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Chapter 1
Beyond the Western Horizon: Rethinking 
Education, Values, and Policy Transfer

Iveta Silova, Jeremy Rappleye, and Euan Auld

1.1 � Introduction

Over the past four decades, the dominant understanding of education policy has 
shifted dramatically. In the past, education policy was seen as a reflection of particu-
lar historical, political, social, economic, and cultural configurations of a given coun-
try. Today, policy is increasingly understood as heavily influenced by extra-national 
forces, so much so that policies “elsewhere” are seen as possible reform options. 
This has given rise to many dominant trends in education policy today: the OECD’s 
Programme for International Student Achievement (PISA), the discourses of “best 
practice,” the dominance of the World Bank in the “developing” world, and now even 
attempts to borrow from “high performing” countries to improve education policy 
and practice at home. Examples include the United Kingdom’s well-publicized 
attempts to borrow Shanghai Math, American ongoing efforts to import Japanese 
Lesson Study, and an increasing interest among policymakers globally to transfer an 
illusive “Finnish PISA miracle” into different education contexts.

Yet, this perspective is not new. All modern education systems arose relationally, 
be it through purposeful learning from systems elsewhere or by forceful implant by 
colonizing powers. Notable examples of the former include American interest in the 
Prussian system (Horace Mann), Japanese study of the American system (Iwakura 
Mission), and China’s import of the Japanese system (Qing Imperial Court Mission 
1896). The latter include British education in India (Macaulay) and Hong Kong, the 
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United States in the Philippines and Hawaii, and Japan in Korea and Taiwan. Viewed 
against this larger historical span, the recent shift to an extra-national perspective 
for policy studies is not a novel development, but a return to the recognition that 
modern education and education policy are inevitably entangled with the world 
beyond one’s own national borders.

Where difference does arise is in the levels of recognition of global entangle-
ment. Arguably most non-Western countries cannot even imagine education or edu-
cation policy without reference to the Western world: the legacy of Western 
colonization remains too powerful, Western-led development ensures constant com-
parison, or the analytical frameworks that are used to understand education remain 
imbued with the Western experience. In these contexts—the majority in the world—
education policy inevitably and automatically invokes comparison and contextual-
ization in the wider world. In contrast, most Western countries still lack recognition 
of education policy as relational and globally entangled. Having never experienced 
colonization (i.e., the receiving end) and viewing their analytical frameworks as 
universal rather than particular, these countries—the minority in the world—are 
only now coming to recognize the comparative, global dimensions of education. 
That is, although Western observers are apt to view global policy trends over the 
past several decades as novel, in fact they are only experiencing what non-Western 
countries have encountered since the beginning of modern education: the inevitabil-
ity of thinking about education in relation to the wider global context.

One consequence of the fateful combination of Western academic dominance 
and Western amnesia regarding relationality is that the analytical frameworks uti-
lized in understanding education policy tend to lack a global dimension. As we 
detail below, the one area of research that retained this extra-national dimension was 
studies of educational transfer, also called “borrowing” and “lending” (Steiner-
Khamsi and Waldow 2012; Steiner-Khamsi 2004). Yet, even within studies of edu-
cational transfer, the analytical frameworks somehow developed with little serious 
discussion of wider global significance, resulting in a set of easy conceptual tropes: 
academic/applied, real/imagined, global/local, etc. (for critique, see Silova and 
Rappleye 2015). While this work remains important, our aim in this chapter is to go 
beyond the usual ways of viewing education policy and, in particular, the theme of 
educational transfer within it: we argue that this growing body of work needs to be 
(re)contextualized within the larger questions of global significance. Inescapably, 
this requires that we as researchers think seriously about the values that underpin 
our scholarship and reflect on what sort of global futures our work seeks to con-
tribute to.

1.2 � Limits of Current Approaches

America in the 1950s witnessed a coincidence that gave rise to a global contradic-
tion in education policy studies. Parson’s structural functionalism was then domi-
nant in the social sciences. Functionalism held that institutions, including education, 
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changed in relation to the particular historical, social, economic, and cultural con-
figurations within a given country. At the same time, America strived for global 
expansion of its models and, in the context of the Cold War, began to actively pro-
mote these ideas worldwide in the form of Modernization Theory as an alternative 
to Marxism (e.g., Rostow 1971; see also Rappleye 2018). There was a deep confi-
dence that America was leading a universal global trajectory toward a prosperous 
and peaceful future. The deep contradiction was that education was understood ana-
lytically in narrow domestic terms, while change was clearly coming from the out-
side in the form of Western-led development agencies such as USAID, UNESCO, 
and the World Bank, in addition to the persisting legacies of Western colonialism 
(we are apt to forget that dozens of Western colonies existed even as late as the 
mid-1950s). Western bureaucrats and colonial administrators, joined by like-minded 
academics and local collaborators, set to the task of finding out how to make func-
tionally efficient education policy to “move” countries toward a future imagined in 
the image of the West.

This policymaking “logic” only intensified in subsequent decades, particularly 
after the collapse of the socialist bloc wherein Western solutions enjoyed virtually 
free reign, reaching a point where education policy studies came to be almost 
entirely focused on locating narrow “solutions” to predetermined images of “prog-
ress.” The most obvious examples today are found within OECD and World Bank 
led projects seeking to gather immense amounts of data and apply the most advanced 
statistical techniques in analysis to isolate “what works” in raising students’ achieve-
ment (Auld and Morris 2016). Even initiatives such as Education for All (EFA), the 
Millennium Development Goals (MGDs), and more recently the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) reveal a similar focus on minute technical issues with-
out serious discussion of the larger direction and future course (e.g., how to measure 
progress toward SDG 4, rather than on clarifying what the key term “sustainability” 
might mean). And while it is easy for critical scholars to disparage these attempts as 
naïve, in fact the field of education policy studies remains overwhelmingly tied to 
the functionalist research agenda: it seeks to “fix” education with norms anchored 
in an unexamined faith in the Western future.

Running counter to these trends within the broader field of education policy stud-
ies is research on policy transfer. It has long refused the functionalist fantasy that 
education can be understood in domestic terms alone. It remains focused on the 
movement of policies across borders and cognizant of global entanglements. 
Theoretical frameworks utilized in this area such as World Culture Theory and 
World Systems Theory actively champion a move beyond functionalism. In this 
sense, the policy transfer research is leading the way, at least in Western contexts, 
out of the provincialism bequeathed by functionalism.

Nevertheless, we would argue that educational transfer research still remains too 
limited, too unaware of the narrowness of its implicit assumptions to affect deep 
change in the way we understand education policy. Concretely, policy transfer 
research has too often fallen back on a simple distinction between academic and 
applied research, attempting to define itself against functionalism. In contrast to 
applied researchers, academic transfer scholars purport to deal “objectively” with 
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how transfer occurs, what stages occur in the process, what actors are involved, and 
what larger social forces are in play (Phillips 2006). This purported objectivity is 
seen as superior to the normatively laden work of applied researchers, those who 
seek to intervene in the “real world.”

