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Series Editors’ Foreword

As editors of Westview’s series The Edge: Critical Studies in
Educational Theory, we asked Henry Giroux to put together a series of
his most definitive essays from the past fifteen years so that education
and cultural studies scholars could gain a sense of the roots and pro-
gression of his work. Pedagogy and the Politics of Hope is the product of
that request. Giroux’s work is so prodigious and multidimensional that
the effort to select a manageable but comprehensive sampling of it be-
came a frustrating chore: “How can we leave out the essay on the Frank-
furt School?” or “I don’t understand why the essay on the critique of re-
production theory was deleted” became common questions and
observations in our deliberations. To do justice to the variety of dis-
courses that Giroux has drawn upon or the various theoretical advances
he has offered in his relatively short career would require a Quintil-
ianesque multivolume set. We yielded to the demands of practicality;
Pedagogy and the Politics of Hope is the result of our conferences. We
hope that readers will find the work included here as compelling and in-
sightful as we do. As this volume illustrates, Giroux is undoubtedly one
of the most creative educational thinkers of the last third of the twenti-
eth century, and his innovative scholarship and influence will continue
into the twenty-first century and beyond.

Giroux’s passion and genius revolve around the struggle for a radical
democracy both in the United States and in the world at large. Radical
democracy, as he uses the term, involves the effort to expand the possi-
bility for social justice, freedom, and egalitarian social relations in the
educational, economic, political, and cultural domains that locate men,
women, and children in everyday life. Thus, Pedagogy and the Politics of
Hope documents the development of Giroux’s trademark language of
critique and possibility and the ways he deploys it in the effort to expose
the forces that undermine education for a critical democracy. In the
context of recent U.S. history such forces have flourished in the cocoon
of Reaganism; indeed, it is in this environment that Giroux’s insurgent
analyses take shape. In the Age of Reagan, Giroux’s introduction of
Frankfurt School critical theory into the discourse of educational schol-
arship struck a responsive chord with those offended by duplicitous
right-wing proclamations of an oppression-cleansed history of Ameri-
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can education. Giroux's ability to name the ever-so-subtle ways in which
power operated to undermine the dignity and mobility of marginalized
students was unprecedented in educational scholarship. Deftly deploy-
ing critical theory with its nondogmatic discourse of social transforma-
tion, emancipation, and perpetual self-critique, Giroux in his early work
demonstrated the power of social theory in generating transempirical
understanding of sociopolitical and educational processes. Via the ap-
plication of critical theory’s immanent critique and dialectical thought,
Giroux unmasked forms of domination for educators of all ideological
stripes.

He understood that somewhere in the relationship among power, ide-
ology, and schooling the crisis of historical consciousness was exacer-
bated. Isolating what he labeled the culture of positivism, Giroux delin-
eated its irrational rationality characterized by an emphasis on
prediction and technical control. When combined with the rejection of
the interpretive dynamics of hermeneutics, this culture of positivism
transmogrified into a dominant ideological form. Although he was con-
sistently clear on the issue, many of Giroux’s readers were unable to ap-
preciate the distinction between the culture of positivism as ideological
form and positivism as a specific philosophical movement. Such a dis-
tinction is crucial to the understanding of Giroux's unique contribution
to educational critique and analysis. In the culture of positivism educa-
tion becomes a form of social regulation that guides humans toward
destinies that preserve the status quo. Reflection on the formation of
subjectivity or analysis of “what is” vis-a-vis “what should be” is dis-
missed from the positivistic culture. In other words, consciousness of
historical forces and their relationship to everyday life has no place in
the technocratic rationality of the culture of positivism.

Thus, as Giroux observed schooling through the prism of Frankfurt
theory in the late 1970s and early 1980s, he came to understand the con-
ceptual corner into which radical critics had painted themselves.
Though they understood that schools were sites of oppression in which
race, class, and gender inequities were perpetuated, they were able to
appreciate neither how student and teacher subjectivities were con-
structed nor the self-determination (agency) such constructions made
possible. At the same time, of course, Giroux was acutely aware of the in-
ability of mainstream educational critics to understand how ideological
and structural forces influence the nature of educational experience.
Viewed in this context, Giroux’s theoretical innovation became more ap-
parent: Agencies of socialization (in particular, schools) do not under-
mine the possibility of a radical democracy merely by preparing stu-
dents for vocations that help sustain the dominant mode of economic
production; at the same time, schools and other agencies of socializa-
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tion are never autonomous from dominant economic and other social
(white supremacy and patriarchy, for example) structures. Appreciating
the emerging poststructuralist contribution to social theory, Giroux un-
derstood that the forces that subvert radical democracy always exist in a
dynamic, ever-shifting relationship with those that support it—indeed,
he insisted, the nature of their connection is historically specific. If edu-
cators are ever to make sense of education and its relation to the vicissi-
tudes of the democratic struggle, they will have to develop a complex
apprehension of how individuals receive the messages sent by the forces
of domination and, in particular, how they mediate the ideological rep-
resentations and material practices that formulate their lived experi-
ences. Respecting individuals’ agency, Giroux wanted to know how indi-
viduals and groups produce meaning on extant social, economic, and
political terrains and how such production relates to the struggle for
radical democracy.

By the early 1980s Giroux’s theoretical infrastructure was taking
shape. Throughout the decade, as his familiarity with the emerging
postmodern critique deepened, Giroux fine-tuned his insights concern-
ing modes of reception and mediation and their relation to the con-
struction of consciousness and the production of subjectivity. His early
fascination with British cultural studies—especially the work of Ray-
mond Williams, Richard Johnson, and Stuart Hall—led Giroux to con-
nect his study of subjectivity, power, and pedagogy to issues of language,
discourse, and desire. He made use of the best of twentieth-century edu-
cational scholarship—including the progressivism of John Dewey, the
transgressive pedagogy of Paulo Freire, and the insights of the curricular
reconceptualists—to transcend the notion that power is merely the dis-
tribution of political and economic resources. Employing and extending
this battery of theoretical sensibilities, Giroux conceptualized powerasa
concrete set of practices that produces social forms through which dis-
tinct experiences and subjectivities are shaped—a position that empha-
sized again the receptive and mediative dimensions of the process. Such
dimensions, he understood, pointed to the importance of pedagogy not
only in educational theory but in social theory in general; this finding
would become increasingly relevant to students of education, sociology,
and cultural studies in the 1990s.

In this context, Giroux analyzed the relation between the critical post-
modern feminist theory that began to emerge in the mid-1980s and his
theoretical project. Recognizing in the work of Jane Flax, Seyla Ben-
habib, Cora Kaplan, Meaghan Morris, Linda Nicholson, Nancy Fraser,
Linda Hutcheon, and many others a means of traversing the conceptual
minefield formed by the binary opposition between modernism and
postmodernism, Giroux listened carefully to the feminist conversation,
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In their attempt to develop a political voice the postmodern feminists
had adeptly freed themselves from the modernist-postmodernist bina-
rism. On the one hand, they pledged a modernist allegiance to equality,
justice, and freedom; on the other, like critical postmodernists, they ex-
posed modernism’s exaltation of the universal over historically and cul-
turally specific ways of seeing, and they raised doubts about its scientific
claims to objectivity and truth. This synthesis, when combined with
Giroux’s interpretation of critical theory, Deweyan progressivism, British
cultural studies, Freirian liberation, curricular reconceptualization, and
the domain of pedagogy, set the stage for a radical democratic praxis
that was contextually sensitive and politically transformative. At this
point Giroux was theoretically equipped to make use of the post-colo-
nial critiques of the Eurocentric position that Western culture was the
barometer of civilization and produced a transhistorical educational
canon. Thus, buoyed by postmodernist feminist theory, Giroux began to
contemplate the means and methods of producing new academic dis-
courses and unprecedented knowledge forms.

In addition to shedding light on the social and political silences in
school discourses, knowledge, and materials; the refusal to include vari-
ous disciplinary perspectives; the denial of human agency; and the
common tendency to legitimate dominant power relations, Giroux by
his theoretical innovations generated new ways of viewing education
and schooling. The result was an ever-evolving critical pedagogy—a crit-
ical postmodern and multicultural pedagogy. Such a “critped” viewed
teachers as intellectuals who were empowered to create and participate
in a radical democracy. Consistently refusing to offer a simple blueprint
of how to institute a critical pedagogy in schools around the world,
Giroux emphasized the contextual specificity of each application of the
process over the presence of common themes. Expanding this postmod-
ern insight, Giroux’s evolving critical pedagogy began increasingly to
focus on issues of difference in a politically transformative frame. Vitally
concerned with the complex ways that race, class, and gender identities
of student and teacher are constructed, he connected them to larger
public struggles. The postmodern concern with historical and social
specificity moved Giroux to focus on the pedagogical terrain of power,
knowledge production and transmission, identity/subjectivity forma-
tion, and socialization in relation to the referent of a radical democracy.
He understood that the pedagogical process was expanding into new
cultural spaces created by technology, necessitating new modes of ana-
lyzing the politics of education. In this context the process of represen-
tation—by which the world is delineated, depicted, schematized, and
inscribed with meaning—was increasingly taking place around the do-
main of pleasure, accompanied by affective and emotional investments.
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At this juncture Giroux joined forces with cultural studies scholars in
the effort to legitimize popular culture as an academic concern. As a pri-
mary producer of pleasure, popular culture is a powerful pedagogical
agent for representing the world in ways that both disempower and em-
power. Frankfurt School critics had long maintained that culture is a po-
litical entity; operating on that assumption, Giroux set out to bring cul-
tural studies insight into the analysis of popular culture as a
pedagogical/political locale. Refusing to merely mimic cultural studies’
emphasis on the popular, Giroux has refocused cultural studies around
his long-time concern with radical democracy. He thereby moved to the
center stage of cultural studies, as his innovative work within the field
raised larger questions of justice, liberty, and equality. Using the inter-
disciplinary and transdisciplinary tools of cultural studies to translate
theory into democratic practice, Giroux continues to expand the intel-
lectual envelope in his search for new modes of academic enterprise. In
this way, his work in the 1990s has provided new understandings of the
pedagogical process, new insight into pleasure, new maps of desire, and
fresh interpretations of the relation among reason, emotion, and domi-
nation. Ironically, Giroux has thus helped return cultural studies to its
pedagogical roots—as exemplified by Raymond Williams’s studies of
adult education and the roles of democracy and social change in the
academic process.

It is this reestablishment of the study of pedagogy that this book, as
well as Giroux’s work in general, addresses. If pedagogy involves the pro-
duction and transmission of knowledge, the construction of subjectivity,
and the learning of values and beliefs, then educational scholarship over
the past half-century has typically been nonpedagogical. As Giroux rein-
serts pedagogy into educational studies, he incorporates it into the cul-
tural studies agenda. Examining how people learn, make emotional in-
vestments, and negotiate the world around them, pedagogy is central to
any discipline that studies educational and cultural processes vis-a-vis
the making of meaning. Pedagogical study may be even more important
to political activists, dedicated to self- and social empowerment, the cre-
ation of community, and the establishment of principles of justice and
democracy. As Giroux conceptualizes it within the theoretical frames of
political modernism, critical postmodernism, and postmodern femi-
nism, pedagogy becomes an indispensable tool in the struggle for a rad-
ical democracy. Indeed, without an understanding of how power is
viewed by men, women, and children in specific settings, our under-
standing of social change remains crude, clumsy, and prone to essen-
tialist simplification. The production, transmission, and reception of
knowledge is always problematic; to assume otherwise, to dismiss the
study of pedagogy and its political ramifications, is to turn one’s back on
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the conditions under which human identity is constructed. Until

Giroux’s insight into pedagogy is understood and employed by scholars

and students of cultural studies, a major piece of the educational puzzle

will be missing. Pedagogy and the Politics of Hope provides readers with

a map to the missing piece as well as an archaeology of its theoretical
evolution.

Joe L. Kincheloe

Peter McLaren

Shirley R. Steinberg
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Schooling and the Culture of
Positivism: Notes on the Death
of History

There is no neutral material of history. History is not a
spectacle for us because it is our own living, our own violence
and our own beliefs.!

I

One of the more fundamental questions raised by educators in recent
years focuses on how public school classroom teachers might develop
an orientation to curriculum development and implementation which
acknowledges the important underlying ethical and normative dimen-
sions that structure classroom decisions and experiences. The absence
of such an orientation has been well noted.? For example, in different
ways both phenomenological and neo-Marxist perspectives on educa-
tional thought and practice have pointed to the atheoretical, ahistorical,
and unproblematic view of pedagogy that presently characterizes cur-
riculum development particularly in the social sciences.

Some phenomenological critics have charged that teaching practices
are often rooted in “common sense” assumptions that go relatively un-
challenged by both teachers and students and serve to mask the social
construction of different forms of knowledge. In this view the focus of
criticism is on the classroom teacher who appears insensitive to the
complex transmission of socially based definitions and expectations
that function to reproduce and legitimize the dominant culture at the
level of classroom instruction.? Teachers and other educational workers,
in this case, often ignore questions concerning how they perceive their
classrooms, how students make sense of what they are presented, and
how knowledge is mediated between teachers (themselves) and stu-
dents.

On the other hand, some neo-Marxist critics have attempted to ex-
plain how the politics of the dominant society are linked to the political
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character of the classroom social encounter. In this perspective the
focus shifts from an exclusive concern with how teachers and students
construct knowledge to the ways in which the social order is legitimated
and reproduced through the production and distribution of “accept-
able” knowledge and classroom social processes.4 Thus, neo-Marxist ed-
ucators are not simply concerned with how teachers and students view
knowledge; they are also concerned with the mechanisms of social con-
trol and how these mechanisms function to legitimate the beliefs and
values underlying wider societal institutional arrangements.

Both views have led to a greater appreciation of the hermeneutic and
political nature of public school pedagogy. Unfortunately, neither view
has provided a thorough understanding of how the wider “culture of
positivism,” with its limited focus on objectivity, efficiency, and tech-
nique, is both embedded and reproduced in the form and content of
public school curricula. While it is true that some phenomenologists
have focused on the relationship between the social construction of
classroom knowledge and the major tenets of positivism, they have gen-
erally ignored the forms and social practices involved in its transmis-
sion. On the other hand, while neo-Marxist critiques have emphasized
the ideological underpinnings of classroom social practices, they have
done so at the cost of providing an in-depth analysis of how specific
forms of knowledge are produced, distributed, and legitimated in
schools.5

While it is clear that the hermeneutic and political interests expressed
by both groups must be used in a complementary fashion to analyze the
interlocking beliefs and mechanisms that mediate between the wider
culture of positivism and public school pedagogy, the conceptual foun-
dation and distinct focus for such an analysis need to be further devel-
oped. This paper attempts to contribute to that development by exam-
ining the culture of positivism and its relationship to classroom teaching
through the lens of a recently focused social and educational problem,
the alleged “loss of interest in history” among American students and
the larger public. This issue provides a unique vehicle for such an analy-
sis, because it presents a common denominator through which the con-
nection between schools and the larger society might be clarified.

II

Within the last decade a developing chorus of voices has admitted to the
public’s growing sense of the “irrelevance” of history. Some social critics
have decried the trend while others have supported it. For instance, the
historian, David Donald, believes that the “death of history” is related to
the end of the “age of abundance.” History, in Donald’s view, can no
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longer provide an insightful perspective for the future. Voicing the de-
spair of a dying age, Donald resigns himself to a universe that appears
unmanageable, a sociopolitical universe that has nothing to learn from
history. Thus, he writes:

The “lessons” taught by the American past are today not merely irrelevant
but dangerous. . .. Perhaps my most useful function would be to disen-
thrall (students) from the spell of history, to help them see the irrelevance
of the past,... (to) remind them to what a limited extent humans control
their own destiny.6

Other critics, less pessimistic and more thoughtful, view the “death of
history” as a crisis in historical consciousness itself, a crisis in the abil-
ity of the American people to remember those “lessons” of the past that
illuminate the developmental preconditions of individual liberty and
social freedom. These critics view the “crisis” in historical conscious-
ness as a deplorable social phenomenon that buttresses the existing
spiritual crisis of the seventies and points to a visionless and politically
reactionary future. In their analyses the “irrelevance of history” argu-
ment contains conservative implications, implications which obscure
the political nature of the problem: the notion that history has not be-
come irrelevant, but rather that historical consciousness is being sup-
pressed. To put it another way, history has been stripped of its critical
and transcendent content and can no longer provide society with the
historical insights necessary for the development of a collective critical
consciousness. In this view the critical sense is inextricably rooted in
the historical sense. In other words, modes of reasoning and interpreta-
tion develop a sharp critical sense to the degree that they pay attention
to the flow of history. When lacking a sense of historical development,
criticism is often blinded by the rule of social necessity which parades
under the banner of alleged “natural laws.” The assault on historical
sensibility is no small matter. Marcuse claims that one consequence is a
form of false consciousness, “the repression of society in the formation
of concepts . . . a confinement of experience, a restriction of meaning.””
In one sense, then, the call to ignore history represents an assault on
thinking itself.

While it is true that both radicals and conservatives have often drawn
upon history to sustain their respective points of view, this should not
obscure the potentially subversive nature of history. Nor should it ob-
scure the changing historical forces that sometimes rely upon “history”
to legitimate existing power structures. Historical consciousness is ac-
ceptable to the prevailing dominant interest when it can be used to but-
tress the existing social order. It becomes dangerous when its truth con-
tent highlights contradictions in the given society. As one philosopher
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writes, “Remembrance of the past might give rise to dangerous insights,
and the established society seems to be apprehensive of the subversive
content of memory.”8

The suppression of history has been accurately labeled by Russell Ja-
coby as a form of “social amnesia.” “Social amnesia is a society’s repres-
sion of its own past ... memory driven out of mind by the social and
economic dynamic of this society.”? Jacoby’s analysis is important be-
cause it situates the crisis in history in a specific sociohistorical context.
If Jacoby is right, and I think he is, then the “crisis” in historical con-
sciousness, at least its underlying ideological dimensions, can be ex-
plained in historical and political terms. This perspective can be put into
sharper focus if we begin with an explanation of the changing nature of
the mechanisms of social control over the last sixty years in the United
States. To do this, we will have to turn briefly to the work of the late Ttal-
ian theorist, Antonio Gramsci.

Gramsci was deeply concerned about what he saw as the changing
modes of domination in the advanced industrial societies of the West.
He claimed that with the rise of modern science and technology, social
control was exercised less through the use of physical force (army, po-
lice, etc.) than through the distribution of an elaborate system of norms
and imperatives. The latter were used to lend institutional authority a
degree of unity and certainty and provide it with an apparent universal-
ity and legitimation. Gramsci called this form of control “ideological
hegemony,” a form of control which not only manipulated conscious-
ness but also saturated and constituted the daily experiences that
shaped one’s behavior.19 Hence, ideological hegemony referred to those
systems of practices, meanings, and values which provided legitimacy to
the dominant society’s institutional arrangements and interest.

