher education. The perspectives are varied
and diffuse. Refusal and resistance have been taken up in higher education
scholarship to interrogate the politics of the neoliberal and neocolonial univer-
sity through multi-modal research (Brown & Strega, 2005; Metcalfe, 2018).
Literature has also documented how Indigenous resistance emerges in rela-
tion to Western colonial research practices (Bubar & Martinez, 2017; Grande,
2018a, b; Johnston, et al., 2018; Simpson, 2014), in research related to capi-
talist ideals (Giroux, 2013); in student movements against neoliberal reform
that make way for the privatization and corporatization of universities (Amsler,
2011); and in the areas of teaching (and learning) (Gibbs & Lehtonen, 2020).

In her work about the resistance of equity workers who lead diversity policy
work in higher education institutions in the United Kingdom, Sara Ahmed
(2018) speaks about how racialized members of equity and diversity commit-
tees in higher education are seen as “disagreeable” in their difficult work of
having to speak about, point to, and name the transgressions carried out in the
name of “doing diversity work”. Those who are tasked with making complaints
and are then deemed problems in institutions for their work. In these condi-
tions, Ahmed illustrates, “the word race might be used because it does more.
The word race carries a complaint; race as refusal of the smile of diversity….a
complaint seem to amplify what makes you not fit”. Sandy Grande (2018a, b)
and Eve Tuck (2018) call for “refusing the university” as an Indigenous praxis
necessary to advance Indigenous futurity in research releasing Indigenous
People from the shackles of colonial and patriarchal strangleholds. In another
article, Brent Debassige and Candace Brunette-Debassige (2018) position
Indigenizing leadership in universities as “willful” work (Ahmed, 2014)—the
will, they draw from Ahmed to argue “has been historically used to define a
problem and has acted as a pedagogic tool to characterize someone as not
conforming to the dominant European hetero-patriarchal system” (p. 123).
They further assert that as Indigenous administrators drawing on Indigenous
ways of knowing and being in their leadership, they have observed how Indige-
nous People often get automatically positioned as a problem because they are
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received by the administration, when they object to normative rules, as a threat
to the settler colonial status quo.

McGranahan (2016) argues that refusal is not the same as resistance,
though they are genealogically linked, referring to Lila Abu-Lughod’s (1990)
foundational piece in which she theorized “the nature and forms of domina-
tion” (McGranahan, 2016, p. 320) involved in refusals. The idea of refusal
allows for a complexity that includes political action aimed at structures and
systems, including decolonization and self-determination, both at and beyond
the level of the state. Also, as McGranahan notes, Sherry Ortner (1995) speaks
about the ways in which refusals are enacted on those who resist, as in a
“bizarre refusal” to academic research that reveals resistance to political domi-
nance. Those who aim at or speak to resistance to power become silenced
in the refusal to acknowledge research that aims at understanding embedded
ways of knowing.

Shahjahan (2011, 2014) theorizes resistance as an analytical form in
tackling and changing systemic oppression in higher education institutions.
Shahjahan (2014) argues that discourses of resistance permeate educational
spaces yet remain under-theorized in higher education as they are often taken
up as descriptive rather than analytical tools. He proposes, resistance to neolib-
eral conditions possible in higher education by drawing on David Jeffress’
(2008) book Postcolonial resistance: Culture, liberation and transformation to
examine four modes of resistance: (1) resistance as rewriting and undermining
colonial narratives; (2) resistance as subversion; (3) resistance as opposition;
and (4) resistance as transformation. Shahjahan acknowledges limitations of
how resistance has been conceived and suggests the fourth mode of transfor-
mational resistance remains marginal, yet necessary, in how scholars working
within neoliberal higher education have taken up critiques. He argues that
transformational resistance may lead to “new ways of being, knowing and
doing within increasingly neoliberalized HE contexts” (p. 230) that focus on
the rights and responsibilities academic faculty and administration possess to
make shifts in neoliberal institutional cultures of performativity. The notion of
resistance offered by Shahjahan is not wholly new, but the linking of resistance
to decolonial aims may center epistemological challenges to the academy, as
a way of resisting the colonization of our imagination and thinking in higher
education systems (Abdi, 2016). As McNish and Spooner (2018) note, univer-
sities have not fully given up their potential to disrupt hierarchy and inequity,
whereby alternate ways of knowing and being exist.

While addressing different institutional realities and conditions, each of
these scholars shares an appeal against an assumed rationality in academic
administration and decision-making underpinned by a concern for the complex
hegemonies prevalent in the structural and cultural aspects of academic insti-
tutions. Scholars call for an embracing of a criticality in administrative policy
and leadership theory and practice. We turn next to sites of possibility we see
in our own professional experiences as scholar, researcher and administrator.
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Indigenous Refusal

In my (Candace’s) doctoral research focusing on Indigenous women admin-
istrators’ experiences enacting Indigenous policies in Canadian universities
(Brunette-Debassige, 2021), Indigenous women leaders interviewed under-
scored their need to enact a criticality through “Indigenous refusals” (Grande,
2018a, b; Simpson, 2014; Tuck & Yang, 2014b). Indigenous refusals there-
fore emerged as a necessary leadership and policy enactment disposition
that helped Indigenous People collectively advance Indigenous educational
sovereignty and move institutions toward deeper levels of Indigenization
(Gaudry & Lorenz, 2018). Tuck and Yang (2014b) describe Indigenous
refusal as

the stance that pushes us to limit settler territorialization of Indigenous/Native
community knowledge, and expand the space for other forms of knowledge,
thought-worlds to live. Refusal makes space for recognition, and for reciprocity.
Refusal turns the gaze back upon power, specifically colonial modalities of
knowing persons as bodies to be differentially counted, violated, saved and put
to work. (p. 817)

In this study, Indigenous women administrators talked about the need to
enact Indigenous refusal in similar ways such as asserting limits in their work,
interrupting settler colonial status quo in practice and pushing back against
hegemonic norms embedded in the administrative academy. The need to
enact Indigenous refusals emerged in relation to settler colonial power rela-
tions. Participants recounted refusing the administrative academy in numerous
ways including: refusing to ascribe to reconciliation discourses that tended
toward performing Indigenization and “institutional speech acts” (Ahmed,
2006); refusing tokenistic approaches to Indigenous community engagement;
and refusing cooptation of Indigenous projects by refusing what Graham
Smith (2003) describes as “politics of distraction” where settler colonial needs
attempt to invade Indigenous administrators’ time, focus and attention.

One participant in the study explained the ongoing critical self-reflexivity
required to enact Indigenous refusals in this way: “So you have to pick your
battles: Okay I’ll let that one go, this one, I’m going to stand. You have to be
conscious all the time” (Pimahamowi Pisim).

Another participant described the critical assessment involved before
enacting Indigenous refusals as a careful weighing out of risks and benefits,
an ethical process of asking herself, “is it a hill worth dying on?” (Athiki
Pisim). Opawahcikianasis another participant in this doctoral work explained
her assessment process as weighing out “on a scale of 1 to 10; how significant
is this particular issue?” Asking herself “should I say something or hold my
peace”.

While Indigenous women’s stories of enacting Indigenous refusals in the
administrative academy show some discretion, they often underscored deeper
Indigenous ethical accountabilities to the Indigenous collective and land in
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their decision-making processes. This finding points to underlying aims of
enacting Indigenous refusal and their connections to Indigenous ethics.

At the same time, many Indigenous women involved in this study recounted
the dangers of enacting Indigenous refusals in the academy, underscoring the
ongoing systems of settler colonial, hetero-patriarchal and capitalistic power
within which they operated. Therefore, despite an influx of Indigenous senior
leadership positions emerging in Canadian universities since the release of
the TRC (Smith, 2019), this research highlighted how Indigenous women
administrators continued to struggle operating within a normative Euro-
Western administrative context. From this “contentious ground” (Ottmann,
2013), Indigenous women administrators highlighted how they were some-
times problematized and casted in gendered and colonial ways for enacting
Indigenous refusals. As a result, several participants talked explicitly with me
about their concerns of being labeled “difficult”, “resistant”, “militant”, and
“activist” in their leadership. Activism in leadership was deemed a dirty word.
For example, one participant described being problematized by a colleague at
her university:

I have a colleague. She slips and—I don’t know if she thought I realized, but
she made a comment like, ‘You know you’re so great to work with.’ She was
praising me, only to come to the fact that – ‘I don’t understand when some
people say you’re so difficult to work with.’ And I was like, interesting. (Niski
Pisim)

Another participant admitted that she tried to dispel troubling colonial
stereotypes often imposed on Indigenous administrators by actively creating
collaborative relationships: “I try to create trust with certain people who auto-
matically assume that I’m going to be the big militant” (Thithikopiwi Pisim).
And yet another participant admitted she had become so concerned about
being labeled an activist at her university that she literally changed the way
she dressed to avoid negative associations and messages. The unseen dimen-
sion of participants’ worrying about what to wear and how they might be
misperceived in racial and colonial ways, I argue contributes to an emotional
labor—the management of one’s feelings and expressions as requirement of
administration work.

In this research, I argue that the common sense academic administra-
tive norms operationalize through an epistemic dominance based in struc-
tural functionalist and interpretivist approaches to organizational change and
leadership. These dominant epistemologies hinge on including Indigenous
administrators through “conditional inclusion” (Stein, 2019) that preserve
the university’s hierarchal and authority system, not necessarily work toward
“decolonial Indigenization” (Gaudry & Lorenz, 2018) which aim to repo-
sition Indigenous communities and Indigenous nations in decision-making
positions of power.
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While Indigenous women administrators described struggling to work
in academic administrative settings, some participants practiced Indigenous
refusals in more nuanced and subtle ways as a strategic diplomatic intervention
and survival mechanism. In this sense, participants enacted Indigenous refusals
in multiple ways—explicitly, discretely and strategically working with the
collective—demonstrating that Indigenous refusals were taken up in complex
and nuanced ways in leadership practices. Indeed, participants shared common
stories of struggle, resistance and strategic astuteness in the face of ongoing
settler colonial power.

Interestingly, some participants in this doctoral study pointed to the protec-
tion they felt that academic freedom offered some administrators when
refusing. The knowing that administrators could return to their academic
appointments should they be removed from administration, allowed some
participants to speak more freely and challenge hegemonic colonial norms.

Furthermore, several participants commonly described a need to engage in
ongoing critical self-reflexivity around their practice of Indigenous refusals.
They described a need to examine and evaluate, on an ongoing, case-by-
case basis, the needs and implications of enacting Indigenous refusals. They
also identified a need to reflect on their own complex intersectional position-
alities and relational dynamics, and to examine ethical implications of their
leadership practices and decision-making in relation to decolonial aims, and
attempt to elevate Indigenous voices and agency in education. Their insights,
I assert, offer critical direction for decolonial approaches in educational lead-
ership theory and practice as well as leadership training in the context of
Indigenization movements in future.

From this study, I assert that Indigenous refusals are directly related
to settler colonial power dynamics in the academy; they are a (re)action
to unequal power relations or dominant hegemonic norms that have gone
unquestioned, which are situated within ongoing settler colonial academic
contexts. At the same time, Indigenous refusals were generative as they often
interrupted settler common sense (Simpson, 2014; Tuck & Yang, 2018)
and shifted projects and practices toward advancing Indigenous educational
sovereignty. Indigenous refusals are therefore, not simply resistance for resis-
tance sake. Indigenous refusals have purpose, their aim is to assert Indigenous
collective autonomy in decision-making and make space for Indigenous ways
of knowing and being in dominant whitestream educational settings. While
Indigenous women administrators shared many stories of enacting Indigenous
refusals, they also highlighted consequences they endured in terms of being
casted in negative ways for daring to do so.

Teaching Policy as Resistance

In my (Melody) teaching in critical policy studies in education/higher
education, I aim at including opportunities to interrogate relevant and
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contemporary pressing policies that influence governance in public (educa-
tion) institutions. In an article examining the effects of neoliberal government
policies and discourses on the spaces for intellectual engagements in higher
education, over 15 years ago, Davies (2005) wrote about how neoliberal
agendas co-opt the desires and values of faculty, administrators and students.
(Note: I am indebted to Shahjahan [2014] for introducing me to Davies’
text and am excited for the questions she asks that can frame critical policy
studies courses.) Davies beckons for an intellectual engagement to awaken our
constitution even as we are neoliberal subjects, asking, “What is it we long for,
then, in universities? And what part does neoliberalism play in shaping our
longing, or in counteracting it, even obliterating it? What kind of social fabric
is it that neoliberalism envisages?” (p. 3). Reflecting on Davies’ queries and
more recent literature that locates our work as “neoliberal academics” (Ball,
2016, p. 258), I am arguing here for a response within our teaching in the
neoliberal university to consider how we may engage in processes that ask how
we can decolonize our own institutional practices. By decolonize, I mean to
become aware of the totalizing force of our own institutional policies as they
shape what we come to think and know about ourselves as we live in university
institutions. We have much to learn from writers such as Ngugi wa Thiong’o
(2007) who remind us that language matters in coming to shape which
knowledges are valued and legitimized, including our own existence. Here I
argue that we can learn from decolonizing scholars to consider how to decol-
onize policy discourses within our own institutions and to seek opportunities
in teaching within higher education policy courses to rethink the oppressive
policies that constitute our neoliberal subjectivity as students and scholars. As
Davies (2005) suggests, “It is not a choice between compliance and resistance,
between colonizing and being colonized, between taking up the master narra-
tives and resisting them. It is in our own existence, the terms of our existence,
that we need to begin the work, together, of decomposing those elements of
our world that make us, and our students, vulnerable to the latest discourse
and that inhibit conscience and limit consciousness” (Davies, 2005, p. 13).

In both researching and working in higher education, there is opportu-
nity to examine powerful policy discourses shaping our institutional work,
both as we constitute them and are subjected to them. In the Canadian
province of Ontario, the Conservative-party government (2019) announced
its plans to be a “national leader” by tying 60% of provincial funding for
post-secondary institutions to their performance by the 2024–2025 academic
year. Performance-based funding (PBF) is an approach to transfers of public
funding from government to university institutions that is based on a system
of metrics by which university institutional output is measured in order to
calculate the work that is being produced and how funding will be provided
from government to support this work. In Ontario, the move to PBF was
noted in the provincial government’s 2019 budget, in which the Strategic
Mandate Agreements, set up as bi-lateral agreements between the provincial
government and universities and colleges, established performance indicators
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that include measures tied to funding. These include graduate employment
earning, experiential learning, skills and competencies, graduate employment
rates, graduation rates, research funding and output, funding from the private
sectors, as well as locally determined metrics as identified by each institution.

As a reform steeped in the new managerialism principles of efficiencies
and productivity tied to the labor market, shifts towards PBF as a means of
rationing public funds to public education institutions demonstrate a modern
manifestation of neoliberal ideals in higher education. The connections to
neoliberal rationalities have been well engaged. PBF faces sharp critiques from
countries where such policies have had detrimental effects on the teaching,
research and service mandates. Spooner (2020) expertly crafts critique of PBF
in the Canadian context, drawing attention to surveys conducted with UK
academic and international researchers that show how PBF initiatives have
diminished policy efforts at institutions to address issues of equity and diversity.
The focus in PBF on student graduation and employment rates, along with
experiential learning and skills, is located in the global shift of policy agendas
towards building twenty-first-century skills, as supported by the global institu-
tions such as the OECD and UNESCO. Yet, these globalized discourses may
take on totalizing, dominating effects in constituting the lifeworld (Amsler,
2008) of those of us who work and learn in higher education institutions. The
focus on skill and competency development that can be measured to support
PBF initiatives needs to be named as neoliberal agenda that homogenize and
reduce knowledges into measurable categories, as experiences in higher educa-
tion institutions are deeply intertwined with student subjectivity and privilege
(Viczko et al., 2019).

Yet, as a critical policy studies scholar, my work entails critique of reforms
in higher education with concern for understanding how such reforms change
governing within institutions. In a review of the encroachment of neoliberal
policies in English universities and the struggles of faculty and staff to resist
such advancement, Amsler (2008) queried how students and academics have
become “so ill-equipped” to respond to impending neoliberal policies while
others have been able to “undertake bold experiments in political resistance”
(p. 67). Amsler suggests a multitude of narratives provide insights about how
neoliberal logics displace critical perspectives, as a “colonization of the cultural
lifeworld by systems of industry, finance, and governance; or an enclosure by
corporate power” (p. 67). In teaching about critical policy studies, we might
ask how different policies support others in their enactment, but also the
tensions that emerge as they co-exist within institutional practices. How do
governing practices shift away from institutional commitments to justice in
institutional practices when authoritarian policies are mandated? Archer (2007)
speaks of the tensions in the discourses of diversity, such as “choice”, “social
mobility” and “student diversity” as they are appropriated by neoliberal ideals.
Such discourses can be brought for interrogation into policy studies classes
to examine how these policies rub up against pervasive institutional commit-
ments for Indigenization and decolonization on campuses? Also, how do PBF
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policies perpetuate the colonial hierarchies of dominant and subjugated knowl-
edges, as choice and social mobility are tied to limited means of measuring
student skills and employment as they are attached only to the needs of the
labor market/knowledge economy?

What does it mean for an institution to think and act critically in an era
of PBF reforms? Resistance requires acknowledging the process as a form of
oppression that reinforces imperial logics of hierarchies of knowledge systems.
We need resistances to cease the assault of neoliberal policies that determine
us all to be only “homo economicus” (Brown, 2015) but while that occurs
(and takes time to do), as we build the capacities for resistance within against
the oppression of PBF, we may begin to consider how we interrogate the
data that forms the premise of measuring performance. PBF is a clear mani-
festation of the colonial state’s reach into HE, as a means of ownership of
what knowledges count enough to be measured. As a matter of sovereignty,
who owns the data about us that determines our successes and contributions?
Whose performance counts in our institutions and who owns the knowledge
upon which that success is measured? D’Ignazio and Klein (2020) argue for
forms of data feminism that begin by interrogating how power operates in
the world through data we collect, asking who stands to be most impacted by
the data? Furthermore, important questions are raised about Indigenous data
sovereignty in higher education, including data ownership, usage and storage
(Carroll et al., 2020; Wilks et al., 2018), especially considering a resistance
to data that erases Indigenous outcomes associated with Indigenous ways of
knowing. What if metrics we collect through PBF became powerful spaces
for resistance, in thinking about: what do we do with the data? How do we
respond to metrics? In what ways can we consider that we can resist the deter-
minist ways in which such neoliberal measures oppress our ways of being and
learning, colonizing the very visions we have ourselves as students, faculty
and researchers? How are those most implicated in the data delivered justice
through our engagements with it?

Shahjahan’s (2014) position that transformational resistance is necessary to
lead to “new ways of being, knowing and doing within increasingly neoliberal-
ized HE contexts” (p. 230) requires that academic faculty and administration
resist neoliberal institutional cultures of performativity, including the narrow
metrics in tenure and promotion, and publication in so called “top-tier” jour-
nals, supervising students within narrow terms of what time is needed to
complete a degree, etc. But transformational resistance may also take the
form of our own teaching as critical policy and leadership scholars, to provide
spaces for students to query what happens in our own institutions, how we are
continually perpetual neoliberal subjects for measurement and performativity.
Resistance is not easy, but Grande reminds us that for Marcuse, “refusal should
not be confused with ‘passive withdrawal or retreat’ but rather understood
as an active instantiation of a ‘radically different mode-of-being and mode-
of-doing’” (p. 58). The naming and locating of the logics of the colonial
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institution can take various forms, including resistance in our classrooms to
transform our relationship to our institutions.

Conclusion

Considering the university’s complex lineage and ongoing structures, we argue
that the university is not innately critical, in fact if unchecked we assert that the
institution will succumb to its hegemonic white colonial nature. Moreover, the
notion of a critical university relies on the courageous commitments of social
actors to engage in critical thinking and praxis and thereby be willing to ask
difficult questions and even at times, enact Indigenous refusal and of resis-
tance in their work. Drawing on Maori scholars Linda T. Smith and Graham
H. Smith (2018), we understand criticality through the “need to have a good
understanding of the historical, social, cultural, economic, and political rela-
tions of inequality, privilege and colonialism and an understanding of how
these relations get produced and reproduced” (p. 22) and moreover to have
the courage to exercise our limited power through praxis that aims to question
and interrupt dominant systems of power. We further position the utility of
Indigenous refusal and resistance as agentic dispositions helping preserve and
(re)shape an ongoing critical institution—preserving the university’s role as
both critic and ethical and political conscience of society. While we recognize
that common sense administrative tendencies tend toward masking politics
through so-called neutrality and apolitical positions, we acknowledge higher
education as an ongoing field of practice forever shaped by political actors.

Furthermore, Smith and Smith (2018) also call for the need to continually
return to evaluating transformative decolonial work, that inherently involves
commitments to self-reflecting. Sandy Grande (2015) similarly stresses the
vital importance of continuing to be critical in leadership when she identi-
fies three repeating and overlapping steps necessary in educational leadership:
(1) being aware of existing power dynamics; (2) working to make these power
dynamics transparent; and (3) making an honest attempt to negotiate power
dynamics and structures of power. Grande offers important considerations
for Indigenous People who take a critical approach to leadership, that they
are not necessarily simply assimilating within the colonial institutions of the
academy, but their actions as leaders offer moments of negotiating power, and
survival in the educational system. Much work has yet to be done in the praxis
of non-Indigenous leaders who seek to decolonize the university system, as
well, to learn from scholars who theorize decolonial engagement in HE and
from Indigenous scholars and leaders. In writing together, we have pointed to
divergence and alignment as we consider the moments of both possibility and
incoherence for allyship and commitments to criticality, as we forge spaces for
solidarities and co-resistance. The politics of Indigenous refusals and resistance
are tenuous and require a commitment toward shared understandings of what
it means to work and learn, indeed to be, in a critical university institution.
Grande’s (2018a,b) call for justice as refusal is one that we should not miss,
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in our work as scholars and administrators, considering the possibilities such
resistance may open.
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CHAPTER 16

Critical Pedagogy in Language and STEM
Education: Science, Technology, Engineering,

and Mathematics Education

Zehlia Babaci-Wilhite

Introduction

Critical thinking in Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics
(STEM) pedagogy with a focus on languages and cultural diversity provides
a better understanding of the learning skills required for success in STEM
by adding the A for Arts (STEAM). Furthermore, the climate crisis is the
most acute crisis directly related to Science and Technology. Therefore, I will
introduce a critical eco-pedagogical model (Misiaszek, 2018) that expands the
traditional STEM methods to Environment that includes the A for arts. I will
argue that the incorporation of critical pedagogy (Abdi, 2019) into an open
and investigative process, based on the inquiry-based approach, provides a
source of new thinking which will improve and strengthen educational rights.
This model is particularly important in educational systems that utilize cross-
cultural critical thinking in an asymmetrical global development of the past
century which has left us with a critically vulnerable euro-global system.

Language, culture, and art in instruction must be viewed via the impor-
tance of national and international environmental discourse, which aims at
promoting collaborative learning as well as a cross-cultural pedagogical model
that expands the traditional STEM to STEAM. This model will include the
introduction of cross-cultural critical thinking education into the classroom
as well as international collaboration across STEM subjects which I link to
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language and the Art-Science divide. This model is grounded in both local
and global challenges, as well as a cross-cultural educational system that could
include a plethora of knowledge within the cultural and linguistic rights frame-
work in education. This critical eco-pedagogical model of teaching gives our
environment and human rights its rightful place in a cross-cultural pedagogical
curriculum. Teaching in a classroom is a very practical activity. The curriculum
should aim at furthering true openness to knowledge in order to achieve
critical pedagogy. It is important to impart knowledge in ways that inspires
freethinking and empowers students to critical thinking. Having students
memorize information by heart should not be the basis for a curriculum. “Lib-
erating education consists in acts of cognition, not transferrals of information”
(Freire, 1993 [1970], p. 60). Every society should liberate its educational
system, not by transferring knowledge but by inspiring people to think of
ways to achieve a better life. Even though education encompasses much more
than schooling, schooling is nonetheless central to knowledge acquisition and
primary schooling was formally accepted as a human right more that 50 years
ago.

STEM Subjects, Linguistic Rights,

and the Art-Science Divide

The teaching of STEM subjects represents a model of education that divides
the Art-Science, thus not satisfying human rights criteria for education. I
will argue that the incorporation of the arts into an open and investigative
process—based upon the inquiry-based approach—using cultural references
will improve learning and strengthen human rights in STEM. This model is
particularly important in educational systems that today uses languages and
culture in their instruction, disregarding local languages and local knowledge.
In contrast to conventional approaches to education, I argue that teaching is
more effective when it is based in local languages and culture that includes the
arts. Therefore, the introduction of a cross-cultural critical eco-pedagogical
model that expands the traditional STEM method to include local language
and culture linked to the arts is crucial (Babaci-Wilhite, 2023).

The importance of national and international efforts aimed at promoting
collaborative learning through the introduction of virtual and digital narra-
tives into the classroom as well as an international collaboration across the
Art-Science divide should be visible. These narratives could be grounded in
both local and global cultures (Misiaszek, 2020) and include a diversity of
knowledge within the human rights framework of education. The Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (1948) represents one of the great advances of
global civilization (Alfredsson & Eide, 1999). However, education in many
developing countries today is decontextualized, in that it is not conducted
in local languages and does not promote cross-cultural critical thinking, thus
limiting intellectual inquiry. I have argued in recent publications (Babaci-
Wilhite, 2012, 2014, 2015) that the contextualization of education and the
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use of local languages of instruction should be considered a right in education.
Article 26 of the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights (1948) states
that

Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free…Education shall
be directed to…the development of human personality and to the strengthening
of human rights and fundamental freedom (Preamble).

The globalization trends for language in education outlined above, in which
local curricula is decontextualized is in contravention with the tenets of the
rights-based approach to language in education. This approach is based upon
the premise that the use of a local curriculum should be regarded as a right
in education (Babaci-Wilhite, 2020). However, it says very little about the
nature and quality of education. Rights in education imply that rights are not
ensured unless the education offered is of high quality. The UN calls for a
mainstreaming of human rights to encourage the government’s responsibility
to insure the rights-based approach. The rights-based framework includes
the principle that every human being is entitled to a decent education and
gives priority to the intrinsic importance of education, implying that govern-
ments need to mobilize the resources to offer quality education. Katarina
Tomasevski (2006) advocates that education should prepare learners for partic-
ipation stating, “it should teach the young that all human beings – themselves
included – have rights” (p. 33).

Education has the potential to empower students if the method of teaching
provides both intellectual nourishment and a personal sense of self-respect.
This in turn would bring greater self-confidence to both teachers and learners.
I agree with Ingrid Robeyns (2006) who writes that in order for a govern-
ment to ensure everyone the full benefit of an education, and they must
provide not only a well-developed curriculum, along with sufficient teaching
materials, but that teachers must also be well-trained and, importantly, well-
paid. Education is fundamental in developing human capability and creating
individual opportunity in today’s world. Crucial to quality in education is
the incorporation of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)
principles of “Common Understanding”: indivisibility, equality, participation,
and inclusion (UNDP, 2006, pp. 17–18). These principals are an intimate
part of the social, political, cultural, religious, and artistic life of people
(Bostad, 2013; Geo-JaJa, 2013) and support the argument that the safe-
guard of a culture’s original language should be considered a Human Right
(Babaci-Wilhite, 2015; Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000). UNESCO’s convention on
the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions empha-
sizes the importance of linguistic diversity as part of cultural diversity (2005)
and that this should apply to the educational sector. In an increasingly inter-
dependent world, it is important to facilitate the mastery of all subject matter
(Spreen & Vally, 2006; Babaci-Wilhite & Geo-JaJa, 2014). The linguistic and
cultural policies within education should, for all countries, be context-sensitive



286 Z. BABACI-WILHITE

and permit countries to remain partners in the global society. In this chapter,
collaborative learning is viewed as a way to start the implementation of new
ideas in education, which should be regarded as a process intended to enhance
new ways of learning.

Many scholars argue that the lack of African and Asian countries using local
languages and knowledge in school has been a detriment to children (Babaci-
Wilhite, 2015; Brock-Utne, 2012; Majhanovich, 2014; Nyerere, 1968; Prah,
2005). According to Joseph Ki-Zerbo (1990), a historian from Burkina Faso,
these points about cultural learning and local needs have not been adequately
addressed in Africa. Ki-Zerbo (1990) claims that for African societies, educa-
tion lost its functional role and that African countries are adopting the
standards of the world without the inclusion of local languages and local
culture in education (Babaci-Wilhite & Mchombo, 2019; Okonkwo, 2014).

In Tanzania, South Africa, Nigeria, Malawi, and elsewhere in Africa as
well as Malaysia, Sri-Lanka, and India (see Brock-Utne, 2012; Babaci-Wilhite,
2013; Majhanovich, 2014; Mchombo, 2016), reforms and policies connecting
local cultures to education have been neglected. According to Samoff (2007,
p. 60) “effective education reform requires agendas and initiatives with strong
local roots.” In other words, local knowledge, also referred to as indige-
nous knowledge should be included in the curriculum (Spreen & Vally, 2006;
Babaci-Wilhite & Geo-JaJa, 2014; Odora Hoppers, 2002; Semali & Khanjan,
2012). This knowledge should be conveyed in local languages, which is crit-
ical to the preservation and development of local knowledge. Storytelling is a
way to safeguard local and indigenous knowledge, which can then be shared
through contemporary digital media. Digital storytelling also allows for the
Arts to be brought into the classroom via written text and images that are
composed of the screen for twenty-first-century literacy students (Vu et al.,
2021).

Furthermore, I argue that arts will contribute to student’s participation and
will foster teamwork as well as collaboration for innovation and creativity in
the field of STEAM subjects in the classroom and will provide accessibility as
well as enhance understanding. This chapter draws on examples in the United
States wherein workshops provided a model of how arts can be a tool for
bringing to light questions on diversity and power-relations between non-
dominant (minorities) and dominant cultures through what Inga Bostad calls
“an investigative pedagogy” (Sath沮 Peder’s Grant, 2016). The method used
in the workshop involves engaging two sets of students, one from Norway and
the other from the United States both of whom illustrate the creative use of
Arts to establish collegiality and collaboration.
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Critical Pedagogy Through

Cross-Cultural Virtual Exchange

In most educational models today, the knowledge and information taught
in school curricula are decontextualized. An educated person is expected to
master facts, propositions, models, and cognitive skills that are separate from
any particular context in which they were learned. Stanton Wortham and Kara
Jackson (2012) argue that the many approaches to education we know of
today differ in how well they increase a learner’s knowledge. Some approaches
emphasize the typical learner as a passive recipient of information. Others
encourage the learner to be more proactive in their education, to pursue
inquiry, ask questions, and discuss with teachers and peers.

Traditional education involves the transmission of isolated bodies of knowl-
edge. Schools can survive as institutions given how both this form of stable
knowledge and a particular reasoning of a scientific culture come to underly it.
They, thus, allegedly bring value to other contexts, those then outside of the
school where the knowledge learned might also be applied. Therefore, because
the context of an “unscientific” way does not appear to be integral to a given
knowledge or skill, isolated bodies of knowledge often hold little meaning for
anyone outside the community. This means that the knowledge learned here
is less useful outside the classroom given the decontextualized, insular nature
of the knowledge being passed on; there is generally little opportunity for
students to question the claims on which the knowledge is based.

Globalization creates great convenience of aims through the links it creates
between production, communication, and technology, primarily through
the use of English. But something is lost in this great cultural leveling.
In contrast, STEAM learners gain a better understanding of the concepts
they are studying when they are taught in their local instead of a foreign
language (Babaci-Wilhite, 2016; Brock-Utne, 2016). To develop conceptual
knowledge, students need help in linking scientific concepts to their everyday
environmental and cultural experiences and thereby assimilate new and unfa-
miliar scientific words and concepts so as to learn how to use concepts in
context (Bravo et al., 2008).

Lucia Bigozzi et al. (2002) establish that the main difference between a
deep and lasting learning and a learning that is purely oral and superficial is
that the former approach offers the ability to justify the data learned. Berit
Haug (2014) argues that when Norwegian students were asked to explain
how their newly learned knowledge serves them, none were able to respond,
since the students had developed no capacity for inquiry. She states that
students needed further clarification and explanation to develop a higher level
of conceptual knowledge. This shows that knowing definitions and being able
to use science concepts in short answers is but one of the first steps to be taken
in moving toward developing a greater conceptual understanding of this world
(Bravo et al., 2008). In order for learners to develop a stronger conceptual
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understanding of their field of study, teachers must include enough time for
inquiry-based discussion about their empirical findings and how they connect
to established science.

Through a Pre-Service Teacher Collaboration integrating Technology,
Culture, and Human Rights, at the University of California, Berkeley (USA)
in collaboration with the University of Tromsd the Norwegian Center for
Human Rights (Norway) I developed with Jabari Mahiri, Kirsten Stien, Inga
Bostad, Lanette Jimerson, and Lisbeth Rngsbakk, a significant conceptual
framework and novel pedagogical competencies needed to effectively inte-
grate innovative technologies, diverse cultures, and human rights perspectives
into comprehensive designs of learning experiences for middle and high school
students (Sath沮 Peder’s Grant, 2016). The project was aimed at enhancing
teaching competence through critical thinking within education and explore
how to best prepare teachers to be most effective in designing and imple-
menting instruction for their students. The aim was to meet the challenges
of a world of rapid technological change in the domains of information
access where learning tools have been made, none being largely available
through digital devices. It offers an original alternative to most approaches
orienting instruction set out to prepare new teachers to become professional
practitioners.

Beyond teaching students what amounts to content knowledge of partic-
ular disciplines, this new exigency is to systematically develop student abilities
to think creatively, critically, and comprehensively while understanding how to
access, research, and utilize traditional disciplinary knowledge in conjunction
with continually emerging digital sources of knowledge (Mahiri, 2011). These
are skills students need in order to understand how to work toward solu-
tions of problems actually rooted in complex local and global problems, each
of which we referred to as twenty-first-century skills to be learned if under-
stood through twenty-first-century literacies. We engaged better-equipped
students with academic knowledge, technical competence, and research skills,
each of which is needed for them to critically address the challenges of a
rapidly changing and increasingly complex, inter-connected world. This model
of learning allowed for accessing, researching, and utilizing traditional disci-
plinary knowledge. Furthermore, it facilitated understanding of emerging
knowledge sources by working toward solutions for complex global chal-
lenges. We believe that the kind of education teachers need must be framed
by an ideology of global awareness that must be translated into a systematic
method of investigative pedagogy in order to guide their delivery of learning
in schools. This is true insofar as we do not want students to give answers
alone as we want them to find the right kinds of questions relating to not just
the science itself but to their own existence, language, and approaches to the
world (Sath沮 Peder’s Grant, 2016).

Through virtual intellectual exchanges, we focused on increased under-
standing of diverse cultural perspectives, conjoined with the power of human
rights perspectives, all made to inspire and engage both the pre-service
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teachers and their future students in rigorous learning. Importantly, develop-
ment of competencies in using appropriate technologies was central to the
success of collaborations between the University of Tromsd the University
of California at Berkeley’s pre-service teachers. This project has been inno-
vative in how it intricately links technology, diverse cultures, cross-cultural
communication, and human rights perspectives as being interdependent. In
attempting to improve learning and make it more relevant to real-world issues
and challenges, we have explored and documented viable roles for digital tech-
nology in the actual process of learning for both teachers and students. It has
enabled cross-cultural and cross-continental communication between collabo-
rating partners. This project has enhanced our understanding of a significant
issue across societies: how to best prepare teachers to be effective in preparing
their students to meet the challenges of a changing world. We believe this
model offers an original alternative to most approaches used to prepare new
teachers for becoming professional practitioners, since it attempts to improve
learning by making it more relevant to real-world issues and challenges. This
collaboration has brought us to a collaborative model based on how we may
further explore and document viable roles for digital technology. This has thus
acknowledged the importance of cross-cultural and cross-continental commu-
nication, which facilitate the development of a new phase producing digital
stories. To summarize the outcomes, we made a short video illustrating our
collaborative process, one including workshops, virtual meetings, and our
mini-conference (Sath沮 Peder’s Grant, 2016).

One of the workshops addresses the integration of arts into STEAM
teaching with the purpose of promoting creativity and innovation as well
as understanding the power-relations between dominant and non-dominant
languages in teaching and learning at all levels in education. This change
in focus from STEM to STEAM needs a strong emphasis on interdisci-
plinary collaboration. We have provided tools and strategies for organizing
and managing interdisciplinary learning and teaching based on a team collab-
oration of pre-service students, researchers, and artists.

Arts Activities to Increase Inclusivity,

Collegiality, and Collaboration

Arts in an academic context or in any other area that involves group dynamics
or collaborative interaction can serve as an insight into process, if not “the
scientific method,” as such. This is especially true when dealing with the need
to overcome cultural or linguistic barriers. Since the Arts by their very nature
appear as cross-disciplinary and thus universally neutral, they can be utilized in
a variety of ways. One method used in our workshop has illustrated the creative
use of the Arts in order to further produce results of improved learning and
increased knowledge by virtue of collegiality and collaboration on the parts
of both teachers and students. I outline below the methodology used in our
workshop.
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The students were divided into groups consisting of equal numbers; and
each student was given a sheet of paper and drawing materials. They were
instructed to make a random mark/figure on the paper. At ten-minute inter-
vals, the drawings were passed to the student on the right; that student then
added her/his symbol to the previous students work as they saw fit. The
drawings were passed sequentially in this manner at ten-minute intervals until
the drawing with all the additional inputs arrived at its originator. The origi-
nator then had twenty minutes to complete the drawing by incorporating the
additions in a manner that they deemed appropriate. In order to level the
playing field, the first round of drawing was done with the non-dominant
hand while the finishing work was done with the dominant hand. In this
activity, the hand could be replaced by the language used, thereby serving
to make students understand the power relation implicit anytime a student
uses a different language other than the local one.

After completion, there was a period of discussion and commentary on
the exercise. This was followed by a display of the finished artwork. This
activity had many consequences, since there was no set of guidelines as to
how each person made their additions. It is most noteworthy that no guid-
ance gave space as well as agency for creativity. Some students attempted to
compliment others’ drawings; while some used the new drawing as a starting
point for another’s directions; and some students were relatively neutral in
their approach. Moreover, students became aware of differences in percep-
tion and approaches by their collaborators. Finishing the work(s) allowed the
originator of each piece to express ownership on what will have begun as a
common undertaking, while recognizing the unique and isolated contribu-
tions of collaborators sharing in the elaboration of an enterprise all could
prize.

In the discussion, students noticed the flexibility and creativity of their
peers, just as they were pleased with the results both in the actual finished
work and the collaborative exercise, that is, the process. This activity reflects
upon how the arts can be a tool for bringing to light questions on diversity, as
well as power-relations between non-dominant and dominant cultures through
an investigative pedagogy.

Theory of Inquiry to Rethink STEM

and Arts Subjects in Curricula

In my previous work, I have argued that a new model of teaching and learning
based on the Seeds of Science/Roots of Reading (S/R), a science curriculum
model developed by the Lawrence Hall of Science and the Graduate School of
Education at UC-Berkeley, has been shown to improve the learning process.
The model has been adapted to the cultural context of each country acknowl-
edging the local languages and evaluations have shown that students exposed
to this approach made significant learning improvements based on measures of
science understanding, science vocabulary, and science writing (Pearson et al.,
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2010). Science inquiry implies that learners search for evidence in order to
make and revise explanations using critical thinking in efforts to learn about
the natural world (Babaci-Wilhite, 2017).

Academic approaches to literacy tend to regard literacy as an end unto itself,
ignoring structures that undercut disciplinary learning, comprehension, crit-
ical literacy, and strategic reading. The inquiry-based approach goes beyond
this superficial conceptualization of literacy, drawing heavily on the work of
several educational theorists. David Pearson (2007) and Jacqueline Barbers’s
approach (2005) to the role of language and literacy in the learning of science
emphasizes the importance of the theory of inquiry, which John Dewey (1939
[2007]) defines as a development of ideas. Furthermore, Dewey (ibid.) argues
that the theory of inquiry is one of the most essential skills that can help clarify
the learning process and develop skills for inquiry in the context of decision-
making. Jabari Mahiri and Jeremiah Sims (2016, p. 57) argue that, through a
critical pedagogical approach, students would “develop competency in STEM
and identify connections to STEM.”

In line with the philosophy of Paulo Freire’s (1970), inclusive educa-
tion through the integration of formal and non-formal knowledge, teaching
should give value to local knowledge in non-“western” contexts rather than
oppressing it. Freire’s theory has implications for the language used in schools,
especially in societies with vulnerable communities. Given that inquiry-based
learning leads to better results, it makes sense that a localized language of
a type with which students are familiar with would facilitate a better under-
standing of a scientific process. Science is intimately connected to the lives of a
people and their native language should be a part of their method of learning.
Language plays a critical role in cognitive learning and in the development
of critical thinking (Ngugi, 1986 [1994]). Drawing on scholars who address
imagination and reimagining communities, we argue that acknowledging local
knowledge and localized languages in educating for science literacy, as well as
emphasizing inquiry-based learning leads to improved teaching and learning.
This can make a positive contribution to achieving quality education in STEM
subjects because it acknowledges the importance of language and culture—and
thus the arts.

Improving STEM learning can be addressed by beginning with the effort to
improve literacy, which facilitates inquiry. Barber (2005) argues that inquiry is
curiosity-driven and involves a great deal of reading. An in-depth inquiry calls
upon critical and logical thinking that allows readers to correctly interpet the
information gathered. Therefore, Pearson and Barber’s approach to improving
literacy by emphasizing inquiry as a real-world approach can lead to better
results for both students and science itself. Pearson and Barber’s teaching
model, in which students learn scientific concepts while they are taught how to
read, write, and discuss (Pearson et al., 2010), involves students searching for
evidence to support their ideas. Through firsthand (hands-on) and secondhand
(text) investigations, students also engage in critical thinking to learn how
to create explanations based upon the evidence found. This teaching model
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addresses the ways that reading, writing, and discourse can be used as tools
to support inquiry-based learning. It also addresses the benefit of reading,
writing, and discussion when they are part of an inquiry-based science. This
has greater potential of improvements in the teaching and learning of science
and students gain a deeper understanding of their subject where language
plays a key role in quality education. Furthermore, each positive outcome
in the student’s course of development reveals the complex web of activi-
ties needed to bring about the change. These principles of learning address
the connections between early, intermediate, and long-term outcomes and
the expectations about how and why the proposed interventions bring them
about (Cervetti et al., 2007). This inquiry-based approach aims for a deep,
conceptual understanding, an implementation of a program of planning and
evaluation, and a shared cross-disciplinary understanding of the long-term
goals. It also aims to understand how they would be reached, as well as
what can be used to measure progress along the way. This approach requires
teachers to be clear about their long-term goals, identify measurable indicators
of success, and to be knowledgeable about practices that meet linguistic needs,
such as using graphic representations of abstract concepts (Pearson & Hiebert,
2013). The approach puts an emphasis on literacy through texts, routines
for reading, word-level skills, vocabulary, and comprehension instruction. It
corrects a serious problem in much of STEM teaching today, which results
from bringing universal scientific principles to students through non-local
contextualization and non-local examples.

A model with an emphasis on critical cultural contextualization through the
arts and the local language of instruction has great potential for improving
STEM learning (Babaci-Wilhite, 2016). Such a model of instruction leads
to meeting the expectations of higher goals in literacy and science by
providing students with clear instruction, opportunities for practice and
greater independence through their increased literacy in order to understand
and communicate about the natural world. In the classroom, the teacher
needs contextualized materials and teachers’ guides that describe when to
introduce different modes of learning such as doing, talking, reading, and
writing. These guides also include detailed information on scientific subjects,
instructional suggestions, and clear guidelines for what can be expected in a
student’s progress as they gain knowledge of specific scientific concepts that
serve to create a meaningful picture of their world. By using a Multi-Modal
Approach made up of different learning modalities (doing, talking, reading,
and writing), students gain an understanding of basic concepts by carrying
out experiments, reading about them, and by writing about their newly gained
knowledge. For instance, students in coastal areas might read about shorelines,
then investigate sand, gather evidence from sand, and write a text about its
properties, the whole of which leads to an understanding of the original source
of the sand. Learners discuss their work (in their language), eventually forming
expert groups focusing on particular sand samples. They read about shore-
lines, then do, talk, read again, all followed by doing more, further talking,
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writing to develop this, then talk again, and finish what they will have begun
to write (Barber, 2005). Again, multiple modalities provide opportunities for
learners to apply, deepen, and extend their knowledge of the learned concepts
(Pearson & Hiebert, 2013). Furthermore, learners engage in discourse, both
written and oral, with the goal of communicating their evidence-based expla-
nations. Secondarily, they then carry-out a re-evaluation of their explanations
and revise them based on their research. This is in opposition to the usual
approach that simply adds literacy tasks onto a science curriculum, without
connecting those additional tasks directly to the advancement of the under-
standing from the initial investigation and does not provide explicit instruction
on how to read and write science texts (Pearson et al., 2010). Recent studies
have shown that learners exposed to such models made significantly greater
gains in measures of scientific understanding, vocabulary, and writing (Cervetti
et al., 2012). A model that links firsthand experiences, discussions, and writing
to the ideas and language in informational texts not only fosters development
of core science knowledge and literacy skills, but is also crucial to improving
STEM literacy, where the local contexts of everyday life contrast sharply with
the North American and European contexts (Afflerbach et al., 2008). This
approach resolves the problems of teaching and learning science associated
with poorly trained teachers as well as inadequate teaching aids and facil-
ities. A major challenge in STEM education is how to support teachers in
understanding and enacting inquiry-based instruction.

The S/R model links firsthand experiences, discussions, and writing to
the ideas and language in informational texts to foster development of core
science knowledge and literacy skills (Afflerbach et al., 2008; Cervetti et al.,
2007). The model would address how reading and writing can be used as
tools to support inquiry-based science in Zanzibar and how to support their
implementation in today’s complicated curricular landscape in Zanzibar using
a digital device. The computer has been the digital device that has been
used in education to facilitate learning. However, it is revealing to note that
developing countries are facing a massive infrastructure deficit. Despite robust
growth over the last decade, many people in emerging markets and developing
economies still do not have access to reliable and safe basic services (World
Bank, 2014) that are regarded as commonplace in the industrialized world
in order to improve policy and practice (Arnove, 2003, p. 6). However, the
main digital device used in classrooms is no longer a computer. In 2012, the
US Department of Education and the Federal Communications Commission
encouraged the development of digital textbooks and digital learning in K-
12 public education. According to Pew Research Internet Project (PRIP), the
rise of E-Reading (2012) has increased and 50% of US adults own a tablet
computer and/or an e-book reader. One in five Americans now listens to
audiobooks (Perrin, 2019).

In the African context, with no books and no support materials in teaching
and learning, tablets can be very useful and adaptable. The implementation
costs for e-textbooks on iPad tablets are higher than new print textbooks due
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to costs including Wi-Fi infrastructure, the training of teachers and adminis-
trators on how to use the technology, and annual publisher fees to continue
using e-textbooks. Advances in technology have long been changing the way
scholars work in terms of teaching and administrative duties; however, the
trend is now growing globally. In most African countries, with high demands
in literacy and technology, the use of tablets has a huge potential to improve
teaching and learning particularly during the pandemic, as long as the content
is contextualized. Its application can be a major step in correcting violations
of children’s rights in education caused by the aforementioned learning envi-
ronment, particularly with regards to the lack of trained teachers and support
materials. This will contribute to a solid curriculum grounded in thorough
teacher preparation and quality support materials. An application of the S/R
model has the potential to contribute to a realization of science learning that
ensures every child’s rights to quality education.

Reimagining the Value of Languages

and Knowledge Through Arts

Pearson et al. (2010) point out the connection between word knowledge and
conceptual knowledge by emphasizing that when science words are taught as
concepts applied in a particular context to other science words and concepts,
word knowledge is consistent with conceptual knowledge. Since this practice
of a method of education that is based on contextualization by using the local
language of instruction, it leads to a rethinking of all aspects of education, both
formal and informal education in and out of school. Education must therefore
acknowledge culture through the arts. This includes the non-material aspects
of life such as language, together with social and historical identities. Educa-
tion should address both the needs of the local people and the country in
which they live in, just as with any life-long learning process.

Education using non-localized languages and concepts cannot transmit a
society’s values and knowledge from one generation to the next; on the
contrary, education has involved a deliberate attempt to change those values
while replacing traditional knowledge by the knowledge from an alien or
foreign society (Geo-JaJa, 2013). To motivate the mind, one has to take into
consideration variations that indubitably exist in different societies, differences
in knowledge, and different ways of teaching; in other words, variations used
to achieve quality education. If education is conceived of as imparting knowl-
edge about the world, then schooling should be regarded as only one aspect
of education, since it does not cover all forms of knowledge, whether it yields
formal or informal varieties of education. According to Freire (1993 [1970]),
much of the knowledge that forms the basis for schooling has its origins in
another place and another time: “Knowledge emerges only through invention
and re-invention” (Freire, 1993 [1970], p. 53). Students who catch on to this
form of learning are more likely to succeed in school, even if they might actu-
ally have less knowledge, in the broad sense of the word, compared to those
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who do not attend school. However, education is most often equated with
schooling, which does not take into account the knowledge gained outside
the classroom. Therefore, it is time to think of what is actually out there,
outside the classroom in order to rethink the value of local knowledge.

Evidence from countries around the world demonstrates that the best way
to learn science is through use of the local language. Paraphrasing Wolff
(2006), “Language is not everything in education, but without language,
everything is nothing in education.” Acknowledging this insight means that
local languages are important in order to both convey higher levels of knowl-
edge and function as bridges to languages of wider communication. Having
several languages within one classroom gives us the opportunity to explore
the benefits of bilingualism and multilingualism. As, Ngugi wrote to me in a
personal correspondence (March 26, 2017), “Multilingualism is the oxygen of
culture - and monolingualism, the carbon monoxide of culture.”

Globalization creates great convenience through the links it creates between
production, communication, and technology, primarily through the use of
English. But something is lost in this great cultural leveling. In contrast, STEM
learners gain a better understanding of the concepts they are studying when
they are taught in their local language instead of a foreign language (Brock-
Utne, 2012; Mchombo, 2016). To develop conceptual knowledge, students
need help in linking scientific concepts to their everyday environmental
and cultural experiences to assimilate new and unfamiliar science words and
concepts, and to learn how to use concepts in context (Bravo et al., 2008).

Bigozzi et al. (2002) considered that the main difference between a deep
and lasting learning and a learning that is purely oral and superficial is that
the former approach offers the ability to justify the data learned. Haug (2014)
argues that when Norwegian students were asked to explain how their newly
learned knowledge serves them, none were able to respond since the students
had not developed a capacity for inquiry.

According to Samoff (2007, p. 60) “effective education reform requires
agendas and initiatives with strong local roots.” Local, or as it is more
precisely known, indigenous knowledge, should be included in the curriculum.
Storytelling is a way to safeguard local or indigenous knowledge, which can
then be shared, among other means, through contemporary digital media.
Digital storytelling is one among a number of means allowing for the arts
to be brought into the classroom via written text and images that are
composed for the screen for twenty-first-century students subject to learning
through improved approaches to literacy and language acquisition. Inspired
by DIGICOM, a professional program to train in-service teachers in the use
of digital storytelling, in collaboration with colleagues (Mark Warschauer and
Viet Vu) at the University of California, Irvine while teaching a course on
twenty-first-century literacies), and as part of a twenty-first-century model of
education. We implemented digital storytelling where I added human rights
perspectives into the curriculum in order to develop critical thinking skills with
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letting others expressing themselves as Voltaire said, “I disagree with your
ideas but I will fight for your right to express them” (My own translation: Je
ne suis pas d accord avec vos idees mais je me battrais pour que vous puissiez les
exprimer). Local knowledge and languages are being severely strained through
globalization, which is a shorthand way of describing the spread and connect-
edness of production, communication, and technologies around the world.
Appadurai (1990, p. 17) argues that “The critical point is that both sides of
the coin of global cultural process today are products of the infinitely varied
mutual contest of sameness and difference on a stage characterised by radical
disjunctures between different sorts of global flows and the uncertain land-
scapes created in and through these disjunctures.” Therefore, adding the A
for arts in STEM will bring local contexts and language to those of a global
variety which will lead to cross-cultural critical thinking.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have reviewed the importance of rethinking a curriculum
grounded in local context through a localized language helping to facilitate
the integration of the arts into STEM, thereby adding something of essential
import that makes for more than some air of science’s “method(s)” alone, as
“STEAM.” I have argued that this would improve learning and thus satisfy
our global yearning for Human Rights as dignifying, respected, honored, and
commonplace. Such an approach emphasizes the importance of indigenous
concepts articulated in their natural environment.

Education is more than just schooling; therefore, science cannot be taught
without contextualized inquiry. When STEM content is addressed through a
combination of inquiry and literacy activities, students learn how to activate,
read, write, and talk STEM simultaneously. These literacy activities support
the acquisition of STEM concepts and inquiry skills at once inside and outside
of the classroom. Furthermore, recent studies discussed in this chapter empha-
size the connection between word knowledge and conceptual understanding.
Therefore, the synergy between STEM and literacy rests upon the under-
standing that an active level of word knowledge in STEM (understanding of
words as they are situated within a network of other words and ideas) can be
described as conceptual knowledge.

The frameworks applied for word knowledge and link making are effec-
tive in terms of enhancing conceptual learning actively engaged in making the
links. It appears clear that, in order to enable inquiry, language facilitates the
learning process, just as it supports students in attending to their preparation
for engaging with the world in a greater variety of ways. Such a model, which
represents an opportunity to apply a well-tested inquiry-based science model
to the teaching of science, leads to improved STEM literacy, scientific knowl-
edge, and personal efficacy of applications for students, which brings about
greater professional efficacy for teachers who venture to include it in their
delivery of knowledge as a form of freedom(s).
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This renewed pedagogy would examine the whole inquiry cycle in different
stages, including the pedagogy of digital literacy and how this could be
planned for so as to utilize it in teaching. Collaboration could strengthen the
teaching of STEAM subjects and allow teachers to engage learners in discus-
sions that build upon evidence collected through investigation. This process
makes them more aware of what to seek and research in learners’ responses,
not forgetting how to act upon these very salient elements of any language
in contexts attending to what may better promote conceptual understanding.
This then contributes to human rights in education as it improves teachers’
and learners’ confidence in their skills with respect to STEM; it facilitates their
ability to apply knowledge to projects in their community. Drawing language
and cultural perspectives into educational models makes both teaching and
learning more accessible in classrooms in context(s). I believe that collabora-
tive projects which include the arts’ activities offer an original alternative to
preparing new teachers for becoming professional practitioners. It can help
students to access and understand diversity in dominant and non-dominant
languages.

A model that embraces and builds upon STEM and integrates visual
arts through technology and films—especially considering the connection
between word knowledge and conceptual knowledge through Human Rights
in everyday perceptions of scientific phenomenal—is the way forward for
STEM-STEAM education.
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CHAPTER 17

Ecopedagogy: Critical Environmental
Pedagogies to Disrupt Falsely Touted

Sustainable Development

Greg William Misiaszek

Introduction

This chapter problematizes the need for critical-based environmental peda-
gogies to deepen and widen students’ understandings of the politics of
environmentalism and development grounded in sustainability within the
world (i.e., all humans, human population) as part of Earth (i.e., all of
Nature).1,2 Sustainability emphasized here is globally holistic and plane-
tarily balanced with the rest of Nature. Pedagogical deconstruction of the
politics of environmental violence, especially systematically hidden politics,
is essential to understand the deeper reasons why environmental violence
occurs. Human acts of environmental violence would not occur without bene-
fiting some person(s)/population(s). For example, deep-ocean oil drilling
would be senseless unless there were benefits because it leads to numerous
socio-environmental injustice and planetary unsustainability issues. In this
chapter, I argue the need for, and discuss the grounding tenets of, ecopeda-
gogy for teaching critical literacy to read who benefits from environmentally
violent acts, who suffers from them, and how does the acts affect Nature
both anthropocentrically and planetarily (i.e., human-centric and beyond
humans)—ecopedagogical literacy .
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Ecopedagogical reading problematizes how coinciding and contrasting
framings of ‘development’ result in differing populations benefiting or
suffering, and (un)sustainability globally and planetarily (Misiaszek, 2015,
2020d). Reading ‘sustainability’ critically questions at what level do we sustain
and is the level determined by justice, laws of Nature, and/or oppressive
‘development’ framings? Such questioning leads to asking what would be the
socio-environmental outcome if the lower socio-economic 90%+ of the popu-
lation had the lifestyles of the top 10%? Without question, it would lead to
total environmental devastation. The top 10% can only accomplish such unsus-
tainable ‘lifestyles’ on the backs of the masses. Ecopedagogy is an essential
element of social justice pedagogies because environmentally violent actions
are inherently political and most often benefit the few powerful while nega-
tively affecting the vast powerless masses, aligning with unjust hierarchical
power structures stemming from hegemony.

This chapter does not give enough space to delve into all aspects of ecope-
dagogies, as well as its practices, theories, and methodologies to (un)teach
‘development’ and ‘sustainable development.’ What will be focused upon
key critical-based needs for environmental pedagogies with primary focus
on Freirean-based ecopedagogy. I will first briefly give a brief overview of
ecopedagogy and then discuss some of the key aspects.

Ecopedagogy

Ecopedagogies are critical, transformative environmental pedagogies that
center praxis to end unsustainable environmental violence,3 guided by deep-
ened and widened understandings of our world within Earth. Although plural
in framing, ecopedagogies emerged from Paulo Freire’s popular education
models of Latin America and his direct work on ecopedagogy in his later work
(Gadotti, 2008b; Gutiérrez & Prado, 2008; Misiaszek, 2012; Misiaszek &
Torres, 2019). Due to this chapter’s rather short word-length constraints, I
will not delve deeply into defining Freirean groundings within ecopedagogy,
but rather I will discuss how and why his work and reinventions of his work
are essential for teaching environmentalism and sustainable development.

Below is my definition of ecopedagogy.

Ecopedagogy is essentially literacy education for reading and rereading human
acts of environmental violence with its roots in popular education, as they
are reinventions of the pedagogies of the Brazilian pedagogue and philosopher
Paulo Freire. Ecopedagogies are grounded in critical thinking and transforma-
bility, with the ultimate goal being to construct learning with increased social
and environmental justice. Rooted in critical theories and originating from
popular education models of Latin America, ecopedagogy is centered on better
understanding the connections between human acts of environmental violence
and social violence that cause injustices/oppressions, domination over the rest
of Nature, and planetary unsustainability. [Better understanding is] through the
aspect of deepening and widening understandings from different perspectives,



17 ECOPEDAGOGY: CRITICAL ENVIRONMENTAL PEDAGOGIES … 303

ranging from the Self to local, to national, to global, to the planetary (Misiaszek,
2018). With this widening there is the aspect of environmental well-being—
of not just ourselves and our communities, but of all of human populations
together and Earth overall —which, as explained by Neera M. Singh (2019),
calls for an extension of NIMBY to NIABY worldwide and NOPE that has a
planetary scope. (Misiaszek, 2020c, pp. 16–17)4

Ecopedagogical literacy is for deepening and widening understandings of envi-
ronmental violence to determine necessary transformative action emergent
from critical theorizing (i.e., praxis), rather than environmental pedago-
gies that focus on students gaining environmental knowledges quantitatively
(Misiaszek, 2012, 2015).

Ecopedagogical work is both deepening and widening understandings for praxis
toward balance with the rest of Earth and socio-environmental peace for the
world. Reading the world locally to globally, as part of Earth-as part of the
planetary sphere-is the essence of ecopedagogical work. Ecopedagogical work
should widen our world as part of Earth, with our actions in the name
of ‘development’ problematized within the planetary sphere. Such planetary
perspectives are widened from critical global perspectives in which we act for
socio-environmental justice for all the world-inclusive of all human beings. But
it also includes the need for deepened understandings of locally contextualized
perspectives. (Misiaszek, 2020c)

How (in)(non)formal education sustains, intensifies, or counters world-Earth
unsustainability is essential to continuously (re-)read. Ecopedagogical reading
must happen through socio-historical and local-to-global-to-planetary lenses,
as well as knowledges we have of Earth beyond our world (i.e., facts and
‘laws’ of Nature that are not subjectively mendable by humans). Local-to-
global ecopedagogical reading problematizes how socio-historical oppressions
(e.g., coloniality, racism, patriarchy, neoliberalism, globalization from above,
non-/citizenship othering, heteronormativity) have created, sustained, and
intensified socio-environmental ills and planetary unsustainability. Critical
pedagogies, such as ecopedagogues, have the goal of ending oppressions by
centering the understanding unjust struggles from those who suffer from them
(Gadotti, 1996).

As emphasized here, ecopedagogical literacy is not only for reading to
better understand socio-environmental ills but for transformative praxis to
end them. Ecopedagogues teach through problem-posing societies’ struc-
tures for praxis with deepened and widened reflectivity on possibly actions
for socio-environmental transformation within the anthroposphere. Social
and environmental violence’s inherently inseparability highlights the need for
teaching to disrupt distancing that justifies environmental violence and plane-
tary unsustainability. Distancing (e.g., geographically, time-wise, othering) of
environmental violence’s causes and effects from one’s self and community
is too-often ideologically taught to falsely justify injustices and unsustainable
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development. Teaching for de-distancing innately grounds ecopedagogical
work for unlearning ideological “reasoning” for unsustainable environmental
violence (Misiaszek, 2012, 2020c).

Differing from Other Environmental Pedagogies

Environmental pedagogies (e.g., environmental education [EE], education
for sustainable development [ESD], ecopedagogy) are often publicly viewed
as interchangeable; however, the essence of each and the politics of specific
approaches to them are essential. Environmental teaching is inherently political
with differing processes, goals, and practices, which form contested terrains of
teaching socio-environmental justice, sustainable development, and/or plane-
tary sustainability. EE models have historically been critiqued for overlooking
oppressive social issues caused by environmentally harmful acts (McKeown &
Hopkins, 2003). ESD models emerged largely to focus teaching on how envi-
ronmental issues affect societies to better understand how actions for devel-
opment can minimize the negative environmental outcomes—“‘sustainable’
‘development.’”

The critical deconstruction of politics grounding ecopedagogies does not
only define ecopedagogical research but also is part of ecopedagogical spaces.
In other words, problematizing what is learned from environmental peda-
gogies and pedagogies on the environment5 must be critically deconstructed
to truly understand their ideological foundations. This includes problema-
tizing how do the politics of both pedagogies positively and/or negatively
affect subjectivity within our world with the rest of Nature’s non-subjectivity
(i.e., non-reflectivity due to the lack cognitive abilities of everything outside
of human beings). Environmental pedagogues that teach for environmental
violence apolitically fail to teach why they happen in order to benefit,
frequently, only a few while many other suffer and Nature is destroyed.

The simplification of answering this question and the separating social and
environmental oppressions in learning space are political pedagogical tools
to rationalize injustices and unsustainability. As discussed previously, envi-
ronmental justice is inseparable from social justice, environmental violence
inseparable from social violence, and planetary sustainability is inseparable
from peace; however, many pedagogies often distance these inherent connec-
tions. Shallow teaching through apoliticization and distancing happens in
various ways, including placing environmental devastation into a single disci-
plinary and a single, often dominant, epistemological framing (Misiaszek,
2012). By disrupting environmental pedagogies that impede deconstructing
the politics of unsustainable environmental violence, ecopedagogical reinven-
tions allow for students to determine what is needed to be done to disrupt the
violence itself.
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Planetary Widening

Ecopedagogy might be initially viewed as being anthropocentric by focusing
on politics within our world; however, it is planetary because its widened
perspectives of how our politic affects the rest of Nature affecting ‘us’ (anthro-
pocentrically) and beyond humans’ interests (non-anthropocentrically). It
is humans’ actions for socio-environmental (in)justice that determine
(un)sustainability within the planetary sphere, including the world. Nature has
the essence of being balanced with only humans as reflective entities that chal-
lenge this equilibrium. In short, human actions disrupt and challenge such
balance (i.e., sustainability). Humans are also the source of justice and injus-
tice for the world-Earth, as the rest of Nature cannot offer (in)justice without
being able to be reflective (Warren, 2000)—or as Freire (2000) argued, absent
of histories and cognition to act upon one’s own dream (i.e., utopia and educa-
tion arguments). For example, a wolf attacking a child due to hunger, or a
typhoon destroying a town. Although both are tragic, the wolf and typhoon
do not happen through reflectivity but due to survival and atmospheric air
pressure systems returning to equilibrium.

Ecopedagogical planetarization of teaching problematizes knowledges and
epistemologies that have our world within or outside of Earth as factors in
determining actions for development. This includes too-often conceptualized
goals of modernity the reside outside the concerns for the rest of Nature
that, in turn, leads to ‘development’ framings without possibilities of plane-
tary sustainability (Misiaszek, 2020e). Many critical scholars have argued this
including Ivan Illich (1983) who, in his book Deschooling Society, argued that
contemporary man has increasingly viewed himself outside Nature’s control
as opposed to classical man who sometimes acted against Nature but recog-
nized there would be consequences. A key question is how can environmental
pedagogies counter entrenching ideologies of Illich’s contemporary (wo)man?

Outside the anthropocentric sphere, laws of Nature’s truths are static
with our (i.e., humans’) perspectives as incomplete and politically subjective.
Incompleteness stems from us not knowing all the complexities of Nature
holistically, although we are, or should be, continuously trying to better
understand all of Nature. Ecopedagogical work problematizes the politics of
socio-environmental oppressions from the subjective historically constructed
world upon Earth’s objective laws of Nature. This includes problematizing
how is learning the static laws of Nature disrupted by falsely taught ideologies
that the laws are fluid and mendable within humans’ subjectivity. In addition,
self-reflectivity of the limitations of knowing the rest of Nature is also essen-
tial, with contemporary (wo)man too-often lacking such cognitive processing,
especially with current intensification of post-truthism (a topic discussed more
later).
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d/Development

‘Development’ is too infrequently debated critically within and between
contexts but is touted without critical reflection as rationalizing the need for
socio-environmental actions. Ecopedagogical literacy centers the mapping of
what defines ‘development’ as inherently political, socio-historical, and socio-
environmentally dependent. ‘Sustainability’ is often brought into the argument
to limit such actions; however, it is often overshadowed by economic develop-
ment, especially within neoliberal globalization that normalizes world-Earth
distancing. Examples of neoliberal world-Earth distancing occur whenever
economic profit is overly valued above considering, if at all, the environmental
devastation caused by the profiteering that only benefits specific population(s).
A more specific example would be Northern mining operations within the
Global South which do not care about the environmental effects upon the
local populations but profit for the (trans-international) corporation with
only a fraction of economic benefits received by the local mining popula-
tion(s). In this example, Development distances environmental effects in all
decision-making and thus ‘world-Earth distancing is occurring.’ Together,
understanding ‘sustainable development’ is crucial to guiding action but only
when it is taught and read critically, within a biocentric framing which is
locally-to-globally-to-planetarily contextualized.

As ecopedagogical learning spaces are Freirean, teacher(s) and students
democratically learn and teach together to understand ESD’s contested terrain
of empowering and oppressive outcomes. There are various tenets of Freirean-
based dialogue within these spaces. Ecopedagogical spaces are also inevitably
full of conflict, with coinciding and contrasting thoughts of ‘good’ or ‘bad’
development, must be safe so students can have Freirean, authentic dialogue
without feeling threatened. Coinciding with Freirean pedagogy, dialogue
within ecopedagogical spaces counter ideologies that are viewed as ahistorical,
apolitical, and epistemologically singular. It is essential to note that Freirean
dialogue in learning spaces called for the end of teachers’ authoritarianism but
not their authority, an important distinction, in which the former grounds
banking education but not the latter (Freire, 1997, 2000).

Ecopedagogical tools problematize the politics of environmental violence
that causes social oppressions within the world and Earth’s unsustainability.
This includes ecopedagogical reading of the politics of ‘development’ and ‘sus-
tainable development’, as well as actions emergent from them. The crucial
question of teaching for “progress” is how the goal(s) are defined that are
inherently better than the current situation(s) to teach toward. Ecopedagog-
ical reading of the connections between human populations and the rest of
the planet, to determine the connections between ‘development,’ ‘livelihood,’,
and overall well-being to counter environmental violence that is inseparable to
social violence/injustice (and vice versa) (Gadotti, 2008a, 2008b; Gadotti &
Torres, 2009; Kahn, 2010; Misiaszek, 2011, 2018, 2020c, 2020d). In how we
teach the concepts and possible actions toward “development” (or progress),
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teachers must problematize what (un)sustainable, (anti-environmental), and
socio-environmental (un)just action are we ideologically promoting.

Disrupting development singularly framed and measured by hierarchical
upward positioning compared to others and increased accumulation is a key
goal ecopedagogy (Misiaszek, 2018, 2020d). Although such logic can be very
much problematized, it is problematizing the defining masters by their slaves
(a la Hegel), or by the numbers of people “beneath” them (false ‘success,’
a la Freire [2000]), in which liberation emerges from the “slaves” recog-
nizing their own bottom-up power. Banking education, including shallow
environmental pedagogies, systematically suppresses such power. This includes
teaching toward oppression by ideologically framing labor and natural resource
usage for Development to benefit the “masters” rather than development for
themselves, humans overall, and planetary sustainability. The passage below
briefly define d/Development differences:

…lowercased development and uppercased Development indicate, respectively,
empowering versus oppressive, holistic versus hegemonic, just versus unjust,
sustainable versus unsustainable, and many other opposing framings of who is
included within “development” and framings of d/Development goals. There
are no absolute origins or framings differentiating d/Development, but rather
the essence and outcomes of their framings. (Misiaszek, 2020c)

Pinpointing, understanding, and then countering environmental violence for
Development masked as development perverting education as the masking
tool is a goal of ecopedagogical literacy (Misiaszek, 2018, 2020c, 2020d).
Teaching to disrupt Development as development is an ecopedagogical foun-
dation, as well as disrupting sustainability ideologies, models, and baselines
that lead to Development rather than development.

Globalizations: Decoloniality or Neocoloniality

To teach deepened understandings of sustainable development and global-
ization, ecopedagogues must problem-pose how, as a global society, do we
determine what to sustain and at what level of sustainability? In short, what
are the baselines of ‘sustainability’ that is locally-to-globally-to-planetarily
development and sustainable—a balance of being locally contextual, glob-
ally holistic, and planetarily aligned with the laws of Nature? Currently,
are baselines determined through local and/or global lenses, as well as are
they determined anthropocentrically or planetarity? I argue that making this
determination through global lenses creates a deficit-framed determination
of sustainability because global demands on local societies are almost always
impossible and they structurally “export” socio-environmental ills (from the
‘globalizers’ to the ‘globalized’), thus creating distanced local societies unsus-
tainable (Misiaszek, 2020d). Reproductive environmental pedagogies instilled
upon the globalized are essential for sustaining/intensifying globalizers’



308 G. W. MISIASZEK

hegemony because such teaching avoids problematizing socio-environmental
harmful effects from Development. These are effects from globalization from
above; however, ‘globalization’ is best conceptualized as plural.

I utilize the plural term of globalizations, as Carlos Alberto Torres
(2009) has framed, to indicate that processes of globalizations can be either
empowering or disempowering (e.g., globalizer/globalized, from below/from
above) and thus demand rigorous, contextual analysis to better understand
who/what6 are negatively or positively affected. Reading how the contested
terrain of globalizations affects local societies both currently and historically
is essential to better understand the multilayered dynamics of unsustainable
environmental violence.

There are various reasons for needing the analysis of processes of global-
ization (mis)guiding sustainable d/Development and (anti-)environmentalism.
One of the most obvious reasons is that environmental ills do not respect geo-
political borders, especially the term’s “-political” part. Countering the myth
that globalization and education research is through only macro-lenses, micro
analysis through local lenses on how globalizations’ affects local communities
is central. Distancing socio-environmental effects upon far away local popu-
lations is aligned with Giddens (1990) famous defining of globalization in
which he centers global “link[ing]” effects upon “distant localities… many
miles away and vice versa.”7 The need to understand the commonalities and
differences between what diverse populations view as socio-environmental
development is essential with the recognition that environmental issues are
almost always never contained locally and are often globally far-reaching in
their effect.

As discussed previously, histography is an essential part of ecopedagogical
work and disrupting coloniality for decolonial praxis cannot be absent from
this work. What is necessary in analyzing globalization within a “postcolonial”
world is how its processes can counter colonial-structured education oppres-
sions rather than often sustaining such oppressions arising from neocoloniality
(Abdi, 2008). Ecopedagogy inherently counters globalizations from above,
which can be fittingly termed as neocoloniality, through acts of unsustainable
environmental violence.

There are innumerable socio-historical aspects of oppressions from
colonializations and globalizations that can be characterized as neocolonial
with Development ideologies purposely taught as development. Teaching to
better determine the oppressive and empowering framings of development
is largely through analyzing histories of defining d/Development, as well as
false ideological teaching to veil development for oppressive Development to
continue without protest. In short ([EPAT 2020—PT], neocolonial global
governance purposely discourages possibilities of localized democratic partici-
pation [Dale, 2005]).

Although impossible to fully know, understanding histories of colonialism
that had led to socio-environmental injustices for the (neo)colonialized and
planetary unsustainability are unceasing ecopedagogical goals. Key to this goal



17 ECOPEDAGOGY: CRITICAL ENVIRONMENTAL PEDAGOGIES … 309

is dismissing the myth that the world has been wiped clean from coloniali-
ty’s thick residue (Grosfoguel, 2008). Without decoloniality, environmental
pedagogies become/remain tools to sustain (neo)coloniality and coinciding
Development (Misiaszek, 2020c, 2020d).

Epistemological (Re)reading and (Un)learning

Ecopedagogues utilize the work of post-/de-colonial scholars such as de
Sousa Santos (2007, 2016, 2018) and Raewyn Connell (2007, 2013) on
epistemologies of the South that inherently counter pedagogies and associ-
ated research based on epistemologies of the North. Ecopedagogical literacy
includes reading what epistemologies are socio-environmental “knowledges”
being taught through, including the socio-historical grounding of the ways
of knowing as Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2018) differentiates between
those of the South and North (Misiaszek, 2019). Processes of legitimizing
knowledges and ways of knowing Earth, paralleling globalizations’ contested
terrain, can be inside, outside and/or between epistemologies of the South
and those of the North. The innate hegemonic dominance of epistemologies
of the North negates epistemological diversity, which de Sousa Santos (2018)
termed epistemicide, thus countering diverse epistemological teaching, reading,
and praxis (a.k.a., ecologies of knowledges). Reworded in my own terminology
in this chapter, ecopedagogical work needs to de-distance (or legitimize)
epistemologies of the South to counter epistemologies of the North.

Ecopedagogical deconstruction of the politics of epistemological
(de)legitimization is essential to understand how specific knowing leads
toward socio-environmental injustices and unsustainability due, in part,
to how anthropocentricism, world-Earth distancing, and Development are
shaped and reinforced. These influences are not absent in academic scholar-
ship as disciplinary foundations must be epistemologically problematized for
what de Sousa Santos (2018) argued as disciplinary absences for needed disci-
plinary emergences to materialize in transformational and often radical ways.
This chapter does not provide the space to elaborate upon the complexities
between epistemologies of the South/North; but below de Sousa Santos
(2018) described epistemologies of the North—grounded in coloniality,
patriarchy, and capitalism—from epistemological perspectives of the South:

From the standpoint of the epistemologies of the South, the epistemologies
of the North have contributed crucially to converting the scientific knowledge
developed in the global North into the hegemonic way of representing the
world as one’s own and of transforming it according to one’s own needs and
aspirations. In this way, scientific knowledge, combined with superior economic
and military power, granted the global North the imperial domination of the
world in the modern era up to our very days. (2018, p. 6)
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De Sousa Santos (2018) argues that epistemologies of the South exist to
counter epistemologies of the North to sustain/intensify coloniality, patri-
archy, and capitalism. Such epistemological analysis coincides with Edward
Said’s (1979) Orientalism, and arguments from decoloniality scholars such as
Albert Memmi and Franz Fanon.

De Sousa Santos directly argued that epistemological hegemony, leading
to epistemicide, cannot lead to environmentalism or sustainability in the
following quote:

Nature, turned by the epistemologies of the North into an infinitely available
resource, has no inner logic but that of being exploited to its exhaustion. For
the first time in human history, capitalism is on the verge of touching the limits
of nature. (Santos, 2016, p. 19)

Traditional sociological goals are to deepen and widen our understandings
of the anthroposphere. However, ecopedagogical work bends and stretches
the sociology beyond anthropocentricism that, in turn, challenges its founda-
tion(s) (such as capitalism above) which cannot be done within the absences
from epistemologies of the North. Because humans are part of Earth, true
sustainability cannot singularly lie within our own understandings from inter-
actions both with one another as social beings and us with the rest of Nature,
but also outside of our world and cognitive reflectivity. It is important to note
ecopedagogical literacy must be through ecologies of knowledges for deep-
ened and widened self-reflectivity, because reading must not only strengthen
previously held epistemological foundations but also challenge them. And,
sometimes needing to unlearn them. With global dominance, this means
that reflectivity is most frequently bounded by epistemologies of the North
that, as argued previously, cannot lead to environmental justice or sustain-
able development due to the entrenchment of coloniality, patriarchy, and
capitalism.