Among this group of “academic researchers,” another set of dichotomous dis-
tinctions has subsequently arisen, those focused on “global” developments (e.g., 
work in International Organizations and apex of policymaking) and “local” under-
standings (e.g., how policy is translated into practice, reinterpreted along the way, 
or morphs-as-it-moves). This global/local conceptualization has been one of the 
most defining categories of analysis over the past two decades, often reinforcing 
previous dichotomies such as West/East and North/South (Larsen and Beech 2014; 
Takayama 2015; Silova 2012). Some researchers even make a further distinction 
between what is “real” and “imagined” in the process, pointing out how adoption of 
global discourses alone does not represent authentic borrowing (Steiner-Khamsi 
2004). Despite critiques that such dichotomies have become a cul-de-sac for our 
research imagination (Silova and Rappleye 2015; Silova et al. 2017), they persist.

As such, these conceptual tools, although once useful in bringing more nuance 
and clarity to understanding borrowing and lending processes, have not only become 
tropes in their repeated use over the past two decades, but they also continue to 
obscure the larger questions of global significance. In the push to become more 
“objective” than naïve functionalist accounts, research on policy transfer some-
where along the way lost the larger plot. Why are analyses of policy transfer impor-
tant? What larger project does this body of work contribute to? What sort of future 
can we imagine from such studies? Although education transfer research escaped 
the narrowness of functionalism, it never attempted to subsequently contemplate the 
wider worldview that bestows its work with significance. That is, it has increased in 
complexity but has largely failed to address its underlying provincialism.

1.2.1 � A New Framework for Education Policy Borrowing

Can we continue policy transfer research but jettison its underlying Western provin-
cialism, and what would such a project entail? Utilizing the work of Mignolo 
(2011), we address these questions by presenting a new framework for understand-
ing the nature of education policy studies, comprising five main research trajecto-
ries that are shaping global futures. Mignolo (2011) describes five co-existing but 
competing projects: (1) re-westernization, (2) global reorientation to the left, (3) 
de-westernization, (4) decoloniality, and (5) spirituality. Figure 1.1 juxtaposes these 
options turned possible global futures.

Here we are in agreement with Mignolo (2011) who argues that “in the forth-
coming decades, the world order will be decided in the struggles, negotiations, com-
petitions, and collaborations between five different and coexisting trajectories—without 
a winner” (p. 33). Our primary goal in this chapter is not to advocate for one specific 
position or perspective, but instead to call attention to the plurality of projects 
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unfolding in our contemporary world. If policy transfer research can be successfully 
repositioned on this larger and more diverse world-historical map—what Cowen 
(1996) usefully calls “kosmos” but now needs to be rendered in the plural—we 
believe research will become more dynamic and debates far richer. Moreover, we as 
researchers will be forced to think through and clarify our own values. Below we 
first briefly describe the five trajectories, then in the next section demonstrate what 
transfer research based on each of these trajectories might look like.

Rewesternization entails the retrenchment and further expansion of the Western 
liberal model. Most recognizable in the guise of neoliberal policy, the pillars of this 
project are “saving capitalism,” resuscitated, reloaded, and revamped through sci-
ence and technology. Mignolo (2011) highlights the leading role of the United 
States in advancing this primarily economic project, pointing specifically to the 
knowledge dimension: “ ‘Knowledge for Development’ is the unquestioned orienta-
tion of the United States in its current project of rewesternizing the world, which is 
also transparent in the initiation of the World University Forum, in Davos” (p. 36). 
Mignolo also draws attention to how subjectivity becomes rewritten within this tra-
jectory away from “communal and pluriversal futures” and toward subjectivities of 
consumerism and, we would add, individualism.

Reorientation to the Left signifies challenges to rewesternization. One half of this 
project continues existing trajectories of Western thought from within the Western 
sphere: secularism and ambitions for universality (e.g., Marxism). It continues the 
hope of, for example, retaking “the commons” from the increased domination of the 
capitalist logic or reworking existing institutions to foster greater material equality. 
The other half of this project pursues similar ends but is situated outside of Western 
Europe: “the Left from a Marxist background, as was introduced and unfolded in 
colonial countries and subcontinents” (p. 41). Mignolo (2011) argues that scholars 
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working from this perspective face similar challenges as in the West and therefore 
“must consider to what extent Western political theories and political economy and 
Western universities (as institutions and curricula) shall be the model for socio-
economic organization and education” (p. 44).

Dewesternization initially appears like a clean break from the Western frame-
works of the first two options, but in fact retains and seeks to perfect one half of it: 
a universally dominant economic trajectory (capitalism). The proposed break comes 
instead with Western epistemology and the means through which it is projected: 
“While dewesternization shares with rewesternization the ‘survival of capitalism,’ 
the confrontation takes place at other levels of the colonial matrix of power: the 
sphere of authority, of knowledge, and of subjectivity” (p. 47). Mignolo highlights 
China as exemplar of this position: China increasingly rejects Washington’s dictates 
as it grows more confident with its global leadership role, yet the politically driven 
resuscitation of Confucianism is, Mignolo asserts, largely a means of accelerating 
the move toward China taking control of the locus of global authority. That is, China 
seeks not to change the structure and hierarchy of a global order created by Western 
powers and epistemologies, but simply assert control of it.

The Decolonial Option signifies the attempt to divest from forms of Western 
knowledge imposed during the course of colonialism. The key term here is “delink-
ing,” signifying an unhitching from Western economic forms and political authority, 
but particularly epistemic and subjective starting points. A crucial feature of deco-
loniality is that “objectivity is in parentheses” which means the end of epistemic 
universality; the end of the very idea that there exists an “ultimate blueprint for the 
future” (p. 52). Instead, the decolonial trajectory “means both the analytic task of 
unveiling the logic of coloniality and the prospective task of contributing to building 
a world in which many worlds exist” (p. 54). Central to this project is the presence 
of the Other—an entity that does not share the same basic self-understanding, a 
challenge that simultaneously defamiliarizes one’s own frameworks and suggests 
alternatives.

Last, the Spiritual Option is an attempt to decolonize at an even deeper level, 
centered on the triad of knowledge, subjectivity, and religion. Utilizing the word 
“spirituality”—a term we ourselves feel hesitant about and feel is better read as the 
Ontological Option, as discussed below—Mignolo recognizes that the modernist 
assumption of secularism continues to operate within decolonial discussions. As 
such, it is necessary to “decolonize religion to liberate spirituality” (p. 62). Lest this 
be understood as a mere dropping out from the larger materialism plot and universe 
of responsibility, Mignolo recognizes that rethinking the spiritual foundations is 
crucial for the general direction of delinking from Western modernity: “the common 
ground for all these re-inscriptions of spirituality is the desire to find ways of life 
beyond capitalism and its magic of modernity and development that keeps consum-
ers caught in the promises of dreamworlds” (p. 62). More constructively still, what 
the spiritual option offers is “the contribution of opening up horizons of life that 
have been kept hostage (that is, colonized) by modernity, capitalism, and the belief 
in the superiority of Western civilization” (ibid).
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Based on this brief summary of Mignolo’s (2011) pluriversal global futures, we 
now turn to (re)classify empirical studies of educational transfer according to their 
implicit commitments to one or more of these trajectories. Importantly, we assume 
that anyone, thinking and writing from anywhere, can participate in any of these 
projects. That is, the decolonial option is not reserved for scholars in former colo-
nies but can be undertaken from anywhere. Meanwhile, the rewesternization project 
can be undertaken in both Pondicherry and Paris, and Wuhan and Washington. 
Mignolo writes: “There is no one-to-one relation between actors and trajectories, 
although actors make their options at the intersections of their biography, their 
desires, and the available option” (p. 69). This underscores a key point. As educa-
tional policy scholars, we are responsible for reading the wider kosmos and under-
standing where our work fits. Our work—educational policy transfer research—is 
itself a form of decision-making about the future, one Mignolo calls mediation: 
“Disputes for knowledge are fought at the level of mediations. For it is in knowledge-
making and argument-building that decisions take place” (p. 67). We submit that 
educational researchers can no longer escape this decision-making about the global 
future by retreating to the easy tropes of research to date, unhitched from a wider 
global plot.