Gramsci’s analysis is crucial to understand how cultural hegemony is
used by ruling elites to reproduce their economic and political power. It
helps us to focus on the myths and social processes that characterize a
specific form of ideological hegemony, particularly as it is distributed
through different agencies of socialization such as schools, families,
trade unions, work places, and other ideological state apparatuses.!!
Thus, the concept of cultural hegemony provides a theoretical founda-
tion for examining the dialectical relationship between economic pro-
duction and social and cultural reproduction.!? At the core of this per-
spective is the recognition that advanced industrial societies such as the
United States inequitously distribute not only economic goods and ser-
vices but also certain forms of cultural capital, i.e., “that system of
meanings, abilities, language forms, and tastes that are directly and in-
directly defined by dominant groups as socially legitimate.”!3 This
should not suggest that primary agencies of socialization in the United
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States simply mirror the dominant mode of economic production and
function to process passive human beings into future occupational
roles. This over-determined view of socialization and human nature is
both vulgar and mystifying. What is suggested is that the assumptions,
beliefs, and social processes which occur in the primary agencies of so-
cialization neither “mirror” wider societal interests nor are they au-
tonomous from them. In other words, the correspondences and contra-
dictions that mediate between institutions like schools and the larger
society exist in dialectical tension with each other and vary under spe-
cific historical conditions.14

It is within the parameters of the historically changing dialectical rela-
tionship between power and ideology that the social basis for the exist-
ing crisis in historical consciousness can be located. Moreover, it is also
within this relationship that the role schooling plays in reproducing this
crisis can be examined. Underlying the suppression of historical con-
sciousness in the social sphere and the loss of interest in history in the
sphere of schooling in the United States at the present time are the rise
of science and technology and the subsequent growth of the culture of
positivism. It is this historical development that will be briefly traced
and analyzed before the role that public school pedagogy plays in repro-
ducing the crisis in historical consciousness is examined.

With the development of science and new technology in the United
States in the early part of the twentieth century, both the pattern of cul-
ture and the existing concept of progress changed considerably. Both of
these changes set the foundation for the suppression of historical con-
sciousness. As popular culture became more standardized in its attempt
to reproduce not only goods but also the needs to consume those goods,
“industrialized” culture reached into new forms of communication to
spread its message. Realms of popular culture, formerly limited to dance
and dime store novels, were now expanded by almost all of the media of
artistic expression.!s The consolidation of culture by new technologies
of mass communication, coupled with newly found social science disci-
plines such as social psychology and sociology, ushered in powerful,
new modes of administration in the public sphere.!6

Twentieth century capitalism gave rise to mass advertising and its at-
tendant gospel of unending consumerism. All spheres of social exis-
tence were now informed, though far from entirely controlled, by the
newly charged rationality of advanced industrial capitalism. Mass mar-
keting, for example, drastically changed the realms of work and leisure
and, as Stuart Ewen has pointed out, set the stage for the contestation
and control over daily life.

During the 1920’s the stage was set by which the expanding diversity of cor-
porate organization might do cultural battle with a population which was
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in need of, and demanding, social change. The stage was in the theatre of
daily life, and it was within the intimacies of that reality—productive, cul-
tural, social, psychological—that a corporate piece-de-theatre was being
scripted.t?

While industrialized culture was radically transforming daily life, sci-
entific management was altering traditional patterns of work. For in-
stance, the integration of skill and imagination that had once character-
ized craft production gave way to a fragmented work process in which
conception was separated from both the execution and experience of
work. One result was a fragmented work process that reduced labor to a
series of preordained and lifeless gestures.!8

Accompanying changes in the workplace and the realm of leisure was
a form of technocratic legitimation based on a positivist view of science
and technology. This form of rationality defined itself through the al-
leged unalterable and productive effects the developing forces of tech-
nology and science were having on the foundations of twentieth century
progress. Whereas progress in the United States in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries was linked to the development of moral self-im-
provement and self-discipline in the interest of building a better society,
progress in the twentieth century was stripped of its concern with ame-
liorating the human condition and became applicable only to the realm
of material and technical growth.1® What was once considered humanly
possible, a question involving values and human ends, was now reduced
to the issue of what was technically possible. The application of scien-
tific methodology to new forms of technology appeared as a social force
generated by its own laws, laws governed by a rationality that appeared
to exist above and beyond human control.20

Inherent in this notion of progress and its underlying technocratic ra-
tionality is the source of logic that denies the importance of historical
consciousness. Moreover, this form of rationality serves to buttress the
status quo by undermining the dialectic of human potential and will. As
a mode of legitimation, this form of rationality has become the prevail-
ing cultural hegemony. As the prevailing consciousness, it celebrates the
continued enlargement of the comforts of life and the productivity of
labor through increasing submission of the public to laws that govern
the technical mastery of both human beings and nature. The price for
increased productivity is the continued refinement and administration
of not simply the forces of production but the constitutive nature of
consciousness itself. For example, in spite of its own claims, positivist
rationality contains a philosophy of history that “robs” history of its crit-
ical possibilities. Thomas McCarthy writes that this philosophy of his-
tory “is based on the questionable thesis that human beings control
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their destinies to the degree to which social techniques are applied, and
that human destiny is capable of being rationally guided to the extent of
cybernetic control and the application of these techniques.”2! If eritical
consciousness, in part, represents an ability to think about the process
as well as the genesis of various stages of reflection, then this notion of
history contains few possibilities for its development as a critical and
emancipatory force.

This form of rationality now represents an integral part of the social
and political system of the United States and, as noted previously, can
be defined as the culture of positivism. If we are to understand its role in
suppressing historical consciousness, the culture of positivistn must be
viewed through its wider function as a dominant ideology, powerfully
communicated through various social agencies. The term “positivism”
has gone through so many changes since it was first used by Saint-
Simon and Comte that it is virtually impossible to narrow its meaning to
a specific school of thought or a well-defined perspective. Thus, any dis-
cussion of positivism will be necessarily broad and devoid of clear-cut
boundaries. However, we can speak of the culture of positivism as the
legacy of positivistic thought, a legacy which includes those convictions,
attitudes, techniques, and concepts that still exercise a powerful and
pervasive influence on modern thought.22

“Culture of positivism,” in this context, is used to make a distinction
between a specific philosophic movement and a form of cultural hege-
mony. The distinction is important because it shifts the focus of debate
about the tenets of positivism from the terrain of philosophy to the field
of ideology. For our purposes it will be useful to indicate some of the
main elements of “positivism.” This will be followed by a short analysis
of how the culture of positivism undermines any viable notion of critical
historical consciousness.

The major assumptions that underlie the culture of positivism are
drawn from the logic and method of inquiry associated with the natural
sciences.?3 Based upon the logic of scientific methodology with its inter-
est in explanation, prediction, and technical control, the principle of ra-
tionality in the natural sciences was seen as vastly superior to the
hermeneutic principles underlying the speculative social sciences.
Modes of rationality that relied upon or supported interpretative proce-
dures rated little scientific status from those defending the assumptions
and methods of the natural sciences. For instance, Theodore Abel
echoed a sentiment about hermeneutic understanding that still retains
its original force among many supporters of the culture of positivism.

Primarily the operation of Verstehen (understanding human behavior)
does two things: It relieves us of a sense of apprehension in connection
with behavior that is unfamiliar or unexpected and it is a source of
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“hunches,” which help us in the formulation of hypotheses. The operation
of Verstehen does not, however, add to our store of knowledge, because it
consists of the application of knowledge already validated by personal ex-
perience; nor does it serve as a means of verification. The probability of a
connection can be ascertained only by means of objective, experimental,
and statistical tests.?4

Given the positivist emphasis on technical control and coordination,
it is not surprising that the role of theory in this perspective functions as
a foundation to boost scientific methodology. At the heart of this per-
spective is the assumption that theory plays a vital role in manipulating
certain variables to either bring about a certain state of affairs or to pre-
vent its occurrence.?s The basis for deciding what state of affairs is to be
brought about, or the interests such state of affairs might serve, are not
questions that are given much consideration. Thus, theory, as viewed
here, becomes circumscribed within certain “methodological prohibi-
tions.”26 It was August Comte who laid the foundation for the subordina-
tion of theory to the refinement of means when he insisted that theory
must be “founded in the nature of things and the laws that govern them,
not in the imaginary powers that the human mind attributes to itself, er-
roneously believing itself to be a free agent and the center of the uni-
verse.”?” What is missing from Comte’s perspective can be seen when it
is instructively compared to the classical Greek notion of theory. In clas-
sical thought, theory was seen as a way men could free themselves from
dogma and opinions in order to provide an orientation for ethical ac-
tion.?8 In other words, theory was viewed as an extension of ethics and
was linked to the search for truth and justice. The prevailing positivist
consciousness has forgotten the function that theory once served.
Under the prevailing dominant ideology, theory has been stripped of its
concern with ends and ethics, and appears “unable to free itself from the
ends set and given to science by the pre-given empirical reality.”2? The
existing perspective on theory provides the background for examining
another central tendency in the culture of positivism: the notion that
knowledge is value free.

Since theory functions in the interest of technical progress in the cul-
ture of positivism, the meaning of knowledge is limited to the realm of
technical interests. In brief, the foundation for knowledge is drawn from
two sources: “the empirical or natural sciences, and the formal disci-
plines such as logic and mathematics.”3 In this scheme knowledge con-
sists of a realm of “objective facts” to be collected and arranged so they
can be marshalled in the interest of empirical verification. Knowledge is
relevant to the degree that it can be viewed “. . . as description and ex-
planation of objectified data, conceived—a priori—as cases of instances
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of possible laws.”3! Thus, knowledge becomes identified with scientific
methodology and its orientation towards self-subsistent facts whose
law-like connections can be grasped descriptively. Questions concern-
ing the social construction of knowledge and the constitutive interests
behind the selection, organization, and evaluation of “brute facts” are
buried under the assumption that knowledge is objective and value free.
Information or “data” taken from the subjective world of intuition, in-
sight, philosophy and nonscientific theoretical frameworks is not ac-
knowledged as being relevant. Values, then, appear as the nemeses of
“facts,” and are viewed at best, as interesting, and at worst, as irrational
and subjective emotional responses.32

The central assumption by which the culture of positivism rational-
izes its position on theory and knowledge is the notion of objectivity, the
separation of values from knowledge and methodological inquiry alike.,
Not only are “facts” loocked upon as objective, but the researcher himself
is seen as engaging in value free inquiry, far removed from the untidy
world of beliefs and values. Thus, it appears that values, judgments, and
normative-based inquiry are dismissed because they do not admit of ei-
ther truth or falsity. It seems that empirical verification exacts a heavy
price from those concerned about “the nature of truth.”s3

The severance of knowledge and research from value claims may ap-
pear to be admirable to some, but it hides more than it uncovers. Of
course, this is not to suggest that challenging the value-neutrality claims
of the culture of positivism is tantamount to supporting the use of bias,
prejudice, and superstition in scientific inquiry. Instead, what is es-
poused is that the very notion of objectivity is based on the use of nor-
mative criteria established by communities of scholars and intellectual
workers in any given field. The point is that intellectual inquiry and re-
search free from values and norms is impossible to achieve. To separate
values from facts, social inquiry from ethical considerations is pointless.
As Howard Zinn points out, it is like trying to draw a map that illustrates
every detail on a chosen piece of terrain.3 But this is not just a simple
matter of intellectual error; it is an ethical failing as well. The notion that
theory, facts, and inquiry can be objectively determined and used falls
prey to a set of values that are both conservative and mystifying in their
political orientation.

While it is impossible to provide a fully detailed critique of the as-
sumptions that underlie the culture of positivism, it is appropriate to
focus on how these assumptions undermine the development of a criti-
cal historical consciousness and further serve to diminish public com-
munication and political action. Consequently, it is important to look
briefly at how these assumptions function as part of the dominant ideol-
ogy. Functioning both as an ideology and a productive force in the inter-
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est of a ruling elite, the culture of positivism cannot be viewed as simply
a set of beliefs, smoothly functioning so as to rationalize the existing so-
ciety. It is more than that. The point here is that the culture of positivism
is not just a set of ideas, disseminated by the culture industry; it is also a
material force, a set of material practices that are embedded in the rou-
tines and experiences of our daily lives.35 In a sense, the daily rhythm of
our lives is structured, in part, by the technical imperatives of a society
that objectifies all it touches. This is not meant to suggest that there are
no contradictions and challenges to the system. They exist, but all too
often the contradictions result in challenges that lack a clear-cut politi-
cal focus. Put another way, challenges to the system often function as a
cathartic force rather than as a legitimate form of protest; not infre-
quently, they end up serving to maintain the very conditions and con-
sciousness that spurred them in the first place. Within such a posture,
there is little room for the development of an active, critical historical
consciousness.

The present crisis in historical consciousness is linked to the Ameri-
can public’s deepening commitment to an ever-expanding network of
administrative systems and social control technologies. One conse-
quence of this has been the removal of political decisions from public
discourse by reducing these decisions to technical problems answerable
to technical solutions. Underlying this crisis are the major assumptions
of the culture of positivism, assumptions which abrogate the need for a
viable theory of ideology, ethics, and political action.

Silent about its own ideology, the culture of positivism provides no
conceptual insight into how oppression might mask itself in the lan-
guage and lived experiences of daily life. “Imagining itself valuable only
to the extent that it escapes history,”?6 this form of rationality prevents
us from using historical consciousness as a vehicle to unmask existing
forms of domination as they reproduce themselves through the “facts”
and common-sense assumptions that structure our view and experi-
ence of the world. The flight from history is, in reality, the suppression of
history. As Horkheimer writes, “Again and again in history, ideas have
cast off swaddling clothes and struck out against social systems that
bore them.”37” The logic of positivist thought suppresses the critical func-
tion of historical consciousness. For underlying all the major assump-
tions of the culture of positivism is a common theme: the denial of
human action grounded in historical insight and committed to emanci-
pation in all spheres of human activity. What is offered as a replacement
“is a form of social engineering analogous to the applied physical sci-
ences.”38 It is this very denial which represents the essence of the pre-
vailing hegemonic ideology.
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Instead of defining itself as an historically produced perspective, the
culture of positivism asserts its superiority through its alleged suprahis-
torical and supracultural posture. Theory and method are held to be his-
torically neutral. By maintaining a heavy silence about its own guiding
interest in technical control, it falls prey to what Husserl once called the
fallacy of objectivism.?¥ Unable to reflect on its own presuppositions, or
to provide a model for critical reflection in general, it ends up uncriti-
cally supporting the status quo and rejecting history as a medium for
political action.

As the fundamental dominant myth of our time, the positivist mode of
rationality operates so as to undermine the value of history and the im-
portance of historical consciousness in other significant ways: First, it
fosters an undialectical and one-dimensional view of the world; second,
it denies the world of politics and lacks a vision of the future; third, it de-
nies the possibility that human beings can constitute their own reality
and alter and change that reality in the face of domination.4¢

Wrapped in the logic of fragmentation and specialization, positivist
rationality divorces the “fact” from its social and historical context and
ends up glorifying scientific methodology at the expense of a more ratio-
nal mode of thinking. Under these conditions the interdependence of
knowledge, imagination, will, and creativity are lost in a reduction of all
phenomena to the rule of the empirical formulation.

Rather than comprehending the world holistically as a network of in-
terconnections, the American people are taught to approach problems
as if they existed in isolation, detached from the social and political
forces that give them meaning. The central failing of this mode of think-
ing is that it creates a form of tunnel vision in which only a small seg-
ment of social reality is open to examination. More important, it leaves
unquestioned those economic, political, and social structures that
shape our daily lives. Divorced from history, these structures appear to
have acquired their present character naturally, rather than having been
constructed by historically specific interests.

It seems clear that the mode of reasoning embedded in the culture of
positivism cannot reflect upon meaning and value, or, for that matter,
upon anything that cannot be verified in the empirical tradition. Since
there is no room for human vision in this perspective, historical con-
sciousness is stripped of its critical function and progress is limited to
terms acceptable to the status quo. Yet, as Horkheimer points out, it is
the contradiction between the existent society and the utopian promise
of a better life that spurs an interest in both history and historical
progress.4! The suppression of mankind’s longing for justice and a better
world are the motive forces that usurp the meaningfulness of history
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and an historical consciousness. These forces are an inherent part of the
logic of positivist rationality.

The culture of positivism rejects the future by celebrating the present.
By substituting what is for what should be, it represses “ethics” as a cate-
gory of life and reproduces the notion that society has a life of its own,
independent of the will of human beings. The neutralization of ethics ef-
fectively underscores the value of historical consciousness as well as
public discourse on important political issues. Instead, we are left with a
mode of reasoning that makes it exceptionally difficult for human be-
ings to struggle against the limitations of an oppressive society.*2

Finally, inherent in this perspective is a passive model of man. The
positivist view of knowledge, “facts,” and ethics has neither use nor
room for an historical reality in which man is able to constitute his own
meanings, order his own experience or struggle against the forces that
prevent him from doing so. Meaning, like “time and memory,” becomes
objectified in this tradition and is eliminated as a radical construct by
being made to exist independently of human experience and intention.
In a society that flattens contradictions and eliminates evaluative and
intellectual conflict, the concept of historical consciousness appears as
a disturbing irrationality. Marcuse puts it well:

Recognition and relation to the past as present counteracts the functional-
ization of thought by and in the established reality. It militates against the
closing of the universe of discourse and behavior; it renders possible the
development of concepts which de-stabilize and transcend the closed uni-
verse by comprehending it as historical universe. Confronted with the
given society as object of its reflection, critical thought becomes historical
consciousness; as such it is essentially judgment.43

I have argued so far that the loss of interest in history in the public
sphere can only be viewed within the context of existing sociopolitical
arrangements; and that what has been described as a marginal problem
by some social critics, in essence, represents a fundamental problem in
which the dominant culture actively functions to suppress the develop-
ment of a critical historical consciousness among the populace.# This is
not meant to imply a conscious conspiracy on the part of an “invisible”
ruling elite. The very existence, interests, and consciousness of the dom-
inant class is deeply integrated into a belief system that legitimizes its
rule. This suggests that existing institutional arrangements reproduce
themselves, in part, through a form of cultural hegemony, a positivist
world view, that becomes a form of self delusion, and in addition, leaves
little room for an oppositional historical consciousness to develop in the
society at large. In other words, the suppression of historical conscious-
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ness works itself out in the field of ideology. In part this is due to an un-
derlying “self-perpetuating” logic that shapes the mechanisms and
boundaries of the culture of positivism. This logic is situated in a struc-
ture of dominance and exists to meet the most fundamental needs of
the existing power relations and their corresponding social
formations.*5 It appears to be a logic that is believed by the oppressed
and oppressors alike, those who benefit from it as well as those who do
not.