Economics: Justice and Sustainability,

Versus Neoliberalism

Ecopedagogical work must deconstruct local-to-global economics to deter-
mine praxis for economics saturated with goals for socio-environmental justice,
development, and Earth’s well-being beyond anthropocentricism. Economics
also form a contested terrain of models; however, ecopedagogues are inher-
ently the nemeses to neoliberal economics—capitalism on steroids. Roger Dale
(2018) argued that “[a]t base, the ‘global’ does not represent the universal
human interest, but the interests of capitalism; it represents particular local
and parochial interests which have been globalized through the scope of its
reach” (p. 68). Streeck et al. (2016) exemplify this by arguing that the West
has:
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de-coupl[ed] the fate of the rich from that of the poor; the plunder[ed] of the
public economy, which had once been both an indispensable counterweight and
a supportive infrastructure to capitalism, through fiscal consolidation and the
privatization of public services (Bowman, 2014); systemic de-moralization; and
international anarchy. (p. 167)

Neoliberalism only centers the Self’s private sphere to, in turn, devalue all of
the public spheres, including the vastest sphere of Earth holistically (Postma,
2006).

For example, neoliberal-grounded environmental pedagogies (an
oxymoron) solely problematize socio-environmental ills upon economics
to sustain and intensify hegemony without concerns that ground ecopeda-
gogies. It is important to note that teachers are often uncritically unaware
of neoliberal ideologies being instilled by them, coinciding with arguments
of deeply engrained epistemologies of the North to be taken as apolitical
and without alternatives. Neoliberalism continues to exist by having environ-
mental teaching that blocks critical questioning its ideology, hiding who really
benefits, suppresses knowledge on the vastness of suffering, and instilling that
there are no alternatives to neoliberalism or neoliberal-framed Development.
Neoliberalism innately distances ‘us’ from one another and from the rest of
Nature (i.e., world-Earth distancing). Ecopedagogues teach to problematize
and critically reading what is “development” and “livelihood” including and
beyond the realm of economics, to better understand the environmental
burden that those who “have” place upon the “have-nots.” and upon the rest
of Nature. Teaching through rigorous theorizing of otherness and oppressions
emergent from ‘development’ ideologies is essential to disrupt normalized
neoliberal-grounded livelihood and Development.

Ecopedagogical lessons for development must include the discussions
within and between private and public spheres, as well as a continuum of citi-
zenship spheres from local to planetary. This includes juxtaposition problem-
posing of livelihood as dis/commented with framings of d/Development.
Neoliberalism’s infatuation of the private sphere, the public sphere, tradition-
ally defined as the relationship between citizens and the State, negatively,
as a non-private sphere, devalues both in priority and in action (Capella,
2000; Postma, 2006). Livelihood framings construct our developments’ goals,
with specific focus on neoliberalism, through our roles and responsibilities as
citizens (from local-to-planetary spheres) within private and public spheres.
Citizenships is the topic of the next section.

Citizenships: Local-to-Planetary

Histories of citizenship have created solidarity with populations, but too
commonly it’s through othering of “non-citizens” initializing and contin-
uing public education ideological training aligning non-/citizens with socio-
historical oppressions. Ecopedagogical work problematizes how can constructs
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of citizenship both deepen our understandings and solidarity for one another
beyond the traditional framings of citizenship and for the rest of Nature.

I (2012, 2015, 2018) have argued that citizenships’ plurality is essential,
indicating local-to-global-and-planetary citizenship spheres.

The inclusion of citizenship is not singular; it could be framed as inclusive of
different degrees of civil connectedness between planetary, global, and nation-
state citizenships. Such incorporations are necessary for social-environmental
well-being to exist. (Gutiérrez & Prado, 1989; Misiaszek, 2015, p. 281)

Solidarity is a core aspect of citizenship, and looking at the concept of liveli-
hood through various spheres leads to an expanded view of progress and what
should be sustained through multiple levels, from local to planetary. Moacir
Gadotti defined planetary citizenship as “an expression that was adopted to
express a group of principles, values, attitudes and habits that reveal a new
perception of Earth as a single community” (2008a, p. 8). Planetary citi-
zenship highlights the need for ecologies of knowledges, as epistemologies
of the North objectify and commodify Nature for profit within systems of
capitalism. Education for Development is development for only, at the very
most, those considered as ‘fellow citizens’ without concern of deemed non-
citizens’ de-development or, even less, the devastation of nature (purposely
lower-cased).

Planetary citizenship helps us to acknowledge that focusing on justice and
peace only within the anthroposphere is problematic, thus objectifying the rest
of Nature and separating ‘us’ as the sole determining factor. This previous
sentence is actually impossible due to social-environmental inseparably as
argues throughout this chapter, as peace within the anthroposphere is impos-
sible without planetary peace/sustainability. For such planetary solidarity, we
must teach through epistemologies, disciplines, perspectives, and fields that
are often ignored, as well as ecopedagogically reading why such ignorance is
systematically constructed. Examples of largely dismissed ‘items’ within many
environmental pedagogies include the following important aspects within
ecopedagogies: the ‘residue’ of the philosophies, ecolinguistical analysis on
how we utter all that is non-human (e.g., ‘who’/‘what’, ‘Earth’/‘the earth’),
epistemologies of the South that counter the objectification of Nature, and an
overly humanizing characterization of Nature (e.g., conserving only estheti-
cally pleasing animals and environments rather than see the values of diverse
ecosystems).

Post-Truthism

The increased rise of post-truthism within environmental public pedagogy
is one of ecopedagogues’ greatest threats needing to be countered. Post-
truthism centers false ‘truths’ solely emergent from specific ideologies not
grounded in truth-seeking, without listening to authentic others’ truths,
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perspectives, and realities, or within the known laws of Nature. Critically
reading how post-truthism constructs socio-environmental knowledges and
associated framings of development that deceptively touts opinioned-falsities
as truths, is increasingly essential as post-truthism seems to be spreading at
expediential rates. This leads to the following key concern: how can crit-
ical, authentic dialogue occur in the post-truth era? Post-truthism obliterates
any baseline of agreed upon facts for dialogue to exist, critical or otherwise.
Ecopedagogical spaces that center critical, authentic dialogue is the enemy of
post-truthism.

Post-truth falsifies Development as benefiting the masses and planetary
sustainability as unimportant at best and absolute denial at worse, too-often
saturated with conspiracy theories. From epistemological hubris of the North,
post-truthism has intensified with false lessons that opinions from our subjec-
tive world will alter the laws of Nature which have outcomes absent of any
subjectivity (Misiaszek, 2020a). Ideological opinions replace facts in post-
truthism to reject ‘truths’ that counters self-determined benefits within a
specific ideology(ies) that oppose plural, multicultural understandings, and
ignore or manipulate all other epistemologies that are self-contradictive.
Within the realm of environmentalism, post-truthism often goes a step(s)
further by blaming diversity and environmentally sound actions as causes of
‘our’ oppressions, rather than the actual culprit—unsustainable environmental
violence.

Post-truth epistemologies strengthen ideological opinions rather than
authentic pursuits for truths. Thus, epistemological framings emergent from
post-truthism pervert world-Earth (mis)understandings confined to closed,
ideologically singular ones. Post-truthism increasingly twists our understand-
ings of nature to one’s ideological opinions to, quite literally, breaking them
(i.e., outside of Apple’s [2004] defined basic rules as opposed to selectable
preference rules). In addition, persons (un)consciously utilizing post-truthism
either ignore incompleteness of knowledges as they discuss their opinions as
truths or call upon incompleteness to ignore scientific truths that oppose their
opinions.

Ecopedagogical work is essential to countering post-truth populism that
falsely reconstructs truths and truth-seeking to coincide with Development.
Such reconstructions are systematic, most frequently unknown by the those
believing but systematically constructed for ideological coherence through
instilling ignorance. Teaching to read the politics of such systematic ideological
perversion that manipulates socio-environmental truths is an ecopedagogical
goal; post-truthism is a sounding alarm of needing ecopedagogy with truths
being entirely disregarded for ignorant, blinded devotion that will only lead
to total environmental devastation.
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Conclusion

Several scholars have argued that the Second World War marked two defining
moments that emphasized the need of critical pedagogy to counter the blind
following of authoritarianism that led to Nazism and the horrific Holocaust,
and the first time the human race could blow the world entirely up with the
invention of the atomic bomb (Pongratz, 2005). Scholars have also discussed
this time in history as screaming the need for a Kuhnian paradigm shift toward
peace education (Harris & Morrison, 2003). Although differing in contexts,
untethered environmental violence is unquestionably leading us toward a
bleak, fatalistic future in which the recognition of needing radical change and
critical education for it may take place beyond the tipping point. Hopefully
not. I (Misiaszek, 2020b, 2020f) have written that COVID-19 has provided
us lessons on the devastative results when the rest of Nature is ignored due
to politics of being ‘inconvenient’ to current social systems, especially guided
by neoliberalism (e.g., shutdowns disrupt capitalism, health systems guided
by humanistic concerns and medical knowledges rather than the market, soli-
darity of wearing masks to protect the most vulnerable prioritized rather than
mask-wearing as an individualistic choice linked to ‘freedom’); however, if
these lessons are widely learned remains largely to be seen. My arguments of
needing Freirean-based ecopedagogy here in this chapter can be critiqued but
needing environmental pedagogies for transformative action is an indisputable
certainty.

Notes

1. “Education” and “pedagogy(ies)” include schooling (i.e., formal education), but
also non-formal and informal (i.e., public pedagogies) education.

2. The article “the” will not be used with “Earth” to not linguistically objectify
Earth and will be upper-case. Coinciding with “Earth,” Nature will be upper-
cased.

3. “Sustainable” here is important because there are continuums of environmental
violence (e.g., from turning on a computer to mountain top removal [MTR] for
mining).

4. NIMBY: Not In My Backyard; NIABY: Not In Anybody’s Backyard.
5. My own work on environmental pedagogies separates them that have goals of

“being environmental” and pedagogies on the environment that teaches on the
environment, but the goals can be either environmental or not (education, in
both models, must include and be well beyond schooling, with in/non/formal
pedagogies).

6. The terms “who/what” is given to signify a biocentric framing of contextual-
izing globalization which does not only include human but also all other life
beings and the non-organic natural world (e.g., landscapes, seascapes).

7. Globalization as “the intensification of worldwide social relations which link
distant localities in such a way that local happenings are shaped by events
occurring many miles away and vice versa” (Giddens, 1990, p. 64).
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CHAPTER 18

Postdigital Critical Pedagogy

Petar Jandrić and Sarah Hayes

Introduction: Living

in the World of Combined Crises

2020 was a year to remember—and, for most of us, a year we would also
like to forget. But forgetting is not an option; the world will never return
to its pre-pandemic condition. As the Covid-19 crisis has shaken the funda-
mentals of our societies and global order, the world has experienced a crisis
comparable to wars, earthquakes, and other large-scale natural and human-
made disasters. Some of us, including co-authors of this chapter Petar and
Sarah, have experienced a combination of several immediate crises. Living in
Zagreb, Croatia, Petar experienced a strong earthquake in the middle of the
first wave of lockdowns. In a recent article, Jandrić analyzed some implications
of such combined crises.

In the midst of unprecedented lockdown measures, Zagreb was hit by the
strongest earthquake in 140 years—and its citizens were equally unprepared
for both. To add insult to injury, recommended responses to these disasters are
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P. Jandrić · S. Hayes
University of Wolverhampton, Wolverhampton, UK
e-mail: sarah.hayes@wlv.ac.uk

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature
Switzerland AG 2022
A. A. Abdi and G. W. Misiaszek (eds.), The Palgrave Handbook on Critical
Theories of Education, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-86343-2_18

321

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-86343-2_18&domain=pdf
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6464-4142
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8633-0155
mailto:pjandric@tvz.hr
mailto:sarah.hayes@wlv.ac.uk
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-86343-2_18


322 P. JANDRIĆ AND S. HAYES

directly opposed—the virus is avoided by staying at home, while (the conse-
quences of) the earthquake are avoided by going out. Faced with the invisible
threat of the virus and the visible threat of being buried alive, no-one has
returned to their flats. (Jandrić, 2020, p. 34)

Such situations reveal the contradictions arising through the ‘lived experi-
ences’ of a pandemic. What is advised in government policy discourse, or
reported through varying accounts across the global media, is also ‘lived’ in
an individual ‘postdigital positionality’ (Hayes, 2021). Each of us meets the
pandemic personally and environmentally, via a complex intersectionality of
our biological, social, and technological circumstances. Living in the United
Kingdom, Sarah Hayes did not have to navigate the devastation and trauma
of an earthquake. She does though live close to the River Severn which floods
dangerously and persistently, this time during lockdown, and requiring many
to evacuate their homes. In a collection of testimonies Jandrić and Hayes
edited in Spring 2020, she described her ongoing, complex family caring
responsibilities that require emergency travel at short notice, levels of personal
care she has no training for, and decisions that may conflict with the broader
guidance on staying at home:

We have since all been residing, working, supervising, researching, studying and
caring for vulnerable and elderly family members… in these oddest of circum-
stances. Life has never felt more postdigital, when I haven’t visited campus since
February and even a family funeral was held via a webcast. Yet simultaneously,
we have family members who cannot use the Internet and are more isolated
than ever, including a father with dementia and a sister who has been mentally
unwell since her teens. I think of them, as I leave my computer windows for a
moment, to open physical windows, and I hear the sound of applause for carers.
I reflect on a testimony I have just read, that caused me to wonder, in this time
of crisis: does the digital network now support the social, or does the social now
support the digital? (Jandrić, Hayes, et al., 2020, p. 1217)

Either way, this is a question that critical pedagogy can both input into and
draw new energy from. While it is fair to say that 2020 was a year of unprece-
dented crises and combinations thereof, it is also fair to say that these crises are
far from new. Pandemics and earthquakes are regular historical events. Most of
us are not used to them merely because the timespan between pandemics and
differences are longer than a human lifetime so we have not personally expe-
rienced them before. But some pockets of the world have experienced very
similar crises, such as the measles epidemic in Congo and Samoa, very recently.
Also, many parts of the world, such as California and Japan, suffer from perma-
nent earthquakes and other parts of the world regularly experience wildfires
and floods. There are considerable challenges too, in gaining consensus about
what constitutes ‘building back better’ (Matthewman & Goode, 2020, p. 92).
Furthermore, pandemics and earthquakes are not the only crises we experi-
ence. Mere months before the pandemic, Greta Thunberg poignantly made
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the point that the whole world is in a much deeper environmental crisis, which
is also much more consequential for the long-term survival of humankind
(Jandrić, Jaldemark, et al., 2020). Living at the intersections of all these (and
more) crises, therefore, we need to ask: What is different this time? And what
is the role of critical pedagogy in these developments?

We now live in the age of the Anthropocene, where human actions have
significant impact on the planet as a whole. Globalization turns local epidemics
into global pandemics. Climate change does not stop at the borders of ‘respon-
sible’ countries. While the economically rich obviously have more means for
alleviating consequences of pandemics and global warming than poor coun-
tries, they may also be much more responsible for their arrival—and arguably
should therefore be much more responsible for their prevention. Of course,
that does not happen easily. We are all used to garbage being taken out of
our sight and colonial powers are used to having their dirty industry in Third
World countries. This paradigm, which served the rich so well for centuries,
has finally arrived at an end. The role of critical pedagogy in confronting this
task is manifold, yet in this chapter we will focus on the recent and radically
developing field of biodigital studies of education.

Critical Pedagogy in the Postdigital Condition

Critical pedagogy arose from the works of Paulo Freire, Ivan Illich, and others,
in the mid-twentieth century. Freire wrote Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1972)
in the late 1960s. This was the world of wired phones and one-way television
and radio. Freire’s words were written on a typewriter; proofs went through
snail mail. Computers were used in isolated army and university labs. Oil was
cheap and cars were much fewer than today. The world’s population was 3.683
billion (compared to today’s 7.840 billion). It is hardly a surprise, therefore,
that Freire seriously took up the question of the environment only at the very
end of his life. Rumor has it that his last book, which was never completed
because of his sudden death, was about ecopedagogies (Misiaszek & Torres,
2019). Like Prometheus, Freire fought both lovingly and mercilessly against
the evils of his day—poverty, inequality, racism.

Freire’s Epimethean brother Ivan Illich, the ‘bad boy’ of the critical peda-
gogy movement, felt the same problems as Freire. But Illich also had an
incredible foresight for times to come. He predicted the advent of the
Internet, he seriously understood the natural limits to the capitalist paradigm
of constant growth, and he developed a sophisticated, if weird, relationship to
science (and especially medicine). However forward-looking, Illich was not a
technical man. As a Catholic priest, and a deep (although never open) anar-
chist, Illich was just too advanced for his times. At worst, he was ridiculed and
laughed at; at best, he was seen as a utopian thinker.

Freire and Illich had been the two main influences on the twentieth-
century critical pedagogy (for more about their relationship to technology, see
Jandrić & Ford, 2020). As people like Henry Giroux, Peter McLaren, Shirley
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Steinberg, Ira Shor, Donaldo Macedo, and others, have taken their message
first to North America and then to the rest of the world, critical pedagogy
has worked well. A major practical departure from Freire and Illich happened
with the popularity of postmodernism and identity politics in the 1980s, but
this was soon addressed by Peter McLaren’s ‘return to Marxism’ (McLaren &
Jandrić, 2020). Another major development from Freire and Illich happened
with Elizabeth Ellsworth’s poignant feminist critique in ‘Why does it not feel
empowering?’ (1989). Perhaps the most striking critique of critical pedagogy,
at least in our generation, seems to be caused by the typical leftist tendency
of the movement’s fragmentation. As critical pedagogy has slowly entered the
mainstream, many could not resist the siren call of jobs, positions, and privi-
leges. Some of the first-generation critical pedagogues have created developed
cults of their own personality, their ‘schools’ and ‘disciples’—in total contrast
to the ethos of critical pedagogy, you can be either with them or against
them. Yet all communities have similar problems, and the critical pedagogy
movement has not collapsed from its own shortcomings. As technology has
progressed, and the world with it, the critical pedagogy movement has simply
become less and less relevant.

We now live in a postdigital age, where human destinies cannot be thought
of without technologies. In a way, this was always the case—homo sapiens has
survived because of technologies such as fire, clothing, and agriculture. But
in our world, technologies permeate all aspects of our being. ‘The postdig-
ital is hard to define; messy; unpredictable; digital and analog; technological
and non-technological; biological and informational. The postdigital is both a
rupture in our existing theories and their continuation’ (Jandrić et al., 2018,
p. 895).

In the early twenty-first century, postdigital (educational) research has
strongly refocused to technologies—but critical pedagogy has barely budged.
Admittedly, there were some movements such as Networked Learning which
actively implemented principles of critical pedagogy in their work (Networked
Learning Editorial Collective, 2021; Networked Learning Editorial Collective
et al., 2021). However, the majority of mainstream research, found under
various names such as e-learning, digital learning, and Technology Enhanced
Learning, was strongly focused on an efficiency of instruction at the expense
of emancipation and social justice. This is evidenced in patterns of rational,
deterministic, and repetitive policy discourse over more than two decades
(Hayes, 2015, 2019; Hayes & Bartholomew, 2015; Hayes & Jandrić, 2014).
Twenty years later, the marriage of digital technology and education has
produced a huge body of research and has become more mainstreamed than
critical pedagogy at its heyday. While some of us have actively worked on
connections between critical pedagogy and technology, we have been seriously
outnumbered: tech people did not care about critical pedagogy, and critical
pedagogy did not care about tech. This ship has sailed—critical pedagogy has
missed its historical opportunity to make a deep impact on digital learning.
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But the wheel of development never stops, and each turn presents a new
opportunity. These days, relationships between technology and education are
rapidly moving from endless discussions about the mutual impacts of online
and offline spaces, ‘physical and virtual’ realities, and so on. In our postdigital
condition, they have become widely understood as equal and different. In
the meantime, natural sciences have moved from physics to biology; burning
questions of today are about mutual interaction between information systems
and biological systems. While educational theory and practice still grapples
with important questions of digital learning, especially with the recent Covid-
19 global turn to online education (see Jandrić, Hayes, et al., 2020), our focus
in this chapter is on the biodigital-postdigital configuration.

The Biodigital Challenge of Critical Pedagogy

During the past 30 or so years, the ecopedagogy movement has done tremen-
dously important work with regard to the environmental challenge of critical
pedagogy.1 Understood as ‘reinventions of Paulo Freire’s work and the
topic of an unfinished book due to his untimely death,’ these efforts have
centered ‘environmental teaching on critically understanding the connections
between social and environmental violence’ (Misiaszek, 2020a, p. 748). This
brought about Richard Kahn’s unofficial (but highly influential) program of
contemporary ecopedagogy movement aiming to:

1. provide openings for the radicalization and proliferation of ecoliteracy
programs both within schools and society;

2. create liberatory opportunities for building alliances of praxis between
scholars and the public (especially activists) on ecopedagogical interests;
and

3. foment critical dialogue and self-reflective solidarity across the multitude
of groups that make up the educational left during an extraordinary time
of extremely dangerous planetary crisis (Kahn, 2010, pp. 27–28).

So far so good—the importance of these goals, and their elusiveness as moving
targets, justifies all efforts and we can only regret that the ecopedagogy
movement has not attracted wider attention.

But then, as the Covid-19 pandemic, Great Thunberg’s efforts, and recent
educational research clearly point out, educational programs, various alliances,
dialogue, and solidarity are now rapidly changing through biodigital aspects
of the postdigital condition. Michael Peters, Petar Jandrić, Sarah Hayes, and
Derek Ford have recently written several papers and started several edited
projects2 which explore the biodigital-postdigital configuration in relation to
critical pedagogy (Jandrić & Ford, 2020), biodigital philosophy and new post-
digital knowledge ecologies (Peters et al., 2021a), biodigital technologies and
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the bioeconomy (Peters et al., 2021b), emerging biodigital-postdigital config-
urations (Peters et al., 2021c), and their reflections to academic publishing
(Peters et al., 2021d).

We are not the only ones in these efforts. During the past few years,
Ben Williamson has written several important articles which advance the
concept of ‘precision education,’ which ‘is an emerging combination of
psychological, neuroscientific and genetic expertise, with a particular emphasis
on using advanced computational technologies to produce “intimate data”
about students’ bodies and biological associations with learning’ (Williamson,
2019a). Martyn Pickersgill (2020), Johnson et al. (2020), and others, are
studying relationships between heritable changes in gene expression, or epige-
netics, and education. Jessica Pykett (2015), and again Ben Williamson
(2019b), are investigating neurotechnology, neuroeducation, and brain-based
teaching models. These considerations are now entering funding schemes,
so aforementioned researchers have just started a project ‘The rise of data-
intensive biology in education’ funded by the Leverhulme Trust (Williamson,
2020). These considerations are now also raised in policy documents by coun-
tries and organizations such as UNESCO (for a detailed overview, see Peters
et al., 2021b).

These rapidly developing research and policy efforts reach way beyond
ecopedagogy’s traditional focus to ecoliteracy programs, alliances of praxis,
and critical dialogues (Kahn, 2010). Yet they also intersect, and in a dialec-
tical manner. Applications of neurotechnology cannot be thought of without
critical dialogues between everyone who may be affected by them. Dialogues
need to be informed, so we all need to educate ourselves about these develop-
ments. And policy, politics, and (educational) praxis require development of
strong alliances; to make an impact, individual voices need to come together.
This is where new biodigital studies of education urgently need critical peda-
gogy; and this is where critical pedagogy, in order to keep up with the times,
urgently needs biodigital studies of education.

Postdigital Convergences

It is easy to claim that the two fields need to come together in articulation.
It is much more difficult to justify why they need to come together, address
resistance to coming together, and point toward ways in which this coming
together could be productive. In this section we will support our claim for
the new marriage between critical pedagogy and biodigital studies of educa-
tion in two ways. First, we will look at philosophy and applications of recent
techno-scientific convergences. Second, we will explore ways in which these
convergences play out in various crises identified in the Introduction.
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Toward a Meta-Convergence

Since the 2000s, reports about various convergences have started to pop up
in academic literature. In their book, Managing Nano-Bio-Info-Cogno Innova-
tions: Converging Technologies in Society, Bainbridge and Sims (2006) claimed
that ‘[t]remendous human progress is becoming possible through the devel-
opment of converging technologies stimulated by advances in four core fields:
Nanotechnology, Biotechnology, Information technology, and new technolo-
gies based in Cognitive science (NBIC).’ Here, we can see the emergence of
a new transdisciplinary ‘nano-bio-info-cogno’ paradigm which encompasses
traditional disciplines in the natural sciences such as biology, chemistry, and
physics.

This convergence between disciplines is only one part of the story. Prac-
tically, and also epistemically, they are enabled by an (older) emergence of
techno-science, techno-politics, and even techno-nationalism, which has been
explored by philosophers such as Michael Peters (1989), Bernard Stiegler
(2019), and many others. Two aspects of techno-science are especially relevant
for our discussion (Peters et al., 2021a). First, today’s experimental science is
enabled by technics. When we study elementary particles in a physics acceler-
ator such as the Large Hadron Collider at CERN, we do not see the actual
particles—our eyes see marks on our screens, and their numerical representa-
tions, made by the computer. When we map the human genome, we do not
really see the DNA spiral—again, our eyes also see only various computer-
made representations. In this way, technology gains a lot of its own agency
in laboratory research, because a different representation may take us to
different conclusions. Since the late twentieth century, this brings about vivid
discussions about the changing agency of human and non-human researchers,
usually represented as a kind of symmetry (Fuller & Jandrić, 2019; Jones,
2018); philosophically, it results in a ‘posthumanist shift from using computers
to collaborating with computers’ (Peters et al., 2021a).

Second, techno-science also allows a lot more agency to researchers. Tradi-
tional science was about discovering nature’s workings; these days, technology
provides ‘up to recently unimaginable opportunities for tinkering with and
actively transforming living organisms’ (Peters et al., 2021a). Examples include
cloning, germline gene therapy, and many other applications. Which scien-
tist, and indeed which human being, can resist the siren call of trying to
change their own bodily setup and destiny? But these attempts, as we discussed
elsewhere (Peters & Jandrić, 2019), need careful ethical guidance—and this
guidance, being a social construct, requires a lot of theoretical and practical
work.

These convergences may have originated from the natural sciences, but
they have soon poured over to the humanities (e.g., digital humanities),
the social sciences (see Williamson’s 2019a notion of digital policy soci-
ology), and of course economy. Peters et al. (2021b) provide a detailed
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study of bioeconomy-related policy documents recently published by insti-
tutions such as UNESCO, OECD, and several national governments. In
another paper, Peters et al. (2021c) link these convergences with aforemen-
tioned studies in the field of education (Johnson et al., 2020; Pickersgill,
2020; Pykett, 2015; Williamson, 2019a, 2019b; and others). ‘This signals that
our neatly divided convergences (biology-bioinformation, science-technology,
etc.) require a meta-convergence. We, thus, arrive to the postdigital conver-
gence of information, biology, science, technology, politics, society and various
other phenomena that remain unmentioned’ (Peters et al., 2021a).

This postdigital meta-convergence ‘simultaneously leads to convergence
and divergence of research activities. Convergence: this unified ecosystem
allows us to answer questions, resolve problems and build things that isolated
disciplinary capabilities cannot. Divergence: this creates new pathways, oppor-
tunities, competencies, knowledge, technologies and applications’ (Peters
et al., 2021a). Research activities are inextricably linked to social condi-
tions—politics, policy, discourse, and economy. They also require ethical
guidance. This is why Peters and Besley, in their recent article, call for urgent
development of a critical philosophy of the postdigital (Peters & Besley, 2019).

Postdigital Crises

In the introduction we outlined various crises of today. The environmental
crisis, which has been humanity’s constant companion since the arrival of the
age of the Anthropocene. Natural crises, such as earthquakes, which do not
seem to directly stem from human activities. Social crises, such as lockdowns
and school closures resulting from the Covid-19 pandemic. The case of Covid-
19 is a particularly good example of simultaneous convergence and divergence
of these (types of) crises.

Covid-19 is a natural crisis, not unlike earthquakes, floods, and fires. Viruses
constantly mutate and move between animals and humans; these mutations
and movements periodically produce nasty virus strains which seriously affect
human beings. SARS-CoV-2 seems to have emerged from bats or similar
animals, mutated, and transmitted to humans at a wet market in Wuhan,
China. This assumption already has a social character, as virus transfer is obvi-
ously linked to storage, transport, and preparation of human food. This also
has an environmental character, because it is a clear outcome of consuming
wildlife (O’Sullivan, 2020).

Once the virus has arrived in the human population, its spread depends
on a combination of natural factors (infectivity) and social factors (human
contact). Immediately after the emergence of Covid-19, both factors have
been addressed—the first through the development of vaccines, and the latter
through various social isolation measures. These measures have caused social
crises in all areas of human life, including work and education. Interest-
ingly enough, lockdown measures have simultaneously caused some positive
environmental impacts such as reduction of pollution caused by traffic and
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production (Lewis, 2020). Some suggest that the virus could act as a ‘portal,’
a gateway between one world and the next (Roy, 2020) or even ‘predict the
imminent demise of neoliberalism’ (Matthewman & Huppatz, 2020). At the
moment of writing this article, there are more publications on the Covid-
19 crisis than any individual can read. However, it is abundantly clear that
Covid-19 is simultaneously a natural, environmental, and social crisis.

In our postdigital age, all types of crises converge. Convergence of infor-
mation and biology has enabled scientists to develop and register the first
Covid-19 vaccine less than one year after its outbreak, thus showing the power
of open science (Peters et al., 2020). Its flip side of the coin, divergence,
has created new classes of winners and new classes of losers. As such, ‘it will
provide opportunities for “disaster capitalists” to profit, it will enhance certain
forms of surveillance, and it will impact some constituencies far more nega-
tively than others’ (Matthewman & Huppatz, 2020). Some sectors of the
economy such as tourism are on their knees, while others, such as online
delivery, are on a strong rise. This reconfigures social relationships built in
previous ages such as finance capitalism and algorithmic capitalism, and it
gives rise to new inequality lines characteristic for our age of bioinformational
capitalism.

Time to Join the Great Convergence

Critical pedagogy has always been about justice, equality, emancipation, and
freedom. Its important trajectory, ecopedagogy, has focused on environmental
justice, environmental equality, environmental emancipation, and environ-
mental freedom. However, our age of convergences does now allow for
such specialization anymore, so we again repeat our recent claim that all of
critical pedagogy needs to become ecopedagogy (Jandrić & Ford, 2020).
Critical pedagogy’s anti-capitalism now acquires a distinct form of anti-
bioinformational-capitalism and related discourse. Critical pedagogy’s concern
with emancipation and equality now needs to take the environmental turn.
Critical pedagogy’s understanding of human agency needs to take into account
the agency of non-human entities. Critical pedagogy’s utopia, which has always
been a constantly moving target, has just become even more elusive.

Joining the great convergence deeply transforms critical pedagogy. Only
very recently, critical educators working on emancipation and social justice
could hold their Freirean circulos de cultura and safely ignore computers—save
for emails and social networks for distributing invitations, and perhaps photo-
copiers for multiplying workshop materials. Over the years, we have met many
critical pedagogues who stubbornly insisted on using digital technology very
sparingly, and only in a very instrumentalist way outlined above. The Covid-19
pandemic has already changed this through various lockdown and social isola-
tion measures, causing outbursts of sadness and anger (see Sapon-Shevin &
Soo-Hoo, 2020). However, the continuum between the digital and the analog
is just one of many aspects of our postdigital reality. Circulos de cultura cannot
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ignore that participants of one skin color have much more chance of dying
of Covid-19 than those of other skin colors, demonstrating the diversity of
‘postdigital positionalities’ as each of us encounters the pandemic as individ-
uals (Hayes, 2021). Those organizing circulos de cultura cannot ignore that
information about one’s participation may be automatically collected and fed
into life-decisive algorithms such as credit scores. Critical pedagogues cannot
ignore new forms of ableism, sexism, and various other discriminating -isms
as they reconfigure old lines of discrimination and create new ones. For a
surprisingly long time, critical pedagogy has managed to ignore digital tech-
nologies; now it needs to urgently accept and critique them in a bigger package
containing biotechnologies.

Some important attempts in this direction have already been made in the
context of the Covid-19 pandemic. In his recent article, ‘Will We Learn
from COVID-19? Ecopedagogical Calling (Un)heard,’ Greg Misiaszek asks:
‘(Un)heard’ in the title questions if we will learn from experiencing COVID-
19 to counter unrestrained environmental devastation occurring, or will
we remain largely untaught? In response, Misiaszek argues for ‘the need
for transformative, Freirean-based ecopedagogy for praxis through, in part,
problematizing and then countering dehumanizing, deplanetarizing pandemic
responses to “wake” us in recognizing the need of socio-environmental justice
and sustainability’ (Misiaszek, 2020b, p. 28). Blending the pandemic challenge
with socio-environmental justice and sustainability, this is a prime example of
convergence between critical ecopedagogy old and new, fit for our historical
moment.

Looking beyond the pandemic, which reformations does critical pedagogy
require? In a recent article, Jandrić and Ford identified some directions for
development of new ecopedagogies:

Critical Philosophy of Technology and Studies of Science and Technology
(STS), Big Data, Algorithms, Artificial Intelligences, and New Capitalisms,
Bioinformational Capitalism and Viral Modernity, Anti-imperialist, Anti-
colonial, and Decolonization Studies/Movements, Postdigital Feminisms, Inter-
sectionality and Identity Politics as Ecologies of Collective Resistance, (Critical)
Posthumanism and Transhumanism, Critical Disability Studies, Queer Theories,
Postdigital Aesthetics, (Science) Fiction and Future Studies, Myth, Religion, and
Belief. (Jandrić & Ford, 2020)

Toward the end of their article, Ford and Jandrić (2020) reflect on the
perspectives and write: ‘Some of these perspectives are not fully commensu-
rable, while others significantly overlap and use different paths to arrive to
similar conclusions. We are at the very brink of the postdigital age; at this stage,
this messy and sometimes paradoxical nature of our knowledge is just a part of
the game.’ Linked to these ideas, in her recent book, Postdigital Positionality,
Hayes has connected the nature of being ‘postdigital’ to extend how ‘position-
ality’ might be understood in this context: ‘Positionality theory, where identity
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is fluid, dynamic and contextual, is one way to examine individual experiences
in postdigital society and to discuss implications for assumptions about inclu-
sivity’ (Hayes, 2021). Authors who write about positionality in the context
of critical pedagogy suggest that ‘[p]ositionality acknowledges complex differ-
entials of power and privilege while simultaneously identifying the value of
multiple ways of knowing and being that arise from our multiple identities’
(Acevedo et al., 2015).

In the light of these acknowledgments, it is no longer possible to take a crit-
ical pedagogical position to identify ‘multiple ways of knowing and being that
arise from our multiple identities’ without connecting culture and technology
with such ideals concerning citizenship:

Postdigital positionality offers a powerful route towards re-engaging the separate
terrains of culture and technology with citizenship in an ongoing, inclusive,
‘postdigital dialogue’ (Jandrić, Ryberg, Knox, Lacković, Hayes, Suoranta, Smith,
Steketee, Peters, McLaren, Ford, Asher, McGregor, Stewart, Williamson and
Gibbons, 2018). This is a community dialogue which universities can and should
take a lead on, in collaboration with schools, human rights agencies, charities,
legal and technical experts and individuals (UPP Foundation, 2018, Hambleton,
2020, Hayes, et. al, 2020). This is not least because an innocent sounding term
like ‘data’ now brings acute risks to those most vulnerable in society (The State
of Data 2020: 5). (Hayes, 2021)

If in postdigital we acknowledge convergence, then in positionality, we
acknowledge divergence. Critical pedagogy now needs to adopt a more inclu-
sive critique of these factors, together, so that it takes into account digital
technologies, data, algorithmic culture, and biodigital aspects of the postdigital
condition that diverse individuals now experience differently.

As such, we do need deep postdigital feminists; from Donna Haraway
onwards, feminist critique has been indispensable for our understandings of
postdigital humans (Savin-Baden, 2021). We also need deep critics of all
shapes and hues in areas such as bioinformational capitalism and others. While
these rapidly developing areas are complex enough in their own right, they
now need to find a new level of functioning that extends our thinking beyond
traditional disciplines.

At this moment, reaching this level is burdened with numerous method-
ological questions (Jandrić, 2021), and perhaps it is indeed necessary that
most researchers work like hedgehogs and dig their own holes deeper and
deeper. However, the transformation required by today’s critical pedagogy is
much deeper than turning our attention to this or that problem or problem-
atic area. We need to develop these and other problems and fields, and this
development should not take place in isolation, but using the fox approach—
in convergence with other problems and fields (see Jandrić, 2017, Chapter 6
for a detailed overview of the hedgehog and the fox approach). To combine
these approaches, we need to engineer a new species of critical pedagogue,
the hedgefox, which combines properties attributed to proverbial hedges and
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foxes. Amazingly, Google returns 131,0003 results for the word hedgefox,
indicating that the idea is far from new. ‘Hedgefoxes combine the best prop-
erties of their two mammalian relatives. Like the hedgehog, the hedgefox
is a synthesizer; but like the fox, the hedgefox cares about, and advances
theories that take account of, and make sense of, the complexities of reality’
(Loewenstein et al., 2007, p. 3).

Hedgefox Critical Pedagogy

While contemplating some amusing descriptions of the party animal behavioral
characteristics of hedgehogs and foxes, we are reminded that parties, due to
social distancing measures, are in themselves becoming a distant memory. Yet,
recalling such gatherings where there are usually those who ‘take outrageous
positions and push their arguments to the limit, generating heated debate’
(hedgehogs) and those that ‘stand on the sidelines shaking their heads and
rolling their eyes at the naivety of the hedgehogs’ wild speculations’ (foxes),
those who advance ‘theories that take account of, and make sense of, the
complexities of reality’ (hedgefoxes) (Loewenstein et al., 2007, p. 3) can be
particularly compelling. Absorbing too is the question concerning whether
hedgefoxes are ‘born’ or ‘made’ and perhaps also whether foxes or hedgehogs
are more likely to become hedgefoxes? While it may take time and reflexive
interaction, this can lead to:

emergence of a hedgefox period with a common language, a shared under-
standing of a number of issues, and, most characteristically of hedgefoxism, a
nuanced theoretical perspective that made sense of, and in fact eliminated, what
had previously appeared to be disagreements and contradictions. (Loewenstein
et al., 2007, p. 5)

To engineer a new species of critical pedagogue, that resembles the analogy
of the hedgefox in their reflexive interaction with converging perspectives,
similar stages of party animal debate may be required. This seems to us a
good starting point, to bring cross-disciplinary hedgehogs and foxes together
at the point of live, provocative online postdigital debate (Hayes et al., 2021)
and also via collective writing that challenges and revises rigid structures for
edited collections (Peters et al., 2021d).

However, there are other matters of environmental justice too that
hedgefox critical pedagogy might engage with and theorize more broadly in
the light of recent techno-scientific convergences, crises, and reconfigurations
of critical pedagogy fit for our historical moment. These include routes of
activism such as NonViolent Direct Action (NVDA), for example tunneling,
that might appeal to those hedgehogs that like to dig deep. Protest tunneling
has quite a history, as illustrated by the well-known environmentalist Daniel
Hooper, better known as ‘Swampy’ and one of the Newbury campaigners
who ‘dug deep’ during the 1990s to occupy ‘a network of tunnels in protest
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against a planned leisure complex development in Crystal Palace’ (Taylor,
2021a). Now in 2021, at the height of the pandemic, we can notice HS2
protestors who ‘have secretly built a tunnel under a busy square by London’s
Euston station’ (Taylor, 2021b). Such an example demonstrates both postdig-
ital convergence (as engineering, politics, economy, law, environment, digital
technology, and media coverage) meet with the positionality of each protestor
(Larch Maxey, 48, Blue Sandford, 18, and another activist called Scotty) and
we can acknowledge their divergence in their ‘stronghold built from pallets,
complete with towers nicknamed “Buckingham Pallets”’ (Taylor, 2021a).

As debate on this topic gets underway at the Hedgefox Critical Pedagogy
party, a good place to start might concern the critical stances that ecopeda-
gogies could take across the postdigital disciplinary convergences mentioned
above. The legal possession of space and land by HS2 and the burrowing into
this by protestors in quite a feat of engineering has complex dimensions that
a fox could lay out for discussion. From the body cameras worn by the secu-
rity and police who will be required to remove protestors, to the use of force
on NVDA citizens, from the additional strain on emergency services during
a pandemic and economic costs, to the climate and environmental emergency
that humanity now faces, and what it means to get up close with the earth to
engage ‘with another dimension of nature in a physical, visceral and intimate
way’ (Taylor, 2021b).

Though we have raised many challenges that the critical pedagogy move-
ment has faced we have proposed new and exciting tunnels of exploration for
the most focused of hedgehogs and most skeptical of foxes. We invite others
to contribute to a discussion only just beginning, as we explore a forthcoming
postdigital ‘hedgefox period’ and develop a new species of critical pedagogue
in the process.

Notes

1. In this place it would be commonplace academic practice to try and delin-
eate similarities and differences between critical pedagogy and ecopedagogy.
Yet, based on our recent work, we deliberately refuse to engage in this type
of analysis. In our experience of working with recent attempts to define the
field of Networked Learning (Networked Learning Editorial Collective, 2021;
Networked Learning Editorial Collective et al., 2021), we came to realize that
any attempt at definition always excludes someone and includes someone else.
Any attempt at definition either unnecessarily narrows down the field or becomes
so wide that it also becomes pointless. And so on… A good overview of
arguments in favour of our refusal can be found in Bayne’s contribution to
(Networked Learning Editorial Collective et al., 2021).

2. See Peters, M. A., Jandrić, P., & Hayes, S. (2022). Bioinformational Philosophy
and Postdigital Knowledge Ecologies. Cham: Springer, and Jandrić, P., & Ford,
D. R. (2022). Postdigital Ecopedagogies: Genealogies, Contradictions, and Possible
Futures. Cham: Springer.

3. Simple Google search conducted on 22 January 2021.
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336 P. JANDRIĆ AND S. HAYES
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CHAPTER 19

Contemporary Critical Library and Information
Studies: Ethos and Ethics

Toni Samek

“The future is already here – it’s just not evenly distributed” by William S. Gibson.

Introduction

In the call for submissions to the fall 2021 volume of the Journal of Academic
Freedom for the American Association of University Professors (AAUP),
libraries and librarians was atopic sought alongside academic freedom and
freedom struggles, sanctuary campuses, pedagogy and affect, the material
means of mental production, and international practices. On libraries and
librarians, the call stated:

In the struggle for academic freedom, libraries are essential sites and librarians
are essential workers. How can libraries be spaces for the expansion of academic
and other freedoms? How do issues around collections, catalogs, access, refer-
ence, and information literacy affect academic freedom? How have librarians
expanded academic freedom in fights against austerity budgets, profit-driven
publishers, and surveillance, and in fights for open access, privacy, and freedom
from harassment? (AAUP, 2021, Libraries and Librarians, para 9)
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This call squarely places library and information concerns in higher education
and educational studies more broadly. And it sets a stage on which to show-
case the multi-scale area of library and information studies (LIS) as it pertains
to critical, liberatory, and ethical library and information efforts and their
inherent interplay with the global education enterprise. For the purposes of
this chapter, the spotlight is on critical library and information studies (CLIS),
an umbrella phrase used to encompass a variety of movements through time
and across geography, including but not limited to progressive librarianship,
socially responsible librarianship, radical librarianship, activist librarianship, and
critical librarianship, and reflective of allied efforts in sister information-based
fields that reflect librarians and other information workers (e.g., archivists,
museum professionals) who participate in political movements and discourses
that exceed but affect their profession. In so doing, CLIS contributes to trans-
disciplinary interrogations of conventional education and the advancement of
social justice involving informational, cultural, and cultural heritage brokers.
The recent edited collection entitled Re-making the Library Makerspace: Crit-
ical Theories, Reflections, and Practices for example, effectively demonstrates
how hands-on librarians and educators together re-think, interrupt, and re-
work makerspaces as a counter to the confines of prevailing maker culture
(Melo & Nichols, 2020).

In the twenty-first century, CLIS has established traction, in part secured
by the emergence of the Journal of Radical Librarianship in 2014 and the
Journal of Critical Library and Information Studies in 2017. The Journal
of Radical Librarianship formed following discussions at the Radical Librar-
ians Collective (2013–) meetings in London, UK. The journal’s scope is
“any work that contributes to a discourse around critical library and infor-
mation theory and practice” (Journal of Radical Librarianship, About the
Journal, n.d., para 1) and the following subject areas are considered “indicative
rather than exhaustive” of these interests: politics and social justice; informa-
tion literacy; digital rights; anti-racist theory, critical race analysis, anti-colonial
studies; scholarly communication; equity, diversity, and inclusion; gender vari-
ance, queer theory, and phenomenology; political economy of information and
knowledge; cataloging and metadata; technology and data; critical pedagogy;
and, sustainability and environmentalism (Journal of Radical Librarianship,
About the Journal, n.d., para 2).

The Journal of Critical Library and Information Studies is published
by Litwin Books, a US independent academic publisher, which through its
Library Juice Press imprint publishes “books that examine theoretical and
practical issues in librarianship from a critical perspective, for an audience of
professional librarians and students of library science” (Litwin Books, 2021,
para 2). The mission of the journal is to “serve as a peer-reviewed platform for
critical discourse in and around library and information studies from across
the disciplines. This includes but is not limited to research on the political
economy of information, information institutions such as libraries, archives,
and museums, reflections on professional contexts and practices, questioning
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current paradigms and academic trends, questioning the terms of information
science, exploring methodological issues in the context of the field, and other-
wise enriching and broadening the scope of library and information studies by
applying diverse critical and trans-disciplinary perspectives” (Journal of Crit-
ical Library and Information Studies, Mission, n.d., para 2). As asserted in
the inaugural issue by co-editors Andrew J. Lau, Alycia Sellie, and Ronald E.
Day, the journal reflects a response to “increasingly commoditized, monetized,
and ‘productized’ scholarship” and was “envisioned as both intervention and
resistance to its commercialization and rarefication, as well as narrow defi-
nitions and conceptions of library and information studies that privilege or
cast the field in the terms and methods of positivist or empiricist paradigms
and dominant epistemological and ontological constructs, and the normative
tendencies of the field to center such paradigms. Moreover, JCLIS seeks to
publish essays and reviews that are explicit and unabashed in their commit-
ments to social justice, ethics, and intellectual freedom” (Lau et al., 2017). The
dual aims of intervention and resistance suggest endeavors in the territory of
critical social justice. And bring to mind the importance of exploring different
views of social justice, of which there are many, including the critique “We
Need Liberal Social Justice, not “Critical Social Justice” by liberal humanist
Helen Pluckrose.

This chapter grounds CLIS in its historical roots and main concerns, and
offers concrete examples of broad contemporary CLIS efforts, as well as a
summary of CLIS in the Canadian context. Special attention is given to a core
aspect of librarianship, knowledge organization. Artificial intelligence (AI) is
addressed at the close of the chapter to position CLIS within broader calls
for literacy in all its forms (e.g., print, information, data, digital, algorithmic),
social justice, and just readings of educational technology as we look to the
future. The conclusion reinforces intellectual freedom as a central concern for
future study, as a condition of human rights, whistleblowing, witnessing, and
justice, as well as contested in explorations of injustice and harm.

Background and Context

Today’s CLIS literature is part of a long narrative arc within LIS litera-
ture more broadly. In a chronology of the early “progressive” print-based
library literature and the more recent resources that began to proliferate
online, Toni Samek (2004) situates the US title, the Progressive Librarians’
Council Bulletin, launched in 1939, as the forerunner to contemporary CLIS
literature. Unfortunately, there is but a small pool of retro-focused CLIS
scholarship. Al Kagan’s (2015) monograph entitled Progressive Library Orga-
nizations: A Worldwide History stands as a rare entrée to “the history and
impact of the seven most important progressive library organizations world-
wide–in Austria, Germany, South Africa, Sweden, United Kingdom, and two
in the United States” (McFarland, n.d., para 1). The sparse status of CLIS
historical scholarship, at least in the English language, is in part explained by



340 T. SAMEK

an already small collection of history produced in the context of LIS, a dearth
of historical scholars in LIS programs, and the erosion of history courses in
the LIS curriculum.

In its welcome statement, the international Association for Information
Science and Technology (ASIS&T), identifies its membership as “thou-
sands of researchers, developers, practitioners, students, and professors in
the field of information science and technology from 50 countries around
the world” (ASIS&T, About, n.d., para 1). The association is home to a
special interest group for the history and foundations of information science,
which “encourages and supports work on the history and theoretical devel-
opment of information science,” and its chair “serves as a representative on
the editorial board of Information & Culture: A Journal of History (ASIS&T,
Special Interest Group, n.d., para 1). However, for context, ASIS&T members
“represent the fields of information science, computer science, linguistics,
management, librarianship, engineering, data science, information architec-
ture, law, medicine, chemistry, education, and related technology” (ASIS&T,
Welcome, n.d., para 1), and is not a concentrated source for CLIS contri-
bution, including its history. In a tighter frame, the Association for Library
and Information Science Education (ALISE), described as a “non-profit orga-
nization that serves as the intellectual home of faculty, staff, and students
in library and information science, and allied disciplines” (ALISE, Welcome,
n.d., para 2), is a hub for LIS educators in the US and Canada who teach
in Master of Library and Information Studies programs (or equivalents),
programs (including in Canada) that fall under the assessment purview of
the American Library Association’s (ALA) Committee on Accreditation. Of
the approximately 50 ALA-accredited programs, eight of them are located
in Canada. An “Historical Perspectives” special interest group is part of the
ALISE bureaucratic structure, but tellingly the ALISE Research Taxonomy is
devoid of the key words: “history,” “historical,” and “historical method.”
This taxonomy “provides an overview of research areas of interest to ALISE
members. The taxonomy was created by examining research areas of ALA-
accredited programs in North America to find patterns and was last updated
in 2016 … [and] is used by ALISE members to select their areas of research
and teaching interests as well as to provide keywords for ALISE conference
proposals” (ALISE, Research Taxonomy, 2016, para 1). This chapter purpose-
fully infuses historical perspective specific to CLIS, because it is inextricably
tied to the history of librarianship. And this is a knowledge base and litera-
ture not stewarded intensively by the above-noted communities of scholars.
It is important to note that well beyond the memberships of these associ-
ations, staff, and students at colleges and universities with diploma programs
contribute to CLIS, as do practitioner librarians and other information workers
more broadly. For example, academic librarian Emily Drabinski (Interim Chief
Librarian at the Mina Rees Library at the Graduate Center, CUNY), a prac-
titioner and scholar immersed in critical pedagogy, is scheduled to teach a
new offering Critical Librarianship in Praxis, in August 2021 for the UCLA
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California Rare Book School (Critical Librarianship in Praxis, Upcoming
Courses, UCLA California Rare Book School, n.d.). The School is tied to
the Department of Information Studies in the Graduate School of Education
and Information Studies at UCLA.

A pattern of discourse revealing pushes and pulls in the development of
library ideology has been ongoing since the 1930s progressive library move-
ment. It is tied up with the Library Bill of Rights, the inaugural ideological
assertion of the profession, of intellectual freedom, and adopted by the world’s
oldest and largest library association, the ALA (1876–) in the late 1930s. The
Library Bill of Rights notably affirmed intellectual freedom externally for the
library’s public.

First drafted by library director Forrest Spaulding in 1938, the bill was designed
to speak out against the “growing intolerance, suppression of free speech and
censorship affecting the rights of minorities and individuals.” One year later, the
revised document was adopted by the American Library Association. It has since
evolved to include topics such as book banning, race and gender discrimination,
and exhibit spaces. Based on the First Amendment, the Library Bill of Rights
guides librarians in serving their communities and protecting the rights of all
patrons. (ALA, Office for Intellectual Freedom, n.d., para 2)

Importantly, from its emergence, the historical trajectory of CLIS is bound up
with information ethics, intellectual freedom, and human rights more broadly,
because it did not solely focus its gaze outward from the library to broader
society, but also inward to library culture itself. Samek notes

Progressive library discourse is rooted in the 1930s progressive library move-
ment in the U.S., when library activists of the 1930s pressured the ALA to be
more responsive to issues put forth by young members involved in such issues
as peace, segregation, library unions, and intellectual freedom. By 1940, a new
group called the Progressive Librarians’ Council emerged in order to provide
a united voice for librarians who sought change in the association. By the end
of its first year, the Progressive Librarians’ Council had 235 members. Many
were involved with ALA’s Staff Organizations Round Table, formed in 1936,
and Library Unions Round Table, formed in 1940. In addition, the Progressive
Librarians’ Council Bulletin provided a forum for activities on behalf of freedom
of expression. The Bulletin printed outspoken opinions “not tolerated” by the
traditional communication organs - Library Journal, Wilson Library Bulletin
and ALA Bulletin. Eventually, after ALA’s Staff Organizations Round Table
and Library Unions Round Table gained momentum and the number of round
tables in general increased, the Progressive Librarians’ Council disbanded.

Increased ALA responsiveness to its membership was a central issue for activist
librarians in the 1930s and again in the 1960s. While comparing radical librar-
ians of the 1930s with the rebels of the 1960s, library educator and scholar Jesse
Shera noted that “the actors are different, but the script is much the same.” The
nature of library activism of the 1930s mirrors the 1960s in a number of ways:
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(1) activists called for ALA to operate democratically; (2) criticized the homo-
geneity of the professional discourse; and (3) paid attention to the needs of the
librarian, not just of the institution.

Like progressive library discourse, American library rhetoric on intellectual
freedom also dates back to the 1930s. Starting in the late 1960s, however,
advocates of an alternative library culture based on the concept of library
social responsibility, that included the librarian’s right to freedom of expression,
lobbied the ALA to extend the concept of intellectual freedom to include library
practitioners as well as library users. For example, these alternative library culture
advocates believed that while, as professionals, librarians have “the responsi-
bility for the development and maintenance of intellectual freedom,” as citizens,
librarians have the fundamental right to freedom of expression (e.g., library
employee freedom of speech in the workplace on professional and policy issues
and freedom of the library press). Progressive librarianship is inextricably linked
to the concept of intellectual freedom and the more “universal” concept of
human rights. (Samek, 2004, pp. 3–4)

With the fresh perspective of 2021, it is worth noting a heightened period
of debate has occurred approximately every thirty years from the 1930s and
extending into: (1) the late 1960s and early 1970s social responsibility library
movement in a tightly bound matrix with exploration of intellectual freedom
and rejection of library neutrality; (2) the rise of the Internet in the 1990s
characterized by controversies around access to information (including digital
information) and concomitant attacks on school and public library Internet
access policies, opposition to the commodification of information, promo-
tion of cultural diversity, prioritization of people over capital, and defense
of democratic values; and, (3) contemporary understandings of neoliberalism,
neutrality, expressive freedom, justice, diversity, equity, inclusion, anti-racism,
and cancel culture. If the thirty-year cycle continues, we can expect another
intense period of debate, inclusive of intellectual freedom, by 2050, because it
is the thread that binds the periods together.

Intellectual Freedom

The International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions (IFLA),
formed in 1927 and based in the Hague, acknowledged the precarious roles
played by library and information workers in its 1983 adoption at the General
Conference in Munich of the Resolution on Behalf of Librarians Who are
Victims of Violation of Human Rights. It states: “In the name of human
rights, librarians must, as a profession, express their solidarity with those of
their colleagues who are persecuted for their opinions, wherever they may
be. The Council mandated the President of IFLA, when informed of specific
cases, after due considerations to intervene when appropriate with competent
authorities on behalf of these colleagues” (IFLA, 1983, para 2). In 1989 in
Paris, IFLA recalled the 1983 Munich resolution and put forth the Resolution
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on Freedom of Expression, Censorship and Libraries. It was not until 2005 that
ALA Council, on behalf of a national association, led in the adoption of its
Resolution on Workplace Speech. The resolution cements the significance of
free expression inside library work culture, as opposed to intellectual freedom
as a core library value exclusively intended for the public served by the library
institution. The resolution affirms:

WHEREAS, The American Library Association is firmly committed to freedom
of expression (Policy 53.1.12); and WHEREAS, The library is an institution that
welcomes and promotes the expression of all points of view; and WHEREAS,
Library staff are uniquely positioned to provide guidance on library policy
issues that is informed by their experience and education; now, therefore, be
it RESOLVED, That ALA Council amends Policy 54 (Library Personnel Prac-
tices) by adding: 54.21 Workplace Speech Libraries should encourage discussion
among library workers, including library administrators, of non-confidential
professional and policy matters about the operation of the library and matters
of public concern within the framework of applicable laws. (ALA, 2005, paras
1–4)

In 2012, ethos and ethics momentum picked up speed when the IFLA’s
Governing Board endorsed the Code of Ethics for Library and Other Informa-
tion Workers. It is organized around six critical themes: “(1) access to informa-
tion; (2) responsibilities toward individuals and society; (3) privacy, secrecy and
transparency; (4) open access and intellectual property; (5) neutrality, personal
integrity and professional skills; (6) colleague and employer/employee rela-
tionship” (IFLA, 2016, Preamble, para 1). IFLA gives attention in the code
to urgent labor topics within contemporary library and information workplace
culture (e.g., whistleblowing, workplace speech, and gender pay equity) condi-
tional to closing the gap between rhetoric and reality in the global library and
information environment.

The IFLA code reveals the real need for intercultural understandings of
complex and often competing contexts that influence work on the ground.
Most notably, though, it includes the important disclaimer that IFLA has no
enforcement authority over library administrations. Not just at IFLA, but in
most instances, the association rhetoric is persuasion and consensus building
and aspirational. Only a handful of national library associations have included
actual sanctions for librarians who violate their code of ethics. Thus, for
example, ALA’s Resolution on Workplace Speech does not trump the need for
the LeRoy C. Merritt Humanitarian Fund in the US, which exists to support,
maintenance, medical care, and welfare of librarians

Denied employment rights or discriminated against on the basis of gender,
sexual orientation, race, color, creed, religion, age, disability, or place of national
origin; or
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Denied employment rights because of defense of intellectual freedom; that is,
threatened with loss of employment or discharged because of their stand for
the cause of intellectual freedom, including promotion of freedom of the press,
freedom of speech, the freedom of librarians to select items for their collections
from all the world’s written and recorded information, and defense of privacy
rights. (LeRoy C. Merritt Humanitarian Fund, n.d. para 1)

As Samek notes in IFLA’s inaugural SpeakUp! Blog

Actualization of any code of ethics in our field rests on multiple conditions,
including: employment terms in any given library administration; labour law
and related legislation in any given legal jurisdiction; influence and consensus
making within the library and information community and society more broadly;
and ultimately, individual conflicting obligations to ourselves, to our profession,
to our employer, to our community, and to the law.

Despite clear core values, it is not easy to reconcile these various considerations.
Of course, some librarians and other information professionals have been known
to suffer personally and professionally in the process. (Samek, 2018, paras 5–6)

Given the monolithic nature of libraries, archives, and museums, it is impor-
tant never to lose sight of the actual people who work within their walls
(physical and virtual).

Librarianship in North America is essentially an unregulated profession.
Ultimately, professional association-based ethics statements do not trump
employer rights, collective agreements, employee and customer codes of
conduct, institutional policies with consequences if violated, human resources
policies, employer’s accountability to human rights codes, and labor law.
At play within this dynamic matrix, is debate about what is and is not a
library issue. This debate has endured through generations and it is alive and
well in contemporary CLIS, where current calls for defining, redefining, and
even confining intellectual freedom in the context of harm appear widely in
academic and professional literature, conference programs, social media post-
ings, and more. A highly publicized example, globally, is the charged debate
over controversial speakers (e.g., Megan Murphy) in publicly funded spaces,
including in public and academic libraries. LIS and CLIS therein, reflecting
society at large, is widely and deeply exploring the mix of opinion, perspec-
tive, and experience. Indeed, the 2021 Elements of Empowerment conference
included a full day of bystander intervention in the workplace to stop race-
based harassment education offered by Hollaback! trainers, and is described
below.

The last several years have not only seen an uptick in exciting diversity and
social justice work and scholarship in libraries and related organizations, but
also in the negative comments and opposing opinions that have been registered
as a result. Free speech is certainly something that we embrace, but harassment,
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bullying, trolling, doxxing, and other mentally and physically harmful behaviors
go well beyond free speech and cannot be tolerated. In 2019 we began these
important conversations and linked these phenomena to library and information
science, and now in 2021, we will continue this work by strategizing ways to
combat bullying and trolling. On March 23-24, 2021, we will hear from experts
on cyberbullying, LIS mental health, intellectual freedom, and being an active
bystander/up-stander. (Elements of Empowerment, n.d., para 3)

Freedom of expression exemplified by the core library value of intellectual
freedom is a central concern sewn into the fabric of LIS discourse from the
1930s through to CLIS today. Of course, it reflects broader societal explo-
rations in global information ethics, philosophy, ideology, law, human rights,
social justice, labor, and so on, including in Canada.

Contemporary Activity

Today on a global level, critical librarians and other information workers
are engaged with critical theory and pedagogy, grassroots organizing, decol-
onization of institutions, justice, diversity, equity, respect, anti-racism and
expressive freedom, and literacy in all its forms (e.g., print, information, data,
digital, alogrithmic). From freedom of opinion and the right to know to
the more recent right to be forgotten, human rights are conditional subject
matter alongside information ethics and related concerns in the informational,
cultural, and cultural heritage network. Carolin Huang’s (2020) lead contri-
bution to The Journal of Contemporary Issues in Education special issue on
Critical Library and Information Studies: Educational Opportunities presents
an unprecedented snapshot of the presence of CLIS in Canada today and in
what Huang perceives to be its radical expression. Huang, who undertook the
article as an online graduate LIS student at the University of Alberta, cast fresh
eyes on the terrain from Montreal, finding it attending to

increased cuts to library and archives, neoliberal discourse in library associa-
tions and policies, unionization at academic libraries, decolonization of library
education and practice, the absence of Indigenous and people of colour librar-
ians, librarianship as a feminist profession, the effects of postmodernism on
archives, archiving of marginalized histories, social exclusion perpetuated by the
profession, intellectual freedom for the library profession, advocacy for diversity
in hiring and collections, and community-led librarianship. Two major events
that have shaped contemporary radical librarianship in Canada are the cuts
to Library and Archives Canada and the release of the Truth and Reconcili-
ation Commission (TRC) Report. Other shaping factors include the broader
structures of neoliberalism, racism, and homo/transphobia, in addition to the
debates on homelessness, Internet censorship, and technological innovation that
has preoccupied the entire field of librarianship. (Huang, 2020, p. 11)
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While there is clear evidence critical librarians and other information workers in
Canada share compassion and conviction for critical advances through research
and practice that encourage transformations, these well-intentioned efforts
reveal troubling limits. Huang finds

what arises as gaps include: the early history of radical librarianship in Canada;
geographic contexts outside major English-speaking cities; theoretical perspec-
tives using critical theory; perspectives from Indigenous and racialized librarians
and archivists; critical LIAS [library, information and archival studies] educa-
tion and information literacy; social exclusion based on gender identity; critical
work on homelessness and poverty; considerations of disability; and ties between
librarianship, grassroots organizing and social movements in Canada. These
silences are indicative of the persisting power relations that affect the library,
archival and information setting. (Huang, 2020, p. 14)

Huang’s (2020) recommended remedy includes: more theoretical works to
complement the plethora of “practice-driven focus” and “attention to action-
driven” knowledge (p. 14); understanding CLIS is not straightforward and
does not “entail a teleological direction toward justice or progress, and instead,
encompasses the many ways librarianship both contributes to and subverts
power” (p. 4); nurturing “pockets of dissent” (p. 4); ongoing “self-reflection,
and conceptual rethinking” (p. 4) to strengthen CLIS scholarship and ensure
library and other information workers are “always aware of the dominant
ideologies that pervade” our spaces (p. 4); and, conceiving thought as a “form
of labour in and of itself for its ability to transform dominant epistemological
paradigms and forms of knowledge production” (p. 14). These constructive
suggestions align with others voiced earlier in Canada. For example, they echo
David J. Hudson’s articulation of how CLIS can perpetuate “the primacy of
practicality as a pedagogical method” and the need for new “LIS spaces that go
beyond solution-oriented scholarship and ordinary language” (Hudson, 2017,
p. 27 as cited in Huang, 2020). As witnessed in person by Samek, Hudson’s
voice stood out loud and clear in October 2012 in Ottawa on the floor of the
Canadian Association of University Teachers Librarians’ Conference on the
theme defending academic librarianship. Hudson spoke at a microphone set
up for Q&A, accounting he was the only identifiable person of color in the
room of approximately one hundred academic librarians drawn from academic
libraries across Canada. By no coincidence, Hudson is a co-founder of the
Canadian Association of Professional Academic Librarians, founded in 2012.
Of note,

CAPAL is a national membership association representing the interests of profes-
sional academic librarians in relation to the areas of education, standards,
professional practice, ethics, and core principles. CAPAL differs from other
library associations in that it is an advocacy group focused on the individual
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and the profession. Like other academic associations, we aim to work collabo-
ratively with local, provincial and national organizations currently working on
behalf of librarians and libraries.

CAPAL has evolved in response to the challenges academic librarians have faced
in recent years. A pivotal catalyst for forming this association was the national
response organizers received to the symposium “Academic Librarianship: A
Crisis or Opportunity” held at the University of Toronto on November 18,
2011. The response was overwhelming and the message clear: the concerns
of academic librarians were not being addressed. (Canadian Association of
Professional Academic Librarians, About, History, 2021, paras 1–2)

Further afield, Ian Beilin (2017, p. 195) reinforces Samek’s characterization of
critical librarianship as a risk-based endeavor involving “an international move-
ment of library and information workers that considers the human condition
and human rights over other professional concerns” (Critical Librarianship,
2007, para 3, as cited in Beilin). Beilin (2017, p. 208) offers “Critical librari-
anship can and should embrace academic theory, in all its variety, while at the
same time remain true to the visions articulated by Samek … This is precisely
what a theoretically informed critical librarianship is capable of doing” (Samek,
2007, p. 204 as cited in Beilin). This check and balance protects against the
danger of an elitist, academic centric critical librarianship that “will exclude
many if not all librarians and LIS scholars outside academia [and academic
librarianship in particular] who consider themselves ‘critical’ or committed
to social justice” (Beilin, 2017, p. 196). This requires intensive individual
and collective effort, given, for example, the urgent scholarship by Beth
Patin, Melinda Sebastian, Jieun Yeon, and Danielle Bertolini that advances
the subject of epistemic injustices, including information injustices. They find
epistemic injustice in LIS in at least four forms (testimonial, hermeneutical,
participatory, and curriculum) and call for acknowledgment of the harm done,
and the need for actual interruptions to reduce the harm and to achieve justice
(Patin et al., 2020). Hermeneutical harm is picked up below.

Knowledge Organization

Hermeneutical harm is heavily evident in the core of LIS, in knowledge orga-
nization, because information seekers, such as teachers and learners, rely on
knowledge organizing systems to access information. And this often occurs
through rear-view mirror systems in libraries (and archives, and elsewhere).
For example, through information seeking using Library of Congress Classi-
fication, Dewey Decimal Classification, and Universal Decimal Classification
In “Mind the Metadata,” Samek observes, “Several generations of librarians,
including: Sanford Berman; Frank Exner, Little Bear; Hope Olson; and, K.R.
Roberto, have raised awareness about the power of naming, descriptive vs.
prejudicial labelling, and calls for cataloguing reform” (Samek, 2016, para 3).
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Samek provides coverage of a 2015 letter written by Berman that he sent to
the American Libraries magazine. It reads, in part,

Dear Colleagues: Mass incarceration. Stop-and-frisk. “Broken windows”
policing. War profiteering. Science denialism. AIDS denialism. Climate change
denialism. Anti-vaccine movement. Micro aggression. Stereotype threat. Native
American Holocaust. Armenian Genocide denialism. Wage theft.

These topics appear frequently in the media. And libraries have materials
on them. But they cannot be found by subject-searching catalogs because
the Library of Congress [LC] has failed to create and assign appropriate
subject headings, even though they’ve been formally recommended. If you
agree that such rubrics would contribute to public debate and policy-making,
please contact LC’s Cataloging Policy & Support Office (Washington, DC
20540-4305). (Berman, 2015, p. 1)

Kenny Garcia observes, “Information is not neutral, thus the way that infor-
mation is presented by librarians adds meaning and context for students. There
is power and privilege in the ways in which information is presented and
processed by instructors and students. The dialectical relationship between
students who can access the information and those without access is sepa-
rated by pay walls, skewed algorithms, and hegemonic authority controlled
vocabulary” (Garcia, 2015, para 3). Continuing the discourse, Litwin Books
and Library Juice Press seek book proposals and manuscripts for an ongoing
series entitled “Critical Information Organization in Library and Information
Science” described below.

The introduction of new cataloging standards (RDA) and a greater recognition
of the place of cataloging data in a linked data environment have brought major
changes to library cataloging. Critical librarianship has also influenced conversa-
tions around ethics in cataloging and cataloging theory by shifting the discussion
away from the idea that catalogers can work towards an ideal catalog in efforts of
inclusion towards a recognition that standards cannot serve conflicting world-
views and are limited by the implicit bias of their creators. (Litwin Books &
Library Juice Press, Series on, 2021, para 2)

This line of inquiry builds naturally on other pioneering works in CLIS, such
as Safiya Umoja Noble’s Algorithms of Oppression: How Search Engines
Reinforce Racism and Sarah T. Roberts’ Behind the Screen: Content Moder-
ation in the Shadows of Social Media. These contributions blend with critical
digital media studies and technology, and encourage our attention to AI.
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AI and Ethics

AI has become dominant across both public and private sectors in corpora-
tions, media, academia, and public institutions including libraries, and makes
a strong case for leveraging the influence of CLIS in service of education.
In December 2020, educational associations within the library and infor-
mation community adopted a statement on AI ethics and the contributions
of diverse voices in the discussion which affirms “ASIS&T, ALISE and the
i[information]Schools support the work of researchers, such as Timnit Gebru
and others, who seek to identify potential flaws and biases in the algorithms
used by AI that may disproportionately impact diverse populations” (ASIS&T,
Statement on AI ethics, 2021, para 1). That said, statements don’t guarantee
action and can consciously and unconsciously feed problematic ethics washing.
Huang, Samek, and Ali Shiri argue because “of the essential position of librar-
ianship in the information economy, how librarianship approaches the major
technological changes affecting higher education today will help shape the
trajectory of AI in learning and teaching” (Huang et al., 2021). They assert

The unquestioned celebration of ethics across AI industries requires careful
examination as the phenomenon of ethics washing is rising. What librarians must
remember is that an ethics grounded in an analysis of social inequality must be
formed beyond professional codes and in the social spaces they occupy, within
and beyond the library setting. In many instances, LIS scholars are optimally
positioned to leverage their knowledge, expertise and networks to foster and
contribute to major education priorities around AI for higher education. The
combination of information ethics, information science and educational tech-
nologies built into LIS programs and now, the fluid impact of COVID-19 on
higher education is all the more reason to identify and explore AI, ethics, and
educational perspectives in LIS for the benefit of all with the aim to realize a
closing of the gap between rhetoric and reality. It is recommended LIS programs
broadly take a proactive, holistic and direct interest in artificial intelligence (and
machine learning or data science) alongside offerings and contributions in infor-
mation ethics, while closely examining their own evolving local labour practices,
policies, and processes, which are ever evolving.

CLIS contributes to important explorations into information science and
educational technology. The following excerpt from a January 2021 call for
chapter proposals for a book project with the working title Ethics in Linked
Data helps to illustrate the point for just about anyone who is invested in
teaching and learning, and research and scholarship today, especially given
how diverse communities across the world have been propelled into remote
learning systems during the COVID-19 pandemic.

By recognizing the current and historical use of technologies as control mech-
anisms among people and communities (for example, the intertwining of
utilitarian and imperialist data generation in the 19th century to the use of
data in genocides, algorithmic bias, and surveillance capitalism today), and
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acknowledging that design and use of technology does not happen in a vacuum,
proposals should speak to a variety of ongoing conversations on how linked data
expands or counteracts many issues often discussed in critical information orga-
nization such as those listed below, among others. This book aims to collect
the voices of practitioners, technologists, and developers working on linked
data initiatives; scholars working at the intersection of ethics, cultural heritage,
and technology; and workers in GLAMS [galleries, libraries, archives, museums,
special collections], among others in order to explore emerging and changing
technical and ethical landscapes. (Burlingame et al., 2021, paras 3–4)

Conclusion and Future Study

Garcia (2015) reminds us in 2007 Berman proposed to the Cataloging Policy
and Support Office of the Library of Congress a new subject heading termed
“CRITICAL LIBRARIANSHIP,” a label Berman argued for on the basis of
Samek’s use of the term in print in the 2007 monograph entitled Librarianship
and Human Rights: A Twenty-first Century Guide. The subject heading has
not been adopted as yet. Nor have Berman’s subsequent requests in 2008 for
“CRITICAL CATALOGING” and in 2020 for “WOKE CATALOGING” (S.
Berman, personal communication, January 2021). Important tasks ahead are
to read, view, listen, and play with information to realize the hard work of
learning, unlearning, and relearning necessary to knowledge development, and
to participate in defining and redefining education in the effort to not confine
it. CLIS plays an important role in agitating for the role of librarians and other
information workers in these efforts.

CLIS has a history. Undoubtedly it also has a future. It is our collective
responsibility to distribute that future evenly. Historical perspectives and the
Canadian base are under-documented in CLIS. Its health relies on differing
voices, and many more of them need to be expressed and heard. Intellec-
tual freedom endures as a thread binding past to future, as a condition of
human rights, whistleblowing, witnessing, and justice, as well as contested in
explorations of injustice and harm. As the future of CLIS unfolds, there will
be profound implications for the global academic enterprise with respect to
freedom of expression, including impacts of the status of intellectual freedom,
workplace speech, and academic freedom. As witnessed virtually by Samek,
at the outset of the keynote Learning and Engaging with Indigenous Ways
of Knowing at the BC Library Conference, keynote speaker Sierra Tasi Baker
requested the virtual audience not record and not take notes, but just listen.
The request was profound given librarian and information workers’ deep
historical relationship with manuscripts, documents, and records.
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CHAPTER 20

Critical Methodologies and an Art-Based
Method of Research in Higher Education

Institutions

Janna M. Popoff

Introduction

Critical methodologies through art, specifically photography, can help to holis-
tically understand the educational and social experiences of students in higher
education institutions. Visual research methods such as photography help to
mitigate the pressure on language, specifically English, and aims to lessen the
hegemonic linguistic hierarchies of the English language and its colonial foot-
prints. Photography acts as the data collection method that invites participants
to reflect on their lives as well as represent their experiences to an audience.
On the one hand the researcher/audience has access to a hidden world, but
on the other hand participants have control over what they want to reveal. In
essence, one is invited in, invited to participate in the experiences of another.
Songtag (1977) poignantly reflected that “photographed images do not seem
to be statements about the world so much as pieces of it, miniatures of reality
that anyone can make or acquire” (p. 2). The data collection tool, photog-
raphy, is in the hands of the participants of a study, and in turn, the visual
image relays what is important to the participants. Utilizing critical method-
ologies that employ the method of photography, this chapter: (a) explores
how inclusive, democratic, and participatory research benefits international
student participants, (b) explores an alternative method of data collection, and
(c) contributes to a growing body of critical visual methodologies. Further,

J. M. Popoff (B)
Thompson Rivers University, Kamloops, BC, Canada
e-mail: jpopoff@tru.ca

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature
Switzerland AG 2022
A. A. Abdi and G. W. Misiaszek (eds.), The Palgrave Handbook on Critical
Theories of Education, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-86343-2_20

355

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-86343-2_20&domain=pdf
mailto:jpopoff@tru.ca
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-86343-2_20


356 J. M. POPOFF

Sontag elaborated that the camera is an extension of one’s consciousness in
that an experience is captured in a photograph and there is proof that an event
occurred. A photograph can be used as a powerful tool that offers evidence
that something happened, that in essence, “I was here,” “I did this,” and “This
happened to me.”