1.3 � Toward Multiple Global Trajectories: Agenda 
for Education Policy Research

In what follows we discuss each trajectory toward global futures separately with a 
focus on education policy transfer research, while keeping in mind that these trajec-
tories are not fully divergent and may overlap in various ways.

1.3.1 � Rewesternization

Stemming from the historical foundations of Western civilization and the accompa-
nying spread of Christianity and colonialism, the project of rewesternization 
attempts to maintain the global hegemony of the West by protecting and extending 
privileges acquired over the past 500 years (Mignolo 2011). While overt coloniza-
tion is no longer politically viable, the project of rewesternization nevertheless 
continues the Western civilizing mission through new political, economic, social, 
and racial reconfigurations, ranging from modernization and international develop-
ment efforts to humanitarianism and anti-terrorism campaigns. At its core, rewest-
ernization is about securing the global future for capitalism, market economy, and 
democracy, as well as the philosophical tenets of liberalism that underpin it. It 
attempts to rebuild, or prop up, a flagging global confidence in the leadership of the 
United States and Western Europe.

1  Beyond the Western Horizon: Rethinking Education, Values, and Policy Transfer
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Whereas global economic policy discussions have focused on the goal of “saving 
capitalism,” or “reimagining” its future, especially since the global financial crisis of 
2008 (Mignolo 2011), rewesternization efforts in education have translated into the 
global policies that promote the idea of “knowledge for development,” or, more 
specifically, knowledge for economic development and growth. As resources become 
increasingly limited, both in physical and political terms, it is clear that “the control 
of scientific and technological knowledge is the card the West shall [continue to] 
play” in an attempt to maintain its global competitiveness and control (Mignolo 
2011: 49). In fact, the World Bank’s World Development Report (1998) spelled this 
out in utmost clarity over two decades ago: “knowledge, not capital, is the key to 
sustained economic growth and improvements in human well-being.” In another 
iteration, the seminal report Constructing Knowledge Societies (World Bank 2002) 
maintained that “social and economic progress is achieved primarily through the 
advancement and application of knowledge” (p. xix) (see Rappleye and Un 2018).

Underpinning the idea of “knowledge for development” is a set of assumptions 
associated with the concept of “neoliberalism,” postulating that markets should play 
a fundamental role in determining educational purposes, priorities, and policies. 
Rather than viewing education as a public good, the neoliberal education reform 
agenda has redefined education to serve private interests, restricting its purposes to 
the pursuit of increased individual productivity and economic growth (for critique 
see Ball 2007, 2012; Rizvi and Lingard 2010; Morris 2016). The agenda is being 
driven by many powerful actors, including corporations (such as Pearson), interna-
tional financial institutions (such as the World Bank and International Monetary 
Fund), European Union (EU), the United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO), the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD), as well as a network of private sector coalitions (such as 
including Hewlett and Gates Foundations).

The substance to this neoliberal rewesternization agenda is provided by com-
parative policy studies (often commissioned by the World Bank and OECD), which 
claim that improvements on global learning assessments such as PISA (i.e., an 
increase in “knowledge” defined as “twenty-first century skills”) automatically lead 
to higher Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth rates (see Hanushek and Kimko 
2000; Hanushek and Woessmann 2007, 2010, 2012, 2015, 2016). The World Bank’s 
work is duly based on the premise that “education builds human capital, which 
translates into economic growth” (World Bank 2018: 41). Similarly, the OECD has 
propelled the neoliberal agenda through its many publications—such as Employment 
and Growth in the Knowledge-Based Economy (Foray and Lundvall 1996) or The 
Knowledge Economy (1996)—as well as using its Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) to promote a link between education and economic 
growth. Both the World Bank’s SABER and the OECD’s Education at a Glance 
series are subsequently presented as a guide to the “correct” reading of the datasets, 
collating information on participating societies to provide a source for identifying 
“best practices” and initiating transfer.

Meanwhile, education policy entrepreneurs, experts, and consultants have 
stepped up as intermediaries to “translate” PISA data into “best practices,” promot-
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ing—and profiting from—the uptake of neoliberal reforms globally (Auld and 
Morris 2014; Verger 2012; Silova 2012). This industry will be further extended and 
legitimated under the OECD’s (2018) Learning Framework 2030, which is aligned 
with the UN’s post-2015 goals as part of the organization’s vision for a “new para-
digm for development.” The “new” vision uses universal metrics to set nations on an 
“improvement journey”, on which they will be supported by a global policy net-
work and partnerships with private organizations. It should be noted that this trajec-
tory is not somehow located “outside” the field: the underlying logic is often 
casually replicated in academic settings, both in consultancy projects oriented 
toward influencing policy and in research studies developed for an academic reader-
ship. The combination of this network of academics, consultants, and international 
agencies has thus contributed to both scientific legitimation and practical imple-
mentation of the rewesternization project itself.

While the World Bank, OECD, and other international agencies continue to pur-
sue the rewesternization project and the neoliberal education agenda associated 
with it, many education researchers and policymakers worldwide have become 
increasingly critical. In particular, they have challenged this “new” policy regime 
for imposing Western-centric lens to understand education across different contexts 
(Silova 2012), for introducing market principles into public education settings 
(Verger and Moschetti 2016; Verger 2012; Robertson et al. 2012), for converting 
education complexity into (Western) “best practices” (Auld and Morris 2016), for 
insisting on standardization that destroys diverse onto-cultural ecologies (Gorur 
2016), for deepening socioeconomic and gender inequities (Stromquist 2016; 
Unterhalter 2017), or for overlooking other policy alternatives (Edwards and Loucel 
2016; Silova 2010).

More importantly, recent studies have cast doubt on the whole validity of the 
alleged causal relationship between student test scores and economic growth—the 
bedrock of the rewesternization project today. They argue that the relationship 
between changes in student test scores and economic growth in subsequent periods 
is “unclear at best, doubtful at worst” (Komatsu and Rappleye 2017: 170). Broadly 
speaking, this means that the policy logic underpinning the rewesternization educa-
tion regime is not only ethically, pedagogically, economically, and politically prob-
lematic, but it is also empirically flawed. Such research should be approached with 
caution by policymakers and researchers who find themselves under pressure to 
introduce education policy reforms recommended by international financial institu-
tions in the name of economic growth and, by extension, participate in the project 
of rewesternization.