111

I now want to examine how the culture of positivism has influenced the
process of schooling, particularly in relation to the way educators have
defined the history “crisis” and its relationship to educational theory
and practice at the classroom level. I will begin by analyzing how the na-
ture of the loss of interest has been defined by leading members of the
educational establishment.

Unlike critics such as Lasch and Marcuse, American educators have
defined the “loss of interest” in history as an academic rather than polit-
ical problem. For instance, the Organization of American Historians
published findings indicating that history was in a crisis, and that the
situation was “nationwide, affecting both secondary schools and higher
education in every part of the country.”4¢ According to the OAH report,
the value of history is being impugned by the growing assumption on
the part of many educators that history is not a very practical subject.
What is meant by practical appears problematic. For example, the Ari-
zona Basic Goals Commission urged teachers to make history more
practical by placing a stress on “. . . positive rather than negative aspects
of the American past, eschew conflict as a theme, inculcate pride in the
accomplishments of the nation and show the influence of rational, cre-
ative, and spiritual forces in shaping the nation’s growth.”47

For other educators, making history practical has meant reversing the
growing divisions and specializations in history course offerings at all
levels of education. This group would put back into the curriculum the
broad-based history courses that were offered in the 1950s. In this per-
spective, the loss of interest in history among students has resulted from
the fragmented perspective provided by specialized offerings in other
disciplines. Warren L. Hickman sums this position up well when he
writes:

The utility of history is perspective, and that is in direct opposition to spe-
cialization at the undergraduate level. History’s position in the curriculum,
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and its audience, have been eroded steadily as specialization, fragmenta-
tion, and proliferation of its offerings have increased.8

Both of these responses view the loss of interest in history as a purely
academic problem. Severed from the socio-economic context in which
they operate, schools, in both of these views, appear to exist above and
beyond the imperatives of power and ideology. Given this perspective,
the erosion of interest in history is seen in isolation from the rest of soci-
ety and the “problem” is dealt with in technical rather than political
terms, i.e., history can be rescued by restructuring courses in one way or
another. These positions, in fact, represent part of the very problem they
define. The loss of interest in history in schools is due less to the changes
in course structure and offerings, though these have some effect, as
much as it is due to the growing effect of the culture of positivism on the
process of schooling itself, and in this case, particularly the social stud-
ies field. It is to this issue that we will now turn.

Classroom pedagogy in varying degrees is inextricably related to a
number of social and political factors. Some of the more important in-
clude: the dominant societal rationality and its effect on curriculum
thought and practice; the system of attitudes and values that govern
how classroom teachers select, organize and evaluate knowledge and
classroom social relationships; and, finally, the way students perceive
their classroom experiences and how they act on those perceptions. By
focusing on these limited, but nonetheless, important areas we can flesh
out the relationships between power, ideology, and social studies peda-
808y

As T have pointed out, within the United States the social sciences
have been modeled largely against the prevailing assumptions and
methods of the natural sciences.?® In spite of recent attacks on this
mainstream perspective, the idea of social science conceived after the
medel of the natural sciences exerts a strong influence on contemporary
educational thought and practice. Historically, the curriculum field, in
general, has increasingly endeavored to become a science. That is, it has
sought to develop a rationality based on objectivity, consistency, “hard
data,” and replicability. As Walter Feinberg writes, “The social scientists
and policy makers who laboured in the field of education in this century
were born under the star of Darwin, and . . . this influence was to have a
profound impact upon the direction of educational theory.”5¢

Moreover, in the seventies, as financial aid to education has decreased
and radical critics have dwindled in number, the positivist orientation to
schooling appears to be stronger than ever. Calls for accountability in
education, coupled with the back-to-basics and systems management
approaches to education have strengthened rather than weakened the
traditional positivist paradigm in the curriculum field. As William Pinar
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and others have pointed out, the field is presently dominated by tradi-
tionalists and conceptual-empiricists, and while both groups view cur-
riculum in different ways, neither group steps outside of the positivist or
technocratic world view.5!

These two groups must be viewed in something other than merely de-
scriptive, categorical terms. Both the assumptions they hold and the
modes of inquiry they pursue are based upon a world view that shapes
their respective educational perspectives. Moreover, these world views
precede and channel their work and influence the development of pub-
lic school curricula.> This suggests that, whether adherents to these po-
sitions realize it or not, their theoretical frameworks are inherently valu-
ative and political; thus, they share a relationship to the wider social
order. Thomas Popkewitz captures the essence of this when he writes:

... educational theory is a form of political affirmation. The selection and
organization of pedagogical activities give emphasis to certain people,
events and things. Educational theory is potent because its language has
prescriptive qualities. A theory “guides” individuals to reconsider their per-
sonal world in light of more abstract concepts, generalizations and princi-
ples. These more abstract categories are not neutral; they give emphasis to
certain institutional relationships as good, reasonable and legitimate. Vi-
sions of society, interests to be favored and courses of action to be followed
are sustained in history.53

One way of looking at the political and valuative nature of educational
thought and practice is through what Thomas Kuhn has called a “para-
digm.” A paradigm refers to the shared images, assumptions, and prac-
tices that characterize a community of scholars in a given field. In any
specific field one can find different paradigms; thus, it is reasonable to
conclude that any field of study is usually marked by competing intellec-
tual and normative perspectives. As Kuhn has written: “A paradigm
governs, in the first instance, not a subject matter but a group of practi-
tioners.”54

The concept of paradigm is important not merely because it guides
practitioners in their work, it also illustrates that paradigms are related
to the nexus of social and political values in the larger society. That is,
the genesis, development, and effects of a given paradigm have to be
measured against wider social and cultural commitments. In a simple
sense, a paradigm might be viewed as in opposition or in support of the
dominant ideology, but it cannot be judged independently of it. Educa-
tional workers in public education are not only born into a specific his-
torical context, they embody its history in varying ways both as a state of
consciousness and as sedimented experience, as a felt reality. To what
degree they critically mediate that history and its attendant ideology is
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another issue. Thus, educational practitioners can be viewed as not only
products of history but as producers of history as well. And it is this dy-
namic process of socialization that links them and the schools in which
they work to the larger society.5> Finally, it is important to stress that ac-
knowledging the social and cultural basis of the character of different
maedes of pedagogy is important but incomplete. This approach must be
supplemented by analyzing the assumptions embedded in a given edu-
cational paradigm against larger social and political interests. Questions
which arise out of this type of analysis might take the following form:
What interest do these assumptions serve? What are their latent conse-
quences? What are the material and intellectual forces that sustain these
assumptions and their corresponding paradigm?

Both the traditionalists and conceptual-empiricists in the curriculum
field share the basic assumptions of the culture of positivism. Further-
maere, these assumptions shape their view of social science knowledge,
classroom pedagogy, as well as classroom evaluation and research. In
brief, both groups support a form of positivist rationality in which it is
assumed that: (1) The natural sciences provide the “deductive-nomolog-
ical” model of explanation for the concepts and techniques proper for
social science. (2) Social science ought to aim at the discovery of lawlike
propositions about human behavior which are empirically testable. (3)
Social science modes of inquiry can and ought to be objective. (4) The
relationship between theory and practice in the social science domain is
primarily a technical one, i.e., social science knowledge can be used to
predict how a course of action can best be realized. (5) Social science
procedures of verification and falsification must rely upon scientific
techniques and “hard data,” which lead to results that are value free and
intersubjectively applicable.’¢

At the core of this social science paradigm is a preoccupation with the
instrumental use of knowledge. That is, knowledge is prized for its con-
trol value, its use in mastering all dimensions of the classroom environ-
ment. In this perspective, technical rationality eschews notions of
meaning that cannot be quantified and objectified. This becomes clear
when we examine the relationship between theory and practice in the
culture of positivism as it affects the curriculum field in general. For in-
stance, traditionalists in the curriculum field like Robert Zais, Glen Nass,
and John McNeil, whose influence on public school pedagogy is no
small matter, view theory as secondary to meeting the existing needs
and demands of social practitioners. In this case, theoretical formula-
tions used in the shaping of curriculum development, design, and eval-
uation are guided by assumptions that bend to the dictates or exigencies
of administrators and teachers in the “real” world of public school edu-
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cation. In this perspective, the “iron link” between knowledge and prac-
tical needs dissolves theory into utility.57

While the traditionalists may be viewed as atheoretical, the concep-
tual-empiricists acknowledge the importance of theory in curriculum
work, but limit its meaning and importance by subordinating it to tech-
nical interests. The conceptual-empiricists have developed an approach
to curriculum which “celebrates” rigorous and systematic research. The-
ory is used to generate and accumulate “hard data” and knowledge. The-
ory, in this sense, is linked to forms of explanation that are subject only
to the criteria of empirical verification or refutation. Theory, as used in
this paradigm, capitalizes upon one type of experience. As Habermas
writes: “Only the controlled observation of physical behavior, which is
set up in an isolated field under reproducible conditions by subjects in-
terchangeable at will, seems to permit intersubjectively valid judgments
of perceptions.”58

Central to this form of rationality in the curriculum field is the notion
of objectivity and neutrality. Guided by the search for reliability, consis-
tency, and quantitative predictions, positivist educational practice ex-
cludes the role of values, feelings, and subjectively defined meanings in
its paradigm. Normative criteria are dismissed either as forms of bias or
are seen as subjective data that contribute little to the goals of schooling.
Criticism of this sort is often couched in calls for more precise methods
of pedagogy. W. James Popham, a leading spokesman for systems analy-
sis methods, illustrates this position when he writes:

I believe that those who discourage educators from precisely explicating
their educational objectives are often permitting, if not promoting, the
same kind of unclear thinking that has led to the generally abysmal quality
of education in this country.

More guarded critics such as George Beauchamp acknowledge that
normative based curriculum theories have their place in the field, but,
true to the spirit of his own view, he reminds us that “we” need to “grow
up in the use of conventional modes of research in curriculum before we
can hope to have the ingenuity to develop new ones.”s® In both
Popham’s and Beauchamp’s arguments, the underlying notion of the su-
periority of efficiency and control as educational goals are accepted as
given and then pointed to as a rationale for curriculum models that en-
shrine them as guiding principles. The circularity of the argument can
best be gauged by the nature of the ideology that it thinly camouflages.

Missing from this form of educational rationality is the dialectical in-
terplay among knowledge, power and ideology. The sources of this fail-
ing can be traced to the confusion between objectivity and objectivism,
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a confusion which, once defined, lays bare the conservative ideological
underpinnings of the positivist educational paradigm. If objectivity in
classroom teaching refers to the attempt to be scrupulously careful
about minimizing biases, false beliefs, and discriminating behavior in
rationalizing and developing pedagogical thought and practice, then
this is a laudable notion that should govern our work. On the other
hand, objectivism refers to an orientation that is atemporal and ahistor-
ical in nature. In this orientation “fact” becomes the foundation for all
forms of knowledge, and values and intentionality lose their political
potency by being abstracted from the notion of meaning. When objec-
tivism replaces objectivity, the result, as Bernstein points out, “is not an
innocent mistaken epistemological doctrine.”®! It becomes a potent
form of ideology that smothers the tug of conscience and blinds its ad-
herents to the ideological nature of their own frame of reference.

Objectivism is the cornerstone of the culture of positivism in public
education. Adulating “facts” and empirically based discourse, positivist
rationality provides no basis for acknowledging its own historically con-
tingent character. As such, it represents not only an assault on critical
thinking, it also grounds itself in the politics of “what is.” As Gouldner
points out, “It is the tacit affirmation that ‘what is,” the status quo, is ba-
sically sound.”62 Assuming that problems are basically technocratic in
nature, it elevates methodology to the status of a truth and sets aside
questions about moral purposes as matters of individual opinion.
Buried beneath this “end of ideology” thesis is a form of positivist peda-
gogy that tacitly supports deeply conservative views about human na-
ture, society, knowledge, and social action.

Objectivism suggests more than a false expression of neutrality. In
essence, it tacitly represents a denial of ethical values. Its commitment
to rigorous techniques, mathematical expression and lawlike regulari-
ties supports not only one form of scientific inquiry but social forma-
tions that are inherently repressive and elitist as well. Its elimination of
“ideology” works in the service of the ideology of social engineers. By
denying the relevance of certain norms in guiding and shaping how we
ought to live with each other, it tacitly supports principles of hierarchy
and control. Built into its objective quest for certainty is not simply the
elimination of intellectual and valuative conflict, but the suppression of
free will, intentionality, and collective struggle. Clearly, such interests
can move beyond the culture of positivism only to the degree that they
are able to make a distinction between emancipatory political practice
and technological administrative control.

Unfortunately, “methodology madness” is rampant in public school
pedagogy and has resulted in a form of curricula design and implemen-
tation that substitutes technological control for democratic processes
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and goals. For instance, Fenwick W. English, a former superintendent of
schools and curriculum designer, provides a model for curriculum de-
sign in which technique and schooling become synonymous. Echoing
the principles of the scientific management movement of the 1920s,
English states that there are three primary developments in curriculum
design. These are worth quoting in full:

The first is to establish the mission of the school system in terms that are
assessable and replicable. The second is to effectively and efficiently con-
figure the resources of the system to accomplish the mission. The third is to
use feedback obtained to make adjustments in order to keep the mission
within agreed-upon costs.83

In perspectives such as this, unfortunately pervasive in the curricu-
lum field, manipulation takes the place of learning, and any attempt at
intersubjective understanding is substituted for a science of educational
technology in which “choices exist only when they make the systems
more rational, efficient, and controllable.”® In a critical sense, the
Achilles heel of the culture of positivism in public school pedagogy is its
refusal to acknowledge its own ideology as well as the relationship be-
tween knowledge and social control. The claim to objectivism and cer-
tainty are themselves ideological and can be most clearly revealed in the
prevailing view of school knowledge and classroom social relationships.

The way knowledge is viewed and used in public school classrooms,
particularly at the elementary through secondary levels, rests on a num-
ber of assumptions that reveal its positivist ideological underpinnings.
In other words, the way classroom teachers view knowledge, the way
knowledge is mediated through specific classroom methodologies, and
the way students are taught to view knowledge, structure classroom ex-
periences in a way that is consistent with the principles of positivism.

In this view, knowledge is objective, “bounded and ‘out there.”65 Class-
room knowledge is often treated as an external body of information, the
production of which appears to be independent of human beings. From
this perspective, objective knowledge is viewed as independent of time
and place; it becomes universalized, ahistorical knowledge. Moreover, it
is expressed in a language that is basically technical and allegedly value
free. This language is instrumental and defines knowledge in terms that
are empirically verifiable and suited to finding the best possible means
for goals that go unquestioned.56¢ Knowledge, then, becomes not only
countable and measurable, it also becomes impersonal. Teaching in this
pedagogical paradigm is usually discipline based and treats subject mat-
ter in a compartmentalized and atomized fashion.67

Another important point concerning knowledge in this view is that it
takes on the appearance of being context free. That is, knowledge is di-
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vorced from the political and cultural traditions that give it meaning.
And in this sense, it can be viewed as technical knowledge, the knowl-
edge of instrumentality.®8 Stanley Aronowitz points out that this form of
empiricist reasoning is one in which “reality is dissolved into object-
hood,”8® and results in students being so overwhelmed by the world of
“facts” that they have “enormous difficulty making the jump to concepts
which controvert appearances.””?

By resigning itself to the registering of “facts,” the positivist view of
knowledge not only represents a false mode of reasoning that under-
mines reflective thinking, it does this and more. It is also a form of legiti-
mation that obscures the relationship between “valued” knowledge and
the constellation of economic, political, and social interests that such
knowledge supports. This is clearly revealed in a number of important
studies that have analyzed how knowledge is presented in elementary
and secondary social studies textbooks.

For example, Jean Anyon found in her analysis of the content of ele-
mentary social studies textbooks that the “knowledge which ‘counts’ as
social studies knowledge will tend to be that knowledge which provides
formal justification for, and legitimation of, prevailing institutional
arrangements, and forms of conduct and beliefs.”72 In addition to point-
ing out that social studies textbooks provide a systematic exposure to se-
lected aspects of the dominant culture, she found that material in the
texts about dominant institutional arrangements was presented in a
way that eschewed social conflict, social injustice, and institutional vio-
lence. Instead, social harmony and social consensus were the pivotal
concepts that described American society. Quoting Fox and Hess, she
points out that in a study of 58 elementary social studies textbooks used
in eight states, the United States political system was described in one-
dimensional consensual terms. “People in the textbooks are pictured as
easily getting together, discussing their differences and rationally arriv-
ing at decisions. ... (Moreover), everyone accepts the decisions.”73
These textbooks present a problematic assumption as an unquestioned
truth: conflict and dissent among different social groups is presented as
inherently bad. Not only is American society abstracted from the dic-
tates of class and power in the consensus view of history, but students
are viewed as value receiving and value transmitting persons.™ There is
no room in consensus history for intellectual, moral, and political con-
flict. Such a view would have to treat people as value creating agents.
While it is true that some of the newer elementary and secondary texts
discuss controversial issues more often, “social conflict” is still
avoided.”

Popkewitz has argued cogently that many of the social studies cur-
riculum projects that came out of the discipline-based curriculum
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movements of the sixties did more to impede critical inquiry than to
promote it. Based on fundamentally flawed assumptions about theory,
values, knowledge, and instructional techniques in social studies curric-
ular design and implementation, these projects “ignored the multiplic-
ity of perspectives found in any one discipline.”’¢ With the social nature
of conflict and skepticism removed from these projects, ideas appear as
inert and ahistorical, reified categories whose underlying ideology is
only matched by the tunnel vision they produce.