Exploring critical methodologies reflexively is an important part in changing
research processes and reshaping elements of research in order to address how
methodologies should be reconstructed and reintroduced. Shaping method-
ologies to contexts and to utilize conceptual frameworks which include liber-
ating, democratic, participatory structures can help achieve holistic research
(West et al., 2012). A critical methodology is not simply prescribed to one’s
research techniques but “denotes a contextual and evolving theory of inquiry
within a research program that includes assumptions about the target subject
matter and its rigorous investigation, as well as practical research strategies
that follow from those assumptions” (Yanchar et al., 2005, p. 35). There-
fore, developing, altering, and applying research approaches that engage and
enhance the researchers’ and the participants’ understanding of the questions
posed by the research are essential components of critical methodologies.
Subsequently, the intention and thought in selecting a methodological frame-
work or strategy, along with a method that reflects and actualizes the inclusive,
participatory, and democratic nature of the study becomes a very conscious act.

Methodology and Method

How one does research and the methodological tools the researcher chooses
indicates the epistemological positionality of the researcher and reflects deeply
on their academic values and the contribution to expanding progressive and
alternative methodologies. Smith (1999) put forth:

Method is important because it is regarded as the way in which knowledge is
acquired or discovered and as a way in which we can “know” what is real. Each
academic discipline is attached not just to a set of ideas about knowledge, but
also to methodologies. (p. 164)

Historically, there has been a strong influence of positivist research methods
in which data are collected, measured, and quantified in “rational” and “sci-
entific” frameworks. However, positivist methodologies do not consider the
contextual, historical, and humanistic sides of participants in studies. Crotty
(1998) stated that “Articulating scientific knowledge is one thing; claiming
that scientific knowledge is utterly objective and that only scientific knowledge
is valid, certain and accurate is another” (p. 29). In the past, and persisting
into the present, some research continues to be prescriptive, hegemonic, and
hierarchical. Freire (2005) stated that:
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Any situation in which “A” objectively exploits “B” or hinders his and her
pursuit of self-affirmation as a responsible person is one of oppression. Such a
situation in itself constitutes violence, even when sweetened by false generosity,
because it interferes with the individual’s ontological and historical vocation to
be more fully human. (p. 55)

Therefore, when research is done to participants instead of with participants,
the researcher is acting as an oppressive force, and one that could be causing
violence to a population.

Defining the differences between method and methodology can help clarify
the tools (method) used in research versus the construction of the theoret-
ical design (methodology). Crotty (1998) defined research methods as “the
techniques or procedures used to gather or analyze data related to some
research question or hypothesis” (p. 3). Further, methodology is “the strategy,
plan of action, process or design lying behind the choice and use of partic-
ular methods and linking the choice and use of the methods to the desired
outcomes” (Crotty, 1998, p. 3). Therefore, presently embedded in some insti-
tutions’ ideas of what constitutes “serious research” are methodologies and
methods that lack the critical self-awareness of the researchers who actualize
them and consideration of the individuals who participate in the data collec-
tion. For instance, questionnaires can be prescriptive and leading in their line
of inquiry which can limit research participants’ answers because of constricted
questions that are skewed toward mis/guided hypotheses and interpretations.
Therefore, data can be filtered and partial depending on how questions are
created, stated, and delivered. Furthermore, remnants of colonial methods are
visible and invisible depending on who is using them and to whom they are
being done to. Subsequently, reflexivity on methodologies and data collec-
tion is needed for research projects. Reflexivity allows the researcher to reflect
critically on their own methods and consider the groups with which they are
engaging in research and the methodology that would best suit the partic-
ipants as well as the goals of the research. Moreover, critical reflection on
methodologies would allow the implementation of equitable and egalitarian
methodologies that may result in the most pliability for praxis in developing
new ways of researching.

Smith (1999) has advocated for the decolonization of methodologies which
encompasses utilizing alternative methods and methodologies. In addition,
Smith has advocated for communities outside of academia to have access to
information gained from research, specifically from indigenous groups that
have often had research done to them and not with them. Decolonization of
research can and should be applied to critically reflexive research in all disci-
plines of research projects in order to change the overall practices of, at times,
an invasive research landscape. How research is conducted should never be
something that is done to a group but in the spirit of social justice and democ-
racy should be carried out in a way that is a beneficial activity for a group.
For example, the methodology of photovoice is a visual, democratic, and
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participatory methodology that aims to recognize participants as co-creators
of knowledge. In photovoice, participants use the method of photography
to communicate what is important to them through visual representations
of their lives. Songtag (1977) postulated that “the ultimate wisdom of the
photographic image is to say, ‘There is the surface. Now think-or rather feel,
intuit-what is beyond it, what the reality must be like if it looks this way’”
(p. 17). The photograph acts as a focal point for dialog with the participants,
the researcher, and the audience who sees the photographs in public exhi-
bitions in a variety of community settings. Moreover, the power that comes
with knowledge should be accessible to a variety of communities, and these
communities include the participants who are part of the research, academic
communities, and the general public. Research needs to be ethical, equi-
table, and accessible to communities inside and outside of higher educational
institutions in order to deconstruct constructs of power and control.

When a methodological position is formed and a method is selected, it
should stand that “investigators begin with a theoretical and historical sense
of the subject matter and questions worth studying, the appropriate strate-
gies for investigating those questions, and the most effective ways of handling
problems that arise in the course of research” (Yanchar et al., 2005, p. 35).
Additionally, critical methodology first begins with asking the question of
whether there is theoretical consistency within the research plan. Further, does
the method consider the subject matter, the participants, and the theoretical
strategies of the research? In short, methodologies frame how the questions
are being asked and how they are going to be answered. Moreover, the state
of what critical methodologies includes is a “continued reflection on and revi-
sion of old methods, along with innovation and development of new ones,
based on the exigencies of theoretical exploration and critical disciplinary self-
examination” (Yanchar et al., 2005, p. 28). Therefore, critical researchers seek
methodologies that reflect and consider the ways in which data are created
with participants in a study. It is imperative to ask how the research will benefit
the participants, their community, and the larger global community. Traces
of the colonial past have left indelible footprints across the academic land-
scape, and to move into inclusive research, methodologies need to supersede
the oppressive, hierarchical, restrictive, and prescriptive methodologies of the
past. Precedented practices in methodologies have harnessed both the partic-
ipants and researchers to a yoke of antiquity, but moving forward academics
and researchers must insist on methodologies that are equable, democratic,
and inclusive, and that contribute to a variety of communities both inside and
outside of academic institutions.
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A Case Study

I included myself in the research as a participant as well as the researcher. My
purpose for including myself in the study had four main positions. The first is
that at the time I was also an international student studying in higher educa-
tion in Beijing. The second is that I did not want to ask the participants in
the study to be vulnerable and open if I was not also vulnerable and open,
and as hooks (1994) emphasized in her writing on the emotionally vulnerable
classroom, the teacher needs to take the same risks they ask of their students.
As well, recognizing that one could view participation in a study as contami-
nation of data, Rodriguez (2010) stated “although disclosing oneself may be
viewed as ‘contaminating the data,’ one could argue that it further encourages
the participant to elaborate on their experiences. Demonstrating empathy to
the respondent gives the message that they are capable and deserving partici-
pant” (p. 494). The third main position, following the philosophy of Harding
(1995), who questioned whether there is really ever objective research at all
considering the standpoint of the researcher, which renders research to be
subjective, is that I embraced the subjectivity of the framework of the project
and included myself. Furthermore, participating in the study allowed me to
negotiate hierarchies of power between the researcher and the researched. In
turn, I was able to mitigate power dynamics and thus able to actualize a demo-
cratic research methodology in line with feminist ideologies and practices of
participatory research.

Additionally, Smith (1999) asserted:

Most research methodologies assume that the researcher is an outsider able to
observe without being implicated in the scene. This is related to positivism and
notions of objectivity and neutrality. Feminist research and other more crit-
ical approaches have made the insider methodology much more acceptable in
qualitative research. (p. 137)

Therefore, the idea that objective and neutral research can be conducted is
a fallacy that is upheld by positivist epistemologies that are a disservice to
progressive, inclusive, and heuristic research. Further, aside from me acting as
a participant/researcher, the strongest tool for deconstructing hierarchies of
power lay in the methodology of photovoice and the method of photography
by putting the data collection device (taking photographs) into the hands of
the participants. The real source of power came from the co-creation of knowl-
edge from the participants. In the next section I will explain the origin of the
photovoice methodology, how and why it is used, the theoretical concepts,
and the actualization of this democratic and participatory methodology.
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The Photovoice Methodology

Photovoice is a methodology developed by American scholars Wang and Burris
(1994) to understand the lives and needs of disadvantaged Chinese women
living in Yunnan province. Photography is the method, and acts as the data
collection device used in the photovoice methodology. Wang and Burris devel-
oped and employed the photovoice methodology in order to visually see the
needs of the women in Yunnan province and to mitigate the pressure of
relying on language or facing language barriers to communicate. Subsequently,
photovoice has been used in social work, hospitals and health care, and educa-
tion to name some of the areas where this methodology has been applied
in order to visually understand the experiences of participants in a variety
of studies. Not only is the visual aspect of photography communicative, but
the methodology asks the participants of the study to be actively involved in
showing what is important to them instead of using assumptive questions that
may not be in line with the participants’ situations, needs, and concerns.

Feminist Epistemologies

This next section starts with a reflection on Virginia Woolf’s quote from her
essay on Joyce from the journal Modern Fiction (McNeille, 1984) where she
wrote:

Let us record the atoms as they fall upon the mind in the order in which they
fall, let us trace the pattern, however disconnected and incoherent in appearance,
which each sight or incident scores upon the consciousness. Let us not take it
for granted that life exists more fully in what is commonly thought big than in
what is commonly thought small. (p. 161)

For me, this quote is an important introduction to the significance of the small
occurrences in day-to-day life that make up the important things that affect
each of us and imprint on our consciousness. No matter how small, or in
fact because of the smallness, the moment/s matter more. For example, small
moments of life that are captured through photographs are the important
moments that make up the whole of an experience. Things that are commonly
thought small are perhaps more important than what is commonly thought
big to the lives of the participants in this study because it is these small needs,
that often have big consequences, and are often overlooked by the institution.
However, utilizing feminist epistemologies that seek to understand and record
the smaller things in the participants lives, we can see how small moments
reflect larger issues for international students studying in Beijing.

Feminist epistemologies make use of methodologies which utilize story-
telling, parables, poetry, photovoice, video, and revisionist history to name
a few. Representing and learning from the lives of participants can be actu-
alized by means of participation in the research itself. This means that the
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tools of meaning-making and data production should be placed in the hands
of the participants in order to try to achieve social transformation, commu-
nity engagement, and personal and communal emancipation. Therefore, for
the research that I conducted at a higher education institution in Beijing I
used feminist methodologies as part of photovoice. These methodologies were
employed because they engaged the participants of the study in a participa-
tory, inclusive, and democratic research using the method of photography and
group discussions based on participants’ photographs.

The photovoice methodology has three theoretical frameworks that
include feminist theory, documentary photography, and participatory research
(Wang & Burris, 1994). The methodology of photovoice relies on these three
frameworks, and documentary photography acts as a tool in the hands of the
participants to document and represent their daily lives living and studying
in Beijing. Berger (1976) commented that to capture a moment in time in a
photograph is a very reflective and thoughtful process; that this moment meant
something more than all the other moments that came before is nothing short
of monumental.

Critical Consciousness and Participatory Theories

Critical consciousness and participatory research seek to lessen the hierarchical
systems of the researcher and participants by incorporating research partici-
pants into the process of making their own meaning. Freire (2005) said that
people who find themselves in certain situations will reflect on their own “sit-
uationality” when they are challenged by it, and “Human beings are because
they are in a situation. And they will be more the more they not only crit-
ically reflect upon their existence but critically act upon it” (p. 109). What
Freire stated applies to both the research participants and the researcher, where
both critically reflected on their situationality in this study’s research process,
and were able to critically act in the form of offering solutions to institu-
tional and personal problems. Freire’s empowerment education theory focuses
on encouraging individuals to become active in addressing the needs of their
community. In the research study as a goal, empowerment education started
with the data collection, and participants delved into their own communities
and photographed their concerns and reflections. Once completed, the partici-
pants moved into facilitated group discussions, sharing with one another what
the photographs meant to them. Group dialog allowed the participants to
build upon each other’s concerns, helping to shape and identify the needs of
their community (Wang & Burris, 1994).

For Freire (2005), it was imperative that the relationship between the
researcher and the community of participants was not one of objectifica-
tion and that members of the community are authorities of their experience
and critical investigation. Freire’s theories included the belief that research
is not neutral and needs to be participatory in its investigations. The goals
of research also need to work toward emancipation and social justice, and
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research that asks participants to reflect on and challenge their roles within
their own communities can start to achieve these goals.

Furthermore, oppressed people who become aware of their situations
could transform their environments through praxis (Rahman, 1991). The
photographs and the dialogs that were generated were sources of informa-
tion that came from the sometimes emotional situations in the photographs.
Through group dialogue, we were able to transform consciousness and praxis
as we collectively reflected on how international students can improve their
situations in Beijing both personally and institutionally (Freire, 2005). The
aim of dialog was to create change which was a process that required partici-
pants to engage, interact, and reflect on their actions to achieve social change
and justice (Mayfield-Johnson & Butler, 2017).

The Photovoice Process

The photovoice methodology was implemented in two groups of six and seven
student participants. Each participant was asked to take photographs of their
lives—their day-to-day lives, what engaged them, their struggles and triumphs,
a reflection of their lives as international students. The participants shared five
to six of their selected photographs with the group and discussed what the
photographs meant to them. The groups practiced the SHOWed method of
talking about the photographs. SHOWeD is an acronym developed by Wang
and Burris (1994) inclusive to the photovoice methodology. SHOWeD is
explained as: What do you See here? What is really Happening here? How
does this relate to Our lives? Why does this condition Exist? What can we Do
about it?

Most often, the narrative descriptions of the photographs in the group
meetings resulted in conversations regarding how other participants were
affected by the same concerns. Questions were posed for more informa-
tion and clarification on the situations being presented and this resulted
in deep discussions. In this way, through discussion of the images in the
photographs, and observations of the content of the photographs, generative
themes emerged. These generative themes are important because they show
how the participants were thinking and feeling about their reality, both visually
and verbally. More concisely, Freire (2005) stated:

To investigate the generative theme is to investigate the people’s thinking about
reality and people’s action upon reality, which is their praxis. For precisely this
reason, the methodology proposed requires that the investigators and the people
(who would normally be considered objects of that investigation) should act as
co-investigators. The more active an attitude men and women take in regard to
the exploration of their thematics, the more they deepen their critical awareness
of reality and, in spelling out those thematics, take possession of that reality.
(p. 106)
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The important generative themes that emerged from the participants’
photographs and discussions could be used as essential information in
changing and developing institutional protocols and policy regarding inter-
national student experiences—academically, emotionally, and socially—within
higher educational institutions on their road to internationalization. Not only
did important generative themes emerge from the photographs, but from what
I observed of the participants, a supportive community formed, and from that
community bonds of friendship, alliance, and understanding were constructed
organically. From my perspective, and as well from my participation in the
group meetings, that life as an international student became a lot less lonely
and isolating when vulnerabilities were shared and solutions were offered.

At the end of the data collection, as part of the last component of the
photovoice methodology, an exhibition of students’ photographs was held
in a public space with participants’ permission. This was an exhibition space
where the international students, faculty, and the Beijing public could view the
photographs of the students in the study. In this third space, the exhibition
space and the photographs provided and an environment where the unique-
ness of each person was seen as a complex individual who occupied more than
just the role of an international student (Bhabha, 1994).

The Power of Photography

Art, and specifically in this case, photography, has the power to act as a spring-
board for dialog, a spark for a memory, a cathartic emotional release, and
in some cases, transparency. Photography can be revelatory in how power
is normalized, and the exposure of voices, interests, and concerns that may
not otherwise be known from nondominant international student popula-
tions, such as queer students, women, and families, who have now had a
space to communicate their concerns. For example, one of the participants,
a Bangladeshi mother of two young boys, revealed in her photographs how
busy an average day is for her. Without family housing on campus and access
to schools or daycare on or close to the university campus, she needs to live
in the suburbs of Beijing, far from campus. The morning includes waking up
very early to get her children ready for school, and then she travels in to the
university. Through this participatory research the students learned that their
concerns were not superfluous, that their needs were important, and most
importantly that they were not alone in their struggles.

Feminist theory provided one of the theoretical frameworks for photovoice
and offered an alternative data collection tool that aimed to involve and recog-
nize women as participants instead of subjects. In some traditional patriarchal
research women can be viewed as research subjects, something that is done
to women. In contrast, photovoice empowered women to control their own
research experience by having total control of the photographs they took, the
images they captured, to communicate their experiences and have their voices
heard as international students in Beijing (Smith, 1987; Weiler, 1988).
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Women who come from countries where traditional forms of patriarchy
control society often find themselves subjugated within that society. There-
fore, through photovoice, women have a tool (the photograph) in which
to express themselves freely with their own agency because they completely
control the content they want to communicate. In research, it is sometimes
the case that those who have control of knowledge production are those who
are seen as experts—the ones who have the social and academic power to
decide what is useful knowledge. However, in using egalitarian participatory
research methods, the research participants were in control of their knowledge
production, and groups that once may have been seen as powerless have the
ability to participate in their knowledge production and decide what is useful
information (Darroch & Giles, 2014).

Another example of a theme that surfaced through photographs was from
a woman of color who was an English as a second language speaker. She
took some photographs inside the university classroom with other classmates.
In one photograph she showed herself giving a presentation, and in another
she showed herself in class working with a group of other classmates. When
she spoke about the photographs to the research group she spoke of how
she noticed the professor favored those with native English speaking abilities
and how she felt that her halting spoken English was a perceived disad-
vantage to her representation of her academic abilities during presentations.
For international students who are teachers in their home countries in their
native language(s), this experience of language hierarchies can be daunting and
jolting. To be proficient in one or many other languages besides English, and
then be evaluated for your intellectual ability based on language, is humbling
to say the least.

The topic of discrimination was communicated when the photographs of
the classroom situation were discussed. Discriminatory language hierarchies,
from a few professors, were perceived by some of the international students,
and for example native English speakers are favored, followed by fluent non-
native speakers (Tsuda, 1998). It was revealed through group discussions,
based on the photographs, that international students have no recourse to
complain of prejudice because a complaints procedure within the university
was absent. Therefore, without an institutional history of complaints there is
no record of discord, and as a result no growth or change within the univer-
sity (Ahmed, 2019). Through exploring the themes that surfaced from the
photographs, problems on campus surfaced and recognition that support was
needed became evident. Therefore, what was learned from the participants
experiences can directly influence, change, or build new policies on campus to
benefit international students’ experiences.
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Documentary Photography

The role of documentary photography is to communicate a moment or
moments in the lives of groups of people to illustrate an emotional representa-
tion of their experiences. Photographs can tell a story that express humanistic,
emotional, and compassionate events, and reflect politics and the effects of
political systems (Wu & Yun, 2007). Documentary photography has been
used as a tool to help vulnerable populations of people tell their stories to the
world. Often, these groups have been women, children, victims of war, the
impoverished, and the elderly but also, people in the healthcare system, and
people in educational institutions. Photovoice is a tool that gives people who
are oppressed or underrepresented a means to control their decision in what
they want to communicate and how they want to be represented. Often, it is
the members of the community who are most succinct and poignant about
what needs to be said or known about their experiences (Goo et al., 2011;
Wang & Burris, 1994).

Traditionally, photovoice has been used to give voice to vulnerable groups,
but photovoice is an adaptable data collection tool and Wang et al. (1996)
stated that it should be and can be used in a variety of research situations.
Photovoice is able to collect data in a way that captures emotions and feelings
that words are not able to. Additionally, photographs add deeper expres-
sions and thoughts from participants who may believe that it is challenging
to express themselves with accurate nuance through language, and perhaps
even more so, through a foreign language, such as English (Wang & Hannes,
2014).

Feminist researchers seek to produce collaborative environments where
everyone participating is a co-creator of knowledge. Therefore, in the
photovoice methodology stories emerge from the photographs, and stories
can be a powerful way to communicate the intricacies of the dominate themes
that emerge in the lives of international students studying in Beijing. In China,
quantitatively in numbers, the data provide statistical information on inter-
national students. However, the questions of “how” and “why” cannot be
answered in numbers, and rarely does one see the lives of international students
studying in China. Photovoice allows themes to unfold and emerge from the
photographs. In the data collection process participants are co-creators of
knowledge and bring their awareness to their own situatedness as an interna-
tional student. Their participation in the study is reflected in the photographs
they took which drew attention to the extraordinary visual reflections on their
lives as expats and international students for a moment of time in Beijing.

Using photography, it was easy to see how traditional methods, for example
positivist research, could have limited or even negated the holistic and heuristic
methods of data collection in this study. If quantitative positivist forms were
employed, the fertile revelations of the lived experiences of international
students studying in a Beijing higher educational institution would have been
lost (Rodriguez, 2010). The photovoice methodology included each person
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contributing to meaning-making, and from the participants photographs
important generative themes emerged that reflected the lives of international
students’ concerns, triumphs, and frailties of living and studying abroad as
expats for a time. As Freire (2005) put forth, “Thematic investigation thus
becomes a common striving towards awareness of reality and towards self-
awareness, which makes this investigation a starting point for the educational
process or for cultural action of a liberating character” (p. 107). Critical and
reflexive methodologies that employ alternative methods answer the questions
of “why” and “how?” that quantitative research leave us to posit. Further,
Smith (1999) emphasized the importance of knowledge as not only acquired
but shared and dispersed from communities to other communities outside of
institutions. Knowledge is power, and Smith theorized that knowledge needs
to be spread as part of a continual sharing practice as an extension of research
practices. The photography exhibition at the end of the research project in
Beijing with international students succeeded in bridging communities and
thus was able to spread knowledge outside of the university into the greater
Beijing community.

The Photography Exhibition

The knowledge learned from this study conducted in Beijing was shared with
the larger Beijing community in the form of a photography exhibition in the
hopes of creating knowledge bridges. It was important to the study to take
the photographs—the co-creation of knowledge—into a public space to reach
people who would not normally interact with international students. The goal
of a public exhibition was to share the worlds of international students living in
Beijing with a larger community, both foreigners and locals alike. The exhibi-
tion of the participants’ photographs created a reflexive and productive (praxis)
third space. Homi Bhabha (1994) stated that a third space is one in which an
in-between space occurs, where cultural structures are seen and negotiated,
and new possibilities can be produced. Bhabha’s theory on cultural difference
provides the concept of hybridity and calls to question preconceived notions
of culture and identity. This hybridity acts as an alternative to essentialism, and
this third space acts as “These ‘in-between’ spaces [that] provide the terrain
for elaborating strategies of selfhood – singular or communal – that initiate
new signs of identity, and innovative sites of collaboration, and contestation,
in the act of defining the idea of society itself” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 1).

Engagement with this third space asks for interactions between and with
the international student/s and the audiences/communities who see these
visual representations of international students’ lives in a foreign country. Art,
and specifically in this case, photography, has the power to act as a spring-
board for dialog, a spark for a memory, and a cathartic emotional release.
Photographs can create transparency, and they can be revelatory in how power
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is normalized. Photographs can create space for voices and themes, inter-
ests, and concerns that may not otherwise be known from nondominant
international student populations such as queer students, women, and families.

Exhibiting photographs of international students functioned as a
knowledge-sharing device. Smith (1999) reminded us that to assume that
differing parties would not be interested in understanding and learning about
the deeper issues would be to make assumptions about who and what inter-
ests people. Therefore, photographs displayed in an exhibition to the general
public is with the hope that dialog is sparked. The reflexive and critical
researcher should always be aware that it is imperative to ensure that research
is done ethically and has mutual benefits to all parties involved in research
studies and beyond. Sharing knowledge inside and outside of communities
means moving academic knowledge into larger communities, and equitable
access to knowledge is made possible and seriously considered as an exten-
sion of critical methodologies (Smith, 1999). Moreover, a public photography
exhibition, with the participants permission, is one way to share knowledge
with larger communities outside of the university when employing photovoice.

There are diverse ways of disseminating knowledge and of ensuring that research
reaches the people who have helped make it. Two important ways not always
addressed by scientific research are to do with “reporting back” to the people
and “sharing knowledge.” Both ways assume a principle of reciprocity and
feedback. (Smith, 1999, p. 15)

A photography exhibition is one way of sharing knowledge outside of an
academic setting. Not only does a public exhibition connect communities,
it creates dialog with diverse groups and allows people to learn about the
international students who are living and learning in their city.

The next section explores the ability to be flexible in methodologies, and
the importance of adjusting methodological procedures that work with the
participants.

Critical Methodology

Critical methodology is the rigorous and precise evaluation and reevalua-
tion of methodological self-examination. When a researcher reflects on their
methodology and methods they should, according to Yanchar et al. (2005):

[…]focus on the creative processes of theory formation and problem solving,
which would be aided by various methodological procedures. In this sense,
methods become practice-oriented, or practical extensions of the researchers’
theories and assumptions through their use as perspectival research strategies.
(p. 35)

Photovoice is a methodology that utilizes the action- and practice-based data
collection tool of photography, which the participants control. This means
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that participants communicate what is important to them, and the data collec-
tion becomes a democratic method instead of a prescriptive method as seen in
positivist research.

In addition, a researcher using critical methodologies should be able to
accommodate, change, and develop certain strategies that consider the unique,
significant, and particular situations of the participants (Yanchar et al., 2005).
For instance, often a researcher is overly concerned with adhering to a
methodological frameworks and fails to adapt processes and procedures to
the participants, situation, location, etc. in a study. For example, in my study
on international students in a HEI in Beijing, students who were mother-
scholars believed that they could not devote time to the research because
they could not always attend the group meetings. Moreover, some mother-
scholars would return to their home countries to see their children when
national holidays or breaks in their timetable allowed travel, which meant
they were not always present on campus to participate in the research project.
Because of my perceived need to adhere to the protocols and structures of
the photovoice methodology, important information regarding the lives of
mothers who were students was lost. The methodology should have been
adjusted to suit the mother-scholars. The adjustment to include mother-
scholars could have meant forgoing the in-person group meetings, to meeting
with the women on-line for one-to-one interviews and discussions about their
photographs. Photovoice was developed to be a flexible methodology, and in
this instance utilizing the adaptability of photovoice was a critical opportunity
to change procedures and to contribute to the growth of this critical research
methodology. Recognizing the limitations and the assumptions attached to
the methodology and being open to challenging or changing methodological
assumptions in order to better suit the participants are essential in conducting
inclusive and humanistic research (Yanchar et al., 2005).

Adjusting methodology to accommodate different kinds of participants is
imperative when researchers think critically about their methodologies. There-
fore, methodological reflection is not simply a one-off, and critical reflection
needs to be consistent throughout the research process. Accommodating and
adjusting methods and methodology to suit the in/consistencies and changes
of the participants is a process of critical reflection that is a key dynamic
of the critically present researcher. Without this consistent reflexive prac-
tice, the evolution of methodologies can become stagnant, and the praxis
of research will not be transformed (Freire, 2005). The role of the critical
researcher and critical methodologies is to constantly reflect on and strive
to acknowledge “that its [methodology] underlying assumptions are histor-
ically situated, temporary and continually subject to critical examination and
revision” (Yanchar et al., 2005, p. 36).
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Conclusion

Utilizing critical methodology, and a visual method data collection using
photography, this writing explored how inclusive, democratic, and participa-
tory research benefited international students studying in China. Additionally,
the information learned from international student experiences can inform
policy changes on an institutional level that can improve the lives of inter-
national students studying in Beijing. Although this study was conducted in
Beijing with this specific group of participants, this writing highlights the
importance of critical and reflective methodologies that can be applied beyond
this specific location and research group. Visual research methods such as
photography help to mitigate the pressure on language barriers, English, and
aim to lessen the hegemonic linguistic hierarchies of the English language and
its imperialistic legacies (Tsuda, 1998). Furthermore, in line with Freirean
philosophy (2005), emancipatory and participatory methodology/methods
are needed in order for people to free themselves from oppression, which
means that participants need to be active in their own education (and research)
at all levels. Therefore, change in communities comes from empowering
participants through the research processes, ensuring that participants are
not simply the subjects of data collection but co-creators of knowledge who
actively make meaning from their lived experiences (West et al., 2012).

Knowledge gained from communities and data that is co-created with
participants need to support participants in applying, distributing, and utilizing
information that was gained from research. For too long researchers have
used methods that benefit them and the institution but not the participants
and communities. Exploitation of minority groups, people of color, and the
economically disadvantaged, to name a few, have not always been the benefac-
tors of research and the data collection that was done to them in the guise of
what was good for them (Rodriguez, 2010). Applying critical methodologies in
theory, in practice, and in principle can alleviate the colonial residue that has
been left behind and garner new and evolving conversations. Exploring and
questioning the role of methodology should be part of the critical researchers
practice in order to adapt methodologies and methods that consider the
human beings that research purports to understand and represent.
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CHAPTER 21

Rise of a “Managerial Demiurge”: Critical
Analysis of the Digitalization of Education

Juha Suoranta, Marko Teräs, and Hanna Teräs

False clarity is only another name for myth. Myth was always obscure and lumi-
nous at once. It has always been distinguished by its familiarity and its exemption
from the work of concepts. (Horkheimer & Adorno, 2002, p. xvii)

Introduction

This chapter reflects on the seemingly self-evident reified phantasmagoria of
the digitalized future of education, which frequently appears in influential
educational policy documents. We study selected policy documents in the light
of the Frankfurt School critical theory to analyze and criticize modernity’s
culture and social existence.1 In what follows, we explore two main ques-
tions. Firstly, we examine how the future and digitalization of education are
reified. Secondly, we explore what certain concepts of critical theory, such as
instrumental reason, language universe, power, and alienation, reveal from the
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official education policy discourses and futures materialized in the educational
policy and vision documents.

We argue that these documents are cultural and ideological artifacts, objects
of power, that in fact operationalize the future they claim to merely fore-
cast. The ultimate message of our analysis is that the mythical future these
policy documents and their grand narrative speak about is the future they are
textually constructing, creating the social reality in their own image.

The future of digitalized education appears progressive, rational, and
inevitable. Under its trendy clothes of scientific rationality, calculability, and
certainty, with an added twist of silicon chic giving the digitalized future the
current unquestioned and uncriticized popular-boy-of-the-school status, is still
just another human endeavor with old utopias and myths. The eighteenth
century Enlightenment vision was to liberate humanity from mythical thinking
and replace the myth with reason, even if it originated from the mythical
thought (Horkheimer & Adorno, 2002). This chapter claims that the mythical
never disappeared, but indeed presents itself again in the cloak of digitalization
of education that claims to ensure us “a future.”

We are writing our chapter amid the digitalization of higher education, the
current megatrend of international higher education worldwide. Digitaliza-
tion highlights entrepreneurial ideas in higher education, promises mythical
acceleration of fluid learning processes, and boosts the economy. As such,
digitalization of higher education can be considered as part of academic
capitalism, “a tendency toward overruling the genuine rules of scientific
practice by the rules of capitalist competition” (Münch, 2020, p. 12; see
also Cantwell & Kauppinen, 2014; Musselin, 2018; Poutanen et al., 2020;
Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004).

Finnish higher education, our operational context, is an active partaker
of the digitalization megatrend. The Finnish educational system is publicly
funded and, in an international comparison, relatively centralized with national
educational legislation. As such, it has been an easy target to top-down
management and goal steering. However, “the market-based rhetoric and
practices have not been able to take root in the core areas of the traditional
Nordic welfare state – education, social services, and health – as easily as in
other areas of society” (Rinne et al., 2002, p. 655). All compulsory schools
follow the core national curriculum, and higher education is steered from the
Ministry of Education with economic sticks and carrots. Although schools
and higher education institutions have relative decision power and autonomy,
the Finnish national authorities have the upper hand in educational decision
making and future planning.

In Finland, as in most other European countries, business sector lobbyists
along with the doctrine of New Public Management have for years expressed
worries that the country’s current higher education model lacks future orienta-
tion in terms of skills, competencies, and mindsets needed in the future work
life. Therefore, the business sector has lobbied business-oriented agendas to
the Finnish education system (see Kauppinen & Moisio, 2008). Key themes in
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this have been the marketization of education, international competitiveness,
and entrepreneurship education (Poutanen et al., 2020).

Simultaneously, Finnish national administration of education began to
demand more efficiency, calculability, predictability, and controllability—all
the McDonaldization thesis’s general features (see Ritzer, 1998, p. 5; Rinne,
1999). Finnish sociologists of education have characterized the development
from the 1990s as a shift from a relatively autonomous and democratic higher
education toward a top-down governed managerial university (Rinne, 2014).
The neoliberal business logic and de-democratization of higher education have
been driven by changes in legislation, which in turn was motivated and advised
by reports and vision documents emphasizing the necessity of such measures in
order to ensure economic competitiveness in the globalizing market (Poutanen
et al., 2020). Furthermore, the recent developments suggest the rise of “fast
policy” in educational policymaking (Hardy et al., 2020). The latest catch-
phrase in this business-driven, the winner-takes-it-all educational discourse has
been the digitalization of education, which, according to business-oriented
spokespeople, catapults Finland’s economic success.

The Myth of the Digitalization

of Education: Managerial Demiurge at Work

We have used the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture policy paper
Higher Education and Research for the 2030s Vision Roadmap (the topic: digi-
talization of education) (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2019a) and its
background material (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2019b) for the crit-
ical analysis of the myth of digitalization of education. From 2017 to 2019
Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture formulated a vision for higher
education and research for 2030 (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2019a),
which describes future challenges for all sectors of life:

Digitalization, artificial intelligence and robotization are changing society,
working life, the logic of making a living, and also people’s general living and
competence needs. Competence is the best protection amidst changes in work,
technology, and the world. If the labour market and the competence of the
population are functioning well, the society can adapt to forces such as automa-
tion that change the society and work. (Ministry of Education and Culture,
2019a, p. 5; translated by the authors)

The roadmap also outlines a seemingly dire present where success appears to
be slipping away from our grasp and where parts of Finnish knowledge and
skills base are crumbling. Improving quality, productivity, and effectiveness are
considered national challenges. Higher Education Institutes’ Digivision, 2030
is a new national project that aims to operationalize the education roadmap
vision. All Finnish higher education institutions have signed the preliminary
agreement for the development. The objective is to create a “national digital
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service platform” with “guidance based on digital pedagogics, the learner’s
path and shared data,” “AI solution as an aid in guidance,” and “support
for change management for higher education institutions” (Higher Education
Institutes’ Digivision 2030, 2019, p. 3).

We argue that such vision documents and roadmaps are primary tools in
creating a specific and powerful discourse of the digitalization of education.
After Mills (2000), we describe these documents with the metaphor manage-
rial demiurge since they control higher education’s material resources and
public development. As Mills suggested, at first glance, they appear as rational
but soon become fetishized, and in the end, manipulate discussion and devel-
opment. We have applied document analysis (Bowen, 2009; Gross, 2018) and
the Foucauldian idea of “eventualization” in a close reading of the documents
(Foucault, 1996; Miller & Rose, 2008). A primary function of’eventualization’
is simply to problematize the self-evident, to question “those self-evidences
on which our knowledges, acquiescences and practices rest” (Foucault, 1996,
p. 277).2 Using this methodological idea, as Miller and Rose (2008) have
suggested, we move from why to how, that is, how the myth of digitalization
of education is constructed.

In what follows, we analyze the aforementioned policy documents of digi-
talization of education in the light of four concepts from critical theory:
instrumental rationality, a closed discourse universe, power, and alienation.
In reading the following analysis, one should keep in mind that the docu-
ments are part of the “educational–digital industrial complex,” by which we
mean an informal alliance between the educational administration and business
sector: especially a partnership between the public education, intergovern-
mental organizations and ed-tech companies.3 Their combination affects
national educational policies and practices. Our interest is to understand how
these powers are discursively constructing the myth of the digitalization of
education.

Policy Document as Manifestations of Instrumental Rationality

As tools to achieve the goals, the Higher Education and Research for the 2030s
Vision Roadmap introduces development programs. Two of them (‘Higher
education reform and the environment for digital services’ and ‘A higher
education community with the skills to deliver the best learning outcomes and
settings in the world’) refer to the digitalization of education. They suggest
that digitalization is a major force changing society and will impose new oper-
ating methods and educational content. In the future, higher education should
leverage digitalization for new pedagogical thinking and create a service envi-
ronment that will improve accessibility, flexibility, continuous learning, and
international collaboration in the university sector. The aim is to introduce new
pedagogical approaches, counseling services, digital content, and modularity.
The vision document argues that these changes lead to increased numbers of
degrees and international students and improve the overall access to education.
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Themes that spur from these developments are demand- and anticipation-led
education. Continuous learning is seen as a cornerstone of the new learning
products (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2019a, p. 17).

In a critical look, these sorts of policy documents fulfill the fundamental
characteristics of instrumental rationality. As Brookfield (2005) points out,
referring mainly to Max Horkheimer’s thinking: “[t]his form of thought is
seen in the belief that life can be ordered and organized into mutually exclu-
sive, yet interlocking, categories.” Furthermore, instrumental rationality “is
applied to solve problems of how to attain certain short-term social and
economic objectives. In the scramble to achieve short-term ends, the appli-
cation of reason to abstract universals such as justice, equality, and tolerance
becomes increasingly impossible.” At the same time, thinking is objectified and
fetishized, and it achieves an existence of its own, separated from the thinker
(pp. 70–71; Horkheimer, 2002, 2004).

Furthermore, the vision report refers heavily to the OECD’s working paper
“Collaboration, Alliance, and Merger Among Higher Education Institutions,”
written by a consultant who has also worked for the World Bank. The report
states that the recommendations are only its author’s views. However, in
the vision document, the consultant’s opinions and rhetoric are taken as
indisputable facts. Thus, the OECD’s ideas are brought to national educa-
tional debate by interpreting the recommendations as factual statements. In
this “domestication” process, local educational administrators and bureaucrats
tend to be active agents who put a new element as part of an existing field of
specific activities (Alasuutari & Alasuutari, 2012).

In our case, “to be an active agent” means to interpret suggestions as
facts. It is essential to note this connection since the OECD is among the
most powerful international players in education policymaking (see Ball, 2012;
Lingard & Sellars, 2016; Prytz, 2020; Sellar & Lingard, 2013; Verger, 2013).
As Miettinen (2019) has pointed out, the OECD’s data formation and presen-
tation of results differ from the scientific practices. The organization’s reports
do not usually refer to scientific studies but their own previous publications.
However, the OECD has left its mark on the Higher Education and Research
for the 2030s Vision Roadmap in that the Finnish document resembles the
OECD’s standard rhetoric. The seemingly concrete language makes the vision
roadmap appear reasonable and logical while its concreteness hides the vague-
ness of the used concepts and the assumptions these concepts are based on
(see also Miettinen, 2019). The overall approach of the OECD and the like
seems to be that a range of global firms “who will benefit hugely from any
business that might come their way as a result of changing pedagogical prac-
tices, learning materials, testing material, ongoing professional development”
(Ball, 2012; Robertson, 2016, p. 281).
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Closing the Discourse Universe

Intergovernmental and governmental organizations’ reports and general
communication on e.g., news sites and technology company blogs describe
a future disrupted by an uncertain labor market and fueled by digitalization
and automation. Future jobs are seen as something we do not know about
yet, but despite the obscurity, it is firmly believed that new competencies and
skills such as entrepreneurship and teamwork will be needed in “the future.”
This argumentative logic also often emphasizes the need to change teaching
and learning practices as “the traditional forms’’ of education cannot prepare
“the learners’’ for the future. Thus, the education sector is destined to employ
new ways of teaching and learning driven by digitalization. According to this
logic, digitalization is affecting the future of competence requirements and
work, therefore we should leverage digitalization to create future employment.
In sum, due to a different kind of a future where digitalization and automa-
tion have “disrupted” most jobs, education needs to change in order to serve
such a future better, and digitalization should be the driver of such change in
education.

The contemporary language that permeates the future of education and
society is deterministic, but more importantly, a type that already constructs
and normalizes “a future.” Marcuse describes a closed discourse universe where
“[m]agical, authoritarian and ritual elements permeate speech and language”
(Marcuse, 2007, p. 89). Through continuous repetition, specific meanings of a
concept are hammered in. Or, as Marcuse (2007) describes it on grammatical
level: “A specific noun is almost always coupled with the same “explicatory”
adjectives and attributes makes the sentence into a hypnotic formula which,
endlessly repeated, fixes the meaning in the recipient’s mind. He does not
think of essentially different (and possibly true) explications of the noun”
(p. 94). How the noun is used in public policy documents and opinions, its
analytical structure becomes insulated and governed by disruptions against it
(Marcuse, 2007, pp. 91–92).

Digitalization is usually described with surprisingly univocal sentences in
various sources, primarily through its positive potential to disrupt and trans-
form education. Still, when following the path to these arguments, all too
often there lies not much else behind them than other sources that argue the
same. Marcuse (2007) writes:

The concept tends to be absorbed by the word. The former has no other
content than that designated by the word in the publicized and standardized
usage, and the word is expected to have no other response than the publicized
and standardized behavior (reaction). The word becomes cliché and, as cliché,
governs the speech or the writing. (p. 90)

Digitalization has become a vague but solidified and presupposed concept
in public debate, a cliché. As Marcuse (2007) emphasizes, “communication
thus precludes genuine development of meaning” (p. 90). As digitalization
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is continuously described through its positive potential, its meaning becomes
taken for granted, and further development of its other potential meanings
becomes more difficult or ceases altogether. Therefore, the claim that digital-
ization can transform education, “has lost all cognitive value and serves merely
for recognition of an unquestionable fact” (Marcuse, 2007, p. 98). Even if not
concretely present in the message, this message’s positivity is already taken for
granted.

Furthermore, the cliché begins to hide under itself that which actually takes
place. Even if contradictions appear between the truth of the noun and the
truth of everyday experience, these can be ignored or even turned into positive
explanations. This can take place because, as Marcuse (2007) writes, “[t]he
ritualized concept is made immune against contradiction” (p. 92). Even more,
authoritarian, standardized language solidifies a concept and makes contradic-
tions, such as “war is peace” seem reasonable, logical, and perfectly natural
(Marcuse, 2007, p. 92). Similarly, the claim that digitalization has the poten-
tial to transform education is increasingly presupposed as something positive,
which also affects the ways it is studied. Still, there are many accounts that
reveal the mismatch between the grand narrative of the potential of digi-
talization and the actualization of that potential in education (e.g. Mertala,
2020), be it technology-enhanced learning in general (Bayne, 2015), tablets
(Mertala, 2020), datafication (MacGilchrist, 2019) or student information
systems (Heimo et al., 2016). However, it has been noted that such critical
accounts have largely been ignored (see Selwyn, 2011, 2016). This can easily
take place due to the presupposition of positivity and progress of technological
development; as always, “the next version of the software will be better”.

A closed deterministic language universe is an example of structural violence
in education. Administrators’ and experts’ reports affect directly governmental
policies and teachers and students who have to live up to often unreal-
istic expectations and acknowledge with regret that they cannot actualize
the “potentials” demanded in the digitalization of education documents. As
Marcuse (2007) writes, the use of functional language suppresses society’s
history, but more importantly, also its future. The development of digital-
ization ignores the long unrealized history of overly positive technological
determinism while deterministic language closes the creation of broader mean-
ings. In the case of digitalization, the prevailing meaning—the “truth” of
the increasingly fixed and presupposed noun “digitalization”—is the meaning
assigned by ed-tech companies, “technology enthusiasts” and administrative
demiurges, not necessarily the meaning teachers and students could make.
Veering beyond this public truth, “beyond the closed analytical structure is
incorrect or propaganda” (Marcuse, 2007, p. 91). As Marcuse (2007) aptly
summarizes.

In exhibiting its contradictions as the token of its truth, this universe of
discourse closes itself against any other discourse which is not on its own terms.
And, by its capacity to assimilate all other terms to its own, it offers the prospect
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of combining the greatest possible tolerance with the greatest possible unity.
Nevertheless, its language testifies to the repressive character of this unity. This
language speaks in constructions which impose upon the recipient the slanted
and abridged meaning, the blocked development of content, the acceptance of
that which is offered in the form in which it is offered. (p. 94)

Operationalizing and Legitimizing the Future Through Exercising Power
and Violence

The Roadmap for Implementing Vision 2030 document’s background mate-
rial, “Where we are now” (the literal meaning in the Finnish version is closer to
“a shared situation picture”), narrates a dire future where automation and digi-
talization have taken or changed jobs and created an unstable labor market.
To tackle this, a certain set of competencies are needed, together with effi-
cient ways to construct these competencies (i.e., digitalization of education).
Hence, the call for action (five development programs to rule them all, of
which Digivisio 2030 is one materialized project), otherwise we must bear the
consequences, which are only generally described (missing out in the global
competition), but indeed, ominously implied.

Digitalization of education and competencies are intended to operationalize
the vision and make the desired future more certain. The means receive their
legitimization through the described future challenges which is a narrative
built from the now and the suggested future. In short: this story of the future
is a certain kind of power and violence (Benjamin, 2002). As no one can really
know what the future brings, the described future is a narrative myth, which
is used to operationalize technocratic faith. This operationalization takes place
through reacting to a myth, something that does not exist (the future), and
thus bringing it into existence through those reactions. The following presents
how it is glued into a seemingly democratic co-creation process.

Both “Higher education and research vision 2030” and “Digivisio 2030”
proudly emphasize that stakeholders have been involved in constructing
the future, in addition to developing the ways to get there. This claim of
“involving stakeholders” further legitimizes the vision and the means, as it
dresses the process in democratic clothing—now, to question the vision and
the means would be to go against a shared vision and means. But in fact, the
stakeholders who have been “involved” are not given a proactive role in imag-
ining and shaping the future, instead, they are assigned the task to negotiate
a reaction to a future that has already been determined, although it not yet
exists. Now the parties, the Ministry of Higher Education and the Digivision
2030 working group who drive the technocratic future, are able to speak with
the voice of the involved stakeholders (i.e., everyone who is important). Still,
what is left unspoken is, for example, in what ways exactly the stakeholders
were involved (e.g., in the workshops described in the vision background
documents), whose voices were heard, but more importantly, how the future
was already prescribed at the moment the stakeholders were involved. Luckily,
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the background document that summarizes the workshops is freely available
(Ministry of Education & Culture, 2017). It describes them as follows:

The aim of the workshops and the Foresight Friday event was to discuss 2030
objectives, enframed by the large megatrends. The workshop began from futures
that rule out each other and together set objectives that best fit the world of the
digital global economy. (p. 9; translated from Finnish by the authors, italics
added)

The document presents several predesigned workshop canvases, one of which
themed as Quality and contemporary education and competence, with ques-
tions such as: “Think about how the drivers of change and megatrends (such
as digitalization) affect” and “What kind of competence is needed?” As such,
the conditions of “global megatrends” and “digital global economy” have
power over imagination in the workshop, and thus, the outcomes are already
violently submitted under their rule. Therefore, it is unsurprising that the
general outcome of the workshop can be described as to ensure employ-
ment in a precarious global labor market with ever-matching competencies
and continuous learning, supported by digitalization, as these were the pres-
elected ingredients given to the stakeholders to use for forming the future
vision.

According to Benjamin (2002), there is no “power” or “violence” as such,
but concepts are always temporal, receiving their meaning as part of historical
situations (see also Lindroos, 2014). This means that each era should redefine
their meanings that transform during historical and political events (ibid.).
Operationalizing and legitimizing the future through such governmental
development programs which are justified with international and intergovern-
mental organizations’ reports, presents a global flow of power and surprisingly
homogeneous ideas. When following this flow deeper, for example, by a crit-
ical examination of the sources used in such reports, one finds not futures but
a future. It is often driven and justified by technology companies, enthusi-
asts, and futurists in their terms. This is exemplified in a recent report by the
Finnish National Agency for Education (Nyyssölä & Kumpulainen, 2020) that
describes the future of primary education in Finland and backs up its claims of
digital future and its potential with several unscholarly and commercial tech-
nology blogs, often written by vendors in whose direct interests it is for readers
to buy the future vision they portray. All of this raises a question: if no one
really knows the future, how can it be globally so homogeneously univocal?—
unless it is set and constructed now in the present. Hence, once again, this
constructed myth of the “future” is sovereignly exercising power over how
other potential futures of education might come forth.
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Digitalization Policy Documents as Sources of Alienation

Higher Education and Research for the 2030s Vision Roadmap and related
documentations are textualities constructing an objectified and alienating
reality of the already planned and designed world. As such, as general discur-
sive templates of the educational–digital industrial complex, they form a funda-
mental part of governmentality as a set of diverse combinations of governing
mechanisms and technologies of power executed by governmentalized states
or state unions (Lemke, 2000; Rantala & Suoranta, 2008).

In understanding the vicious effects of policy documents on digitalization
in higher education as sources of students’ and teachers’ alienation, we need
to refer to Marx’s early writings on political economy. The concept of alien-
ation originally derives from philosopher G.W.F. Hegel, but it was Marx who
made it famous in the nineteenth-century social sciences. In Marx, alienation
means that the majority of people have lost control of their lives. In a capi-
talist class society, they cannot reach their full potential. Their relations with
each other are distorted. They work for someone else’s benefit and feel that
they cannot associate with or be an integral part of society. In his Economic
and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, Marx writes bluntly about the logic of
capitalism:

Worker sinks to the level of a commodity and becomes indeed the most
wretched of commodities; that the wretchedness of the worker is in inverse
proportion to the power and magnitude of his production; that the necessary
result of competition is the accumulation of capital in a few hands, and thus the
restoration of monopoly in a more terrible form; and that finally the distinction
between capitalist and land rentier, like that between the tiller of the soil and
the factory worker, disappears and that the whole of society must fall apart into
the two classes—property owners and propertyless workers. (Marx, 1932, p. 28)

As Marx further notes, the more wealth the worker produces, the poorer she
or he becomes: “The worker becomes an ever cheaper commodity the more
commodities he (sic) creates. The devaluation of the world of men is in direct
proportion to the increasing value of the world of things. Labor produces
not only commodities; it produces itself and the worker as a commodity—and
this at the same rate at which it produces commodities in general” (ibid.).
Policy documents on digitalization are products of labor which Fuchs (2014)
describes as digital labor and, as such, in Marx’ view, “something alien” (Marx,
1932, pp. 28–29).

However, workers are not to blame for their alienation and general posi-
tion in the dominant hierarchy. Based on private ownership, capitalism forces
people to submit to the working-class in the division of labor which turns them
into objects (or mere commodities) causing political, social, and individual
alienation. In other words, in a class society, people’s minority, or “a domi-
nant class controls human minds, bodies, social relations, the work process,
the economy and the whole of society” (Fuchs, 2014, p. 349). Furthermore,
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as Marx points out, in capitalism, “work is value-generating abstract labour”
abstracted from human needs. It serves “the structural needs of capital as
self-valorizing value through the exploitation of labour” (Fuchs, 2016, p. 17).

In capitalism’s exploitation of labor, work is commodified, and in Marx’s
thinking, the commodity-form becomes capitalism’s primary social relation
characterizing all aspects of human endeavor. Policy documents on digitaliza-
tion of higher education (including digitalization programs and digital visions)
are parade examples of a capitalist commodity-form and the general tendency
of the educational sphere’s alienation at least in three ways.

First, they represent commodified forms of human labor and rationality. In
Marx’s terms, they are abstract labor and, as such, part and parcel of capitalism
as a “system that strives to turn everything into commodities (commodifica-
tion) so that it is an object of abstract labour and can be exchanged with
money in order to create profit” (Fuchs, 2014, p. 348). Commodity-form
and alienation are evident in the documents’ general view of the educational
world, e.g., when future universities are labeled as “datafied universities” and
defined as “service organizations” instead of critical teaching and learning
institutions. “Service organizations” also imply that students (or their future
employers?) are customers and teachers are mere service providers. In this
spirit, it is possible to proclaim the following grandiose goal: “A digital service
environment development program will be launched, which will create a set
of digital services consisting of universities’ own and common solutions that
serve degree studies and continuous learning.”

Second, the alienation concerns the producers who write these documents.
They are often bureaucrats in public administration or well-paid consultants,
to whom the profession has become a paycheck, and who have subsumed
themselves as demoralized tools or servants in the service of power, bureau-
cracy, and ed-tech business. Nevertheless, they are part of commodified labor.
Their work is separated from its results and the means of production and their
identities and life. Writing a policy document is another job to be done, more
or less irrelevant to them—their misery grows, as Marx notes, “with the power
and volume of their production” (ibid.). Their work is a real example of capi-
talism’s functioning as dead labor and surplus-value creation. In Marx words,
“capital is dead labour, that, vampire-like, only lives by sucking living labour,
and lives the more, the more labour it sucks” (Marx, 1887, p. 163).

Third, alienation does not concern only human beings as capitalism’s dead
labor but also the language used in the policy documents. New mechanistic
rhetoric derives primarily from the engineering sciences and their jargon of
project management. Features of the digital rhetoric without human beings’
meaning-making and pedagogical interaction include such buzzwords as
“datafication,” “learning analytics,” “interoperability of teaching and studying
information,” “service channel,” “smooth knowledge flow,” “modular study
supply,” “study path,” “digital service environment of higher education,”
“joint action plan,” and “content production collaboration.” At the core of
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this new rhetoric is one magic verb: to develop. Everything must be devel-
oped for development’s sake as if there was nothing valuable in the current
higher education. In an incessant development, there seems to be a means
but no ends. In this sense, the datafication and digitalization rhetoric have no
meaning over themselves, as the following quotes demonstrate.

The goal is to implement a digital services ecosystem that serves degree
programs as well as continuous learning. The ecosystem will consist of in-house
and shared solutions and a service channel to connect these. Compatibility of
data sets, smooth national data flow and shared policy are essential. (...) Modu-
larity in curricula and study programs is required in order to enable personalized
and flexible study paths and to develop the recognition of previously acquired
competences. (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2019a, p. 21, translated by
the authors)

The document’s clause, “unification of contents through datafication and
learning analytics,” means that higher education and its “contents” must
follow the same-size-fits-all -principle (while at the same time in other parts,
claiming ‘personalization’). In other words, in the digitalized future there is
even less face-to-face dialog in the universities, so crucial in developing crit-
ical consciousness. “Modular knowledge and curricula” mean that teaching is
provided in easily chewed pieces, learning will be passed to learner-consumers
as sliced into easy-to-follow parts, and knowledge served in containers, in
ready-made packages that can be exchanged for other packages. Above all,
the documents emphasize developing work-life competencies, “fluid learning,”
and cost savings.

The combination of digital courses and classroom-based teaching requires new
types of content that enhance employability skills and enables flexible degree
programs and continuous learning. Cooperation and division of labor will diver-
sify students’ study paths and skills, support the quality of education, and achieve
cost savings. (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2019a, p. 21, translated by
the authors)

The student-centered rhetorics employed in the documents may at the first
glance look like an emancipatory turn in the delivery of higher education.
Using digital technologies such as artificial intelligence and algorithms for the
personalization of learning and diversification of learning paths indeed sound
like it. However, a closer look reveals a different reality behind the words.
Students are, in fact, less and less able to fulfill their potential as the study paths
that used to be open-ended and messy are now predetermined and directed by
“tireless and fearless AI tutors” (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2019b,
p. 22) whose recommendations are based on computer-readable behavioral
data rather than the unique personal interests, motivations and talents of
human beings. After all, the documents do not talk about personalization
in the humanistic sense of the word, as the result of these algorithm-driven
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processes will always be bulk, always predetermined, always aiming at the same
desired outcome: a more efficient acquisition of competencies that serve the
needs of the marketplace and the economy. A humanistic personalization of
learning may lead to the flourishing of the individual. In contrast, the person-
alization described in these documents most probably leads to the alienation
of the individual and the thriving of markets.

Marx believed that alienation reached its peak in the position of the
nineteenth-century factory worker who was merely a cog in the machine. In
the factory, the worker was separated from the product of labor, from the
means of production, and, of course, from the profits. However, as Fromm
(2004, p. 45) has noted, Marx could not foresee that there will be alien-
ated classes other than the working-class, namely the middle and upper-middle
class. He did not realize that “alienation was to become the fate of the vast
majority of people, especially of the ever-increasing segment of the population
which manipulate symbols and men (sic), rather than machines” (ibid., p. 45).
Thus, Fromm argues that the middle class can be even “more alienated today
than the skilled manual worker,” for they need to sell not only their labor
power but also their personalities in order to maintain their living standards.
In a more recent study, part of the middle class in the office and administra-
tive jobs (who call themselves “flunkies,” “goons,” and “duck tapers”) say that
their work is not at all useful to anyone. They also state that they are unhappy
in their jobs, and work is actually a bullshit job (Graeber, 2018).

These middle class “symbol manipulators” worship corporations and the
capitalist system, false gods in Fromm’s view. However, Fromm clarifies that
“as far as consumption is concerned, there is no difference between manual
workers and the members of the bureaucracy,” and notes that nowadays
both have more to lose than their chains: a well-paid job and a consumerist
lifestyle. They “are not related to the world productively, grasping it in its full
reality and in this process becoming one with it.” In contemporary society,
people are—perhaps even without realizing it—ready to “worship things, the
machines which produce things—and in this alienated world they feel as
strangers and quite alone” (Fromm, 2004, p. 57).

Conclusion

We have suggested in this chapter, based on our empirical analysis of the
Finnish national educational policy documents, that digitalization of education
is a part of managerial demiurge’s administrative apparatus in the myth-
making. First, the documents are ultimate manifestations of instrumental
rationality. Second, the documents form a closed discourse universe that
determines the totality of an educational realm. They are distant from the
teachers’ and students’ reality and leave no space for teachers’ and students’
agency. Third, they use discursive power by constructing a narrative myth of
the educational-technological future, which cements the general technocratic
faith. Last, the documents represent a capitalist commodity-form and partake
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in creating an estranged and alienated higher education sphere. As such,
these documents are powerful objects of transnational educational bureaucratic
apparatus which constructs social reality as its own image. As Lefebvre (2002)
points out:

Bureaucracy tends to operate for and by itself. By establishing itself as a ‘sys-
tem’, it becomes its own goal and its own end; at the same time, in a given
society, it has real functions, which it executes more or less effectively. Thus it
modifies the everyday, and this too is its goal and its aim. However, it never
succeeds in ‘organizing’ the everyday completely; something always escapes it,
as bureaucrats themselves ruefully admit. The everyday protests; it rebels in the
name of innumerable particular cases and unforeseen situations. (p. 300)

As a result, students and teachers are losing their possibility to act as active
agents, transformative intellectuals, and dissidents in their field of expertise.
Instead, they are in danger of becoming objects of an alien world created over
and against them. More often than not, the policy documents on the digital-
ization of education seem to ridicule the students’ and teachers’ intellect as
moral agents of future education and history-making in general. They do not
encourage students and teachers to “understand the everyday life from the
perspective of those who are the most powerless in our society so that society
can be transformed in the interest of a more humane and just existence”
(McLaren, 2015, p. 141). Instead, they form their own discursive universe
without other reference points than themselves and the monetary necessities
beneath the discursive surface. Thus, they act as myth provoking demiurges to
fulfill Marx’s (1932) prophecy: “the alienation of the worker in his (or her)
product means not only that his (or her) labor becomes an object, an external
existence, but that it exists outside him (or her), independently, as something
alien to him (or her), and that it becomes a power on its own confronting him
(or her). It means that the life which he (or she) has conferred on the object
confronts him (or her) as something hostile and alien” (p. 29).

Digitalization of education receives its justification from what is not yet
here—as if it was almost already here, but yet to be realized “in the future.”
This future is often constructed by intergovernmental organizations and tech-
nology corporations, together with consulting firms (see also Mirrlees & Alvi,
2020; Williamson, 2021). Governmental organizations use their visions in
their reports and their future workshops, which are already enframed within
and geared toward an already decided digital future. Perhaps, in the final
analysis, digitalization of education is a project for certainties, drawing our
attention away from the fact that people—us as educators—are constructing
the always undetermined future. Digitalization shows itself as progress, but it
bears kinship with old history myths, especially with Enlightenment: to seek
means to make the world more predictable and more manageable with knowl-
edge, the myth of Enlightenment has now the face of digitalization. And, as
Fromm puts it, the fear is that a new specter is stalking in our midst:
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A completely mechanized society, devoted to maximal material output and
consumption, directed by computers; and in this social process, man himself
[sic] is being transformed into a part of the total machine, well fed and enter-
tained, yet passive, unalive, and with little feeling. (...) Perhaps its most ominous
aspect at present is that we seem to lose control over our own system. We
execute the decisions which our computer calculations make for us. We as
human beings have no aims except producing and consuming more and more.
We will nothing, nor do we not-will anything. (Fromm, 1968, p. 1)

The ideological base of the myth-making discursive apparatus of education’s
digitalization is the will to fight and abolish uncertainties with administrative
control and the managerial demiurge’s operations (see also Timcke, 2020).
For those who have faith, the chosen ones, in the digitalization of educa-
tion, such working machinery appears as an effective and reliable assembly
line for the future. Furthermore, due to the suggested precariat future job
market, continuous and lifelong learning is needed, with a system that unites
the education sector and the industry together as one machinery. Thus, the
certainty of a positive future of work is determined and ensured. Managerial
demiurge works, as described, “to benefit the learner” and “the learner in
mind”, but only to the extent where it stays within the frame of digitaliza-
tion, competencies, and the determined future. The individual is involved and
attached in the machinery by appealing to the narrative of benefits, for who
would dare to say they do not wish for a better future? The presuppositions of
the future of digitalized education and its alternatives remain unquestioned.

Notes

1. By no means the critical theory is a solid framework and that all members of
the Frankfurt school would have accepted it as such and interpreted it as an
all-encompassing explanation of the social reality. Instead, different Frankfurt
school theorists interpret it differently at different times, not to mention those
who have labeled their intellectual works as a critical theory at other times and
places. It is altogether questionable if there ever was a conventional idea or essen-
tial interpretation of the critical theory, only various interpretations (see Jeffreys,
2016; Peters et al., 2003; Wiggershaus, 1994). We are inclined to think that
critical theory as a critical reflexive and self-reflexive project, means that “prior
to the acquisition of knowledge we must first inquire into and establish what
may or may not count as knowledge” (Peters et al., 2003, p. 17). Furthermore,
self-reflexivity includes an understanding that we as researchers are always in
the same world as our study objects and that we need to take our positionali-
ties into account in our interpretations. Thus, like Peters, Olssen, and Lankshear
(2003, p. 18) state, “‘critical’ as it occurs in ‘critical theory,’ was used to refer to
social theory that was genuinely self-reflexive: that is, theory that could account
for their own conditions of possibility and for their potentially transformative
effects. The other features of critical theory have been seen to include its explana-
tory, normative, and practical dimensions: it must provide empirical and testable
accounts of social conditions (focusing on the causes of oppression); it must aim
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toward change for the better, an alleviation of the human condition or’emanci-
pation’; and it must do so by providing a better self-understanding of the social
agents who aim at transformation.”

2. “What do I mean by this term? First of all, a breach of self-evidence. It means
making visible a singularity at places where there is a temptation to invoke a
historical constant, an immediate anthropological trait, or an obviousness which
imposes itself uniformly on all. To show that things “weren’t as necessary as
all that”. it wasn’t as a matter of course that mad people came to be regarded
as mentally ill; it wasn’t self-evident that the only thing to be done with a
criminal was to lock him up; it wasn’t self-evident that the causes of illness
were to be sought through the individual examination of bodies; and so on.
A breach of self-evidence, of those self-evidences on which our knowledges,
acquiescences and practices rest. This is the first theoretico-political function
of’eventualization’” (Foucault, 1996, p. 277).

3. The concept of the educational–digitally industrial complex stems from C.
Wright Mills’s influential works on the rise of the administrative class and the
power elite (Mills, 2000). Mills defined the power elite’s core as the men who
move in and between three circles: the industrial, the military, and the political
(Mills, 2000, p. 289). The concept has its origin also in US President Dwight
D. Eisenhower’s speech in 1961, where he used the expression to express his
worry about the balance of power in making military decisions in the US; who
had the power to make decisions: democratically elected politicians or business
executives? Later, e.g., Picciano (1994) and Brightman and Gutmore (2002)
have used the concept “educational-industrial complex” in referring to the
decision-making processes in the use of information technologies in education.
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CHAPTER 22

Critical Comprehensive Peace Education:
Finding a Pedagogical Nexus for Personal,

Structural, and Cultural Change

Tony Jenkins

Had peace educators been better students of history, we might have understood
from the outset of our work that significant change in human behaviors and
human institutions cannot be achieved without change in the cultures which
give rise to and are shaped by the behaviors and institutions.—Betty Reardon
(2000, p. 416)

[Most social] movements…have of necessity for the most part taken an oppo-
sitional stance to policy establishments rather than a transformational stance
toward systems and the culture which produce them.—Betty Reardon (2000,
p. 417)

Peace education is rooted in traditions of critical theory. While the field is
broad and dynamic, most theorists and practitioners share the conviction that
peace education should support learners in developing a critical consciousness
of the world as it is and should be. Furthermore, peace education is overtly and
intentionally political, seeking to foster the human agency necessary for social
and political transformation. Inquiry into violence, in its myriad of direct and
indirect forms (Galtung, 1969), including especially epistemic violence, is the
focal point from which peace education provides its diagnosis and prognosis.
Some, if not most institutionalized forms and approaches to peace educa-
tion are politically benign; in an effort to be adopted into schools many take
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the path of least resistance, opting to forsake the critical social dimensions in
favor of more politically acceptable interventions. The hope, for some, is that
this strategy affords an opportunity to change the institution from within.
Programs such as social emotional learning and conflict resolution programs
tend to emphasize psycho-social approaches to change, accentuating behav-
ioral and social changes among students. While such programs foster social
emotional intelligence and may capacitate learners for constructive conflict
management, they generally fall short in capacitating the critical thinking,
imaginative, futures oriented, and political competencies are seen as necessary
for pursuing socio-political change. At the same time, many critical theorist-
practitioners fail to see the essential interdependencies between psycho-social
and socio-political approaches to educational change. Fostering human agency
for social and political action, one of the central pillars of peace education,
requires a holistic, comprehensive pedagogical approach. Having cognition of
a social problem, even when accompanied by a vision of a preferred social
alternative, is generally insufficient if the internal conviction to take external
action is not also generated. Given this challenge, this chapter will explore the
possibilities for developing a critical, comprehensive pedagogical approach to
peace education that exists at the nexus of personal, structural, and cultural
change.

Peace Education: A Field in and of Praxis

Peace education is a field in and of praxis; its parameters and guiding principles
are consistently evolving through the reflective learning of its practitioners and
theorists (Bajaj, 2008b; Haavelsrud, 1996; Haavelsrud & Cabezudo, 2013;
Harris & Morrison, 2013; Jenkins, 2019; Reardon, 2000, 2015b; Winter-
steiner, 2009; Zembylas & Bekerman, 2013). As the field developed more
formally over the past half century, there have been many debates as to its
social purposes, goals, and approaches. These disputes have provided oppor-
tunities for critical reflection and interrogation, opening the doors for new
evolutions. The debates that shape these evolutionary developments, similar
to other transdisciplinary social and educational sciences (Boulding, 1956;
Jenkins, 2013a), are reflective of the varying contexts and conditions of those
who were, and are actively engaged in peace education. In Freirean terms,
these contexts represent the elicited, generative themes of the learning of the
field (Freire, 1970). While there is near-universal agreement that the central
problématique of peace education is violence in all its various forms and mani-
festations (Reardon, 1988), there are many, wide-ranging discussions as to
the most efficacious, ethical, and contextually relevant educational strategies,
methods, pedagogies, and approaches for nurturing and sustaining personal,
social, and political change and transformation. Werner Wintersteiner (2009)
contests that “there is no concept that explains sufficiently how education fits
into the process of political change. We have to be aware of this theoretical
gap of peace research rather than to blame peace education for it” (p. 52).
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These contested theories of change illuminate the need for increased
dialogue among practitioners and theorists to learn and appreciate the contex-
tual milieus shaping preferred approaches. They also call for a renewed
emphasis on rigorous evaluation and research (Wisler et al., 2015), as well as
training in research methods consistent with social justice pedagogies. When
evaluating formal educational interventions, the external myriad of direct and
indirect social, cultural, and political educational influences, which comprise
the contextual conditions (Haavelsrud, 1996; Haavelsrud & Cabezudo, 2013)
of a given population, require researchers to make intuitive judgments. These
intuitions constitute a critical and valid form of knowledge (Hajir & Kester,
2020), yet they foster uncertainties and anxieties among those who generally
hold positivist renderings of the world (Walzer, 1993).

One of the prominent discussions currently influencing the field weighs
psycho-social against socio-political approaches to educational change (Bar-
Tal, 2002; Hajir & Kester, 2020; Zembylas & Bekerman, 2013). In general-
ized terms, psycho-social approaches are individual-centered, oriented toward
worldview change of the learner, and emphasizing the development of inner
moral resources and social emotional competencies. Such approaches have a
tendency to fixate on the individual as the locus of the problem that is to be
fixed, accompanied by a linear view of social change captured by the refrain
often attributed to Gandhi: “If you want to change the world, start with your-
self.” Zembylas and Bekerman (2013) challenge the assumption “that lack of
peace, tolerance, justice, equality, and recognition is primarily considered a
product of ‘ignorance’” (p. 201) and bring attention to the importance of
centering education on the social, historical, political, and structural contexts
that give rise to such “ignorance” (see also: Bajaj & Brantmeier, 2011). From
this viewpoint, many significant scholarly calls for reclaiming critical peace
education have been made over the past two decades. Critical peace education
theorists bring attention to socio-political approaches that center institutions
and structural violence as that which must be transformed. Juxtaposed with
the psycho-social, socio-political approaches tend to overlook psychological
barriers and motivators for political engagement, and may have a pedagogical
leaning toward rationalism (which many theorists consider a contested terrain
of structural violence). The scholarly propensity to see these two approaches
as polarities may be owed, in part, to those “paradigmatic dichotomies set
by Western epistemologies” (Zembylas & Bekerman, 2013, p. 1999), which
ignore their essential interdependencies. To advance the transformative poten-
tial of peace education, a conscious effort should be made to shift academic
energy from debate to dialogical encounter. How are the psycho-social and
socio-political approaches to educational change related? What are the inter-
dependencies between personal and political change? Arguably, human agency
may be the crucial point of pedagogical convergence that may help us render a
more comprehensive and holistic view of critical peace education. An examina-
tion of some of the historical developments of the field that have shaped these
different views will be explored before diving into these specific inquiries.
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A Brief History of Peace Education Developments

The history of peace education comprises formal, non-formal, and informal
developments, with the still contested formalization of the academic field
emerging in the latter half of the twentieth century. Harris and Morrison
(2013) trace the earliest origins of peace education to informal, cultural prac-
tices and community-based peace education strategies. They also point to
the influence of activist movements, suggesting that modern peace educa-
tion may have emerged in Europe during the Napoleonic Wars via progressive
intellectuals. Throughout much of the twentieth century, the rise of peace
education has been largely considered a response to global issues, particularly
violent conflicts, and wars (Bajaj, 2008b; Harris & Morrison, 2013; Pervical,
1989; Reardon, 1988, 2000; Wulf, 1974). Arising from these contexts, early
approaches to peace education focused on the achievement of negative peace
(Galtung, 1969), which emphasizes the elimination and reduction of direct
forms of violence.

It is generally recognized that peace education emerged as a more formal
academic pursuit with the formation of the Peace Education Commission
(PEC) of the International Peace Research Association in 1973. In An Intel-
lectual History of the Peace Education Commission of the International Peace
Research Association Mindy Pervical (1989) examines the complex conditions
that gave rise to the development of the field and the field’s relationship to
other realms of peace knowledge, particularly peace research:

Peace education, and the formation of PEC as a major expression of that
field, is a manifestation of a complicated variety of social, academic, political
and psychological trends. It is the culmination of interests spawned from reli-
gion, politics, education, philosophy, economics and history. Peace researchers
were responsible for introducing to educators a consistently critical approach
to the problems of war and violence which allowed them to retain a theoretical
framework independent of the popular peace philosophy of the day. (pp. 45–46)

The critical approaches referred to by Percival probe the possibilities of peace
education contributing to “positive peace,” which is characterized by the
absence of both direct and indirect violence, and the presence of social
justice and human rights (Galtung, 1969). Indirect violence, as coined by
Johan Galtung (1969) refers to forms of harm (social, cultural, political, and
economic) that are not physical in nature, yet are obviously intimately related
to physical violence and often give rise to it. Indirect violence can be conceptu-
alized as any form of harm that prevents the achievement of one’s full human
potential—or violates one’s human dignity. Johan Galtung further delineated
two forms of indirect violence: structural and cultural. Structural violence
is systemic and institutionalized: it’s violence that harms a specific group of
people by either denying them certain basic rights or preventing them from
equitable access to resources. It is exemplified by policies and practices of
discrimination based on age, gender, sex preference, race, ethnicity, class, and
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religion. Magnus Haavelsrud (Haavelsrud, 1996), a contemporary to Galtung,
observes that “structural violence also has other more subtle consequences. It
kills the imagination of powerless people, it alienates marginalized boys and
girls, men and women, to the extent that they become passive acceptors of
oppressive reality” (p. 67). Cultural violence is more symbolic and insidious;
it is rooted in social and political assumptions and beliefs used to justify direct
and structural violence that are passed on and reproduced culturally—often
via formal education. The lenses of structural and cultural violence broadened
the scope of peace education’s inquiry and learning goals. From this vantage,
the problématique of violence requires critical investigation of the full array of
human inventions, institutions, and cultural practices. With this critical aware-
ness, the knowledge, skills, and values that peace education seeks to inculcate
and nurture become much more context-dependent. The influences of struc-
tures and institutions must be examined for their contextual impacts on social
and political relations.

Perhaps even more important, the critical lens requires inquiry into how
structures, institutions, and cultures may be sources of epistemological and/or
pedagogical violence. Many critical peace education scholars acknowledge
that how we come to know, what it is that we think that we know, signif-
icantly impacts how we will come to use and act upon that knowledge in
the world (Jenkins, 2008). For example, the cognitive imperialism of colo-
nialist pedagogies is an impediment to critical and reflective thinking, social
imagination, and the possibilities of peace and social justice. The emphasis
on knowledge production and reproduction of Eurocentric/Western peda-
gogies, adopted by most systems of formal education, inherently imposes a
finite set of deterministic social and political values that serve to maintain the
world as it is. Such pedagogies mold individual epistemic assumptions of both
teachers and students to conform to a narrow view of acceptable forms of
knowledge and thought. Hajir and Kester (2020) argue that certain epistemic
assumptions “value reason and rational dialogue as a means toward transfor-
mation and emancipation while failing to attend to unequal power relations
operating in the background, such as the subjugation of non-rational ways
of knowing/being” (p. 518). This epistemological violence produces cogni-
tive biases, and is an obstacle to the development of a learner’s full human
potential, well-being, and flourishing. This enduring legacy of colonialist peda-
gogies is a fundamental source of cultural, structural, and direct violence that
the current generation of peace education scholars seeks to bring renewed
attention to.

The influence of feminist perspectives is also critical to the evolution of
peace education, likely having the most significant and maturing impact on
the field, and to peace knowledge in general. Feminists, largely through the
PEC, introduced women’s perspectives and feminist analysis to peace research.
Women’s concerns were largely ignored within the IPRA archipelago and
considered peripheral to the issues of war, disarmament, and traditional peace
and security. The feminists countered this false logic through critical structural
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analysis, showing the interconnections between women’s issues and quotidian
experiences of violence and the war system. With a particular focus on the
multiple forms of sexist violence suffered by women in most societies and
the effects of armed conflict on women, came the recognition that these
multiple forms of violence, both in times of apparent peace as well as in
times of war, were interconnected in a global culture of violence. These trends
illuminated and brought wider attention to gender inequality—war intercon-
nections. Understanding these interconnections in turn led more feminist
scholars, researchers, and peace activists, to adopt as a working premise the
assertion that gender violence is one component of an essentially violent
patriarchal international system (Jenkins & Reardon, 2007).