1.3.2 � Reorientation to the Left

One of the strongest critiques thus far of the rewesternization project has come from 
a competing global trajectory—“reorientation of the Left”—which encompasses 
different leftist orientations seeking visions of alternative non-capitalist futures. 
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Following Mignolo (2011), these orientations include the secular Marxist Left, the 
Global Left that emerged in the World Social Forum (WSF) as a response to the 
foundation of the World Trade Organization (WTO), as well as “modern/colonial 
Left” that has unfolded in former colonial settings (South America, Caribbean, the 
Middle East, etc.). Underpinning the theoretical foundations of these different leftist 
orientations are dependency theory and world-system analysis that aim to explain 
“the differential power of nation states located hierarchically within the world-
economy” in the face of the unequal distribution of wealth, resources, and well-
being (Griffith and Arnove 2015: 95; see also Clayton 1998 and Wallerstein 1983, 
1995). In this context, the “re-orientation of the Left” project seeks to engage in 
developing “educational policies and practices that can help to create more peace-
ful, just and democratic futures” (Griffith and Arnove 2015: 90).

In the comparative study of education policy transfer, the “re-orientation of the 
Left” is visible in the empirical studies directly critiquing the rewesternization proj-
ect and mapping alternative education trajectories of the Global Left. Such a two-
prong approach enables researchers and policy makers to transform a “language of 
critique” into a “language of possibility” (Giroux 1997: 108). In particular, a sus-
tained critique of the unequal power dynamics inherent in the North-South educa-
tion transfer has led many researchers to investigate a South-South cooperation and 
grassroots mobilization as possible ways to build more symmetrical relationships 
between the lenders and borrowers of education policies and practices (see Chisholm 
and Steiner-Khamsi 2008; Jules and Morais de sá e Silva 2008; de sá e Silva 2009). 
In the context of international development, South-South transfer has been concep-
tualized as “a way out of the dependency trap in educational development,” offering 
new forms of collective mobilization to overcome global inequalities (Steiner-
Khamsi 2009: 242).

Scholars have approached the study of the South-South transfer from multiple 
angles, ranging from cooperation initiatives at the nation-state level to transnational 
social movements to community-driven forms of political mobilization. For exam-
ple, Hickling-Hudson (2004) calls attention to the governmental efforts to pursue 
South-South cooperation in the context of the post-Cold War world. In particular, 
she examines Cuba’s international educational assistance to schools in Jamaica and 
Namibia as an example of “South–South collaboration which would be independent 
of traditional direction and financing with strings from the wealthy countries of the 
‘North’” (p. 308). In such relationship, the countries of the “South” attempt to reduce 
their dependence on the “North” by assisting each other in the process of building 
“radically new relations” necessary to ensure independence from the “North” in 
education and other fields. For example, some Caribbean governments have assisted 
Cuba with solidarity and trade, while Cuba—with its comparatively large proportion 
of scientists and research capacity—has assisted countries of the Latin America 
region with several hundred tertiary education scholarships and teacher exchanges 
within a cost-sharing framework. While recognizing that Cuba’s education model is 
“an imperfect modernist one,” Hickling-Hudson (2004) nevertheless argues that it 
has the potential to “energize alternative postcolonial thinking, a necessary step in 
facilitating the building of a high quality of ‘education for all’ ” (p. 309).
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In addition to intergovernmental efforts that advance visions of alternative non-
capitalist futures, many studies have focused on the grassroots initiatives pursuing 
leftist agendas in response to the neoliberal project. From a progressive leftist per-
spective, participation in a market economy reproduces the neoliberal social order 
and exacerbates various systems of oppressions such as patriarchy, racism, and sex-
ism, among others (Edwards and Klees 2012; Stromquist 2016; Apple 2010; Torres 
2002). This means that the concept of participation itself needs to be redefined in “a 
way that goes beyond being an actor in the market” but rather reflects empowerment 
that entails “more just and democratic relations among peoples” and facilitates “the 
involvement of average people in the making and implementing of those decision 
and policies which affect their lives” (Edwards and Klees 2012: 59). Scholars work-
ing within this research trajectory have examined various alternative forms of edu-
cation participation that purposefully challenge the capitalist regime, ranging from 
the Landless Workers’ Movement in Brazil (Tarlau 2012; McCowan 2003) to 
Escuela Nueva in Colombia (Luschei 2004) and BRAC Non-Formal Primary 
Education Program in Bangladesh (Nath 2002). While different in nature, orienta-
tion, and scope, these grassroots initiatives have aimed to develop and implement 
education alternatives to a market-based rewesternization project in their local con-
texts and, when successful, transfer their experiences beyond national borders.

On a global level, civil society organizations, nongovernmental organizations, 
citizen associations, and teacher unions have mobilized into transnational advocacy 
networks to target the neoliberal agendas of international financial institutions at 
scale. For example, Mundy and Murphy (2001) describe how the establishment of 
Education International, a global association of teachers’ trade unions, in 1993 sig-
naled “a renewed solidarity and internationalism among teacher unions” and “a new 
era of cooperation between international trade union associations and other interna-
tional nongovernmental actors around a common agenda for global change” 
(p. 107). While the main concern of teacher unions historically revolved around the 
international standards of the teacher status, Education International rearticulated 
its aims in response to the threat to teachers, and to public education more generally, 
posed by austerity and the new policy agenda in the late 1990s. In 1999, Education 
International joined forces with Oxfam and Action Aid—forming a new transna-
tional alliance—to lead the Global Campaign for Education in an attempt to democ-
ratize global education governance (Edwards and Klees 2012; see also McPhearson 
2016; Mundy and Murphy 2001). As Mundy and Murphy (2001) argue, such trans-
national advocacy networks have the potential “to contribute to the development of 
civility and democracy at the international level” by reframing of global educational 
needs and reshaping of decision-making processes in the field of international edu-
cational cooperation (p. 126).

Despite the variations within the “reorientation of the Left” trajectory, these proj-
ects have one thing in common—they all strive to create visions of non-capitalist 
futures that offer alternative universalist logics for a “socialism for the 21st century” 
(Mignolo 2011: 39). All tend to assume that a global mobilization of the Left is the 
most promising way to challenge the hegemony of Western capitalism. However, as 
Mignolo (2010) insightfully notes, it is important that any strategies toward the 
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future—socialist, capitalist, or other—avoid “the modern and imperial temptation 
of the good and best universal” that would replace the existing ones (p. 354). Given 
that both capitalist and socialist projects stem from the foundations of Western 
modernity claiming universality, Mignolo (2010) argues that re-imagining the 
Global Left as a new universal project “means falling back into the old house while 
just changing the carpet” (Mignolo 2010: 354). In other words, “re-orientation to 
the Left” does not leave much space for imagining alternative worlds and world-
views beyond Western modernity.