Human intentionality and problem solving in these texts are either ig-
nored or stripped of any viable, critical edge. For instance, in one set of
texts pioneered under the inquiry method, comparative analysis exer-
cises are undercut by the use of socially constructed biases built into de-
finitional terms that distort the subjects to be compared. In analyzing
the political systems of the United States and the Soviet Union, the
United States is labeled as a “democratic system” and the Soviet Union
as a “totalitarian state.””” Needless to say, the uncriticized and simplistic
dichotomy revealed in categories such as these represent nothing other
than an updated version of the vulgar “democracy” vs. “communism” di-
chotomy that characterized so much of the old social studies of the
1950s and early 1960s. While the labels have changed, the underlying
typifications have not. What is new is not necessarily better. The “al-
leged” innovative discipline-centered social studies curriculum of the
last fifteen years has based its reputation on its claim to promote critical
inquiry. Instead, this approach appears to have created “new forms of
mystification which make the social world seem mechanistic and prede-
terministic.”78

A more critical view of knowledge would define it as a social construc-
tion linked to human intentionality and behavior. But if this view of
knowledge is to be translated into a meaningful pedagogical principle,
the concept of knowledge as a social construct will have to be linked to
the notion of power. On one level this means that classroom knowledge
can be used in the interest of either emancipation or domination. It can
be critically used and analyzed in order to break through mystifications
and modes of false reasoning.” Or it can be used unreflectively to legit-
imize specific sociopolitical interests by appearing to be value free and
beyond criticism. If the interface between knowledge, power, and ideol-
ogy is to be understood, knowledge will have to be defined not only as a
set of meanings generated by hurman actors, but also as a communica-
tive act embedded in specific forms of social relationships. The princi-
ples that govern the selection, organization, and control of classroom
knowledge have important consequences for the type of classroom en-
counter in which such knowledge will be distributed.
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The point is that the notion of “objectified” knowledge as it operates in
the classroom obscures the interplay of meaning and intentionality as
the foundation for all forms of knowledge. Absent from this perspective is
a critical awareness of the varying theoretical perspectives, assumptions,
and methodologies which underlie the construction and distribution of
knowledge.8 Unfortunately, the notion of “objectified” knowledge repre-
sents more than a conceptual problem; it also plays a decisive role in
shaping classroom experiences. Thus, one is apt to find classroom situa-
tions in which “objective” information is “impartially” relayed to “able”
students willing to “learn” it. Within this pedagogical framework, what is
deemed “legitimate” public school knowledge is often matched by mod-
els of socialization that reproduce authoritarian modes of communica-
tion. Regardless of how a pedagogy is defined, whether in traditional or
progressive terms, if it fails to encourage self-reflection and communica-
tive interaction, it ends up providing students with the illusion rather
than the substance of choice; moreover, it ends up promoting manipula-
tion and denying critical reflection.8! Alternative forms of pedagogy, such
as those developed by Paulo Freire, not only emphasize the interpretive
dimensions of knowing, they also highlight the insight that any progres-
sive notion of learning must be accompanied by pedagogical relation-
ships marked by dialogue, questioning, and communication.®2 This view
of knowledge stresses structuring classroom encounters that synthesize
and demonstrate the relationship between meaning, critical thinking,
and democratized classroom encounters.

The role that teachers play in the schooling process is not a mechanis-
tic one. To the degree that they are aware of the hidden assumptions that
underlie the nature of the knowledge they use and the pedagogical prac-
tices they implement, classroom teachers will be able to minimize the
worst dimensions of the culture of positivism. More specifically, under
certain circumstances teachers can work to strip away the unexamined
reality that hides behind the objectivism and fetishism of “facts” in posi-
tivist pedagogy. In doing so, the fixed essences, the invariant structures,
and the commonsense knowledge that provide the foundation for much
of existing public school pedagogy can be shown for what they are: so-
cial constructs that serve to mystify rather than illuminate reality.

But at the present time, it appears that the vast majority of public
school teachers have yet to step beyond the taken-for-granted assump-
tions that shape their view of pedagogy and structure their educational
experiences. Mass culture, teaching training institutions, and the power
of the state all play a powerful role in pressuring teachers to give un-
questioning support to the basic assumptions of the wider dominant
culture. Maxine Greene captures part of this dynamic when she writes:
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It is not that teachers consciously mystify or deliberately concoct the posi-
tive images that deflect critical thought. It is not even that they themselves
are necessarily sanguine about the health of the society. Often submerged
in the bureaucracies for which they work, they simply accede to what is
taken-for-granted. Identifying themselves as spokespersons for or repre-
sentatives of the system in its local manifestations, they avoid interrogation
and critique. They transmit, often tacitly, benign or neutral versions of the
social reality. They may, deliberately or not, adopt these to accommodate to
what they perceive to be the class origins or the capacities of their students,
but, whether they are moving those young people towards assembly lines
or administrative offices, they are likely to present the world around as
given, probably unchangeable and predefined.#3

For many students, the categories that shape their learning experi-
ence and mediate their relationship between the school and the larger
society have little to do with the value of critical thinking and social
commitment. In this case, the objectification of knowledge is paralleled
by the objectification of the students themselves. There is little in the
positivist pedagogical model that encourages students to generate their
own meanings, to capitalize on their own cultural capital, or to partici-
pate in evaluating their own classroom experiences. The principles of
order, control, and certainty in positivist pedagogy appear inherently
opposed to such an approach.

In the objectified forms of communication that characterize positivist
public school pedagogy, it is difficult for students to perceive the socially
constructed basis of classroom knowledge. The arbitrary division be-
tween objective and subjective knowledge tends to remain undetected
by students and teachers alike. The results are not inconsequential.
Thus, though the routines and practices of classroom teachers and the
perceptions and behavior of their students are sedimented in varying
layers of meaning, questions concerning how these layers of meaning
are mediated and in whose interest they function are given little atten-
tion in the learning and research paradigms that dominate public
school pedagogy at the present time. The behavioral and management
approaches to such pedagogy, particularly at the level of middle and
secondary education, reduce learning to a set of practices that neither
define nor respond critically to the basic normative categories that
shape day to day classroom methods and evaluation procedures. As C.
A. Bowers writes, “. . . the classroom can become a precarious place in-
deed, particularly when neither the teacher nor student is fully aware of
the hidden cultural messages being communicated and reinforced.”84

The objectification of meaning results in the objectification of
thought itself, a posture that the culture of positivism reproduces and
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celebrates in both the wider society and in public schools. In the public
schools prevailing research procedures in the curriculum field capitalize
upon as well as reproduce the most basic assumptions of the positivist
paradigm. For instance, methodological elegance in educational re-
search appears to rate higher esteem than its purpose of truth value. The
consequences are not lost on schools. As one critic points out:

Educational research has social and political ramifications which are as im-
portant as the tests of reliability. First, people tacitly accept institutional as-
sumptions, some of which are defined by school professionals themselves.
Achievement, intelligence and “use of time” are accepted as useful vari-
ables for stating problems about schools and these categories provide the
basis for research. Inquiry enables researchers to see how school categories
relate, but it does not test assumptions or implications underlying the
school categories. For example, there is no question about the nature of the
tasks at which children spend their time. Research conclusions are con-
ceived within parameters provided by school administrators. Second, re-
searchers accept social myths as moral prescriptions. Social class, social oc-
cupation {(engineer or machinist) or divorce are accepted as information
which should be used in decision making. These assumptions maintain a
moral quality and criteria which may justify social inequality. Third, the re-
search orientation tacitly directs people to consider school failure as
caused by those who happen to come to its classes. Social and educational
assumptions are unscrutinized.s®

It does not seem unreasonable to conclude at this point that critical
thinking as a mode of reasoning appears to be in eclipse in both the
wider society and the sphere of public school education. Aronowitz has
written that critical thought has lost its contemplative character and
“has been debased to the level of technical intelligence, subordinate to
meeting operational problems.”8 What does this have to do with the
suppression of historical consciousness? This becomes more clear when
we analyze the relationship between critical thinking, historical con-
sciousness, and the notion of emancipation.

If we think of emancipation as praxis, as both an understanding as
well as a form of action designed to overthrow structures of domination,
we can begin to illuminate the interplay between historical conscious-
ness, critical thinking, and emancipatory behavior. At the level of under-
standing, critical thinking represents the ability to step beyond com-
monsense assumptions and to be able to evaluate them in terms of their
genesis, development, and purpose. In short, critical thinking cannot be
viewed simply as a form of progressive reasoning; it must be seen as a
fundamental, political act. In this perspective, critical thinking becomes
a mode of reasoning that, as Merleau-Ponty points out, represents the
realization that “I am able,” meaning that one can use individual capaci-
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ties and collective possibilities “to go beyond the created structures in
order to create others.”8” Critical thinking as a political act means that
human beings must emerge from their own “submersion and acquire
the ability to invervene in reality as it is unveiled.”® Not only does this
indicate that they must act with others to intervene in the shaping of
history, it also means that they must “escape” from their own history, i.e.,
that which society has made of them. As Sartre writes, “you become
what you are in the context of what others have made of you.”8 This is a
crucial point which links praxis and historical consciousness. For we
must turn to history in order to understand the traditions that have
shaped our individual biographies and intersubjective relationships
with other human beings. This critical attentiveness to one’s own history
represents an important element in examining the socially constructed
sources underlying one’s formative processes. To become aware of the
processes of historical self-formation indicates an important beginning
in breaking through the taken-for-granted assumptions that legitimize
existing institutional arrangements.% Therefore, critical thinking de-
mands a form of hermeneutic understanding that is historically
grounded. Similarly, it must be stressed that the capacity for a histori-
cally grounded critique is inseparable from those conditions that foster
collective communication and critical dialogue. In this case, such condi-
tions take as a starting point the need to delegitimize the culture of pos-
itivism and the socio-economic structure it supports.

v

Schools play a crucial, though far from mechanistic, role in reproducing
the culture of positivism. While schools function so as to mediate the so-
cial, political, and economic tensions of the wider society, theydo soina
complex and contradictory fashion. This is an essential point. Schools
operate in accordance, either implicitly or explicitly, with their estab-
lished roles in society. But they do so in terms not entirely determined
by the larger society. Diverse institutional restraints, different school
cultures, varied regional and community forces, different social forma-
tions and a host of other factors lend varying degrees of autonomy and
complexity to the school setting. All of these factors must be analyzed
and taken into account if the mechanisms of domination and social
control in day to day school life are to be understood.9!

Moreover, the assumptions and methods that characterize schooling
are themselves representations of the historical process. But the mecha-
nisms of social control that characterize school life are not simply the
factual manifestations of the culture of positivism. They also represent a
historical condition that has functioned to transform human needs as
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well as buttress dominant social and political institutions. Put another
way, the prevailing mode of technocratic rationality that permeates both
the schools and the larger society has not just been tacked on to existing
social order. It has developed historically over the last century and with
particular intensity in the last fifty years; consequently, it deeply satu-
rates our collective experiences, practices, and routines. Thus, to over-
come the culture of positivism means that social studies educators will
have to do more than exchange one set of principles of social organiza-
tion for another. They will have to construct alternative social forma-
tions and world views that affect both the consciousness as well as the
deep vital structure of needs in their students.%2

Unfortunately, classroom teachers and curriculum developers, in gen-
eral, have been unaware of the historical nature of their own fields. This
is not meant to suggest that they should be blamed for either the present
failings in public education or the suppression of historical conscious-
ness and critical thinking in the schools. It simply means that the perva-
siveness of the culture of positivism and its attendant commonsense as-
sumptions exert a powerful mode of influence on the process of
schooling. Moreover, this analysis does not suggest that there is little that
teachers can do to change the nature of schooling and the present struc-
ture of society. Teachers at all levels of schooling represent a potentially
powerful force for social change. But one thing should be clear, the pres-
ent crisis in history, in essence, is not an academic problem but a politi-
cal problem. It is a problem that speaks to a form of technological domi-
nation that goes far beyond the schools and permeates every sphere of
our social existence. There is a lesson to be learned here. What classroom
teachers can and must do is work in their respective roles to develop ped-
agogical theories and methods that link self-reflection and understand-
ing with a commitment to change the nature of the larger society. There
are a number of strategies that teachers at all levels of schooling can use
in their classrooms. In general terms, they can question the common-
sense assumptions that shape their own lives as well as those assump-
tions that influence and legitimize existing forms of public school class-
room knowledge, teaching styles, and evaluation. In adopting such a
critical stance while concomitantly reconstructing new educational the-
ories and practices, classroom teachers can help to raise the political
consciousness of themselves, their fellow teachers and their students.#

In more specific terms, social studies teachers can treat as problem-
atic those socially constructed assumptions that underlie the concerns
of curriculum, classroom social relationships, and classroom evalua-
tion. They can make these issues problematic by raising fundamental
questions such as: (1) What counts as social studies knowledge? (2) How
is this knowledge produced and legitimized? (3) Whose interests does
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this knowledge serve? (4) Who has access to this knowledge? (5) How is
this knowledge distributed and reproduced in the classroom? (6) What
kinds of classroom social relationships serve to parallel and reproduce
the social relations of production in the wider society? (7) How do the
prevailing methods of evaluation serve to legitimize existing forms of
knowledge? (8) What are the contradictions that exist between the ideol-
ogy embodied in existing forms of social studies knowledge and the ob-
jective social reality?

Similarly, questions such as these, which focus on the production, dis-
tribution, and evaluation of classroom knowledge and social relation-
ships, should be related to the principles and practices that characterize
institutional arrangements in the larger society. Moreover, these ques-
tions should be analyzed before social studies teachers structure their
classroom experiences. In other words, these are important subsequent
questions that should provide the foundation for educational theory
and practice. It is important to recognize that these questions can be-
come an important force in helping teachers identify, understand, and
generate those pivotal social processes needed to encourage students to
become active participants in the search for knowledge and meaning, a
search designed to foster rather than suppress critical thinking and so-
cial action.

While it is true that such action will not in and of itself change the na-
ture of existing society, it will set the foundation for producing genera-
tions of students who might. As indicated, an important step in that di-
rection can begin by linking the process of classroom pedagogy to wider
structural processes. To do so will enable educators to develop a better
understanding of the political nature of schooling and the role they
might play in shaping it. The relationship between the wider culture of
positivism and the process of schooling is, in essence, a relationship be-
tween ideology and social control. The dynamic at work in this relation-
ship is complex and diverse. To begin to understand that dynamic is to
understand that history is not dead, it is waiting to be seized. Marcuse
has stated elegantly what it means to “remember history.”

All reification is forgetting. . . . Forgetting past suffering and past joy alien-
ates life under a repressive reality principle. In contrast, remembrance is
frustrated: joy is overshadowed by pain. Inexorably so? The horizon of his-
tory is still open. If the remembrance of things past would become a motive
power in the struggle for changing the world, the struggle would be waged
for a revolution hitherto suppressed in the previous historical revolutions.
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Culture and Rationality in
Frankfurt School Thought:

2

— Ideological Foundations for a
Theory of Social Education

History and Background

The Institute for Social Research (The Institut Fur Sozialforschung) was
officially created in Frankfurt, Germany, in February 1923 and was the
original home of the Frankfurt School. Established by a wealthy grain
merchant named Felix Weil, the Institute eventually came under the di-
rectorship of Max Horkheimer in 1930. Under Horkheimer’s directorship
most of the members who later became famous joined the Institute.
These included Erich Fromm, Herbert Marcuse, and Theodor Adorno.
As Martin Jay (1973) points out in his now famous history of the Frank-
furt School,

If it can be said that in the early years of its history the Institut concerned it-
self primarily with an analysis of bourgeois society’s socio-economic sub-
structure, in the years after 1930 its prime interests lay in its cultural super-
structure. (p. 21)

The changing of the Institute’s theoretical focus was soon followed by a
geographical shift in its location. Threatened by the Nazis because of the
avowedly Marxist orientation of the Institute’s work and because most of
its members were Jews, the Institute was forced to relocate for a short
time in Geneva in 1933. It was moved to New York City in 1934, where it
was housed in one of Columbia University’s buildings. Emigration to
New York was followed by a stay in Los Angeles, California, in 1941; and,
by 1953, the Institute was reestablished in Frankfurt, Germany.!

The strengths and weaknesses of the Frankfurt School project become
intelligible only if seen as part of the social and historical context in
which it developed. In essence, the questions it pursued, along with the
forms of social inquiry it supported, represent both a particular moment
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in the development of Western Marxism as well as a critique of it. React-
ing to the rise of Fascism and Naziism on the one hand, and the failure
of orthodox Marxism on the other, the Frankfurt School had to refashion
and rethink the meaning of domination and emancipation. The rise of
Stalinism, the failure of the European or Western working class to con-
test capitalist hegemony in a revolutionary manner, and the power of
capitalism to reconstitute and reinforce its economic and ideological
control forced the Frankfurt School to reject the orthodox reading of
Marx and Engels, particularly as it had developed through the conven-
tional wisdom of the Second and Third Internationals. It is particularly
in the rejection of certain doctrinal Marxist assumptions, developed
under the historical shadow of totalitarianism and the rise of the con-
sumer society in the West that Horkheimer, Adorno, and Marcuse at-
tempted to construct a more sufficient basis for social theory and politi-
cal action. Certainly such a basis was not to be found in standard
Marxist assumptions such as: a) the notion of historical inevitability, b)
the primacy of the mode of production in the shaping of history, and c)
the notion that class struggle as well as the mechanisms of domination
take place primarily within the confines of the labor process. For the
Frankfurt School, orthodox Marxism assumed too much while simulta-
neously ignoring the benefits of self-criticism. It had failed to develop a
theory of consciousness and by doing so expelled the human subject
from its own theoretical calculus. Thus, it is not surprising that the focus
of the Frankfurt School’s research downplayed the area of political econ-
omy and focused instead of the issue how subjectivity was constituted,
as well as on the issue of how the spheres of culture and everyday life
represented a new terrain of domination. It is against this historical and
theoretical landscape that we can begin to abstract categories and
modes of analysis that speak to the nature of schooling as it presently
exists, and the possibilities it contains for developing into a force for so-
cial change.

Rationality, Theory, and the Critique
of Instrumental Reason

Fundamental to an understanding of the Frankfurt School’s view of the-
ory and their critique of instrumental reason is their analysis of the her-
itage of Enlightenment rationality. Echoing Nietzsche’s (1957) warning
about humanity’s unbounded faith in reason, Adorno and Horkheimer
(1972) voiced a trenchant critique of modernity’s unswerving faith in the
promise of Enlightenment rationality to rescue the world from the chains
of superstition, ignorance, and suffering. The problematic nature of such
a promise marks the opening lines of Dialectic of Enlightenment (1972):
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In the most general sense of progressive thought the Enlightenment has al-
ways aimed at liberating men from fear and establishing their sovereignty.
Yet the fully enlightened earth radiates disaster triumphant. (p. 3)

The faith in scientific rationality and the principles of practical judg-
ment did not constitute a legacy that developed exclusively in the 17th
and 18th centuries when people of reason united on a vast intellectual
front in order to master the world through an appeal to the claims of rea-
soned thought. According to the Frankfurt School, the legacy of scientific
rationality represented one of the central themes of Western thought and
extended as far back as Plato (Horkheimer, 1974 pp. 6-7). Habermas
(1973), a later member of the Frankfurt School, argues that the progres-
sive notion of reason reaches its highest point and most complex expres-
sion in the work of Karl Marx, after which it is reduced from an all en-
compassing concept of rationality to a particularized instrument in the
service of industrialized society. According to Habermas (1973),

On the level of the historical self reflection of a science with critical intent,
Marx for the last time identifies reason with a commitment to rationality in
its thrust against dogmatism. In the second half of the 19th century, during
the course of the reduction of science to a productive force in industrial so-
ciety, positivism, historicism, and pragmatism, each in turn, isolate one
part of this all encompassing concept of rationality. The hitherto undis-
puted attempts of the great theories, to reflect on the complex of life as a
whole is henceforth itself discredited as dogma.. . . the spontaneity of hope,
the art of taking a position, the experience of relevance or indifference, and
above all, the response to suffering and oppression, the desire for adult au-
tonomy, the will to emancipation, and the happiness of discovering one’s
identity—all these are dismissed for all time from the obligating interest of
reason. (pp. 262-263)

Marx may have employed reason in the name of critique and emanci-
pation, but it was still a notion of reason that was limited to an over-em-
phasis on the labor process and the exchange rationality that was both
its driving force and ultimate mystification. In contrast to Marx, Adorno,
Horkheimer, and Marcuse believed that “the fateful process of rational-
ization” (Wellmer, 1974, p. 133) had penetrated all aspects of everyday
life, whether it be the mass media, the school or the workplace. The cru-
cial point here is that no social sphere was free from the encroachments
of a form of reason in which “all theoretical means of transcending real-
ity became metaphysical nonsense” (Horkheimer, 1974, p. 82).