Patriarchy established a new lens through which the war system could be
analyzed. It also forced, albeit uneasily and slow, a gendered structural anal-
ysis of IPRA and the guiding principles, goals, and values of peace research
in general. While these substantive contributions have been significant, the
influence of feminist perspectives on comprehensive peace education and trans-
formative pedagogy are perhaps even more foundational. Pervical (1989)
observed that “structural change, feminists argued, would be unsuccessful
without attention to personal, inner change, and changes in human relation-
ships, as authentic transformation can occur only when people change their
values, behaviors, and their worldviews” (p. 103). The affective, intuitive,
creative, psychological, emotional, care, and relational dimensions—largely
considered inferior women’s concerns—had a significant impact on broad-
ening the scope of peace education. There was a call for the person to be given
as much attention as the political. The feminist perspective was relational rather
than conflict centered, recognizing that the resolution of conflicts was mean-
ingless if the underlying relationship was not also addressed and made whole.
Percival’s interviews with PEC members revealed the basis of a feminist peace
education framework built upon three essential principles:

(1) An interconnectedness between the personal and the political, (2) a restora-
tion of the values of ‘insight and imagination’ and (3) inclusion of the
sentimental and emotional in the study of peace and education for peace. The
primary goal of education for peace is, therefore, to reveal and develop talents
and characteristics conducive to a meaningful and life-enhancing existence.
(p. 103)

The goals and purposes derived from this perspective intimate a positive peace
orientation, emphasizing building and establishing the conditions necessary for
peace to flourish. This emphasis is not at the expense of the pursuit of nega-
tive peace (Ragland, 2012) or the resistance to violence and the dismantling of
war, rather, the feminists thought it essential to pursue both, viewing holism,
and interconnectedness as vital to the process of educating for a culture of
peace. This thinking presupposes the violent alignment of the gender order
as an overarching concern for both women and men. With the emergence of
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masculinities studies in the 1990s, men’s negative experiences of the patriar-
chal gender order emerged from the shadows, finally giving credence to the
long-overlooked structural analysis brought into the discussion by feminists
some 20 years earlier (Jenkins & Reardon, 2007).

As this critical gender analysis reveals, it’s also important to observe the
historical development of peace education in relationship to other fields of
peace knowledge. Betty Reardon (2000) asserts peace knowledge as the “var-
ious learning, research and action practices related to peace” (p. 420). Peace
knowledge is a spectrum, comprising knowledge about the substance of peace,
violence, conflict, and world order; knowledge necessary for analyzing and
interpreting violence, conflict, and peace; as well as the knowledge, skills, and
capacities necessary for building just, peaceful relationships, institutions, and
world order. Reardon orders peace knowledge into four interdependent cate-
gories: peace studies, peace research, peace education, and peace action. Peace
research outlines much of the substance and methods of the peace knowledge
field and prepares learners with the analytic and interpretive skills essential to
future research. Reardon historically situates peace research within academic
traditions of irenology and polemology (as well as other social and polit-
ical science disciplines), which emerged largely in Europe in the 1950s, and
was more officially adopted as peace research with the founding of IPRA
in 1964. In Reardon’s framing of peace knowledge, peace studies are the
realm that emphasizes the transfer of peace-related knowledge and issues.
Peace studies are now well situated within the academic system. Peace action
refers to knowledge and skills essential to nonviolent strategy and action, civil
resistance, conflict transformation, peacebuilding, conflict management, and
future thinking. Most knowledge related to peace action is pursued outside the
university system through non-formal training programs conducted by non-
governmental and civil society organizations. Peace education, based upon the
substance of all the other realms, is especially concerned with the role of educa-
tion (formal, non-formal, informal) in contributing to a culture of peace and
emphasizes methodological and pedagogical processes and modes of educa-
tion that are essential for transformative learning and nurturing attitudes and
capacities for pursuing peace personally, interpersonally, socially, and politi-
cally. In this regard, peace education is holistic, intentionally transformative,
and politically and action-oriented.

In delimiting these spheres of peace knowledge, Reardon provides historical
context and examines the interrelationships among the typologies. In Rear-
don’s observation, the spheres are not dichotomous, rather they reciprocally
inform and shape each other. This holism is rarely pursued in academia where
the relationship between knowledge, learning, research, and action remains
relatively contentious (Boulding, 1956; Jenkins, 2008, 2013a). For example,
“traditional peace knowledge, such as that taught in many university programs,
draws from positivist research traditions, where objectivity outweighs subjec-
tivity” (Jenkins, 2013b, p. 174). Fortunately, the evolution in academic peace
knowledge fields has gradually moved toward the subjective (Charmaz, 2005),
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recognizing that the social justice researcher “no matter how objective – is an
active participant in the creation of meaning at all stages of their research
or practice: the design, the hypothesis, the questioning, and the analysis”
(Jenkins, 2013b, p. 175). Recognizing this relationship could spur a transfor-
mation in the academic discourse toward transdisciplinarity. Further, it implies
the emergence of an ethical disposition for all fields of peace knowledge: that
all research, knowledge generation, learning, and action should be directed
toward positive social purposes. Increased exchanges and collaborative knowl-
edge creation between the spheres are essential. Returning to the previous
reflections on epistemological violence, there is a need as well to take up the
task of analyzing education systems and pedagogies to assess their positive and
negative impacts toward a culture of peace.

In Peace Education: A Review and Projection, Betty Reardon (2000) reflects
further upon “the conceptual evolution of the pedagogical purposes and the
historical conditions in which they evolved” (p. 417). Reardon’s reflections
mirror aspects of Percival’s investigation of the developments of the field
within the PEC. Reardon begins by describing what she terms “traditional
peace education,” a broad categorization that she stipulates as “planned and
guided learning that attempts to comprehend and reduce multiple forms of
violence (physical, structural, institutional and cultural) used as instruments
for the advancement or maintenance of cultural, social or religious beliefs
and practices or of political, economic or ideological institutions or practices”
(p. 401). This definition is consistent with recent theorists’ views on critical
peace education, albeit with a few nuanced distinctions. Reardon suggests the
traditionalist approach focuses on the transmission of knowledge and develop-
ment of skills of peacemaking without necessarily taking into consideration the
personal, inner or transformative dimensions and development of supportive
attitude and capacities called forth by other approaches. She also refers to
traditional peace education somewhat interchangeably as “essential” peace
education, and education that only focuses on the transmission of knowl-
edge (minus the skills) as “supportive” peace education. Reardon also specifies
several general approaches to education that have their basis in the tradi-
tional approach: international, multicultural, and environmental education.
These traditional approaches are grouped with human rights education and
conflict resolution as “essential peace education,” recognizing “the substance
it addresses is about what peace is, its essence, and assumes that without
knowledge of what comprises it, peace cannot be pursued, much less achieved.
Certain knowledge is essential to peace” (p. 404). She suggests that elements
of these traditional approaches have deep historical roots connected to social
and political movements, and thus pre-date much of the theory and curricula
of more modern peace education.

Comprehensive peace education, another of Reardon’s (2000) conceptions
rooted in the feminist tradition, is put forward as an essential evolutionary step
in the field:
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The approach… seeks to integrate relevant aspects of education for and educa-
tion about peace into a common conceptual framework with its foundation
in the purposes of essential and traditional peace education and its pedagogies
derived from a developmental concept of learning for social change. It was to
some degree a response to the problem of fragmentation and proliferation of
approaches to peace education… It owes much to the emergence of holism as
a general principle of learning and curriculum development that gained more
advocates among educators during the 1980s. (p. 412)

Comprehensive peace education differs from traditional peace education in
that it advocates for intentional system change as well as the transformation
of human consciousness and human society. For Reardon, developing critical
and reflective consciousness is seen as an essential basis for the possibility of
social action and engagement as well as the pursuit of a good and meaningful
life.

Another present phase of peace education development is rooted in the
vision of a culture of peace (Jenkins, 2013b; Reardon, 2000; Wintersteiner,
2009). This vision, articulated in the 1999 UN Declaration and Program
of Action on a Culture of Peace is based upon “a set of values, attitudes,
traditions and modes of behavior and ways of life” (United Nations General
Assembly, 1999) that flow from several interrelated principles including respect
for life, human rights, the peaceful settlement of conflicts, sustainable devel-
opment and ecological integrity, gender equity, and human dignity. Betty
Reardon (2000) observed that:

Given the particular nature of the current problems of violence and the unprece-
dented opportunities presented by the growing attention to the concept of a
culture of peace, in particular, questions of the development of consciousness,
and human capacities to intentionally participate in the evolution of the species
and the reconceptualization of culture should inform the next phase of peace
education which might now address the “heart of the problem.” A culture of
peace perspective promises the possibility to probe these depths, the “heart”, the
self-concept and identity of the human species and the cosmologies from which
these concepts and the dominant modes of thinking of a culture of violence
arise. Now, as never before, all of education needs to be concerned about the
questions of what it is to be human and how formal curriculum can facili-
tate the exploration of that question so as to prepare learners to participate in
social change, political-economic reconstruction, transformation of culture and
consciousness. Clearly, this requires profound changes throughout all educa-
tional systems, but most especially it demands equally significant developments
in peace education, a new concept of purpose, a more fully developed peda-
gogy, broader dimensions than even comprehensive, feminist or ecological and
cooperative education have envisioned. (p. 415)

Reardon’s vision calls for nothing short of a prophetic shift in culture and
in the educational institutions and pedagogies that give rise to, support, and
sustain dominant worldviews and ways of being.
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Historical Reflections

The preceding review of the historical developments of the field, while far
from complete, helps illuminate the praxis at the heart of peace education that
reflects the contextual realities from which various orientations and approaches
to peace education have emerged. Elements of critical peace education, of
varying approach and quality, have been foundational to the field throughout
its development. Early efforts, centered primarily on deconstructing the condi-
tions of direct violence and creating the conditions for a negative peace, fall
somewhat short of the holism called for by present-day critical peace educa-
tion thinking. Many such efforts fail to discern the critical interdependence
between forms of direct, structural, and cultural violence. Raising such link-
ages is key to the pursuit of transformative socio-political change. Feminists
helped bring further attention to structural and cultural violence by observing
the quotidian impacts of war and conflict. From this perspective, feminists also
perceived and theorized change holistically, observing an integral interrelation-
ship between structural change and personal change. While some feminists
might hold the view that change in values, behaviors, and worldviews should
precede structural change (and thus a presumed preference for psycho-social
approaches), there is a clear symbiosis between the two approaches. By further
applying a lens of epistemological violence (as rooted in colonialist pedagogies,
for example), structural and cultural violence can be seen as having a direct
relationship to individual attitudes and worldviews. In general terms, how we
perceive the world is shaped by structural, cultural and other contextual condi-
tions; and our perceptions of the world in turn shape how we interact with the
world. Thus, as feminists have long avowed, the personal and the political are
essentially inseparable. Therefore, critical peace education should seek to be
holistic, while contextually specific, in its approach to nurturing learners to be
agents of change.

Political & Contextual Patterns

Patterns and preferences for the policy adoption of psycho-social vs socio-
political approaches can certainly be observed under some generalized contex-
tual conditions. Peace education policy that emerges from above is more likely
to be psycho-social in nature. For example, states experiencing and emerging
from direct, violent conflict are prone to adopt psycho-social approaches. One
reason for this is that it diverts attention away from the failings of the state (i.e.,
structural failures), and puts the locus on the individual citizen as the broken
link in the system. From a more benevolent view, a psycho-social emphasis
may be seen as essential to peacebuilding efforts confronting long-standing
ethnic and political identity conflicts. In Western democracies, particularly in
the USA, there is also a tendency to adopt psycho-social programs in schools in
the form of interventions such as social emotional learning (SEL), peer media-
tion, and conflict resolution programs. Such programs center student behavior
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as the problem and generally avoid the institutional and structural analysis
that might threaten the political establishment and status-quo. While such
programs undoubtedly have an individual and social benefit, they commonly
fail to address the contextual conditions from which the perceived negative
student behaviors originate. Restorative justice programs are somewhat caught
in the middle of this milieu. When applied critically, restorative justice brings
an intentional focus to structural and relational patterns. Unfortunately, in
many cases, restorative justice is applied unceremoniously as little more than
an alternative form of school discipline (Winn, 2018; Zehr, 2002).

In contrast, educational projects adopting a socio-political lens is more
likely to originate from civil society. Such approaches, consistent with the femi-
nist view, originate from more intimate and direct experiences with structural
violence. These projects, typically undertaken by NGOs and community orga-
nizations, mostly operate in non-formal spaces. These efforts take roots in
community spaces, where their values and learning goals become culturally
embraced. As a result of this cultural acceptance, social and political authorities
have little recourse but to consider these changes for formal curricular adop-
tion (Jenkins & Segal de la Garza, 2021). In the view of many educational
researchers, this bottom-up approach may be the most probable pathway
toward policy implementation in formal education.

Pedagogical Pathways to Human Agency

Acquiring peace knowledge rarely results in peace activism due to apathy,
privilege, and the normalization of violence…—Rita Verma (2017, p. 8)

What we are about, on a day-to-day basis, is actually how we change paradigms.
We must change ourselves and our immediate realities and relationships if we
are to change our social structures and our patterns of thought.—Betty Reardon
(2015c, p. 112)

The most influential factor in transformative learning is the conscious, reflective
experience of the learner.—Betty Reardon (2015a, p. 159)

Integrating peace education into formal schools has long been championed
by peace educators as an essential peacebuilding strategy (Bajaj, 2015), recog-
nizing that formal schooling is perhaps the most influential site of cultural
production and reproduction in society. Schools not only provide knowledge
and skills, but also shape social and cultural values, norms, attitudes, and dispo-
sitions. However, as previously acknowledged, educational policy is generally
established from the worldview of a relative few social and political elites who
seek to maintain their power and privilege through the maintenance of the
status quo. From the lens of critical peace education, this policy influence can
itself be considered a form of structural violence, which, by design, establishes
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and maintains an inequitable distribution of power in society. Thus, advocating
for critical peace education, which by its nature invites critical interrogation of
institutionalized learning as a potential source of structural violence, presents
many strategic challenges. As Zembylas and Bekerman (2013) observe, “what
education is asked to correct has little to do with education and a lot to do with
the world in which schools exist, the very world they are asked to support”
(p. 202). In response to the hopelessness this view may generate, Zembylas
and Bekerman suggest that efforts may be better focused on the “struggle to
change pedagogical practices and strategies” (p. 203). Pedagogical adaptation,
integration, and curricular infusion are short-term strategic work-arounds,
with potential indirect long-term benefits to these policy challenges.

How then might critical comprehensive peace education be approached
pedagogically and utilized as a counter-hegemonic force for knowledge decol-
onization and a source of personal and social liberation accompanied by
structural change? Pedagogical holism is the starting point. The learning must
provide opportunities for reflection on the interdependence between personal
and political realities (Bajaj & Brantmeier, 2011). The learning must also be
meaningful; it must center and draw from the learner’s experience of the
world and should be pursued through various modes of critical self-reflection
(Freire, 1970; Hajir & Kester, 2020; Jenkins, 2016, 2019; Mezirow, 1991;
Reardon & Snauwaert, 2011; Verma, 2017) Social transformation is depen-
dent upon human agency (Bajaj, 2008a), which is the keystone in the bridge
that spans the personal and the political dimensions of one’s subjective reality.
For Jack Mezirow (Mezirow, 1991), one of the founding fathers of trans-
formative learning theory, human agency is the outcome of a transformative
learning process. Mezirow suggests that worldview transformation is pursued
through four stages (see Fig. 22.1), which are guided by accompanying peda-
gogical principles: (1) the centrality of experience (it is the learner’s experience
that is the starting point and the basis of the subject matter), (2) critical
self-reflection (the internalized processes of meaning making), (3) rational
discourse as a form of social validation in the process of meaning transfor-
mation, and (4) responsive action. Mezirow’s view is consistent with Freirean
praxis (see Fig. 22.2), a learner-centered cycle of “reflection and action upon
the world in order to transform it” (Freire, 1970).

For both Mezirow and Freire, if the learning is to be meaningful it must
center the learner’s experience, drawing forth cognitive, affective, and intu-
itive interpretations of their subjective reality and aiding them in finding ways
and means to express and articulate their experience. By centering inquiry
and reflection on the student’s experience, and making the student’s expe-
rience the subject matter of the learning, learners are invited to theorize an
understanding of their reality. Reflection is the soul of all transformative peace
pedagogy, raising critical consciousness by bringing attention to experience
and questioning worldview assumptions. Action is then the process of seeking
to live one’s truth through experimentation in new ways being and acting,
both personally and politically. Perhaps overlooked in the Freirean model is
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Fig. 22.1 Mezirow’s
stages of worldview
transformation (a pathway
to human agency)

the importance of social learning in worldview transformation (stage 3 of
Mezirow). For Mezirow (1991), this is a process of social validation in which
personal reflection is corroborated with others, where “the personal mean-
ings that we attribute to our experience are acquired and validated through
human interaction and communication” (p. xiv). Reardon adds to this a polit-
ical dimension: “while it is possible for the [reflective] process to remain
inward and still be productive of learning, the practice of reflective inquiry as
peace education - learning toward social and political change – must become
outwardly dialogic…” (Reardon & Snauwaert, 2011, p. 7). Reardon’s reflec-
tion illuminates the importance of integrating a community-centered political
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Fig. 22.2 Paulo Freire’s
praxis

praxis, as a process of shared meaning-making, into transformative pedagogical
practice.

The action dimension of the learning praxis establishes human agency as
one of the central goals and a guiding social purpose of all transformative
peace learning. Human agency is fostered via a holistic, comprehensive critical
pedagogy that is guided by an awareness of the interdependencies between
psycho-social and socio-political change. In other words, transformative critical
pedagogies are premised upon a holistic theory of change in which personal,
structural, and cultural change are in a symbiotic relationship. Further, as
implied by Reardon, Freire, and Mezirow, learning for personal, structural,
and cultural change is both relational and learner-centered. I’ve previously
described this holistic, transformative framework as a pedagogy of relationships
(illustrated in Fig. 22.3). The pedagogy of relationships introduces four inten-
tional, learner-centered dimensions of reflective inquiry focused on examining
the learner’s interdependent relationships to the present, past, future, and
others. (Previous iterations of this framework included additional dimensions,
with a strong emphasis on examining the relationship of the teacher to the
student [Jenkins, 2013b, 2019]. It is beyond the scope of this short chapter
to illuminate these additional dimensions.)

In applying this pedagogical framework, peace education necessitates a crit-
ical reflection on each of these dimensions. As Rita Verma (2017) observes,
“openings are created when unlimited questioning is encouraged of the past,
present and future and when the three are understood to be in continual
embrace and tension” (p. 10). One’s relationship to the past might be
examined via inquiries supporting reflection upon historically relevant social,
cultural, political, and economic foundations of society and their influences



22 CRITICAL COMPREHENSIVE PEACE EDUCATION … 407

Fig. 22.3 A pedagogy
of relationships

upon perceived reality. Such critical reflection upon the past can foster crit-
ical self-reflection and double-loop learning (Marsick & Saugeut, 2000) that
supports questioning of epistemological assumptions. Critical reflection upon
one’s experience of the present (a form of reflection-in-action) supports affec-
tive and intuitive awareness, which, when connected to critical reflection of
past assumptions, can foster critical consciousness. Holistically reflecting on
our relationship to the past and present may free the self from assumptions of
the past as well as foster worldview transformation. On a more pragmatic level,
psycho-social reflection supports the development of emotional intelligence
and capacitates learners to constructively deal with conflict and to respond
to violence with nonviolence. The learner’s relationship to the future must
also be considered. This requires imaginative, ruminative, and contemplative
reflection (Reardon, 2013). Elise Boulding reminded us that the images we
hold of the future are rooted in our present experience of the world and
in our interpretations of the past (Boulding, 1988, 2000; Morrison, 2013).
Warren Ziegler adds that “the future is nothing more and nothing less than
a grand act of the human imagination” (Ziegler, 1982). Humans construct
reality in their minds before acting on it externally, “thus how we think about
the future also shapes the actions we take in the present” (Jenkins, 2020).
Further, “to open ourselves up to thinking about preferred futures requires,
at least temporarily, that we step away from rational thought and embrace our
intuitive and affective ways of thinking, knowing and being” (Jenkins, 2020).
Constructive and transformative human agency is dependent upon our ability
to envision a preferred world, and further, to believe that a new world is even
possible. For the learning to become socially and politically transformative,
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it must also invite reflection on our relationship to others that comprise our
moral universe. Transformative learning for political and structural change is
a form of community praxis. Through collective reflection on action, social
and cultural assumptions are challenged, and new expressions of reality are
validated. As a form of political learning, Reardon observed that if reflective
learning were to be “left at the inward without the communal sharing, it might
become meditative rather than ruminative, remaining personal, not becoming
a social learning process, preparatory to the public political discourse for
change” (Reardon & Snauwaert, 2011, p. 8). Human agency, from Reardon’s
perspective, is fostered through both personal and social reflection.

Conclusion

Critical peace education is oriented towards the particularistic, seeking to
enhance transformative agency and participatory citizenship, and open to
resonating in distinct ways with the diverse chords of peace that exist across
fields and cultures.—Monisha Bajaj (2015, p. 4)

[Pedagogy is the] determinant of human relationships in the educational
process. It is itself the medium of communication between teacher and learner,
and that aspect of the educational process which most affects what learners
receive from their teachers.—Betty Reardon (1993)

At the heart of this essay has been a spirited attempt to address Wintersteiner’s
(2009) distressed concern that “there is no concept that explains sufficiently
how education fits into the process of political change” (p. 52). It is easy to see
how top-down, strategic efforts to institutionalize peace education in schools
rarely succeed, particularly as critical approaches to peace education challenge
the very structures and ways of thinking that schools have been designed
to uphold—and schools are but an extension of a given society. Although
this conclusion seems to present an insurmountable challenge, pursuing the
integration of critical peace education into schools should remain a priority.
However, we may wish to approach the task of transforming formal education
as critical pedagogues, and not as politicians. Institutions learn in similar ways
to humans: they are more likely to transform when the learning is elicited from
within, rather than imposed by an authority from above. Generating transfor-
mative institutional agency is a process of learning as much as it is a process of
politics.

I’ve put forward that the answer to how we pedagogically generate human
agency might be the missing piece to the puzzle of how education can
contribute to political and structural change. Political agency is particularly
goal directed and assumes an individual is acting with intention toward
applying their individual power to effect change on the structures of society.
Of course, human agency can be hampered by the presence of conditions
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of enduring structural violence and oppression. Nonetheless, cultivating the
human agency necessary for intentionally pursuing personal, structural, and
cultural transformation can be approached through elicitive and reflective
learning that fosters recognition of the intimately intertwined relationships
between present structural conditions, social and political histories, individual
psychological dispositions, and the epistemic conditioning that shapes one’s
orientation to the world. The potential for human agency is further enhanced
when the inward reflective learning becomes a social, dialogic process of
communal meaning-making and potential political action.

Critical, comprehensive peace education contributes to the process of
political/structural change in many ways. As a desired formal curricular inter-
vention, it may serve to disrupt the production and reproduction of legacies
of epistemic violence. Pursued as a holistic pedagogical intervention, educa-
tors emerge as the locus of the political mediation, facilitating transformative
learning opportunities that may lead to cultivating human agency that is the
fountain of personal, structural, and cultural change. Zembylas and Bekerman
(2013) caution that “educators cannot do it all, they cannot change the world,
but they should do the most they can in changing, a bit, their immediate
contexts” (p. 203). Most important, as I’ve observed elsewhere, we must be
aware that “the disposition that we take as educators in the classroom is polit-
ical. It is the modeling of a political relationship that is extended outside of
the classroom. As such, we need to be ever mindful of how our teaching
praxis informs and shapes political externalities” (Jenkins, 2019, p. 204).
This responsibility placed upon educators as agents of structural change is
a tremendous burden, but it is not all that dissimilar to the strains and
struggles experienced by those living under, and seeking to change, the day-
to-day oppressions of systems of structural violence. If we accept the strategic
proposal put forward here that peace pedagogues are the key link in the chain
of social and political change pursued through education, we might begin by
prioritizing the development of transformative teacher training programs to
foster the human agency of critical, reflective peace educators.
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CHAPTER 23

Showing Up for the Rat Race: Beyond Human
Capital Models of Higher Education

Alison Taylor

Introduction

This chapter addresses questions around the relationship between higher
education and graduate work. In particular, it examines how the purposes
of higher education are framed in terms of preparing graduates for work in
a knowledge economy. In Part 1, I argue that although social democratic
promises of the postwar period for upward mobility, job security, and polit-
ical and social equality have been shown to be empty, they still influence
higher education in problematic ways. Most notably, students are encouraged
to pursue an ideal of the “good life” that is impossible for many to attain
through no fault of their own.

In Part 2, I draw on the capabilities approach and provocative ideas about
rethinking work as alternatives to traditional human capital models in higher
education. Such alternatives widen the lens beyond learning for paid work by
giving equal priority to education for citizenship, public good professionalism,
and social justice through strong state support for human development.
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Part 1: Problems with Neoliberal Human

Capital Models of Higher Education

Neoliberalism and Its Effects on the Public Sphere and Democracy

Since 2008, capitalist accumulation has involved the commodification of
public services, facilitated by neoliberal trade policies, and the continuing
development of information communication technologies (Huws, 2014). As
a result, it has become easier to relocate economic activities and manage
them remotely, including the outsourcing of public services. The commodi-
fication of welfare systems has caused growing labor insecurity in the public
sector (Doogan, 2009), which affects both public sector workers and citizens
more generally. Concurrently, there has been an increase around the world
in nonstandard work arrangements including the “on-demand,” “platform,”
or “gig” economy (Brown et al., 2020). Trends toward more insecure and
routinized work are likely to continue with productivity improvements from
digital technologies eliminating many jobs and routinizing others.

In the realm of politics, Wendy Brown (2019) argues that three decades
of neoliberal policies constitute an assault on democracy and conceptions of
the common good. The violence that accompanied the transfer of power from
President Trump to President Biden in January 2021 is only one example,
which resonates with the rise of authoritarian populism internationally. In
Canada too, decades of neoliberal policies have taken a toll. Neoliberal attacks
on the society have meant the disappearance of “the space of civic equality and
concern with the common good that democracy requires” (cf. Brown, 2019,
p. 183).

Neoliberal policies encourage a discourse of free, responsibilized individ-
uals who self-invest in order to maintain or enhance their human capital.
According to Feher (2009), human capital discourse has shifted over time
with the growth of globalized and unregulated financial markets that are more
concerned with maximizing the distribution of dividends in the short term
than with optimizing long-run returns on investment. Accordingly, he argues
that human capital investments have become less about maximizing the returns
on one’s investments (monetary or psychic) than with increasing the stock
value of the capital with which one is identified. This broader conception of
human capital maps on to what we hear from working undergraduates.

The Problem of Pressure and Burnout

For undergraduate students today, juggling multiple commitments is the norm.
What feminist writers in the 1980s referred to the second shift–i.e., the unpaid
domestic labour that compounded women’s paid work–has become a “triple”
or even “quadruple” shift for students who are balancing paid work, academic
work, domestic labour and/or volunteer work. (Taylor, 2020)
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Brown et al. (2020) suggest that “rather than education being a source of
individual and economic freedom, there is increasing psychological pressure on
students, resulting in rising numbers suffering from mental health problems”
(p. 2). Our interviews with working university students in Canada confirm that
many are struggling with the perceived pressure to prepare themselves during
their program for post-graduation work. This pressure is often described in
terms of becoming the “super student” who invests appropriately in their own
human capital in the hopes of future rewards. This is the student who moves
seamlessly across multiple activities: attending classes, acing exams, demon-
strating leadership in extra-curricular activities, volunteering to demonstrate
their suitability for professional programs, and working in career-related areas
to secure their future. As one undergraduate reflects, “even if it’s not a job,
[it’s] a rat race to get to the next thing, Because I know in undergrad once
you’re in fourth year in the honors program, then it was ‘how are you getting
to grad school, are you applying for [funding], are you doing this?’ It’s just
like go, go, go, how are you getting to the next thing?” She concludes, it’s
tough “to have to be here plus be five years into your future, ten years into
your future.”

The feeling of pressure is expressed even more poignantly by those who
feel they’re not succeeding in the “rat race.” For example, another student
comments:

It’s really discouraging to see myself do poorly in things that I’m really invested
in. You know, like when I put off some work or something, it’s not out of
laziness, it’s out of like the inability to be in like the emotional state to tackle
it right now. And that’s definitely hard because like [pause] there is so much
competition on the [university] campus and there are so many people that do
so well, if not flawlessly. … So, you know, trying to compete with people who
may not have the same obstacles as I do.

Obstacles for students include learning disabilities and mental health chal-
lenges as well as financial pressures. International students face additional
pressures if they wish to pursue permanent residence in Canada after grad-
uation. A great deal of invisible work is required for students to feel they
are competitive (Taylor & Taylor-Neu, forthcoming). The predominance of
the human capital model of subjectivity—for students as well as for other
groups (cf. Feher, 2009)—often translates into self-blame, when one struggles
to “invest” adequately.

Another student, who works throughout the year because she has to finance
her own studies, worries that her combined labor will take a toll later:

I have a fear that in working and going to school, I’m gonna burn myself
[laughs] out and that when I graduate, I’m just not gonna want to do anything
… So, that’s why I kind of am thinking I won’t do grad school right after.
I might go into the work field for a few years. And then hopefully, that will
allow me to pay down my student loans, get some work experience and then



416 A. TAYLOR

hopefully travel a little bit … just find a healthier balance before I decide to do
grad school or more research. But yeah, I’m scared that I’m gonna graduate,
like even with the passion and like the direction I have, I’d just be tired.

These quotes from students raise questions about what the work of being
a student and employee involves, why they’re working so hard, and whether
their efforts are likely to be rewarded by attaining the kind of work they desire.
The studies referenced in the next section make it clear that the workplaces
we are preparing students for are changing and the promises about returns on
investments in education look increasingly hollow.

The Problems of Job Scarcity and Quality

Although it is common in policy circles to hear employers and governments
talk about the need for knowledge workers with higher education creden-
tials, there are good reasons to be skeptical about the discourse of labor
scarcity as well as assumptions about the economic returns on investments in
education. Recent research that examines international trends highlights the
failure of orthodox human capital promises. For example, Brown et al. (2020)
suggest rates of return on education in American and Britain over a forty-year
period seriously challenge the learning-earning equation. Data suggest that
there is a scarcity of good jobs rather than a scarcity of labor. Livingstone
(2019) adds that although the Canadian labor force has “the highest level
of general post-secondary education completion in the world” (p. 156), the
underutilization of professional employees’ qualifications has become a signif-
icant problem. Together, these studies suggest that although an “educational
arms race” (Livingstone et al., 2021) has been a common response to “cre-
dential hyperinflation” (Brown et al., 2020, p. 2), the relationship between
learning and earning is more complicated.

Brown et al.’s (2020) analysis draws on census and labor force data in the
United States and United Kingdom between 1970 and 2010 to look at wages
and earnings over time. Interestingly, wages were higher in real terms for most
workers in 1970 than in 2010. These authors also compared the incomes of
college graduates and high school graduates over this period, but instead of
focusing on averages (which hide a great deal of variation within groups),
they also examined the bottom and top segments of the distribution. This
approach revealed “increasing segmentation, stratification, and in some cases
polarization within and between occupations” (Brown et al., 2020, pp. 59–
60). In spite of the rise in educational attainment over time, “investment in a
college education has not resulted in parallel income growth” (p. 54). Overall,
the median earnings of graduates have not been commensurate with the rise
in technical, managerial, and professional employment. Further, outcomes are
stratified by type of education and institution as well as by class, gender, race,
ethnicity, industry, and occupation. In sum, authors describe the problem as a
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shortage of quality jobs and differences in labor market power—not a scarcity
of qualified labor, as suggested by orthodox human capital models.

Like Brown and his co-authors, Livingstone et al. (2021) suggest that
there is no necessary correspondence between formal educational qualifica-
tions and the actual skills required for jobs. In fact, a greater supply of qualified
applicants is likely to result in less bargaining power. Canadian data confirm
this—while about a quarter of the employed labor force had completed a post-
secondary credential in 1982, this proportion had grown to around two-thirds
by 2016 (Livingstone et al., 2021). Survey data also confirm an increase over
this period in both credential underemployment (those reporting a creden-
tial greater than required for their job) and subjective underemployment (the
extent to which respondents perceive themselves to be overqualified for their
jobs). For post-secondary graduates, credential underemployment increased
from 34 to 45% between 1982 and 2016, while subjective underemployment
increased from 22 to 38% (Livingstone et al., 2021). The proportion of profes-
sional employees reporting underemployment also grew significantly over this
period. Younger workers and racialized youth tend to have higher rates of
underemployment (De Jong & Madamba, 2001). Underemployed workers
report declining task autonomy, and diminished participation in organizational
decision-making. Thus, professional employees appear to have become “pro-
letarianized” over time in Canada as well as in the United States (Pulskamp,
2006).

In sum, the research conducted by Brown et al. (2020) and Livingstone
et al. (2021) provides counter-narratives to the discourse of “learning for
earning” in higher education. These authors argue for a closer examination
of changes in labor markets, work processes, and the trends that are likely to
impact future work. Following such an examination, Brown et al. argue for
a new human capital model in higher education that places individual growth
throughout life at the center. They acknowledge that rethinking higher educa-
tion is insufficient without also rethinking work and the current distribution
of opportunities in society. Ensuring that all employees are able to apply their
skills in workplaces through collective action is important, as is addressing
growing economic polarization in society.

The Problem of Value

and the Imperative to Rethink Work

That action of getting what one can because the other people are getting theirs,
that action of thinking that “fairness” in democracy equals no one having a
cushion (and so claims on economic justice become special-interest claims rather
than the claims any member of the body politic might make)—this kind of
dark relationality comes out of political depression and an incapacity to think
otherwise. (Berlant, 2012)
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My discussion to this point has focused on the hollow promises of human
capital models in higher education that are highlighted in analyses of the
changing relationship between education and work (Brown et al., 2020) and
the proletarianization of some forms of professional work (Livingstone et al.,
2021). Further, human capital promises are troubling insofar as they are
rooted in a system of value and values that opposes the public good that
is necessary for human flourishing. In her book “Cruel Optimism,” Berlant
(2011) asks, “Why do people hold on to fantasies of the good life, meri-
tocracy, the family, or the political” when these optimistic attachments are
detrimental to their wellbeing? Through the lens of affect theory, Berlant
explores the techniques people adapt to navigate the “exhaustive terrain of
neoliberal capitalism” (Lippert, 2013, p. 143).

David Graeber’s (2018) book about contemporary work supports Berlant’s
claim that work and pleasure need reinvention. Graeber traces shifting ideas
about the value of work over time: most notably, the shift from the notion that
labor produces value to the belief that capital produces value; the economic
value of paid (over unpaid) work; the contradictory nature of attitudes toward
work; and the inverse relationship between the economic value and the social
value of many jobs.

Dominant ideology holds that capitalists are the drivers of wealth and pros-
perity, in contradistinction to a labor theory of value. Economists have long
equated value with paid work, despite the fact that unpaid work—including
household work, charitable works, political volunteering, and many artistic
activities—have value that is more difficult to quantify. Brown et al. (2020) and
Livingstone et al. (2021) also problematize the invisible nature of gendered
reproductive work in the home, including care work, that is essential to
sustaining society. As Brown et al. (2020) affirm, “it is only when social activ-
ities get bundled and formalized in labor contracts that they are judged to
constitute part of labor demand because they are defined to have market
value” (p. 175). This vision of value also omits the growing range of nonstan-
dard paid work (including gig and platform work), which fails to conform to
the standard employment relationship of full time, year-round work with one
employer.

Graeber (2020) refers to the moral value placed on work historically to
explain the contradictory reality evident in sociology of work literature: the
fact that although people find their sense of self-worth in work, most people
also claim to hate their jobs. He traces this back to the Puritan tradition, which
perpetuates the idea that people gain their self-worth from their work because
they hate their jobs. The “work-as-an-end-in-itself” morality is described in
terms of an ethic that “if you’re not destroying your mind and body via work,
you’re not living right” (Graeber, 2018, p. 216). He further observes that a
perversion of values has developed as a result, whereby those who are doing
pointless or even harmful work are paid more than those who know their work
is socially valuable and useful. He elaborates his ideas as follows:
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Bullshit jobs proliferate today in large part because of the peculiar nature of
managerial feudalism that has come to dominate wealthy economies—but to an
increasing degree, all economies. They cause misery because human happiness
is always caught up in a sense of having effects on the world; a feeling which
most people, when they speak of their work, express through a language of
social value. Yet at the same time they are aware that the greater the social
value produced by a job, the less one is likely to be paid to do it. (Graeber,
2018, p. 243)

In the context of Covid-19, this argument became more compelling, as it
became obvious that low-paid “front line” service workers including grocery
store workers, bus drivers, and laundry workers in hospitals are essential
workers, unlike hedge fund managers, political consultants, and marketing
executives. The inverse relationship between the economic value and social
value of jobs helps to explain why people may hold onto visions of the good
life that impedes their flourishing (Berlant, 2011). In what follows, I consider
ways of disrupting the narrow value system that has developed over time.

Part 2: Alternatives to Neoliberal

Human Capital Thinking

In Part 1, I discussed how changes in work over time challenge simplistic
ideas about the financial returns to higher education. I further argued that the
problematic valuation of work in society calls for a reinvention of work, which
attends to the inequitable distribution of and valuation of labor. So, what does
this mean for higher education? In Part 2, I suggest that universities could do
more to disrupt the influence of traditional human capital models by playing
a greater role in challenging social inequities, including those related to how
different kinds of work are valued. The capabilities approach provides a partial
direction for this kind of change as do Marxian-inspired ideas.

Paid Work vs. Community-Engaged

Learning and Unpaid Work

How do universities perpetuate a discourse of learning for earning? The
concept of work-integrated learning (WIL) has become very popular in
Canadian universities and internationally as a way of enhancing graduates’
employability in a competitive labor market as well as enhancing their learning
(Jackson, 2015; Taylor et al., 2020). WIL includes short-term work place-
ments, cooperative education programs, internships, practicums, project-based
learning, and community-based learning (Drysdale et al., 2016).

However, access to WIL opportunities (especially more prestigious ones)
is inequitable. For example, research suggests that first-generation students
(students whose parents did not complete post-secondary education) in
Canada (Sattler & Peters, 2013) and international students in Australia
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(Gribble et al., 2015) have less access to WIL. While Sattler and Peters (2013)
do not explain the lower rate of participation of first-generation students in
Canada, our research suggests that such students often lack information about
opportunities as well as forms of social and cultural capital that would help
them secure positions. International students in Australia were also found to
face barriers related to their lack of social networks and English language profi-
ciency, as well as less willingness on the part of employers to invest in them
(Gribble et al., 2015). Relatedly, a European study found that ethnic minority
students worked more hours and perceived more work–study conflict than
others (Meeuvwise et al., 2017).

Although community-engaged learning (CEL) is usually included under the
umbrella of WIL, the aims of CEL go beyond employability. Further, CEL
programs tend to lack parity of esteem vis-à-vis other WIL activities. Such
programming:

[U]sually includes a ‘course-based, credit-bearing, educational experience in
which students participate in an organized service activity that meets identi-
fied community needs and reflect on the service activity in such a way as to gain
further understanding of course content, a broader appreciation of the disci-
pline, and an enhanced sense of civic responsibility’ (Bringle & Hatcher, 1996,
p. 222). It can be distinguished from work-integrated learning programs in the
type of community partners involved (usually not-for-profit sector) and the aims
of learning (e.g., learning for citizenship as well as employment). (Raykov &
Taylor, 2018)

Both in the United States and Canada, CEL is often marginalized within
higher education in terms of core funding for programs, the extent to which
faculty are provided with support and recognition for this work, and as a
result, the number of faculty and students who participate (Butin, 2006;
Taylor, 2017). Especially when CEL programs are housed within student
services offices at universities (including career centers), staff feel pressured
to justify their work in terms of graduate employability. While our interviews
with students who participated in CEL during their undergraduate programs
at a small eastern Canadian university suggest that such experiences often
play a significant role in their further education and career decisions (Taylor
et al., 2021), a narrow employability focus tends to reduce such experiences
to their economic utility and misses their broader potential for collective
human flourishing and active citizenship. Our research on service learning
identifies features that are more expansive. In particular, what Butin (2007)
describes as “anti-foundational service learning” encourages students to ques-
tion common-sense social categories and welcomes tensions and dilemmas
in student learning as opportunities for reflection. Through thoughtfully
constructed CEL opportunities and dialogue about their boundary-crossing
experiences between classrooms and communities, students can participate in
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socially valuable work and reflect on their place in the world in relation to
others.

Our 2019 survey of undergraduates at a research-intensive university in
western Canada indicates that around half (49%) engaged in a wide range of
unpaid work for an average of six hours per week, including student clubs and
associations, curricular or co-curricular volunteer work in the community, and
internships (Raykov et al., 2020). Common motivations for such participation
included making a social contribution as well as socializing with others. Inter-
estingly, unpaid work was reported by students to be more influential than paid
work for developing career-related skills, deciding on future education plans,
and for career plans. Our interviews with students indicate further that they
often felt more freedom, less sense of hierarchy, and greater ability to control
what they did in unpaid compared to paid work. At the same time, low-income
students reported an inability to participate in unpaid work because of their
requirement to work for pay. Other writers also acknowledge that the costs of
unpaid opportunities are prohibitive for many students (Bassett et al., 2019;
Grenfell & Koch, 2019). Our interviews with students support survey findings
about the value students place on “meaningful” work as well as differences in
access to opportunities.

The Aspiration for Socially Valuable Work

As suggested in Part 1, many students in our study felt pressured to succeed
“the way that they [universities] want us to.” At the same time, when asked
how they perceive meaningful work, most students responded in ways that go
beyond learning for earning. For example, an international student replied:

[A] big thing for me is [work] has to give back to the community. If I don’t
see myself giving back then I don’t think there is a purpose. And … some of
the classes you take are just requirements. And I tend not to do well in those
because I don’t think they’re important to the community for me or when I go
back, how is it going to help my community or my place.

Another student shared that she wants to help others develop, as well as to
grow personally:

I find my job meaningful [when] … I am given an ability to grow as a person
and change as a person and realize things as a person. … and when you’re
collaborating with other people, you are allowing them to grow as a person
because they’re learning things from you and … [One wants] work that you
feel is self-fulfilling and you’re not leaving it feeling like empty as a person,
right? You’re feeling more satisfied with your life, if that makes sense.

A third student expressed a desire to be involved in social change:
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I want to be able to make some sort of small-scale difference in individual lives.
… I want to have both parts of the career where it’s meaningful on a day-to-
day level with people, and then eventually meaningful on like a policy, changing
some of the things about how we approach law in this country, make it better.

These comments are typical of student responses to questions about what they
want from work, and suggest that their aspirations are more expansive than is
assumed by traditional human capital models.

Our research findings regarding CEL and students’ unpaid work more
generally can be productively put in dialogue with the human capabilities
approach (CA). Brown et al. (2020) and others advocate for such an approach
as an alternative to traditional human capital models in higher education in
order to place human development at the center. I argue further that to effec-
tively disrupt the problematic valuation of contemporary jobs (Graeber, 2018)
as well as to address the external conditions that enable or limit opportunities
(Sayer, 2012), CA should be informed by other critical theories, most notably
Marxian thinking. The next section explores this approach to economy and
education.

Higher Education and the Capabilities Approach

[Amartya] Sen carefully distinguishes between the accumulation of human
capital and the expansion of human capability (Sen, 1997, 1999). While the
former aims at enhancing productivity or production possibilities, the latter
focuses on the ability to lead a life one has reason to value, thereby implying
that valuable lives may include aspects beyond mere participation in productive
activities. (Bonvin, 2019, p. 275)

The capabilities approach was developed by the economist and philosopher
Amartya Sen (1992) as a way of rethinking the meaning of human devel-
opment; it builds on ideas from humanist social philosophy and humanist
economics (Boni & Walker, 2013). In its challenge to traditional economics,
CA is reminiscent of work by feminist economists. For example, Marilyn
Waring (1990) also raised important questions about the limitations of
economic measures like GDP (Gross Domestic Product), including a disregard
for the invisible work of women and the costs of environmental degradation.
CA proposes that assessing people’s quality of life involves examining what
opportunities they have to lead the lives they value. Debates within CA center
on how it is applied—notably, the selection of relevant capabilities and the
relative priority or weighting given to each capacity. While Sen argues that any
list of capabilities is context-dependent, Nussbaum (2000) argues for a general
list that can be translated into different contexts. The political impact of CA
is evident in the United Nations Development Programme’s Human Devel-
opment Report, which focuses each year on a theme related to development,
understood as the expansion of people’s capabilities. The CA has also been
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used to assess gender inequality in advanced economies, and to empirically
assess policies (Robeyns, 2006).

CA relies on two key concepts of capabilities and functionings. While “func-
tionings” refer to what a person actually is or does, “capabilities” refer to what
a person can be or can do (Bonvin, 2012, p. 11). Following Sen, CA propo-
nents recognize that because different groups face distinct challenges (e.g.,
persons with disabilities), what is required for them to convert resources into
capabilities or real freedoms to lead a valuable life differs. In addition to mate-
rial resources, Sens’ work suggests that the development of capabilities requires
the possibility to voice one’s preferences and expectations and for these to
count in decision-making processes; in other words, there is a requirement for
democratic governance (Bonvin, 2012). Sen’s concept of conversion recalls
Bourdieu’s ideas about how the conversion of different forms of capital affects
social inequalities, and in fact, some writers have drawn on these ideas to
examine how conversion factors help or hinder the development of capabilities
(cf., Hart, 2019).

Hart’s (2019) Sen-Bourdieu framework raises an important point about
the strengths and weaknesses of CA. While Robeyns (2003, p. 66) describes
the strengths of CA as its attention to “people’s beings and doings” in non-
market as well as market settings and its recognition of human diversity, she
acknowledges that it is “underspecified” and requires additional social theories.
Sayer (2012) argues further that the radical potential of CA is missed because
of “attempts to use its normative theory without an adequate account of the
social structures that enable or limit human capabilities in particular situations”
(p. 580). Sayer and other authors attempt to address the gaps in CA. For
example, Walker (2010) argues for bringing Sen’s CA together with ideas from
critical pedagogy to inform undergraduate university education with social
justice aims, and Robeyns (2003) presents a feminist capability perspective on
gender inequality. Sayer (2012) draws on the theory of contributive justice to
ask questions about what kinds of paid and unpaid work people are allowed
or expected to contribute, as key to understanding the external constraints on
the development of capabilities.

In Part 1, I highlighted the importance of bringing Marxian perspectives
to the discussion of CA. This could offer insights into the reproduction of
inequalities within new modes of capital accumulation. More encompassing
theories of value in society further complement these approaches. A brief look
at how CA has been taken up in higher education confirms the need for such
theoretical dialogues.

The Capabilities Approach in Education

The CA approach has been taken up by writers focused on gender equity
in South African schools (Walker, 2006); the vision of public good profes-
sionalism in universities (Walker & McLean, 2013); and a more expansive
vision for vocational education and training (VET) (Bonvin, 2019; Powell &
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McGrath, 2019). The education system is seen as having a crucial role to play
in developing students’ capabilities and developing professionals who advocate
for social change. In the latter case, writers believe that a critical interpretation
of the capabilities approach can provide an ethical framework for professional
education (Walker, 2010; Walker et al., 2009). This perspective advocates
for universities as places that contribute to more equitable and democratic
societies by challenging the current distribution of opportunities as well as
developing students’ capabilities. Professionals are seen as elites who must
play a role in social change (Walker et al., 2009). I argue elsewhere (Taylor,
2021) that while this perspective is morally compelling, it does not take into
account the changes that have occurred in professional work. Thus, while it
makes sense to see university students in professional faculties as privileged
vis-à-vis students who lack access to higher education, they can also be seen as
caught up in the pursuit of visions of a “good life” that are not realizable and
workplace structures that are far from equitable.

Some of the writings on vocational education and training are more atten-
tive to what is required for CA to critically address the complex relationship
between higher education and work, and the ways in which the social orga-
nization of work and existing power relations can restrict capabilities. For
example, Powell and McGrath (2019) suggest that human capital models in
the VET system in South Africa fail to support the aspirations of unemployed
youth. Like the Canadian university students cited above, their interviews with
youth suggest that they desire work that produces what is needed, promotes
recognition and self-worth, provides a livelihood, and contributes to their
communities—aspirations that are “more broadly human and collective” than
is suggested by “productivist” discourse (p. 388). Bonvin (2019) adds that a
CA approach considers the intrinsic value of education and its non-economic
contributions to collective as well as individual human and social development.

A capability-friendly economy and society would consider the availability of
jobs, job quality, working conditions, labor regulations, workplace relations,
and collective agreements (Bonvin, 2012). It would also view the social welfare
system as key to people’s ability to refuse “valueless” work and to balance
work and family life (Bonvin, 2012, p. 15). Such an approach asks impor-
tant questions like Who is able to develop different kinds of competencies?
Who benefits from this development? How are different work opportunities
distributed? What levels of worker discretion are provided in different jobs?
And, most importantly, how are inequities in the ability to live a life that one
values addressed?

This last question gestures toward the discussion raised in Part 1 regarding
how to reinvent work. Graeber’s (2018) historical analysis suggests that the
validation of “bullshit jobs” is deeply rooted, and democratic governance will
require significant struggle. As Sayer (2012) observes, “democracy usually
stops at the workplace door” (p. 585). As a partial solution, Graeber, like
Brown et al. (2020), advocates for a universal basic income (UBI) as a way
of detaching work from compensation—detaching the domain of economic
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value from the domain of social values. A government program in which every
adult receives a minimum income would establish the principle that everyone
deserves the material resources to live. It establishes the “right of material
existence for all people” (Graeber, 2018, p. 279).

Bringing this discussion back to the student voices cited above, our
interviews point to students’ yearning for meaningful work. During their
undergraduate programs, many students are engaged in “survivalist” work
rather than “opportunity” work (Powell & McGrath, 2019, p. 387). Further,
many cannot consider the possibility of unpaid work because of mounting
student debt. Movement toward a vision for higher education that embraces a
critical CA approach requires wider access to opportunity work, for example,
through a more generous student finance system or universal basic income.
For example, Nordic countries like Finland and Norway offer more generous
support for students, including free tuition as well as generous public subsi-
dies (Garritzmann, 2016; Välimaa, 2015). An alternative vision also requires
a shift from the narrow focus on graduate employability toward a focus on
graduate capabilities directed toward participation in families, communities,
politics, and society, as well as the labor market.

Concluding Comments

Higher education enrolments have become more skewed toward practical or
applied programs over time in North America (Brint et al., 2005). There is
no question that students are concerned about their future work prospects.
However, changes over time in work mean that this future is more uncertain
and quality work is scarce. It is also problematic that socially valuable work is
often least valued. In such a context, I believe higher education has at least
three roles to play.

The first role involves expanding the ways we think about “prepar-
ing” undergraduate students to include opportunities focused on developing
capabilities beyond qualifications for specific professions. Our research on
community-engaged learning and students’ unpaid work suggests that work
is more consequential in positive ways when students are able to choose it,
when workplace relations are less hierarchical, and when that work is seen to
have social value. More opportunities of this kind could be built into programs
and made accessible to a wider range of students. Second, universities could
promote critical analysis of work. It is unfair to task students with being public
good professionals if they’re likely to experience work that is proletarianized
within a system that promotes winners and losers. As workplace technolo-
gies proliferate, including artificial intelligence, it is clear that a rethinking of
work is urgently needed. Finally, increasing access to higher education must be
accompanied by greater attention to how pedagogical practices privilege some
students and disadvantage others. The capabilities approach’s commitment to
equal valuing of diversity based on gender and sexuality, race, ethnicity, social
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class, and disability reinforces the critical role of education in human and social
development.
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CHAPTER 24

The Challenges of Doing Radical Pedagogy
in Social Movements in South Africa

Salma Ismail

Introduction

The article will examine the complexity of doing radical pedagogy in social
movements in South Africa. Radical pedagogy is used to conscientize people
about discriminatory practices in society. The reasons for such a discussion
arose from my empirical research in two social movements (Victoria Mxenge
Project and the Treatment Action Campaign and one non-governmental
organization—Research and Alternative Education in South Africa) over a
sustained period of more than 20 years. One example to illustrate this
complexity from my research shows that there appears to be a dilemma with
how facilitators engage with indigenous knowledge practices (IK) and often
at times facilitators are hesitant to contradict or challenge IK even when IK
is harmful to women. The findings here note the limitations of doing radical
pedagogy in social movements for social justice in neo-liberal times.

At a theoretical level, I will argue, that there has not been significant atten-
tion to theorize the synergies or contradictions between radical pedagogy,
indigenous knowledge, and decoloniality in the informal context in South
Africa and to shed light on the above.

The significance of the research is to recover radical pedagogies and
experiment with a decolonial lens for social change.
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Critical Concepts that Will Guide the Study

Antonio Gramsci (1971) and subsequently Paulo Freire (1983) were amongst
the first philosophers to consider learning theories which start with the
oppressed, to formulate tools for a radical pedagogy formed and owned by
the oppressed and suggested that learning was a social process. Gramsci (1971)
viewed civil society as an oppositional space in which the dominant ideology
can be challenged in which counter hegemonic action is directed against the
state.

Freire (1973) endorses peoples’ ability to think critically about their educa-
tion situation; this way of thinking allows them to recognize connections
between their individual problems and experiences and the social contexts in
which they are embedded which is defined as the power and know-how to
take action against oppression.

Radical pedagogy is strongly associated with informal learning which is
largely learning not acquired through formal institutionalized education.
Newman’s (2005) has classified informal learning into three categories as inci-
dental, interpersonal, and instrumental. His classification has relevance for this
study as he outlines how people learn instrumental skills such as: the ability to
write a pamphlet and to use information and knowledge as resources in the
fight against capitalism; interpretive skills to understand what people are like
and to make sense of peoples’ actions and behavior; and critical skills such as
challenging power relationships.

Radical Pedagogy has important links with Indigenous knowledge (IK)
and practices as it reaffirms the knowledge of those communities which was
destroyed during colonialism and in South Africa under apartheid. Indige-
nous Knowledge Systems (IKS) have been defined as “… the combination of
knowledge systems encompassing technology, philosophy, social, economic,
learning/educational, legal and governance systems” (Odora Hoppers, 2001,
p. 76). Surrounding the IKS have been polarizing scholarly debates regarding
the validity of indigenous knowledge since much of it was destroyed under
colonialism and within the realms of “science,” when in South Africa tradi-
tional medicine was put forward above approved drugs by HIV/AIDS
denialists. This example highlights that IKS is not always progressive.

Connecting Radical Pedagogy

with IKS and Decolonial Theory

Steve Biko (1987) and Franz Fanon (1961) often quoted in the decolonial
literature stressed the importance of the oppressed freeing themselves from the
dehumanizing psychological oppression of colonialism and neo-colonialism.
This philosophy was for many black educators an introduction to People’s
Education which used a Freirian methodology to conscientize people in the
Black Consciousness Movement to take pride in being black and to unify the
oppressed in the struggle against apartheid in SA.
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In South Africa today there is a strong call from students and some
academic staff for a decolonized curriculum and pedagogy, originating from
the #Rhodes MUST Fall student movement in 2015. These calls link with
the views of Maldonado-Torres (2007, p. 263) who argues that “the decolo-
nial turn involves interventions at the level of power and knowledge” which
implies a shift away from a reliance on the Western canon and production of
knowledge and to restore indigenous knowledge systems. Andreotti (2011)
another decolonial scholar connects knowledge to action, affirming the view
that knowledge is political, and allowing for critique and challenges to the
normative project. These ideas are in sync with radical pedagogy.

Research Design and Methodology

A qualitative research design was used in all three organizations. In all three
studies, data was gathered in focus group and individual interviews, by obser-
vations, document analysis, and informal visits, to present three in-depth case
studies.

The sites of research were in poor African communities and aimed at broad
transformation in these communities. Permission was sought beforehand from
the Ethics Committee of the University and negotiated in organizational meet-
ings and with each person interviewed. All the usual ethical procedures were
followed such as signed consent forms giving permission for the research on
the understanding that participation was voluntary and that no real benefit
would come to interviewees apart from having a reflective discussion on
what they have learnt informally and how, permission to record interviews,
participant checking of their transcripts, use of documents and photographs.

In the Victoria Mxenge (VM) project the women requested to be named
as they felt very proud of their achievements and wished to use the publi-
cations to advocate for their model of low-cost housing. In the other two
projects (Treatment Action Campaign and PRAESA), I made it clear to partic-
ipants that although I would not name them but that their organizations were
very specific to the causes and had charismatic and popular leaderships so they
may be identified through the naming of the organization. However, I made
sure that no direct quotes could be attributed to any one person in both
organizations.

In all three projects, I have worked in a principled way with great respect
for the community throughout the research process and mindful of Spivak’s
not to speak for the subaltern and that my representation of them is a partial
story and not a description of their entire lives. The research in VM was a
longitudinal study over a period of 20 years and in the other two organizations
the research was over a period of two years.

In VM, poor women are concerned with building low-cost housing, indi-
vidual and focus group interviews were held with leaders, members, and
facilitators of VM and selected leaders in the housing movement. I observed
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many workshops and meetings to get a sense of the pedagogy and general
commitment to the philosophy of the organizations.

In the Treatment Action Campaign (TAC) involved in HIV/AIDS educa-
tion, people interviewed were the Manager of the Treatment Literacy
Programme, two counselors, two facilitators, two people living with
HIV/AIDS, and one program officer and observations were in a public health
clinic in Khayelitsha.

In the Programme for Research and Alternative Education in South Africa
(PRAESA) involved in creating a reading culture through the Nal’ibali project,
the Director was interviewed, one researcher who is no longer working at
PRAESA, one program officer, two literacy specialists, one facilitator, and two
participants. Observations were of a workshop with reading club leaders to
model to them how to make the reading enjoyable and creative and another
observation in a primary school in Khayelitsha to observe a teacher facilitating
a reading club.

Two of my Masters students assisted with the fieldwork in TAC and
PRAESA.

Presentation of Findings

I will briefly describe each case, shifts in the pedagogy as the context changed
and then challenges popular educators faced in each one.

The Victoria Mxenge (VM) Project

The VM project, is an affiliate of the South African Homeless People’s Feder-
ation (Federation) and was linked to international social movements such
as Indian Slum Dwellers International (SDI). The VM story highlights the
creative and critical role that radical adult education played in a development
context in South Africa post-1994, after the election of a democratic govern-
ment. The VM women were poor homeless women, had migrated from rural
areas to live on the outskirts of Cape Town. Some of them came in search
of their husbands who were working in Cape Town and living in single sex
hostels, others in search of employment to escape the poverty in the rural
areas. Most of them had some schooling and they lived under customary
African law in which the male is the head of the household.

They successfully combined popular education and a people-centered devel-
opment philosophy to save, secure land, state finance (subsidies), land, built
more than 5000 houses, and a VM community. Their rallying slogan was “We
build houses and communities.” They became the leaders in the Federation.
They believed very strongly that learning needed to be supported; therefore,
training was done in a collective. Learning was a social process and included
knowledge which became a communal asset.

In the VM project, learning happened within a framework of Popular
Education, strongly echoed feminist pedagogy, and was positioned to support
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the struggles of women in oppressed communities (Walters & Manicom,
1996). The pedagogy worked toward consciousness-raising, and valued
working with women’s experiences, local/indigenous knowledge, collective
decision-making, and participation at all levels of the program. The VM
women learned informally in many different ways. They learned individually, in
collectives, in social activities, and in learning networks. The learning was tech-
nical and cognitive, knowledge was socially constructed and the members in
the movement took ownership of the knowledge. For example, in a workshop
on design and planning, a professional architect acting as an advisor would ask
the women to dream their imaginary houses, then there was a discussion about
what a house should offer. These ideas were then brought to life by modeling
houses using cardboard. “After designing the cardboard houses, we cost them
and look at how much concrete would be needed, in terms of dividing the
house everybody had a say where we should have the kitchen, bedrooms and
lounge” (focus group interview, 2001) (Ismail, 2015, p. 31).

In a strong oral culture, participation was demonstrated by the high atten-
dance at meetings. The membership saw meetings as important forums in
which to express their ideas, obtain information and knowledge, and build
links with people. The members’ high levels of participation indicated their
material stake in their savings and government subsidies, in the organizations,
and also that members held their leaders accountable, valued transparency,
and wanted clarity about developments within the organization and within
housing.

Problem-solving through dialogue was another valued practice, which the
women traced back to African traditions and women’s ways of finding solu-
tions. The women said “If there is an eviction in one community we will
assist them in solving their problems” focus group interview) (Ismail, 2015,
p. 35). In these situations, the members learned through listening, observing,
questioning, looking at alternatives, and evaluating other savings groups’ expe-
riences to explore solutions to their troubles. Some members could articulate
the knowledge and ideas they picked up through the discussions, whereas
for others, just being part of the process and the group was enriching and
gave them a sense of belonging. Through this methodology learning was
widespread. Generally, problem-solving was a collective responsibility and
consensus was sought from the majority before decisions were taken. The
culture in the organization was sufficiently secure so women were confident
and effective. These methods of learning—through problem-solving, dialogue,
and intensive listening—held seeds of feminist pedagogy and Freire’s action
and reflection cycle.

The ways in which the Federation members learned, changed as the insti-
tutional arrangements shifted from advocating for development to providing
houses. For the VM women, from 1992 to 2001, when learning was in tandem
with development and mobilizing poor communities, the philosophy and prac-
tice of participatory methodologies formed the key strategies to learning and
empowerment. This changed during 2001–2003, when demands for housing
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escalated and VM formed a partnership with the state to scale up delivery and
then learning was directed at leaders of savings groups.

During this period, not everybody was taken through the entire process of
learning to obtain housing subsidies to drawing plans and building houses,
the knowledge spread was uneven, and this led to a loss of confidence in
the peoples housing process. The VM leaders were seen as service providers
and blamed for the ineffective delivery of housing, of a lack of transparency
and authoritarianism. In 2006, the Federation split into two organizations;
one remained The South African Homeless People’s Federation and the other
became the Federation for the Upliftment for the Poor (FEDUP) signaling a
more radical approach.

The Treatment Action Campaign (TAC)

This is one of the outstanding examples of solidarity in rights-based social
movements in post-apartheid South Africa. It is a movement which campaigns
for affordable treatment for people living with HIV and AIDS. In 2004, the
TAC achieved success in overturning government policy and won the right to
free treatment and medicine for poor people living with HIV/AIDS. The right
was won through using radical pedagogy which challenged state and corporate
power.

In the TAC, the lessons start from the experiences of the oppressed and
underline the connections between individual problems and the social context
highlighting a strong relationship between education and politics. A few exam-
ples of how this was achieved in 1999 when TAC printed HIV-positive
T-shirts, the T-shorts brandished the words “HIV positive,” as a tool to break
the secrecy, shame, and stigma surrounding HIV/AIDS. From 2001 onward
TAC used popular media which played a critical role in explaining the science
and treatment such as the multilingual TV series—Beat it! which used volun-
teers, untrained actors, to raise issues and fight stigma in a soapy style; as
did the free magazine Equal Treatment, published in several languages, which
explained the science and treatment in clear terms and carried photos and
stories of ordinary people living openly with HIV before treatment became
available and afterward (Low et al., 2010).

Alongside these methods TAC had on the ground volunteers who first
learnt from doctors in the organization, Medicines Sans Frontiers (Doctors
without Borders) and other activists and then educated others, going from
door to door in communities explaining to people the science of the medicines
and treatment. It was a time of denialism by the South African President and
his Health Minister, so TAC members were central to countering the myths
being spread by government in the period from 1996 to 2008.

When mobilizing for its court challenges TAC used education interven-
tions such as posters and pamphlets and its campaign built solidarities across
race, class, different genders and linked with civil society organizations both
nationally and globally. For example, the civil disobedience campaign “Dying
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for Treatment” built on past histories of civil disobedience and was initi-
ated when the TAC took court action against government and after receiving
overwhelming support laid a charge of culpable homicide against the former
minister of health, Manto Tshabalala—Msimang and minister of trade and
industry Alec Erwin (Low et al., 2010). The continuous, contentious collec-
tive action of TAC produced solidarity, and the kind of actions reported above
served as the basis for social movement solidarity with ordinary people against
a hostile government (Adapted from Tarrow, 2011).

The TAC won the right to have free treatment and medicines for poor
people living with HIV/AIDS in 2004. This human rights health issue was
won by mass protests, court action, and creating powerful partnerships, with
lawyers and service providers, with researchers and advocacy groups, locally,
nationally, and internationally (Klugman, 2015, p. 10). Included in this mobi-
lization was an undertaking that grass roots activists had to be able to interact
with experts and be able to challenge both local and national government
myths. Therefore, the TAC ran a sustained education campaign to counter
state supported AIDS denialism and critical in this fight was winning the
court case to provide free drug and to implement a national program for HIV
treatment (Low et al., 2010).

Subsequent to the court victory to have free treatment TAC’s engagement
with the government changed from mainly adversarial to winning govern-
ment support to implement treatment in the state clinics. Since its success,
the pedagogy has become more “mainstream” as is illustrated by its Treat-
ment Literacy Programme. This program is now the key focus and involves
a transfer of knowledge and resources. This includes information about HIV
and AIDS, medicines, how to take these correctly, including importance of
adherence, healthy diets, and the side effects of the drugs, safe sex practices
and volunteers distributing pamphlets and condoms (Ismail, 2017).

The TAC staff also act as counselors especially for women who know that
they are HIV positive but have not told their husbands as the women say that
their husbands do not test “so we don’t know their status” (patient at clinic,
2014). In these situations, culture is invoked as an explanation, as this quote
from a facilitator illustrates: “So its cultural beliefs that is a challenge, men
don’t want to get tested, they wait for the female partners to disclose and if
their partner says I am positive then the man will say, Ok its coming from
you” (Interview March, 2014) (Ismail, 2017, p. 164).

My investigations on tracing the changes in radical pedagogy from the
community to the clinics illustrated that the facilitators show that teaching
involves respect, concern for others and to build a community with a lively,
social spirit and measure of solidarity. The findings also indicate that the educa-
tion work is based on the concerns of the learner and giving information and
knowledge in a sincere way in the hope that person will act on it.
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The Project for the Study of Alternative Education in South Africa
(PRAESA)

This project researched language policy in a newly democratic South Africa in
1994.

Education and particularly language policy during apartheid denied Africans
equal opportunity, a livelihood, and access to higher education. The key
purpose underlying PRAESA’s work is to help to reverse this injustice. Mother
tongue teaching is stigmatized because it was used during the apartheid period
to divide people and to denigrate African languages. However, it is used here,
to signify the language that a young child uses at home and is competent
in. PRAESA’s policy was based on a “radical critique of the previous racist
education that belittled African languages and prepared black people for an
oppressive and exploited position in society” (adapted from Trimbur, 2009,
p. 86).

The key purpose underlying PRAESA’s work is to help to reverse this injus-
tice. Language policy is a contentious issue, and the 1976 black student revolt
was ignited when the apartheid state wanted to impose Afrikaans—which was
seen as the language of the oppressor—as a compulsory language in black
schools. More recently, in September 2015, black students in the established
Afrikaner universities protested against language policy, demanding that the
primary medium of instruction be changed from Afrikaans to English (Ismail,
2016).

The government’s language policy is to switch to teaching in the English
medium after 3 years of schooling in the learner’s home language. PRAESA’s
language policy envisaged teaching in the learner’s mother tongue during the
first five years of schooling and then for learners and teachers to switch in the
following year to English as the medium of instruction. This challenge to the
hegemonic view led to advocacy work at many levels: government, schools,
parents, and universities.

PRAESA’s attempts to convince the Department of Education (DOE) to
have teaching for the first five years in the mother tongue failed. Parents,
teachers, and principals remained unconvinced, and although in some pilot
projects it has been successfully implemented, it has never become mainstream
policy in any school. Therefore, PRAESA re-focused their energy and attention
away from introducing mother tongue education in schools to work instead
within the community. This development led PRAESA to look at other ways
of fostering mother tongue education and this was the start of the Nal’bali
project. Nal’ibali (in isiXhosa means “here is the story”) reading for enjoy-
ment campaign, which is a national campaign to promote a reading culture
specifically among young children in poor African communities (Ismail, 2016).

The practice of bilingual language learning went slowly into the reading
clubs, first at school level, then into homes, and the community. The aims of
the reading clubs were to compensate for failures in the school system and
the lack of a reading culture in the homes as well as a need to encourage
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the community to participate in education (Pluddemann, 2015). One of the
literacy specialists expressed the purpose of her work as, “Well first of all if
you have been to observe schools, you would’ve seen how children are being
robbed of a good education and watched the outdated methods teachers use,
then you wish you can show that there are alternative ways of doing things”
(Interview, 2014) (Ismail, 2016, p. 7).

A reading club can be started anywhere, and the person who starts it is the
“story sparker” who may register the club with Nal’ibali. This organization
then assists them with training and resources (books, posters) and workshops
which provide methods on how to make reading fun and enjoyable so that
the readers will continue reading outside the workshops. The facilitators also
try and advise on how to choose relevant books for particular age groups and
publicize stories which they hope will become popular favorites among the
children. The Nali’ibali project has become a national campaign and PRAESA
is also reformulating its campaign in the language of human rights and has just
released a Charter which explains children’s rights to education.

The renewed focus of pedagogy in PRAESA is intended to contribute to
the development of a literate society which may encourage the community
to take responsibility for building a reading culture and to empower those
who come into contact with it (Pluddemann, 2015). It does so by focusing
on building relationships through informal learning and engaging commu-
nities in the struggle for their right to a sound education. Reading clubs
provide a space for discussion about the significance of indigenous languages
and related issues of identity, and they enable people to talk about education
as a human right, thus highlighting the possibilities of community-centered
pedagogy. On reflection, this research confirmed that pedagogies can help to
change things for the better. There may be no clear transformative agenda,
but we were inspired and impressed by the passion and commitment of the
Nal’ibali educators and it was wonderful to witness their successes (Ismail,
2016).

Challenges with Radical

Pedagogy in the 3 Case Studies

The findings are presented thematically and highlight key challenges facing
radical educators.

Connection to IKS

In VM, women consciously formed a woman-led organization and since they
won the right to own their own homes, they were in a more powerful position
to challenge men with regard to their reproductive rights, and able to discuss
the use of contraception with their husbands. As this quote from Nokhange-
lani demonstrates, “Men must know that we are their left-partners because
they stay in the house built by us and Xoliswa says so now it is not easy for
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them to kick you out” (Interviews, 1996; Ismail, 2015, p. 52). However, they
did not challenge broader patriarchal relations in the home and community.
So later when the state declared that there would be joint ownership of subsi-
dized housing, many of the women did not fight back. Another example where
retrogressive IK practices won out, was when women did not interrogate the
practice of lobola (bride payment). The process entails that the woman’s family
negotiate a bride price which can be in the form of cattle or cash. A practice
which diminishes woman’s power in the marriage as it reduces her role to a
minor in the marriage.

In the TAC, the facilitators were eager to transfer knowledge and change
behaviors as their campaign for free anti-retroviral was also a campaign to
disprove the state’s previous notion that HIV/AIDS had no scientific basis and
could be cured by traditional medicines and by ending poverty. But transfer
of knowledge is not sufficient to challenge power relations in the home and
community as shown in this example. When TAC facilitators at a clinic held
a session on treatment literacy and inquired from women why their husbands
have not tested when the women have tested positive for HIV, the women
invoked culture to explain their husband’s refusal to be tested or to practice
safe sex. In the women’s testimony IK was used to explain some husbands
continued refusal to be tested or use safe sex practices. Generally, the male is
assumed to be the dominant sexual partner and has to initiate condom usage.

The women showed their vulnerability and they spoke without fear, this is
valued in feminist practice. The facilitators in turn showed respect for them and
their knowledge but I think the facilitators must find the courage to challenge
oppressive IK. They could use women’s experiences as a building block to
reflect and be critical of these practices and for women to act in solidarity
and invoke the African cultural belief in Ubuntu in order to persuade their
partners to go for testing thereby recovering IK concepts which can give rise to
knowledge and actions that are transformative (Ismail, 2017). Ubuntu which
in the African language means “humanity” but more literally translated into
“I am what I am because of who we are” is a philosophy that could reconcile the
dominance of destructive sexual practices.

In PRAESA, one critique made by a reading club volunteer from the black
township of Khayelitsha was that many of the books did not contain African
role models or African stories. The lack of African role models and stories
can be traced back to apartheid when the absence of African languages in
educational materials was deliberate and used to undermine IK (Ismail, 2016).

Challenges to the State

In South Africa, some social movements do partner with the state to realize
their goals and often this relationship is in favor of the state. The state is
often a reluctant partner and the social movement has to ensure that the
government fulfills its promises. The response of the VM women to the
housing crises has gone through many iterations with the state: from critical
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engagement to partnership to becoming an independent housing contractor,
and they have shown time and time again that they can learn and build
capacity to carry out development. The state, however, has fragmented the
housing movement and betrayed its promises to the poor. The state’s policy
and the framing of the development paradigm has forced social movements
into competing for resources, and to not seek more inclusionary approaches.
In thinking about future resistances, solidarity action to raise consciousness
against housing commodification holds the possibility of a new vision for both
the social movements in the informal settlements and current urban housing
social movements (Ismail, 2019, pp. 18–19).

The activist history of TAC which is present in the minds of HIV patients
is that TAC won the struggle for medicines for treatment in public health
facilities. Now that this treatment and medicines are available, TAC has
taken on a role in ensuring state compliance and monitoring the state to
have stocks of the medicine in all the clinics (Stocks campaign) as well as
HIV/AIDS patients’ keeping to the medicine regime hence the Treatment
Literacy Programme in clinics. There are often clashes with the state about the
supply of medicines and during the COVID 19 pandemic people are fearful
that the state will not secure sufficient vaccines to ensure herd immunity.

PRAESA had a different trajectory of working with the state in compar-
ison to the two examples above, PRAESA started its work with the state
but no longer actively seeks engagement with the state, but they will work
with government when requested to do so. Their frustrating experiences
when trying to implement language policy in the schools have made them
opt to work in the informal context. Here they experience less bureaucratic
control and are free to experiment and engage children and adults in a reading
campaign which also grows into a love of indigenous languages. Most impor-
tantly, its strategy is to work with communities and use learning in an informal
context to organize people and to guide communities to knowledge that
will contribute toward social change—however gradual and incremental this
may be. As one Nal’ibali facilitator put it, “Our benefits are not immediate,
it’s a process…a journey. So, we try and ensure that the reading clubs also
understand it in that way” (Ismail, 2016, p. 6).

The attempts of PRAESA to influence language policy by piloting mother
tongue instruction in schools demonstrate that the state does not privilege
African languages. Under the African National Congress (ANC) government,
even with its policy of promoting IKS, the dominance of English has been
sustained and IKS has been shifted to the periphery (Ismail, 2016). All three
case studies suggest that in the context of increased neo-liberalism there is a
decline in challenging power relations which is an important facet of radical
pedagogy and of their previous work when challenging the state.

The leadership in VM and TAC had become “organic intellectuals” and
their activism although not against the state was based on rights-based
approaches to human rights. However, their activism could not be sustained
in particular when the pedagogy changed to provide information, training and
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counseling, and engagement with issues of power is restricted to ensuring that
social goods can be secured. These shifts are difficult to challenge in the move-
ments particularly in a context wherein there is greater uncertainty, decreased
funding, increased poverty as well as a revival of indigenous knowledge to
allow people to connect with their histories which was destroyed first under
colonialism and then under apartheid.

Exclusionary Practices

In VM, hierarchies and authoritarianism started to emerge in 2001 and
the leadership was said to “act like bosses” (Interview with member, 2001)
(Ismail, 2015, p. 75) A possible explanation for this is that VM women were
at a different phase in their personal life histories to when they had started in
1992. To some degree VM women’s personal needs were out of sync with the
aims of the Federation which was to rotate leadership and spread skills and
expertise. In 2003 the VM women were older and may have had different and
conflicting interests and needs. VM women’s material conditions had changed;
they needed regular incomes as they had loans to repay, houses to maintain,
and their children had grown up. These life changes illustrate that individuals
and groups have different goals and interests in adult learning and these need
to be understood as contested activities around which there is conflict.

Likewise, in TAC and PRAESA, where facilitators (are often volunteers)
depend on stipends for an income and often the expectation is that they will
become employed and progress up the organization’s hierarchy. However,
with decreased funding, increased bureaucratization, a renewed emphasis on
efficiency and reporting and to employ formally qualified personnel, the facil-
itators feel unsupported in these hard economic times. So, dependency on
external funding has become a constraint and presently hope in the two orga-
nizations is kept alive by a supportive network and building solidarity between
activists and the community.

Conclusion

My findings from the three case studies point out the limitations of popular
education in social movements as Liam Kane (2005) argued in his study
with the Brazilian Landless Movements that although the education work
was powerful and led to the attainment of social goods as in the case of VM
and TAC—however later there was no clear-cut opposition to the state as no
continuous analysis was made on the structural nature of poverty or reflection
on the pedagogical models. The literature on social movements suggests that
movements generally lose momentum and may dissolve once the issues under
protest are resolved. These movements may not be concerned with the capture
of state power and revolutions.

In challenging patriarchy—Alvarez’s (1999) concludes from her case study
of Brazilian women’s organizations that there was no automatic relationship
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between consciousness raising, empowerment, and political change, and illus-
trates that consciousness raising is not linear. This is a critical issue where poor
black women have been most heavily affected by the lack of housing and the
HIV/AIDs epidemic. These social movements have empowered many urban
and rural women and women have been in key leadership positions who put
forward alternate visions.