1.3.3 � Dewesternization

Mignolo (2011) points out that empirical cases of dewesternization can be found 
with the greatest intensity in East and Southeast Asia. In many of these countries, 
there has been a confrontation with Western epistemology and “the structure of 
enunciation,” i.e., the domination of forms of knowledge that remain European and 
White. Nonetheless, here the flavor is not completely anti-western, as dewesterniza-
tion shares the same underlying commitment to capitalism and modernity: “it is not 
a movement of anti- but self-affirmation” (p. 47).

Empirical examples of education policy transfer from the region support this 
vision. Given that the number of empirical cases is far fewer than work in the two 
dominant trajectories outlined above, we opt to focus only on the two most salient. 
Shibata (2006) illustrates how Malaysian political elites in the 1980s–1990s initi-
ated a “Look East” campaign that took Japan as its exemplar, importing policies, 
policy experts, and training schemes. At first glance, this appeared as a break from 
the Western world. But, in fact, this referencing functioned more as a political tool 
to accelerate political, economic, and social consolidation: “Look East as well as 
learning from Japan were political metaphors for Anti-Western and pro-Asian 
region based policies. The metaphors were useful in enabling the Malaysian people 
to understand the goals they had to pursue and the outcomes they could gain rather 
than abstract notions of political ideas or ideology” (p. 655). Herein “Confucianism” 
functioned as a discursive technology to accelerate capitalism and political projects 
of the ruling elite and a move at “deracialization” of legitimate knowledge, but not 
the more challenging move to rethink capitalism or modernity.

Singapore arguably went much further. Avenall (2013) describes how Singapore 
launched a “Learn from Japan” campaign, detailing the actual import of institutions 
such as the police box system (koban) and quality control circles. Singapore also 
attempted to launch worker productivity campaigns and experimented with Japanese 
style labor–management relations, both aimed at molding Singaporean workers in 
the image of industrious, harmonious Japanese. In education, there were also initia-
tives to bolster moral education. Key to all of this was a discourse of “Asian Values,” 
as loudly promoted by Singaporean Prime Minister Lee Kwan Yew. It revolved 
around the idea that “Asians” preferred social harmony, placed greater emphasis on 
the collective, and adhered to loyalty toward authority (see Bangkok Declaration 
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1993). Yet Avenall (2013) concludes that rather than a decisive break from capital-
ism and modern statehood, the Learn from Japan campaign and its associated bor-
rowing are better understood in terms of providing “ideological utility in teaching 
people about being productive, patriotic, and compliant Singaporeans and in legiti-
mating the persistence of authoritarian governance and neoliberal developmentalist 
economics” (p. 45). That is, Singapore’s government-led attempts to transfer poli-
cies from Japan sought to fulfill capitalism and Western modernity, but on its own 
terms; to self-affirm its own knowledge in the process of convergent capitalist 
expansion and acceleration. China’s contemporary combination of unabated capi-
talist expansion and its recent turn to replace the ideology of state socialism with 
“Confucian familism” (Vickers and Zeng 2017: 334) appears to replicate this now 
familiar pattern (see also Sahlins 2015).

While research has elucidated how policy transfer, as both substance and dis-
course, is utilized in political processes of dewesternization, it is also possible to 
imagine academic research that operates within a dewesternization framework, 
regardless of the empirical object. Take for example, an article by leading Chinese 
comparative education Gu Mingyuan entitled “Learning from Each Other: a com-
parative study of education in China and Japan” (1995) wherein he argues:

All-around moral intellectual and physical development is a common objective of educa-
tional systems in China and Japan. In particular, the two countries place a lot of stress on 
moral development. This is a tradition of Oriental culture, and can trace its origins to 
Confucianism. Moral education, or the perfection of personal character, is the core of 
Confucian virtue. (Gu 1995 [2001]: 202)

While this initially appears identical with the discussions of Malaysia and Singapore 
above, in fact, at this time Confucianism was still not a topic encouraged by the 
Chinese government. To this day, there is no explicit Chinese government campaign 
to “learn from Japan.” Instead, Gu was pushing for a dewesternization reading of 
practices in Japan. The sole focus on “moral development,” however, reveals an 
implicit commitment to existing economic goals. The point here is twofold and 
nuanced: dewesternization always exists for scholars as one larger frame within 
which to situate policy transfer regardless of the larger political discourse, yet what 
defines it (particularly in contrast to decoloniality) is its acceptance of the underly-
ing economic and political status quo, as well as its insistence upon self-affirmation 
rather than confrontation (anti-) with Western modernity. This in-built ambivalence 
is one reason why dewesternization work so often comes under critique: it sometimes 
has difficulty explaining the deeper driver of its self-affirmative move to replace the 
outer packaging of existing structures with “vernacular” symbols.

1.3.4 � The Decolonial Option

The decolonial option represents a distinct break with modernity associated with 
any forms of capitalism, socialism, or other abstract universalisms. It involves a 
comprehensive “divesting of colonial power” on which Western empires were 
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founded and expanded globally (Mignolo 2011: 52). Because coloniality is consti-
tutive of modernity, the pursuit of the decolonial option requires changing “the 
terms and not just the content of the conversation” (Mignolo 2007: 459). In the his-
tory of the modern/colonial world, the content has in fact been changed many 
times—“by Christianity (e.g. theology of liberation); by liberalism (e.g., the US 
support of de-colonization in Africa and Asia during the Cold War) and by Marxism 
(also supporting de-colonization in Africa and Asia during the Cold War)” (p. 459). 
Yet, these changes in content have not challenged the hegemony of Western moder-
nity, leaving its colonial foundations and operational logic intact. Therefore, delink-
ing from modernity/coloniality needs to start with the epistemic and ontological 
shift in order to bring to the foreground alternatives, i.e., other principles of knowl-
edge, understanding, and being. According to Mignolo (2007), such a shift will 
ultimately lead to pluriversality, opening spaces for multiple ways of understanding 
the world, society, education, and being.

One example of an epistemological delinking is Kuan-Hsing Chen’s Asia as 
Method (Chen 2010), which offers a decolonial, de-imperial, and de-Cold War ana-
lytical framework that moves research beyond Western-centric interpretations of 
history and enables scholars to imagine historical experiences in Asia as “an alterna-
tive horizon, perspective, and method for posing a different set of questions about 
world history” (p. xv). Building on Mizoguchi Yūzō’s (1966/1989) “China as 
method” and Takuchi Yoshimi’s (1960) “Asia as method,” Chen (2010) has analyti-
cally approached “Asia” as both a geographic region and a constructed cultural-
political space with complex, contested, and intertwined historical relations within 
the region and with the “West.” By reorienting the conventional reference points 
away from the “West” and instead focusing on knowledge “inter-referencing” 
within the Asian region, Chen (2010) re-centers Asia “as the source of a multiplicity 
of new [knowledge] flows” (p.  8), thus effectively interrupting the hegemony of 
Western knowledge and offering a new view on global history. Furthermore, he 
proposes to explore “how local history, in dialectical interaction with the colonial 
and other historical forces, transforms its internal formation on the one hand and 
articulates the local to world history and the structure of global capital on the other 
hand” (p. 66). In other words, “Asia as method” opens ways to bring to the fore-
ground multiple histories, while revealing the relationality and interdependence of 
different global spaces.