In the Frankfurt School’s view, reason has not been stripped perma-
nently of its positive dimensions. Marcuse, for instance, believed that
reason contained a critical element and was still capable of reconstitut-
ing history or, as he put it, “reason represents the highest potentiality of
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man and existence; the two belong together” (Marcuse, 1968, p. 136).
But if reason was to preserve its promise of creating a more just society,
it would have to demonstrate its power of critique and negativity. Ac-
cording to Adorno (1973), the crisis of reason takes place as society be-
comes more rationalized because under such historical circumstances it
loses its critical faculty in the quest for social harmony, and as such, be-
comes an instrument of the existing society. As a result, reason as insight
and critique turns into its opposite, i.e., irrationality.

For the Frankfurt School the crisis in reason is linked to the crisis in
science and the more general crisis of society. Horkheimer (1972) argued
that the starting point for understanding “the crisis of science depends
on a correct theory of the present social situation” (p. 9). In essence, this
speaks to two crucial aspects of Frankfurt School thought. First, it argues
that the only solution to the present crisis lies in developing a more fully
self-conscious notion of reason, one that embraces both the notion of
critique and the element of human will and transformative action. Sec-
ond, it means entrusting to theory the task of rescuing reason from the
logic of technocratic rationality or positivism. It was the Frankfurt
School’s view that positivism had emerged as the final ideological ex-
pression of the Enlightenment. The victory of positivism represented
not the high point but the low point of Enlightenment thought. Rather
than being the agent of reason, it became its enemy and emerged in the
20th century as a new form of social administration and domination.
Friedman (1981) sums up the essence of this position:

To the Frankfurt School, philosophical and practical positivism constituted
the end point of the Enlightenment. The social function of the ideology of
Positivism was to deny the critical faculty of reason by allowing it only the
ground of utter facility to operate upon. By so doing, they denied reason a
critical moment, reason, under the rule of Positivism, stands in awe of the
fact. Its function is simply to characterize the fact. Its task ends when it has
affirmed and explicated the fact. . .. Under the rule of positivism, reason
inevitably stops short of critique. (p. 118)

It is in its critique of positivistic thought that the Frankfurt School
makes clear the specific mechanisms of ideological control that perme-
ate the consciousness and practices of advanced capitalistic societies. It
is also in its critique of positivism that it develops a notion of theory that
has major implications for educational critics. But the route to under-
standing the latter necessitates that one first analyze the Frankfurt
School’s critique of positivism, particularly since the logic of positivist
thought (though in varied forms) represents the major theoretical impe-
tus that currently shapes educational theory and practice.
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The Frankfurt School defined positivism in the broad sense as an
amalgam of diverse traditions that included the work of Saint-Simon
and Comte, the logical positivism of the Vienna Circle, the early Wittgen-
stein, and the more recent forms of logical empiricism and pragmatism
that dominate the social sciences in the West. While the history of each
of these traditions is complex and cluttered with detours and qualifica-
tions, each of them has supported the goal of developing forms of social
inquiry patterned after the natural sciences and based on the method-
ological tenets of sense observation and quantification. Marcuse (1964)
provides both a general definition of the notion of positivism as well as a
starting point for some of the reservations the Frankfurt School ex-
pressed regarding its most basic assumptions:

Since its first usage, probably in the school of Saint-Simon, the term “posi-
tivism” has encompassed (1) the validation of cognitive thought by experi-
ence of facts; (2) the orientation of cognitive thought to the physical sci-
ence as a model of certainty and exactness; (3) the belief that progress in
knowledge depends on this orientation. Consequently, positivism is a
struggle against all metaphysics, transcendentalisms, and idealisms as ob-
scurantist and regressive modes of thought. To the degree to which the
given reality is scientifically comprehended and transformed, to the degree
to which society becomes industrial and technological, positivism finds in
the society the medium for the realization (and validation) of its concepts—
harmony between theory and practice, truth and facts. Philosophic
thought turns into affirmative thought; the philosophic critique criticizes
within the societal framework and stigmatizes non-positive notions as
mere speculation, dreams or fantasies, (p. 172)

Positivism, according to Horkheimer (1972), presented a view of
knowledge and science that stripped both of their critical possibilities.
Knowledge was reduced to the exclusive province of science, and sci-
ence itself was subsumed within a methodology that limited “scientific
activity to the description, classification, and generalization of phenom-
ena, with no care to distinguish the unimportant from the essential” (p.
5). Accompanying this view is the notion that knowledge derives from
sense experience and that the ideal it pursues takes place “in the form of
a mathematically formulated universe deducible from the smallest pos-
sible number of axioms, a system which assures the calculation of the
probable occurrence of all events” (Horkheimer, 1972, p. 138).

For the Frankfurt School, positivism did not represent an indictment
of science, instead it echoed Nietzche’s (1966} insight that “it is not the
victory of science that is the distinguishing mark of our nineteenth cen-
tury, but the victory of the scientific method over science” (p. 814). Sci-
ence, in this perspective, was separated from the question of ends and
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ethics, the latter being rendered insignificant because they defied “expli-
cation in terms of mathematical structures” (Marcuse, 1964, p. 147). Ac-
cording to the Frankfurt School, the suppression of ethics in positivist
rationality precludes the possibility for self critique, or more specifically,
the questioning of its own normative structure. Facts become separated
from values, objectivity undermines critique, and the notion that
essence and appearance may not coincide is lost in the positivist view of
the world. The latter point becomes particularly clear in the Vienna Cir-
cle pronouncement: “The view that thought is a means of knowing more
about the world than may be directly observed . .. seems to us entirely
mysterious” (Hahn, 1933, p. 9}. For Adorno, the idea of value freedom
was perfectly suited to a perspective that was to insist on a universal
form of knowledge while it simultaneously refused to inquire into its
own socio-ideological development and function in society.

According to the Frankfurt School, the outcome of positivist rational-
ity and its technocratic view of science represented a threat to the no-
tion of subjectivity and critical thinking. By functioning within an opera-
tional context free from ethical commitments, positivism wedded itself
to the immediate and “celebrated” the world of “facts.” The question of
essence, or the difference between the world as it is and that which it
could be, is reduced to the merely methodological task of collecting and
classifying that which is, the world of facts. In this schema, “knowledge
relates solely to what is and to its recurrence” (Horkheimer, 1972, p. 208).
Questions concerning the genesis, development and normative nature
of the conceptual systems that select, organize and define the facts ap-
pear to be outside of the concern of positivist rationality.

Since it recognizes no factors behind the “fact,” positivism freezes both
human beings and history. In the case of the latter, the issue of historical
development is left aside since the historical dimension contains truths
that cannot be assigned “to a special fact-gathering branch of science”
(Adorno, quoted in Gross, 1979, p. 340). Of course, positivism is not im-
pervious to history because it ignores it, i.e., the relationship between
history and understanding. On the contrary, its key notions regarding ob-
jectivity, theory, and values as well as its modes of inquiry are both a con-
sequence and a force in the shaping of history. In other words, positivism
may ignore history but it cannot escape it. What is important to stress is
that fundamental categories of socio-historical development are at odds
with the positivist emphasis on the immediate, or, more specifically, that
which can be expressed, measured, and calculated in precise mathemat-
ical formulas. Russell Jacoby (1980) points concisely to this issue in his
claim that “the natural reality and natural sciences do not know the fun-
damental historical categories: consciousness and self consciousness,
subjectivity and objectivity, appearance and essence” (p. 30).
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By not reflecting on its paradigmatic premises positivist thought ig-
nores the value of historical consciousness and consequently endangers
the nature of critical thinking itself. That is, inherent in the very struc-
ture of positivist thought, with its emphasis on objectivity and its lack of
theoretical grounding regarding the setting of tasks (Horkheimer 1972),
are a number of assumptions that appear to preclude its ability to judge
the complicated interactions of power, knowledge and values and to re-
flect critically on the genesis and nature of its own ideological presuppo-
sitions. Moreover, situated within a number of false dualisms (facts vs.
values, scientific knowledge vs. norms, and description vs. prescription)
positivism dissolves the tension between potentiality and actuality in all
spheres of social existence. Thus, under the guise of neutrality, scientific
knowledge and all theory become rational on the grounds of whether
they are efficient, economic or correct. In this case a notion of method-
ological correctness subsumes and devalues the complex philosophical
concept of truth. As Marcuse points out, “the fact that a judgment can be
correct and nevertheless without truth has been the crux of formal logic
from time immemorial” (quoted in Arato and Gebhardt, 1978, p. 394).
For instance, an empirical study that concludes that native workers in a
colonized country work at a slower rate than imported workers who per-
form the same job may provide an answer that is correct, but such an
answer tells us little about the notion of domination or the resistance of
workers under its sway. That the native workers may slow down their
rate as an act of resistance is not considered here. Thus, the notions of
intentionality and historical context get dissolved within the confines of
a limiting quantifying methodology. For Adorno, Marcuse, and
Horkheimer, the fetishism of facts and the belief in value neutrality rep-
resented more than an epistemological error; more importantly, such a
stance served as a form of ideological hegemony that infused positivist
rationality with a political conservatism that make it an ideological prop
of the status quo. The latter should not suggest an intentional support
for the status quo on the part of the individuals who work within a posi-
tivist rationality. Instead, it suggests a particular relationship to the sta-
tus quo which in some situations is a consciously political one, while in
others it is not. In other words, in the latter stance the relationship to the
status quo is a conservative one, but it is not self-consciously recognized
by those who help to reproduce it.

The Frankfurt School’s Notion of Theory

According to the Frankfurt School any understanding about the nature
of theory had to begin with a grasp of the relationships that exist in soci-
ety between the particular and the whole, the specific and the universal.
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This position appears in direct contradiction to the empiricist claim that
theory is primarily a matter of classifying and arranging facts. In reject-
ing the absolutizing of facts, the Frankfurt School argued that in the rela-
tion between theory and the wider society mediations exist that func-
tion to give meaning not only to the constitutive nature of a fact but
also to the very nature and substance of theoretical discourse. As
Horkheimer (1972) writes:

The facts of science and science itself are but segments of the life process of
society, and in order to understand the significance of facts or of science,
generally one must possess the key to the historical situation, the right so-
cial theory. (p. 159)

This speaks to another constitutive element of critical theory. If theory
is to move beyond the positivist legacy of neutrality, it must develop the
capacity of a meta-theory. That is, it must acknowledge the normative
interests it represents and be able to reflect critically on both the histori-
cal development or genesis of such interests and the limitations they
may present within certain historical and social contexts. In other
words, “methodological correctness” does not provide a guarantee of
truth nor does it raise the fundamental question of why a theory func-
tions in a given way under specific historical conditions to serve some
interests and not others, Thus, a notion of self critique is essential to a
critical theory.

A third constitutive element for a critical theory takes its cue from
Nietzche’s dictum that “a great truth wants to be criticized not idolized”
(Quoted in Arato and Gebhardt, 1978, p. 383). The Frankfurt School be-
lieved that the critical spirit of theory should be represented in its un-
masking function. The driving force of such a function was to be found
in the Frankfurt School’s notions of immanent criticism and dialectical
thought. Immanent critique is the assertion of difference, the refusal to
collapse appearance and essence, i.e., the willingness to analyze the re-
ality of the social object against its possibilities. As Adorno et al. (1976)
wrote:

Theory . .. must transform the concepts which it brings, as it were, from
outside into those which the object has of itself, into what the object, left to
itself, seeks to be, and confront it with what it is. It must dissolve the rigidity
of the temporally and spatially fired object into a field of tension of the pos-
sible and the real: each one in order to exist, is dependent upon the other.
In other words, theory is indisputably critical. (p. 69)

Dialectical thought, on the other hand, speaks to both critique and theo-
retical reconstruction (Giroux, 1980). As a mode of critique it uncovers
values that are often negated by the social object under analysis. The no-
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tion of dialectics is critical because it reveals “the insufficiencies and im-
perfections of ‘finished’ systems of thought. . . it reveals incompleteness
where completeness is claimed. It embraces that which is in terms of
that which is not, and that which is real in terms of potentialities not vet
realized” (Held, 1980, p. 177). As a mode of theoretical reconstruction,
dialectical thought points to historical analysis in the critique of con-
formist logic, and traces out the “inner history” of the latter’s categories
and the way in which they are mediated within a specific historical con-
text. By looking at the social and political constellations stored in the
categories in any theory, Adorno (1973) believed that their history could
be traced and thus their existing limitations revealed. As such, dialecti-
cal thought reveals the power of human activity and human knowledge
as both a product and force in the shaping of social reality, but does so
not simply to proclaim that humans give meaning to the world, a posi-
tion that has always plagued the sociology of knowledge (Adorno, 1967).
Instead, as a form of critique, dialectical thought argues that there is a
link between knowledge, power, and domination. Thus it is acknowl-
edged that some knowledge is false, and that the ultimate purpose of
critique should be critical thinking in the interest of social change. For
instance, as I mentioned earlier, one can exercise critical thought and
not fall into the ideological trap of relativism in which the notion of cri-
tique is negated by the assumption that all ideas should be given equal
weight. Marcuse (1960) points to the connection between thought and
action in dialectical thought:

Dialectical thought starts with the experience that the world is unfree; that
is to say, man and nature exist in conditions of alienation, exist as ‘other
than they are.” Any mode of thought which excludes this contradiction from
its logic is faulty logic. Thought ‘corresponds’ to reality only as it transforms
reality by comprehending its contradictory structure. Here the principle of
dialectic drives thought beyond the limits of philosophy. For to compre-
hend reality means to comprehend what things really are, and this in turn
means rejecting their mere factuality. Rejection is the process of thought as
well as of action. . . . Dialectical thought thus becomes negative in itself. Its
function is to break down the self-assurance and self-contentment of com-
mon sense, to undermine the sinister confidence in the power and lan-
guage of facts, to demonstrate that unfreedom is so much at the core of
things that the development of their internal contradictions leads neces-
sarily to qualitative change: the explosion and catastrophe of the estab-
lished state of affairs. (p. ix)

According to the Frankfurt School all thought and theory are tied to a
specific interest in the development of a society without injustice. The-
ory, in this case, becomes a transformative activity that views itself as ex-
plicitly political and commits itself to the projection of a future that is as
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yet unfulfilled. Thus, critical theory contains a transcendent element in
which critical thought becomes the precondition for human freedom.
Rather than proclaiming a positivist notion of neutrality, critical theory
openly takes sides in the interest of struggling for a better world. In one
of his most famous early essays comparing traditional and critical the-
ory, Horkheimer (1972) spelled out the essential value of theory as a po-
litical endeavor:

It is not just a research hypothesis which shows its value in the ongoing
business of men,; it is an essential element in the historical effort to create a
world which satisfies the needs and powers of men. However extensive the
interaction between the critical theory and the special sciences whose
progress the theory must respect and on which it has for decades exercised
a liberating and stimulating influence, the theory never aims simply at an
increase of knowledge as such. Its goal is man’s emancipation from slavery.
(p. 245)

Finally, there is the question of the relationship between critical the-
ory and empirical studies. In the ongoing debate over theory and empir-
ical work, the same old dualisms appear, though in recycled forms, in
which one presupposes the exclusion of the other.? One manifestation
of this debate is the criticism that the Frankfurt School rejected against
many educational critics who have drawn upon the work of the Frank-
furt School.? Both sets of criticisms appear to have missed the point.
Certainly, it is true that for the Frankfurt School the issue of empirical
work was a problematic one, but what was called into question was its
universalization at the expense of a more comprehensive notion of ra-
tionality. In writing about his experience as an American scholar,
Adorno (1969) spelled out a view of empirical studies that was represen-
tative of the Frankfurt School in general:

My own position in the controversy between empirical and theoretical so-
ciology ... I may sum up by saying that empirical investigations are not
only legitimate but essential, even in the realm of cultural phenomena. But
one must not confer autonomy upon them or regard them as a universal
key. Above all they must terminate in theoretical knowledge. Theory is no
mere vehicle that becomes superfluous as soon as data are in hand. (p.
353)

By introducing the primacy of theoretical knowledge in the realm of
empirical investigations, the Frankfurt School also wanted to highlight
the limits of the positivist notion of experience, where research had to
confine itself to controlled physical experiences that would be con-
ducted by any researcher. Under such conditions, the research experi-
ence is limited to simple observation. As such, generalizable and ab-
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stract methodology follows rules that preclude any understanding of the
forces that shape both the object of analysis as well as the subject con-
ducting the research. In contrast, a dialectical notion of society and the-
ory would argue that observation cannot take the place of critical reflec-
tion and understanding. That is, one begins not with an observation but
with a theoretical framework that situates the observation in rules and
conventions that give it meaning while simultaneously acknowledging
the limitations of such a perspective or framework. A further qualifica-
tion must be made here. The Frankfurt School’s position on the relation
between theory and empirical studies helps to illuminate its view of the-
ory and practice. Once again, critical theory insists that theory and prac-
tice are interrelated, but it cautions about calling for a specious unity. As
Adorno (1973) points out, “the call for the unity of theory and practice
has irresistibly degraded theory to the servants’s role, removing the very
traits it should have brought to that unity. The visa stamp of practice
which we demand of all theory became a censor’s place. Yet whereas
theory succumbed in the vaunted mixture practice became nonconcep-
tual, a piece of the politics it was supposed to lead out of; it became the
prey of power” (p. 143). Theory, in this case, should have as its goal
emancipatory practice, but at the same time it requires a certain dis-
tance from such practice. Theory and practice represent a particular al-
liance, not a unity in which one dissolves into the other. The nature of
such an alliance might be better understood by illuminating the draw-
backs inherent in the traditional anti-theoretical stance in American ed-
ucation in which it is argued that concrete experience is the great
“teacher.”