However, it is time to question IK practices which are not radical and
harmful to women and learn from decolonial pedagogies. Gramsci (1971)
argued that past histories infuse everyday consciousness and Freire put forth
that learnt worldviews often continue even after the structural relationship has
been severed (quoted in Motta & Esteves, 2014).

The decolonial feminists (Cusicanqui, 2012; Lugones, 2010) argue that
revealing the layers of subjugation is an important epistemic development of
decolonialism/decolonial feminism. Lugones (2010, p. 756) argues for the
construction of a new subject of a new feminist geopolitics of knowing and
loving. A decolonizing pedagogy is about developing a critical conscious-
ness of internal neo-colonial conditions and its possible transformation and
to remember that the integrity of the indigenous body and mind is central
to social analysis and knowledge production (Tejeda et al., 2005). For
example, the women of Standing Rock said “we are not protestors but water
protectors”—in line with their ancient traditions. https://www.resilience.org/
stories/2019-04-30/standingrock-three-years-and-still-fighting/ bell hooks
(1990, p. 15) quoted by Motta & Esteves (2014, p. 3) advises “[that] after
one has resisted there is the necessity to become- to make oneself anew…That
process emerges as one comes to understand how structures of domina-
tion work in one’s own life, as one invents alternative habits of being and
resists from marginal space of difference inwardly defined.” This learning and
unlearning can occur in the formal education, in the informal spheres of
everyday life and centrally, in the pedagogical practices (formal and informal)
of social movements.

These findings from critical community-engaged research can be viewed as
a basis for constructive change and open a discussion for ideas for other social
movements beyond these case studies. Ideas on pedagogical interventions in
these times of great unpredictability that will seek to form links with decolonial
pedagogies and build solidarity across social movements.
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and Mathematics Education



CHAPTER 25

Decolonizing Science Education in Africa:
Curriculum and Pedagogy

Samson Madera Nashon

Introduction

Science curriculum and pedagogy in Africa are often overly exam-driven,
teacher-centered with colonial as well as foreign-leaning characterizations. This
apparent static nature of curriculum and pedagogy is due in part to emphasis
on passing examinations and the perception that innovative pedagogies such as
those attuning to contemporary issues such as understanding science through
local African contexts is considered time wasting (Sifuna & Otiende, 2006).
Moreover, initially those in Africa and in the diaspora who may be positioned
to influence change are often trained abroad, or trained locally by foreign
experts, thus lacking the skills needed to reform curriculum and pedagogy to
reflect the local context (Sifuna & Otiende, 2006). In addition, they often tend
to borrow from foreign instructional models not suited for the African learner.
This has made students less inclined to contextualize what they learn and
especially with regard to understanding the scientific phenomena embedded
in their local contexts. As well, the students are less welcoming to decolo-
nizing pedagogies that place context as central to meaningful and relevant
learning of science. Instead, they focus more on how to pass their examina-
tions. The need to understand science contextually, which is a central tenet
in decolonizing science education, is regarded as superfluous to examination
performance and, at best, perpetuates the traditional culture where science is
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understood as an encapsulated system that has no relevance in terms of their
local contexts and everyday lives (Tsuma, 1998). This chapter will highlight
ongoing research by the author where specific local contexts in an African
setting have been successfully used to develop curricular units that engage
students in unpacking and understanding scientific phenomena embedded in
their local context as a way of decolonizing science curriculum and pedagogy.
Using examples of contextualized curricula in investigating student science
learning and its effect on teachers’ teaching, the author will draw upon the
research studies he has been doing in Kenya for the last 15 years where national
curriculum is interpreted and implemented through a series of contextualized
lessons with student learning and teachers’ teaching analyzed. But first, it is
important to provide the historical foundations on which Kenyan curriculum
has evolved.

Background

Kenya, like many developing countries, faces many significant environmental
challenges, particularly around local manufacturing and degradation of the
natural environment (Ce’car et al., 2014), which are given little prominence
or attention in the school science curriculum. Although there have been
attempts through numerous educational reforms to make school science rele-
vant in post-independence Kenya (Gachathi, 1976; Kamunge, 1988; Koech,
2000; Mackay, 1981; Ominde, 1964a, 1964b), the question of relevance and
impact has continued to persist. These attempts to reform education have
included linking science learning to production activities and products in
Kenya’s ubiquitous Jua Kali sector (Nyerere, 2009; Swift, 1987; Waddington,
1987). “Jua Kali” is a small-scale manufacturing and technology-based service
sector (UNESCO/UNEVOC, 1998). The name is derived from the condi-
tions (scorching sun) under which the artisans who manufacture equipment
and provide related services to other small-scale producers operate.

This question of relevance is still a key part of the ongoing discussion about
the reform agenda including two previous major Social Science and Human-
ities Research Council (SSHRC) of Canada funded studies (2006 & 2010)
from which important insights into the ways science is taught and understood
contextually were generated. It was the view of the investigators of which I was
a principal investigator that making science relevant through local contexts is a
key decolonizing strategy for science education. When students are judged to
understand science through the lens of their local environment and explain
events in real life in terms of the science they learn, then we can reason-
ably claim a degree of meaningful learning from relevant contexts and hence
a decolonized curriculum and instruction. Here, students tend to own the
learning process and indeed take responsibility for their own learning.

Further analysis of the current discourse among stakeholders (e.g., the
National Council for Science and Technology [NCTS], the Kenya Ministry of
Education, and the Kenya Science Teachers Association [KSTA] and the UN
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Environmental Program [UNEP]) about how to make science relevant still
indicates a collective desire to understand science contextually. And, in partic-
ular, there is ongoing desire to develop and implement curriculum that enables
students to investigate and understand the science embedded in effects of
manufacturing activities and products on local environmental sustainability.
This is especially important to Kenya given its vision of attaining industrialized
nation status by 2030 (Government of Kenya, 2007). Furthermore, there is
strong evidence that there is value in understanding the science embedded in
local environmental issues (Hodson, 1994; Nashon, 2013).

The team that I led in implementing the studies has extensive under-
standing about the Kenyan learner in particular, including (a) how students
struggle to learn in Western-modeled classrooms (Nashon & Anderson,
2008a); (b) the need for meaningful assistance to change from cultural world-
views to canonical science (border crossing) (Aikenhead, 1996); (c) the desire
for a moral obligation to assist others—collaborative classroom culture. In
other words, there was a desire among the students and teachers who partic-
ipated in the studies to not leave their peers behind, and hence, the “walking
together,” a practice that is resonant with local socio-cultural practices (Gitari,
2006); (d) a respect for cultural knowledge as well as canonical science, and the
ability to hold both worldviews and use them relevantly (collateral learning)
(Jegede, 1995); and (e) the importance of relevance in science learning
(Knamiller, 1984). These understandings are vitally important for teachers to
embed in their pedagogies the learners’ local settings with a view to making
science learning relevant to Kenyan students. Moreover, these insights are key
to designing effective, learning experiences for contemporary classrooms in
Kenya and in other developing countries. However, in today’s Kenya, like in
many other African countries, these insights are still not fully harnessed by the
education system (Anderson et al., 2015; Nashon, 2013; Tsuma, 1998). But
clearly, all these learner attributes can be effectively mediated through contex-
tualizing science learning. For example, this can in part involve students in
understanding the science embedded in the effects of the ubiquitous local
Kenyan Jua Kali activities on their local environmental sustainability.

Curriculum and Pedagogy in Kenyan Classrooms

In Kenya today, as already highlighted above, science curriculum and peda-
gogy are often overly exam-driven and teacher-centered with colonial, as well
as foreign-leaning characterizations (Ooko et al., 2017; Sifuna & Otiende,
2006). This apparent static nature of curriculum and pedagogy is due in
part to a pedantic emphasis on passing examinations and the perception that
innovative pedagogies such as those attuning to contemporary issues, such
as environmental sustainability and learning in the local contexts, is a waste of
time (Nashon, 2013; Sifuna & Otiende, 2006). The pressure of passing exams
often has many Kenyan students less sensitive to environmental discourses,
but rather they focus more on how to pass exams. The need to understand



452 S. M. NASHON

science contextually, is regarded by both teachers and students as being super-
fluous to examination performance, and at best, perpetuates the traditional
teaching culture where science is understood as an encapsulated system that
has no relevance in terms of local environmental sustainability or the local
context (Julius & Wachanga, 2013; Tsuma, 1998; Wachanga & Mwangi,
2004). Any attempts to integrate into curriculum visits to authentic science
learning environments, such as Jua Kali or local forests where they can engage
with the science embedded in the effects of Jua Kali production activities
on the local environmental sustainability are seen as a “waste of time.” But
for most Kenyans, the question of relevance is very important as eloquently
expressed by Tsuma (1998): “no Nation can develop in any sense of the term,
with a population which has not received a thorough and relevant education”
(p. i). And, although there have been attempts to demonstrate the richness
of Jua Kali in scientific phenomena (Anderson et al., 2015; Nashon, 2013;
Nashon & Anderson, 2008a, 2008b, 2010, 2013a, 2013b; Nashon &Madera,
2013; Nashon et al., 2015; Ooko et al., 2017), there has not been extension of
these reforms in school curriculum to investigate how students understand the
science embedded in the effects of Jua Kali production activities and prod-
ucts on local Kenyan environmental sustainability. Hence, there is a need to
have students in Kenya engage in the more contemporary global question of
environmental sustainability. Importantly, there is the need to have students
unpack the science embedded in the effects of Jua Kali production activities
and products on their local environmental sustainability as a more relevant
and meaningful science learning strategy. This is what I consider an important
motive toward decolonizing science education in Kenya and for that matter
in Africa This approach holds the potential to lead to a more scientifically
and environmental sustainability oriented and prosperous society. Moreover, it
will lead to the betterment of the natural physical environment of the nation
through environmental stewardship of informed citizens.

Learning from Ongoing Research

Insights from previous SSHRC-funded studies (2006 & 2010) that I facili-
tated caused my team to raise questions about students’ understanding of the
science embedded in the effects of Jua Kali production activities and prod-
ucts on their local environmental sustainability. Noteworthy, among the many
Jua Kali production activities and products from which scientific phenomena
and local environmental sustainability can be investigated, the charcoal stove
stands out to be of significant importance because: (a) it is ubiquitous and
used daily by students in most households across Kenya; (b) it uses natural
resources including charcoal, although varieties are being produced that use
sawdust, kindlers, or agricultural residues—all of which are in limited sustain-
able supply; (c) there are vigorous innovations in the Jua Kali regarding
production of the most efficient charcoal or agricultural residue stoves—so
as to improve efficiency and cook most food using minimum fuel resources;
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and (d) its use has very significant implications on degradation of forests
and other rare plant and tree species sustainability. According to Beru et al.
(2014), the connection between sustainability and the production of such
stoves has profound implications on Kenya’s wood fuel sources—the forests.
Despite such obvious connections between real world issues, school science
discourses do not include understandings of science embedded in the effects
of Jua Kali production activities and products on local environmental sustain-
ability. These issues have been evoked by insights from the 2006 SSHRC
funded study and engagement with students in Kenya where: (1) students
understood science better in a canonical sense when instruction used local
contexts to mediate curriculum; (2) students were provoked and inspired to
make critical assessment of their prior learning strategies and habits by fasci-
nating and contextualized experiences; and (3) students became acutely aware
that the learning strategies they used were a consequence of the nature of
the prevailing curriculum and lack of pedagogical models that make science
relevant (Nashon, 2013; Nashon & Anderson, 2008a, 2008b, 2013a, 2013b;
Nashon & Madera, 2013; Nashon et al., 2015). Also, the latter 2010 study
revealed how the Kenyan teachers’ teaching was impacted by this way of
student learning including: (1) the teachers’ literal and rigid interpretations
and strict adherence to the official curriculum conflicted with the students’
desires to understand scientific phenomena embedded within their local envi-
ronment; (2) the science teachers’ inability or ability to sustain students’
motivation to understand science through local contexts in part depended
on their initial teacher training; and (3) implementation of the contextualized
science reduced the gulf that often hindered free student–teacher dialogue due
to the teachers’ endeavors to maintain science and teacher statuses (Anderson
et al., 2015; Nashon, 2013; Nashon & Anderson, 2013b). With this knowl-
edge platform, the investigation has been extended to include high school
students’ learning and understanding of the science embedded in the effects
of Jua Kali production activities and products (local manufacturing) on their
local environmental sustainability in Kenya.

Significantly, the outcomes of the 2006 study led to a deeper appreci-
ation for the notion that natural modes of learning are uniquely culturally
mediated and harnessing this understanding can profoundly transform science
curriculum and pedagogy in Kenya, Africa and elsewhere. Although the
study, which focused on Kenya, has given us deeper understandings about
Kenyan learners’ modes of learning and the kinds of experiences that evoke
as well as provoke these natural modes of learning, and which transformed
the students’ perceptions of the nature of science and science learning, very
little was understood about the collateral impact the transformations had on
the science teachers’ pedagogy and school culture. And, given the demon-
strated effectiveness of the study’s innovative contextualized curricular and
pedagogical experiences on student science learning, it became imperative to
frame a study that documented, interpreted, and understood transformations
in (1) science teachers’ professional and social cultural values surrounding
educational practices, and (2) school culture.
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The 2006 SSHRC funded Canadian-East African Collaborative for the
Study of Ways of Knowing (CEACSWOK), which investigated and elucidated
East African (EA) students’ ways of knowing (WOK) that were invoked and
engaged as the students experienced integrated classroom-Jua Kali science
curriculum activities, now became the Canadian-East African Collaborative
for the Study of Student Learning and Pedagogy (CEACSSLAP) as a way of
extending the investigation into the collateral impact of successful transforma-
tions in student learning had on their science teachers’ teaching practices and
socio-cultural values and school culture in the reformed science curriculum
and pedagogy. As a team, we investigated transformations in East African
science teachers’ socio-cultural values surrounding their professional practices
as well as collective changes in school-culture as they journeyed through
changes in both curricular and pedagogical reforms. The outcomes of the
study had implications on our current understandings of culturally based
pedagogies and their application to curriculum and instruction beyond the
traditional Western models. Moreover, these extended understandings about
the African and for that matter indigenous learner as demonstrated in Jegede’s
(1995) notion of collateral learning; Aikenhead’s (1996) notion of border
crossing; Gitari’s (2006) notions of moral obligation and knowledge guarding;
and Anderson and Nashon’s (2009) notion of natural harmonics of the African
learner. These understandings are key to designing effective, inclusive learning
experiences for our contemporary multicultural primary, secondary and post
secondary classrooms. As already highlighted above the 2010 study about the
effect of student learning on the teachers’ teaching practices and school culture
was inspired by the outcomes of the 2006 SSHRC funded research study that
generated important insights about curricular and instructional experiences
that are in harmony with the students’ natural (cultural) modes of learning
(Anderson & Nashon, 2007; Nashon & Anderson, 2008a, 2008b; Nashon &
Madera, 2013). The outcomes led to a deeper appreciation for the notion that
natural modes of learning are uniquely culturally mediated and harnessing this
understanding could profoundly transform science curriculum and pedagogy
in EA and elsewhere.

Although the study focused on Kenya, it offered deeper understandings
about the Kenyan learners’ modes of learning and the kinds of experiences
that evoke as well as provoke these natural modes of learning, and which trans-
formed the students’ perceptions of the nature of science and science learning.
Hence the questions: What transformations are notable in science teachers’
socio-cultural values and collective school-culture surrounding professional
practices as they journey through both curricular and pedagogical reforms?
What theoretical and practical insights can be gained from the teachers’ and
schools’ professional transformations as they navigate through curricular and
pedagogical reforms? These kinds of questions were considered suitable for
investigation using a socio-cultural framework (Kozulin, 2003; Rogoff, 1990)
due to its emphasis on the importance of human interactivity within social
settings, and an interpretive methodology (Schwandt, 2003) that employed
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case studies (Stake, 1995) to generate rich descriptions of transformations
in the teachers’ pedagogical knowledge (Shulman, 1986) and school culture
(Goodlad, 1984).

The outcomes of the study included development of new theoretical under-
standings about collateral impact of students’ successful learning on teachers’
teaching practices and socio-cultural values as they journeyed through and
experienced their students’ success in reformed science curriculum and peda-
gogy.

As already argued, there still continues to be no strong curriculum link
between activities in the Jua Kali that have come to characterize the common
socio-cultural environment of many young Kenyans and for that matter many
East Africans, their school science (classroom knowledge) and the ways in
which they learn, which are culturally shaped (Cobern & Aikenhead, 1998).
Jua Kali (a Kiswahili word derived from conditions under which artisans
operate—scotching sun) has products such as charcoal stoves, kerosene lamps,
and chicken brooders, all of which are prevalent household items ubiquitous in
everyday Kenyan culture and rich in scientific phenomena. But, any attempt
to link classroom science to the real world of Jua Kali activities cannot be
effective if there is no understanding of students’ natural ways of learning
embedded in their worldviews of science learning, which are shaped by their
socio-cultural environment. Moreover, even with such an understanding, the
link may not be effective without also understanding how teachers’ teaching
practices and socio-cultural values, and collective school culture are impacted
as they journey through and experience their students’ successful learning
resulting from their engagement of their natural modes of learning evoked
by the context in which the teaching and learning take place. All of this
is situated against the contextual backdrop of school curriculum and peda-
gogy that are based on traditional western models, exam-driven, and highly
teacher-centered.

Moreover, this being situated in the larger body of literature on indigenous
peoples’ ways of learning attempted to fill the void that existed in this body of
literature about the EA learner, under the inescapable influence of the socio-
cultural environment in which the learner resides. Studies in the 1970s and
80s documented different WOK and how what students bring to science class-
rooms, a product of their WOK, impacted classroom learning and teaching.
These ideas were referred to variously as children’s science or alternative frame-
works (Driver et al., 1997), lay science (Furnham, 1992), plain common sense
(Hills, 1989), naïve science (Nickerson, 1986). According to Hodson (1998),
these ideas are formed in many ways including talking with others, interac-
tion with media, visits to other settings such as zoos, museums, amusement
parks, etc. Moreover, Hodson adds, everyday language use influences their
understanding of phenomena experienced in life. There have been attempts to
explain how these ideas are constructed. For instance, Cajete (1999) reveals
how Native science as a way of life is derived from lived experiences and prac-
tice within Native communities. He adds: “Native life in community is a primal
pathway to knowledge of relationship with the natural world” (p. 99) (see



456 S. M. NASHON

also Beck & Walters, 1980). Other studies have been conducted among the
Chinese, African American, etc., and most point to the fact that there is WOK
that goes beyond the traditional Western thought. Thus, the argument in this
chapter is that tapping into these ways of knowing through local contexts is
a great way to decolonizing science education and pedagogy and enhancing
canonical science to be relevant and meaningful to this learner.

A study by Guerts (2002) revealed pointers to the uniqueness of some of
the ways Africans construct knowledge. She has challenged the commonly
held assumption in the Western thought that “all humans possess identical
sensory capabilities and that any cultural differences we might find would be
inconsequential” (p. 3). For example, one outcome of her ethnographic study
of a community in Ghana, West Africa identifies bodily ways of gathering
information as profoundly involved in society’s epistemology and the devel-
opment of cultural identity. What this demonstrates is how framing science
within local cultural contexts is critical to moving toward decolonizing our
curriculum and instruction. Similarly the work of Jegede (1995), Aikenhead
(1996), and Aikenhead and Jegede (1999) in Canada and Africa shows how
cultural practices profoundly influence the way students collaterally make sense
(hold multiple worldviews) of the world (see also Baker et al., 1996; Cobern &
Aikenhead, 1998). The equivalent in Western cultures is what some scholars
call cognitive apartheid (Cobern, 1996; Cobern & Aikenhead, 1998; Young,
1992). According to Cobern (1996), the students simply wall off the concepts
that do not fit their natural worldviews and instead create a compartment for
scientific knowledge from which it can be retrieved on special occasions, such
as school exams. Moreover, as Young (1992) notes: “…this is likely to be more
common if the new challenges the old. Under such circumstances, it is difficult
for the new knowledge to be really made the pupil’s own, a part of reality. It
gets learned in a shallow way and … easily forgotten after the last examination,
if it was ever really understood in the first place…” (p. 23). In other words,
colonization is the fodder for shallow understanding of the world around the
African learner as Western thought presents science as if it is delinked from
the learner. But contextualizing the learning process is the methodology for
decolonizing science education.

For East Africans (EAs), Jua Kali forms an important part of their
construct of cultural identity, and, hence, is a key locus to understanding their
way of learning science. But what the 2006 SSHRC funded study on students’
ways of knowing in science discourses revealed is that if instruction is orga-
nized in ways that are in accord with the students’ natural modes of learning,
the learning process changes dramatically as the students start to see and
appreciate the relevance of the science concepts to their local cultural contexts
generating in them a motivation to understand the science embedded in their
local environment or understand science in terms of their local environment (
Nashon & Anderson, 2008a).

Whereas this study was largely situated in constructivist literature that
focuses on students’ preconceptions, the emergent analyses have moved it
more into the literature on socio-cultural frameworks, with the realization



25 DECOLONIZING SCIENCE EDUCATION IN AFRICA … 457

that the students have natural (cultural) modes of learning that are cultur-
ally shaped and that harnessing these modes of learning to organize science
instruction might be more fruitful in terms of learning canonical science in a
more relevant and meaningful manner. This is what I consider to be a key step
in decolonizing science learning. Studies such as these are better framed when
they take into account emergent literature on pedagogical content knowledge
(Shulman, 1986). Moreover, an assumption that is commonly made, indeed
a fundamental premise of teacher ethnography, is that teachers’ life experi-
ences influence the kind of teachers they become, our views on teaching,
and ultimately the way they teach. It is this understanding that motivates an
investigation into how teachers are impacted by their students’ learning expe-
riences, hence making the project more holistic by studying student learning
and pedagogy as an intertwined enterprise. What such an investigation aimed
to demonstrate was how decolonized or contextualized science learning can
impact the teachers’ subsequent teaching. It is the influence of children’s
success that is most important, as it is central to curriculum decolonization.

Shulman (1986) introduced the term pedagogical content knowledge
(PCK) as “the ways of representing and formulating the subject that make it
comprehensible to others” (p. 9). Schulman’s version of PCK refers to teach-
ers’ interpretations and transformations of subject matter knowledge in the
context of facilitating student learning. Following Shulman’s work, numerous
studies have been conducted on teachers using a variety of interpretations of
PCK. According to Abd-El-Khalick (2000), the construct has been studied
among teachers including science teachers. Emerging from these studies is the
assumption that the view that PCK is a separate domain of knowledge and that
teachers’ knowledge of subject matter directly translates into their teaching
practices. But as Abd-El-Khalik (2000) notes the assumption has come under
challenge by empirical research (e.g., Gess-Newsome, 1999) and that there
is no emerging literature base that illuminates the re-conceptualization of the
originally vague construct of PCK (e.g., Gess-Newsome, 1999).

However, there seem to have emerged a consensus on the nature of PCK as
the experiential knowledge and skills acquired through classroom experience
(Gess-Newsome, 1999), and as the integrated set of knowledge, concepts,
beliefs, and values which teachers develop in the context of the teaching situa-
tion (Gess-Newsome, 1999). Thus, experienced teachers possess an integrated
and developed understanding of teaching.

This perspective is consistent with Gess-Newsome’s (1999) integrative and
transformative models of PCK. The integrative model which comprises knowl-
edge domains of content (subject matter), pedagogy, and context is considered
to exist as separate entities, similar to a mixture of rice, sorghum, and wheat
grains. Adherents (Fernández-Balboa & Stiehl, 1995) of this type of PCK
argue that proficiency at any of the components of the mixture would enhance
the whole PCK. Moreover, they argue, having knowledge about the compo-
nents of PCK independently determines a teacher’s ability to integrate these
components. On the other hand, adherents (Marks, 1990) of the transfor-
mative model consider PCK as a synthesized knowledge, where content and
pedagogy are integrated and transformed into classroom practice. And that



458 S. M. NASHON

it is impossible to distinguish PCK from either subject matter knowledge or
general pedagogical knowledge. Yet many studies have continued to show that
a majority of beginning teachers tend to rely more heavily on one domain of
knowledge rather than drawing simultaneously from all domains, as is the case
with an expert teacher (Ball & Bass, 2000; Davis, 2003; Grossman, 1990),
which indeed was noted in the CEACSWOK study. Therefore, the integrative
model may likely portray the PCK of beginning teachers, while the transfor-
mative model is more suitable to represent the PCK of experienced teachers.
But it is not just as simple as that—to lay this only on beginning teachers. To
the contrary, the blame for the case of East Africa, and Kenya for that matter
can be attributed to an overly exam and teacher-centered curriculum where
“objective” content is assessed. Otherwise pedagogic content knowledge may
depend on complex interactions between discipline knowledge, pedagogic
knowledge, and the teacher’s experiences in teaching that knowledge. In one
of my numerous studies with teachers, the study about the status of Physics 12
in BC, the physics teacher, and teaching styles were prominently mentioned
as impacting students’ decisions about Physics 12 (Nashon, 2003; Nashon &
Nielsen, 2007). In the same vein literature indicates that quite often science
teachers conform to instructional models they were exposed to as high school
students (Blanton, 2003).

Thus in an attempt to contextualize science learning and teaching, which
basically was about decolonizing pedagogy, the team I worked with on
the Kenyan study, co-developed and implemented the reformed science
curriculum units with the science teachers. In this way my co-principal inves-
tigator, David Anderson and I hoped for a high possibility that the teachers’
pedagogy got impacted, especially given the successful learning experienced
by their students. The knowledge and practice of a teacher to provide the
most useful teaching situation is to make a topic comprehensible to learners
(Shulman, 1986). Although there are several models, Gess-Newsome’s (1999)
integrated and transformative model complemented by the socio-cultural
theory is very important in interpreting this kind of teaching and learning.
Although Gess-Newsome (1999) uses the venn diagram to illustrate integra-
tive view of PCK, when distinct parts of a mixture are visible and can be
picked out easily, one can also see in the same diagram a transformative view,
where the analogy of white light (Green + Red + Blue) is applied to signify
transformative PCK—parts not easily seen or white light seen as a whole but
components not visible (Fig. 25.1).

The study with Kenyan science teachers adopted the two models for the
purpose of understanding the East African teachers’ PCK in terms of overall
transformation and the integrative model to understand where deficits or
credits might exist in their PCK, and in particular to locate which aspects of
PCK were impacted. Whereas, the two models as conveyed in literature seem
to show one as better than the other, the Kenyan research team applied both
complementarily in terms of understanding teachers’ professional practices.
These models are best complemented by the socio-cultural theory because
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Fig. 25.1 Integrated
and Transformative
Model, Gess-Newsome,
1999

I consider teaching to be a social as well as a cultural act, enacted in a cultural
environment.

According to Lantolf (2006), sociocultural theory considers human psycho-
logical development as being mediated by physical and symbolic tools, and
that these evolve over time as cultural representations including language
(Wertsch, 1998; Vygotsky, 1986). It further premises that practical and intel-
lectual activities do not occur in isolation. Thus, there exists a strong and
essential relationship between learning processes and their cultural, historical,
and institutional settings (Wertsch, 1998). Wertsch further adds that learning
cannot be separated from the influence of an individual’s social and cultural
worlds. In a similar vein teaching cannot be separated from the influence of
the social and cultural worlds where it is enacted.

Inspiration

The interest in WOK stems, in part, from another study (Nashon & Anderson,
2004) that investigated students’ metacognition across learning contexts,
which revealed interesting insights into the role students’ socio-cultural
background plays in how they make sense of classroom and out-of-school
experiences in Canada and Japan. For example, the study revealed cultural
differences in the way Japanese students verify their views with references to
peer groups in specific ways the Canadian students do not (Hisasaka et al.,
2005). Moreover, Nashon’s (2003) work on the nature of analogies that
Kenyan teachers and students use in the teaching and learning of physics
concepts revealed that the analogies were largely anthropomorphic and envi-
ronmental—that is, culturally constructed (Nashon, 2003, 2004). A similar
study, conducted in Nigeria, West Africa by Lagoke et al. (1997), revealed how
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biology instruction, which employed the use of environmental and anthro-
pomorphic analogies, led to a reduction in the gender gulf in performance.
In addition, Nashon’s study in Uganda, which examined students’ concep-
tions of HIV/AIDS, showed that most students understood HIV/AIDS in
anthropomorphic and environmental terms (Mutonyi et al., 2010). This reit-
erates the argument that contextualizing science curriculum and instruction is
a critical aspect of decolonizing science pedagogy in Kenya and for Africa and
elsewhere.

Conclusion and Ontological Position

In advocating for the decolonization of curriculum and pedagogy in Kenya
and Africa for that matter, I espouse and am guided by ontological and epis-
temological commitments that consider learning to be occurring holistically
and not in isolated contexts as well as a dynamic process developed through
experiences that are interpreted in the light of the learners’ prior knowledge,
attitudes, and personal background. Furthermore, I consider the socio-cultural
identity of the individuals and the group to which they belong as determining
the cultural tools (Ways of Knowing) that they use to make sense of the world.
Also, I believe that, students’ Ways of Knowing (WOK) rarely develop instan-
taneously, but rather, through catalytic events that connect classroom science
to the real world and these have the potential to gradually affect WOK over
a period of time. I also believe that although there are diverse WOK, some
of the WOK can propagate misconceptions. I acknowledge the unique ways
in which science differs from other ways of understanding and interpreting
nature. But if the learning discourse is framed in the learners’ local environ-
ment with a focus on interpreting the embedded science, then I consider such
learning to be relevant and meaningful. This in essence, forms the background
on which I advocate for decolonizing pedagogy through contextualization as
a way of making science relevant and meaningful to the African learner.
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CHAPTER 26

Indigenous Epistemologies and Decolonized
Sustainable Livelihoods in Africa

Edward Shizha

Introduction

Knowledge constructions are important to peoples’ sustainable livelihoods.
How people perceive their socio-cultural well-being and how they determine
the course of their livelihoods depend on the available knowledge resources.
Each society is surrounded by different webs and networks of knowledges that
exist in their ecological settings, whether “traditional” or “modern.” The use
of the plural “knowledges” in this chapter is deliberate to indicate the diver-
sity of African Indigenous peoples (IPs), the focus of this chapter. How these
knowledges are exploited contribute to the peoples’ or communities’ well-
being, and these are a matter of how they are constructed, defined and the
purpose for which they are constructed. This chapter re-considers mainstream
accounts of what is science, and how the subject matter seems to represent a
colonized conception of science that is Western and hegemonic. The chapter
is also a theoretical review of contexts that define Indigenous epistemologies
and their role in people’s sustainable livelihoods. Livelihood in this chapter
refers to how communal/rural or Indigenous African people manage their
lives through the application of Indigenous knowledges (IKs) to promote their
welfare. The chapter also focuses on livelihoods that Sati et al. (2014) describe
as increased well-being, reduced vulnerability, improved food security and
more sustainable use of natural resources base. The chapter applies an analysis
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that critiques the old colonial hegemonic ways of viewing Indigenous episte-
mologies and imposed practices for sustainable livelihoods in Africa. Deploying
this critical analysis of decolonizing knowledge/epistemologies as seeking
improvements of contemporary life contexts is basically the foundations of
critical educational and epistemological perspectives.

What is Epistemology?

Philosophically, epistemology is about knowledge construction and what
counts as knowledge. To cite Cunningham and Fitzgerald (1996), “Episte-
mology is … what can be counted as knowledge, where knowledge is located,
and how knowledge increases” (p. 36). In other words, it involves questions
and arguments about what knowledge consists of and what it is based on.
Knowledge is what our lives are based on, how we interpret and make sense of
our world, our worldviews and how we construct meaning out of our everyday
experiences. Therefore, epistemology could be explained in terms of how we
socially construct our way of life and, in turn, socially construct our socio-
cultural environment as well as how we exploit our ecological systems for
our sustenance. This argument echoes early Greek philosopher Plato’s view
that epistemology is an attempt to understand what it is to know, and how
knowledge is good for the knower (Steup & Neta, 2020). In addition, the
English philosopher John Locke viewed epistemology as an attempt to under-
stand the operations of human understanding, while to Immanuel Kant it is
an attempt to understand the conditions of the possibility of human under-
standing (Steup & Neta, 2020). Human understanding and conditions of
understanding are controlled by the cultural conditions and the socio-cultural
environment of the people. Therefore, the social and cultural beliefs and expe-
riences of the people have an influence on their epistemology, i.e., the way they
know their world. The way knowledge is defined is “very problematic and
subjective as it is perceived from the perspective of the knower(s), those indi-
viduals who construct bodies of ideas that they make use of in their everyday
lives” (Shizha, 2017, p. 268). In Africa, different cultural and social conditions
may influence how knowledge is constructed and understood. Knowledge
construction has no universal procedures but following the views of construc-
tivism and phenomenology, it is a construct that exists within the confines of
particular social groups (Kapoor & Shizha, 2010; Kimble, 2013; Shizha &
Abdi, 2014) as the groups navigate their ecosystem and biocultural diversity,
and their cosmological universe.

African Indigenous Epistemologies and Science

African Indigenous epistemologies, in general, and the construction of Indige-
nous scientific knowledge have been historically ignored in research and devel-
opment, including in educational institutions, which prefer to advance hege-
monic colonial Eurocentric epistemological knowledge foundations. Whereas
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African ways of knowing have previously been misunderstood, misinterpreted,
ridiculed and ignored in colonial knowledge discourses (Ngara, 2013), IK
systems have resisted this marginalization and are having an impact in educa-
tion and in international development (Shizha, 2015). The subject on what
entails IKs has been covered in many debates and analytical discussions (Dei,
2019; Khumalo & Baloyi, 2017; Shizha, 2019, 2020). Khumalo and Baloyi
(2017) describe IKs as knowledges that sustained communities for years prior
to colonialism which downplayed their value. They were knowledges that
contributed to sustainable livelihoods for people and communities, mainly in
food production and sustainable health systems. On defining IKs, Dei (2019)
believes that they encapsulate the common-good-sense ideas and cultural
knowledges of local peoples concerning the everyday realities of living. These
knowledges are part of the totality and holistic cultural heritage and histories
of IPs. They define how people exploit their natural environment, how they
read their cosmological universe and interacted with their ecological systems
and utilized their biocultural diversity. IPs have their scientific knowledges that
explain the complexity and totality of their existence and the evolution of
their physical universe. The knowledges are a result of their lived experiences,
and as Matsika (2012) elaborates, the knowledges exist and are developed
through the experiences of the local communities in the process of managing
the conditions or context that challenge their everyday life. Lived experiences
are the basis of Indigenous epistemologies that encompass experiential knowl-
edges constructed through experimentation with the natural environment and
observing the changes in their ecological and cosmological universes.

Indigenous epistemologies, therefore, refer to the totality of Indigenous
ways of constructing and understanding their existence. They are situationally
based knowledge systems that are socially created and collectively produced
and transmitted (Shizha, 2019). They are not individualistic or individually
patented and copy righted because they are peoples’ epistemologies which
are communally owned (see Shizha, 2017). Epistemologically, the knowl-
edges are living embodiments of the continuously changing lives of IPs,
which are influenced by their interactions of different community knowl-
edges, which are shared by different communities. The epistemologies are
neither universal nor homogeneous to African people. Each community has
its own forms of knowledges that depend on its cultural and social founda-
tions. However, there are common principles shared by IPs when it comes to
knowledge construction and utilization. For example, the value on the respect
for one another (Ubuntu) and respect for the elders as well as respect for
the village teachings and beliefs are universal to IPs. Further, it is the Indige-
nous spiritual belief that the creator brought the rules and regulations to be
followed in personal and ecological interactions for sustainable livelihoods.
Thus, traditional knowledges belong to the community and not to individ-
uals. The promotion of communalism rather than individualism is pervasive
in Indigenous cultures. Berkes (2012) describes IKs as culturally adaptable
intergenerational ecological knowledges about the relationship of living beings
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with their environment. Therefore, Indigenous epistemologies are based on
the interaction that peoples have with their natural environments and how
they exploit the environments. Knowledge creation and the meanings attached
to the knowledge are determined by life experiences and the exploitation of
the biocultural and ecological systems to sustain livelihoods. The knowledges
are considered as cultural capital relied on for food and livelihood security.
Reading the ecological and cosmological universe requires a cultural and spir-
itual understanding of the interconnectedness of the people and their universe
(Shizha, 2020). It is a scientific understanding that defines IKs as science.
IKs as science emerge from the belief, and evidence, that they can contribute
solutions to the unprecedented threats that humanity faces (Thompson et al.,
2020) and that the knowledges are linked to local practices that are impor-
tant in offering theoretical advancement and practical approaches for the
sustainable use and management of natural resources (Tengö et al., 2014),
as well as contributing to biodiversity conservation and other sustainability
challenges (Cockburn et al., 2019). They are an alternative science and chal-
lenge western science which define Indigenous epistemologies as unverifiable
and unscientific.

African Indigenous scholars are challenging the negative perceptions that
were promoted by colonial Eurocentric views of Indigenous sciences (Dei,
2019; Khumalo & Baloyi, 2017; Shizha, 2017, 2020). Eurocentric epis-
temologies tend to demote and undermine Indigenous sciences as lacking
positivism and scientism (defined from a Eurocentric paradigm). However,
all forms of knowledges are embedded in the culture of the knowledge
producers. Today’s scientific knowledge constructions are phenomena of the
post-positivist philosophy of science, a thinking after positivism that chal-
lenges the traditional notion of the absolute truth of knowledge (Phillips &
Burbules, 2000) and recognizing that there is nothing “positive” about claims
of knowledge arising from the behavior and actions of humans (Creswell,
2008). Positivism is a Eurocentric hegemonic cultural construct that imposes
definitions on other cultures in what Popper (2000 [1963]) describes as falsi-
ficationism—a problem of meaningfulness or significance, a problem of truth
or acceptability. Hence what is knowledge in western societies may not be
universalized and considered knowledge in other societies. Every society or
community, western or non-western, has a culture and science that is partic-
ular to it (Shizha, 2013). Consequently, Cajete (2018) concludes that the
culture of western science is equally foreign to western and non-western
societies. Despite all the attempts by hegemonic positivist western sciences
at de-epistemologizing and de-referencing other forms of sciences, African
Indigenous epistemologies have maintained their place in African-defined real-
ities. Every culture owns a science that exists in its specific socio-cultural,
political, ecological and cosmological contexts. Several post-positivist philoso-
phers of science reject positivism and offer views that emphasize the relativity
of scientific knowledge (Lather & St. Pierre, 2013; Leavy, 2015; Phillips &
Burbules, 2000) and share the view that science is a social construction of
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reality and that knowledge and its validation and legitimation are contex-
tual. These contexts shape what defines knowledge and what defines science.
Positivist approaches, which determine “acceptable standards of knowledge”,
marginalize IKs, and lack of codification is seen as an excuse to relegate them
to the periphery (Shizha, 2017). The knowledges are misclassified as non-
empirical ontological bodies that exist outside the scientific jurisdictions of
verifiable, reliable and patentable inventions and discoveries. However, IKs do
not need to be discovered and they do not need external validation because
they already exist and are used by their owners. The question of ownership and
intellectual property rights is held as an important aspect of the knowledge
politics. But, given the importance of social communities to the construction
of knowledges, the issue of IK production and ownership becomes a collective
process.

The collectivist and constructionist nature of IKs and sciences are relative
to any community’s science. Science is an epistemological relativism (Siegel,
2011) and a cultural construct (Shizha, 2013), and there are many “cultural
scientific communities” (Ogawa, 1995) that are not exclusive to Western soci-
eties. There are many cultural ways of understanding and giving meaning
to nature. Siegel (2011) acknowledges that knowledge is relative because
different cultures and societies accept different sets of principles, criteria and
standards of evaluating knowledge claims, and there is no neutral way of
choosing between these alternative sets of standards. Arguably, the differences
between western science and Indigenous sciences exist not so much in the
content, but in the normative ways of knowing and the interpretative frame-
work that underpins such knowledge. Sankey (2009, p. 3) defines epistemic
relativism as “a view about epistemic norms” and defines an epistemic norm
as “a criterion or rule that may be employed to justify a belief.” In Sankey’s
view in epistemic relativism there are no universal epistemic norms. Epistemic
norms operate in different cultural contexts, where these contexts are defined
by systems of different beliefs and different sets of norms (Sankey, 2012).
For Sankey’s relativism, whether a belief is justified, or counts as knowledge,
depends on epistemic norms, and so, given that different epistemic norms
can operate in different contexts, the same belief might be rational and justi-
fied knowledge relative to one context, and not to another. As Siegel (2011)
further clarifies “the doctrine of knowledge relativism emanates from Plato’s
idea that humans are the measure of all things (“homo mensura” ),” and that
any given thing “is to me such as it appears to me and is to you such as it
appears to you” (p. 42). Thus, in both philosophical and sociological terms
humans are the creators of their world and determine the processes through
which sets of knowledges are generated, processed, legitimated, accepted and
protected to support sustainable livelihoods.
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African Epistemologies and Sustainable Livelihoods

Knowledges, how they are constructed, understood and utilized, are vital to
peoples’ livelihoods. The foundations of a people’s welfare (socially, mentally
and physical health) are in the production and use of their knowledges.
IPs have drawn on their own sources of knowledges and experiences about
biocultural diversity and ecological environment, featuring its diversity and
adaptation, in mediating their relationship with the local environment and
ecosystems (Jianchu & Mikesell, 2003). The ecological system in the form
of biodiversity and local environment contributes to sustainable livelihoods
among IPs. However, their knowledges and their lived experiences have
received sparce attention by African researchers and educational institutions.
Education has contributed to the negativities and misconception about IKs,
which were colonially defined as illogical and irrelevant to socio-economic
development (Dei, 2019; Ogawa, 1995; Shizha, 2020), hence its marginal-
ization. However, both Indigenous and western scientific knowledges are
imperfect and incomplete on their own and using one does not necessarily
reject the other. However, due to the vulnerability of Indigenous sciences,
they need protection from being assimilated into the western sciences.

Protection of Indigenous biodiversity and ecosystems is the foundation for
sustainable livelihoods. IPs use their knowledges to interpret their relation-
ship with the local environment using a holistic approach of management
of natural resources with conservation and sustainability as the core values
(Soh & Omar, 2012). Soh and Omar (2012) describe a sustainable liveli-
hood approach as comprising the capabilities, assets, including both material
and social resources and activities required as the means of living, and an
approach that identifies poverty as a condition of insecurity or vulnerability.
This approach also believes that one should maintain, protect or enhance
capabilities and assets both now and in the future, while not undermining
the natural resource base (Meikle & Bannister, 2003). Sustainability is also
based on evolving thinking about the way the vulnerable live their lives and
the importance of policies and institutions (Serrat, 2017). Institutions like
education in Africa should increasingly be involved in investigating ways and
designing programs that help Indigenous people develop sustainable liveli-
hoods. Working together with Indigenous communities and engaging them
in their socio-cultural practices and ways of knowing in terms of protecting
and using resources sustainably should be their goal. The sustainable liveli-
hoods approach facilitates the identification of practical priorities for actions
that are based on the views and interests of those concerned (Serrat, 2017).
It is a process of knowledge construction and co-construction that makes
the connection between people and the overall enabling environment that
influences the outcomes of livelihood strategies thus improving community
livelihoods. It brings attention to bear on the potentials people have in terms
of their skills, social networks, cultural knowledges, and the ability to influence
their socio-cultural, physical and health development. Connectivity between
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Indigenous people, their cosmological universe and their ecosystem demon-
strates the linkage between cultural and biocultural diversity and the natural
environment as means to promote people and community livelihood interac-
tions. The success of individual/personal livelihoods depends on the success
of community livelihoods—they depend on each other.

Land-use practices as a resource for both individual and community liveli-
hoods connect people to their ecological system and access to biodiversity,
and this is a product of a long history of creative adaptation to local envi-
ronments and ecological conditions such as climate, terrain, soil, water, air,
plants and animals (Dei, 2019). From their analysis of land-use by Indigenous
people, Jianchu and Mikesell (2003) concluded that these adaptive practices
have given rise to the knowledge that enables the people to live well and with
confidence in diverse and sometimes harsh environments, as well as to develop
their livelihoods, such as fishing, hunting and gathering, shifting cultivation,
nomadic pastoralism and terraced agriculture, as well as trade in natural and
cultural products through social networks. These practices are important in
promoting and enhancing their livelihoods. One of the most important aspects
of IPs’ livelihoods is reading the weather patterns and following climatic
changes. This scientific knowledge helps them to determine their agricultural
productivity, which in turn affects food security for their communities. For
Indigenous people, the climatic conditions are the backbone for sustainable
livelihoods. Reading weather patterns and changes in the movements of the
winds and clouds, reading changes in the seasons is/was scientific knowledge
that assisted them to prepare and manage their agricultural activities (Shizha,
2014). Today, the world is faced by global warming and environmental and
weather-related disasters and while these disasters could be classified as natural,
the human factor in the causes cannot be overruled. Climate variability and
change affect the ability of rural communities to satisfy needs that are inherent
to the environment (Bate et al., 2019) such as sufficient rain for farming, and
adequate pastures for animals that provide food for IPs. Nonetheless, valuable
local knowledges relevant to climate change and adaptation are held by rural
societies and these knowledge systems are transmitted and renewed by each
succeeding generation, ensuring the well-being of people by providing food
security, environmental conservation, and early warning systems for disaster
risk management (Mafongoya & Ajayi, 2017).
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African Indigenous Knowledges and Security

Food security or insecurity determines sustainable livelihoods. The extent food
is available or not available determines the health state of individuals and
communities. Food security depends on the application of knowledge and how
the resources that assist in food production are maintained and sustainably
used. In this regard, IK systems can contribute to the achievement of food
security. As reported by Ngara (2013), local people have accumulated vast
experiences through informal experiments and intimate understanding of the
environment especially in relationship to land and its use. Africans like other
Indigenous people have generated agricultural systems over the years (Tiri-
vangasi & Tayengwa, 2017) that have been sidelined to the subsistence level
of food production and have been interfered with by western modes of food
production which focus on mass production at the expense of land protec-
tion and resource maintenance. Agricultural education in schools promotes
commoditization of land and food production (Ntsebeza & Hall, 2007).
Commoditization takes land away from Indigenous farmers and impacts land
and IPs’ food security whereby production is dictated by the demands of the
market, which by its capitalist nature disempowers local people by dispos-
sessing them of land ownership, thus disrupting the sustainability of their
Indigenous food security systems. In other words, commoditization and
marketization of land and food production has marginalized IKs and farming
systems. The commodity farming replaces the Indigenous agricultural systems
which are not geared for the market (Ntsebeza & Hall, 2007) since historically
and traditionally, IPs did not produce food for the capitalist markets, but for
their communities and their survival.

Eurocentric systems of education have modeled young people who perceive
farming in commercial and capitalist perspectives rather than in sustainable
ways (Kapoor & Shizha, 2010). The commercialization and market economy
introduced to Indigenous communities have divided the elder and young
generations due to different values and production expectations placed on the
land. Whereas adults might have a sustainability perspective, young people
who have gone through the western agricultural education system are likely to
have a capitalist and market-driven liberalist perspective—maximizing profits
from the land. The rapid and often coerced divorcement of Indigenous people
from dependence upon and rights to their immediate environment for their
livelihoods has been set in motion by the differences between Indigenous
elders’ thinking, and the young people’s market-driven perspectives which is
supported by both the government (policy makers) and educational institu-
tions, which undervalue IK systems. As Jianchu and Mikesell (2003) argue,
“One of the first aspects of Indigenous culture to fall before the onslaught of
outside commercial and chemically civilization is knowledge, its use of biolog-
ical resources for medicine, food and shelters, land-use practices and customary
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institutions for governing access to natural resources” (p. 4). Commercial-
ization, commoditization and marketization are antithesis to sustainable food
security and introduce individualism that takes away communal custodianship
of the Indigenous resources.

Eurocentric Epistemological Foundations
in Higher Education in Africa

The extent to which IKs and sciences are applied in higher education institu-
tions in Africa leaves a lot to be desired. While IK scholars advocate for the
protection of IKs, they do not advocate for its marginalization in educational
institutions but its promotion (Cajete, 2018; Dei, 2019; Shizha, 2014, 2017).
Higher education in Africa cannot be distanced from its colonial past. Institu-
tions and structures of higher education (both universities and colleges) mirror
colonial hegemonic structural and institutional authority that favored and
valorized Eurocentric knowledges, values and normative standards (Cajete,
2018; Dei, 2019) at the expense of Indigenous epistemologies. However,
when introduced to the education system, IK systems bring a cognitive diver-
sity to the scientific learning process. Just as biodiversity is essential to nature
and invaluable for human beings, so too is cognitive diversity (Harding, 1998)
and yet, Africa’s higher education is still concerned by the continuing domi-
nance of Western/Northern epistemologies, economic and political theory in
its intellectual academic discourses (Nirmal & Rocheleau, 2019). Education in
Africa should be decolonized and delivered in contexts that foster productive
alliances with multiple perspectives that are Indigenous, post-development and
pluriversal in thought and design (Escobar, 2018). Pluriversality rather than
universality should be the central paradigm shift to higher education science
and knowledge discourses. Education should focus on engaging students in
political struggles against capitalist economics, neoliberal and imperial political
regimes, extractivism and environmental pillage (Brownhill et al., 2012). For
sustainable livelihoods, environmental protection and Indigenous ideologies
on protecting Indigenous landscapes, their ecological systems and biodiversity
should be foundational to the epistemologies that are presented for debate in
educational institutions.

Viewing higher education in Africa as the space for advancing Eurocentric
epistemologies plays in the hands of those who want to perpetuate the depen-
dence of Africans on foreign and alien ideologies on survival and development
strategies. Kallis (2017) states that decolonization requires a commitment to
“create an alternative social-ecology and a fundamentally different basis for
action” (p. 25), positioning it as “a call to free the social imaginary from the
ideology of a one-way future consisting only of growth” (p. 99) based on
colonial Eurocentrism. Decolonizing colonized thought engages new ways of
processing knowledge and critical reflections on the relativism of knowledge.
It entails the realization that it may be incorrect to assume that “if only the
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traditional education system inherited from colonialism were to be strength-
ened, it would prepare people effectively for a competitive global economy,
thus magically ensuring outcomes such as material sufficiency, harmony and
social cohesion” (Hickling-Hudson, 2002, p. 576). What African educators
should realize is that Eurocentric knowledge and practices have disempowered
IPs from achieving sustainable livelihoods using their cultural knowledges and
sciences. In traditional society, they were able to mitigate against droughts by
protecting wetlands and growing crops that were resistant to droughts, and
they were also knowledgeable about reading the weather and the movements
of winds to prepare for farming. With the advent of colonialism, some of this
knowledge gradually vanished as they were introduced to “better” ways of
farming that included the use of chemicals like fertilizers and pesticides that
damaged the soil and disrupted biodiversity and the ecosystem.

Sustainable livelihoods in Africa can be achieved by going back to the basics,
in Amilcar Cabral’s (1973) terms, ‘a return to the source,’ to revitalize Indige-
nous sciences and epistemologies and reclaim their role in socio-cultural and
economic development. The role of education cannot be overruled for this
process to succeed. Incorporation and integration of Indigenous epistemolo-
gies will go a long way in promoting successful sustainable livelihoods. Among
the many things we can learn from IKs and IPs is how to shift from a reduc-
tionist to a systemic view of the world, which leads to a shift from expert-based
environmental management to a participatory-based ecosystem stewardship
(Jianchu & Mikesell, 2003). The participation of Indigenous elders in formal
education systems, such as having an elder-in residence in higher education
institutions will build trust and promote collaboration in knowledge produc-
tion. Collaborating with Indigenous elders and communities will not only help
in archiving IKs but will also promote science as a living and ever-changing
knowledge system that is co-created for the benefit of different communities.
For sustainable livelihoods to be achieved in Africa, communities should be
involved in participatory knowledge institutionalization in education to solve
existing and future problems.

Community-based applications are likely to succeed more than applica-
tions that are determined by outsiders. For example, Indigenous farmers’
knowledges and perceptions of climate and ecological change is a function
of traditions and customs that could be shared with other institutions and
disseminated collaboratively. For example, in the Bui Plateau of the Bamenda
Highlands of Cameroon, Indigenous scientific climate and ecological change
perceptions are institutionalized to enable local people to plan and cope
with the impact of environmental change in agriculture and other sectors
(Tume et al., 2019). Perceptions of these changes by rural communities
are concentrated on observations of variations in temperature, rainfall and
vegetation patterns, which are often backed by blending such perceptions
with institutional scientific evidence (Tume et al., 2019). The importance
of institutionalizing IKs was reported by Grenier (1998), who mentioned
that villagers in Indonesia were able to identify 146 tree types whereas
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western trained biologists from a nearby university had identified only 16.
Moreover, Indigenous people live in harmony with nature and are therefore
highly knowledgeable about their ecosystems and changes that may upset
the equilibrium within nature (Nawrotzki, & Kadatska, 2010) an experi-
ence that university scientists may not have access to. Using the collaborative
community participatory approach makes local people actors in analyzing
their living conditions for positive sustainable outcomes. In West Africa, an
initiative bringing together the forecasting knowledge of M’bororo pastoral-
ists with scientific long-term and seasonal weather information was piloted
by the Association for Indigenous Women and Peoples of Chad, the IPs of
Africa Coordinating Committee (IPCC) and UNESCO (Mafongoya & Ajayi,
2017) and the IPCC’s assessment report concluded that IKs are an invaluable
basis for developing adaptation and natural resource management strategies in
respect to environment and other forms of change that should be recognized
in education and be part of institutional knowledge.

Indigenous Peoples’ Survival Under COVID-19 and Research

The world is experiencing a pandemic that requires all forms of knowledges
and sciences to be explored to come up with a cure or vaccine. The Corona
Virus (COVID-19) that started in China in November 2019 resulted in lock-
downs that brought the world to a halt. Indigenous sciences can contribute to
the discovery of a cure if Indigenous epistemologies and ways of knowing are
taken seriously. According to the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO,
2020), IPs are the living proof of humankind’s resilience shown by how
they have survived pandemics, invasions and outbreaks for centuries. Their
resilience is manifested in how they continue to rely on community practices
and traditional knowledges to cope with diseases. FAO’s observation seems to
support that IPs’ sustainable health livelihoods are supported and maintained
by their Indigenous epistemologies and their interaction with their ecological
systems and biodiversity. It should be noted that IPs in Africa and globally
are equally affected by COVID, and a successful adaptation or integration of
Indigenous approaches to public health in Africa must be anchored in the prin-
ciples of self-determination for IPs to determine their own paths to healing and
to health (Richardson & Crawford, 2020). What this means is that IPs should
be consulted when determining their healing and how the healing process
should be conducted (Shizha & Charema, 2011).

In Africa, decolonization of science requires Indigenous people to fully
participate and contribute to research that seeks medicines and remedies
for new diseases such as COVID. While we might not know fully what
is happening in Indigenous communities in Africa, they would like to be
included in the search for a COVID cure relying on their traditional knowl-
edges and practices (UN Inter-Agency Support Group, 2020). The role of
elders in Indigenous communities is particularly significant as they play a key
role in keeping and transmitting Indigenous traditional knowledge and culture
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and practices that can contribute to their health, well-being and the protec-
tion and recovery of their people. Currently, there is no specific antiviral
drug developed in Africa to treat this new respiratory disease. Most treat-
ment strategies focus on managing symptoms and supportive therapy such
as supplementary oxygen and mechanical ventilation (Richardson & Craw-
ford, 2020). However, Dwarka (2020) reports that in South Africa, efforts
are underway to bring IKs into researching how to mitigate against COVID.
A first “scientific” study of African medicinal plants for bioactive compounds
to determine the possibility of detecting a cure for COVID is being planned by
the University of KwaZulu Natal in South Africa highlighting the acceptance
of Indigenous healing plants and their role in discovering cures for pandemics
and other diseases thus decolonizing the dominance of Western “scientific”
healing hegemonies (Shizha & Charema, 2011). A few African countries,
such as Madagascar, have experimented with traditional herbal remedies to
find a cure. Madagascar used a traditional herbal plant artemisia annua to
come up with Covid-Organics (CVO), herbal supplements that are used as
immune boosters and health tonics (Barker, 2020). While WHO and the
African Union have not conclusively supported its use because of the lack of
a rigorous testing protocol, Madagascar has highlighted the need for Africans
to start exploring and experimenting with Indigenous healing practices and
integrating such practices with western medical practices. South Africa has a
long tradition of using plants for medicinal purposes with some, such as Aloe
ferox, Sutherlandia frutescens and Kiggelaria africana, having been studied
as sources of useful compounds (Dwarka, 2020). In Botswana, Kenya, South
Africa and Zimbabwe, lippia javanica is used for a wide variety of traditional
uses, the most important traditional applications include its uses as herbal tea
and ethnomedicinal applications for colds, cough, fever or malaria, wounds,
repelling mosquitos, diarrhea, chest pains, bronchitis, and asthma (Chigora
et al., 2007; Semenya et al., 2013). However, there are no studies to deter-
mine the efficacy of these herbs in treating COVID. Governments, universities
and biochemical research centers in Africa should collaborate with Indigenous
traditional healers to carry out studies and trials that determine whether there
are available traditional herbs that alleviate the effects of the Corona virus.
Africa has many traditional healing procedures that use plants and herbal reme-
dies that could help in coping with diseases and pandemics such as COVID to
promote sustainable health.

Conclusion

Postcolonial Africa has continued to depend on colonial Eurocentric episte-
mological practices to determine their livelihoods. These practices have been
driven by the education system, which changed the way that Africans used to
believe in themselves and the way they experienced the world. While western
education has brought new thinking and ways of understanding the world,
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there is paucity of research, development and dissemination (RDD) on Indige-
nous epistemologies, and the extent to which they promote and support
human livelihoods. Africa is endowed with plants that can be processed to
research on possible healing efficacies for different diseases including COVID-
19. While in some continents, such as Europe and Asia, researchers have
discovered vaccines for COVID, in Africa there is no evidence that research is
in progress. Even the earlier reported University of KwaZulu Natal expected
research on Indigenous plants has not begun. The development of scientific
research and knowledge production is not the absolute domain of Western
researchers and scholars but all including IKs stakeholders. African Indigenous
researchers and scholars should aim to decolonize and disrupt the false superi-
ority of Western science and become visible in the science world and raise their
voices and participation in the production of scientific knowledge. Universities
and higher education in general should respect the contribution of Indigenous
sciences by providing space for conducting Indigenous sciences research. They
should avoid knowledge trivialization by deeming IKs and sciences inconse-
quential to social development and sustainable livelihoods. Universities and
researchers should collaborate with Indigenous communities, elders and tradi-
tional healers in an atmosphere of trust, equality and genuine participatory
involvement while protecting the cultural knowledge of the communities.
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CHAPTER 27

Centering Race, Racism, and Black Learners
in Mathematics Education: A Critical Race

Theory Perspective

Julius Davis

Introduction

Science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) knowledge plays
a significant role in promoting and advancing global capitalism, gentrification,
and international warfare to protect and promote whiteness (Morales-Doyle &
Gutstein, 2019). The global impact of racism, anti-Blackness, and Eurocen-
trism in STEM education has primarily gone uncontested and unchallenged
(Davis, 2018; Martin, 2019; Martin et al., 2019). STEM education fields are
viewed and operated as race-neutral, culture-free, and objective disciplines,
but they are not. Critical examinations of STEM fields and Black students are
confined to two main disciplines: mathematics and science education (Martin,
2003, 2009; Mutegi, 2011). Most critical examinations of STEM educa-
tion have occurred in mathematics education, the gatekeeper to the STEM
enterprise (Martin et al., 2010).

Black scholars have been leading the way in establishing new paradigms
and theories to offer critical perspectives of mathematics education, especially
for Black learners (Davis & Jett, 2019; Davis & Martin, 2008; Leonard &
Martin, 2013; Martin, 2009). Scholars have offered critical perspectives of
mathematics education policies, research, curriculum, mathematics standards,
pedagogy, courses, standardized testing, racialized achievement gaps, research
approaches, and how they impact Black students (Davis, 2018; Davis & Jett,
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2019; Martin, 2009). These critiques have ushered in a liberatory paradigm to
advocate for Black learners and challenge the Eurocentric paradigm in mathe-
matics education (Martin, 2010; Martin et al., 2019). Scholars have centered
Black students’ mathematical experiences in the liberatory paradigm to address
race, racism, and the impact of whiteness.

Critical race theory (CRT) has emerged as a framework to address race,
racism, classism, and gender in mathematics education. CRT also advocates
for liberatory outcomes for Black learners in mathematics education. In this
chapter, I continue to illustrate CRT’s usefulness as a framework for identi-
fying, analyzing, and beginning to address the impact of race and racism for
Black learners in mathematics education. By employing the lessons learned
from the use of CRT in critical examinations of mathematics education,
liberatory outcomes—such as reframing mathematics standards, discourses,
pedagogy, and classroom settings—may be attainable for Black learners.

Critical Race Theory in Mathematics Education

Researchers have traced the genealogy of critical race theory in mathe-
matics education (CRT(ME)) to William F. Tate’s scholarship (Davis & Jett,
2019). In the twentieth century, Tate (1993) published the first CRT(ME)
article entitled, “Advocacy versus Economics: A Critical Race Analysis of the
Proposed National Assessment in Mathematics” in Thresholds in Education.
In the same year, Tate collaboratively published another article merging the
law, CRT, education, and mathematics education (Tate et al., 1993). A few
scholars have considered Tate to be the chief architect of CRT in education
because of his early scholarship (Davis & Jett, 2019; Lynn & Adams, 2002).
Most scholars in the space employ Ladson-Billings’ and Tate’s (1995) seminal
article, “Toward a Critical Race Theory of Education,” in Teachers College
Record to introduce this framework in the field. However, Tate considers
Derrick Bell (1976) to be the first savant to introduce CRT to the educational
community with the article, “Serving Two Masters: Integration Ideals and
Client Interests in School Desegregation Litigation” in The Yale Law Journal.
Tate developed into one of the leading CRT in education scholars, earning
him his reputation as the Father of CRT(ME).

CRT(ME) is a pedagogical, theoretical, methodological, and analytical
framework that attempts to understand and critique race, racism, classism,
sexism, and other forms of oppression. Davis (2019) asserts that scholars
who seek to use CRT(ME) must have an operationalized definition of race
and racism, a critical view of Black adults and students’ lived experiences in
urban areas, a sociohistorical context to analyze race and racism, and devel-
oped sociopolitical consciousness. The foundational components of CRT(ME)
involve :
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a. Accepting racism as an endemic and permanent feature of American
society, including schools, mathematics spaces, and structures;

b. Challenging the dominant ideology, paradigms, research, theories, and
texts about Black adults and students used to blame them for the
conditions of their communities, families, schooling, and mathematics
education;

c. Centralizing the racialized, gendered, classed, and mathematical experi-
ences of Black adults and students;

d. Using an interdisciplinary approach and knowledge to better understand
race, racism, sexism, classism, life, and mathematical experiences of Black
adults and students in and out of mathematics spaces; and

e. A commitment to achieving liberatory and social justice outcomes for
Black adults and students in society, schools, and mathematics spaces
(Davis, 2019, p. 192).

Applying these essential elements of CRT (ME) facilitates the identification
of race-specific factors that have a negative impact on learning outcomes for
students of color—in this case, Black students—within both institutional and
individual mathematics paradigms. By accepting the widespread and perva-
sive presence of racism in the discipline’s very foundation but simultaneously
challenging the dominant ideology and centralizing Black mathematical expe-
riences in the discourse, CRT offers a means of redressing the historically
monochromatic mathematics education of the West.

While CRT is by no means restricted to the examination of racism against
African Americans and Black people more broadly, some scholars have argued
that CRT’s foundational elements in law and education are rooted in a focus
on Blackness and have accordingly called for BlackCrit in education to engage
in a deeper understanding of Black identities, needs, aspirations, and hopes
(Dumas & Ross, 2016). Early articulations of CRT in the law and education
indicate that Black people’s experiences have been privileged and that Black-
ness has been conflated with the concept of race, writ large (Phillips, 1998).
Many of the key critical race scholars in law and education are Black and have
grounded their scholarship in the Black experience, which is significant to the
framework. Non-Black scholars have critiqued them in education and the law
for centering the experiences, histories, and present conditions of Black people
(Phillips, 1998), but most of the CRT critiques in the law and education from
the Black experience are about the Black/white binary or paradigm.

I have centered the Black/white binary in mathematics education schol-
arship and do not view it as a problematic choice, but rather as one that is
essential to understanding how racism (white supremacy, in particular) impacts
Black people (Davis, 2019). Black scholars should use CRT in law, education,
and mathematics education to center Black experiences, cultures, histories,
and present conditions without focusing on all racial and ethnic groups. In
mathematics education, CRT(ME) has been primarily advanced by critical
Black scholars for use with Black populations who have centered Blackness
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in explicit and implicit ways. My analysis of Black history has illustrated how
Black people’s needs often get lost if Blackness is not centered, particularly
when all other racial and ethnic groups’ needs are prioritized at the exclusion
of Blackness. Black scholars have acted with a sense of urgency to concep-
tualize, analyze, and deploy this justice-seeking as counter-oppressive critical
scholarship committed to challenging and undermining knowledge, learning,
and pedagogical racism foremostly weaponized against Black people.

Scholars have argued that CRT in education is not equipped to address
anti-Blackness because it is a theory intended to focus on racism and not
Blackness’s specificity (Dumas & Ross, 2016). I agree with the need to expli-
cate the specificity of Blackness and the need for “language to richly capture
how anti-[B]lackness constructs Black subjects, and positions them in and
against the law, policy, [education], and every day (civic) life” (Dumas & Ross,
2016, p. 417). Scholars recognize that anti-Blackness and white supremacy
are different and that CRT in education does not fundamentally possess
the language needed to fully express Blackness or anti-Blackness (Dumas &
Ross, 2016). Anti-Blackness is a social construct that highlights how Black-
ness is despised and embedded in the lived experiences of Black people and in
opposition to whiteness, which is perceived as pure and humane (Dumas &
Ross, 2016). White supremacy “informs and facilitates racist ideology and
institutional practice” (Dumas & Ross, 2016, p. 417) that is connected to
whiteness.

Dumas and Ross (2016) used Ladson-Billings’ and Tate’s (1995) proclama-
tion that Blackness needs to be communicated in detailed ways to articulate
BlackCrit in education. While I appreciate how Dumas and Ross (2016)
expressed the need for BlackCrit in education to centralize discourses and
experiences of Blackness and anti-Blackness, most of their arguments have used
CRT in education to create this space, which suggests that the framework is
fundamentally equipped to address the specificity of Blackness, anti-Blackness,
and racism. Scholars in mathematics education have begun to use BlackCrit
in education to poignantly address Blackness and anti-Blackness in the field
(Martin et al., 2019).

A Critical Race Analysis of Mathematics Education

Critical race theory provides the components necessary to critically examine
STEM education through theoretical, methodological, pedagogical, and
analytical lenses. Education policies, funding, mathematics standards, stan-
dardized testing, racialized achievement gaps, curriculum, instruction, assess-
ment, and courses are sources of anti-Blackness, whiteness, racism, and white
supremacy. These education areas illuminate how race and racism impact Black
learners in STEM, but for the purposes of this chapter, I focus on mathematics
education.
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The Impact of Educational Laws and Policies on Mathematics Education

To fully understand the experiences of and challenges for Black adults and
children in mathematics education, it is necessary to reach an understanding
of race, laws, policies, education, and social customs in America. Mathematics
education is a microcosm of a larger educational and social system pred-
icated on race, law, and the exclusion of Black people that still exists in
the present day. The Father of CRT, Derrick Bell, developed the concept
of revisionist history to “reexamine America’s historical record, replacing
comforting majoritarian interpretations of events with ones that square more
accurately with” Black peoples’ experiences—in this case, mathematics educa-
tion (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, p. 20). It is important to note that racism
and racialized issues impacting society and the larger field of education also
impact what transpires in mathematics education.

One of the main ways that institutional, structural, and systemic racism
continues to persist in schools and mathematics settings is through federal,
national, state, and local laws and policies (Martin, 2003, 2007, 2009;
Snipes & Waters, 2005; Tate, 1993, 1997). The federal, state, and local
governments have a long history of institutionalizing laws and policies that
renew and rejuvenate social constructions of race and racism in education
and mathematics education—legislative and policymaking contexts that signif-
icantly impact and exclude Black people. For instance, Jim Crow Laws of the
late eighteenth- and early-to-mid-nineteenth-century—a subject to which this
chapter will return in the next section—upheld school segregation based upon
the principles of scientific racism.

Historically and presently, most legislative and policymaking bodies in
education, mathematics education, and other societal contexts are mainly
composed of white people. A significant reason for pervasive whiteness in
legislative and policy contexts stems from efforts to maintain white power
structures and exclude and dehumanize Black people, thereby creating insti-
tutionalized anti-Blackness. From my analysis, there is no period in American
historical or contemporary records when anti-Blackness was critically exam-
ined and addressed in the legal, social, educational, and mathematical records
for the betterment of Black people. Ladson-Billings (2006) argued that Black
communities had little to no legislative representation in or access to the
educational franchise that whites occupied with social, legal, and economic
power.

Legal, social, and racial segregation of Black people from white people in
educational and policymaking arenas has a long history in the United States of
America. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, many Black people
were enslaved, legally and socially separated from white people, and forbidden
to be educated, especially in arithmetic. The prevailing thoughts about Black
people were that they were inferior, subhuman, and lacked the intelligence
to overturn slavery and their inhumane treatment (Tate, 1997). Most Black
people did not have any of the legal or political rights afforded to white people.
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Therefore, they had no legal rights to oppose them or advocate for themselves
in legal or policymaking arenas and social settings (Ladson-Billings, 2006).
This line of thinking and related legal and social practices represents some
of the foundational anti-Blackness embedded in society and educational and
mathematical spaces through legal, political, and social actions. After abol-
ishing slavery, Black codes and social practices maintained racial segregation
and inhumane treatment in educational areas and, by default, mathematics
learning spaces.

Racialized Legal, Educational, and Mathematical

Developments in the Nineteenth Century

During the nineteenth century, the institutionalization of race in American
society significantly impacted the role of education and law. The federal
government’s role in education became more formalized, with efforts focused
on vocational training and land grants. It created the Office of Education
in 1867. The government sought to collect information about schools and
teaching that would lead to effective school systems. Given the racial temper-
ament of the time in the federal government, justice, and legislative bodies,
it was evident that Black people were not considered in the development of
effective education. White interests and white power were the focal points
of the development of school systems. America’s economic growth and its
white power structure were the driving forces behind the federal government’s
educational investments.

In the late nineteenth century, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld racial segre-
gation through the Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) ruling, establishing a law for
a legal distinction between Black and white people. As a result, the “sepa-
rate but equal” doctrine was birthed to maintain legal segregation under the
false guise of equality in public spaces, including educational and mathematical
spaces. From the Plessy v. Ferguson ruling, restrictive Jim Crow laws became
commonplace to enforce racial segregation and the unfounded belief in the
superiority of white people and inferiority of Black people.

In Georgia, Cumming v. Richmond County Board of Education (1899) was
a class-action suit and another landmark U.S. Supreme Court case that further
sanctioned the de jure segregation of races in American schools. The plain-
tiffs, J.W. Cumming, James S. Harper, and John C. Ladeveze, claimed that a
$45,000 tax levied against the elementary, middle, and high schools was illegal
given that Black people were excluded from high schools and these educational
spaces were exclusively for white students. The plaintiffs in the class-action suit
sought an injunction to bar the money collection because it was earmarked for
the white-only high school system. The Supreme Court justices indicated that
they had no jurisdiction, ruling to allow the city to determine the allocation
of taxes unless it utterly disregarded Black people’s constitutional rights.

Throughout the nineteenth century, there were several developments in
mathematics teaching that coincided with the federal government’s efforts to
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shape education and school systems. White men were the primary leaders in
shaping the mathematics education landscape in both K-12 and higher educa-
tion settings. Teaching arithmetic and numbers, calculator usage, logic and
the utility of mathematics, teaching methods, and principles of psychology—
including how psychology impacts teaching and learning—were the focal
points of the development of mathematics education (Bidwell & Clason,
1970). During this period, national education organizations and committees
were formed to shape the mathematics education organization (Bidwell &
Clason, 1970). Given the racialized nature of the law, society, and education,
Black adults and children were not central to these mathematics educa-
tion developments. These developments represent the foundational white
power structure. Whiteness was the ultimate property right, and exclusion of
Blackness was central in mathematics education.

Pre and Post Brown Mathematics

Education Developments

National education organizations and the federal government’s legal and
economic role in education and mathematics education expanded in the
twenty-first century under continued racial turmoil in the larger society and
the educational sphere. In the early part of the twenty-first century, educa-
tion organizations and committees were commissioned to shape the teaching
of elementary and secondary arithmetic and mathematics in private and
public schools. Mathematics organizations emerged to defend and shape the
mathematical landscape in K-12 and college settings.

The Mathematical Association of America (MAA) and the National Council
of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) were founded in 1915 and 1920, respec-
tively, as two predominately white organizations that have shaped mathematics
education. White men were the primary founders and leaders of these orga-
nizations, which were historically derived from white institutions of higher
education. The MAA focused on collegiate and secondary mathematics. Klein
(2003) noted that NCTM was created at the behest of the MAA. NCTM and
MAA are organizations that have played a significant role in shaping school
mathematics, mathematics content, pedagogy, learning, assessment, research,
and the future direction of mathematics education. The 1923 Report, also
known as the Reorganization of Mathematics in Secondary Education, was an
influential group report designed to shape the discipline. These organizations
and committee members shaping mathematics education were primarily white
mathematics teachers, professors, researchers, and policymakers.

The early formation of these organizations and committees represents
Harris’s (1993) arguments about whiteness as property and the exclusion
of Blackness in mathematics education. These entities were responsible for
providing leadership in mathematics education for the country when Black
adults and children were overtly treated as second-class citizens, and racial
conflict and racial segregation defined American society and schools. It would
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be unreasonable to assume that the racial tensions of American society and
schools did not affect these organizations and Black adults’ and children’s
mathematics education. Before the landmark Brown v. Board of Education
of Topeka decision, several mathematics and mathematics education develop-
ments excluded Black people altogether.

In the twentieth century, the Brown case overruled the Cumming and Plessy
Supreme Court decisions. The justices in the Brown decision unanimously
ruled that racial segregation in public schools was unconstitutional. The deci-
sion helped establish that the “separate but equal” doctrine in education and
other places was not equal. The court ruling was instrumental in efforts to
desegregate American public schools. Brown represents a legal remedy to a
social problem (Tate et al., 1993). It also connotes that the decision to deseg-
regate schools was not one that white people willingly conceded to, but one
that they were forced to accept through protests, the courts, executive orders,
and the military.

Many critical race theorists have offered a critical analysis of the Brown deci-
sion in the larger field of education and mathematics education (Bell, 1976;
Bullock, 2019; Tate et al., 1993). Central to these critiques is the loss of
scores of Black educators and administrators, the closure of Black schools,
and the integration of Black children into hostile white schools with white
educators, students, and stakeholders who did not want them in their spaces
and possessed low expectations of them connected to racist assumptions and
beliefs about Black people. In those ways, CRT also allows scholars to explore
the educational losses that came with desegregation. Integrating schools also
inaugurated a period during which Black students were being pushed into
lower-level mathematics courses, and gifted education, advanced placement,
and honors programs and courses were developing for white educators and
students in mathematics as a form of racial segregation based on the idea of
white superiority.

Federal Legislation, Standards, Standardized

Tests, and Racialized Achievement Gaps

The federal government enacted the ESEA, requiring schools to use stan-
dardized tests that ultimately renew and rejuvenate racism in mathematics
education. The ESEA required schools to use standardized tests to measure
students’ performance in mathematics and other subject areas. The federal
government’s legislative branches have played a significant role in ensuring that
standardized tests and standards-based reform shape national, state, and local
legislation and policies. The laws and policies enacted fail to take issues of race
and racism, past and current inequities, and injustices against Black people—
which continue to shape how these legal documents impact Black students’
education, in general, and specifically in mathematics education—into consid-
eration (Ladson-Billings, 2006; Martin, 2003). These legal materials maintain
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and sustain racism (white supremacy) in schools, mathematics settings, and
society.

The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act was one of the policies aimed
at shaping Black students’ mathematics education, specifically through high-
stakes testing. Initially, the ESEA required schools to use standardized tests,
and later, NCLB reauthorized and repositioned standardized testing. The
policy repositioned standardized testing by seeking “to close the so-called
racial achievement gap ... that is to move students who are socially identified
as African American [and other marginalized students] from their perceived
positions of mathematical illiteracy to new positions of mathematical literacy
occupied by Whites” (Martin, 2009, p. 316). The federal government created
NCLB based on the premise that white students were mathematically literate
and Black students were mathematically illiterate (Davis & Martin, 2008).
Embedded in this policy were racist assumptions and beliefs about Black and
white students’ intellectual abilities in mathematics. Black students unable to
earn test scores at the level of their white counterparts were characterized
through inferior labels associated with racist beliefs and assumptions about
them, their school systems, schools, and mathematics performance (Davis &
Martin, 2008; Lattimore, 2001, 2003, 2005).