In the field of education, “Asia as method” has inspired research in the areas of 
science and technology (Anderson 2012), teacher preparation (Ma 2014), curricu-
lum inquiry (Lin 2012; Daza 2013), childhood studies (Burman 2018; Millei, 
Silova, and Piattoeva 2018; Yelland and Saltmarsh 2013), global citizenship educa-
tion (Abdi et al. 2015), and comparative and international education (Zhang et al. 
2015; Takayama 2016; Silova et al. 2018). These different articulations of “Asia as 
method” in education reveal that this decolonial project goes beyond a question of 
geographic focus but also entails a change of analytical approach in education 
research. In childhood studies, for example, Burman (2018) has followed Chen’s 
framework to develop the concept of “child as method” as a resource for critically 
interrogating Western models of child development and education and exploring 
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alternative theoretical frameworks. In particular, Burman (2018) argues that local, 
national, and international policies—influenced by Western neoliberal agendas—
have viewed the child as both “an index, a signifier of ‘civilization’ and modernity” 
and “the key arena in which to instill such civilization” (p. 77). Challenging the 
mainstream narratives that construct the child as “other”—whether an innocent, 
inferior, or deviant “other” who can develop into a fully human adult through the 
processes of psychological and pedagogical socialization—Burman (2018) pro-
poses instead to see children as beings (rather than becomings) by shifting attention 
on the individual and cultural-political subjectivities of children in different con-
texts. Aiming to disrupt the teleology and linearity implicit in Western child devel-
opment theories (e.g., such the idea of “growing up”), she joins queer childhood and 
education theorists who have attempted to understand the diversity of childhood 
experiences in terms of growing “sideways” (Stockton 2009) or queering the param-
eters of childhood narratives through a process of “telling it slantwise” (Przybylo 
and Ivleva 2018). As a result, the “child as method” approach enables researchers to 
multiply cultural imaginaries of childhood in both research and everyday life, giv-
ing way to previously silenced stories and histories to unfold along different non-
Western trajectories.

In addition to research inspired by “Asia as method,” important decolonial 
options have been developed by scholars working with Southern Theory (Connell 
2007; Takayama et al. 2017a, b), Epistemologies of the South (Santos 2014; Esteva 
et  al. 2013; Earle and Simonelli 2005), postsocialist/poscolonial studies (Silova 
et al. 2017), and other decolonial projects. While ranging in theoretical perspec-
tives, methodological approaches, and geographic focus areas, these various proj-
ects have two things in common. First, they neither claim universality nor offer an 
“ultimate blueprint for the future” (Chen 2010: 52). Rather than replacing one epis-
temology with another or others, these decolonial projects instead contribute to cre-
ating a space where many different worlds and worldviews could coexist on a 
non-hierarchical basis (Tlostanova 2012; Tlostanova et  al. 2016). Second, they 
aim—both individually and collectively—to fundamentally transform knowledge 
structure, content, and production, as well as “culture and mind, desire and body” 
(Chen 2010: x). These decolonial projects powerfully illustrate that decolonization 
of knowledge production requires scholars to also engage in decolonizing their sub-
jectivity, so that “the understanding of the self may be transformed, and subjectivity 
rebuilt” (Chen 2010: 212). For the scholars who continue to live with the conse-
quences of colonial and modern legacies in knowledge and subjectivity, this means 
reclaiming their positions as epistemic subjects who have both the legitimacy and 
the capacity to interpret the world from their own origins and lived realities (Silova 
et al. 2017). Here we locate intriguing intimations that this “resistance” can be done 
without reinscribing taken-for-granted notions of an active, individualized subject, 
a move Takeuchi describes as passive “oriental resistance” (see Calichman 2004). 
Ultimately, decolonization of subjectivity encourages researchers to look outwards 
“to alternative and multiple forms of identification through the practice of ‘becom-
ing others’ ” (Zhang et al. 2015: 26). In this process, new geopolitics of knowledge 
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and being emerge, unsettling the very logic of modernity/coloniality and embracing 
a global viewpoint that reflects pluriversality.

1.3.5 � The Spiritual (Ontological) Option

The spiritual option is the least elaborated of the five trajectories and for us emerges 
as problematic in the way Mignolo (2011) briefly describes it. He argues that “basi-
cally stated, the spiritual option advocates decolonizing religion to liberate spiritu-
ality” (p. 62), aiming at “finding new ways of life beyond capitalism and its magic 
of modernity.” Unfortunately, this cursory definition suggests that spirituality—
emphasis on the Spirit—is something “subjective,” something pursued by individu-
als, and that “religion” (never defined) somehow interferes with it. It appears as a 
way out of capitalism and retreat from colonialism, but Mignolo’s description 
remains disappointingly vague. And yet, he is clearly on to something: by support-
ing secular analytical lenses “progressive intellectuals indirectly support capitalist’s 
arguments for modernity and development” (pp. 62–63). To avoid all of this, we 
instead choose to read the spiritual option as a move beyond materialism or, more 
challengingly, a gesture toward importance of ontological concern. Hence, we 
attempt to rename it. It is predicated on the idea that the assumption of a material 
world of ontological discrete objects that can be known “objectively” is a bedrock 
of Western science and capitalism, but also a derivative of a particular religious 
worldview (Christianity). In this reading, the spiritual option moves to open up new 
ontological possibilities, or if some prefer, metaphysical universes, ones that refuse 
a secular, materialist worldview as a starting and end point of research. It partially 
overlaps with recent discussions of the “post-secular turn” (Wu and Wenning 2017; 
see also Habermas 2008), the ontological turn (Jensen 2017; Holbraad and Pederson 
2017), and bears close affinities to work seeking to center spirituality in the acad-
emy (Shahajan 2005; Shahjahan 2004; Edwards 2016; Edwards 2020).

We offer three preliminary examples from our recent work, demonstrating how 
we have tried to operationalize this trajectory in policy transfer related research. The 
first study explored the origins and drivers of the “Mindfulness” movement in the 
United States (Rappleye forthcoming). It began by exploring the actors and institu-
tions, and agendas that catalyzed the borrowing of Buddhist meditation techniques 
into American public schools. It showed how two key actors—US Congressman 
Tim Ryan and Professor John Kabat-Zinn—carefully reframed these non-Western 
meditation practices into the language of empirically verified science, emphasizing 
their practical benefit while downplaying religious dimensions and highlighting 
similarities with dominant Christian practices. By “silencing” its non-Western and 
“spiritual” origins, these key actors were able to help Mindfulness successfully gain 
a foothold and th mainstream. Particularly, John Kabat-Zinn in his book Coming to 
Our Senses: Healing Ourselves and the World Through Mindfulness (2005) links 
this “import” of spiritual practices into secular modern institutions to a future 
beyond capitalism and in recognition of climate change. If transfer research turns to 
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focus on new initiatives such as Mindfulness and Yoga that have moved from (usu-
ally non-Western) religions into the realm of the “spiritual” and are then inserted 
into the secular (e.g., schools), we can begin to imagine research that reveals new 
worldviews anchored in non-material concerns.