Experience, whether on the part of the researcher or others, contains
in itself no guarantees that it will generate the insights necessary to
make it transparent to itself. In other words, while it is indisputable that
experience may provide us with knowledge, it is also indisputable that
knowledge may distort rather than illuminate the nature of social reality.
The point here is that the value of any experience “will depend not on
the experience of the subject but on the struggles around the way that
experience is interpreted and defined” (Bennet, 1980, p. 126). Moreover,
theory cannot be reduced to the mistress of experience, empowered to
provide recipes for pedagogical practice. Its real value lies in its ability to
establish the possibilities for reflexive thought and practice on the part
of those who use it, and in the case of teachers, it becomes invaluable as
an instrument of critique and understanding. As a mode of critique and
analysis, theory functions as a set of tools inextricably affected by the
context in which it is brought to bear, but it is never reducible to that
context. It has its own distance and purpose, its own element of practice.
The crucial element in both its production and use is not the structure at
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which it is aimed, but the human agents who use it to give meaning to
their lives.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Adorno, Horkheimer and Marcuse provided forms of his-
torical and sociological analyses that pointed to the premise as well as
the limitations of the existing dominant rationality as it developed in the
20th century. Such an analysis took as a starting point the conviction
that for self conscious human beings to act collectively against the
modes of technocratic rationality that permeated the work place and
other socio-cultural spheres, their behavior would have to be preceded
and mediated by a mode of critical analysis. In other words, the precon-
dition for such action was a form of critical theory. But it is important to
stress that in linking critical theory to the goals of social and political
emancipation, the Frankfurt School redefined the very notion of ratio-
nality. Rationality was no longer merely the exercise of critical thought,
as had been its earlier Enlightenment counterpart. Instead, rationality
now became the nexus of thought and action in the interest of the liber-
ation of the community or society as a whole. As a higher rationality, it
contained a transcendent project in which individual freedom merged
with social freedom. Marcuse (1964) articulated the nature of such a ra-
tionality in his claim that:

A. it offers the prospect of preserving and improving the produc-
tive achievements of civilization;

B. it defines the established totality in its very structure, basic ten-
dencies, and relations;

C. its realization offers a greater chance for the pacification of exis-
tence, within the framework of institutions which offer a greater
chance for the free development of human needs and faculties.
(p. 220)

The Frankfurt School’s Analysis of Culture

Central to the Frankfurt School’s critique of positivist rationality was its
analysis of culture. Rejecting the definition and role of culture found in
both traditional sociological accounts and orthodox Marxist theory,
Adorno and Horkheimer (1972), in particular, developed a view of cul-
ture that assigned it a key place in the development of historical experi-
ence and everyday life. On the other hand, the Frankfurt School rejected
the mainstream sociological notion that culture existed in an au-
tonomous fashion unrelated to the political and economic life processes
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of society. In their view, such a perspective neutralized culture and, in
doing so, abstracted it from the historical and societal context that gave
it meaning. For Adorno (1967) the truth value of such a view was shot
through with a contradiction that reduced culture to nothing more than
a piece of ideological shorthand since:

It overlooks what is decisive: the role of ideology in social conflicts. To sup-
pose, if only methodologically, anything like an independent logic of cul-
ture is to collaborate in the hypostasis of culture, the ideological proton
pseudos. The substance of culture . . . resides not in culture alone but in re-
lation to something external, to the material life-process. Culture as Marx
observed of juridicial and political systems, cannot be fully ‘understood ei-
ther in terms of itself . . . or in terms of the so-called universal development
of the mind.’ To ignore this . . . is to make ideclogy the basic matter and to
establish it firmly. (p. 29)

On the other hand, while orthodox Marxist theory established a rela-
tionship between culture and the material forces of society, it did so by
reducing culture to a mere reflex of the economic realm. In this view, the
primacy of economic forces and the logic of scientific laws took prece-
dence over any concern with issues concerning the terrain of everyday
life, consciousness, or sexuality (Aronowitz, 1981). For the Frankfurt
School, changing socio-economic conditions had made traditional
Marxist categories of the 1930s and 1940s untenable. They were no
longer adequate for understanding the integration of the working class
in the West or the political effects of technocratic rationality in the cul-
tural realm.

Within the Frankfurt School perspective the role of culture in Western
society had been modified with the transformation of critical Enlighten-
ment rationality into repressive forms of positivist rationality. As a result
of the development of new technical capabilities, greater concentrations
of economic power, and more sophisticated modes of administration,
the rationality of domination increasingly expanded its influence to
spheres outside of the locus of economic production. Under the sign of
Taylorism and scientific management instrumental rationality extended
its influence from the domination of nature to the domination of human
beings. As such, mass cultural institutions such as schools took on a new
role in the first half of the 20th century as “both a determinant and fun-
damental component of social consciousness” (Aronowitz, 1976, p. 20).
According to the Frankfurt School, this meant that the cultural realm
now constituted a central place in the production and transformation of
historical experience. Like Gramsci (1971), Adorno and Horkheimer
(1972) argued that domination had assumed a new form. Instead of
being exercised primarily through the use of physical force (the army
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and police), the power of the ruling classes was now reproduced through
a form of ideological hegermony; that is, it was established primarily
through the rule of consent, and mediated via cultural institutions such
as the schools, the family, the mass media, the churches, etc. Briefly put,
the colonization of the workplace was not supplemented by the colo-
nization of all other cultural spheres (Aronowitz, 1973; Enzensberger,
1974; and Ewen, 1976).

According to the Frankfurt School, culture—like everything else in
capitalist society—had been turned into an object. That is, under the
dual rationalities of administration and exchange the elements of cri-
tique and opposition, which the Frankfurt School believed inherent in
traditional culture, had been lost. Moreover, the objectification of cul-
ture did not simply result in the repression of the critical elements in its
form and content, such objectification also represented the negation of
critical thought itself. In Adorno's (1975) words:

... culture, in the true sense, did not simply accommodate itself to human
beings;. . . it always simultaneously raised a protest against the petrified re-
lations under which they lived, thereby honoring them. Insofar as culture
becomes wholly assimilated to and integrated into those petrified relations,
human beings are once more debased. (p. 13)

As far as the Frankfurt School was concerned the cultural realm has
become a new locus of control for that aspect of Enlightenment ratio-
nality in which the domination of nature and society proceeded under
the guise of technical progress and economic growth. For Adorno and
Horkheimer (1972) culture had become another industry, one which not
only produced goods but also legitimated the logic of capital and its in-
stitutions. The term, “culture industry,” was coined by Adorno as a re-
sponse to the reification of culture and it had two immediate purposes.
First, it was coined in order to expose the notion that “culture arises
spontaneously from the masses themselves” (Lowenthal, 1979, pp.
388-389). Second, it pointed to the concentration of economic and po-
litical determinants that control the cultural sphere in the interest of so-
cial and political domination. The term “industry” in the metaphor pro-
vided a point of critical analysis. That is, it pointed not only to a
concentration of political and economic groups who reproduced and le-
gitimated the dominant belief and value system, it also referred to the
mechanisms of rationalization and standardization as they permeated
everyday life. Or, as Adorne (1975) put it, “the expression ‘industry’ is not
to be taken literally. It refers to the standardization of the thing itself—
such as the Western, familiar to every moviegoer—and to the rational-
ization of distribution techniques ... [and] not strictly to the produc-
tion process” (p. 14).
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At the core of the theory of culture advanced by Horkheimer, Adorno,
and Marcuse was an attempt to expose, through both a call for and
demonstration of critique, how positivist rationality manifested itself in
the cultural realm. For instance, they criticized certain cultural products
such as art for excluding the principles of resistance and opposition that
once informed their relationship to the world while simultaneously
helping to expose it (Horkheimer, 1972). Likewise, for Marcuse (1978),
“the truth of art lies in its power to break the monopoly of established re-
ality (i.e., of those who established it) to define what is real. In this rup-
ture . . . the fictitious world of art appears as true reality” (p. 9). The
Frankfurt School argued that in the one dimensional society art col-
lapses, rather than highlights, the distinction between reality and the
possibility of a higher truth or better world. In other words, in the true
spirit of positivist harmony, art becomes simply a mirror of the existing
reality and in doing so affirms it. Thus, either the memory of a historical
truth or the image of a better way of life is rendered impotent in the ultra
realism of the Warhol Campbell soup painting or the Stakhanovite
paintings of socialist realism.

The dictates of positivist rationality and the attendant mutilation of
the power of imagination are also embodied in the techniques and
forms that shape the messages and discourse of the culture industry.
Whether it be in the glut of interchangeable plots, gags, or stories, or in
the rapid pace of a film’s development, the logic of standardization
reigns supreme. The message is conformity, and the medium for its at-
tainment is amusement, which proudly packages itself as an escape
from the necessity of critical thought. Under the sway of the culture in-
dustry, style subsumes substance and thought becomes an after-
thought banished from the temple of official culture. Marcuse (1972)
states this argument as well as anyone in his comment:

By becoming components of the aesthetic form, words, sounds, shapes,
and colors are insulated against their familiar, ordinary use and
function;. . . This is the achievement of style, which is the poem, the novel,
the painting, the composition. The style, embodiment of the aesthetic
form, in subjecting reality to another order, subjects it to the laws of beauty.
True and false, right and wrong, pain and pleasure, calm and violence be-
come aesthetic categories within the framework of the oeuvre. Thus de-
prived of their (immediate) reality, they enter a different context in which
even the ugly, cruel, sick become parts of the aesthetic harmony governing
the whole. (pp. 98-99)5

Inherent in the reduction of culture of amusement is a significant
message, one which points to the root of the ethos of positivist rational-
ity, i.e., the structural division between work and play. Within the latter
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division, work is confined to the imperatives of drudgery, boredom and
powerlessness for the vast majority while culture becomes the vehicle by
which to escape from such toil. The power of the Frankfurt School’s
analysis lies in its exposure of the ideological fraud that constitutes this
division of labor. Rather than being an escape from the mechanized
work process, the cultural realm becomes an extension of it. Adorno and
Horkheimer (1972) write:

Amusement under late capitalism is the prolongation of work. It is sought
after as an escape from the mechanized work process, and to recruit
strength in order to be able to cope with it again. But at the same time
mechanization has such power over a man's leisure and happiness and so
profoundly determines the manufacture of amusement goods, that his ex-
periences are after images of the work process itself. The ostensible content
is merely a faded background; what sinks in is an automatic succession of
standardized operations. (p. 137)

The most radical critique of the division of labor among the three the-
orists under study finds its expression in the work of Herbert Marcuse
(1955, 1969). Marcuse (1969) claims that Marxism has not been radical
enough in its attempt to develop a new sensibility that would develop as
“an instinctual barrier against cruelty, brutality, ugliness” (p. 3). Mar-
cuse’s (1955) point is that a new rationality which takes as its goal the
erotization of labor “and the development and fulfillment of human
needs” (p. 205) would necessitate new relations of production and orga-
nizational structures under which work could take place. This should
not suggest that Marcuse abandons all forms of authority or that he
equates hierarchical relationships with the realm of domination. On the
contrary, he argues that work and play can interpenetrate each other
without either losing their primary character. As Agger (1979) points out:

Marcuse is . . . saying that . . . work and play converge without abandoning
the ‘work’ character of work itself. He retains the rational organization of
work without abandoning the Marxian goal of creative praxis. As he (Mar-
cuse) notes . .. ‘hierarchical relationships are not unfree per se.’ That is, it
depends upon the kind of hierarchy which informs relationships . . . Mar-
cuse . . . suggests two things: in the first place, he hints at a theory of work
which rests upon the merger of work and play components. His views in
this regard are captured in his vision of the ‘erotization of labor.’ In the sec-
ond place, Marcuse hints at a form of organizational rationality which is
nondominating. (p. 194)

According to Marcuse (1964) science and technology have been inte-
grated under the imprint of a dominating rationality that has penetrated
the world of communicative interaction (the public sphere) as well as
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the world of work. It is worth mentioning that Habermas (1970), in con-
trast, argues that science and technology within the sphere of work are
necessarily limited to technical considerations, and that the latter orga-
nization of work represents the price an advanced industrial order must
pay for its material comfort. This position has been challenged by a
number of theorists including Aronowitz (1980) who astutely argues that
Habermas separates “communications and normative judgments from
the labor process” (p. 80), and in doing so “had ceded to technological
consciousness the entire sphere of rational purposive action [work]”
(pp. 81-82). In opposition to Habermas, Marcuse (1964) argues that rad-
ical change means more than simply the creation of conditions that fos-
ter critical thinking and communicative competence. Such change also
entails the transformation of the labor process itself and the fusion of
science and technology under the guise of a rationality that stresses co-
operation and self-management in the interest of a democratic commu-
nity and social freedom,

While there are significant differences among Adorno, Horkheimer,
and Marcuse regarding their indictment of positivist rationality and
their respective notions about what constitutes an aesthetic or radical
sensibility, their views converge on the existing repressiveness underly-
ing positivist rationality and the need for the development of a collective
critical consciousness and sensibility that would embrace a discourse of
opposition and non-identity as a precondition of human freedom. Thus,
for them, criticism represented an indispensible element in the struggle
for emancipation, and it is precisely in their call for criticism and a new
sensibility that one finds an analysis of the nature of domination that
contains invaluable insights for a theory of social education. The analy-
sis, in this case, includes the Frankfurt School’s theory of depth psychol-
ogy to which I will now briefly turn.

The Frankfurt School’s Analysis
of Depth Psychology

As I have pointed out previously, the Frankfurt School faced a major
contradiction in attempting to develop a critical tradition within Marxist
theory. On the one hand, the historical legacy since Marx had witnessed
increased material production and the continued conquest of nature in
both the advanced industrial countries of the West and the countries of
the socialist bloc as well. In both camps, it appeared that the objective
conditions that promoted alienation, despite economic growth, had
deepened. For example, in the West the production of goods and the en-
suing commodity fetishism made a mockery of the concept of the good
life, reducing it to the issue of purchasing power. In the socialist bloc, the
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centralization of political power led to political repression instead of po-
litical and economic freedom as had been promised. Yet in both cases
the consciousness of the masses failed to keep pace with such condi-
tions.

For the Frankfurt School it became clear that a theory of conscious-
ness and depth psychology was needed to explain the subjective dimen-
sion of liberation and domination. Marx had provided the political and
economic grammar of domination, but he relegated the psychic dimen-
sion to a secondary status and believed that the latter would follow any
significant changes in the economic realm. Thus, it was left to the Frank-
furt School, especially Marcuse (1955, 1964, 1969, 1970), to analyze the
formal structure of consciousness in order to discover how a dehuman-
ized society could continue to maintain its control over its inhabitants,
and similarly, how it was possible that human beings could participate
willingly at the level of everyday life in the reproduction of their own de-
humanization and exploitation. For answers, the Frankfurt School
turned to a critical study of Freud.

If a general theory of culture had been fashioned from the tools of so-
ciological and historical analyses, it remained to merge Marx with Freud
in order to complete the task. But the notion of depth psychology as a
social and political category did not make its first appearance in the
work of the Frankfurt School; its historical, political and theoretical
roots were first established in the early works of Wilhelm Reich (1949,
1970, 1969, 1970, 1971). Reich’s work is important because it exercised a
strong influence on figures such as Erich Fromm, who was one of the
first members of the Frankfurt School to display a serious interest in
Freud’s work. Moreover, the work of Reich and Fromm influenced in
both a positive and negative manner the way in which Adorno,
Horkheimer, and Marcuse developed their own perspectives on
Freudian psychology.

Historical Background to Depth Psychology

Wilhelm Reich (1949, 1970) began with the assumption that the rise of
authoritarianism in Europe in the 1920s and the willingness of sections
of the working class to participate in such movements could not be ex-
plained by the breakdown of social relations into merely economic and
political categories. While the latter were clearly important in any dis-
cussion of domination, such categories did not address the question of
how domination was internalized by the oppressed. Put another way,
such categories could not provide an answer to the question of how it
was possible that the oppressed could participate actively in their own
oppression.
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In attempting to answer the above questions, Reich’s early work pro-
vided both a critique of orthodox Marxism and an elaboration of the role
that Freudian thought might play in deepening and extending a critical
Marxist perspective. For Reich, as well as for the Frankfurt School,
“crude” Marxism had eliminated the notion of subjectivity and as such
had blundered both theoretically and politically. That is, theoretically
European Marxism in the early 1920s had failed to develop a much
needed political psychology because of its indifference to the issues of
subjectivity and the politics of everyday life. On the other hand, it blun-
dered politically because by abandoning a concern for issues such as
human motivation, the nature of human desire, and the importance of
human needs as fundamental components of a theory of political
change it had “surrendered” to Hitler and Fascism the opportunity to
mobilize both working class and middle class groups by engaging their
emotions and appealing through propagandistic techniques to impor-
tant psychic needs, i.e., solidarity, community, nationalism, self-identity,
etc. Reich (1971) is worth quoting on this issue:

One element in the fundamental cause of the failure of socialism—only an
element, but an important one, no longer to be ignored, no longer to be re-
garded as secondary—is the absence of an effective doctrine of political
psychology. . . . This shortcoming of ours has become the greatest advan-
tage of the class enemy, the mightiest weapon of fascism. While we pre-
sented the masses with superb historical analyses and economic treatises
on the contradictions of imperialism, Hitler stirred the deepest roots of
their emotional being. As Marx would have put it, we left the praxis of the
subjective factor to the idealists; we acted like mechanistic, economistic
materialists. (p. 19)

For Reich, the obstacles to political change could, in part, be over-
come by delineating “the exact place of psychoanalysis within Marxism”
(Jacoby, 1975, p. 90). In Reich’s (1972) terms, this meant uncovering the
way in which concrete mediations, whether they be in the form of dis-
course, social relations, or the productions of the mass media, func-
tioned so as to produce the internalization of values and ideologies that
inhibited the development of individual and collective social conscious-
ness. Central to Reich’s (1970, 1971) early focus on explaining the role of
psychoanalysis within a Marxist perspective was his emphasis on char-
acter structure, the role of the family as an oppressive agency of social-
ization, and the importance of sexual repression as a basis for authori-
tarianism.