In 2015, the Every Student Succeeds (ESSA) Act reauthorized ESEA and
replaced the NCLB Act to expand the federal government’s role in public
education. The Act redirected responsibility for standardized testing and
academic standards in mathematics to the states. The ESSA did not require
states to adopt Common Core State Standards (CCSS) Initiatives in math-
ematics (which were developed and sponsored by the National Governors’
Association and Council of Chief State School Officers). States could with-
draw. Although the legislation prohibited the federal government from influ-
encing states to adopt the standards, the Race to the Top federal grant funds
required states who received the funds to adopt the CCSS in mathematics.

Tate’s (1995) scholarship is mainly responsible for critically examining
mathematics standards on behalf of Black students in urban areas. Tate (1995)
and Apple (1993) contend that mathematics standards are a slogan system that
led to the illusion that everyone’s interests are being met while really repre-
senting the interests of those in power (i.e., Whites). Critical race theory’s
interest convergence principle addresses how whites-only support efforts that
converge with their interests. In his critique of CCSS, Gutstein (2010) further
states that:

The lives and voices of people and scholars of color are “conspicuously absent.”
There is also no mention of class or gender. It is as if one could develop a
common core of standards and ignore these issues. Yet institutional and struc-
tural racism and political economy loom large in the experiences of urban youth,
both within and outside the mathematics classroom. (p. 16)
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CCSS lacks a discussion of race, racialization, racism, and equity as if Blacks
do not exist, underscoring the disregard for issues of race and inequality
that permeates many white mathematics organizations, as well as government
boards and committees.

Standardized tests were designed to continue the tradition of upholding
racist beliefs and assumptions and subordinating Black students under the
idiom of “scientific” theories (Gould, 1981; Ladson-Billings, 1999; Tate,
1993). According to Ladson-Billings (1999), “throughout U.S. history, the
subordination of Blacks has been built on “scientific” theories (e.g., intelli-
gence testing), each of which depends on racial stereotypes about Blacks that
makes the conditions appear appropriate” (p. 23). Conditions such as low-test
scores and high rates of remedial class participation give the appearance that
the situation in schools serving large numbers of Black students was appro-
priate. Tate (1993) made the case that institutional and structural racism has
placed standardized testing measures in a position to maintain white privi-
lege and advantages in education, economics, and other human activities. He
argued that standardized tests were “scientifically” constructed to reproduce
Black students’ lived realities socially. He declared that standardized tests were
designed to prepare poor Black students to replicate their parents in the labor
division by providing them with instruction in mathematics suitable for this
purpose.

The tax base supporting predominantly Black schools continues to be insuf-
ficient to implement mathematics standards and assessments. Most schools
serving large Black student populations operate from an inadequate tax base.
While taxes must be given the appearance of neutrality (Tate, 1993), the
current school funding system was like the past funding system. Essen-
tially, relying on taxes derived from poor Black communities creates the
same funding disparities historically experienced by Black people. The school
funding structure makes Black students victims of systemic and structural
racism, even if they never experience individual acts of racism (Ladson-
Billings, 1999). Black students were generally in schools that were drastically
underfunded compared to those serving white students (Kozol, 2012; Ladson-
Billings, 1999). Schools serving Black students lack the funding to implement
(mathematics) education policies and other costs associated with educating
them. Tate (1993) argued that Black students were put in a subordinate
position by continually disenfranchising educational and economic policies.

In the twentieth century, the importance of mathematics shifted as science
and technology placed new demands on mathematics because of World War II
(Moses & Cobb, 2002). International warfare and capitalism are two impor-
tant pillars of white power that rely on mathematics education to maintain
and expand white supremacy. World War II and the Cold War were instru-
mental to the federal government’s increased investment in education and
mathematics education. Mathematics was viewed and positioned as the key
discipline to advance America’s international standing in warfare, economics,
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and STEM education. A critical race analysis underscores the role that white-
ness plays in creating (mathematics) education policies at the national/federal,
state, and local levels. Martin (2008) has critiqued mathematics education
policy arenas, specifically, the National Math Advisory Panel, as a white institu-
tional space. The panel was mainly composed of white mathematics educators,
and “no African American, Latino, or Native American mathematics education
researchers were members of the Panel” (Martin, 2008, p. 390). Black math-
ematics education researchers’ exclusion from these policymaking spaces helps
to manifest anti-Blackness in decision-making that impacts Black learners,
educators, and researchers.

A Critical Race Analysis of Mathematics

Curriculum, Pedagogy, and Courses

CRT(ME) exposes Eurocentrism and whiteness in the mathematics educa-
tion curriculum, pedagogical approaches, and courses. Anderson (1990)
asserts that the presence of Eurocentrism and whiteness and the exclu-
sion of Blackness have been institutionalized in the mathematics curriculum.
Ladson-Billings (1999) argued that efforts to challenge white supremacy—
the dominant culture of power and authority in the educational setting—was
muted and erased by the master script. She described Swartz’s (1992) notion
of the master script as the,

silenc[ings of] multiple voices and perspectives, primarily legitimizing dominant,
White, upper-class, male voicing as the “standard” knowledge students need to
know. All other accounts and perspectives are omitted from the master script
unless they can be disempowered through misrepresentation. Thus, content that
does not reflect the dominant voice must be brought under control, mastered,
and then reshaped before it can become a part of the master script. (p. 341)

She continues to note that the mathematics curriculum used in U.S. schools,
generation after generation for centuries, “has been reproduced in the objec-
tive and subjective pursuit of justifying racism and imperial rule” (p. 350).

White men have been centered in the mathematics curriculum as the intel-
lectual proprietors of knowledge without any consideration of Black people’s
contributions to mathematics in Africa and the U.S. Anderson (1990) states,
“The dominant [mathematics] curriculum in use today throughout the United
States is explicit in asserting that mathematics originated among men in Greece
and was further developed by European men and their North American
descendants” (pp. 349–350). Black mathematicians are seldom mentioned in
textbooks or other curricula materials, and are often “relegated to passing
sentences, paragraphs, or, on rare occasions, a non sequitur chapter” (p. 350).
The dominant mathematics curriculum used in U.S. society reinforces anti-
Blackness, as well as racist perceptions of Black people’s inferiority (Anderson,
1990) and white people’s superiority (Martin, 2009). Davis (2018) argued
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that the dominant curriculum does not include Black people’s contributions
and represents a taken-for-granted power structure.

The pedagogical strategies used to teach Black students frequently start
from the premise that they are deficient (Ladson-Billings, 1999). Ladson-
Billings argues that the instructional approaches used for Black students mainly
revolve around some aspect of remediation. Black students’ mathematics
instruction emphasizes drill, repetition, and convergent, right-answer thinking
(Ladson-Billings, 1997). These students rarely receive instruction that encour-
ages them to challenge mathematics rules or to use their prior knowledge and
experiences to support and challenge their school mathematics. The masses
of Black students, more so those students who were poor, were typically
overrepresented in lower-level mathematics courses (Oakes, 1990). Generally,
schools serving Black students provide less challenging, intellectually rigorous
mathematics instruction and curriculum (Brand et al., 2006; Ladson-Billings,
1997). Taken separately, these acts may appear normal, but taken together,
they perform to systematically exclude others—a strategy that was typically
associated with the pedagogy in schools serving Black learners.

Moreover, school desegregation gave birth to tracking, a practice used
to re-segregate Black and white students in mathematics classrooms (Oakes,
1990). Tracking practices were used to track the masses of Black students
into lower-level schooling and mathematics tracks, while advanced programs
were used to benefit and protect white students’ privileges in mathematics
settings (Snipes & Waters, 2005; Tate et al., 1993). The masses of Black
students continue to be exposed to lower-level mathematics content, lower-
level instruction by inexperienced, less qualified, and less prepared teachers
(Oakes, 1990). White students were more often exposed to what was perceived
as a better-quality curriculum, higher-level content, and more challenging and
rigorous instruction by more qualified, experienced, and prepared teachers in
mathematics (Martin, 2007). White students were most often provided access
to “gifted” programs, honors programs, and advanced placement programs
within “desegregated” schools. Martin (2007) argues

...tracking is... one component of a societal sorting system that sets students up
for different positions in a social hierarchy that benefits some and marginalizes
or disempowers others. Although White students are tracked as well, the larger
reward systems in which tracking occurs often afford White students’ important
opportunities to recover and rebound from these experiences. (p. 17)

In essence, tracking maintains the benefits and advantages conferred to whites
without threatening their economic and social advantages (Ladson-Billings,
1999). In addition, the curriculum, instruction, assessment, school funding,
and desegregation efforts used to configure the educational system were never
designed to provide Black students with the education, particularly in math-
ematics, that would (a) allow them to infringe on the white monopoly of
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intellectual, material, physical, and fiscal resources, (b) improve the lived reali-
ties of the masses of Black people, and (c) allow them to be self-sufficient. The
school system was designed and intended to ensure that the only way Blacks
would change their social conditions would be through education to a white
standard that would not threaten whites’ social, economic, educational, and
mathematical interests.

The Liberatory Paradigm in Mathematics Education

Over the last ten years, a paradigm shift has focused on Black learners,
providing them with a liberatory mathematics education (Martin, 2010;
Martin & McGee, 2009). The paradigm shift has been led by critical Black
scholars who seek to challenge the deficit discourse, inadequate conceptualiza-
tions of race and racism, privileged perspectives of mathematics, substandard
instruction, and mistreatment of Black students in mathematics education
research, policy, classrooms, and out of school spaces (Martin, 2008, 2009;
Martin et al., 2010). The mathematics education liberatory paradigm has
mainly focused on pedagogy and research related to Black students (Martin,
2010). Martin and McGee (2009) argue, “any relevant framing of math-
ematics education for African Americans must address both the historical
oppression that they face and the social realities that they continue to face
in contemporary times” (p. 210). As the situation is now, mathematics educa-
tion is the leading STEM field challenging racism and advancing a liberatory
paradigm for Black learners.

Success and high achievement in mathematics education for Black students
are mainly based on their grade point average, standardized test scores, and
college-level course participation. I have challenged the high achievement and
successful Black learners’ paradigm in my scholarship because success based on
grades, grade point average, standardized test scores, and college-level course
participation is grounded in the Eurocentric paradigm and not the libera-
tory paradigm (Davis, 2018). Successful and high-achieving Black students in
mathematics education have a responsibility to give back to their communities
as a means of ensuring that others are supported and liberated.

In Martin’s (2010) edited book, Mathematics Teaching, Learning and
Liberation in the Lives of Black Children, he assembled critical Black scholars
committed to Black students with a meaningful liberatory mathematics educa-
tion to “change the direction of research on Black children and mathematics”
(p.vi). Scholars have examined and explained Black learners’ achievement,
learning, experiences, socialization, and identity development through the lens
of Black liberation. In my view, Black learners in a liberatory paradigm are
instrumental in advancing the Black liberation struggle in and out of math-
ematics education. Black adults and students in mathematics education must
develop a collective agenda that uses their intellect, as well as their economic
and political resources, to achieve liberatory outcomes for their people and
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communities. Such a liberatory mathematical paradigm, as advanced by Black
scholars for Black learners, is critically informed (undergirded) by interactively
connected conceptual, theoretical, and practical perspectives of CRT(ME).
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CHAPTER 28

Mobility of Syrian–Canadian Students
and Continuity of Math Education:

A Comparative Curriculum Mapping Approach

Dania Wattar and Emmanuelle Le Pichon

Introduction

The increased mobility of students in education poses new challenges to our
schools (Herzog-Punzenberger et al., 2017; Le Pichon, Siarova, & Szonyi,
2020). How can we welcome these students taking into account their previous
learning? Typically, the school integration of newcomer students is based
primarily on the expectations of the host country’s system. The expectations
of the host school systems are not only expectations related to the language of
the school but also the curriculum. Each country and each Canadian province
defines learning objectives according to the age of the students. What we too
often forget is that school curricula vary considerably from country to country
and, in Canada, from province to province. If the above reasoning is accu-
rate, then teachers cannot expect the same from a student coming from Syria,
China, or even Alberta to Ontario. The curricula of the countries in which the
students have studied need to be considered in order to understand what these
same students have already learned and how they learned it. Therefore, we
propose that a constructive strategy in this regard should include a thorough
exploration of the curriculum of the country in which the students have been
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schooled. In this study, funded by a SSHRC Institutional Grant (Le Pichon,
2018–2019), we explored the extent to which the identification of curriculum
similarities and differences between home and host countries can be used to
support the educational mobility of the students. The expected benefit from
developing a comparative curriculum mapping of math education in Syria and
Ontario (Canada) was that it could help teachers gain a clearer picture of
previously acquired academic skills, as well as potential areas requiring extra
attention.

In our explorative study, we examined this strategy as applied to the mathe-
matics curriculum at the junior and intermediate levels. First, we compared the
Ontario and Syrian mathematics (Grades 4–8) curricula in terms of content,
language, and approach to teaching mathematics. The goal was to identify
differences and similarities between the programs. Once the expectations of
the Ontario and Syrian programs were matched, we developed a comprehen-
sive resource for teachers and parents and posted it on a bilingual website. The
ultimate aim was to use this study to inform teachers of these differences, help
them adjust their expectations to the newcomer population from Syria, and
provide them with a clearer picture of previously acquired academic skills and
potential areas requiring attention.

Overview of the Curricula

The Province of Ontario

Education in Canada is a provincial responsibility. Therefore, curriculum docu-
ments are issued by the Ministry of Education in each province. In Ontario,
the Ministry of Education sets overall and specific expectations that teachers
must teach in their program at a particular grade. The mathematics curriculum
outlines a set of expectations in different strands, including number sense
and numeration, measurement, geometry and spatial sense, patterning and
algebra, and data management and probability. The curriculum also outlines
basic considerations to accommodate the needs of language learners, such as
language learning strategies, and a discussion of antidiscrimination in Math
education. It includes recommendations to accommodate language learners,
whether in English or French (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2005).

It is interesting to note that increasing attention is being paid to the
language learners of the school in the curricula. In 2020, the curriculum was
revised, and considerations for language learners included additional recom-
mendations such as an emphasis on the orientation toward language as a
resource (Ruiz, 1984): “Translingual practice is creative and strategic, and
allows students to communicate, interact, and connect with peers and teachers
for a variety of purposes” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2020, p. 96). The
document also emphasized the importance of building on students’ strengths,
social and cultural background, and acknowledging the need to provide tasks
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that are accessible and mathematically challenging. Finally, the ministry recom-
mends representing concepts in different languages and to work with families
and community members to support student learning (Ontario Ministry of
Education, 2020).

The Context in Syria

Education in Syria is centralized. The Syrian Ministry of Education issues
curriculum textbooks that are taught across the country. These textbooks
include a student copy and a teacher guide for each subject. Mathematics text-
books include different units, with each unit consisting of different lessons that
teachers are expected to teach throughout the year. A lesson includes learning
objectives, concepts, descriptions, rules, properties, and activities. Each unit
includes a set of problems to be solved by students.

Teachers across Syria are expected to go through the textbooks, teach
content, and students work on the problems that are in the textbook. Some
teachers use additional questions, visuals, or manipulatives to support teaching,
but teaching is primarily based on the ministry-issued textbooks. These text-
books can be accessed online (see Syrian Ministry of Education, 2021). The
language of instruction in Syria is Arabic with some English and French
concepts included in some subjects such as math and science (Wattar, 2014).

Curriculum Mapping

We analyzed the documents identified as official curriculum. With respect
to the Ontario curriculum, we examined the mathematics curriculum for
Grades 1–8 (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2005), with a focus on the junior
and intermediate levels (Grades 4–8), which are critical in the transition to
secondary school. This document defines general and specific expectations for
each grade level. With respect to the Syrian curriculum, we considered the offi-
cial textbooks issued by the Ministry of Education from Grades 4 to 8 (Syrian
Ministry of Education, ). The analyses include the repertoire of topics taught
for each grade level and the different characteristics of the text, including the
language of instruction, numbers used, and teaching strategies. The identi-
fication of the topics studied at each level is based on the identification of
more general strands that are taught throughout the years. To illustrate the
flow of topics for Grades 4 to 8 in the Syrian math curriculum and facili-
tate curriculum mapping, we followed the model established by the Ontario
Ministry of Education on its resource website for teachers (Edugains, n.d) (see
Table 28.1).

Table 28.1: This chart is a summary of the topics taught in mathematics
in Ontario from Grades 1–8 on the Ministry of Education website (Edugains,
n.d.). This document is often used by Ontario teachers to understand how
each topic (e.g., addition and subtraction) is taught progressively over the
years
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This table allows teachers to understand what is essential for the academic
progress of the students and in the introduction of new subjects. For instance,
a teacher who welcomes a twelve-year-old student will refer to the chart to
determine the essential learning expectations for further learning. Diagnostic
assessment is done in reverse order, starting with the expected knowledge
corresponding to a particular age and working backwards to the essential
knowledge of previous years if the expectations are not met. This allows
teachers to understand what is essential to progress and what is not.

Since the topics are organized differently in the Syrian curriculum, the
classification of topics in Arabic was done in three steps. The first step was
to identify the themes common to both curricula (Syria and Ontario). This
was followed by identifying the organization of these topics over the years
of elementary school in Syria. The final list of themes, organized by grade
level, allowed the creation of summary tables (see Table 28.2) similar to those
developed by the Ministry of Education in Ontario.

Figure 28.1: This image includes four Syrian mathematics textbooks. Each
textbook was incorporated in the analyses. The different strands were iden-
tified and organized into units categorized by grade level. This classification
allowed the elaboration of a table in Arabic (see Table 28.2), later translated
into English. The table includes each of the strands and the details of the
content by grade level (see Tables 28.2 and 28.3)

Table 28.2: This table represents the organization of topics in the Syrian
math curriculum from Grades 4 to 8. Thus, the table provides an overview of
how each topic (e.g., operations) is taught progressively over the years.

Table 28.2 Synthesis in Arabic of the Syrian curriculum grades 4–8
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Fig. 28.1 Syrian maths books and mapping

Table 28.3 Synthesis in English of the Syrian curriculum Grades 4–8

The table shows the progress made in each theme in Grades 4–8 based on
each strand. For example, in the table above, the first row shows the topics
related to the number strand. As can be seen, in Grade 4, Syrian students
are expected to learn numbers up to 99,999, to represent numbers in a place
value chart, and to write them. The expectations for the year are also to learn
to compare, order numbers up to five digits, and even and odd numbers.
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Fig. 28.2 The website features the multilingual resources as well as the curriculum
mapping and the comparative analysis of the programs

In Grade 5, concepts are expanded and students are expected to learn to
order, compare, and write numbers up to one million. In Grade 8, rational
numbers are introduced and students are expected to apply operations on large
numbers.

Table 28.3: This table shows the progress made in each topic in Grades 4–8
based on each strand in the Syrian curriculum

First Results

The Syrian Curriculum

One of the first observations when analyzing the Syrian curriculum is the
change in the spelling of the numbers in the fifth grade. The first author of
this chapter, having grown up in Syria, noted this discovery which represented
a change in the 2000s in mathematics education in Syria. In Grades 1–4 text-
books, the Hindu–Arabic script of the numerals (i.e., ) was
used. In the 5th grade, the Arabic numerals used in Canada were introduced
(i.e., 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10). In addition, Arabic symbols (i.e., ) were
replaced in 5th grade by the symbols of the Latin alphabet (i.e., x, y, z) in
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equations. One must be aware of these important changes when receiving
a student from Syria in Canada. Indeed, assessing mathematical knowledge
without taking this aspect into account could lead to thinking that students
cannot read or count if they are presented with exercises containing the Arabic
numerals in Grade 5, when in fact they have simply not learned to read the
numbers in this script yet, which does not affect their ability to calculate but
implies learning this new script.

To this difficulty is added the orientation of the mathematical writing.
Indeed, the direction of writing equations in the textbooks from right-to-
left is replaced in Grade 5 by equations written from left-to-right. On the
other hand, the text explaining the equations is always written in Arabic and
is read from right-to-left. Again, this observation is crucial because it means
that Syrian students have to adapt to this new difficulty in fifth grade.

These initial observations, while seeming innocuous at first glance, greatly
complicate the diagnostic evaluation of these students if they are ignored.
However, if they are considered, they can allow teachers to adapt the right
measures and to evaluate students at their proper level.

Analyses of the Differences and Similarities

The in-depth analysis of the curricula allowed for the perspective of differ-
ences in terms of program content and pedagogical approach to mathematics
teaching.

Grade Expectations and Extent of Learning for Each Grade Level

Although by the end of Grade 12, Syrian and Ontario students have achieved
roughly the same academic level in equivalent areas, including calculus and
algebra, the levels at which topics are introduced differ across programs. For
example, exponents appear in Grade 6 in Syria, while, in Ontario, exponential
notation and area measurement are linked (e.g., cm2), but the explicit intro-
duction of exponents with repeated multiplication occurs only in Grade 8.
Similar observations were noted for theoretical probability.

Theoretical probability is introduced in Grade 7 in Syria. Students are
expected to learn how to calculate theoretical probabilities as well as events
and complementary events (Syrian Ministry of Education, 2018, 2019c). In
Ontario, complementary events appear in Grade 8, but the concept of theo-
retical probability is gradually introduced from Grade 6 as follows: in Grade
6, students are asked to predict the outcome of an experiment and to repre-
sent their prediction as a ratio, that is, the number of favorable outcomes to
the total number of possible outcomes. Students are then expected to relate
this ratio to theoretical probability. In Grade 7, they learn how to perform
experiments involving two independent events and compare experimental and
theoretical probability (Edugains., n.d.; Ontario Ministry of Education, 2005).
These examples provide insights into the differences in the introduction of
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concepts in the two curricula and how these differences affect the expectations
of teachers in both countries.

One might conclude that, in principle, Syrian students newly arrived in
Ontario would be at a relative advantage in terms of content as students in
Syria are often expected to apply theoretical concepts earlier than in Ontario.
However, this does not mean that students in Ontario are learning less
mathematics than in Syria. In fact, as we have seen in the preceding compar-
ison, Ontario students are gradually introduced to the subject of probability
and theoretical probability. Additionally, they are taught to conduct experi-
ments, compare experimental and theoretical concepts, and apply the rules of
theoretical probability to learn about complementary events.

Moreover, the comparison showed how both curricula differ in terms of
process and pedagogy. In Syria, concepts are condensed into one grade and
students are expected to learn different concepts in a short period of time. In
Ontario, concepts are spread over three school years. While at first glance, the
approach may seem diluted, one quickly realizes that the purpose of spreading
a concept over three years is to develop a gradual and deeper knowledge of that
same concept. This observation is reflected in the topic of data management.

In Ontario, students are expected to collect, organize, and represent data
beginning in Grade 4. They learn to create and conduct a survey, and to orga-
nize and represent data in a simple manner. Each year, students are introduced
to new types of graphs and build on what they have learned in previous years
by going further. In Grade 5, students learn about pictographs, bar graphs,
stem and leaf plots. Continuous line graphs are introduced in Grade 6, a
variety of graphs to represent discrete and continuous data in Grade 7, and,
in Grade 8, histograms are taught. Creating and conducting surveys develops
throughout the year. Students begin by creating simple surveys and continue
to learn important elements of survey creation, such as identifying bias (Grade
7) and creating a survey or experiment involving numerical data (Grade 8). In
contrast, Syrian textbooks emphasize reading, interpreting, and constructing
graphs. In Grade 7, the emphasis is on representing and reading different types
of graphs, such as bar graphs, double bar graphs, histograms, and pie charts.
They do not include designing surveys, experiments, and learning about bias.

Differences also appear in numeracy: while number comparison and
rounding appear in Grade 6 in both the Syrian and Ontarian curricula, the
range of numbers used in Ontario is up to one million while in Syria it is
one thousand million. The explanation of this difference is often attributed to
socio-economic circumstances: the value of the Syrian currency is much lower
and fluctuating than the Canadian dollar. As a result, Syrian students have to
learn how to manage higher numbers than their Canadian counterparts.

In the previous examples, we discussed how topics are presented and
taught differently in Ontario and Syria. We focused on examples that illustrate
different approaches to teaching content. In Syria, the approach is abstract,
and knowledge is condensed. In Ontario, topics are introduced gradually
and reinvested in an experiential learning perspective. However, this approach
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means that Ontario students access some topics later than their Syrian coun-
terparts. The different approaches to teaching the subjects are also evident in
the way the subjects are organized and presented over the years. In the next
section, we will look at how subjects are organized differently in each program.

Strands and Organization of Topics

In Ontario, the curriculum includes five strands (number sense and numera-
tion, data management, patterning and algebra, measurement, and geometry)
(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2005). In 2020, the Ministry of Education
introduced the strand of social emotional learning. With this change, a new
name was introduced for each strand, the result being: number, algebra, data,
spatial sense, and financial literacy (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2021).
These strands are the same in Grades 1–8.

The organization of the Syrian school program differs greatly. The number
of units and topics vary by grade. Units do not always have a “general” title,
but often include a more specific title. For example, Grade 4 math includes 9
units. Unlike Ontario’s general strands, the units vary: while some encompass
many subtopics like geometry, other units address specific subtopics such as
multiplication and division levels 1 and 2. For instance, Grade 6 includes six
units, and each unit includes more than one topic or strand. Unit 1 includes
representing graphs, natural numbers, lines, angles, and triangles. Grade 7
includes eight units: numbers and operations, algebraic expressions and equa-
tions, rate and ratios, symmetry, parallelogram, triangle and circle, 3-D shapes,
statistics, and probability. While some topics such as number sense appear at
each grade, other topics such as data management and probability are high-
lighted differently for each grade. In addition, in Grade 8, mathematics is
grouped into two main strands: algebra and geometry.

Pedagogical Considerations

In addition to differences in the organization of subjects and in the extent
of learning per topic and grade level, the curricula differ in the pedagog-
ical approach to teaching mathematics. Syria generally follows a deductive
approach: students learn a concept, memorize it, and then apply it by solving
problems. Therefore, each lesson begins with the concept and its definition,
a mathematical procedure, followed by examples and activities to learn how
to solve such a problem. As an example, consider how the topic of events
and probability is presented in Grade 7. The following structure appears: a
connection to previous learning is presented in a short paragraph, followed by
an example introducing the topic, the explanation of the results, and finally the
rule of theoretical probability. The textbooks then include examples of how to
use the rule, before another rule is introduced about the probability of events
happening. Another concept is then introduced and the lesson concludes with
problems.
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The Ontario curriculum emphasizes exploration, the use of a variety of
strategies to solve problems, and the approach to teaching. This represents
a more inductive and explorative approach to learning. Using the example
of probability, we see how the concept is gradually introduced: with the
objectives of Grades 6–8 in mind, students from Grade 1 are introduced to
experiments, the prediction of outcomes, their representations, the outcomes
as a ratio, followed by the comparison of the results of their experiments to
theoretical probability. Students are expected to represent the probability as a
value between 0 and 1. Grade 7 includes research, prediction skills, and appli-
cations of the terms as well as experiments involving two independent events.
Then, again a comparison between experimental and theoretical probability is
added to the program.

Lastly, in Grade 8, students study the discrepancy between theoretical
and experimental probability, making connections, complementary probability.
Finally solving problems involving experimental and theoretical probability as
well as complementary events are discussed.

This brief presentation of the comparison of curricula highlighted differ-
ences not only in terms of content or programming but also in terms of
pedagogical approach. All of these aspects put together particularly compli-
cate the diagnostic evaluation of newly arrived Syrian students in Ontario and
the organization of the continuity of their education beyond the language
difference.

With this in mind, we set out to understand the effects of our results on
different groups: as both authors of this chapter are instructors at the Ontario
Institute for Studies in Education, the first group was made up of Teacher
Candidates (TCs) and graduate students. The goal was to help these future
teachers develop an understanding of the challenges imposed by the mobility
of newly arrived Syrian students in learning mathematics. The second group
was composed more casually by Syrian parents whom the first author met
through her work with a non-governmental organization and a private Islamic
school. In the following paragraph, we report on our preliminary reflections
on these presentations and how they led to the development of new research
questions, which are the basis of our current projects on mathematics and
science education in Canada.

Dissemination of the Results

After the curriculum mapping and glossary layout, we created a website and
uploaded the curriculum mapping and glossary. As stated at the beginning of
this chapter, the ultimate goal was to enable teachers to better assess their
Arabic-speaking students from this country. In doing so, we realized that
not only were we making the resources accessible to teachers but that these
resources could also be useful to parents and communities.
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Reflections Based on Teacher Candidates’ Feedback

Workshops, discussions, and one-on-one sessions were conducted with teacher
candidates in two courses on supporting language learners and students from
refugee backgrounds in 2019 and 2020. During these sessions, students were
provided with the results of the research presented above, summarized in a
visual overview of both curricula. The goal was to help teachers understand
their students’ backgrounds in order to make a smoother transition from one
school system to another. In addition, we wanted to ensure that teachers give
students opportunities to develop their prior knowledge of mathematics and
demonstrate their learning, and, in doing so, challenge them to succeed. Both
similarities and differences between curricula were exemplified as well as some
examples of teaching approaches in both systems. An activity invited TCs to
solve some mathematical problems and shared their insights on the activity
and its potential to help them support their students’ learning.

Organization of the Sessions

A series of mathematical questions that addressed issues related to linguistic
and cultural understanding were developed based on the results of the
curriculum mapping. The levels of complexity increased as the tasks unfolded.
The idea was to put TCs in a situation of linguistic and cultural insecurity by
offering them mathematical texts as they are presented in the Syrian program.
However, they were also presented with the key to solve the difficulties. For
example, the operations were presented in the Hindu–Arabic script with their
correspondence in the Arabic script; the mathematical sentences from right-
to-left and not from left-to-right; and some of the problems to be solved
required specific cultural knowledge which complicated the mathematical solu-
tion. Teachers would discover quickly that in order to solve the problems, they
would have to use metacognitive strategies (inference, deduction, compar-
isons, ask for assistance, collaboration …). Additionally, the mapping of topics
allowed teachers to make informed understanding of topics that were explored
in different grades as well as how topics are taught over the years.

Effects of Training Sessions on Teacher Candidates

The first set of comments from the teachers crystallized around their feelings
during these activities. By trying to solve mathematical problems in a different
language and context, not being the creators of the activities themselves, they
had to constantly check their work to solve problems that they usually solve
with ease and became more self-aware. They declared spending more time
than they were used to decoding, translating, and answering simple arithmetic
questions.
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A second set of comments from teachers about this experience was that
this workshop gave them a better understanding of the many facets of math-
ematical learning. Some teachers explained that prior to this session, they
wondered how students came up with certain answers in their classes. By
confronting these difficulties themselves, they understood the possible errors
induced by the context and not by the degree of mathematical difficulty.
For example, a translation chart helped them decode numbers in arithmetic
tasks. However, when they had to solve right-to-left problems, they were left
with questions such as if the place value (e.g., the place of ones, tens, and
hundreds) in a number was the same in Arabic and English. During the work-
shop, they understood the complexity that students face in their educational
mobility and the importance of recognizing both the students’ efforts and
their backgrounds.

Third, teachers have been led to revisit the importance of metacognitive
strategies. In one session, a teacher privately asked the presenter what place
value was and how to understand the value of each digit in a number in Arabic.
Another asked the question in the group. In another workshop, no one asked
about place value and one teacher ended up guessing while trying different
solutions. This experience opened up discussions about the importance of
supporting students, presenting them with a welcoming environment, and
encouraging them to collaborate. Even though collaboration is encouraged
in Ontario, pairwise collaboration is not traditional in teaching and learning
mathematics. Each student must learn to solve a problem on their own. Yet,
a collaboration between these teachers was paramount in accomplishing this
task. It is important to understand that students rarely use asking for assistance
as a strategy (Le Pichon et al., 2009).

Fourth, these activities sparked discussions around the role of cultures in
the construction of knowledge. Teachers were interested in learning about
different number systems, an interest that led to talking about the contribu-
tions of Arab mathematicians to mathematics, or mathematicians from around
the world. Students then raised the possibility of inviting their own students
to explore the history of mathematics to engage the school community in
recognizing the contributions of different civilizations to the development of
this science. Some TCs subsequently sent follow-up messages in which they
shared resources on number systems, the contributions of different civiliza-
tions to mathematics, or resources such as the 1001 Muslim Contributions to
Learning (National Geographic Kids, 2012).

The sessions ended with discussions of the implications of this work for the
teaching practices of the teachers in question. These discussions provided TCs
with an understanding of the importance of building on students’ linguistic
and cultural funds of knowledge (Moll et al., 1992). Among the topics
discussed in the different sessions were the need to build on students’ prior
knowledge and the possibility of using translanguaging practices (Vogel &
García, 2017). These sessions allowed students to consider languages in a
different light. Languages had become tools for transmission rather than an
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end in itself, allowing students to access academic content. Pedagogical prac-
tice involving clear instructions and the leverage of the languages present
to convey information appeared essential. In this context, the legitimacy of
monoglossic practices (one class, one language, see also Blommaert, 2009)
was largely questioned. Finally, these exercises in cultural decentration allowed
candidates to become aware of the possibility of providing a relevant and
rewarding context for students to increase their motivation, through, e.g.,
historical research on the origin of a spelling or a concept and its discovery. In
sum, TCs were able to challenge the assumption that learning of mathematics
is neutral, and replace it with a linguistically and culturally situated science.
They experienced firsthand the crucial role of language and culture in learning
mathematics.

Although the project was primarily aimed at developing tools for teachers,
the mapping and resources developed have proven to be particularly useful for
parents and community inclusion.

Effect of Training Sessions on Parents

During the year of the project’s development, the first author had the oppor-
tunity to disseminate the results through workshops, group discussions, and
one-on-one sessions with parents involved in various associations. Despite the
differences in socio-economic status, educational backgrounds, and length of
stay in Canada of the parent communities, the reaction was unanimous: all
were eager to better understand the Canadian school system and our approach
proved to be particularly fruitful for this understanding.

Many parents expressed both (1) their dissatisfaction with the Canadian
curriculum and (2) their sense of disempowerment.

(1) Dissatisfaction: As we saw earlier, the differences between the curricula
are numerous and the density of the Syrian program was compared
to the spread of the same subjects over three years in Canada. The
parents’ reactions to discovering the similarities and differences between
the Syrian and Ontario curricula were invaluable. For them, it was also
an opening to a new perspective: those who tended to think that their
children were not learning because they did not have to memorize
rules, spent their days experimenting, and took three years to learn a
concept that they could have learned in one year, felt dissatisfied. They
particularly appreciated the opportunity to discuss the advantages and
disadvantages of both programs.

(2) Disempowerment: While feeling dissatisfied with the Canadian
program, parents also felt incompetent and disempowered in their
ability to help their children progress and learn. There was a discon-
nection between the children who were educated in a system inherent
to their Canadian life and the parents who did not understand the
system in which their children were being educated. Based on the
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recognition of parents’ experiences, their knowledge, and a partner-
ship approach, parents felt legitimized in their primary role as educators
of their children. Importantly, the resources we developed made the
Ontario curriculum accessible to them and gave them the opportunity
to act upon the situation. We often repeat that students learn from what
is familiar to them, forgetting that the same is true for parents. In this
case, using the Syrian curriculum to help them understand the Ontario
curriculum allowed them to feel connected to their children’s education
and to regain confidence in their abilities as educators of their children.
Introducing them to these tools allowed us to consider their concerns
in collective discussions and to value their own funds of knowledge.

Although the goal of our work was not to involve parents, circumstances have
shown us that the simple act of comparing programs allowed us to influence
both parents’ satisfaction with the Ontario school system and their ability to
take action in their children’s education, regardless of their academic level.

Collaboration Between Schools and Parents Based on Reciprocal
Understanding

While significant efforts have been made to provide resources on mathematics
education in many languages (e.g., Ontario Ministry of Education, 2021), our
project revealed significant gaps in the inclusion of families of newly arrived
students, and in our case, Syrian families in particular. The recent shift to an
asset-based pedagogy is challenging existing monoglossic approaches to the
current curricula and evaluation practices. This expression used by Blommaert
does not refer to the use of a single language but more broadly to the narrow
perspective of a focus on a single culture and the separation of knowledge
(Blommaert, 2009).

The research we undertook did not seek to solve the problem of the inte-
gration of language learners in the school system by addressing their individual
needs but rather to better understand the different perspectives through the
mapping of curricula in different countries. This research has revealed differ-
ences and similarities in content (curriculum content), script and syntax of
mathematics (e.g., in the way mathematics is written), pedagogy (inductive
versus deductive), and grade distribution. In spite of all these differences, an
important aspect was that both programs allowed students to complete their
schooling with broadly the same learning outcomes. This aspect allowed us to
reassure the parents about the content of the Ontario curriculum.

Thus, an essential outcome of this preliminary research is that our approach
reinforced this asset-based pedagogy by re-considering the linguistic and
cultural richness that newcomers bring with them (see for instance Seals &
Peyton, 2017; Guo, 2012). The sessions allowed teacher candidates to deepen
their understanding of the many factors that influence the transition from one
school program to another. Through an intercultural lens, they were invited
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to think beyond the curriculum that they teach and know. They became aware
of the diverse ways of knowing, teaching, and learning. The workshops often
allowed teachers to think about their students in new ways, rethink how they
teach math to language learners and learn new insights about the contribution
of different societies to mathematics learning throughout history (see also Le
Pichon et al., 2020).

Additionally, and in contrast to previous work, which often focuses on the
education of teachers and on language and translation issues, the compara-
tive curriculum approach seems to have put parents back at the heart of their
children’s education. The enthusiasm of the parents toward the discovery of
the differences and similarities of the systems seemed to restore their sense
of empowerment. The transformation of parents’ attitudes and willingness to
support their children brought about by the workshops is both consistent with
and goes beyond the emerging work on the inclusion of family languages in
education (Piccardo, 2013). It involves in-depth work on our own system
of teaching the school systems and curricula of the populations that join
the Canadian school system. It also helps educators to work toward recog-
nitive justice in their practice (Gale & Densmore, 2000). This finding allows
us to assume that outreach to parent communities, which would include a
comparison of home and target country knowledge, would pave the way for a
strong partnership between parents and schools (as also suggested by Antony-
Newman, 2020). This intercultural framework invites parents to become true
partners in supporting their children’s learning. It involves a consultative step
of evaluating their contribution, which can lead to emancipation.

Similar to the study of Attar et al. (2020), one essential aspect to the success
of our work with Syrian communities is the first author’s membership in that
community. She was raised in Syria and was able to conduct the workshops in
Arabic. She was therefore a role model for the parents’ community and the
shared language and culture helped build trust within the mutual recognition.
This aspect is an essential element of mediation between the parties repre-
sented by the school institution and the newly arrived families. The training of
mediators from the communities in question, also called settlement workers
in Ontario, could perhaps open the door to a policy of inclusion based on
reciprocal understanding rather than a policy of integration that seeks to fill
the individual gaps of newcomers to the target society.

While our project has been very beneficial from both TCs and parents’
standpoints, it has not yet allowed us to reach out to the in-service teaching
community. The resources developed were used as a basis to conduct work-
shops with TCs to develop intercultural understanding and metacognitive
awareness. The question, then, is the following: how can we act to bring
about sustainable change? What are their specific needs and expectations? The
projects we are currently working on explore these questions more closely,
seeking new opportunities for dialog. We believe that they represent a step
toward emancipating the decolonization of curricula by broadening through
the perspectives of newcomers in education.
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CHAPTER 29

Transforming Sub-Saharan African
Universities—Transnational Collaborations
at the Intersections of Gender as a Viable

Pathway?

Philomina Okeke-Ihejirika

Introduction

I present this commentary, bearing in mind, two crucial realities among others
that Sub-Saharan Africa’s (henceforth referred to as Africa) universities wrestle
with, as they strive to respond to twenty-first-century development challenges.
First, public funding will neither lend itself to nor be sufficient for, the bold
moves needed to fully support academic endeavors revamp and transform
academic institutions (Amin & Ntembe, 2021; Oketch, 2016; Swartz, 2006).
It is therefore important to explore avenues for diversify their institutional
funding base—with the understanding that meaningful structural transforma-
tions at the macro level will require new support strategies to muster the
level of independence necessary to enable them to assert system-wide radical
agendas. Second, the world of teaching and research in the academy is increas-
ingly becoming an internationalized and communal endeavor, connecting local
and global networks of actors (Adanu et al., 2015; Cherney et al., 2015;
Woolley et al., 2014). It is equally pertinent that African institutions give
more serious thought than before to building relevant and meaningful insti-
tutional linkages to expand capacity in research and student training, and
in turn, contribute to the local as well as the global knowledge bank. The
need for transnational collaboration is also vividly expressed by the continent’s
poor representation among other higher education systems, despite an overall
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rapidly rising enrolments in the post-independence era. As Zeleza (2021)
noted,

In 1959, on the verge of Africa’s ‘year of independence’ in 1960, when seven-
teen countries achieved their freedom from colonial rule, there were only
seventy-six universities across Africa mostly concentrated in South Africa, Egypt,
and parts of West Africa. The number rose to 170 in 1970, 294 in 1980, 446 in
1990, 784 in 2000, 1,431 in 2010, and 1,682 in 2018. Enrolments rose from
0.74 million in 1970 to 1.7 million in 1980, 2.8 million in 1990, 6.1 million in
2000, 11.4 million in 2010, and 14.7 million in 2017…[Yet] Africa remained
with the lowest levels of higher education institutions and tertiary enrolments.
(p. 2)

It is therefore safe to say that African universities stand to gain substantially
from transnational collaborations that are geared toward addressing key struc-
tural challenges that could propel the continent on a faster, stable and steady
growth path. In this regard, scholars and other professionals within the new
African diaspora—who are well equipped and strategically placed to participate
in this project of assistance could make a huge difference. Senior scholars, in
particular, are usually well positioned to pursue initiatives on the continent,
given their professional expertise and experience, considerable independence
within Western institutional bases, as well as broad networks and linkages with
relevant agents of tertiary education (Akalu, 2016; Teferra, 2021; Foulds &
Zeleza, 2014). Where and how gender is situated in this project matter.
The centrality of gender to this project, I argue, would be evident if posi-
tioned as a set of critical lenses for much needed scrutiny: our investigations
into the social statuses, identities and structures that mediate how men and
women are treated in society as well as the multiple social intersections (class,
race, ethnicity, religion, language, etc.) that mediate this treatment (Crenshaw,
1991, p. 2) Women’s role and statuses as knowers and actors that are often
neglected in how the academy is constituted as institutions with diversely situ-
ated persons and collectives. A feminist perspective compels that we capture, as
much as possible, how the reproduction of power and power relations across
gender and its multiple social intersections mediate academic cultures and
practices for various groups (Johnson, 2015; Okeke-Ihejirika et al., 2019).

I wish to state, however, that this commentary is by no means a compre-
hensive response to discourses that decry the marginalization of feminist
scholarship in Africa’s universities. It is also not designed to confront the
full barrage of practices of exclusion in Africa’s universities that marginalize
women’s role as agents of change (Mama, 2003; Odejidi et al., 2006; Okeke-
Ihejirika, 2017), trivialize gender and its intersectionalities as a crucial entry
point to social research and continually sideline the production of femi-
nist knowledge as a scholarly endeavor that could significantly transform
academia and society (Ampofo, 2016; Feminist Africa, 2007). I also do not
intend to take on the controversies fueled by an apparent division between
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discourses that are considered feminist scholarship and those perceived as
simply discourses on gender or gender and development (Cornwall et al.,
2007). On the contrary, my commentary is meant to spur more debates
and, in particular, enlarge the existing pockets of conversations in order to
make room for graduate students and emerging scholars across Africa, male
and female alike, who, from the little they have been exposed to, are excited
about scholarship that originated from gender, but have little or no access to
explore its ever-broadening contours, dynamics and dimensions. For many of
them, the beginning point is gaining an understanding of gender (including
its embedded social intersections) as a useful category of analysis. Most impor-
tantly, I wish to state that my analysis explores the building of meaningful
collaborations with this entry point rather than its comprehensive interro-
gation—which remains an unfinished project well beyond the scope of my
work.

Context

The neglect suffered by Africa’s universities since the 1980s along with the
need to diversify knowledge sources in an increasingly globalizing world
provide a strong impetus for building collaborative research networks. Many
scholars in the field deplore the dismal state of research and teaching in Africa,
insufficient infrastructural facilities, poor staffing and inadequate funding
(Tafida et al., 2015). Budget limitations, others argue, hamper the building of
research communities, by dampening the potential and motivation for capacity
building (Illing, 2012). Indeed, over the past two decades, a good number
of international funding agencies have made sizable investments, human and
material, all in a bid to revamp Africa’s universities, particularly the various
research traditions within its diverse intellectual communities. Among these
entities is Fulbright, one of the most prominent exchange programs, which has
provided scholars in six global regions, including Sub-African Africa, for over
seven decades. Named after one of the United States’ highly esteemed polit-
ical figures, William J. Fulbright, the program supports scholarly exchanges
for teaching and research to and from African countries (Fulbright Scholar
Program, n.d.). Similarly, the Carnegie African Diaspora Fellowship Program
(CADFP, 2013), launched in 2013, deploys the expertise of African-borne
scholars who reside in the United States and Canada to enhance research
collaboration, curriculum co-development and graduate training in universities
located in Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, South Africa, Tanzania and Uganda.

Similarly, several promising bilateral educational initiatives have emerged
such as the Sweden-Uganda 5-year agreement (OpenAid, n.d.) and the
Academic Model Providing Access to Healthcare (AMPATH), which began
as a modest partnership between Indiana University-Purdue University Indi-
anapolis (IUPUI) and Kenya’s Moi University. AMPATH now flourishes as a
robust “North–South, US-Kenya medical partnership that provides opportu-
nities for faculty members from both institutions in education, research, and
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clinical service health and social services to a wide swath of residents in western
Kenya” (Tobenkin, 2016, p. 18).

South African universities have benefited tremendously from a large number
of international research collaborations and capacity-building programs funded
by agencies like The Ford, Carnegie and Mellon Foundation, and Erasmus
Mundus Programs. These new interventions have played a major role in
expanding graduate student enrolment, and research and supervision support
structures (Luescher-Mamashela et al., 2015). Undoubtedly, the resulting
linkages for international collaboration and funding complemented broader
strategic measures that moved forward a minimum of five South African
universities in global university rankings (CWUR, 2017).

These emerging collaborations underscore the increasing interest and
differing agendas of stakeholders, who make decisions about, fund or manage
universities in Africa. Nonetheless, there appears to be an acute dearth of
literature on scholarly collaborations in Africa, even though the handful
of studies on the experiences and outcomes of research collaborations in
Africa do suggest a positive outlook. International research collaboration, a
recent study notes, facilitates “intra- and inter-disciplinary partnerships that
resulted in maximizing the capacity-building efforts. The exposure to this
collaboration improved both individual and institutional research capacity in
the south” (Frantz et al., 2014, p. 1228). Ronel Callaghan’s evaluation of
collaborative initiatives in South Africa equally highlighted the importance of
interdisciplinary approaches for transforming teaching challenges into learning
opportunities (Callaghan, 2015).

Although the importance of these partnerships has long been recognized
and the positive outcomes celebrated, the potential that gender holds—as an
entry point in terms of transforming, expanding and sustaining the visions
that propel these collaborations—has remained largely under-explored. This
brief commentary seeks to provoke more discussion into what could be, at
least, one viable pathway to re-invigorating the African academy. My contex-
tual exploration of research collaboration at the intersections of gender is
based on two decades of experience as a transnational feminist scholar who
has been actively engaged in various academic ventures both in Africa and
across several Western countries. Below, I will explore the potential that gender
holds as (a) a strategic point of entry into collaborative research initiatives
that might engender meaningful interdisciplinary interactions, (b) to open up
critical sites for the production of feminist knowledge and (c) to enhance
graduate training. I pay particular attention to contemporary social prob-
lems that could lend themselves to new forms of research collaborations that
might be better informed by feminist scholarship on gender, and its inter-
sections. Most importantly, my conclusive commentary draws attention to the
various ways that women, as a significant but largely marginalized constituency
in Africa’s university systems, can be strategically situated in such collabo-
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rations as scholars, subjects of study and stakeholders. Through these roles
they will become actively involved in the transformation of Africa’sExploring
Transnational Collaborations at universities.

Review of Literature

A number of scholars have emphasized the importance of scholarly collab-
orations for graduate training in an era of diminishing public funding. The
funding crises, another recent study notes, have “serious implications…not
only for research output in the form of publications but also for the training of
graduate students in the country” (Illing, 2012, p. 5). International networks
and partnerships that support local institutions, students and faculty, and value
and account for local imperatives and contexts, can create platforms for knowl-
edge building and sharing that serve transformational ends in the global South,
in particular (Klopp et al., 2014). This study also notes that such initiatives
should aim to “both stimulate trans-cultural, multi-directional global knowl-
edge flows and strengthen local institutions, research, and pedagogy …[to
effect] more equitable participation in constructing and leveraging global, as
well as local, urban knowledge” (Klopp et al., 2014, p. 207).

Similarly, a 2015 study of doctoral nursing programs in South Africa
emphasized the need to develop sustainable strategies that could reinforce
supportive frameworks of multi-tier collaborations of stakeholders, funders,
institutions and student cohorts. In the face of the acute decline of insti-
tutional funding, the study argues, such collaborations, “would need to be
supported systemically, administratively and academically though the remit
of the educational trust and/or other like-minded organizations” (Comiskey
et al., 2015, p. 651). Many scholars, policymakers and funding partners view
these emerging collaborative initiatives for graduate training among a number
of universities in Sweden, South Africa and Uganda as potential models for
North–South collaboration, given the creative forms of blended learning and
digital pedagogy embedded (Protsiv et al., 2016). This model, however, may
not thrive given the paucity of high-level local research capacity.

The literature also suggests that collaborative research could help improve
student writing skills and competencies: It could be employed to create
intellectual communities where students, their peers, and their tutors share
constructive feedback (Dowse & Howie, 2013). Other scholars and stake-
holders in tertiary education have also discussed the significance of research
collaborations across national and international borders. Some examine how
a common teaching platform acts as a collaborative model, one that is aimed
at enhancing undergraduate nursing education in South Africa’s universities
(Daniels & Khanyile, 2013). Other scholars consider the collaborative capacity
building that is targeted to graduate health science students between low-and
middle-income countries (LMICs) in Africa, Asia and Europe (Atkins et al.,
2016). As well, researchers have investigated partnerships between US-based
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Nigerian physicians and their local partners, particularly in developing and
boosting modern healthcare systems in Nigeria (Nwadiuko et al., 2016).

Some researchers look at scientific co-authorship among African scholars
as a mode of research collaboration; they consider the ways in which over-
emphasis on collaborations in natural and applied sciences excluded other
knowledge disciplines (Pouris & Ho, 2014). The expectations and chal-
lenges of multi-institutional partnerships between universities in Africa and
the United States aimed at facilitating necessary educational reforms and trans-
formation have been explored (Semali et al., 2013). Finally, intra-continental
collaborations between the Mauritian and South African university system,
as they seek to develop human resources capacity for Ph.D. education and
programs have also been studied (Samuel & Mariaye, 2014).

All these studies unearth crucial insights into potential pitfalls and impor-
tant considerations for building viable collaborative initiatives. However, they
do not provide a comprehensive critical assessment of the scope, quality and
outcomes of these collaborations. Much of the literature focuses on South
African universities, and mainly on collaborative initiatives in the natural and
applied science disciplines, often among local universities. More importantly,
what are largely absent as objects of study are gender and its intersections, both
as constitutive social categories that define the agents and nature of inquiry, as
well as being critical entry points to epistemologies that could disrupt systemic
inequities in society.

Transforming the African Academy: Gender

as Subject and as a Constitutive Category

From a general feminist standpoint, gender is a crucial basis for constituting
and transforming social relations of power (Acker, 1992; Budgeon, 2013;
Metcalfe & Rees, 2010). Gender relations refer to “a complex system of
personal and social relations of domination and power through which women
and men are socially created and maintained and through which they gain
access to power and material resources or are allocated status within society”
(IFAD, 2000, p. 4; Johnson, 2015; Okeke-Ihejirika, 2017). From a general
feminist standpoint, gender is a crucial basis for constituting and transforming
social relations of power (Berger & Guidroz, 2010; Laube, 2021).

The experiences of Western colonization have “gendered” and “racial-
ized” African women and men in different ways, but it is safe to say that
the transition into postcolonial societies has, for the most part, benefited
men (Chadya, 2003). Africa’s universities reflect the resultant systemic gender
inequities, which are replicated in a diversity of administrative structures as well
as institutional cultures (Mama, 2003; Okeke-Ihejirika, 2004). It is, however,
important to note that women within and outside the academy are not entirely
vulnerable to these postcolonial circumstances. Overtly and covertly, they do
resist their subordinate status in various social arrangements, including the
university, thereby creating a diversity of resilient platforms to negotiate or
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navigate the “concrete constraints” that contemporary social arrangements
have thrown in their path (Kandioti, 2010, p. 81).

In making a case for gender inclusivity in academic structures, relations and
processes within African universities, it is also important to clearly differentiate
between (a) the conventional line of advocacy that emphasizes the need to
make room for women and (b) a viable argument for placing gender issues at
the center of deliberations for transforming African universities. Arguing for
research at the intersections of gender should be premised on existing evidence
that strongly supports the position that diversity and social inclusiveness of any
sort ultimately serve the society well. The current state of knowledge in the
field recognizes that men and women are equal partners in nation building and
social progress. Existing literature clearly shows that, on average, societies and
economies that attend to gender inequalities have better prospects for growth
and robustness (GGGR, 2014; Mercer Report, 2014).

In light of this knowledge, questions regarding the feminization of poverty,
intimate partner violence and participation in public decisions cannot be
removed from the development challenges of contemporary Africa (Bami-
wuye & Odimegwu, 2014; Idoko et al., 2015; Uthman et al., 2010). In the
African context, women’s strategic position in the family, their role in food
production, and their grip on the informal economy, among other instances,
certainly suggest that empowering them is not a matter of charity but, rather,
of self-preservation. Women’s role in development becomes even more critical
and inevitable, particularly in an era in which the supply of human capital in
Africa is highly deficient. The diversity and depth of gender inequality on the
continent thus compels the African academy to forge the necessary multidis-
ciplinary linkages to probe the socio-cultural, economic and political histories
that undergird contemporary life. This stance is both intellectual and political;
it is also strongly linked to fundamental questions about voice, power and
responsibility in the content and management of African universities (Mama,
2003, 2011; Morley, 2006; Okeke-Ihejirika, 2004).

Exploring Transnational Collaborations

at the Intersections of Gender: A Viable

Pathway to Transforming the African Academy

Local and global actors who pursue development initiatives increasingly recog-
nize the importance of integrating gender and its intersections into the
analysis of complex social problems. Over the past two decades, many Western
humanitarian organizations, research funding agencies (Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation, 2016) and governments (The Government of Canada, 2017;
USAID, 2012) have made significant policy changes that respond to docu-
mented evidence and emerging social trends about the many ways gender is
implicated in persistent social inequalities, especially in developing regions like
Africa. This wind of change is also evident in the rising profile that gender
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has gained in major development organizations in Africa—at least in principle.
Still, the search for viable pathways to social progress continues to present
problematic complexities at every turn (African Development Forum, 2008;
UNECA, 2017). Indeed, the scant available data with which to address Africa’s
social problems is succinctly expressed in a 2013 publication by the United
Nation’s Economic Commission for Africa:

Over the last decade, the centrality of gender equality in the achievement of
socio-economic and cultural development in society has been widely docu-
mented and proven….Considering this situation, there is a need for improving
national capacity of African countries to collect, compile and disseminate gender
statistics, by strengthening ongoing initiatives and activities in the region
and by undertaking new initiatives that might invigorate the availability and
improvement of gender indicators. (UNECA, 2016)

The urgency to cast a “gender lens” on existing measures that are aimed at
addressing social problems also resonates in emerging trends that are increas-
ingly changing social expectations of the ivory tower. African governments,
universities and scholars cannot afford to ignore these trends. Such trends
include the following, although this is merely a selection:

1. A shift away from what I refer to as “scholarship for its own sake,” to
research that recognizes that social problems are complex and may call
for a team approach rather than individual isolated inquiries (Carr et al.,
2018).

2. A push toward what I call the 5th space, which encourages meaningful,
multidisciplinary interactions among global intellectuals who nurture
academic networks that significantly undercut the challenges of collab-
oration across various geophysical location (Grand Challenges n.d.; Bill
and Melinda Gates Foundation n.d.).

3. Recent directives from global decision makers, particularly the United
Nations as well funding agencies that operate in Africa, which suggest
substantive social transformation cannot occur without a robust infu-
sion of gender considerations into university culture, decision making,
curriculum, research and graduate training (Unmillennium Project n.d.;
Sustainable Development n.d.; UNIDO n.d.). These entities increas-
ingly demand research collaboration among scholars, decision makers
and community stakeholders, and closer ties between academia and
industry—with gender considerations as a central component.

The quest for a collaborative network of knowledge production and sharing
among scholars from the sciences, humanities, social sciences, law and so
forth creates a web of cross-disciplinary spaces for broadening knowledge
production. These spaces are not confined to the conventional interdisciplinary
intersections in the social science and humanities that feminist scholarship has
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so far gained entry into. Academic knowledge can be “gendered” through
the intersecting activities of multiple agents from a multiplicity of knowl-
edge bases as they negotiate and transform transnational and postcolonial
contexts of mobility and development (Bailey, 2010). Gendering research
spaces also entails tapping into the network of transnational African female
feminist scholars; their research, knowledge production and continual scrutiny
of the policies and practices of Africa’s universities have propelled many of the
interventions made by Western stakeholders.

Integrating understandings of gender and its intersections into scholarly
collaborations also has crucial implications for graduate student training. At
this level, students should wrestle with the “whys” and “hows” of critical
inquiry. Furthermore, their training should be rooted in an intellectual tradi-
tion that exposes them to the complexity of social problems. It is also crucial
to guide students toward innovative research approaches that embed multi-
disciplinary lenses into their research methods. Institutional collaborations,
driven by diaspora engagement, may not only enhance graduate training
but could also hasten the building of Indigenous communities of scholars
and researchers. Such a development is likely to foster viable platforms for
nurturing broader research agendas that could respond to today’s complex
social problems. As noted earlier, research and scholarship in the twenty-first
century are increasingly collaborative endeavors, requiring the mobilization of
teams, resources and infrastructure across disciplines, institutions and global
regions.1

Working as a multidisciplinary team improves the quality of proposals,
viability of research projects and the learning experiences of scholars, students,
practitioners and policymakers. Collaborating in the 5th space not only
increases the potential for acquiring more research funding, it also provides
diverse sets of expertise and methodologies for robust graduate training in
research skills. The vision is to equip emerging scholars with the relevant skills
to align research programs to real-life problems. As their expertise grows, these
emerging scholars become what may be referred to as global intellectuals.
It will not matter where they are located; they will be sought after because
they have what it takes to compete and contribute significantly to the world
community. Moreover, they can easily be identified as important players in
a knowledge economy where information, rather than money, is the major
currency.

It is also important to stress that the process of building Africa’s knowledge
economy calls for culturally located agents well attuned to local conditions
and well aware of the stakes involved in protecting a people’s knowledge base
and civilization. These agents must be located in a research tradition that not
only challenges them to take on social problems but also rewards them with
appropriate incentives. International collaboration, if properly situated, may
not only facilitate the training of a new generation of scholars, it could also
provide the framework for setting up a broader research agenda for the conti-
nent. Moving in this direction requires the expertise of African scholars at



528 P. OKEKE-IHEJIRIKA

home and in diaspora who could assist in rebuilding organizational structures
as well as managing process and performance. As resource persons with insti-
tutional networks locally, internationally and transnationally, senior scholars
in diaspora could assist new universities to set up centers and programs that
respond to local knowledge demand, engage in capacity building with respect
to co-curricular development and expand research and funding bases through
collaboration with African-based scholars. Such an arrangement could nurture
stronger networks of stakeholders working toward desired goals and a greater
sense of community that gives ownership and direction to Africans (Zeleza,
2013; Foulds & Zeleza, 2014).

The envisioned transformation in Africa’s universities will also hinge on
the reach of transnational partnerships that these universities are able to forge
and leverage. Moreover, the success of collaborative research depends on what
robust frameworks the policymakers and academia are willing to put in place.
Knowledge synthesis rarely happens in a vacuum; it requires structures that
will evolve according to local demands and dynamics. The goal is not to adopt
a provisional approach, but to create frameworks of stakeholders, funders,
institutions and student cohorts that will sustain these multi-tiered interna-
tional linkages over time—until they become not only self-sustaining, but also
institutionalized. In this twenty-first century, the impact of successful research
collaborations on graduate training and human capacity development will
depend largely on an aggregation of teams, resources and infrastructure across
disciplines, cultures, institutions and global regions. These factors certainly
cannot be over-emphasized.

While transnational research collaborations have great potential for Africa’s
universities, they also currently have their drawbacks, which must not be over-
looked. It is safe to say that most ongoing collaborations are largely organized
and executed according to the dictates of Western funding agencies. Hence,
their sustainability also depends more on the flow of funding, rather than on
the capacity of African diaspora scholars and their partners on the continent, to
mobilize time and expertise toward significant structural change. The ongoing
unstable funding climate could undermine the current seeds of transformation
planted by strategically placed global scholars who have invested tremendously
in Africa’s universities (Mbeiki, 2003).

The quest for research collaborations at the intersections of gender, espe-
cially the transnational dimension, must also consider the possible impacts of
the migration of human expertise. The largest proportion of poorest coun-
tries in the world today is found in Africa. This condition has led to the
flight of human capital, otherwise known as “the brain-drain.” This entails
knowledge loss, whereby highly skilled professionals, including doctors, engi-
neers and university lecturers, immigrate abroad for greener pastures. Africa
migrants voluntarily take advantage of various immigration policies in Europe,
Australia, and North American countries that aim to attract qualified inter-
national students and skilled workers from across the globe to boost their
economic growth and development.2 This brain drain, an emerging discourse
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explores (Olutayo, 2016), could in some respects, translate into a brain gain
in the long run (Geber, 2013).

Conclusion

The need for African universities to collaborate with their counterparts in the
global North to address development challenges of the twenty-first century
and beyond remains a recurring concern among academics, university admin-
istrators, government officials and funding organizations. I have argued in this
paper that much literature discusses research collaboration and its benefits to
graduate students. However, a good deal of this work has focused on South
African universities, looking at collaborations in the natural and applied science
disciplines. It has also targeted collaborations between universities in the same
regions or localities. All this literature suggests that experiences and outcomes
of research collaborations in Africa are positive. Nevertheless, I have shown
that the recommendations so far articulated scholars have not significantly
addressed the gaps in these collaborations; nor have they translated to lasting
transformation-driven outcomes. If anything, research collaborations are still
patchy and poorly executed. I have also shown that the existing literature has
not paid much attention to work that emphasizes what I call “transnational
scholarly collaborations at the intersections of gender.” Indeed, one cannot
help but notice that there has been very little attention paid to gender as both
a central and strategic entry point in research collaborations.

Despite the contributions of women to various aspects of human endeavors
in Africa, gender still remains largely absent from many conversations about
transforming Africa’s universities, as if to suggest that the female contribu-
tion can be only marginal at best. It is in this context that I argued for the
importance of gender and its intersections—if we, as scholars and stakeholders,
hope to contribute toward the transformation of our universities. It is a fact
that bridging gender disparities will boost the productive capacities of not only
the education sector but also the economy on the whole.

Although I am extremely concerned about the poor state of research collab-
oration and the seeming apathy of the authorities in some of the African
universities, one of the most reassuring findings of my study is that research
collaboration has great potential to transform Africa’s universities and posi-
tion our continent on a path of transformational development. Certainly, more
research collaborations and partnerships across the globe are urgently needed.
This study thus envisages that the establishment of such frameworks will facil-
itate four key developments, which are critical to sustaining a viable research
collaboration across transnational borders:

• mutual understanding among all the stakeholders
• collective commitment to achieving prioritized developmental goals
• creative strategies directed at capacity-building outcomes
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• measurable feedback via monitoring, evaluation and reassessments of
results.

These seemingly giant steps are possible. Unfortunately, they will remain
simply visions yet to be acted upon, unless the political will can be gener-
ated to infuse gender concerns into the policy and practice of education in
Africa, particularly in universities. Beyond making gender central to academic
endeavors on the continent, it is also crucial to center feminist scholarship
as a site for institutional transformation. This is not simply in terms of knowl-
edge produced but also through institutional policies and practices. Part of this
political resolve, embedded in institutional structures, will depend on admin-
istrators and faculties that create spaces where women’s voices are recognized
and appreciated. Further, it will require that transparency and ethical impera-
tives underscore practices and processes, and that commitments to knowledge
production, synthesis and dissemination inform graduate training and research
collaboration policies.

Research has continued to underscore that gender inequality serves as a
major barrier to the transformation of African universities and the economic
growth of Africa more generally (UNECA, 2011). As I highlighted earlier,
including gender and its intersections as constitutive social categories and
as critical entry points to epistemologies is essential in African universities;
this strategy has great potential to transform African society. Any contempo-
rary discourse on Africa’s future must factor in the role of women because
they are also primary stakeholders in the transformation and development
we all envisage; moreover, they can readily mobilize individual and collective
resources toward the realization of a future that is both inclusive and empow-
ering for everyone on the continent. Therefore, the government, university
administrators and scholars must work together to create a gender-affirming
space in academia, one that is conducive to the inclusion and participation
of women. Such a space would acknowledge that women, intrinsically, are
formidable agents of change.

I conclude this commentary with an emphatic note on the need to explore
all avenues possible in order to attract new voices into our discourses on femi-
nist or gender scholarship. As I mentioned earlier, forums for feminist debates
remain an elusive space for many graduate students and emerging scholars in
Africa. These debates, regardless of their level of sophistication, are not likely
to achieve much if they remain little enclaves for scholars who are privileged in
one way or the other to participate. We also run a risk of marginalizing femi-
nist scholarship further in the future if the simple notion of gender as a useful
category of analysis does not inform the worldview of a sizeable proportion of
emerging cohorts of scholars in the continent.
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Notes

1. In addition to Foulds and Zeleza (2014), analyses of exchange programs
offered by western universities provide a critical lens here. See, for
instance, Shayo, R. 2014. Prospects and challenges of international
academic exchange programmes between universities in northern and
southern countries: reflections from a visiting scholar from an African
university. Nokoko (4)109–144.

2. For instance, the United States, Germany, France, Australia and Canada
Immigration system seeks to attract competent individuals who have
distinguished themselves in their field.
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CHAPTER 30

Revisiting Francophone Sub-Saharan Africa’s
Eurocentric Education System Through

a Decolonial Feminist’s Lens

Gertrude Mianda

Introduction

Focusing specifically on the education system in francophone Sub-Saharan
African countries, this chapter brings to light the gender inequality embodied
in the colonial education system. Education here should be understood as
the transmission of skills and knowledge in formal school settings around
organized activities within that space. The outcomes are also related to the
organization of the society as whole (Abdi & Cleghorn, 2005).

Most African countries have been independent for a half century or more,
yet the contemporary education system in Sub-Saharan Africa still reflects the
colonial legacy (Falola, 2020; Hima, 2020; Mianda, 2002, 2019, 2020). That
this education system perpetuates gender inequality, marginalizing African
women, can, in particular, be seen in francophone Sub-Sharan African coun-
tries (Mianda, 2002, 2019). The relevance of analyzing such systems in this
Sub-Saharan African region is based on the common language that this entity
called francophone Sub-Saharan Africa shares. Notwithstanding the fact that
these francophone countries are in different sub-regions, they are bound by a
common language—French—which stemmed from colonization by France as
well as Belgium, the latter in central Africa specifically (Manning, 2008). It is
worth noting that the introduction of the French language preceded official
colonization in the seventeenth century (Baghana et al., 2020, p. 55). While
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the formal French model of education reflects inheritance from the former
colonizing European countries, it is often overlooked that, prior to colo-
nization, Africa had developed formal education to a high degree. University
education in Timbuktu existed in the thirteenth century (Kane, 2016). Formal
education existed in Ancient Egypt and in Nubia (Troche, 2020, pp. 39–46).

Scholars have pointed out that the French language in Sub-Saharan Africa is
characterized by diversity manifested through the inclusion of different mother
tongues (Baghana et al., 2020). This multiplicity of French colored with local
African languages does not influence the education curriculum, which is still
given in standard French and was, most often, designed and implemented by
the colonial order.

The call for decolonization in education is concerned with the curriculum
(Adebisi, 2016) because in many countries the curriculum still reproduces the
colonial legacy or has not changed it significantly (Falola, 2020, p. 7).

Ngugi wa Thiongo (1987) promotes the use of African languages as a
way of decolonizing education. Questioning the hegemony of the colonial
language in education also entails resisting the Eurocentric gender model
which is inherent in the curriculum and emanates from the coloniality of
gender (Lugones, 2007, 2010). This heteronormative Eurocentric binary
gender system is constitutive of and interconnected with the coloniality of
power that classifies the world population based on race and control of labor
(Quijano, 2007; Quijano & Ennis, 2000). The coloniality of gender sheds
light on the intersectionality of race, gender, class, and sexuality constitutive
of the coloniality of power (Lugones, 2007, 2010). I argue for the decol-
onization of the education system through the lens of an African feminist
decolonial perspective which rejects Eurocentric gender coloniality from which
the Eurocentric model of education emanates.

This chapter brings to light how the coloniality of gender established
gender discrimination which, through the colonial education system in franco-
phone Sub-Saharan Africa, depreciates women (Berger, 2016; Martin, 2009;
Mianda, 2002, 2009, 2019). The effect of that legacy continues to be mani-
fested in the gender gap which leaves women behind men at all educational
levels in post-colonial Africa (Berger, 2016; UNESCO, 2015). The first
section of this chapter briefly describes the colonial education system in franco-
phone Sub-Saharan countries and sheds light on differences between colonial
and Indigenous education. Its intention is to provide insight into holistic
Indigenous education which, by transmitting African values, did not neces-
sarily exclude women. Using the African feminist decolonial lens, section two
discusses the decolonization of education.

The Colonial Education System and the Marginalization of Women
in Francophone Sub-Saharan Africa

In most francophone Sub-Saharan African countries, the colonial system of
education was under the responsibility of the missionaries (Martin, 2009;
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Mianda, 2002, 2007). Because they were among those who penetrated Africa
before colonization was established officially, it is not trivial that, at the Berlin
conference in 1885, the missionaries were designated as the best colonizers
(The Colonial Misunderstanding, 2004). Nor is it surprising that they were
entrusted with responsibility for the education system throughout most of
Francophone Sub-Saharan African.

This ownership of education by missionaries was not an innocent act. In
contrast, rather, it shows how colonization operated through the coloniality
of power (Quijano, 2007) to imbue its domination over the colonized popu-
lations. The way in which the colonizing structure illuminates the process
of colonization is instructive. Indeed, the colonizing structure had three
interlocking elements—the domination of physical space, the reformation of
native minds, and the integration of local economic histories into the Western
perspective (Mudimbe, 1988, p. 2) which “completely embraces the physical,
human, and spiritual aspects of the colonizing experience” (Mudimbe, 1988,
p. 2).

Moreover, to ensure the functioning of the colonial order, coloniza-
tion relied on three interconnected pillars—administrative, economic, and
missionary—each of which was enshrined in the colonizing structure and
constituted a support mechanism through which the colonial order operated.
The colonial system of education illustrates the interconnectedness of these
three pillars in ways that benefitted the colonial order.

Colonial Gender Education
in Francophone Sub-Saharan Africa

In many francophone Sub-Sharan African countries, the missionaries were
entrusted to lead the colonial education system based on an agreement
between the European colonial government and the Holy Ghost Fathers
(Martin, 2009; Mianda, 2002, 2007). The education system they established
aimed to train Africans to work in the modern activity sector to benefit the
European imperialist economy. For that purpose, the education system they
imposed encoded the gender division that was central to the Eurocentric
colonial gender system (Lugones, 2007).

The heteronormative binary system characteristic of the European gender
system is constitutive of and interconnected with the coloniality of power they
used to classify the world’s populations based on race and the control of labor
(Quijano, 2007). Thus, the coloniality of gender reveals the interconnection
of race, gender, class, and sexuality (Lugones, 2007, 2010).

To understand the gender division in the colonial education system that
was implemented in francophone Sub-Saharan Africa by France and Belgium,
two important aspects must be noted. First, the gender division stems from
the western vision of the separation between the spheres of production and
reproduction which is rooted in Ancient Greek culture (Mudimbe, 1994a,
2006, pp. 162, 164; Okin, 2000, pp. 345–351). Second, the gender division
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in colonial education had to be brought into line with the three pillars of the
colonizing structure that made colonization function effectively.

In Greco-Roman antiquity, the Athenian model established the separation
of the family and public spheres by associating “woman” with the first and
“man” with the second.

The Greek paradigm demanded that girls be respectable daughters of citi-
zens and become the mother of citizens. This rule was based on the opposition
between oikos and polis with oikos representing the interior, femininity—the
condition and the possibility of the continuity of the politeia. The polis, on
the other hand, referred to the exterior, the masculine, the paradigm of the
preservation of the politeia (Mudimbe, 1994a, 1994b, p. 83).

The politikonis is the place of knowledge (Mudimbe, 1994a, 1994b, p. 90).
It is a city which constitutes (educates, creates, fulfills) a man (Mudimbe,
1994a, 1994b, p. 90). Thus, in the city of Athena, men were associated with
the polis, the space of Power and Knowledge exclusively for men from which
women were excluded (Mudimbe, 1994a, 1994b, pp. 82–90). Women were
considered inferior to men. In a well-known statement in his Poetics, Aris-
totle notes that: “(…) a woman and a slave, both can be equally good; but
a woman is an inferior being and a slave is worthless” (quoted in Mudimbe,
1994a, 1994b, p. 90).

This division of gender roles that confines women to the interior—the
domestic sphere—and reserves ownership of knowledge to men has stood
the test of time and marked the education system in Europe through the
nineteenth century (de Keukeleire, 2020; Dinet, 2011; Picco, 2018). Its
sequel persists in the contemporary period manifesting itself in the opposition
between male and female spheres (Okin, 2000).

In France as well as Belgium, girls were admitted to the school system later
than boys. Before the seventeenth century, education was a privilege for girls
of the bourgeois class and the curriculum was limited to socializing them to
Christian values and teaching skills to organize the domestic sphere. For boys,
the purpose of school was training to occupy public space. For the popular
class, up to the nineteenth-century school generally remained accessible only
to boys (de Keukeleire, 2020; Dinet, 2011; Picco, 2018).

Girls’ schools were initially in the hands of religious congregations and
girls were taught Christian values and housework (Dinet, 2011; Picco, 2018).
Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in Europe, education
was based on the ideology that it should train women to become good wives
devoted to their husband and children (Dinet, 2011).

Women were admitted to secondary schools as well as universities later
than men and they were subjected to a different curriculum. Women were
first admitted to the university in Belgium about 1880. Nevertheless, prior to
1921, women could not be educated in professions such as law, medicine, or
pharmacy because these professions were characterized as being incompatible
with women’s roles as mothers and wives. The law adopted in 1921 autho-
rized women’s access to these professions (Jamin & Loriaux, 2001). In France,
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it was not until 1902 that universities began to admit women to medical and
pharmacy schools (Dinet, 2011). Thus, with its so-called “civilizing” mission,
colonization introduced its Eurocentric system of education, which vehicles
the patriarchal ideology inherited from the ancient Greek and Roman gender
model, into Africa.

As was the case in Europe, the colonial education system in Sub-Saharan
Africa was initially in the hands of missionaries (Martin, 2009; Mianda,
2002, p. 144; 2009) who had no interest in incorporating African knowl-
edge through education so that students would be equipped to compete with
Europeans (Barnes, 2020, p. 151). The gendered education system that they
established is indicative of the missionaries’ will to serve the interests of the
colonial order by collaborating closely with its economic and administrative
pillars. The way in which the system of education designed its curriculum
reveals the nested relationship between various colonial administrations and
the mining and agricultural companies.

The colonial ideology was that women in Africa, like those in Europe,
should be relegated to the domestic sphere. With such a mindset, the
curriculum created by missionaries, as well the organization of agriculture
imposed by the colonial order, seemed to agree in their functioning. In fact,
both the way the colonial missionaries framed the curriculum and the ways the
colonial administration reshaped the division of labor in the agricultural sector
resulted in marginalizing women by alienating their labor to their husband
and family.