A second example is our recent work on temporality, self, and nihilism (Rappleye 
and Komatsu 2016). At the center of the analysis is the feeling the pervasive sense 
that life has no meaning—nihilism—a feeling we source to the diffusion of linear 
time over the past 500 years from its origins in Christian theology. The work draws 
its legitimacy less from a bevy of statistics and breadth of historical sweep, more 
from the potential connection with readers who feel something similar. Focusing on 
the case of Japan, we analyze how the concept of Linear Time was “borrowed” to 
face the threat of Western colonialism and propagated largely through modern 
schooling. To analyze the case, we draw not from Western theorists but Japanese 
thinkers, those adept in synthesizing Western thought and East Asian traditions such 
as Mahayana Buddhism (e.g., The Kyoto School). This automatically provides a 
theoretical lens that is “spiritual,” forcing readers’ attention away from material 
structures and onto questions such as selfhood and the search for meaning in one’s 
own life. While this initially appears as a flight from the responsibility of scholarly 
work, in fact it aims to release the central category that underpins “subjectivity,” the 
notion of selfhood itself. In this sense, it is far more radical than even Mignolo 
(2011) appears ready to imagine: it asks when and how the fundamental categories 
we use for critique (e.g., subjectivity) arose and why we fail to see other historically 
specific formations (e.g., clock time) and thus miss its “spiritual” impact upon us.

Our third example brings into focus non-Western worlds and worldviews through 
the study of nature-centered spiritualities in Latvian early literacy textbooks and 
children’s literature published during the pre-Soviet, Soviet, and post-Soviet peri-
ods (Silova 2019). The study reveals that nature-centered spiritualities have sur-
vived in Latvian culture and everyday life despite the centuries of Christian crusades 
and decades of socialist atheism-turned nihilism. However, they have remained 
mostly invisible in the light of reason, logic, and rationality associated with the 
European (and later socialist) modernity project, especially social science and edu-
cation policy research. Yet, this apparent invisibility does not mean that alternative 
worlds and worldviews disappear or lose their importance in people’s lives. Rather, 
it means that we (as researchers) need to refocus our gaze in order to become aware 
of the previously unknown or invisible dimensions of our existence. Once we dwell 
in this space and attune ourselves to it, we can see that Nature’s deities continue to 
live in cultural (and educational) practices, mythological consciousness reveals 
itself in children’s literature through folk stories and fairytales, and spirituality con-
tinues to unfold in people’s daily lives through ordinary, everyday activities. By 
contemplating taken-for-granted notions of time and space, Silova’s study brings 
these spiritual domains more clearly into focus, disrupting the established boundar-
ies—between space and time, passion and reason, adult and child, animal and 
human, self and other—and thus opening a space for (re)imagining education and 
childhood beyond the Western horizon.
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The spiritual (ontological) option is arguably the least developed of all five tra-
jectories. The reasons for this are several: critical scholars are usually of the modern 
Marxist-mold and view religion as a mere “opiate” of political deception; postmod-
ern scholars are willing to question everything except their own unexamined secu-
larism and theoretical preeminence; and scholarship in the Western world still 
largely lacks access to ways of thinking that derive from different ontological 
worldviews. Moreover, epistemological discussions have dominated ontological 
contemplation, prompting Shahjahan et al. (2017) to poetically lament that:

This movement toward a “possible way forward” in terms of the adoption of different epis-
temologies tends to remain within the same ontological parameters that we are trying to 
transcend because it relies on the same investment needs, reproducing again the circular 
dance of distraction: we try to change knowing without changing our ways of being. 
(p. 566)

Future research must develop this trajectory carefully to bring into dialogue differ-
ent onto-epistemic perspectives, without relegating any of them into the realm of 
myths or subjective beliefs. Here we have suggested three possibilities that revolve 
around a similar approach: focusing on an object that is more “spiritual” in nature 
and attempt to utilize theoretical frameworks not originally forged out of the secu-
lar, materialist worldview of the West (hence the natural link to decolonial perspec-
tives that take us beyond the Western horizon). But many more possibilities 
surely await.

1.4 � Challenges to the Next Generation of Research

The multiplication of options, rather than the elimination of them, is…. the road to global 
futures. (Mignolo 2011: 39)

Each of these trajectories outlined above presupposes different understandings of 
truth and objectivity and, therefore, different approaches to research on education 
policy transfer. In particular, rewesternization and reorientation to the left trajecto-
ries, despite their radically different political, social, and economic orientations, are 
built on the assumption of “truth without parenthesis,” that is, an assumption that 
there is one objective and universal truth predicated on one ontological reality. In 
the area of education transfer research, this belief in abstract universalisms has 
commonly translated into the search for “best policies and practices,” which are 
assumed to be globally relevant, applicable, and transferable. While the dewestern-
ization option strives for self-affirmation in the areas of knowledge, subjectivity, 
and authority beyond Western hegemony, it nevertheless remains bound to the idea 
of universal truth and therefore limits research on education transfer to the norma-
tivity of functionalism. By contrast, decolonial and spiritual (ontological) options 
operate on the assumption of “truth in parenthesis,” acknowledging that there is not 
one (objective) truth but rather a multitude. As Maturana (1985) explains, “when 
one puts objectivity in parenthesis, all views, all verses in the multiverse are equally 
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valid. Understanding this, you lose the passion for changing the other” (quoted in 
Mignolo 2011: 27). From this perspective, there is no longer the need to search for 
and defend the universal truth; the focus is rather on acknowledging multiple, coex-
isting trajectories toward the future.

While different in their goals and orientations, four of the five trajectories out-
lined above—dewesternizaton, the reorientation of the left, decoloniality, and the 
spiritual (ontological) options—share the common goal of decentering Western 
hegemony in knowledge and subjectivity. They offer different ways toward the 
global future that is not exclusively dominated by the rewesternization trajectory but 
rather delinks from it and unfolds toward pluriversality. According to Mignolo 
(2007), delinking requires an economic, political, philosophical, and ethical refram-
ing of the terms of the conversation that makes “the Bible, Adam Smith and Karl 
Marx necessary (because Western categories of thoughts have been globalized 
through the logic of coloniality and the rhetoric of modernity) but highly insuffi-
cient” (p. 459, emphasis added). In other words, decentering Western hegemony 
does not mean its complete erasure or replacement with other ideologies. Rather 
than replacing one “truth” (or one hegemon) with another, the critical task is to cre-
ate “an open horizon of pluriversality” where many different worlds and world-
views can coexist on a non-imperial and non-hierarchical basis (Mignolo 2011: 
275). This entails both “unlearning” the terms of modern/colonial knowledge pro-
duction and ways of being and learning to attune to, acknowledge, and engage with 
multiple interconnected (and always relational) worlds.