In brief, Reich (1949) argued that the patriarchal family under capital-
ist social relations “creates those character forms which it needs for its
preservation” (p. xxii). In this case, Reich believed that the family was a
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microcosm of the dominant society and that through its perpetuation of
sexual repression it created personality structures receptive to authori-
tarian ideologies and movements. As Reich (1970) puts it:

Authoritarian society’s fight against the sexuality of children and adoles-
cents, and the consequent struggle in one’s own ego, takes place within the
framework of the authoritarian family, which has thus far proven to be the
best institution to carry out this fight successfully . . . it is the authoritarian
family that represents the foremost and most essential source of reproduc-
tion of every kind of reactionary thinking; it is a factory where reactionary
ideology and reactionary structures are produced. Hence, the ‘safeguarding
of the family,’ i.e., of the authoritarian and large family, is the first cultural
precept of every reactionary policy. (pp. 56, 60)

While members of the Frankfurt School saw both the role of the family
and the importance of sexual repression in generating fascism in more
expansive and dialectical terms, they were strongly influenced by Reich’s
formulations on the role and nature of depth psychology in providing
the basis for a more critical Marxism.

Erich Fromm. As one of the first members of the Frankfurt School to
display a sustained interest in Freud’s work, Erich Fromm occupies an
important place in the attempt to locate psychoanalysis within a Marxist
framework. Like Reich, Fromm was interested in Freud’s attempt to re-
veal those linkages between the individual and society that illuminated
the dynamics of psychological repression and social domination. As
such, Fromm’s (1970) early work on the patriarchical family as well as his
maedifications of Freud’s ahistorical view of the unconscious exercised a
significant influence on Adorno, Horkheimer, and Marcuse. Equally im-
portant is the negative influence that Fromm had on latter theorists. As
Fromm (1941, 1947) later rejected many of his early formulations re-
garding Freud’s work, particularly as he shifted his focus from a psychol-
ogy of the unconscious to one of the conscious, from sexuality to moral-
ity, and from repression to personality development (Jacoby, 1975), the
Frankfurt School began to fashion their own diverse versions of
Freudian theory in reaction to Fromm'’s revisionist reading of psycho-
analysis.

Adorno, Horkheimer, and
Marcuse on Depth Psychology

For the Frankfurt School, Freud’s metapsychology provided an impor-
tant theoretical foundation for revealing the interplay between the indi-
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vidual and society. More specifically, the value of Freudian psychology in
this case rested with its illumination of the antagonistic character of so-
cial reality. As a theoretician of contradictions, Freud provided a radical
insight into the way in which society reproduced its powers both in and
over the individual. As Jacoby (1975) puts it:

Psychoanalysis shows its strength; it demystifies the claims to liberated val-
ues, sensitivities, emotions, by tracing them to a repressed psychic social,
and biological dimension . .. it keeps to the pulse of the psychic under-
ground. As such it is more capable of grasping the intensifying social unrea-
son that the conformist psychologies repress and forget: the barbarism of
civilization itself, the barely suppressed misery of the living, the madness
that haunts society. (p. 18)

The Frankfurt School theorists believed that it was only in an under-
standing of the dialectic between the individual and society that the
depth and extent of domination as it existed both within and outside of
the individual could be open to modification and transformation. Thus,
for Adorno, Horkheimer, and Marcuse, Freud’s emphasis on the con-
stant struggles between the individual’s desire for instinctual gratifica-
tion and the dynamics of social repression provided an indispensible
clue to understanding the nature of society and the dynamics of psychic
domination and liberation. Adorno (1967) points to this in the following
comments:

The only totality the student of society can presume to know is the antago-
nistic whole, and if he is to attain to totality at all, then only in contradic-
tion. . . . The jarring elements that make up the individual, his ‘properties,’
are invariably moments of the social totality. He is, in the strict sense a
monad, representing the whole and its contradictions, without however,
being at any time conscious of the whole. (pp. 74-77)

In order to explore the depth of the conflict between the individual
and society, the Frankfurt School accepted with some major modifica-
tions most of Freud’s most radical assumptions. More specifically,
Freud’s theoretical schema contained three important elements for de-
veloping a depth psychology. First, Freud provided a formal psychologi-
cal structure for the Frankfurt School theorists to work with. That is, the
Freudian outline of the structure of the psyche with its underlying strug-
gle between eros (the life instinct), the death instinct, and the outside
world represented a key conception in the depth psychology developed
by the Frankfurt School.

Secondly, Freud’s studies on psychopathology, particularly his sensi-
tivity to humanity’s capacity for self-destructiveness and his focus on



56 / Culture and Rationality in Frankfurt School

the loss of ego-stability and the decline of the influence of the family in
contemporary society, added significantly to the Frankfurt School analy-
ses of mass society and the rise of the authoritarian personality. For the
Frankfurt School, the growing concentration of power in capitalist soci-
ety along with the pervasive intervention of the state in the affairs of
everyday life had altered the dialectical role of the traditional family as
both a positive and negative site for identify formation. That is, the fam-
ily traditionally had provided, on the one hand, a sphere of warmth and
protection for its members, while, on the other hand, it also functioned
as a repository for social and sexual repression. But under the develop-
ment of advanced industrial capitalism, the latter dual function of the
family was gradually giving way to functioning exclusively as a site for
social and cultural reproduction.

Finally, by focusing on Freud’s theory of instincts and metapsychol-
ogy, the Frankfurt School devised a theoretical framework for unraveling
and exposing the objective and psychological obstacles to social change.
This issue is important because it provides significant insights into how
depth psychology might be useful for developing a more comprehensive
theory of social education. Since there were some major differences be-
tween Adorno and Horkheimer, on the one side, and Marcuse on the
other regarding Freud's theory of instincts as well as his view of the rela-
tionship between the individual and society, I will treat their respective
contributions separately.

Adorno and Horkheimer
on Depth Psychology

Adorno (1968) was quick to point out that while Freud’s denunciation of
“man’s unfreedom” over-identified with a particular historical period
and thus “petrified into an anthropological constant” (p. 81), it did not
seriously distract from his greatness as a theoretician of contradictions.
That is, in spite of the limitations in Freudian theory, Adorno and
Horkheimer firmly believed that psychoanalysis provided a strong theo-
retical bulwark against those psychological and social theories that ex-
alted the idea of the “integrated personality” and the “wonders” of social
harmony. True to Adorno’s (1968) view that “every image of man is ideol-
ogy except the negative one” (p. 84), Freud’s work appeared to transcend
its own shortcomings because at one level it personified the spirit of
negation. Adorno (1967, 1968) clearly exalted the negative and critical
features of psychoanalysis and saw them as major theoretical weapons
to be used against every form of identity theory. The goals of identity
theory and revisionist psychology were both political and ideological in
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nature, and it was precisely through the use of Freud’s metapsychology
that they could be exposed as such. As Adorno (1968) put it:

The goal of the ‘well integrated personality’ is objectionable because it ex-
pects the individual to establish an equilibrium between conflicting forces
which does not obtain in existing society. Nor should it, because these
forces are not of equal moral merit. People are taught to forget the objective
conflicts which necessarily repeat themselves in every individual instead of
being helped to grapple with them. (p. 83}

While it was clear to the Frankfurt School that psychoanalysis could
not solve the problems of repression and authoritarianism, they be-
lieved that it did provide important insights into how “people become
accomplices to their own subjugation” (Benjamin, 1977, p. 22). Yet, be-
neath the analyses put forth on psychoanalysis by Adorno (1967, 1968,
1972, 1973) and Horkheimer (1972) there lurked a disturbing paradox.
While both theorists went to great lengths to explain the dynamics of au-
thoritarianism and psychological domination, they said very little about
those formal aspects of consciousness that might provide a basis for re-
sistance and rebellion, That is, while Freudian psychology in their view
registered a powerful criticism of existing society in exposing its antago-
nistic character, Horkheimer and Adorno failed to locate in either indi-
viduals or social classes the psychological or political grounds for recog-
nizing such contradictions and acting to transform them. Consequently,
Adorno and Horkheimer provided a view of Freudian psychology that
consigned Freud to the ambiguous status of being a radical as well as a
prophet of gloom.

Marcuse’s Search for Freud

If Adorno and Horkheimer viewed Freud as a revolutionary pessimist,
Marcuse (1955) read him as a revolutionary utopian. That is, though
Marcuse (1955) accepts most of Freud’s most controversial assumptions,
his interpretation of the latter are both unique and provocative. In one
sense, Marcuse’s (1955, 1968, 1970) analysis contained an original di-
alectical twist in that it pointed to a utopian integration of Marx and
Freud. While Marcuse (1955) accepted Freud’s view of the antagonistic
relations between the individual and society as a fundamental insight,
he nevertheless altered some of Freud’s basic categories and in doing so
situated Freud’s pessimism within a historical context that revealed its
strengths as well as limitations. In doing so, Marcuse was able to illumi-
nate the importance of Freud’s metapsychology as a basis for social
change. This becomes particularly clear if we examine how Marcuse
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(1955, 1968, 1970) reworked Freud’s basic claims regarding the life and
death instincts, the struggle between the individual and society, the rela-
tionship between scarcity and social repression, and, finally, the issues
of freedom and human emancipation.

Marcuse (1955, 1964) begins with the basic assumption that inherent
in Freud’s theory of the unconscious and theory of the instincts the the-
oretical elements for a more comprehensive view of the nature of indi-
vidual and social domination could be found. Marcuse (1955) points to
this possibility when he writes:

The struggle against freedom reproduces itself in the psyche of man, as the
self repression of the repressed individual, and his self repression in turn
sustains his masters and their institutions. It is in the mental dynamic
which Freud unfolds as the dynamic of civilization. . . . Freud's metapsy-
chology is an ever renewed attempt to uncover, to question, the terrible ne-
cessity of the inner connection between civilization and barbarism,
progress and suffering, freedom and unhappiness—a connection which re-
veals itself ultimately as that between Eros and Thanatos. (pp. 16-17)

For Marcuse (1955, 1970) Freudian psychology posited, as a result of its
analysis of the relationship between civilization and instinctual repres-
sion, the theoretical basis for understanding the distinction between so-
cially necessary authority and authoritarianism. That is, in the interplay
between the need for social labor and the equally important need for
sublimation of sexual energy, the dynamic connection between domi-
nation and freedom, on the one hand, and authority and authoritarian-
ism, on the other, starts to become discernible. Freud presented the
conflict between the individual’s instinctual need for pleasure and the
society’s demand for repression as an insoluble problem rooted in a
transhistorical struggle; as such, he pointed to the continuing repressive
transformation of eros in society along with the growing propensity for
self destruction. Marcuse (1970} believed that the “Freudian conception
of the relationship between civilization and the dynamics of the in-
stincts [was] in need of a decisive correction” (p. 20). That is, whereas
Freud (1949) saw the increased necessity for social and instinctual re-
pression, Marcuse (1955, 1970) argued that any understanding of social
repression had to be situated within a specific historical context and
judged as to whether such systems of domination exceeded their
bounds. To ignore such a distinction was to forfeit the possibility of ana-
lyzing the difference between the exercise of legitimate authority and il-
legitimate forms of domination. For Marcuse (1955), Freud had failed to
capture in his analysis the historical dynamic of organized domination
and thus he gave it the status and dignity of a biological development
that was universal rather than historically contingent.
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While Marcuse (1955) accepts the Freudian notion that the central
conflict in society is between the reality principle and the pleasure prin-
ciple, he rejects the position that the latter had to adjust to the former. In
other words, Freud (1949) believed that “the price of civilization is paid
for in forfeiting happiness through heightening of the sense of guilt” (p.
114). This is important because at the core of Freud’s notion that hu-
manity was forever condemned to diverting pleasure and sexual energy
into alienating labor was an appeal to a transhistorical “truth”: that
scarcity was inevitable in society and that labor was inherently alienat-
ing. In opposition to Freud, Marcuse (1955) argued that the reality prin-
ciple referred to a particular form of historical existence when scarcity
legitimately dictated instinctual repression. But in the contemporary
period, such conditions had been superceded and as such abundance,
and not scarcity, characterized or informed the reality principle govern-
ing the advanced industrial countries of the West.

In order to add a more fully historical dimension to Freud’s analysis,
Marcuse (1955) introduced the notions of performance principle and
surplus repression. By arguing that scarcity was not a universal aspect of
the human condition, Marcuse (1955, 1970) claimed that the moment
had arrived within the industrial West when it was no longer necessary
to submit men and women to the demands of alienating labor. The ex-
isting reality principle, which Marcuse (1955) labeled as the perfor-
mance principle, had outstripped its historical function, i.e., the sub-
limation of eros in the interest of socially necessary labor. The
performance principle, with its emphasis on technocratic reason and
exchange rationality, was, in Marcuse’s (1955) terms, both historically
contingent and socially repressive. As a relatively new mode of domina-
tion it tied people to values, ideas and social practices that blocked their
possibilities for gratification and happiness as ends in themselves.

In short, Marcuse (1955) believed that inherent in Marx’s view of soci-
etal abundance and Freud’s theory of instincts was the basis for a new
performance principle, one that was governed by the principles of so-
cially necessary labor as well as by those aspects of the pleasure princi-
ple that integrated work, play, and sexuality, This leads us to Marcuse’s
second important notion, i.e., the concept of surplus repression. The ex-
cessiveness of the existing nature of domination could be measured
through what Marcuse (1955) labeled as surplus repression. Making a
distinction between socially useful repression and surplus repression,
Marcuse (1955) claims that:

Within the total structure of the repressed personality, surplus repression is
that portion which is the result of specific societal conditions sustained in
the specific act of domination. The extent of this surplus-repression pro-
vides the standard of measurement: the smaller it is, the less repressive is
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the stage of civilization. The distinction is equivalent to that between the
biological and the historical sources of human suffering. (pp. 87-88)

According to Marcuse (1955, 1970), it is within this dialectical inter-
play of the personality structure and historically conditioned repression
that the nexus exists for uncovering the historical and contemporary na-
ture of domination. Domination in this sense is fwice historical: first, it
is rooted in the historically developed socio-economic conditions of a
given society; second, it is rooted in the sedimented history or personal-
ity structure of individuals. In speaking of domination as a psychological
as well as political phenomenon, Marcuse (1955, 1970) did not give a
blank check to wholesale gratification. On the contrary, he agreed with
Freud that some forms of repression were generally necessary; what he
objected to was the unnecessary repression that was embodied in the
ethos and social practices that characterized social institutions such as
the school, workplace, and family.

For Marcuse (1969) the most penetrating marks of social repression
are generated in the inner history of individuals, in the “needs, satisfac-
tions, and values which reproduce the servitude of human existence” (p.
6). As such needs are mediated and reinforced through the patterns and
social routines of everyday life, and the “false” needs that perpetuate
toil, misery, and aggressiveness become anchored in the personality
structure as second nature. That is, the historical character of such
needs is “forgotten” and they become reduced to patterns of habit.

In the end, Marcuse (1955) grounds even Freud’s important notion of
death instinct (the autonomous drive that increasingly leads to self de-
struction) in a radical problematic. That is, by claiming that the primary
drive of humanity is pleasure, Marcuse (1955) redefines the death in-
stinct by arguing that it is mediated not by the need for self destruction,
although that is a form it may take, but by the need to resolve tension.
Rooted in such a perspective, the death instinct is not only redefined, it
is also politicized in that Marcuse (1955) argues that in a non-repressive
society it would be subordinated to the demands of eros. As such, Mar-
cuse (1955, 1969) ends up supporting the Frankfurt School’s notion of
negative thinking, but with an important qualification. He insists on its
value as a mode of critique, but he equally insists that it is grounded in
socio-economic conditions that can be transformed. Thus, it is the
promise of a better future rather than despair over the existing nature of
society that informs both Marcuse’s work, and its possibilities as a mode
of critique for social educators.

The relevance of Marcuse’s analysis for educational theory becomes
obvious in the more recent work of Pierre Bourdieu (1977a, 1977b).
Bourdieu argues that the school and other social institutions legitimate
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and reinforce through specific sets of practices and discourses class
based systems of behavior and dispositions that function to reproduce
the existing dominant society. As such, Bourdieu extends Marcuse's in-
sights by pointing to a notion of learning in which a child internalizes
the cultural messages of the school not only via the latter’s official dis-
course (symbolic mastery), but also through the messages embodied in
the ‘insignificant’ practices of daily classroom life. Bourdieu (1977b) is
worth quoting at length on this issue:

[Schools] . . . set such a store on seemingly most insignificant details of
dress, bearing, physical and verbal manners. . .. The principles embodied
in this way are placed beyond the grasp of consciousness, and hence can-
not be touched by voluntary, deliberate transformation, cannot even be
made explicit. . . . The whole trick of pedagogic reason lies precisely in the
way it extorts the essential while seeming to demand the insignificant: in
obtaining respect for forms and forms of respect which constitute the most
visible and at the same time the best hidden manifestations to the estab-
lished order. (pp. 94-95)

Unlike Bourdieu, Marcuse believes that historically conditioned
needs that function in the interest of domination can be changed. That
is, Marcuse (1955) argues any viable form of political action must begin
with a notion of political education in which a new language, qualita-
tively different social relations, and a new set of values would have to
operate with the purpose of creating a new environment “in which the
nonaggressive, erotic, receptive faculties of man, in harmony with the
consciousness of freedom, strive for the pacification of man and nature”
(Marcuse, 1969, p. 31). Thus, the notion of depth psychology developed
by the Frankfurt School not only provides new insights into how subjec-
tivities are formed or how ideology functions as lived experience, it also
provides theoretical tools to establish the conditions for new needs, new
systems of values, and new social practices that take seriously the im-
peratives of a critical pedagogy.

Conclusion

While it is impossible to elaborate in any detail what the implications of
the work of the Frankfurt School might be for theories of social educa-
tion, I can point briefly to some general considerations. I believe it is
clear that the thought of the Frankfurt School provides a major challenge
and stimulus to educational theorists who are critical of theories of social
education that are tied to functionalist paradigms based on assumptions
drawn from a positivist rationality. For instance, against the positivist
spirit that infuses existing educational theory and practice, whether it
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takes the form of the Tyler model or various systems approaches, the
Frankfurt School offers an historical analysis as well as a penetrating
philosophical framework that indict the wider culture of positivism,
while at the same time providing insights into how the latter becomes in-
corporated within the ethos and practices of schools. Though there is a
growing body of educational literature that is critical of positivist ratio-
nality in schools, it lacks the sophistication found in the work of the
Frankfurt School. Moreover, even some of the better histories of curricu-
lum theory and social education have failed to analyze the positivist un-
derpinnings of curriculum development within a wider historical con-
text, one that demonstrates the relationship between the dominant
culture of positivism and the mechanisms of schooling (Giroux, 1981a
and Wexler, 1996). Similarly, the importance of historical consciousness
as a fundamental component of critical thinking in the Frankfurt School
paradigm creates a valuable epistemological terrain upon which to de-
velop modes of critique that illuminate the interaction of the social and
the personal, on the one hand, and history and private experience on the
other. Through this form of analysis, dialectical thought replaces posi-
tivist forms of social inquiry. That is, the logic of predictability, verifiabil-
ity, transferability, and operationalism is replaced by a dialectical mode
of thinking that stresses the historical, relational and normative dimen-
sions of social inquiry and school knowledge.