The purpose of the curriculum in colonial education was to train boys to
acquire technical skills to become artisans, craftsmen, and other auxiliaries,
positions which were subordinate to those of the colonial settlers. In most
colonies, this boys’ education was introduced prior to that for girls (Dianzinga,
2015; Martin, 2009, p. 76; Mianda, 2002, p. 146). The initial focus of girl’s
education was on a curriculum that emphasized home making skills such
as laundering, ironing, serving, fieldwork, cooking. As in Europe, the colo-
nial curriculum was designed to prepare girls to become Christian wives and
mothers who would be trained in domestic skills and be attentive to nurturing
their husband and children (Martin, 2009, pp. 76–77; Mianda, 2007, p. 146).
With its intention to bind women to the household and limit their knowledge,
the colonial education system subjugated African women by alienating control
over them to men.

Given the interlocking nature of the colonizing structure, the subordination
of women through the colonial education system was also strengthened by the
colonial administration. In agriculture, laws were introduced that transformed
collectively held land into private property and designated the husband as the
sole household head. Thus, husbands were provided a legal basis for their
wives’ economic dependence (Coquery-Vidrovitch, 1997, p. 65). The colo-
nizers’ bias against women as cash crop producers resulted in women being
overlooked with respect to cash crop agricultural production and confined to
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subsistence crop production for family consumption and cultivate of foodstuffs
for the market (Coquery-Vidrovitch, 1997, pp. 59–64).

In this way, the gender pattern that prevailed in Europe was replicated in
the francophone Sub-Saharan African colonies. Hence, the colonizers over-
looked the gender division that existed in Indigenous education which did
not put women aside in the process of training or limit their scope of learning.
The colonial education system, therefore, introduced a process that distanced
Africans from their environment for the purpose of making them closer to the
West (wa Thiong’o, 1987). It served as a channel to decolonize the minds of
the colonized.

Indigenous Education
and Gender in Sub-Saharan Africa

Education is defined as a process through which one generation transmits
to the next “the accumulated wisdom and knowledge of society and prepare
young people for their future membership of the society and their active partic-
ipation in its maintenance and development” (Abdi, 2006, p. 15). Prior to
colonization, Africa had Indigenous knowledge of its own. This Indigenous
knowledge is characterized by the “connections with spirit, and metaphysical
realms of existence of a place (Dei, 2014, p. 167). Indigenous knowledge is,
therefore, a system that expresses the holistic natural and environmental views
of individuals belonging to a community and their relationship to their envi-
ronment (Semali, 1999; Zulu, 2006). Despite the diversity characteristic of
Sub-Saharan African countries, including those identified as francophone, they
share a common core of cultural traits with respect to Indigenous knowledge
(Paré-Kaboré, 2013; Zulu, 2006).

Through African education, Indigenous knowledge was passed from the
older to the younger generation in an informal manner through oral tradi-
tions (Abdi, 2006; Brock-Utne, 2000, p. 112; Nwafor & Ozioko, 2018;
Omolewa, 2007). Youth learned by imitating their elders and by practice
(Adeyemi & Adeyinka, 2002; Brock-Utne, 2000, p. 17; Emeagwali & Dei,
2014; Nwafor & Ozioko, 2018; Pourchez, 2014).

Given its method of communicating knowledge, African Indigenous educa-
tion is to be distinguished from Western education. African Indigenous
education was mainly based on participatory ways of knowing and learning,
allowing individuals to learn by imitation through ceremonies, work, and
oral literature. The community and the family and/or parents were respon-
sible for passing knowledge on to the young generation through stories,
proverbs, riddles, and by live examples (Kumbu, 2012; Omolewa, 2007).
Indigenous education was based on principles of preparation, functionalism,
communalism, perennialism, and holisticism (Adeyemi & Adeyinka, 2002;
Brock-Utne, 2000). The ways in which it integrated many activities such as
rituals and skills (Omolewa, 2007; Owuor, 2007) through activities such as



30 REVISITING FRANCOPHONE SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA’S EUROCENTRIC … 543

games, dancing, music, sports, the teaching of ethical values, and other prac-
tices which it also incorporated, reveals its holistic character (Brock-Utne,
2000, p. 112).

Indigenous knowledge was also transmitted through well-structured insti-
tutions such as initiation rituals, a type of formal institution shared throughout
most of francophone Sub-Saharan Africa. Initiation rituals were carried out by
community members chosen for their mastery of knowledge as well as their
wisdom (Mosweunyane, 2013). The rituals were to prepare youth—both girls
and boys—at the time of their transition to adulthood for the roles they would
occupy in society throughout their adult social lives (Kumbu, 2012; Obasi,
2018, p. 154; Omolewa, 2007). Indigenous education taught skills according
to gender roles (Nwafor & Ozioko, 2018). Gender-based separation was thus
central to the initiation rituals whose curriculum incorporates specific content
for boys and girls. Each gender was taught so that they acquired the skills they
needed to fulfill their distinctive adult gendered social roles. For their part,
boys were prepared to fill socially defined masculine roles by learning specific
skills necessary to becoming farmers, warriors, and blacksmiths (Obasi, 2018,
p. 154). Indigenous education taught girls to become good mother, wives, and
homemakers (Adeyemi & Adeyinka, 2002; Nwafor & Ozioko, 2018; Obasi,
2018). From this perspective, Indigenous education is comparable to Western
education.

However, despite the gender inequality in it that contributed to women’s
inferior status related to sexuality (Mianda, 2020), Indigenous education did
not intend to bind women exclusively to the household or distance girls from
learning necessary skills for living. While skills were taught in accordance
to gender roles, girls enjoyed equal status in learning which was rooted in
Indigenous knowledge that “extolled motherhood and spirituality especially
for women as illustrated in the case of Nnobi and Nsukka women in pre-
colonial time” (Obasi, 2018, p. 154). “(I)t is through initiation ritual that
girls received training in medicinal and religious knowledge” (Obasi, 2018
p. 157). Based on its holistic quality, Indigenous African education content
is material, physical, and social, as well as spiritual and promotes moral and
intellectual values (Adeyemi & Adeyinka, 2002; Brock-Utne, 2000). Hence,
the Indigenous knowledge transmitted to girls also reflects its spiritual dimen-
sion. Girls were trained to acquire female mysteries, herbal and indigenous
medicine, and religious values related to motherhood (Obasi, 2018). Through
imitation and practice, girls gained skills related to childbirth, obstetrical
technics, and healing strategies using herbal remedies for various treatments
(Pourchez, 2014). They were taught by women elders in the community or
family (Nwafor & Ozioko, 2018; Obasi, 2018; Pourchez, 2014). The Indige-
nous knowledge that women received was not uniquely focused on medicinal
aspects. According to the gender division of labor, in agriculture women were
responsible for planting crops. They learned knowledge about the use of local
pesticides and other indigenous methods of plant preservation transmitted
through generations.



544 G. MIANDA

Igbo women’s use of their local knowledge to preserve crops is a testimony
to the gendered curriculum in Indigenous education. From that curriculum
women mastered specific knowledge about how to produce soap with local
raw materials, palm oil, kernel oil, and a variety of other products (Nwafor &
Ozioko, 2018).

As primary family health care providers, African women received knowledge
about healing. Through their holistic African indigenous education, women
also learned to master technics related to the production and conservation of
crops and to produce materials according to their gender role. Despite the
gendered nature of the Indigenous education system’s curriculum, women
were not set aside in the process of acquiring knowledge in the way that
the colonial system of education marginalized them. In contradiction to the
holistic nature of the Indigenous education system, the colonial education
system intended to bind women to the domestic sphere where they were to
be housekeepers. In fact, the missionaries responsible for education wanted to
reproduce in Africa their own Eurocentric gender model with its patriarchal
values which consolidate women’s inferiority.

Decolonizing Education
in Francophone Sub-Saharan Africa

Decolonizing the education system can be defined as a process that:

includes, but is not limited to reclaiming, rethinking, reconstituting, rewriting,
and validating the indigenous knowledges and language, and repositioning them
as integral parts of the academy in universities where teaching and learning
reinforce hegemonic and oppressive paradigms which allocate differential social
locations to Western and indigenous knowledges. (Shizha, 2010, pp. 115–116)

Given that, discussion of decolonizing the system of education in Africa
fosters passionate debate among scholars because, even since independence,
the education system in most Sub-Saharan African countries has continued to
carry the colonial legacy (Falola, 2020). To Africanize the current curriculum,
numerous scholars advocate for the inclusion of Indigenous knowledge values
(Abdi, 2006; Dei & Asgharzadeh, 2006; Semali & Stambach, 1997; Shizha,
2010, 2014). Decolonizing formal education or its curriculum does mean
replacing it by Indigenous knowledge. It is a process of “moving forwards, not
backwards” (Adebisi, 2016, p. 437). Asserting gender equity, some scholars
also focus on the right to education for girls, meaning claiming representation
in the education system for them (Okeke, 2006, p. 81).

The argument in favor of decolonizing the colonial education system targets
the effect colonial education has had on African people’s minds. Therefore, the
classroom is approached as a site of psychological violence which has left its
permanent imprint on the minds of Africans (wa Thiong’o, 1987, p. 9). In
that sense, the colonial language learned in classroom has played a critical role
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as a tool that served to disconnect Africans from their culture (wa Thiong’o,
1987, pp. 16–17). Further, mastering the colonial language was a way in which
to be “civilized” and be distinguished from the “non-civilized.” To mention
one illustration, as the language of education in colonized francophone coun-
tries, the French language established a new criterion of stratification dividing
“civilized” from “non-civilized” Africans (Mudimbe, 1994b).

Language, as pointed out by wa Thiong’o, was “the most important
vehicle through which that [colonial] power fascinated and held the soul
prisoner.” “Language was the means of the spiritual subjugation” (Garnier,
2011; wa Thiong’o, 1987, p. 9). Similarly, Mudimbe (1988) noted the roles
that missionaries and ethnologists played in reforming Africans’ minds. As
mentioned, the missionaries oversaw the administration of colonial education
in most francophone Sub-Saharan African countries. In this regard, they were
in control of the production of knowledge in the education system which
reproduced Eurocentric gender values in the curriculum.

Little attention had been given to decolonizing the curriculum regarding
the Eurocentric gender model that was imposed through the colonial educa-
tion system in the hands of missionaries. The Eurocentric gender model
implemented through the curriculum similarly affected the minds of African
men and women. To illustrate this transformation of minds by colonial educa-
tion, one should refer to the cliché that situates the primary place of women
as “the kitchen.” The coloniality of being which resulted from the Eurocen-
tric gender curriculum introduced by missionaries is that women should be
bound to the house and men be providers of the household. While men were
trained to be subaltern to the white colonizer, women were taught only how
to manage the household. In the formal education system introduced by the
colonial order, they were marginalized. This gender division affected women’s
status, making them economically dependent on men. The status imposed on
women by the colonial order is in contradiction with the role women played
in pre-colonial Africa.

African feminists have criticized the eurocentrism of the coloniality of
gender, denouncing its racist characteristics, classism, and its representation
of African women’s roles (Amadiume, 1997; Mianda, 2002, 2009; Ogundipe,
1994; Oyewumi, 1997, 2003; Thiam, 1986). In that regard, African feminism
is, by essence, decolonial as it rejects the Eurocentric coloniality of gender. It
highlights the difference from the African gender system with its own patri-
archal values while recognizing the multiplicity of women’s experiences in
intersectional ways (AFF, 2007).

Given African feminists’ intersectional analysis based on race, gender, class,
and sexuality, African decolonial feminism is inclusive in the sense that it takes
into consideration the situation of all individuals in the African context. It also
resists and questions the effects of the global capitalist system and its impact
on African women as well as men.

Consideration of the African decolonial feminist lens which rejects the
Eurocentric curriculum with is its focus on coloniality of gender is essential
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to decolonizing the African education system to include Indigenous knowl-
edge. From this perspective, it is not mainly aimed at claiming only the right
to education for girls but also to claiming the right in education for them.

The right to education for girls is a response to the politics of main-
streaming that came in the aftermath of the first United Nation’s decade for
women which continues to be carried on through sustainable development
goals. It has resulted in progressively reducing gender disparities in the educa-
tion system in Africa (Berger, 2016; Mianda, 2019) but it has not resolved the
question of power in the education system in terms of who is entitled to be the
knowledge producer. Some scholars also advocate the right to education for
women by promoting and claiming their integration in science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics fields (Falola, 2020, pp. 20–21).

On the other hand, girls’ backwardness in education is commonly attributed
to early pregnancy and marriage (Fredriksen & Fossberg, 2014). Pointing
out these factors, which relate to African customs and traditions, is a way
of ignoring the effect of the Eurocentric gender system imbedded in colo-
nial education which framed the curriculum that marginalized women in the
science disciplines. Indigenous knowledge was not designed to exclude women
from the practice of science because women mastered certain healing tech-
niques using herbs and developed numerous skills to practice agriculture in a
holistic way that promoted the continuing well-being of their ecosystem.

African decolonial feminists oppose the Eurocentric coloniality of gender
which served as a basis for the colonial education system. By advocating the
decolonization of education, African decolonial feminists bring the Indigenous
knowledge system to the center of the curriculum. In addition to rejecting the
Eurocentric binary gender system with its racism, classism, and sexism, doing
this entails going backward to learn from the past when women were included
as knowledge producers. Excavating the past does not imply replicating it in
the present context. Rather, we need to dig into the past to learn from and
put lessons from that past experience in conversation with the present to adapt
so that we can move forward toward our aim of more social justice for women
as well as men.

Hence, decolonizing education should make use of the African decolonial
feminist lens through all disciplines in the education system for students as well
as in education administration. African decolonial feminists seek to decenter
the biased Eurocentric male view of the world and to introduce the holistic
African view knowing that it has its own gender inequity that need to be
challenged in pursuing the quest for social justice for all.

Conclusion

By questioning the Eurocentric coloniality of gender model missionaries used
as the basis for framing the curriculum in the colonial education system in
francophone Sub-Saharan Africa, African decolonial feminists are well posi-
tioned to claim for the decolonization of education. African feminists seek to
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re-insert African women as well as men in the mainstream as producers of
knowledge adapted in the present context. In consideration of the fact that
although Indigenous knowledge was divided by gender and characterized by
its own gender inequalities, it did not exclude any individual based on gender,
African decolonial feminists advocate not only for girls’ right to education but
for girls’ right in education. African decolonial feminism is against the Euro-
centric gender binary model based on inequalities generated at the intersection
of gender, race, class, and sexuality. By critiquing both gender inequalities in
Africa and those imposed by the Eurocentric coloniality of gender, African
decolonial feminists seek social justice.
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CHAPTER 31

Critical Theory as Lived Meaning: Exploring
Anti-Racist Practice in Post-Secondary

Education

Derek Tannis

Reflecting

I greet her and walk with her to the office we are meeting in, making small talk.
I slide open the glass door to a fluorescently lighted, nondescriptly furnished
space. She puts down her bag and sits on the edge of a chair, looking down
at the floor. I move to the desk and, from my satchel, pull out an envelope. I
sit down, place my clasped hands on the desk and explain the purpose of the
meeting, elaborating on our earlier phone conversation, asking her again if she
wants to have someone else present. She says, in a tight voice, “I will see if I
need someone after this meeting”. I assure her of my focus on her wellbeing and
success and as I talk, my shoulders release, my hands unclasp. In the ensuing
silence, I sense my foreignness to this space, swooping in from another campus
miles away, my privilege and institutional position palpable. The student leans
back and I explain that I have a letter for her that we can discuss together.
She glances at me skeptically and then reaches over and takes the envelope. She
removes and unfolds the letter slowly and holds it with both hands close to her
face, covering everything but her eyes. When she comes to the first sentence
of the allegation, she abruptly presses the letter into her lap. She shifts as if to
stand up, then speaks in a quickening voice, “It says here that I raised my voice.
That I was threatening”. She shakes her head, “Well…What do you expect? I’ve
learned to fight for myself. I was in prison. I am a strong, Indigenous woman.
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A mother. If someone sees me as threatening, well, I am protecting myself. My
family”. We sit looking at one another in silence, and then, she says, as if to
herself, “But…maybe I could have done it different. I am learning to be proud
without being angry”.

Introduction

In this reflection, I recall the contours of a critical moment, as the
Director overseeing my institution’s student conduct office in the province of
Saskatchewan (Canada), with an Indigenous student facing charges of non-
academic misconduct. In that meeting, institutional power and policy are
omnipresent. The procedures of student non-academic conduct policy are not
abstractions; they are experienced through our interactions, embodied in the
presentation of a letter. From a critical perspective, underlying societal racism
and the legacies and contemporary realities of colonization in our Canadian
context are palpable, evidenced by disproportionately low Indigenous post-
secondary participation and completion rates, and disproportionately high
incarceration rates (Battiste, 2013; Daschuk, 2014; Stonechild, 2006). Saying
this is not to judge the student’s conduct, but rather to investigate my own
context as a Settler-Canadian, committed to advancing anti-racist practices in
post-secondary education (Mackey, 2016; Regan, 2010; Denis, 2007).

This chapter draws upon my study of the co-creation of transformative
Indigenization and internationalization in post-secondary education (Tannis,
2019). In this research, which included conversational interviews with 23
faculty, staff and students, anti-racism emerged as a central, underlying aspect
of the participants’ approach to their practices as leaders, teachers and help
providers. Following Kendi’s definition of anti-racism (2019), my partici-
pants’ anti-racist practices surfaced through their experiences “supporting an
antiracist policy through their actions or expressing an anti-racist idea” (p. 13).
Their actions and expressions reflected assertions that “racial groups are equals
in all their apparent differences – that there is nothing right or wrong with
any racial group” and that “racist policies are the cause of racial inequities”
(p. 20). As with my experience in student conduct, the participants in my
study recognized that, as anti-racist practitioners, we are “surrounded by racial
inequity, as visible as the law, as hidden as our private thoughts” (p. 22). In
this sense, this chapter opens to the question of what it means to “know-
ingly strive to be an antiracist” in our post-secondary institutions, a practice
that demands “persistent self-awareness, constant self-criticism, and regular
self-examination” (p. 23).

Using this as a case study, I thus attempt, in the following pages, to show
how critical phenomenology offers a unique and valuable addition to crit-
ical policy analyses of anti-racism. In the first section of this chapter, I situate
myself and my research approach. In the second and third sections, I engage
a critical phenomenological analysis of my research participants’ descriptions
of their anti-racist practices. In the last section, I conclude by linking this case
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study with the central argument of this chapter—that critical approaches to
phenomenology can bring lived meaning to critical theories of education. In
this chapter, I follow aspects of a phenomenological writing style that include
“methods of tone, lived-thoroughness, nearness, intensification, appeal, and
answerability” (van Manen, 2014, p. 241). Thus, I will be using first-person
and, at times, will speak of “we” and “our”, when reflecting on lived anti-racist
practice. This approach is not meant to be presumptuous, nor exclusionary,
but is rather a stylistic approach that aims to “reflect on life while reflecting
life” (p. 296).

Seeking

It may go without saying that the relationship between phenomenology
and critical theory is fraught with distrust (Marder, 2014; O’Neill, 1972).
The underlying disagreements are many: phenomenology is questioned on
the basis of the extent to which subjective interpretations of phenomena
can be bracketed, or suspended; empirical limitations of early claims of
phenomenology are questioned in terms of uncovering universal essences of
lived experiences; and subsequently, critics argue that phenomenology is not
an appropriate methodology to explore social, cultural and economic struc-
tures of power (Marder, 2014). According to Marder (2014), these critiques
have, however, also been part of ongoing reformulations of phenomenology
as critical turns toward empiricism, being, ethics and interpretation itself. In
the words of Salamon (2018), what makes phenomenology critical is that “it
is following an imperative that is both critical in its reflexivity and phenomeno-
logical in its taking-up of the imperative to describe what it sees in order to
see it anew” (Salamon, 2018, p. 12).

The application of phenomenology to the human sciences is therefore
diverse and contentious in its range, scope and methods (van Manen, 2014).
For the study that forms the basis of this chapter, I drew upon the approach
and methods outlined by van Manen (1997, 2014) and Vagle (2014). The
interviewing technique of van Manen (1997) focuses on recalling lived expe-
riences related to the topic of inquiry. For both van Manen and Vagle, the
researcher sees the process as a conversation, consolidating and sharing back
lived experience descriptions that participants have offered, exploring together
their potential lived meanings. Vagle, applying phenomenology to political
philosophy, adds a further layer, employing the term lines of flight.

[T]he concept, lines of flight, does not assume that any thing, idea, belief,
goal, phenomenon, person, animal, object, etc., can be thought of as stable,
singular, and final. Instead, all things are connected and interconnected in all
sorts of unstable, changing, partial and fleeting ways. This is important to post-
intentional phenomenology as a political philosophy as the connective nature
of social, ethical, and political relations does not lend itself to simplicities and
essences. It does lend itself to complexities and tentative understandings. (Vagle,
2014, p. 118)
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A fundamental aspect of critical phenomenology is a commitment to remain as
open as possible to the “complexities and understandings” of lived experience,
as it relates to other disciplinary knowledges, including critical sociological and
political theories (Vagle, 2014, p. 18). Vagle draws from Dahlberg (2006) in
employing the term, bridling, as a way to ensure “we do not understand too
quick, too carelessly” such that we “do not make definite what is indefinite”
(p. 16). This indefinite approach to research analysis is grounded upon “the
problem and promise of openness” which “may still be the source from which
phenomenology’s richest possibilities spring forth, even in these dark times”
(Salamon, 2018, p. 16).

While there remain philosophical differences between critical theories of
education, including Critical Race Theory, and critical phenomenology, there
is also, as Salamon (2018) wrote, a potential for tapping their “richest possibil-
ities” by drawing from their commonalities (p. 16). These commonalities are
grounded in three interconnected ways. First, they view what we term reality
as being socially constructed, including “relationships of inequality and privi-
lege” (Diem et al., 2019, p. 6), such that we experience “racism [as being]
embedded in the structure of society” (Bonilla-Silva, 2015). In this sense,
to explore our realities through these approaches, “attention is given to the
differences between policy rhetoric and practiced reality” (Diem et al., 2014,
p. 1072). As Husserl (1970/2002) wrote, we live our social realities in “a
realm of original self-evidences […] in immediate presence, or, in memory
[…] arising out of particular activities” that are rooted in “the concreteness of
the lifeworld” (p. 167). As Henry and Tator (2009), explained, the concreteness
of everyday racism in the lifeworld of our post-secondary institutions opens to
the exigency of critical analyses of anti-racist policy and practice.

Everyday racism in the academy, as well as across a wide range of interlocking
institutional and discursive spaces, involves the many and sometimes small ways
in which racism is experienced by racialized people in their interactions with
the members of the dominant White culture. It expresses itself in behaviours;
anecdotes; sexualized, ethnicized, and racialized jokes; inappropriate glares and
glances; gestures; and forms of speech. Often it is not consciously experienced
by its perpetrators, but it is immediately and painfully felt by its victims. The
everyday racism in the academy heightens one’s sense of vulnerability and affects
one’s sense of self-esteem and personal self-confidence. (Henry & Tator, 2009,
p. 27)

Given that critical theories of education and critical phenomenology pay
particular attention to everyday practice, they also place emphasis on narratives
that critique or counter dominant, or taken-for-granted, discourses (Bonilla-
Silva, 2015; Diem et al., 2019; Vagle, 2014). As Bell (2016) wrote, narratives
create potential openness, whereby others “will often suspend their beliefs,
listen to the story, and then compare their views, not with mine, but with those
expressed in the story” (p. 36). For van Manen (2014), the impact of “sto-
ries or anecdotes” can be attributed to the fact “that they can explain things
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that resist straightforward explanation or conceptualization” through “the
vividness and presence of an experience” (p. 251). The underlying tension,
however, with individual accounts of racism and anti-racism is that they may
perpetuate the perception that racism is fundamentally an individual experi-
ence, rather than being ideologically and structurally framed (Bonilla-Silva,
2015). Addressing such ideological framing is arguably central to the context
of education (Cueto & Rios, 2016; Dua, 2009; Ladson-Billings, 1999; Parker,
2020) and educational research (Harper, 2012). For, while phenomenological
traditions place “value” on “how the human being experiences the world” (van
Manen, 2014, p. 58), critical approaches to a phenomenology of anti-racist
practice in post-secondary education must also take, as its starting point, that
our experiences and ways of interpreting them, even in the moment of their
being experienced, are deeply conditioned by socio-economic, socio-historical
and socio-cultural factors (Marder, 2014; O’Neill, 1972; Vagle, 2014). Such
a starting point must necessarily recognize ongoing racist and colonial poli-
cies and practices as they are lived (Kendi, 2020; Russell, 2020; Tuck &
Wayne, 2012). This recognition thus includes the contextual, inter-subjective
knowledges and experiences that shape our interpretation of anti-racist policy
through lived practice (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012). In the words of
Schwartz-Shea and Yanow (2012),

Admitting the possibility (and legitimacy, from a scientific perspective) of local
knowledge in the search for understanding contextualized concepts and actor
meaning-making of events, etc. opens the door to knowledge generated by
others than the scientist alone. Sense-making by the researcher depends, in this
view, on sense-making by those actors, who are called upon to explain them to
the researcher (whether literally, in interviews, or in the common conversations
of everyday living, or less directly, in written or other records that constitute
the material traces of acts, things, and words). (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012,
p. 80)

To argue that anti-racist policy, as embodied practice, involves shared sense-
making, thus demanding that my positionality not be overlooked. I come to
the topic and practice of anti-racism as someone who has been working in
the post-secondary sector for over 25 years, largely in the international educa-
tion and student services areas. I am a cisgender male, Settler-Canadian with
Scottish-Irish and Lebanese-Syrian roots, born and raised in Ottawa, Canada.
As a post-secondary practitioner, dedicated to anti-racism, my understandings
of my own identity and privilege have shifted and continue to shift consider-
ably. In the words of Nancy (2015), I have come to understand identity as
“the landing point – or the point of inscription, one might say – when a path
can begin to be traced out […] A point and a labyrinth, such is the secret
of an identity” (p. 22). I recognize that one of my central landing points is
that I have been brought up within a family and society that has been, and
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continues to be, shaped by the labyrinthine webs and layers of colonization
and structural racism.

My “privileged status” in being able to take the time to research and write
on the topic of anti-racism requires my commitment to “formulating a mean-
ingful purpose and being the measure for the ultimate efficacy” of what I write
(Fenton, 2020). Writing about lived experience of anti-racist practices within
“post-secondary communities [that] face special challenges when it comes to
policy engagement on divisive issues” (Remocker et al., 2020, p. 187) requires
that I must, as a non-racialized student services practitioner, continuously
“engage in self-disclosure of how it [racism] lives within me” (Brookefield,
2014, p. 91). In such self-disclosure, I recognize the limits of my own philo-
sophical traditions and understandings that I have drawn upon in this chapter.
In this spirit, these next pages are, using Rocha’s (2015) words, akin to
dipping a sponge into the ocean of our lifeworld(s), saturated with legacies
and structures of racism and colonialism:

Being is the sea, and we are within it, pulled by the subsistent tides and forces,
existing as an embodied sponge, always gushing with excess — saturated with
and within Being, alive with energy and spirit. […] Unlike the methods of
science, phenomenological method is not intended to simply address the cup
of existence as fully as possible. The phenomenologist tries – and always must
fail – to explore the very horizon of saturation and gain insight into the ontolog-
ical excess that eludes our particular ways of being-within, subsisting, existing,
and thereby extending potentiality, the saturation-point of the imaginable, the
possible, and the real. (Rocha, 2015, p. 26)

Saying

Exploring the prevalence and impacts of racism in post-secondary educa-
tion is a context where “the stakes are indeed high: to talk about racism
is to occupy a space saturated with tension” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 162). The
tendency in research and practice is to reframe racism in terms that are more
palatable, less discomforting for those who are non-racialized (Ahmed, 2012;
Harper, 2012). In my research, I experienced this tendency, both in how I
framed my research questions and in my participants’ responses. However,
through building trust and engaging in multiple conversational interviews, my
participants’ lived experiences of racism surfaced.

I facilitate a seminar where I’m not responsible for curriculum. I have no power,
no authority, no control in terms of lecture content...But I do have that learning
space within the seminar in which to foster a positive and safe learning environ-
ment. In every class I facilitate, I want to provide the opportunity that allows for
the student to come forward and say, “I grew up in a racist household. I only
know negative stereotypes or I know nothing at all. I grew up in a household
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where people said bad things about Aboriginal people”. I facilitate an environ-
ment that allows for the students to explore and discover that for themselves.
There’s an awareness and they’re young. They don’t want to be ugly, right?
They want to be better than that, right? They aspire to be better.

In this reflection, Elsie, an Indigenous scholar, cultural practitioner and
teacher, speaks of how she navigates her intentional, transformative role within
the constraints, and pervasive racism, of a predominantly White post-secondary
environment. Elsie endeavors to make her classroom a space where students
can come to see their own racism and express their learning and growth, each
in their own developing understandings of the anti-Indigenous racism that
permeates their lifeworlds. She acknowledges the youth of her students, and
of her own position as an experienced Indigenous educator, where she “sits
back a bit more” having “already been through all of these things”. Elsie’s
approach may seem, in some sense, antithetical to anti-racist practice; however,
Dominic, in reflecting on a human rights disclosure meeting with a colleague,
also speaks to this seemingly acquiescent approach.

I can’t get her to verbalize what I think might be going on, and I sense it as a
failure of our climate. What is it about our environment here that won’t allow
her to say that to me? What is it about her work environment that has damaged
her to the point where she can’t even say the words? If she doesn’t want to
identify as having been subjected to racism, I’m okay with that. I don’t want to
put her into a victim box. I look at it as, “What’s wrong with this system? Why
can’t we have these conversations?”. Even the idea of saying the word “racism”.
If you accuse someone of being racist, that’s pretty heavy. If she doesn’t want
to talk about racism, okay. We can we talk about conversation coaching, about
how to avoid those conversations. We can talk about how to make her more
equipped to stand up for herself. I’ll do what I can within where she’s prepared
to go.

For Dominic, acknowledging that a colleague is experiencing racism involves
listening and responding to his colleague in a way that respects how she
describes her experience. He does not interject his interpretation, but reflects,
internally, on what her experience says about the environment they work in
together and how he might be able to assist over time, to a point where his
colleague may be able to name the racism she may likely be experiencing.
Leonardo and Porter (2020) described what may be at the heart of the
approach that Elsie and Dominic, and the participants in my study spoke of,
in some way or another:

When paired with clarity in purpose and solidarity with the other, where judge-
ment is practiced but one is never judged, discomfort can be liberating because
it enables whites and people of color to remove the mask. They may end up
knowing each other more fully as human beings rather than the shell of one:
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whites assumed to be more superior than they are, people of color more infe-
rior than they are. After many years in the university setting, we have learned
that this apostasy – of creating risk as the antidote to safety – leads to more
transformative learning opportunities. (Leonardo & Porter, 2020, p. 203)

Acknowledgements of students’ and colleagues’ lived experiences with racism
may be integrated into one’s depth of awareness of the context in which they
disclose their experiences. The potentially weakening label of victimhood, re-
victimizing repercussions from accusing another of racism, or the defensive
withdrawal of engagement in the face of being accused of racism all loom
heavily. Even if our students and colleagues do not name racism, by entering
into our anti-racist offices and classrooms, we might presume they are seeking
the means to refuse the racist treatment they are facing, or that they may, under
the right conditions, be capable of refusing underlying aspects and ideologies
that frame their own racist identities. As we may intuitively grasp, or as we may
have directly experienced ourselves, such refusal takes on a different tenor than
acknowledgment. Sophie describes such an experience.

A professor makes an Islamophobic comment. I am sitting next to a friend who
wears a hijab. She looks at me and I am thinking, “She can’t speak. She’s much
more vulnerable than I am. She’s not born here.” I say, “What you just said
was very essentializing and smacks of Islamophobia, and I really don’t appreciate
you speaking that way about my community”. I have a lot of good friends in
the class, but no one acts as an ally. The professor responds, “I’m just telling
the truth and it makes you uncomfortable.”

Sophie reflects upon an interaction from her university studies that has
shaped her understanding of how racist behavior can be enacted within a
university context. Sophie’s experience reveals the impact of inappropriate
faculty-student interaction and opens to tensions that are often just beneath
the surface of the post-secondary institutions in which we work. As a grad-
uate student, she underscores the risks and vulnerabilities of refusing to be the
object and subject of racism, of sensing (self-) protectiveness, alienation and
disapprobation, even when surrounded by friends. She determines to speak
out, in the face of a faculty member, who, exerting his power differential,
seeks to “disrupt [her] practical relation to self by denying [her] recognition
for particular claims to identity” (Honneth, 1995, p. 132). Melinda speaks
to such refusal in defending what she terms the “honour” of international
students at an institution-wide meeting on internationalization strategy.

Students, Deans, people have been elected to serve on this committee. People
get going on how international students can’t speak English, why are we letting
them in, it’s too much work. A faculty member is sitting in front of me, waving
her hands around and complaining about the Chinese students in her class. I
feel I’m going to take it on. I look around. I like to see if someone’s going to
take it on and, if they’re not going to, then I do. As long as I know enough or
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am reasonably sure I can make a rational argument. Because if you’re a woman
in administration, you don’t get lots of chances to make a significant point. I’m
frustrated and get indignant. It’s full of falsehoods. It doubly annoys me when
I’m in a meeting with academics who will never let their students get away with
an assertion without evidence. All of those emotions get to me and my heart
starts to pound. I start speaking and then I’m mad at myself because I’m not
putting it in a very eloquent way. I’m just mad and adversarial. I haven’t made
a friend but at least those words are floating out there in the air.

Refusal for Melinda, as a white female Dean, includes a calculated risk. Before
interjecting, Melinda scans the group to see if there is anyone who might
contest what is being said. As she goes to speak, she senses a change in her
emotional and physical state and her words become less articulate. She is
deeply aware of her relational connection with her colleagues, of the adversarial
tone that can invariably come with addressing racism.

Along these lines, many participants described refraining from using terms
like White privilege loosely, too early on in their courses or workshops, or
without advance context or consideration of the potential effect, knowing
how quickly such a term can shut down their students and colleagues. From
DiAngelo’s (2018) perspective, such an approach might be sidestepping what
she terms white fragility in the face of being called to task for racist micro-
aggressions, or using Kendi’s terms (2020), racist abuse. However, it may
also be said that, from a phenomenology of practice perspective, Elsie, for
example, nurtures an “emancipatory biographical praxis” which, in being “use-
fully explored and enhanced”, she feels helps her students transform their
understanding of the racism that Indigenous peoples face and their role in
its perpetuation (Hoggan et al., 2017, p. 58). In a sense, it may be that
anti-racist practice, spoken as acknowledgment and refusal of our institutional
policies, invites or challenges us to assume our responsibility in creating braver
anti-racist spaces of engagement (Arao & Clemens, 2013).

Following Levinas (1998/1974), in such spaces, we may experience more
than what is and isn’t “said” (Levinas, 1998/1974, p. 5). We may experience a
signifying beyond what is said, and in that sense, in the lived relationality of our
anti-racist practice, “saying is not a [language] game” (Levinas, 1998/1974,
p. 5). Levinas (1998/1974) wrote:

Responsibility for the other, in its antecedence to my freedom, its antecedence to
the present and to representation, is a passivity more passive than all passivity,
an exposure to the other without this exposure being assumed, an exposure
without holding back, exposure of exposedness, expression, saying. This expo-
sure is the frankness, sincerity, veracity of saying. Not saying dissimulating itself
and protecting itself in the said, just giving out words in the face of the other,
but saying uncovering itself, that is, denuding itself of its skin, sensibility on the
surface of the skin, at the edge of the nerves, offering itself even in suffering.
(Levinas, 1998/1974, p. 15)
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In our day-to-day work, we may indeed sense that we are involved in some
kind of game, navigating the politics and demands of our institution, where we
“protect” ourselves, by “giving out words in the face of the other” (Levinas,
1998/1974, p. 15). And yet also, at the same and at other moments in time,
we may be involved in work that, in taking us beyond our zones of comfort
and into unknown horizons, “uncovers” who we are in communion with, that
opens us to the sensibility of saying itself, to the “vulnerability, exposure to
outrage, wounding” in the exposure of our “saying” in our anti-racist practices
(Levinas, 1998/1974, p. 15).

Doing

I am with one of my friends at a restaurant downtown. Two guys walk by and
one calls me the “N-word”. They walk away, then loop back. We’re standing in
a circle talking. There is tension, as if they are thinking, “What are you going
to do?” I am thinking, “It’s one in the morning. I’m tired. Some guy just
called me the ‘N-word’. I might try to fight him, but that’s not something that
will reflect good on anything I’m doing.” So instead, I decide, “If they have a
conversation with me, I’ll try to speak to them like a person.”

In this reflection, Terrence, a student leader at his institution, describes being
a target of racist aggression. Terrence’s reaction reaches deep into his identity
and past experience, having been in similar situations before and not having
restrained his response. In this moment, he suppresses his initial impulse to
fight back, knowing that his actions would also reflect on his role as a student
leader. The alienation and racism that Terrence describes cannot be compart-
mentalized. Terrence brings such (recent) experiences of racist abuse with him
into his post-secondary environment, into the work he is doing as a student
leader. In this line of explicit racism, Cassandra reflects on a moment, when in
the midst of her day, she finds herself speaking with a man who proclaims his
support for a terrorist organization, demanding a ticket to a sold-out panel on
the Syrian refugee crisis.

A person scares the bejesus out of our receptionist and is transferred to me. He
rants on the phone, “Why are you holding this panel? Why do you care about
refugees? I support ISIS.” I basically say, “This is my role and what I can tell
you. If you have other concerns, these are your options.” He hangs up. I’m in
shock. I tell my supervisor and he calls the police. They come, take a statement,
and undercover police attend the event.

Cassandra reacts resolutely, and yet, once she has time to reflect, realizes just
how serious the situation is, not just for her, but for her colleagues and for her
institution as a whole. Like Terrence, she does not engage in a verbal alterca-
tion, but redirects him and, ultimately, ensures the safety of the event that she
is hosting. In the face of racist threats or support of violence, Cassandra and
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Terrence do not engage with their self-disclosed antagonists with reciprocated
violence, verbal or otherwise. Knowing their own relationship to anti-racist
practice, they exert a level of self-awareness that extends beyond the moment,
into their relationships with the communities they are part of and in which
they work. It may be said that they refuse to be drawn into the webs of antag-
onism and the logic of violence, yet also acknowledge the inherent “agonistic
confrontation” at the heart of anti-racist practice (Mouffe, 1999, p. 756). In
a relatable context, Chris says:

When an adversary is strong and belligerent and is doing so in order to have
the outcome they want, I’m not very good at even staying in the conversation.
I just get angry and I shut down. I go red, my headache will start to throb
even more and I will stew on it for days. This is the individual’s interpretation
of the institution. Because of where they interact in the institution, they may or
may not have got that right. It’s my struggle to find more spaces of interaction
that counter that perspective, that allows me to develop my own understanding
of “Is that really likely to happen? Is that threat based on just a pattern of how
you get things done? Is that a true reading of the politic and the environment
at the level you operate in? Is that just your own individual perspective?”

In this reflection, Chris describes his struggle to keep international student
issues on the institutional agenda’s hierarchical, decision-making process. He
describes such experiences as being fundamentally adversarial, similar to Melin-
da’s earlier reflection about what she described as defending the “honour” of
Chinese, international students. As an adversary, for Chris and many of the
participants in my study, persistence in pursuing a particular policy goal or
related shift in institutional culture, requires them to attenuate themselves to
the perspectives, influences and privileges of power in the face of conflicting
issue-framing and/or decisions on policy instruments (Stone, 2002). They
seem to speak to the “mixed game” of “pluralist politics”, which is “in part
collaborative and in part conflictual and not as a wholly co-operative game as
most liberal pluralists would have it” (Mouffe, 1999, p. 756).

As we enter into adversarial positionalities as anti-racist practitioners,
sensing that we are becoming unfriendly, potentially experiencing changes in
our physical states, with rising heart rates, a quickening voice, a headache,
we may be experiencing our deviation from the dominant pattern of liberal
consensus that currently pervades the social and political sphere (Mouffe,
2005). Such struggle against the “deep seated internal contradictions” and
“structure and power relationships” delimits radical, transformative institu-
tional change (Burrell & Morgan, 1979, p. 34). We may sense that we should,
by the dominant, normative standards of our institutions, remain (question-
ably) objective, cool, unemotional, and yet find that the situations we face
require us to act with firmness and clarity that, from that same standard, posi-
tions anti-racist practice as threatening (Ahmed, 2012). It may be said that
anti-racist practitioners will necessarily experience “disagreement concerning
the way social justice should be integrated into [their] institutions”, in ways
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that are more or less “considered as legitimate and indeed welcome” (Mouffe,
2005, p. 113). Henry and Tator (2009) speak to this underlying agonism,
applying the term democratic racism:

Democratic racism is an ideology in which two conflicting sets of values are
made congruent to each other. Commitments to democratic principles such
as equality, fairness, and justice conflict with, but also coexist with, negative
feelings about racialized individuals and groups and discrimination against them.
One of the consequences of this conflict is a lack of support for policies and
practices that might improve the relatively low status of racialized communities.
(Henry & Tator, 2009)

As practitioners, we may be engaging multiply in the spheres of policymaking,
teaching, helping and leading, depending on our role(s) within our insti-
tutions. In that sense, at any point in the day, we may be simultaneously
engaged in pursuing anti-racist policy within our division, helping racialized
students through difficult situations, and teaching students, drawing from anti-
racist methods and content. From the perspective of critical phenomenology,
anti-racist practice may be understood, in this sense, as policy embodiment,
whereby “policy discourses […] are always and inevitably mediated for indi-
viduals through their material (flesh and blood, sentient, thinking and feeling)
bodies” and the “actions” of our colleagues and students (Evans & Davies,
2012, p. 624). Sophie speaks to such policy embodiment, as anti-racist
practice, in visceral terms:

Students in my workshops or my university classes make Islamophobic
comments. Everybody wants to talk about terrorism all the time. You just
scratch the surface. It’s just waiting. I offer my own body as a site of study
that interrupts these notions of what this identity group is and to begin to
complexify, demystify this exoticized trope that circulates through society. I can
do that with my students because that’s what I’m there for. I’m not there to be
in battle.

Sophie’s observations on the “offering of her body” reveals her non-combative
approach to engage her students in exploring their prejudices, ignorance,
concerns, and questions. In so doing, she enacts what it means to be
spoken of, demanding her students to try to see her more clearly in their
(mis)understandings of Islam and what it means to be Muslim. Sophie takes
up with her students how it is that, in the context of post-secondary education
and the broader society in which they live, “bodies that signify religiosity” can
often be “suspected of being biased” (Douglass, 2016, p. 111). In recounting
the racism that she experiences, it is as if Sophie becomes a “liminal pathway”
for her students’ evolving certainties about Muslim women (Sehdev, 2010,
p. 117). Sehdev (2010) poetically and forcefully depicts such embodied limi-
nality, using an analogy of “bridging” for the difficult work of intercultural
learning (p. 117):
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The bridge is liminal because the crosser is surrounded with its absence, and
with the knowledge of that liminality is necessary for any sort of political
or cultural connection. The subjectivities of women of colour comprise the
anchoring posts of the bridge, and their stretching bodies, the planks. This is
not an apparently warm embrace or a chokehold, though it is bodily, dangerous
and often painful. The bridge is a gruesome structure dependent on the labour
of those stretching to create the passageway upon the backs of those who are
liminal and so implicates the crosses in the threat of the pain of those who are
crossed upon. (Sehdev, 2010, p. 117)

When a colleague offers herself, like Sophie, to bridge differences, increase
understanding or address inequity and prejudice, there is a risk taken that
not all of us might be able to comprehend. Sehdev’s (2010) analogy evokes
hooks’ (2010) description of the physical, emotional and inter-subjective, lived
meaning of critical thinking. For hooks (2010), critical thinking is a relational,
public offering of our personhood in spaces that, in the act of offering, help
our students and colleagues to develop “empathy for others, an understanding
of the circumstances that influence and inform their thoughts and behaviours”
(hooks, 2010, p. 186). As Sophie demonstrates, this offering, or “labour”,
of “bridging” (Sehdev, 2010, p. 117) as a teacher and trainer requires her to
“anchor her subjectivity” such that her students and colleagues can “cross” her
own “body” as a site of resilience, wisdom, courage and compassion (Sehdev,
2010, p. 117). In recognizing the tension and potentiality of her intersectional
positionality, Sophie, like many of the participants in my research, describes
herself as pushing against the limits of the certainties we hold in the “bright
light of the public realm” of our institutions in what we do and say (Arendt,
1958, p. 51). In the words of Ahmed (2012):

The body who is “going the wrong way” is the one experienced as “in the
way” of a will that is acquired as momentum. For some, mere persistence, “to
continue steadfastly,” requires great effort, an effort that might appear to others
as stubbornness, willfulness, or obstinacy. […] Diversity work thus requires insis-
tence. You have to become insistent to go against the flow, and you are judged
to be going against the flow because you are insistent. A life paradox: you have
to become what you are judged as being. (Ahmed, 2012, p. 186)

Being

Andreotti (2015) once described going upriver in addressing the sources of
social injustices, shrouded in the “shine” of the “modern colonial imaginary”
(p. 227). She argued that, in our day-to-day lives, we become distracted
with the work of attending to the tangible effects of social injustices. For
Andreotti, such “upriver work”, however, requires “essential, difficult and
often disturbing begged questions that may implicate rescuers in the repro-
duction of harm” (p. 227). Andreotti (2015) and Ahmed (2012) reflect, in
each their own ways, the paradox of anti-racist practice: as we seek to say and
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do things that we hope might (radically) transform our institutions, we do
so in a social, cultural, political and economic environment that is steeped in
multiple forms of racism (Kendi, 2020).

At the outset of this chapter, I included a reflection on an experience I had
in my role in student conduct at my current institution. Coming into that
experience, I was rethinking our approach to student conduct, recognizing
that something was not working, and in fact, was, in some ways, creating
more conflict than resolving it. In that moment with the student, I sensed
I was part of a “relational nexus” that was “accompanied by a vast array
of other modes of relation” (p. 11) that extended far beyond the institu-
tion, reaching into the “liminal space that accounts for both the political and
racialized natures” of Indigenous identities (Russell, 2020, p. 217). Leading
up to, during and following that meeting, I sought guidance and support
from Indigenous and non-Indigenous colleagues to engage, respectfully and
holistically, in restorative approaches to working through the allegations of
non-academic misconduct. Throughout, my intention was to help find resolu-
tion in ways that addressed the needs and wellbeing of all involved. We didn’t
know at the time that by taking this approach, we had begun our path toward
a renewal of our student conduct approach. Months later, at campus-wide
gathering, involving an Indigenous Elder, faculty, student services colleagues
and students, we laid the foundation for working toward integrating restora-
tive, culturally enriched and responsive approaches to student conduct. I have
come to understand the kind of process we undertook as a form of attempting
“treaty-making as a verb” (Mackey, 2016, p. 141). Mackey (2016) wrote:

[W]e need to think about how “we treaty,” and how to behave responsibly if
“we treaty together” or “make treaty” together. It is a relationship we build over
time. Like all good relationships, there are rules of respect and autonomy, but
there can be no pre-planned and decided trajectory because a treaty is relational
and interactive. Relationships are by their nature uncertain: they require seeing,
listening and responding creatively to an “other” who is autonomous and also
connected to us. (Mackey, 2016, p. 141)

Following the intention of this chapter, it may be that through reflecting
upon, and engaging a concept such as lived, ongoing treaty-making, we may
be also opening to how critical theory is lived, as practice. Exploring such
lived experience may open critical theory to new pathways yet to be explored,
or re-open, and question established meanings of older pathways previously
taken. To approach critical theory in this manner may be a means to engage
the “legacy of critical theory” as a “critique of the present” by which “the past
is constantly transformed” (Claussen & Maiso, 2019, p. 63). Applying critical
phenomenology to the exploration of lived, anti-racist practice may also be
a means to reinvent critical theory from this inside (Allen, 2016). For Allen
(2016), such a reinvention requires attention to lived social relations and the
practice of reasoning, not as a universally normative set of standards, but as
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being a set of standards that are constantly in a state of (re)negotiation among
diverse peoples and perspectives. This reinvention, Allen argued, is neces-
sary because “critical theory runs the risk of becoming overly utopian unless
it identifies normative potentials that are present in existing social reality”
(p. 227).

As anti-racist practice, approaching critical theory as lived meaning requires
decentering the “modern/colonial imaginary” in order to reconsider “what is
intelligible, the range of questions that can be formulated, and the appropriate-
ness of responses: what is possible to think and to identify with” (Andreotti,
2015, p. 225). In critical phenomenological terms, such decentering is not
only about what we say and do. As Mackey (2006) described, such a decen-
tering requires us to open to other ways of being with others. To do so, we
need to be curious, to reposition ourselves and relook at things we may have
stopped seeing, or to open ourselves to sense what we may have overlooked
or chosen to ignore (Morgan, 2016). In relation to anti-racist practice, such
an approach may open us to new ways of reflecting, seeking, saying and doing
that may take us further upriver in ways that can, as much as possible, avoid
“the reproduction of harm” (Andreotti, 2015, p. 227). Along the way, and
even at the destination or “landing point from where our path may be traced
out” (Nancy, 2015, p. 22), we may find that agonism and liminality may be
the only constant we can be sure of. In the words of Sophie,

There’s a collective in the city that put on a day around decolonization. These
two amazing young scholars are giving a panel on decolonial practices and
cultural appropriation. There is no remnant, no shred of the weight of European
modernity in this room. I am almost lightheaded. I have a question about the
appropriation by White middle class Americans of hip hop. I am a bit emotional
because I am thinking of Palestinian hip hop and how important that form has
been to them as a revolutionary form in a space where there are limited forms of
resistance. I don’t feel particularly comfortable. It is a slightly dangerous space.
I feel myself being decentered. I have never been so excited. It is beautiful. I
just want to sit there for the rest of my life.
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CHAPTER 32

Critical Adult Education in the (Neo)colonies:
Racial/Colonial Capitalist and Social

Movement Ontologies of Land

Dip Kapoor

Introduction

Critical theories of society and education seek to advance the pursuit of a
new world without dogmatic anticipation and through a relentless “criticism
of existing conditions”, “not afraid of its findings and just a little afraid of
the powers that be” (Marx, 1967, p. 212). Education in any space, when
informed by critical theory, seeks to unveil these ontological possibilities
(existing conditions), while actively addressing them through the development
of a “revolutionary/transformative praxis” which generates a “critical dialec-
tical understanding of our present conditions” (Allman, 1999, p. 58). To this
end, critical theory is a normative reflection that is historically and socially
contextualized, clarifying the meaning of concepts and issues, describing and
explaining social relations and articulating and defending ideals and princi-
ples. Unlike positivist social theory, which purportedly separates social facts
from value (claim of value neutrality), critical theory with a practical interest
in emancipation relies on critical description and explanation. The given is
evaluated in normative terms so that questions about what occurs in a society
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and why, who benefits and who is harmed are asked and social theory is then
unlikely to reify the given social reality of domination and exploitation. Critical
theories of society and education universalize the capacity for critical inquiry
of oppositional and autonomous thought and education and are constitutive
of learning, activism and social movement pedagogy (Choudry, 2015).

A radical education is one which links pedagogic processes and practices
to a project of social transformation. Euroamerican Marxist critical theory
or socialist praxis (Allman, 1999) understands “existing conditions” (the
given) and related revolutionary praxis in terms of the labor-capital (rela-
tions) dialectic and the disruption of the reproduction of capitalist class/social
relations of production (and society) including hegemonic capitalist/liberal
education as a moment within the process of the social reproduction of labor
power in/for capitalism. Marxism grounds the project of radical education in
the interests of establishing socialist relations.

Indigenous and anti/decolonial critical theories germinating from Euro-
pean settler colonies (Canada, US, Australia, New Zealand) (Alfred, 2005;
Coulthard, 2014; Grande, 2004, 2015) and the (neo)colonies or colonies
of exploitation (Veracini, 2015) in Africa, Asia and the Americas/Caribbean
(Fanon, 1967; Freire, 1970; Guha, 1997; Nkrumah, 1965; Quijano,
2000, 2005; Rodney, 1982) understand existing and recurring conditions
in terms of the land-based settler/neocolonial-anti/decolonial (relations)
dialectic, respectively, and a related anti/decolonial revolutionary praxis
vis-à-vis racial/colonial capitalist relations. Anti/decolonial projects ground
radical education in the interests of (Indigenous) sovereignty and/or self-
determination/autonomy, working toward socio-cultural, political-economic
and subjective transformations.

This chapter stretches critical adult education, which is predominantly
associated with western Marxist and/or post-structural variants, by engaging
an anti/decolonial critique (critical theories) of Euroamerican racial/colonial
capitalist ontologies of land, wherein land is construed as being vacant and
therefore available for enclosure as private property and treated as a trade-
able market commodity. The main proposition thereof is that a materialist
ontology of land as private property and a (fictitious) commodity for accu-
mulation at the expense of a resident population (racial/colonial relations)
enables Euroamerican settler colonialism and recursive (neo)colonization in
the colonies of exploitation (Veracini, 2015) to the present day. Construed
on onto-axiological assumptions from the Papal Doctrine of Discovery and the
instrumental philosophical ruminations of John Locke in The Two Treatises of
Government, the current land grab has been described as being unprecedented
since the time of Euroamerican colonization (fifteenth–twentieth century)
(Araghi & Karides, 2012). These colonial dynamics warrant continued critical
consideration in terms of their neocolonial structural specificities (Nkrumah,
1965; Trask, 1999) given Patrick Wolfe’s assertion pertaining to the settler
colonies—“invasion is a structure, not an event” (2016, p. 33) and for
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informing and learning from Indigenous-peasant anti/decolonial social move-
ment land ontologies.

Anti/decolonial critiques of this racial/colonial capitalist ontology of
land for accumulation predicated on recursive dispossession inform the
onto-epistemological grounds for anti/dispossession social movement peda-
gogies addressing food/land sovereignty and popular indigenous, forest-
dweller, pastoralist, fisher and small/landless peasant movements in the
(neo)colonies. Contrary to Euroamerican racial/colonial capitalist ontologies
of land (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014; Nichols, 2020; Wolfe, 2016; Wright, 2015),
land in these contexts of subaltern social action is generally not under-
stood in anthropocentric terms as a possession or property form, except
where racial/colonial capitalist hegemony has been reproduced. Nor is land
an object of control but one of (historical) relationships with territory
and place, including the responsibility to ensure against Victorian holocausts
(Davis, 2001/2017) and (neo)colonial projects of racialized dispossession and
attempts at Indigenous eradication (Fanon, 1967; Galeano, 1972; Rodney,
1982; Wolfe, 2016).

Racial/Colonial Capitalist Ontologies
of Land: Discovery and Property

The discovery of gold and silver in America, the extirpation, enslavement
and entombment in mines of the aboriginal population, the beginning of the
conquest of the looting of the East Indies, the turning of Africa into a warren
for the commercial hunting of black-skins, signaled the rosy dawn of the era of
capitalist production. (Marx, 2007, p. 823)

The Papal Doctrine of Discovery, initially formulated in response to the
conquest of the Americas, came to be known as the law of nations and
later, international law whereby European sovereignty was first asserted over
the lands and inhabitants of the New World. While establishing European
sovereignty over these dominions, the Native right of occupancy entitled
Natives to use a territory that Europeans had (ostensibly) discovered (Wolfe,
2016, p. 141). The “culture of conquest—violence, expropriation, destruc-
tion and dehumanization” in the Americas, however, began in the 11th to
the thirteenth century when Europeans conducted the Crusades to conquer
North Africa and the Middle East, well before the Atlantic crossing and
Columbus’ departure for the Americas. That is, the institutions of colo-
nialism and methods for relocation, deportation and expropriation of land
had been practiced and perfected by the end of the fifteenth century within
Europe (enclosures) and during the crusades (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014, pp. 32–
34; Robinson, 2000). The process of colonial capitalist accumulation and
organization under the profit motive by European states expanded overseas
thereafter encompassing the Caribbean, Central America, Mexico and the
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Andes followed by West and South Africa, North America, and the rest of
South America. Then came all of Africa, the Pacific and Asia. As Dunbar-Ortiz
goes on to note, the only difference between these western European voyages
and prior seafaring ventures by the Inuit (Eskimos), Norse, Arabs, South
Asian, Chinese, Japanese, Peruvian and Melanesian and Polynesian fishing
peoples of the Pacific is that “they had developed the bases for colonial domi-
nation and exploitation of labor in those colonies that led to the capture and
enslavement of millions of Africans for transport to the American colonies”
(2014, p. 34).

The Papal Bulls of Discovery (Doctrine of Discovery) Romanus Pontifex
(1455) issued by Pope Nicholas V and Inter Caetera (1493) pronounced
by Pope Alexander VI provided the framework for colonization by Spain,
Portugal and England and for the Atlantic slave trade. King Alfonso of
Portugal, for instance, was exhorted in Romanus Pontifex to invade, search
out, capture, vanquish and subdue all Saracens and pagans whatsoever, and
other enemies of Christ wheresoever placed, and the kingdom and all goods
whatsoever held and possessed by them and to reduce their persons to
perpetual slavery and to convert them to his and their use and profit (Wright,
2015). From the mid 15th to the mid-twentieth century most of the non-
European world was colonized under the Doctrine of Discovery, one of the first
principles of international law Christian European monarchies promulgated to
legitimize claiming the land of non-Europeans (Wolfe, 2016; Wright, 2015),
initially dividing the globe between the two Iberian monarchies of Spain and
Portugal. The Pope gave the Americas to the former and West Africa to the
latter under the Treaty of Tordesillas (1494) (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014, p. 199).

The Doctrine, as Robert Miller (2006, pp. 3–5) describes it, is constituted
by 10 elements which define international law then and to date (Wolfe, 2016)
to varying degrees in different colonial contexts (and especially in British
colonies),1 including the following:

(1) First Discovery (the first European country to “discover” new lands
unknown to other Europeans gained property and sovereign rights over
the lands);

(2) Actual occupancy/possession (first discovery claims could only be
made into title via actual occupancy);

(3) Preemption (the discovering European country had sole right to buy
the land);

(4) Terra nullius (lands actually owned, occupied and/or utilized were
considered “vacant” and available for “discovery claims” if they were
not being “properly used” according to European and American law
and culture);

(5) Christianity (only Christians had the right to land, sovereignty and
self-determination);
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(6) Civilization (God had directed Europeans to bring civilized ways and
education and religion and to exercise guardianship powers over the
uncivilized); and

(7) Conquest (military victory over and a “term of art” when used in
relation to the element of “discovery”).

Unsurprisingly, Frantz Fanon (1967/1963, p. 32) subsequently concluded
that “When you examine at close quarters the colonial context, it is evident
that what parcels out the world is to begin with the fact of belonging to or
not belonging to a given race, a given species. In the colonies, the economic
sub-structure is also a superstructure and the cause are the consequence”; an
observation subsequently taken up by the Black Radical Tradition and the
development of a critical theorization of “racial capitalism” (Robinson, 2000).

Referring to settler colonization in the US, Patrick Wolfe elaborates by
noting that the White man’s discourse of property was “color coded on
the colonial ground” wherein “Black people’s labor and Red people’s land
produced the White man’s property—a primitive accumulation if ever there
was one. Native and enslaved were of antithetical but complementary value
to White society” (2016, p. 3). While Black slaves were valuable commodities
(labor) and hence demographically fostered, Natives obstructed the expan-
sion of settlement (land) and no effort was spared to eliminate them. While
for Durkheim, religion was society speaking, for Wolfe, “race is colonialism
speaking, in idioms whose diversity reflects the variety of unequal relationships
into which Europeans have co-opted conquered populations” (p. 5).

This racial/colonial Anglo-European system of “land ownership” subse-
quently worked as a tool of “legalized theft”, in the apprehension of Indige-
nous territory whereby in the nineteenth century alone, 9.89 million square
miles of land or 6% of the land on the earth’s surface had been colonized
by Anglo-settlers (Nichols, 2020, p. 51; Weaver, 2006). The colonial empires
of the west—Portugal, Spain, France, Great Britain, the Netherlands/Dutch,
Belgium, Germany, Italy and the United States—eventually claimed possession
at one time or another to all of the Americas and Australia, 99% of Polynesia,
90% of Africa and nearly 50% of Asia (Townsend, 1941), i.e., by the 1930s,
ex-colonies and colonies under formal European government included 85%
of the earth’s land surface (Fieldhouse, 1989, p. 373). Europe is “literally
the creation of the Third World, an opulence that has been fueled by the
sweat and the dead bodies of Negroes, Arabs, Indians and the yellow races”
(Fanon, 1967/1963, p. 76). Alternately and in keeping with the Lockean
(John Locke, 1632–1704) narrative and the wider discourse of the Doctrine
of Discovery which the British philosopher and Oxford academic provided in
the Two Treatises of Government (1698), one that would profoundly influence
Euroamerican colonial ideology, private property accrued from the admixture
of (Black) labor and (Red) land (Wolfe, 2016).

John Locke was deeply enmeshed in the administrative webs of
racial/colonial capitalism and the ideational texture of this political-economic
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vision as Secretary of the Council of Trade and Plantations (1673–1674) and
later via membership to the Board of Trade and Plantations (1696–1700).
The Earl of Shaftesbury involved him in his designs to found a colony in
Carolina (America) and Locke helped draft its Fundamental Constitutions
(1669). Locke invested in colonialism as he held shares in the Royal African
Company that traded in slaves, was a merchant adventurer of the Bahamas
(1672–1676) and engaged in stock-jobbing in East India Company bonds.
According to Herman Lebovics, Locke was the wise organic intellectual of
the seventeenth-century British elite and future generations of British ruling
classes and a great philosopher of the developing world system which linked
the old world with the new with ties of domination and subordination. This
Atlantic economy, as incubator of global capitalist relations, conceived, justi-
fied and defended by Locke, hinged upon the “slave plantation complex” that
was developed on land taken from Native Americans, was run by slave labor
imported from Africa and existed for the sole purpose of producing a cash crop
for export. Those at the helm of the state knew that there would be no English
Empire without the Caribbean (sugar), slaves and demand for mainland staples
and English manufactures (Ince, 2015, pp. 5–8).

The first theoretical move of the Lockean Treatises and the defense of
colonial appropriation of land was to assert the Christian theological decla-
ration that the earth is an open common, i.e., the common inheritance of
“mankind” (res nullius). Locke inverted the meaning of this (the commons)
to a negative sense re-describing “common inheritance = inappropriable”
to “common = not yet appropriated” (Nichols, 2020, p. 156). “God gave
the World to Men in Common but since he gave it to them for his benefit
and the greatest conveniences in life they were capable to draw from it, it
cannot be supposed he meant it should always remain common and uncul-
tivated” (Locke quoted in Ince, 2011, p. 40). The fulcrum of Locke’s
theory of (land as) property thereof then becomes the basis of the theoretical
assault on Indigenous (and subsequently, in the neocolonies) land/territory
wherein he proposed that enclosing and improving land by “mixing labor”
(superior productivity/utilization) yields private property or entitlement to
land, thereby disqualifying Amerindian hunting and gathering practices. The
Devonshire farmer described in the Second Treatises is the only legitimate
proprietor and citizen, i.e., the “industrious and rational” being to whom,
Locke claims, God gave the world (Arneil, 1994, p. 609).

He then proceeds to establish the (alleged) “universal benefits” (including
for the dispossessed/colonized) of enclosure for improvement (moral rationale
for private appropriation) via the notion of production for the “common stock
of mankind” along with the restrictive (limiting) moral provisions pertaining
to the “proscription of spoilage” (waste) and leaving to others “enough and as
good” of the common. The introduction of his concept of money (presented
as a universal with tacit consent) thereafter, however, by unmooring (land)
appropriation and value creation from the limits of a subsistence economy
(while overcoming the spoilage limitation), unleashes the power of obligatory
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labor to increase the “common stock of mankind”/maximalization (economic
growth), potentially circumventing these restrictive provisions, for (alleged)
universal benefit (Arneil, 1994, 1996; Ince, 2011, 2015). In James Tully’s
words (in Ince, 2015), “the Aboriginal peoples are better off as a result of the
commercial system of private property” thanks to “not only finished products
but also the opportunities to labor”; in short “they are more than compensated
for their loss” (of land/territories); a justification for appropriation based on
“universal benefit” and the Catholic principle of non-exclusion (Ince, 2015,
p. 12).

Layers of conceptual ambivalence generated by these theoretical maneuvers
enable Locke to configure inclusionary and exclusionary provisions in ways that
authorize the dispossession of Native Americans at the same time it captures
them in myths of natural equality and mutual consent and a global vision of
prosperity. Locke’s theory of property subtly co-articulates socio-spatial displace-
ment and exclusion on the one hand and liberal values and the promise of
development on the other. It thereby recasts in a liberal mold the fulcrum
of 17th century Atlantic capitalism, namely, colonial land appropriations and
indigenous dispossession. (Ince, 2015, p. 17)

These metaphysical and practical assumptions are compounded by Locke’s
assertion that Native Americans do not live under institutionalized govern-
ments and absence of proper political societies and sovereign authority renders
America vacant territory (terra nullius) and therefore open to colonial appro-
priation (Ince, 2015, p. 10). Locke is skeptical of violent conquest however
and in chapter sixteen of the Second Treatise, he establishes his preference
for appropriating land by industry rather than force wherein English colo-
nization, as per his theory of property is concerned, is justified “not just
by the command of God and natural law but because each colonist has a
natural right within himself, through his labor, to appropriate land” (Arneil,
1996, p. 74) as private property. But as Robert Nichols elaborates, property is
normally/logically prior to theft but in the colonial (Lockean) context, “theft
is the means by which property is generated” or “dispossession is effectively a
form of property-generating theft” (2020, p. 9).

Discovery and Lockean notions of land and property while providing the
ideational basis for the transatlantic process of enclosure authored a global
vision of material and historical progress underpinned by a universalist liberal
ideology of improvement and prosperity beyond America, repainting colonial
capitalist land appropriations as peaceful, commercial and universally beneficial
acts of settlement and development (Arneil, 1996; Galeano, 1972; Ince, 2011,
2015; Rodney, 1982). Mike Davis (2001/2017), in Late Victorian Holocausts:
El Nino Famines and the Making of the Third World, to consider but one
illustrative application, demonstrates the implications of the Lockean liberal
capitalist (including Smith, Bentham and Mills) ontological and axiological
position on land/property and production (labor-capital) for the exploitation
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colonies by elaborating on the connection between colonialism, capitalism and
global climate patterns (and ecological racism) in the golden (colonial) age
of liberal capitalism. He links the impositions of colonial capitalist develop-
ment to climate change and the spread of famine in the late nineteenth/early
twentieth century (in India, China, Brazil, Ethiopia, Korea, Vietnam, Philip-
pines and New Caledonia) wherein millions of Indians, according to Davis,
were murdered by the theological application of the sacred principles of
these Anglo-European philosophers; a genocide wherein 30–60 million died
worldwide while being forcibly incorporated into the political and economic
structures of this modern world system.

Given the five-hundred-year history of Euroamerican colonization and
colonial structuration, North–South relations were marked by what the Peru-
vian sociologist Anibal Quijano references as a continuous “global coloniality
of power” (2000; 2005, pp. 56–57) defined by:

(a) a new system of social domination built around the idea/foundation
of ‘race’ (a modern European mental construct bearing no relation to
previous reality) and racialization of relations between European colo-
nizers and the colonized in order to normalize the social relations
of domination created by conquest and the new system of capitalist
exploitation;

(b) the formation of a new system of exploitation (capitalism) which
connects in a single combined structure all the historical forms of
control of work and exploitation (slavery, servitude, simple commodity
production, reciprocity, capital) to produce for the capitalist world
market—a system with a racialized division of labor and control of
resources of production is foundational; and

(c) a new system of collective authority centered around the hegemony
of the state or a system of states with populations classified in racial
terms as “inferior” being excluded from the formation and control of
the system.

Euroamerican colonialism, however, was dialectically imbricated with anticolo-
nial struggles in the colonies of exploitation or (neo)colonies which included:
(1) the defense of, and by, pre-existing states of their polities against western
expansion; (2) popular and often violent nativist uprisings and reactions to
western interference and imposition of institutions and customs via militant or
missionary Christianity; (3) slave revolts (e.g. African and Creole) against plan-
tation owners and masters; (4) issue-specific ameliorative uprisings exposing a
colonial injustice in the interests of reform/concessions; and (5) organized
movements and violence against colonial regimes for national independence
(Benjamin & Hidalgo, 2007, p. 59). Subsequently, between 1940 and 1980,
more than eighty colonies achieved their independence and were eventually
recognized as sovereign nation-states.
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Racial/Colonial Capitalist Ontologies of Land: Post
Independence Development and Neocolonialism

Considering the “global coloniality of power” (Quijano, 2000), as soon as the
colonies of exploitation gained their legal independence, they found them-
selves tethered to the imperial powers by the post-war UN “development
project” (Kamat, 2002; Kothari, 2005; Langan, 2018; Rist, 2014), currently
pursued in terms of the MDG/SDG initiatives (2000–2030), prompting
Walter Rodney (1982), in How Europe Underdeveloped Africa, to urge for
an extensive investigation of the phenomenon of neocolonialism in order to
formulate the strategy and tactics of African emancipation and development.
The essence of neocolonialism, according to the architect of the concept
Kwame Nkrumah (1965, p. ix), President of the first Sub-Saharan African
state (Ghana) to achieve independence, is that the state which is subject to
it is, in theory, independent and has all the outward trappings of international
sovereignty but in reality, its economic system and thus its political policy is
directed by outside. Through foreign aid for instance, even after formal empire
had been dissolved, “the hesitancy of cutting ties from former colonizers is
fostered by the sugared water of aid which is the stop-gap between avid hunger
and the hoped-for greater nourishment that never comes…imperialism, having
quickly adapted its outlook to the loss of direct political control, has retained
and extended its economic grip” (p. 33).

In fact, Frantz Fanon (1967) saw neocolonialism as affecting the “Third
World” as a whole. The racial/colonial capitalist ontology of land as property
and marketable commodity and its neo-Lockean logic found continuity in UN
initiatives such as the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and related
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) regimes and the agrarian policies of
the World Bank promulgating the corporatization of land and agriculture; a
food for profit model. Racial neocolonial capitalist logics in relation to land
are reproduced in the post-independence period through a combination of
free trade agreements, corporate investment, western aid programs and devel-
opment aid agents (international development agencies), structural adjustment
and the debt mechanism (1980s onwards) and the moral rhetorical imperatives
of the MDG/SDGs (Langan, 2018; War on Want, 2012).

“Land grabbing” (Marx, 2007, p. 470) in the name of the post-
independence “development project” (see www.grain.org or www.oaklandin
stitute.org) from indigenous peoples, small/landless peasants, fishers, nomads
and pastoralists in the contemporary period flags “a vast expansion of bour-
geois land rights…through a global land grab unprecedented since colonial
times…as speculative investors now regard ‘food as gold’ and are now
acquiring millions of hectares of land in the global South (70% of which is
in Africa alone—my addition)” (Araghi & Karides, 2012, p. 3). An Oxfam
study in 2011 suggests that an area in the size of Western Europe (227 million
hectares) has been sold or leased since 2001, involving mostly state-corporate
investors (125 million have been grabbed by rich countries for outsourcing

http://www.grain.org
http://www.oaklandinstitute.org
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agricultural production alone in Africa) (Kapoor, 2017). Indigenous scholars
recognize this process as an “ongoing colonial relationship between ourselves
and those who want to control us and our resources… we are surrounded by
other, more powerful nations that desperately want our lands and resources
and for whom we pose an irritating problem. This is as true for the Indians
of the Americas as it is for the tribal people of India and the aborigines of the
Pacific” (Trask, 1999, pp. 102–103). “Once again, such a project exalts white
bodies, capitalist investment and private property and while simultaneously
condemning brown and black bodies, subsistence production and collective
and customary property arrangements (Mollett, 2015, p. 425).

Lorenzo Veracini (2015, p. 26) goes so far as to suggest that “even
if colonial and settler colonial formations should be seen as ontologically
distinct (antithetical modes of domination), their ultimate complementarity
within imperialism should not be minimized”, i.e., they could be construed
“as compatible yet different forms that routinely interpenetrate and affect
in complex ways colonial and postcolonial situations” (p. 53). He goes
on to observe that given so-called post colonies engage in settler-colonial
projects of their own in relation to their peripheries, this should be seen
as confirmation that settler colonialism is a foundational characteristic of a
“global settler contemporaneity” (p. 57), i.e., settler-colonial phenomena are
“globally constitutive of liberal modernity” and current “international gover-
nance” practices (p. 62). For instance, contemporary “land grabbing” in the
neo(colonies) by corporations and foreign states who acquire semi-sovereign
rights over extensive tracts is still premised on terra nullius (aka Doctrine of
Discovery) and (neo)Lockean notions of land as property for those who maxi-
mize utilizations/efficient use (underutilization/inefficient use is a property
regime which is fundamentally defective) of land and labor.

The affinity between resource underutilization and ill-defined private property
is organic to neoliberal development thinking. Only a small fraction of African
farmers has proof of ownership, giving some the impression of a quintessen-
tial Lockean landscape ‘owned by all’, that is none, and awaiting immanent
enclosure. … More recent allegations that property lacking private title and
‘regularization’ contributes to under-utilization are widespread in development
agencies such as the World Bank (see the latest push in 2018 under the Enabling
the Business of Agriculture-EBA- project—my addition). In this view, even
property that is nominally private but insecure due to weak or unrecorded title
amounts to ‘dead capital’ and is a barrier to the ‘highest and best use of land’.
(Geisler, 2013, p. 21)

This leads Charles Geisler to conclude that “terra nullius remains a viable
international legal doctrine and is stirring again as a justificatory logic in north-
south land relations. It is neither narrow in scope nor static in application. The
line between what is ‘cultivated’ and ‘under-cultivated’ is blurring, opening
whole continents to new narratives and complex core-periphery interventions”
(2013, p. 16). The justificatory claims for land grabs are “a comprehensive
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rehearsal of terra nullius as a doctrine, premised on security concerns, namely
food and energy and the threat of war and natural disasters, and treat African
land and resources as global commons awaiting legitimate and benevolent
enclosure” (p. 16). Low population density is a keystone in enclosure logics in
Africa and elsewhere, along with the ascription of underutilized African land
and labor, i.e., “African land is abundant but fallow (allegedly) for reasons
of mismanagement, corruption, ethnic conflict, indifferent elites, failed land
reforms and a plague of social problems” (2013, p. 20).

Settler-colonial logics of terra nullius and a global settler-colonial present
are also apparent in the post-independence period in green (conservation)
grabs wherein programs like REDD+ or Reducing Emissions from Deforesta-
tion and Forest Degradation seeking to address climate change via carbon
trading deals (green capitalist interventions—see Corporate Watch, A-Z of
Green Capitalism) (No REDD in Africa Network, 2015). While the mode
of climate legislation itself typifies settler-colonial modes of changing and
appropriating land, REDD deals also often bypass indigenous peoples and
are negotiated between imperial powers, postcolonial states, speculators and
corporations and do not need their involvement to proceed, i.e., settler colo-
nialism persists in the ‘sovereign effects’ of global financial capital, which has
now acquired an unprecedented capacity to dictate policies from above. Thus
like settler-colonial discourse in the nineteenth century, the REDD economy is
based on notions of ‘universal progress’ that systematically exclude indigenous
constituencies and indeed displace them. No wonder that indigenous organi-
zations have mobilized and tried to coordinate internationally on these issues”
(Veracini, 2015, p. 65). The global alliance against REDD+ in its Declaration
to Decolonize the Earth and the Sky states:

After more than 500 years of resistance, we, Indigenous Peoples, local commu-
nities, peasant farmers, fisherfolk and civil society are not fooled by the so-called
Green Economy and REDD+ because we know colonialism when we see it.
Regardless of its’ cynical disguises and shameful lies, colonialism always results
in the rape and pillaging of Mother Earth, and the slavery, death, destruction
and genocide of her peoples. (No REDD in Africa Network, 2015, p. 38)

Terra nullius land-property-enclosure justifications of colonial rule have
survived, prompting Lorenzo Veracini to suggest that while land grabbing in
the exploitation colonies is typically seen in neocolonial terms, it should also
be seen as a settler-colonial phenomenon in certain respects. Alternatively,

much like our understandings of European conquest in the Americas, contem-
porary land grabbing is not simply an economic project. We would do well to
remember that the myth of empty lands (terra nullius) is a racial metaphor
marking the racialized dispossession of and genocide of the regions first inhab-
itants by European powers… understanding land grabbing as a critique of
(post-independence-my addition) development demands recognition of the
spatial and temporal continuities of grabbing as a historical geography of race.
(Mollett, 2015, p. 427)
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Learning from Indigenous-Peasant
Ontologies of Land and Social

Movement Activism in the (Neo)colonies

Some of the most radical critiques and understandings about our societies, our
world and its power structures and dominant ideologies and the fragility of
the environment—indeed the most powerful visions for social change—emerge
from ordinary people coming together and working for such change. (Choudry,
2015, p. 172)

Terra nullius continuities (e.g. land grabbing) have been met with numerous
social movements in the (neo)colonies (Third World) in the rural regions and
urban periphery (slums) (Caouette & Turner, 2009; Kapoor, 2017; Kapoor &
Jordan, 2019; in press; Moyo & Yeros, 2005; Oliver-Smith, 2010). In the
Americas alone, the struggles of 210 million indigenous and Afro-descendent
peoples over two decades and more pertaining to ancestral territorial claims
have by some estimates gained legal recognition to over 200 million hectares
of land (Bryan, 2012, p. 215), although such state titling arrangements
(especially those involving the World Bank) require continuous struggle in
order to ensure that “extra-legal” (land systems that operate outside the
state/institutional system) indigenous lands remain inalienable, collective and
unindividuated and cannot be sold or used as collateral (Mollett, 2015,
p. 422).