Moving toward pluriversality thus presents several challenges to researchers of 
education policy studies. In the introduction, we flagged two dominant characteris-
tics of current work: a continued commitment, albeit not always explicit, to func-
tionalism and a persistent tendency toward dichotomous thinking (e.g., global/local, 
real/imagined, objective/subjective). In the deafening silence over values and con-
templations of the future, existing policy research must rethink its approach at a 
fundamental level if it is to contribute to pluriversality. Here we flag two moves that 
must come to replace our current commitment to functionalism and dichotomy.

The first move requires awareness of both one’s own values and the ways that 
one’s research embodies such normative commitments. It demands not “objectiv-
ity” in contradistinction to “applied” researchers, but an awareness of how values 
are already inherent in whatever form of research we participate in. As discussed, 
choices of research objects are “mediations”: inherently normatively laden deci-
sions in favor of one or another possible future. And contemplating these choices 
helps us understand our-selves: “Questioning the material, epistemic and ontologi-
cal fabric that ‘we’ have created—and that in turn has created a part of ‘us’—neces-
sarily means to question ourselves. Who are ‘we’ supposed to be after all, if we 
‘transform’?” (Schultz 2017: 137). Through a functionalist lens, an objective world 
comes under the refined eye of a skilled policy analyst. Unfortunately, that same 
lens not only renders values invisible but also suggests that change need only occur 
in the world “out there.”

Second, and closely connected to this, is the move from dichotomy to relational-
ity. Dichotomies signify two options, both equally ambitious in their claims to 

1  Beyond the Western Horizon: Rethinking Education, Values, and Policy Transfer



22

universality. In the landscape of binaries foregrounded by a horizon of universality, 
our collective energy is dissipated in either waging war against the “other side” or 
turning away from each other completely. It is by now no secret that so many of the 
binaries that structure existing educational work—even self-proclaimed critical 
work—is still predicated on distinctions hardened to the point of antagonism dur-
ing the long sweep of modernity: man/woman, nature/culture, subjective/objective. 
In contrast, a pluriverse acknowledges more than two options, spaces in-between, 
and more than one ontological reality. At the same time, it recognizes that “media-
tions” on future trajectories arise only in relation to different mediations. That is, 
we need to produce work not only about relationships but also from relationships. 
To write only about relationships is to fall back into the objectivist conceit and 
ensure a future of antagonism, rather than sympoiesis (Haraway 2016).1

1.5 � Conclusion

In this chapter, we attempted to go beyond the usual ways of viewing educational 
policy and the theme of educational transfer within it; we sought to replace the 
implicit, un-thought backdrop of existing studies within a new worldview and onto-
epistemic range of possibility—an admittedly ambitious move to replace both the 
kosmos and episteme (Cowen 1996) of existing research to set up the possibility for 
pluriversality. Drawing on Mignolo (2011), we renamed research as “mediations”: 
decisions about what sort of future will unfold. We then reviewed existing research, 
providing examples of the sorts of work that articulate different trajectories.

What is missing from all this is the significance of our title: Why is it necessary 
to move beyond the Western horizon to bring about the pluriverse, and what would 
such research entail? Here we envisage three distinct meanings, albeit all interwo-
ven and interconnected at the most fundamental level. First, there can be no doubt 
that the biggest threat to the pluriverse at present is the acceleration of the rewest-
ernization trajectory. With the rollout of each new OECD metric—from “Baby 
PISA” (International Early Learning and Child Well-being Study) to PISA for 
Development (extending to the developing world) to PISA4U (The Online 
Programme for School Improvement)—and the transfer of every new “best prac-
tice” associated with these new metrics, multiple meanings are rendered increas-
ingly less visible. It is not that these meanings are actually erased, but instead they 
become harder to see, buried under a layer of Western symbols. Concretely, we may 
“see” Japanese education on, say, PISA league tables, but these familiar symbols 

1 Restricted by space we cannot extend the discussion fully to its post-anthropocentric implications 
and the obvious connections it has to the environment. Yet we agree with recent concerns voiced 
by scholars like Haraway among others that the limits of relationality necessarily extend beyond 
the intra-human horizon. For some indication of future directions we seek to develop in coming 
years vis-à-vis relationality and the environment, see Silova et al. (2020), Komatsu et al. (2019), 
and Rappleye and Komatsu (2016).
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betray a complex reality below, tempting us to mistake the symbol for the signified. 
Yet, the only way to become clear of the differences is to move beyond the horizon 
of Western symbols, to refuse the familiarity offered up by the rewesternization nar-
rative. It is inconceivable that a pluriverse could arise from a ground already medi-
ated by rewesternization priorities.

The second meaning entails a realization that the Western horizon is not simply 
an on-going political project (i.e., rewesternization) but a set of perspectives embed-
ded in our epistemic and methodological choices. As outlined in the introduction, 
the analytical toolkit of most education policy scholars has been forged out of the 
hard certainty of Parsonian functionalism and gains legitimacy by comparing itself 
favorably against uncritical, “applied” research perspectives. But the toolkit is any-
thing but certain: it was developed inside the Western historical, sociological, and 
cultural experience, thus limiting our ability to see and understand multiple worlds 
and worldviews outside of it. As but one example, we may return to the issue raised 
in introduction: the methodological nationalism of educational policy studies is a 
non-relational fabrication generated by the functionalist analytical lens. It is virtu-
ally impossible to understand this until one finds analytical toolkits built in relation 
to different non-Western cultural experiences. And this is true even for tools given 
by, say, post-modernism (e.g., governmentality, policyscapes). We should not for-
get, as just one poignant example, that Nietzsche’s project, which has generated so 
much new thinking when it passed through the hands of social science luminaries 
such as Max Weber and Foucault (Owen 1994), drew significant momentum from 
non-Western thought (see Figl 1991; Scheiffele 1991; Rappleye 2020).

Finally, the Western horizon constitutes many education policy researchers at an 
even more fundamental layer: the notion of self. Prior to even the choice of analyti-
cal tools and research objects stands an implicit set of assumptions about what it 
means to be or—in this case, to be a scholar. Most scholars taking advanced studies 
in Western institutions come out subscribing to the Western Enlightenment view of 
self: Kant’s transzendantales Ich. Deemed necessary to make democracy viable, 
“Kant’s answer to the question about what kind of subjectivity needed in a democ-
racy,” writes Biesta (2006), “focused on the ability of individuals to make use of 
their own reason without direction from another” (p. 127). The enlightenment self 
was to be both rational and autonomous (from the Greek auto, meaning self). These 
qualities stand in opposition to the relationality and sympoiesis we have been ges-
turing to throughout this entire piece.

This underscores just how much the Western horizon is both within us and con-
stitutes us: what is presented here as a new idea is really what becomes visible when 
the Western horizon of subjectivity is loosened up. Ultimately, the move to a pluri-
verse can be started at the political and analytical layers, but for it to gain momen-
tum, it will need to be anchored in “subjectivity.” Given that intellectuals in the West 
are still so thoroughly imbued with Kantian subjectivity, one of the only ways to get 
there is to move beyond the Western horizon. Only here, in spaces beyond Western 
demarcations, does pluriversality become possible, opening endless opportunities 
for conversations and mutual learning across different epistemic and ontologi-
cal realms.
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