Given the critical exploration thus far, the figure is a rudimentary attempt
to map out the dialectical relation between racial/colonial capitalism (land
as private property/commodity) and its processes, agents/beneficiaries (citi-
zens) and dispossessed/exploited denizens and associated land-based (and
other) activisms/resistance (actors and politics) through colonial time and
space (Fig. 32.1).

Social movement pedagogies (Choudry, 2015; Foley, 1999) addressing
racial/colonial capitalist dispossession informed by ontological and axiolog-
ical commitments pertaining to land that are often antithetical to terra
nullius and Lockean property conceptions and colonial capitalist justifica-
tions are foundational to the germination, growth and longevity of these
movements in the (neo)colonies (Kapoor, 2009; Langdon, 2020; Masalam,
2019; Tarlau, 2019). While there are diverse ontological conceptions of land
and related teleology of struggle across the tricontinental, including struggles
over rural labor/exploitation and not just land/dispossession, this concluding
segment considers some key political learnings from indigenous-peasant anti-
colonial/decolonial social movement ontologies of land.

The term dispossession, for one, applies to processes of ongoing settler
colonization and/or land grabbing in the (neo)colonies as Indigenous
Peoples, peasants and land-based social groups are being divested of their
lands and the territorial foundations of their societies. The social movement
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Fig. 32.1 Contradictions of racial/colonial capitalist accummulation (By author)

struggles against dispossession are subsequently sometimes framed (in a discur-
sive politics to undermine anti/decolonial politics) as a struggle for possession
which opponents argue is supposed to be contrary to the onto-epistemic and
axiological convictions (pertaining to land) of these movements. However, as
Mohawk legal scholar Patricia Monture-Angus explains, thereby implying that
these struggles are less about dis/possession (anthropocentric land = prop-
erty implication) than they are about seeking to intervene (responsibility)
to prevent desecration of the Earth (which is more than land—biocentric
conceptions):

Although Aboriginal Peoples maintain a close relationship with the land…it is
not about control of the land… Earth is mother and she nurtures us all…
Sovereignty, when defined as the right to be responsible…requires a rela-
tionship with the territory (and not a relationship based on control of that
territory)…. What must be understood then is that Aboriginal request to have
our sovereignty respected is really a request to be responsible. I do not know
of anywhere else in history where a group of people have had to fight so hard
just to be responsible. (1999, p. 36)
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Alternatively, La Via Campesina (LVC/peasant way), a global indigenous and
peasant movement network or movement of movements spanning virtually
all continents (including the “Third World”) advances an onto-epistemology
of land and food sovereignty in a counter and/or parallel project to the land
grabbing corporate agro-industrial capitalist agricultural model predicated
on materialist ontologies of land and food for profit. LVC is guided by
a pedagogy which assumes a cosmic vision of the territories of communi-
ties of peasants and landless, indigenous peoples, rural workers, fisherfolk,
nomadic pastoralists, tribes, afro-descendants, ethnic minorities and displaced
peoples (together referenced as “people of the land”), who base their work
on the production of food and who maintain a relationship of respect
with Mother Earth and the oceans. LVC is fighting for: food sovereignty;
land–water-territories; agro-ecology and peasant’s seeds; climate and environ-
mental justice; peasant’s rights; dignity for migrants and waged workers; and
international solidarity (www.viacampesina.org).

Contrary to the Lockean and Discovery doctrine’s exclusionary and
racial/colonial capitalist justifications for occupation, private property (trad-
able commodity) and distributive inequities (monopolies) concerning land,
LVC’s perspective on land, for what and for whom and why affirms that:

Land is a good of nature that needs to be used for the welfare of all. Land is
not, and cannot be a marketable commodity that can be obtained in whatever
quantity by those that have the financial means. We defend the principle of the
maximum size of the social ownership of the land per family (patrimony is not
just in the name of men) in relation to the reality in each country.

Access to the land by peasants is to be understood as a guarantee for survival
and the valorization of their culture, the autonomy of their communities and
a new vision on the preservation of natural resources for humanity and future
generations. (Desmarais, 2007, p. 36)

Adivasi (original dwellers/India) worldviews suggest that “there is an onto-
logical relationship to land governed by a principal of mutuality where land,
river, mountain, animal, plant and spirit are all entwined as an interdepen-
dent community of beings. It is this relationship that is at the foundation of
resistance against loss of land, not an intrinsic claim to own and use land”
(Nirmal, 2016, p. 243). Adivasi resistance to land grabbing in the Western
Ghats region is based on an interwoven ontological scheme or synthesis of
the ecological, socio-cultural and the political-economic/material (Nirmal,
2016, p. 241), contrary to Lockean approaches which reduce land to a prop-
erty/commodity form. Adivasi and related ontological politics including that
of LVC, by speaking from outside the racial/colonial liberal legal framework,
pose fundamental and system destabilizing (counterhegemonic) questions
(Kohn & McBride, 2011) including: do the people who inhabit a space have
the ability to determine its use in order to fulfill their needs, i.e., are the

http://www.viacampesina.org
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economic activities in a given area supporting its inhabitants? Is it wrong
for foreign corporate capital to occupy/purchase/lease large swaths of land,
mechanize production and export food when the inhabitants of that land are
going hungry/malnourished?

Frantz Fanon (1967/1963, p. 9) understood that “For a colonized people,
the most essential value, because it is the most meaningful, is first and fore-
most the land: the land which must provide bread and, naturally, dignity”.
The history of colonization after all, can be read as the hegemonic applica-
tion of conceptions of property, territory and sovereignty wherein European
powers “made maps, drew boundaries, decided which spaces were ‘empty’
and which were already occupied, introduced different forms of agriculture
and even imposed cultural conceptions of how views and landscapes should
be perceived” (Kohn & McBride, 2011, p. 100). Furthermore and when all
is said and done, the Age of Discovery prescriptions and Lockean colonialism
wherein the term colonialism (coming from the Latin word colere) means to
seek to cultivate-inhabit-guard land, continues to be reserved for Euroamer-
icans and the emergent transnational state-capitalist and consumer classes in
the post-independence period.

An aspect of Indigenous-peasant anti/decolonial ontologies of land
struggle engaged by these contemporary movements then is to challenge these
colonial categories and imposed transformations through colonial space–time,
i.e., land provides a materialist basis for revolutionary struggle against ongoing
racial/colonial capitalism while an ontological politics pertaining to land forms
the basis of an

expressive insurgency: a long term multigenerational struggle that operates under
radically asymmetrical power conditions to reorient the very terms of contes-
tation by forcing us to confront the possibility of relating to the earth as
something other than an object to be possessed. (Nichols, 2020, pp. 159–160)

Note
1. The Doctrine of Discovery reared its head as recently as 1982 when Spain and

the Vatican proposed 1992 as a year of celebration in the United Nations as an
“encounter” (where Europe brought civilization and Christianity to Indigenous
Peoples) between Europe and the peoples of the Americas (proposal supported
by the North Atlantic states, including the US and Canada), wherein the African
delegation staged a walk out and returning with a statement condemning the
celebration of colonialism in the UN by a body that was ostensibly established for
the purpose of ending colonialism. Only 5 years prior, the Indigenous People’s
Conference of the Americas at the UN’s Geneva headquarters had proposed
that 1992 be made the UN “year of mourning” for the onset of colonialism,
African slavery and genocide against the Indigenous peoples of the Americas
(Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014, p. 197).
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CHAPTER 33

Doing Southern Theory: Shinto, Self-Negation,
and Comparative Education

Keita Takayama

Introducing and Doing Southern Theory

Raewyn Connell (2007) coined the term Southern Theory in her book
Southern Theory: The Global Dynamics of Knowledge in Social Science. The
term South is deployed to draw attention to the “periphery-centre relations
in the realm of knowledge” (Connell, 2007, p. viii). Her intension is not to
“name a sharply bounded category of states or societies, but to emphasize
relations—authority, exclusion and inclusion, hegemony, partnership, sponsor-
ship, appropriation—between intellectuals and institutions in the metropole
and those in the world periphery” (pp. viii–ix). By recognizing the South as
a source of critical theoretical insights, Connell demanded that social sciences
address the differential global power relations in knowledge practice, which
have left the existing theoretical tools parochial at best. Her work forces us to
problematize the kind of relations often implicitly accepted in the process of
academic knowledge production and invites us to do research differently, in a
way that subverts the prevailing structure of knowledge. Drawing on her work
as well as other cognate postcolonial and decolonial scholarship, I have, along
with other colleagues, explored what it means to do Southern Theory in the
field of comparative and international education (see Takayama, 2015, 2018,
2020a, 2020b, Takayama et al., 2016, 2017).
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In my view, doing Southern Theory involves two critical moves. First,
it requires us to explicitly recognize the “othered” lands and peoples as a
source of intellectual work with global implications. Southern theory departs
from the usual relations in social scientific knowledge generation, where the
“othered” lands and peoples are treated as “data mine” or “informants.” It
repositions them as a source of multicentric intellectual work and theoretical
insights whose implications extend beyond the original places of generation.
That is, it is a call for epistemic justice on the planetary scale. Second, it
involves putting those insights and knowledges generated in the othered lands
in critical dialogue with the Eurocentric knowledge widely circulated as “uni-
versal.” It involves provincializing, peculiarizing and then reconstituting the
so called “foundational knowledge” or “theories” of a given discipline. It
distances itself from postcolonial politics of resentment and nativist essen-
tialism that simply ascribe to and solidify the colonial division of the world
(Bhambra, 2014; Chen, 2010). Instead, it calls for a critical engagement with
the existing disciplinary knowledge. That is, it recognizes both the indis-
pensability and inadequacy of the existing disciplinary knowledge developed
under the strong influence of Western modernity/coloniality (Chakrabarty,
2000). A project could be called Southern Theory, postcolonial or decolonial,
depending on the specific intellectual lineages drawn upon, which inform the
particular diagnosis of the challenges and the strategies proposed to address
them (Alatas, 2006; Bhambra, 2014; Chen, 2010; Connell, 2007; Kurasawa,
2004; Mignolo, 2011).

In pursuing Southern Theory work over the last decade or so, I have
attempted to operationalize Connell’s notion as an educational project while
grounding it in the field of comparative and international education. Firstly,
it is an educational project because doing Southern Theory demands that we
take up a role as a “teacher” in relation to fellow researchers both in and
outside education. It involves inviting others to take the risk of venturing
into the unfamiliar intellectual world that sits outside the academic centers
of the “West” so as to broaden their epistemic horizons. Assuming the role of
teachers means that those who advocate Southern Theory must demonstrate
to others how it can be done and what implications, both intended and unin-
tended, it might generate for one’s research work. A self-reflective account of
the very process of doing this work and its complexities, including this chapter,
forms a valuable pedagogic resource.

Secondly, it is an educational project because doing Southern Theory neces-
sarily requires a series of learning and unlearning, or “negations” (Takayama,
2020b). It demands that we question the taken-for-granted premises of disci-
plinary knowledge and reconstitute it through a set of insights that have
been historically excluded from the discussion. But this epistemological shift
is incomplete without an equally transformative ontological shift, that is,
a shift in how we make sense of our being and relationality to others
(Takayama, 2018, 2020b). Taking cues from Keiji Nishitani, Andrea English,
and Tim Ingold among others, I have elsewhere situated it at the core of
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the Southern Theory project to transcend the modern empiricist separation
between knowing and being and to embrace the view that a shift in knowing
necessarily results in a corresponding shift in being (see Takayama, 2020b).

The proposed ontological shift is what makes Southern Theory an indis-
pensable part of the notion of comparative education as cultural critique, as
recently articulated by Rappleye (2020). Drawing on his extended transna-
tional experiences, Rappleye (2020) puts forward the notion of “immigracy
of being” as the key disposition that invites “a deep experience of Other-
ness” to “completely shift the ontological ground” of the researcher self
(p. 15). In his view, to compare necessarily involves a cultural critique of
self and by extension self-negation. The same cross-cultural critique was at
the heart of some of the founding scholars of sociology, including Marx,
Weber, and Durkheim (Kurasawa, 2004). Kurasawa (2004) coins the same
methodological disposition “ethnological imagination,” which he defines
as “a critical and cross-cultural hermeneutics of Euro-American modernity
whereby engagement with other societies has been essential to the project
of self-understanding and self-critique of their own times and places” (p. 4).
Practicing ethnological imagination is deeply self-transformative, as “learning
about others is not simply an act of cosmopolitan open-mindedness, but an
integral part of learning about ourselves and even viewing ourselves as other”
(p. 5). What is proposed here is not a call for postmodern relativism, but
rather to let “the force of difference” release our imaginations (Geertz, 2000,
p. 259). Doing Southern Theory sees disruption and self-negation as central
to its educational project. It is necessarily disruptive, as it forces us to partic-
ularize and peculiarize the deep-seated assumptions shaping what and how
we know and how we exist. It demands that we let go of a secured sense of
self, acknowledge the partiality of our knowing and unlearn things that have
been embraced as part of what makes us who we are (see Rappleye, 2020;
Takayama, 2020b).

Building on the discussion of Southern Theory as a pedagogical project,
I am going to deploy my own experience/reflection as a central pedagog-
ical tool. The chapter documents how I have done Southern Theory over
the years, with the hope of inviting others to pursue this line of knowledge
practice. It is a story of learning through disruption and self-negation, or
cross-cultural unlearning, whereby I came to recognize my “home” as the
other in an unexpectedly way, and in the course of unlearning, struggled to
let go of my secured sense of self. It demonstrates how I learned to embrace
the discomfort of having my own subjectivity and “expertise” challenged as a
point of departure for renewed understanding of self and others.

Ecofeminist and Decolonial Turns

My latest unlearning journey began when I was introduced to ecofeminist
and decolonial literature through a special issue project in Shanghai (see
Silova et al., 2020; Takayama, 2020a). In a nutshell, both ecofeminist and
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decolonial literatures open up space for different epistemologies, ontologies,
and cosmologies that have been suppressed by the global spread of Western
modernity-coloniality nexus and global capitalism. Ecofeminism recognizes
the more-than-human worlds and stresses the need for the coexistence of
humans with multispecies communities. Triggered by the human-induced
ecological challenges of planetary scale and learning from the Indigenous
communities of Australia, Rose (2005), for instance, rejects the human excep-
tionalism of the Anthropocene era and rearticulates humans as a member of
multispecies communities. Rose (2005) draws on her anthropological work
with the Australian Indigenous people in Northern Territories to unsettle the
human-centric premises of Western philosophy. By describing how the Indige-
nous concept of “country” operates upon the mutual entanglement of benefits
that cut across the human-nature dualism, she puts forward an alternative
vision of philosophical ecology that decenters human agency, knowledge, and
intentions.

In addition to anthropological studies with Indigenous people, historical
studies of the world that once existed is another source of wisdom. To
encourage us to remember what has led us to the current epistemological
and ontological conditions of modernity and what has been done to those
who dare to be different, Stengers (2012) asks us to remember “the smell
of burning witches.” It is an evocative reminder that there existed social
worlds where witches and fairies were embraced as part of the “real” world
of humanity and where the distinctions between science and superstition were
left opaque and constantly transgressed. The hegemony of scientific ratio-
nality and its underside, the eradication of “other” worlds, were not a natural
consequence of human progress but of ontological violence. By smelling the
burning of witches’ flesh, we could develop “our closeness with those who
have already been destroyed in the name of rationality, objectivity, and the
great divide between nature and culture” (Stengers, 2011, p. 58).

Much of this literature has been taken up in recent “common worlds”
educational scholarship, in particular within early childhood education (see
Blaise, 2015; Taylor, 2017). These scholars push us to imagine education
where humans learn to decenter themselves and reposition themselves as part
of multispecies common worlds, and to recognize the agencies of non-human
others. They raise important questions about the current articulation of educa-
tion for sustainability which preserves the central humanistic assumptions,
including the logic of human exceptionalism. Taylor (2017), for instance, chal-
lenges the positioning of children as environmental stewards, and humans, in
general, as the sole agents for solving the current ecological crisis. Further-
more, these post-humanist and ecofeminist studies call upon us to recognize
how existing early childhood pedagogic practices already allow for trans-
gressive space where children disrupt the nature-culture binary and where
children interact with the more-than-human worlds (Taylor, 2017). Silova
(2019) also suggests the tenacity of the “creature communities” today and
how social science, including education scholarship, has been blinded to
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numerous students’ encounters with the more-than-human worlds during
their schooling.

Decolonial scholarship, represented by Mignolo (2011) and other South
American thinkers (e.g., Grosfoguel, 2011), raises a similar set of ques-
tions about the powerful genocidal effects of the global spread of Western
modernity-coloniality nexus, which began in the late fifteenth-century Euro-
pean colonization of America. The South American decolonial project histori-
cizes with the intention of de-historicizing it, the current structure of
knowledge, and recognizes the centuries of Western colonial violence as the
constitutive aspect of its “epistemicide,” the obliteration of other epistemolo-
gies and ontologies from the surface of the planet (Grosfoguel, 2011). It
problematizes the modernist, Cartesian premises of science and knowledge
that set up the hierarchy of knowing and being and privileged for European
countries as the only legitimate source of knowledge and science. On the basis
of this historical critique, it calls for the resuscitation of marginalized episte-
mologies and ontologies in colonized parts of the world that have been pushed
to the limits by the Eurocentric geopolitics of knowledge. It is a call toward
the world of “pluriversality,” where multiple epistemologies and ontologies
coexist side by side (Mignolo, 2011).

In a number of places, Mignolo (2011) uses de-westernization and
decoloniality to distinguish between different levels of critique of Western
modernity/coloniality project. According to Mignolo, de-westernization is a
shallower critique of the West in that it rejects the West while maintaining
its allegiance to its fundamental logic of modernity. In economy, for instance,
de-westernization refers to the rejection of US or World Bank interventions
in South America, while still aspiring for a regionally or nationally based
model of “development” and “progress” that accepts the same economic
rationality and exploitative logic of modernity toward the planet. In the
domain of knowledge, de-westernization refers to the rejection of knowledge
generated in the West, while still accepting the fundamental philosophical
foundations of Western knowledge, namely its epistemology and ontology.
Drawing on Mignolo (2011), Silova et al. (2020) recognize that the most
penetrating critiques of the modernity/decoloniality nexus are to be found in
the decoloniality, not the de-westernization, project, particularly in the realm
of spirituality and ontology.

Needless to say, the decolonial critique of Western modernity/coloniality
resonates closely with ecofeminist scholarship. Most crucially, both identify
the role of culture in constituting the violence of modernity/colonial nexus,
more specifically in securing the hyperseparation between adults and children,
humans and nature, men and women, civilized and barbaric, and science
and myth (see Plumwood, 1993). The Western Enlightenment notion of
reason provides the logic of hyperseparation with the former terms defined
as the embodiment of reason and the latter terms as “everything that reason
excludes” (Plumwood, 1993, p. 20). Both decolonial theory and ecofeminist
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theory encourage us to engage in cross-cultural critique and practice ethno-
logical imagination: the particularization and peculiarization of now and here.
They invite us to imagine different ways of being and knowing that have
been suppressed, or even erased, by a set of cultural norms and practices of
modernity and imposed through colonial violence.

The above exploration of the ecofeminist and decolonial scholarship led
me to one interesting/uncomfortable observation; the critique of moder-
nity/coloniality resonates with what I knew about Shinto, a Japanese
animism/religion. Growing up in Japan, I intuitively knew that the nature-
centered world view and the rejection of human exceptionalism echoes the
core ideas of Shinto animism, despite the fact that I grew up in a non-
traditional household where Shinto was not particularly embraced. It was
uncomfortable, because I was aware of the tainted history of Shinto, its close
link to Japan’s imperial aggression during the past wars and its postwar asso-
ciation with nativist politics. Indeed, my previous scholarship was scathingly
critical of any attempt to invoke Shinto-informed spiritualities in Japanese
education (see Takayama, 2008, 2010). I was not sure how I could possibly
reconcile the idea of drawing on Shinto as a potential intellectual resource
toward ecologically minded and decolonial education with its unfortunate
past. It was with a deep sense of discomfort and uncertainty that I ventured
to learn about Shinto.

Shinto’s Decolonial Potentials

As Jensen and Blok (2013) point out, “Japan is probably the only major indus-
trialized country in which widespread discussion of animism is still a part of
ordinary intellectual discourse” (p. 97). Indeed, the Shinto-inspired, animated
worldview pervades all of Japanese society, underpinning mundane aspects of
life as well as art forms and cultural practices (Carter, 2013; Nakayama, 2019).
Shinto values and practices are so enmeshed in Japanese people’s everyday
life that they have become their second nature (Kasulis, 2004). According to
Nelson (2000), shrine Shinto is “one of the most long-lived of all Japan’s insti-
tutions, largely because (after nearly fourteen centuries) it continues to help
form, orient, and empower a sense of local and ethnic identity” (p. 3).

True to much of animisms in the world, Shinto stresses the greatness of
the universe and the relative insignificance of human presence in its entire
history. It also recognizes the agencies of the more-than-human worlds and
their spiritual impacts on humans. Shinto locates spirits in both humans and
non-humans, including stones, rivers, trees, foxes, thunder, ancestors, rice,
and waterfalls, that is, radical personalization of the universe (Jensen & Blok,
2013). According to Shinto principles, “gods, men, animals, plants and inan-
imate objects are mutually permeable entities, appearing as a unified and
dynamic field of existence, characterized by particular forms of immanence
and vitalism” (Jensen & Blok, 2013, p. 97).
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The Shinto cosmology continues to influence the meaning of the term
shizen, the Japanese translation of nature, the Western concept introduced
to Japan in the late nineteenth century. As Nakayama (2019) explains, the
Japanese concept of nature does not contain the hierarchical Christian idea,
where the creator of the world God exists at the top, then man created in the
image of God, with all the other creatures comprising nature at the bottom.
Here, “God as a transcendent being does not exist within nature, nor are
human beings a part of it” (p. 8). This dichotomy between human beings and
nature was central to the emergence of the new science in the seventeenth
century, further developed via Bacon and Descartes into the Cartesian world-
view and subsequently the conceptualization of nature merely as an object be
to controlled by humans (Hickel, 2020; Plumwood, 1993). In contrast, the
Shinto animistic view of nature recognizes something sacred in all the crea-
tures who are both physically and spiritually a part of nature. Hence, it defies
the usual “opposition …between human subjectivity and natural objectivity”
(Nakayama, 2019, p. 9).

The same reverence toward the more-than-human worlds is central to
Japanese thought and philosophy, according to Robert Carter (2013). In
explaining the central component of the Zen/Shinto philosophy, Carter
quotes a Japanese landscape architect/Zen monk, Shunmyo Matsuo:

I wonder just what kind of spirit a certain stone has and how it would prefer
to be set out. This is also true of plants and I always consider how I think the
plants would like to be displayed. I always feel at one with the plants, when I
am planting them, and with the stones, when I am arranging them. (p. 34)

Carter (2013) refers to Matsuo in his illustration of the key thinkers of the
Kyoto School of Philosophy, Kitaro Nishida and Keiji Nishitani, who were
likewise influenced immensely by the Zen and Buddhist thought (see Sevilla,
2016). Matsuo’s approach to landscaping epitomizes the kind of empathic
identification with non-animated objects that transcend the modernist culture-
nature, subject-object dualism. Through self-cultivation, one learns to be one
with an object (flowers, stones, and trees); it is a state of nothingness where
one comes to know a thing not through reason and language but intuitions
developed through direct experience. Much of this Shinto-informed sensibili-
ties toward nature permeate various Japanese arts, including traditional garden
architecture, calendar pictures, and poetry (see Kato, 2021).

Though Shinto is not explicitly taught in Japanese education due to
its principle of secularity (Nakayama, 2019), research has shown that the
Japanese curriculum, most notably in the Japanese language textbooks, implic-
itly teaches children emotional identification with non-human creatures and
their worldviews (Gerbert, 1993; Ishihara, 2005). In comparing primary
school readers in Japanese and American schools, Gerbert (1993) highlights
the nature-centered view of the world and the relative insignificance of humans
in Japanese school readers. Her analysis shows that in many of the stories
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included in Japanese readers, “human protagonists drop out of the picture
altogether” (p. 162). In one of the texts that she closely examines, “(t)he self
identifies with and merges with nature. It never become a fully constituted
‘personality’ as often seen in American readers” (p. 164). Japanese children
are encouraged to develop “a passive attitude towards nature” (p. 163), “be
sensitive to small changes in the environment” (p. 163) and “quietly lose the
self in the contemplation of nature” (p. 165). This is contrasted to the Amer-
ican primary school readers where an explicit emphasis is placed on formal
reasoning, analytical thinking, and a strongly anthropocentric view of nature.

More recently, the Ministry of Education introduced moral education
supplementary texts, arguably to counterbalance the increasing (Western-
inspired) emphasis on critical literacy (Ishihara, 2005). What follows is an
excerpt from one of the moral education booklets, Kokoro no nooto (Notebook
for Heart ):

Humans are moved by beauty.

When faced with the magnificence of nature, we feel moved and hold our
breath.

Calm, great ocean that spreads endlessly,

Vast hills and fields, and towering mountain ranges.

It feels as though they mercifully embraced us, as though we melted into them.

But, would this be true?

When nature bares its fangs,

it engulfs us with its overwhelming might.

Thundering noise of crashing waves, the volcanic smoke that shuts out the sky,

and the massive earthquake that shatters the earth.

A feeling of awe and respect towards the existence of matters beyond human
control springs up. (MEXT, 2002, p. 65)

Similar texts are also found in more recently published moral education
readers.

To feel the greatness

Rainbows after rain,

the bright red sun about to set,

shining aurora,

drifting ice masses approaching the seashore,

and splashing waterfalls.

(Our) heart moves with the overwhelming

presence of natural phenomena and sceneries.

When faced with supernatural world beyond

humans, (we) experience the beauty and
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greatness of nature.

They move (us), and (we) appreciate human

Heart. (MEXT, 2014, p. 114)

In these passages, children are to leave behind the modern scientific form of
learning where they are to understand, comprehend, and control the awesome.
Instead, they are to cultivate “a feeling of awe” (ikei no nen) by simply
standing “under it, feel themselves to be inherently part of it and it part of
themselves” (Kasulis, 2004, p. 167). The MEXT moral education readers,
including the ones cited above, are organized around the interconnectedness
of self to the broader universe, the environment (nature), family, school, local
community, nation, and the global, or an interdependent sense of selfhood
(Komatsu et al., 2021). As Japanese children progress with the readers, they
learn to position themselves within the broader collectives of expanding scales,
but they all stress somewhere in the texts the sense of awe toward the over-
whelming presence of nature, insignificance of self, and the existence beyond
humans.

According to Thomas Kasulis (2004), the author of Shinto: The Way Home,
the feeling of awe is central to Shinto. He argues that Shinto, as a contem-
porary religion in a highly technological society, is striking in its insistence
that awe is not to be understood, nor to be comprehended in any system-
atic way. The point of Shinto practice is “more to make one feel at home
with awe rather than try to understand or control it” (p. 167). Kasulis argues
that in contemporary modern societies, we have lost this attitude toward the
awesome. According to him, “one result of the predominance of scientific
thinking is that today our initial response to the awesome is to try to under-
stand it rather than to stand under it. Instead of filling us with a sense of
humility before the unknown, awe has come to challenge us as only the not-
yet-known. I don’t know has become an ego-bruising admission of ignorance
instead of a sign of wisdom” (p. 167). Following Shinto, Kasulis invites us to
“accept the awesome as part of the world in which we live” (p. 12). Kasulis
seems to suggest that the feeling of awe has much to do with letting go of our
sense of ego and embracing ignorance as virtue.

It is this rejection of the liberal principle of rationality and critical reason
and the restricted sense of self that results from it that are crucial for Bowers’
(1987, 1993) articulation of eco-justice pedagogy. In his view, liberal and crit-
ical educational thoughts, represented by Dewey, Skinner, and Freire among
others, are fundamentally antithetical to the generation of culture that is
ecologically sustainable. This is because the liberal theories of education accord
the absolute status to reason and rationality as practiced by individuals, and
this undermines the authority of traditional patterns of knowledge. As he
states, liberal educational thoughts are guided by the Enlightenment notion
of rational, autonomous, and self-directing self, and this conceptualization
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of self as “the epicenter of the social world” (p. 23) has the effect of “rel-
ativiz(ing) the communal foundations of a shared sense of moral authority,
with the consequence that individual judgement reflects what is perceived as
useful, fulfilling, and pleasurable” (Bowers, 1987, p. 25). With “the subjec-
tivism of personal experience” as “the final refuge” (p. 28), it breeds nihilism;
it erodes “the sense of being interdependent with the large social and biotic
community,” which are defined as “an unwelcomed constraint on individual
freedom” (Bowers, 1993, p. 27). Hence, the crucial shortcoming of liberal
educational theories in light of their potential for an ecologically balanced
world is their inability to offer the self-limiting principle, the very cultural
condition for the small and interdependent notion of selfhood. As a possible
source of the alternatives, Bowers draws attention to indigenous, place-based,
and intergenerational knowledges (see also Hickel, 2020).

Most recent education scholarship for a sustainable future reinforces
Bowers’ conclusion reached more than a few decades ago. For instance,
Komatsu et al. (2021) undertook a series of quantitative analyses to iden-
tify the possible relationship between what they call ontological individualism,
which is opposed to relational, interdependent selfhood, social unsustainability,
and student-centered teaching in schools. They establish the empirical founda-
tion for the very assertation made by Bowers more than three decades earlier;
student-centered teaching, underpinned by the liberal principle of rational and
autonomous self, can accelerate social and ecological unsustainability. Then,
they take up the suggestion made by Bowers (1993), to “study other cultures
that have evolved in more ecologically balanced ways” (57), and discuss three
examples of alternative pedagogic practices designed to promote an inter-
dependent sense of self, namely from Japan, Botswana and minority groups
within USA. As an intergenerational body of local knowledge, Shinto can be
one of such “othered” cultures that have not only survived the imposition of
modernity but is actually thriving today. It can serve as much-needed resources
to promote the kind of fundamental cultural shift required toward ecological
sustainable, post-growth society (Hickel, 2020).

Politics of Shinto

Endorsing the Shinto animism and its cosmologies in Japanese schooling,
however, is a complicated matter. This is because of the highly politicized
context within which Shinto has been articulated within Japanese educa-
tion throughout its postwar history (see Koyasu, 2004). The use of Shinto
beliefs in schooling has been intensely contested since the end of the Asia
Pacific War. During wartime, Shinto was incorporated into the state appa-
ratus and played a central role in interpellating the people into the wartime
imperialist ideology. Public education was the key state mechanism through
which the widely accepted Shinto beliefs in nature were mobilized for ideolog-
ical indoctrination (Hardacre, 2017; Shimazono, 2003). The postwar US-led
Occupation ordered the complete removal of Shinto religious elements from
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state apparatus and put in place constitutional mechanisms to ensure separation
of church and state and freedom of religion (Koyasu, 2004). The Occupation
blamed Shinto as the ideological source of Japan’s wartime ultra-nationalism
and imperialism while turning blind eyes to the roles played by other religions
(Hardacre, 2017). Its hunt for any remnants of the ostensibly Shinto-informed
wartime ideology was so comprehensive that it even banned Japanese martial
arts, calligraphies, and other benign cultural artifacts and practices (Shibata,
2004; Tanikawa, 2021).

The US-led Occupation’s “demilitarization” of education planted the seed
for the postwar political struggles in Japan. Since Japan’s formal indepen-
dence in 1952, those on the political right have consistently demanded the
resurrection of the traditional Shinto cosmologies and patriotic values back
within formal schooling (see Takayama, 2008, 2010). They call their political
agenda the “normalization” of Japanese education, that is, normalizing the
“unusual” situation left by the Occupation’s imposition of liberal values, which
has arguably detached the postwar generations from the nation’s cultural
“essence.” By contrast, the Japanese liberal and left see such a move as a retro-
gressive desire to reinstate the imperial state and its ideology. They insist on
protecting the liberal, democratic, and pacifist principles and constitutional
frameworks introduced during the US Occupation. Constitutional arguments
were frequently made to prevent Shinto-informed values and any patriotic
teaching from entering into education, with liberal critics arguing that they
violate the constitutionally guaranteed separation of church and state and
freedom of thought (Koyasu, 2004; Miyake, 2003; Nishihara, 2006). The
wartime indoctrination through education and the people’s general remorse
for its consequences were the broader historical backdrop against which the
concerns have been expressed by liberals and supported by the broader public
(Takayama, 2008, 2010).

Situated within this highly politicized policy context, the seemingly benign
Shinto-informed concepts such as “awe and respect towards nature,” or
“matters beyond humans,” and “the insignificance of humans in the whole
universe” assume highly contested meanings. Liberals argue that teaching the
Shinto-informed worldview reinforces students’ passivity toward nature and by
extension toward the authority and the state. It is the unquestioned devotion
to nature that was then politically appropriated to generate people’s alle-
giance toward the emperor/imperial state and the catastrophic “sacred” war
for the imperial household. Instead of teaching children to be passive, hence,
the liberal-left critics call for teaching the principles of rationality and critical
reason that are central to democratic citizenship (see Irie, 2004; Iwakawa &
Funabashi, 2004; Miyake, 2003). To those on the political left, the Shinto-
inspired moral education readers, quoted earlier, are nothing but an expression
of neo-conservative desire to render people obedient in times of neoliberal
economic restructuring. This is exactly the argument that I made in my
assessment of the 2006 revision to the Fundamental Law of Education (see
Takayama, 2008). As Grosfoguel (2011) points out, nationalism, as a response
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to the Eurocentric colonial imposition, “reproduces an internal coloniality of
power within each nation-state and reifies the nation-state as the privileged
location of social change” (p. 23). When Shinto is so tainted with the discrim-
inatory nativist politics of exclusion, could it be “conceptually freed from its
historically over-determined connotations of political regression”? (Jensen &
Blok, 2013, p. 94).

Salvaging Shinto

Would it be possible to salvage “the multivalent ethico-pragmatic character of
Shinto” from the nationalistic overtone that has dominated its domestic artic-
ulation? (Jensen & Blok, 2013, p. 108). In a sense, Shinto is a placeholder
for multiple interests within Japan. The dominant, nationalistic discourse of
Shinto, or what Kasulis (2004) calls the highly normative and prescriptive,
“essentialist” Shinto spirituality, is certainly with us. But there is also the
ad-hoc, flexible, and descriptive form of Shinto as a popular praxis, or what
Kasulis (2004) calls the “existentialist” Shinto spirituality, which pervades
much of place-based invocations of Shinto cosmologies in festivals, rituals, and
mundane life moments. The localized, existentialist Shinto spirituality gives us
a way to be radically different today that centers on immanent connected-
ness of humans and non-humans, hence with considerable implications for
reimagining education for sustainable futures. This is the aspect of Shinto
that Jensen and Blok (2013) also sees as of great value for science and tech-
nology studies, when they argue that Shinto embodies “an alternative politics
of the polymorphous enchantments of non-human agency” (p. 108) that can
help broaden the theoretical horizon on the entanglements among science,
technology, ecology, and cosmos.

However, as Kasulis (2004) reminds us, the two forms of Shinto spiri-
tualities—essentialist and existential—should not be treated as another form
of binary. They are “not separate religious traditions but instead overlap in
an internal relation with each other” (p. 153). The history of Shinto in
Japan has been infused with the tension between these two forms of spiri-
tuality, which remains unresolved today (Kasulis, 2004, p. 6). To complicate
the matter further, this distinction is not available in the Japanese vocabu-
lary for talking about Shinto, according to Kasulis (2004). Partly because of
the nationalist political dominance in the domestic discourse of Shinto, the
language of Shinto necessarily implicates essentialist assumptions. This poses
immense challenges in terms of “reclaiming” Shinto (Stengers, 2012), that
is, teasing out and mobilizing the existential, localized form of Shinto without
invoking the essentialist form of Shinto spirituality that has exclusionary effects
on the domestic political front. For now, all I can do is sit with the enormity
of the conceptual and political challenges and suggest that this conundrum
is not necessarily particular to Shinto and Japan. This discussion has wider
international implications for education for sustainable futures, given that the
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political appropriation of nature and the popularized form of animism has been
central to the modern formation of nation-state and its physical, epistemic, and
ontological violence.

Conclusion with Self-Negation

The purpose of this chapter is educational in that it aims to show what it all
means to do Southern Theory in educational research. The narrative exposes
the sense of vulnerability one might experience as a result of doing Southern
Theory and embracing the disruption that it causes. In my case, it all started
with engaging with decolonial and ecofeminist literature and realizing its close
relevance to the discussion of Shinto animism. Attempting to embrace Shinto
as an alternative source of knowledge, however, forced me to unlearn my well-
established views, largely shaped by the postwar political discourse of education
in Japan, and let go of the political sensibilities. The whole Japanese domestic
debate over the place of Shinto cosmologies in education remains trapped
within the discursive legacies of the Occupation and the Cold War. Rethinking
the role of Shinto in education is part of what Chen calls the de-cold-war
politics, which he argues central to decolonizing imagination in East Asia. It
is “to confront the legacies and continuing tensions of the Cold War” so as to
“reopen the past for reflection in order to make moments of liberation possible
in the future” (Chen, 2010, p. x).

While recognizing the need to rethink the usefulness of postwar binary poli-
tics, I remain deeply ambivalent about leaving behind altogether the liberal
principles underpinning education. Here I am acutely reminded of the dangers
in transferring purely philosophical arguments to the domain of politics that
Davis (1998) highlights. In discussing the historical role of Japanese philoso-
phers in promoting Japanese cultural nationalism, Davis makes the following
point: “The collapse of subject and object, thought and action—long the
aim of Japanese philosophers—may be innocent enough as epistemology or
Buddhist soteriology—but it can have a devastating effect when applies to poli-
tics” (p. 183). Like Davis, I am worried about the political implications of the
Shinto cosmologies in Japanese schools today, when Japanese scholars identify
the rise of retrogressive nationalism as well as the depoliticization of educa-
tion as the major concerns and call for resuscitating the roles of education for
democratic politics (see Hirota, 2015; Kodama, 2013).

Foremost scholar of Japanese traditional unlearning and mushin (no mind
or nothingness), Nishihira (Nishihira & Rappleye, 2021) makes the following
observation about the risk of political appropriation of Japanese traditional
concepts of learning for ideological indoctrination:

For those of us that write about Japanese thought and tradition, we still operate
in the shadow of the war, to some extent. We worry that the element of
trust and persistence embedded within this model may get co-opted, in a
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nationalist context, and transformed into a tool of indoctrination. It is a wari-
ness of getting mistaken for nationalists or apologists for the prewar period,
and lingering uncertainties about the possible dangerous potentials of self-
negation, that has prevented many Japanese scholars, including myself, from
more assertively discussing these models. Future work needs to remain vigilant
of this. That said, this ‘just trust’ call to faith is not unique to this ‘Japanese’
model, but is a major issue for virtually all forms of tradition– religious, secular,
and otherwise. (p. 10)

While Nishihara does not refer to Shinto, the “just trust” call to faith embodies
the same rejection of the liberal principle of rationality, reason, and indi-
viduality as expressed in Shinto’s call for awe. It is notable even some like
Nishihara, the foremost expert on the Japanese traditional thoughts in educa-
tion, express reservation about the possible political appropriation of his work
toward nationalistic agenda.

What Nishihara’s reflection illuminates is the predicament of reclaiming
what is indigenous or tradition in a context where Western liberalism and
its associated educational thoughts permeate the political and educational
discourse and institutions. In the postwar politics of Japanese education, the
rejection of liberal ideas, which is always coupled with the assertion of what
is traditional and indigenous, has been so tainted with regressive politics of
nativism. As a result, the discourse of Shinto in education has been thor-
oughly politicized, and its potential for sustainable future has remained largely
unexplored. In the face of the planetary ecological crisis, however, there is an
urgent need to reassess this mainstream discourse of Japanese postwar educa-
tion scholarship, “where Japanese-ness is automatically equated with negative
distinctness, prewar myths, and an escape from the responsibility of making
Japan ‘fully modern’” (Rappleye, 2018, p. 17).

This is not at all an endorsement of the nationalist attribution of anything
liberal to the postwar US “imposition” and of romanticizing Japan’s imperial
past. Instead, it is a call for a careful discerning of what is desirable and other-
wise toward both ecologically balanced and politically engaged educational
thoughts. The outcome of this discerning work is like to be a creative eclecti-
cism of elements that are Indigenous and modern (Western), inviting students
to live in multiple worlds simultaneously (Silova, 2019). In this regard, it is
encouraging to know that the daily lives of the people in Japan are saturated
with both advanced forms of technology and science and the penetrating pres-
ence of Shinto animism. It is a country where rocket scientists visit a local
shrine for their successful space endeavors (Nelson, 2000, p. 1). And indeed, as
amply demonstrated by Gerbert’s (1993) study, the strongly nature-centered
view of the world has been quietly integrated into Japanese schooling.

It is important to note that Gerbert’s insights were only made available
to us, as she was willing to look at Japanese primary school readers not
through a political lens but cultural ones. This point takes me back to my
earlier critique of the English-language comparative education scholarship of
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Japanese education and forces me to reflect how much I have shifted over time.
About 10 years ago, I published a discursive analysis of the whole scholarship
of Japanese schooling and identified the continuing Orientalist logic in this
body of research (Takayama, 2011). I rejected its predominantly culturalist
framing of Japanese schooling, whereby nation-state was unproblematically
conceptualized as a cultural “container” and the assumed existence of “fun-
damental cultural differences” between Japan and the West (usually USA)
remained unquestioned. I maintained that the whole scholarship was deeply
apolitical and re-inscribed the nationalistic thesis of cultural homogeneity. The
critique included some of the best-known scholarships of Japanese schools,
including those by Lewis, Tobin, Cave, and Tsuneyoshi. The argument in this
chapter has forced me to reconsider my critical assessment of the scholarship.
While I still consider valid much of the critique of the predominantly cultur-
alist framing of Japanese education, I now acknowledge my own blind spot;
my critique was strongly shaped by the postwar discourse of Japanese educa-
tion scholarship whose preoccupation with politics trumps any consideration
of culture. After all, I would not have been able to acknowledge the tremen-
dous potentials of Shinto animism for eco-justice pedagogy, had these scholars
not offered a culturalist reading of Japanese schools (e.g., Gerbert). Culturalist
accounts are problematic, so is a categorical rejection of culture.

Dealing with all these tensions and complexities, involving both intra-
national and international politics of difference (Ge, 2015; see also Takayama,
2018, 2020a, 2020b), is part of what doing Southern Theory entails. It
demands constant self-critique reflecting on where we have come from and
continual search for ways to release ourselves from our habitual modes of
thinking and being. Doing all these is a constitutive part of what I consider as
doing Southern Theory, and it is one way to make comparative and interna-
tional education research transformative, meaningful, and politically astute at
the same time.

References

Alatas, S. F. (2006). Alternative discourses in Asian social sciences: Responses to
eurocentrism. Sage.

Bhambra, G. K. (2014). Connected sociologies. Bloomsbury.
Blaise, M. (2015). Fabricated childhood: Uncanny encounters with the more-than-
human. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 37 (5), 617–626.

Bowers, C. A. (1987). Elements of a post-liberal theory of education. Teachers College
Press.

Bowers, C. A. (1993). Education, cultural myths, and the ecological crisis: Toward deep
changes. SUNY Press.

Carter, R. E. (2013). The Kyoto school: An introduction. SUNY Press.
Chakrabarty, D. (2000). Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial thought and historical
difference. Princeton University Press.

Chen, K. (2010). Asia as method: Toward deimperialization. Duke University Press.



604 K. TAKAYAMA

Connell, R. (2007). Southern theory: The global dynamics of knowledge in social science.
Crows Nest: Allen & Unwin.

Davis, W. (1998). Religion and national identity in modern and postmodern Japan. In
P. Heelas (Ed.), Religion, modernity and postmodernity (pp. 169–185). Blackwell.

Ge, S. (2015). Ajia wo katarukoto no jirenma: chiteki kyoudou kuukan wo motomete
[Dilenma of speaking about Asia: Towards a shared intellectual space]. Iwanami
shoten [in Japanese].

Geertz, C. (2000). Available light: Anthropological reflections on philosophical topics.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Gerbert, E. (1993). Lessons from the “Kokugo” (national language) readers. Compar-
ative Education Review, 37 (2), 152–180.

Grosfoguel, R. (2011). Decolonizing post-colonial studies and paradigms of political-
economy: Transmodernity, decolonial thinking, and global coloniality. Transmoder-
nity: Journal of Peripheral Cultural Production of the Luso-Hispanic World, 1(1),
1–38.

Hardacre, H. (2017). Shinto: A history. Oxford University Press.
Hickel, J. (2020). Less is more: How degrowth will save the world. William Heinemann.
Hirota, T. (2015). Kyouiku wa nanio subekika: nouryoku, shokugyou, shimin [What
education ought to do: Competency, occupation and citizenship]. Iwanami shoten
[in Japanese].

Igarashi, Y. (2000). Bodies of memory: Narratives of war in postwar Japanese culture,
1945–1970. Princeton University Press.

Irie, Y. (2004). Kyoukasho ga abunai: “kokoro no nouto” to koumin/rekishi [Dangerous
textbooks: “Notebook for Heart” and civil/history]. Iwanami shoten [in Japanese].

Ishihara, C. (2005). Kokugo kyoukasho no shisou [The philosophy of the national
language textbook]. Chikuma shobou [in Japanese].

Iwakawa, N., & Funabashi, K. (Eds.). (2004). ‘kokoro no noto’ no ho e wa ikanai [I
won’t be going towards ‘the notebook of heart’]. Terakaya Shinsha.

Jensen, C. B., & Blok, A. (2013). Techno-animism in Japan: Shinto cosmorrams,
actor-network theory, and the enabling powers of non-human agencies. Theory,
Culture and Society, 30(2), 84–115.

Kasulis, T. P. (2004). Shinto: The way home. University of Hawaii Press.
Kato, M. (2021). The educational function of Japanese arts: An approach to environ-
mental philosophy. Educational Philosophy and Theory. https://doi.org/10.1080/
00131857.2021.1904396

Kodama, S. (2013). Gakuryoku gensou [Illusion of academic achievement]. Chiku-
mashobou [in Japanese].

Komatsu, H., Rappleye, J., & Silova, I. (2021). Student-centered learning and sustain-
ability: Solution or problem? Comparative Education Review, 65(1). https://doi.
org/10.1086/711829

Koyasu, N. (2004). Kokka to shisai: Kokka Shintou no genzai [Nation-state and Shinto
ceremonies: The current state of State Shintoism]. Seidosha [in Japanese].

Kurasawa, F. (2004). The ethnological imagination: A cross-cultural critique of
modernity. University of Minnesota Press.

MEXT. (2002). Kokoro no no-to, chugakkou [Notebook for Heart for junior high
school]. Akatsuki kyouiku tosho [in Japanese].

MEXT. (2014). Watashitachi no dotoku, shogakko 5.6 nen [Our morality, year 5 and
6]. MEXT.

https://doi.org/10.1080/00131857.2021.1904396
https://doi.org/10.1086/711829


33 DOING SOUTHERN THEORY: SHINTO, SELF-NEGATION … 605

Mignolo, W. (2011). The dark side of Western modernity: Global futures, decolonial
options. Duke University Press.

Miyake, A. (2003). “kokoro no no-to” wo kangaeru [A thought on “The Notebook of
Heart”]. Iwanami shoten [in Japanese].

Nakayama, O. (2019). New spirituality in Japan and its place in the teaching of moral
education. Religions, 10(4), 278. https://doi.org/10.3390/rel10040278

Nelson, J. K. (2000). Enduring identities: The guise of Shinto in contemporary Japan.
University of Hawaii Press.

Nishihara, H. (2006). Ryoushin no jiyuu to kodomotachi [Freedom of conscience and
children]. Iwanamishoten.

Nishihira, T., & Rappleye, J. (2021). Unlearning as (Japanese) learning. Educational
Philosophy and Theory. https://doi.org/10.1080/00131857.2021.1906644

Plumwood, V. (1993). Feminism and the mastery of nature. Routledge.
Rappleye, J. (2018). In favor of Japanese-ness: Future directions for educational
research. Educational Studies in Japan: International Yearbook, 12, 9–21.

Rappleye, J. (2020). Comparative education as cultural critique. Comparative Educa-
tion, 56(1), 39–56.

Rose, D. B. (2005). An indigenous philosophical ecology: Situating the human. The
Australian Journal of Anthropology, 16(3), 294–305.

Sevilla, A. (2016). Education and empty relationality: Thoughts on education and the
Kyoto School of Philosophy. Journal of Philosophy of Education, 30(4), 639–654.

Shibata, M. (2004). Japan and Germany under the U.S. occupation: A comparative
analysis of the post-war education reform. Lexington Books.

Shimazono, S. (2003). State Shinto and the religious structure of modern Japan.
Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 73(4), 1077–1098.

Silova, I. (2019). Toward a wonderland of comparative education. Comparative
Education, 55(4), 444–472.

Silova, I., Rappleye, J., & You, Y. (2020). Beyond the Western horizon in educa-
tional research: Toward a deeper dialogue about our interdependent futures. ECNU
Review of Education, 3(1), 46–65.

Stengers, I. (2011). Comparison as a matter of concern. Common Knowledge, 17 (1),
48–63.

Stengers, I. (2012). Reclaiming animism. E-flux journal #36. https://www.e-flux.
com/journal/36/61245/reclaiming-animism/

Takayama, K. (2008). Japan’s Ministry of Education ‘becoming the right’: Neolib-
eral restructuring and the ministry’s struggles for political legitimacy. Globalisation,
Societies, and Education, 6(2), 131–146.

Takayama, K. (2010). From the rightist ‘coup’ to the new beginning of progressive
politics in Japanese education. In M. W. Apple (Ed.), Global crises, social justice, and
education (pp. 61–111). Routledge.

Takayama, K. (2011). Other Japanese educations and Japanese education otherwise.
Asia Pacific Journal of Education, 31(3), 345–349.

Takayama, K. (2015). Provincialising the world culture theory debate: Critical insights
from a margin. Globalisation, Societies and Education, 13(1), 34–57.

Takayama, K. (2018). Towards a new articulation of comparative educations: Cross-
culturalising research imaginations. Comparative Education, 54(1), 77–93.

Takayama, K. (2020a). Engaging with the more-than-human and decolonial turns
in the land of Shinto cosmologies: “Negative” comparative education in practice.
ECNU Review of Education, 3(1), 46–65.

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel10040278
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131857.2021.1906644
https://www.e-flux.com/journal/36/61245/reclaiming-animism/


606 K. TAKAYAMA

Takayama, K. (2020b). An invitation to ‘negative’ comparative education. Compara-
tive Education, 56(1), 79–95. https://doi.org/10.1080/03050068.2019.1701250

Takayama, K., Heimans, S., Amazan, R., & Maniam, V. (2016). Doing Southern
theory: Towards alternative knowledges and knowledge practices in/for education.
Postcolonial Directions in Education, 5(1), 1–25.

Takayama, K., Sriprakash, A., & Connell, R. (2017). Toward a postcolonial compara-
tive and international education. Comparative Education Review, 61(S1), 1–24.

Tanikawa, T. (2021). Baseball in occupied Japan: US postwar cultural policy. Kyoto
University Press.

Taylor, A. (2017). Beyond stewardship: Common world pedagogies for the Anthro-
pocene. Environmental Education Research, 23(10), 1448–1461.

https://doi.org/10.1080/03050068.2019.1701250


Index

A
Aboriginal studies, 226, 227
adult education, 572
Africa, 64–76, 449, 452, 456
Kenya, 450–454, 458, 460
philosophies of education, 63–65, 68,

70–73, 76
agonistic pluralism, 563
alienation, 371, 374, 380, 381, 383
anthropocene, 305, 309, 310, 323, 328
Assessment
acquired academic skills, 498
diagnostic assessment, 503

Australia, 225–228, 230, 232, 235–237

B
Bangladesh, 197, 201–203, 208, 209

peace education, 214
biodigital, 323, 325, 326, 331
British Columbia, 114, 116–118, 120

C
Canada, 131, 132, 136–138, 140–143,

340, 345, 346
Canadian exceptionalism, 131, 136,

137, 142
Canadian school system, 512, 514
Ontario, 497–499, 503, 506–509,

511–514
peace education, 214

capabilities approach (CA), 413, 419,
422–425

capitalism, 572, 575, 578, 581, 582,
585

China
citizenship, 182
democracy, 182, 183, 187–190,

192–194
histories, 183, 187, 190, 191, 194

citizenship
China, 182
global citizenship education (GCE),

12, 148
lived citizenship, 213
planetary citizenship education, 311,

312
collaborations, 289
transnational, 519, 520, 525, 528

coloniality. See decoloniality
community
community-cenetred pedagogy, 439
community-engaged learning (CEL),

420, 422, 425
community-engaged research, 443

comparative education, 591, 602
comparative curriculum mapping, 498

conflict, 394, 396, 398–402, 407
convergence, 326–333
COVID-19, 15, 22, 31, 34, 35, 39,

121, 124, 142, 153, 199, 253, 314,
321, 325, 328–330, 349, 419, 441,
475, 477

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s), under exclusive
license to Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2022
A. A. Abdi and G. W. Misiaszek (eds.), The Palgrave Handbook on Critical
Theories of Education, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-86343-2

607

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-86343-2


608 INDEX

credentials, 416
critical consciousness, 148, 151, 152,

155, 157, 158, 361
critical literacy, 291, 596
ecopedagogical literacy, 301, 303,

306, 307, 309, 310
media literacy, 43, 205, 322, 333

critical race theory (CRT), v–viii, x, 16,
24, 30, 85, 86, 114, 482–485, 488,
489, 556

cultural reciprocity, 226
culture of schooling, 453–455
curriculum
curriculum mapping, 498, 499, 505,

509, 510
internationalization of the curriculum,

132–134, 139, 142
mathematics curriculum, 498, 499
sciences curriculum, 290, 293,

449–451, 453–455, 458, 460

D
decoloniality, 15, 16, 18, 63, 234, 262,

266, 268, 270, 273, 277, 309, 310,
431, 538, 545–547, 567, 572, 573,
583, 585, 593

African decolonial feminism lens, 538,
545, 546

cognitive colonization, 65, 69
decolonial social movements, 431
gender, 538, 545–547
philosophy, 63
research methods, 364, 369
settler colonialism, 263, 264, 267

democracy, 148, 150, 152, 157, 158,
181–189, 192–194

China, 182, 183, 187–190, 192–194
democratic education, 181–188,

192–194
peace education, 197, 198, 200, 205
social democracy, 255

development, 455, 456, 459, 466, 470,
474, 477

d/Development, 306–308, 311
sustainability. See sustainability

Dewey, John, 26–29, 32, 38
digitalization. See postdigital
disability, 114–116, 118–124

E
ecopedagogy, 9, 14, 301, 302, 304,

305, 307, 308, 313, 314, 325, 330
emotional well-being, 47, 48, 56, 59, 60
employment. See work
environmentalism, 248, 301, 302, 310,

313. See also Sustainability
ecofeminism, 592
ecopedagogy, 301, 302, 304, 313,

314, 325, 329, 330
Nature, non-anthroposphere, 305
sustainability. See sustainability

epistemologies, 7, 8, 11–13, 16, 456
feminist epistemologies, 360
fund of knowledge, 511, 513
Indigenous epistemologies, 455
Indigenous knowledge practices, 431
onto-epistemological, 68, 72
Ubuntu. See Ubuntu
violence (epistemological), 393, 397,

400, 402, 409
epistemologies of the South/North, v,

vii, x, 8–10
environmentalism, 310
Indigenous, v, 234
Southern theory, 591
Ubuntu. See Ubuntu

ethics, 47, 52–56, 58
environmental, 302, 304, 310

Eurocentricity, 168, 169, 172, 175,
176, 538, 539, 541, 545–547

credentials, 164–166, 168, 170, 171,
175

philosophy, 14, 64–66, 76
exceptionalism, 131, 136, 137, 142, 143

F
feminism
critical feminist theory, 262
decoloniality, 538, 545, 546
ecofeminism, 592
feminist epistemologies, 360
women scholars, 520, 522, 525, 529,

530
food security, 465, 471–473
Freire, Paulo, 302
futures (futurities), 83, 92



INDEX 609

G
gender, 520, 521, 522, 524–530. See

also feminism
coloniality of gender, 538, 539,

545–547
global citizenship education (GCE),

148–158, 312
globalizations
environmental pedagogies, 307
Eurocentric education systems, 170,

171, 541, 545, 546
knowledges and epistemologies, 169,

175, 305

H
health, 31, 86, 115, 171, 212, 225,

350, 441, 467, 472, 476, 523, 544
environmental health, 314

Higher Education Institutions (HEIs)
Aboriginal studies, 227
African, 519, 522, 524–526, 529, 530
Australia, 227
coloniality, 262
cultural reciprocity, 226
Indigenous higher education, 226,

227, 262, 267, 271, 273
internationalization of higher

education, 131, 133, 134, 136
racism, 232, 556

historical analysis, 340
dehistoricization, 67, 70, 76
rehistoricization, 70

host country, 497
human capital, 413–419, 422, 424
human rights, 98, 100, 284, 285, 288,

289, 295–297

I
inclusive education, 513
Indigenous, 223–225, 227–233, 236,

454, 538, 542–544, 546, 547
Aboriginal studies, 227
higher education, 226, 227, 262–268,

276, 277
Indigenous epistemologies, 169, 170,

175, 455
Indigenous knowledge practices, 164,

170, 175, 454

Indigenous refusal, 262, 271–273,
277

inquiry-based approach, 283
instrumental reason, 371
intellectual freedom, 339, 341–345, 350
internationalization
internationalization of higher

education, 131, 133, 134, 136
internationalization of the curriculum,

132–134, 139, 142
internationally educated teachers

(IETs), 164–168, 170, 171, 174,
175

international student, 131–134,
136–143

J
Jua Kali, 450–456

L
land ontologies, 573
language, 284–297
language learners, 498, 510, 513, 514
language of instruction, 499

leadership
critical leadership studies, 263, 267
managerialism, 266

library and information studies (LIS),
338–340, 344–347, 349

literacy
critical literacy, 4, 13, 301
ecopedagogical literacy, 14, 302, 303,

306, 307, 309, 310

M
Marcuse, Herbert, 25, 28, 37, 38, 41
Marxism, 6, 13, 185, 188, 189, 572
math education, 481–485, 487, 488,

490, 491, 493, 498
Black students, 481, 482, 488–490,

492, 493
mathematics curriculum, 498, 499
standardized tests, 488–490

methodologies
decolonizing research methods, 364,

369



610 INDEX

democratic research, 359, 361
documentary photography, 361, 365
intersectionality, 114–116, 120
participatory research, 355, 359, 361,

363, 364, 369
phenomenology, 555
photovoice, 357, 359–365, 367, 368
Southern Theory, 591

México, 201, 209, 211
peace education, 214

mobility, 497, 509
educational mobility, 498, 511

multicentricity, 82, 89, 91

N
negation, 590, 591
neoliberalism, 303, 310, 311, 314, 414

P
parents, 498, 509, 512–514
peace education, 214, 393–403, 405,

406, 408
comparative study, 214
comprehensive peace education, 398,

400, 401, 404, 409
cultural violence, 397, 402
culture of peace, 398–401
curricula, 202, 214, 215

philosophies of education, v, 8, 10, 26,
29, 32, 64, 65, 68, 70–73, 76

African philosophies, 8, 10, 65, 70,
71, 76

sage philosophers, 72
planetary citizenship education, 311,

312
policy, 114, 116–119, 124
positive psychology, 47, 49–53, 56, 57
post-coloniality. See decoloniality
postdigital, 322, 324, 325, 328–333
biodigital, 323, 325, 326, 331
higher education, 372, 374, 380–382,

384
praxis, 4–9, 11, 14
psycho-social change, 394, 395, 402,

406
public good, 413, 418, 423, 425
public pedagogy, 28

environmental, 312

Q
qualifications, 164, 170, 416, 417, 425.

See also Assessment

R
racism, vi, viii, 85–87, 89, 97, 98, 100,

101, 108, 131, 141–143, 578
critical race theory. See critical race

theory (CRT)
ecoracism, 303
higher education, 232

radical pedagogies, 23, 37, 40, 431–433,
436, 437, 441. See also
revolutionary pedagogies

research. See methodologies
revolutionary pedagogies, 254. See also

radical pedagogies

S
Santos, Boaventura de Sousa, 309, 310
sciences, 309, 313, 449–458, 460
Shinto [Shintoism], 594, 595, 597–603
socialism, 244, 247, 248
social justice, 47, 59, 60, 100–103, 106,

107, 302, 304, 338, 339, 344, 345,
413, 423

contributive justice, 423
socio-environmental justice, 303, 304,

310
socio-political, 394, 395, 402, 403,

406
social movements, 431, 434, 436,

440–443
decoloniality, 443
education, 572

South Korea, 148
STEM and STEAM, 283, 289, 296, 297
ecopedagogy, 283, 302, 307

sustainability, 301, 304–307, 310, 313,
451–453

Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), 546, 579

sustainable livelihood, 306, 465–467,
469–474, 477

Syrian students, 504, 506, 507, 509



INDEX 611

T
technologies, 324, 325, 327, 330, 331.

See also postdigitalism
ecopedagogy, 324

U
Ubuntu, 440
Ujamaa, 69
utopia. See futures

V
violence
cultural violence, 397, 402
culture of peace, 398–401
epistemological violence, 397, 400,

402

pedagogical violence, 397
structural violence, 395–397, 403,

404, 409
virtue ethics, 47, 52–56

W
Westernization, 135, 137
hegemony, 225
psychology, 48

work, 413–425
employability, 419, 420, 425
learning for earning, 417, 419, 421
professions, 425
underemployment, 417
work-integrated learning (WIL), 419,

420


	Foreword: White Supremacy, White Philosophy, and Rewriting of History
	References
	Contents
	Notes on Contributors
	List of Figures
	List of Tables
	Part I General Critical Theoretical Perspectives and Philosophies of Education
	1 Critical Theories of Education: An Introduction
	Five Groundings of Critical Theories of Education
	Summaries of the Chapters
	Part I: General Critical Theoretical Perspectives and Philosophies of Education
	Part II: Critical Race Theories of Education
	Part III: Critical International/Global Citizenship Education
	Part IV: Critical Pedagogy/Critical Literacy Studies in Education
	Part V: Critical Media/information Studies and Education
	Part VI: Critical Community-Engaged Learning/Research
	Part VII: Critical Perspectives on Science and Mathematics Education
	Part VIII: Critical Gender/Feminist Studies in Education
	Part IX: Critical Indigenous and Southern Epistemologies of Education

	Conclusion
	References

	2 Critical Theory and the Transformation of Education in the New Millennium
	Critical Theory, Critique, and the Search for the Good Life
	Public Education, Democracy, and Pedagogies of the Oppressed
	Changing Life Conditions, Subjectivities, and Identities
	Expanding Technologies/Multiple Critical Literacies
	Toward a Radical Reconstruction and Democratization of Education
	References

	3 The Philosophy and Politics of Educating Emotions
	Introduction
	The Psychology of Emotions in Education
	The Philosophy of Character: Virtue Ethics
	The Politics of Educating Emotions
	Summary and Conclusion
	References

	4 African Philosophies of Education: Colonialist Deconstructions and Critical Anticolonial Reconstructionist Possibilities
	Introduction
	Colonialist Deconstructions of African Philosophies and Philosophies of Education
	African Philosophies of Education: Critical Reconstructionist Analyses and Possibilities
	Conclusion
	References

	Part II Critical Race Theories of Education
	5 Educating for Critical Race and Anti-Colonial Intersections
	Introduction
	In Theory…Racializing Whiteness
	The Difference Indigeneities Make

	Conclusion
	References

	6 Critical Social Foundations of Education: Advancing Human Rights and Transformative Justice Education in Teacher Preparation
	Introduction
	Courses in Teacher Education Programs
	Why Critical Social Foundations of Education?
	Development of Critical Thinking Skills?
	Conclusion
	References

	7 Students with Disabilities in British Columbia’s (Canada) K to 12 Education System: A Critical Disability and Intersectional Perspective
	Introduction
	Intersectionality Framing
	B.C. School Act
	B.C. Ministry of Education Special Needs Education Policy

	Challenges Facing Students with Disabilities and their Families
	Conclusion
	References

	Part III Critical International/Global Citizenship Education
	8 Contesting Canadian Exceptionalism in the Internationalization of Higher Education: A Critical Perspective
	Rationales of Internationalization
	Internationalization of the Curriculum
	The Identity Crisis of Internationalization
	The Canadian Context
	Multiple Understandings of Internationalization
	Internationalization, Revenue Generation, and Branding
	Little Internationalization of the Curriculum
	Difficulty in Developing Friendships with Local Students
	Racism and Racial Discrimination

	Conclusion
	References

	9 Global Citizenship Education for Critical Consciousness: Emancipatory Potentials and Entrenched Realities in South Korea
	Introduction
	Particularities and Varieties of GCE
	Criticism of GCE
	Critical GCE in Freirean Thought
	GCE in Korea
	Participants, Data Collection, and Analysis
	Potentials and Constraints of GCE in Korean Schools
	Emancipatory potentials of GCE
	“Empirical Realities” Entrenched within the Educational System
	Why We Need Emancipatory Conceptions of GCE

	References

	10 Diversifying Schools with Global and Indigenous Knowledge: Inclusion of Internationally Educated Teachers (IETs) in Schools and Teacher Education Programs
	Introduction
	Mapping the Field of IETs
	Decolonizing Critical Pedagogy
	Epistemic Decolonization
	Diversifying Teaching Force
	Conclusion
	References

	11 Rebuilding the Connection Between Politics and Practices of Democratic Education in China: Critical Reflections
	Repositioning Democratic Education in China
	The Avoidance of Politics in Democratic Education
	Historical Reasons and the Conventional Thinking
	The Lack of Comprehension on Democracy

	History and Features of Chinese Democracy
	The Main Mechanism of Chinese Democracy
	Enriching the Connotation of Chinese Democracy with Chinese Culture

	Digging into the Root, Rebuilding the Connections
	Conclusion
	References

	12 Teaching Social Justice Amidst Violence: Youth and Enacted Curricula in Canada, Bangladesh, and México
	Theoretical Framework: Dimensions of Systemic Violence and Just Peace (in) Education
	Research Design and Methodology
	Contexts: Living with Violence
	Young People’s Perspectives and Peacebuilding-Relevant Education in Their Schools
	Cross-Case Discussion
	References

	Part IV Critical Pedagogy/Critical Literacy Studies in Education
	13 The Indigenous Imaginary and Tertiary Institutions
	Australian Indigenous Developments
	The University of Sydney
	Indigenous Ways of Knowing at the University of Sydney
	Engagements with Aboriginal Communities at the University of Sydney


	Moving Forward
	Closing
	References

	14 Critical Education, Social Democratic Education, Revolutionary Marxist Education
	Creeping Fascism: Critical, Socialist and Marxist Education and Educators Under Attack
	Three Types of Socialist Education, Three Types of Critical Education
	Centrist’ Social Democrats and Left Social Democrats/Democratic Socialists and Education

	Five Aspects of Marxist Education
	The Questions Marxist Educators Ask
	(i) Curriculum and Assessment
	(ii) Pedagogy
	(iii) Organizational Culture Within the School/University/Institution
	(iv) Organization of Students and of the Education System Itself
	(v) Ownership, Control and Management of Schools/Colleges/Universities
	What Is Specifically Marxist About These Policy Proposals?

	The Task and Role of Marxist Educators
	Conclusion
	References

	15 Critical Perspectives for Educational Leadership and Policy in Higher Education
	Locating Ourselves Within Educational Institutions
	Unveiling the University Administration
	Connecting Managerialist Logics to Neoliberal Ideologies in Higher Education
	The Nature of Power Relations in Administrative Practice
	Indigenous Refusal
	Teaching Policy as Resistance
	Conclusion
	References

	16 Critical Pedagogy in Language and STEM Education: Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics Education
	Introduction
	STEM Subjects, Linguistic Rights, and the Art-Science Divide
	Critical Pedagogy Through Cross-Cultural Virtual Exchange
	Arts Activities to Increase Inclusivity, Collegiality, and Collaboration
	Theory of Inquiry to Rethink STEM and Arts Subjects in Curricula
	Reimagining the Value of Languages and Knowledge Through Arts
	Conclusion
	References

	17 Ecopedagogy: Critical Environmental Pedagogies to Disrupt Falsely Touted Sustainable Development
	Introduction
	Ecopedagogy
	Differing from Other Environmental Pedagogies

	Planetary Widening
	d/Development
	Globalizations: Decoloniality or Neocoloniality
	Epistemological (Re)reading and (Un)learning
	Economics: Justice and Sustainability, Versus Neoliberalism
	Citizenships: Local-to-Planetary
	Post-Truthism
	Conclusion
	References

	Part V Critical Media/Information Studies and Education
	18 Postdigital Critical Pedagogy
	Introduction: Living in the World of Combined Crises
	Critical Pedagogy in the Postdigital Condition
	The Biodigital Challenge of Critical Pedagogy
	Postdigital Convergences
	Toward a Meta-Convergence
	Postdigital Crises

	Time to Join the Great Convergence
	Hedgefox Critical Pedagogy
	References

	19 Contemporary Critical Library and Information Studies: Ethos and Ethics
	Introduction
	Background and Context
	Intellectual Freedom
	Contemporary Activity
	Knowledge Organization
	AI and Ethics
	Conclusion and Future Study
	References

	20 Critical Methodologies and an Art-Based Method of Research in Higher Education Institutions
	Introduction
	Methodology and Method
	A Case Study
	The Photovoice Methodology
	Feminist Epistemologies
	Critical Consciousness and Participatory Theories
	The Photovoice Process
	The Power of Photography
	Documentary Photography
	The Photography Exhibition
	Critical Methodology
	Conclusion
	References

	21 Rise of a “Managerial Demiurge”: Critical Analysis of the Digitalization of Education
	Introduction
	The Myth of the Digitalization of Education: Managerial Demiurge at Work
	Policy Document as Manifestations of Instrumental Rationality
	Closing the Discourse Universe
	Operationalizing and Legitimizing the Future Through Exercising Power and Violence
	Digitalization Policy Documents as Sources of Alienation

	Conclusion
	References

	Part VI Critical Community-Engaged Learning/Research
	22 Critical Comprehensive Peace Education: Finding a Pedagogical Nexus for Personal, Structural, and Cultural Change
	Peace Education: A Field in and of Praxis
	A Brief History of Peace Education Developments
	Historical Reflections
	Political & Contextual Patterns
	Pedagogical Pathways to Human Agency
	Conclusion
	References

	23 Showing Up for the Rat Race: Beyond Human Capital Models of Higher Education
	Introduction
	Part 1: Problems with Neoliberal Human Capital Models of Higher Education
	Neoliberalism and Its Effects on the Public Sphere and Democracy

	The Problem of Pressure and Burnout
	The Problems of Job Scarcity and Quality
	The Problem of Value and the Imperative to Rethink Work
	Part 2: Alternatives to Neoliberal Human Capital Thinking
	Paid Work vs. Community-Engaged Learning and Unpaid Work
	The Aspiration for Socially Valuable Work
	Higher Education and the Capabilities Approach
	The Capabilities Approach in Education
	Concluding Comments
	References

	24 The Challenges of Doing Radical Pedagogy in Social Movements in South Africa
	Introduction
	Critical Concepts that Will Guide the Study
	Connecting Radical Pedagogy with IKS and Decolonial Theory
	Research Design and Methodology
	Presentation of Findings
	The Victoria Mxenge (VM) Project
	The Treatment Action Campaign (TAC)
	The Project for the Study of Alternative Education in South Africa (PRAESA)

	Challenges with Radical Pedagogy in the 3 Case Studies
	Connection to IKS
	Challenges to the State
	Exclusionary Practices

	Conclusion
	References

	Part VII Critical Perspectives on Science and Mathematics Education
	25 Decolonizing Science Education in Africa: Curriculum and Pedagogy
	Introduction
	Background
	Curriculum and Pedagogy in Kenyan Classrooms
	Learning from Ongoing Research
	Inspiration
	Conclusion and Ontological Position
	References

	26 Indigenous Epistemologies and Decolonized Sustainable Livelihoods in Africa
	Introduction
	What is Epistemology?
	African Indigenous Epistemologies and Science

	African Epistemologies and Sustainable Livelihoods
	African Indigenous Knowledges and Security
	Eurocentric Epistemological Foundations in Higher Education in Africa
	Indigenous Peoples’ Survival Under COVID-19 and Research

	Conclusion
	References

	27 Centering Race, Racism, and Black Learners in Mathematics Education: A Critical Race Theory Perspective
	Introduction
	Critical Race Theory in Mathematics Education
	A Critical Race Analysis of Mathematics Education
	The Impact of Educational Laws and Policies on Mathematics Education

	Racialized Legal, Educational, and Mathematical Developments in the Nineteenth Century
	Pre and Post Brown Mathematics Education Developments
	Federal Legislation, Standards, Standardized Tests, and Racialized Achievement Gaps
	A Critical Race Analysis of Mathematics Curriculum, Pedagogy, and Courses
	The Liberatory Paradigm in Mathematics Education
	References

	28 Mobility of Syrian–Canadian Students and Continuity of Math Education: A Comparative Curriculum Mapping Approach
	Introduction
	Overview of the Curricula
	The Province of Ontario
	The Context in Syria

	Curriculum Mapping
	First Results
	The Syrian Curriculum

	Analyses of the Differences and Similarities
	Grade Expectations and Extent of Learning for Each Grade Level
	Strands and Organization of Topics
	Pedagogical Considerations

	Dissemination of the Results
	Reflections Based on Teacher Candidates’ Feedback
	Organization of the Sessions
	Effects of Training Sessions on Teacher Candidates
	Effect of Training Sessions on Parents
	Collaboration Between Schools and Parents Based on Reciprocal Understanding

	References

	Part VIII Critical Gender/Feminist Studies in Education
	29 Transforming Sub-Saharan African Universities—Transnational Collaborations at the Intersections of Gender as a Viable Pathway?
	Introduction
	Context
	Review of Literature
	Transforming the African Academy: Gender as Subject and as a Constitutive Category
	Exploring Transnational Collaborations at the Intersections of Gender: A Viable Pathway to Transforming the African Academy
	Conclusion
	References

	30 Revisiting Francophone Sub-Saharan Africa’s Eurocentric Education System Through a Decolonial Feminist’s Lens
	Introduction
	The Colonial Education System and the Marginalization of Women in Francophone Sub-Saharan Africa

	Colonial Gender Education in Francophone Sub-Saharan Africa
	Indigenous Education and Gender in Sub-Saharan Africa
	Decolonizing Education in Francophone Sub-Saharan Africa
	Conclusion
	References

	Part IX Critical Indigenous and Southern Epistemologies of Education
	31 Critical Theory as Lived Meaning: Exploring Anti-Racist Practice in Post-Secondary Education
	Reflecting
	Introduction
	Seeking
	Saying
	Doing
	Being
	References

	32 Critical Adult Education in the (Neo)colonies: Racial/Colonial Capitalist and Social Movement Ontologies of Land
	Introduction
	Racial/Colonial Capitalist Ontologies of Land: Discovery and Property
	Racial/Colonial Capitalist Ontologies of Land: Post Independence Development and Neocolonialism
	Learning from Indigenous-Peasant Ontologies of Land and Social Movement Activism in the (Neo)colonies
	References

	33 Doing Southern Theory: Shinto, Self-Negation, and Comparative Education
	Introducing and Doing Southern Theory
	Ecofeminist and Decolonial Turns
	Shinto’s Decolonial Potentials
	Politics of Shinto
	Salvaging Shinto
	Conclusion with Self-Negation
	References

	 Index