In addition, the Frankfurt School’s theory of culture offers new con-
cepts and categories for analyzing the role that schools play as agents of
social and cultural reproduction. By illuminating the relationship be-
tween power and culture, the Frankfurt School provides a perspective
on the way in which dominant ideologies are constituted and mediated
via specific cultural formations. The concept of culture in this sense ex-
ists in a particular relationship to the material base of society; and the
explanatory power of such a relationship is to be found in making prob-
lematic the specific content of a culture, its relationship to dominant
and subordinate social groups, the socio-historical genesis of the ethos
and practices of legitimating cultures and their role in constituting rela-
tions of domination and resistance, For example, by pointing to schools
as cultural sites that embody conflicting political values and practices, it
becomes possible to investigate how schools can be studied as an ex-
pression of the wider organization of society, particularly with respect to
the class and gender based nature of the content, methods and modes
of educational research that characterize school life. Marcuse’s (1964)
study of language, Adorno’s (1976) analysis of the sociology of music,
and Horkheimer’s (1972, 1974) investigations into the normative
grounding of theory provide a number of theoretical constructs through
which to investigate the socially constructed nature of school experi-
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ence and to weigh the truth claims inherent in such experiences against
the reality of the existing society.

The treatment of culture as a political entity in the work of the Frank-
furt School also points to a mode of analysis by which educators can de-
velop theories of social education that give a central role to the history
or cultural capital that students from different groups bring with them
to the school. It is no small matter to argue that students need to affirm
their own histories through the use of a language, set of practices, and
subject matter that dignifies the cultural constructs and experiences
that make up the tissue and texture of their daily lives. Once the affirma-
tive nature of such a pedagogy is established, it becomes possible for
students, especially those students who have been traditionally voice-
less in schools, to learn the skills, knowledge, and modes of inquiry that
will allow them to analyze critically what role the existing society has
played in both shaping and thwarting their aspirations and goals. More-
over, it is important that such students come to grips with what this so-
ciety has made of them, how it has incorporated them both materially
and ideologically, and what it is they need to affirm and reject in their
own histories in order to begin the process of struggling for a self-man-
aged existence.

Unlike models of a functionalist orientation, whether they be drawn
from a conservative or radical orientation, the Frankfurt School’s theory
of culture also stresses the importance of consciousness and subjectivity
in the process of learning and self-formation. While it is true that
Adorno, Marcuse, and Horkheimer placed a heavy weight on the notion
of domination in their analysis, and the integration of the masses into
the existing society, I believe that such an emphasis was meant to high-
light the forces of social and political domination at a time when it was
difficult to understand or even recognize the nature of such domination.
Such an analysis was not meant to downplay the importance of human
intervention or the possibilities for social change; in fact, the notion of
hope and the possibility of transcendence were embodied in the Frank-
furt School’s notion of critique. That is, inherent in the latter view was
the idea that a better world was possible, that people could speak, act,
and think in terms that spoke to a qualitatively better life. Thus, the no-
tion of critique and the development of an active critical consciousness
were pointed to and focused on as the preconditions for cultural and
political mobilization.

Finally, it is clear that almost all theories of social education are too
cognitive. They lack a depth psychology, as well as an appreciation of a
sensibility that points to the importance of the sensual and imaginative
as central dimensions of the schooling experience. The Frankfurt
School’s notion of depth psychology, especially Marcuse’s work, opens
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up new terrain for developing a critical pedagogy. In other words, it
speaks to the need to fashion new categories of analyses that will enable
educators to become more knowledgeable regarding how teachers, stu-
dents, and other educational workers become part of the system of so-
cial and cultural reproduction, particularly as it works through the mes-
sages and values that are constituted via the social practices of the
hidden curriculum (Giroux, 1981c). By acknowledging the need for a
critical social psychology, educators can begin to identify how ideolo-
gies get constituted and they can then identify and reconstruct social
practices and processes that break rather than continue existing forms
of social and psychological domination.

The task of translating the work of the Frankfurt School into terms
that inform and enrich educational theory and practice will be difficult,
especially since any attempt to use such work will have to begin with the
understanding that it contains shortcomings and that in addition such
work cannot be imposed in grid-like fashion onto a theory of social edu-
cation. For instance, the Frankfurt School theorists did not develop a
comprehensive theoretical approach for dealing with the patterns of
conflict and contradictions that existed in various cultural spheres;
moreover, they never developed adequately the notion of dual con-
sciousness. That is, the contradictory modes of thinking that character-
ize the way most people view the world were not explored adequately
nor were such modes of thinking analyzed carefully enough with respect
to the value they might have for developing counter-hegemeonic strug-
gles. As such, the notion of resistance was underplayed by the Frankfurt
School.

Any attempt to read the work of Adorno, Marcuse, and Horkheimer,
then, must be done critically and then it must be applied selectively
within the specificity of the context in which it will be used. Tt should
also be stressed that beyond the complexity and shortcomings inherent
in such work, there are the structural and political constraints that may
prevent teachers and others from incorporating it into their educational
experiences. To use such work presupposes the development of a mode
of radical pedagogy that might encounter enormous resistance and
even endanger one’s job. These constraints cannot be taken lightly, even
though such risks are involved in all struggles that attempt to strive for a
better society and world. Thus, the conditions under which this work is
to be used have to be given serious thought or one may fall into the trap
of either expecting too much too soon from such work or one may at-
tempt to abstract it from the context in which it is to be used and be un-
able to deal with the way in which such a context might resist or alter the
nature of such a theoretical approach. If one is to avoid the pitfalls of ei-
ther a false utopianism or an equally false despair, the theoretical in-
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sights gleaned from the work of the Frankfurt School must be mediated
by the ideological and material conditions that give meaning to specific
school settings and classroom sites. Finally, it is important to note that
while schools are not the sole sites for implementing social change, they
do offer an important terrain on which to provide future generations
with new ways for thinking about the building of a more just society. The
work of the Frankfurt School provides a major contribution to educators
who want to play a role in helping students think and struggle in the in-
terest of a better world.

Notes

1. It is important to note that Erich Fromm and Herbert Marcuse remained in
the United States. In fact, this geographic separation, in part, may have con-
tributed to the diverging perspectives that separated Marcuse from Adorno and
Horkheimer from 1955 onwards.

2. See Arato and Gebhardt (1979), “A Critique of Methodology” for an excellent
analysis of this issue, especially pages 371-406.

3. See, for instance, the debate between Tanner and Tanner (1979) and Pinar
(1980) over this issue.

4. For an example of the issues involved in this debate, see my response to
Linda McNeil (1981) in Giroux (1981d).

5. The implication that Marcuse’s insight has for educational criticism, partic-
ularly analyses of the ideologies implicit in textbook design is an important one.
Francis Fitzgerald (1979) illustrates its use in analyzing some recent social stud-
ies textbooks: “The use of all this art and high-quality design contains some
irony. The nineteenth-century photographs of child laborers or urban slum
apartments are so beautiful that they transcend their subjects. To look at them,
or at the Victor Gatto painting of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire, is not to see
misery or ugliness but an art object. In the modern chapters, the contrast be-
tween junkyards or polluted rivers look as enticing as Gourmet’s photographs of
food. The book that is perhaps most stark in its description of modern problems
illustrates the horrors of nuclear testing with a pretty Ben Shahn picture of the
Bikini explosion, and the potential for global ecological disaster with a color
photograph of the planet swirling its mantel of white clouds” (pp. 15-16).
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Ideology and Agency in
the Process of Schooling

EDUCATIONAL THEORY AND PRACTICE stand at an impasse.
Despite the important outpouring of work in the last decade on such
topics as the hidden curriculum, class and gender reproduction, ideol-
ogy and culture, and theories of the state and schooling, educational
theorizing remains trapped in a dualism that separates issues of human
agency from structural analyses. Both traditional and radical perspec-
tives on schooling are caught in a theoretical straitjacket that either sup-
presses the significance of human agency and subjectivity, or ignores
those structural determinants that lie outside of the immediate experi-
ences of teachers, administrators, students, and other human actors.
The absence of a full consideration of the dialectic between conscious-
ness and structure in the work of radical educational theorists is at the
root of their failure to develop a more critical theory of schooling. This
becomes particularly clear in those modes of discourse that presuppose
that schools are merely agencies of social and cultural reproduction. In
these all too familiar accounts, power and agency are attributes almost
exclusively of the dominant classes and the institutions they control.
Even where resistance, agency, and mediation appear in accounts of the
“excluded majorities” in the schools, such constructs are situated within
the context of a paralyzing pessimism that often consigns them to the
logic of defeat and domination rather than to the imperatives of struggle
and emancipation (Giroux, 1981).

Central to the development of a radical pedagogy is a reformulation of
this dualism between agency and structure, a reformulation that can
make possible a critical interrogation of how human beings come to-
gether within historically specific social sites such as schools in order to
both make and reproduce the conditions of their existence. Essential to
this project is a fundamental concern with the question of how we can
make schooling meaningful in order to make it critical, and how we can
make it critical in order to make it emancipatory. I will argue in this
essay that the precondition for the development of a critical theory of
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schooling is a reworking of the notion of ideology; it is through a fuller
understanding of ideology that a theory can be developed which takes
seriously the issues of agency, struggle, and critique. It is to an explo-
ration of this issue that I will now turn.

Ideology and Educational Theory and Practice

The relationship between ideology and schooling is problematic. In
part, this results from the powerful influence that technocratic rational-
ity has exercised historically on the development of educational theory
and practice. Within this tradition, the fact that schools are both ideo-
logical and instructional sites has been ignored. Wedded to the celebra-
tion of facts and the management of the “visible,” positivist rationality
excludes from its perspective those categories and questions that point
to the terrain of ideology. Fixated on the logic of immediacy, such theo-
rists found refuge in the world of appearances and thus refused to inter-
rogate the internal logic of the curriculum in order to reveal its hidden
meanings, structured silences, or unintended truths. Notions such as
“essence,” false consciousness, and immanent critique were safely
tucked away in favor of the discourse of administration, management,
and efficiency. Consequently, there has been little room within the logic
of dominant educational theory and practice to deconstruct the estab-
lished meanings and received practices that characterize the day-to-day
workings of schools.

From a radically different perspective, Marxism has had a long and ex-
tensive tradition in which ideology has played a significant role as a crit-
ical concept in the ongoing critique of capitalism and its institutions.
However, within that tradition the meaning and applicability of the no-
tion of ideology has remained elusive and equivocal (Sumner, 1979; Lar-
rain, 1979). The result has been that Marxist thought, with few excep-
tions, has failed to develop a systematic treatment of the concept;
consequently, the concept of ideology as a heuristic and critical theoret-
ical tool has not played a role consistent with its potential in radical the-
ory and practice.

The Marxist tradition is not informed by a unitary concept of ideol-
ogy; one finds instead a plethora of interpretations and analyses of the
meaning and value of the concept. Among these wide ranging interpre-
tations there are hints and fleeting images of what the theoretical terrain
of ideology might look like; needless to say, if the relation between
schooling and ideology is to be understood, the most important of these
theoretical insights need to be identified and integrated into a more
comprehensive theoretical framework. Thus it is important to interro-
gate the dominant Marxist versions of ideology in order to see what is
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missing from them. This in turn demands a brief critical analysis of
some of the assumptions that underlie the often contradictory and com-
plex treatment of ideology in current Marxist social theory.

I think it is accurate and fitting to begin by arguing that ideology in the
most traditional and orthodox Marxist sense has been primarily con-
cerned with relations of domination rather than with the relations of
struggle and resistance. One consequence has been a host of interpreta-
tions that define ideology in largely pejorative terms: as false conscious-
ness (Marx, 1972), as nonscientific beliefs (Althusser, 1969), or as a set of
beliefs that function so as to legitimize domination (Habermas, 1975). In
these interpretations, ideology has operated at such a high level of ab-
straction that it provides few clues as to how subjectivities are consti-
tuted in schools; by denying the complex and contradictory nature of
human consciousness and behavior, these accounts suppress the possi-
bilities of mediation and resistance. Ideology has also been treated by a
smaller number of Marxist theorists in the positive sense as a set of be-
liefs and modes of discourse constructed to satisfy the needs and inter-
ests of specific groups. For example, Lenin (1971) viewed ideology as a
positive force to the degree that it provided the working class with the
attitudes and skills necessary for self-determination. Similarly, Gouldner
(1976) has made one of the most compelling attempts to rescue ideology
from its pejorative status by arguing that all ideologies contain the pos-
sibility for developing a critical view of the world. However, in addition
to the question of whether ideology is to be viewed in a positive or pejo-
rative light there is a related question as to whether ideology should be
viewed primarily in objective or subjective terms. For instance, both Al-
thusser (1969, 1971) and Volosinov (1973) view ideology as having a ma-
teriality rooted, respectively, either in practices produced in Ideological
State Apparatuses such as schools, or in the materiality of language, rep-
resentations, and “signs.” For both Althusser and Volosinov, ideologies
address and constitute the human subject. But the human subject is the
missing referent here, as are relations of struggle waged outside the
“text,” among real human beings who bleed, cry, despair, and think. On
the other hand, the subjective and psychological character of ideology
can be found in the work of critical theorists such as Marcuse (1964), or
in the work of culturalists such as Williams (1977) and Thompson (1966).
In these perspectives, either ideology is situated within the psychic
structure of the oppressed or it is the central, active force constituted
through shared experiences and common interests.

In the Marxist tradition, then, there is a central tension between a
view of ideology as an all-encompassing mode of domination and a view
of ideology as an active force in the construction of human agency and
critique. Similarly, there is a tension between the notion of ideology as a
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material force and ideology as a mode of meaning. Each of these posi-
tions is by itself theoretically flawed, and each alone is only partially use-
ful in providing a critical theory of ideology for radical educators. In
order to constitute a theory of ideology as the basis for a critical theory
of schooling, it will be necessary to situate it within a theoretical per-
spective that takes seriously the notion of human agency, struggle, and
critique.

Ideology: Definition, Locations, and Features

Any definition of ideology has to wrestle not only with the question of
what it is but also with the question of what it is not. I want to begin with
the latter point. One view of ideology in particular that must be aban-
doned before the concept can be rescued from its own history is the Al-
thusserian notion that ideology exists in material apparatuses and has a
material existence. As Johnson (1979a) points out, Althusser’s argument
transforms a “genuine insight” into a “reckless hyperbole” (p. 59). To
argue that ideologies are located in concrete social practices and have
specific effects on such practices is an important insight, but to stretch
the meaning of ideology to make it synonymous with the material world
so generalizes the concept as to render it meaningless as an analytical
tool. Moreover, this definition of ideology falsely collapses the distinc-
tion between ideological struggle and material struggle. That is, it con-
fuses struggles over meanings, discourse, and representation with strug-
gles over the concrete appropriation and control of capital, territory, and
other such resources. Of course, both forms of struggle are related, but
they cannot be collapsed into each other. For example, schools are cul-
tural apparatuses involved in the production and transmission of ide-
ologies. It is one thing to talk about the school as a site where conflicting
ideologies are fought over, a site where a conflict is waged over relations
of meaning; it is another thing altogether to view schools as political and
econonic institutions—material embodiments of lived experience and
historically sedimented antagonistic relations—that need to be seized
and controlled by subordinate groups so they can be used in the inter-
ests of such groups.

The distinction between ideology and the materiality of culture is an
important one; it cannot be reduced to a simple dualism of ideas coun-
terposed to material reality. The relation is more complex than this. On
the one hand, ideology can be viewed as a set of representations pro-
duced and inscribed in human consciousness and behavior, in dis-
course, and in lived experiences. On the other hand, ideology is con-
cretized in various “texts,” material practices, and material forms.
Hence, the character of ideology is mental, but its effects are both psy-
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chological and behavioral; they are not only felt in human action but are
also inscribed in material culture. Thus, ideology as a construct includes
a notion of mediation that does not limit it to an ideal form (Aronowitz,
1981). I want to argue that ideology has an active quality, the character
of which is defined by those processes “by which meaning is produced,
challenged, reproduced and transformed” (Barrett, 1980, p. 97). Within
this perspective, ideology refers to the production, consumption, and
representation of ideas and behavior, all of which can either distort or il-
luminate the nature of reality. As a set of meanings and ideas, ideologies
can be either coherent or contradictory; they can function within the
spheres of both consciousness and unconsciousness; and, finally, they
can exist at the level of critical discourse as well as within the sphere of
taken-for-granted lived experience and practical behavior (Bourdieu,
1977; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Giddens, 1979; Marcuse, 1955). The
complexity of the concept is captured in the notion that while ideology
is an active process involving the production, consumption, and repre-
sentation of meaning and behavior, it cannot be reduced to either con-
sciousness or a system of practices on the one hand, or to either a mode
of intelligibility or a mode of mystification on the other. Its character is
dialectical, and its theoretical strength stems both from the way it shuns
reductionism, and from the way it bridges the seemingly contradictory
moments mentioned above.

But a number of qualifications must be made if the definition of ideol-
ogy developed thus far is to be prevented from collapsing into the kind
of sociology of knowledge that, as Adorno (1967) remarks, suffers from
the weakness of calling “everything into question and criticizing noth-
ing” (p. 37). While the characteristic feature of ideology is its location in
the category of meaning and thought production, its critical potential
only becomes fully clear when it is linked to the concepts of struggle and
critique. When linked to the notion of struggle, ideology illuminates the
important relationships among power, meaning, and interest. This sug-
gests at one level the important insight provided by Marx in his claim
that ideologies constitute the medium of struggle among classes at the
level of ideas (Marx 1969b), as well as the correlary insight provided by
Gramsci’s (1971) comment that ideologies “organize masses, and create
the terrain on which men move, acquire consciousness of their position,
struggle, etc.” (p. 377).

Both Marx and Gramsci suggest that any theory of ideology has to in-
clude a theory of power, one that takes as its central concern social an-
tagonisms and class struggle. The linkage of ideology and struggle
points to the inseparability of knowledge and power; it emphasizes that
ideology refers not only to specific forms of discourses and the social re-
lations they structure but also to the interests they further (Gouldner,
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1976). Thus, when Marx (1969a) linked ideology to the sectional inter-
ests of dominant groups in society he pointed to a form of ideology cri-
tique whose function is, in part, to uncover class-specific mystification
and to point to concrete struggles aimed at the overcoming of class
domination.

This form of ideology critique indicates the need to penetrate beyond
the discourse and consciousness of human actors to the conditions and
foundation of their day-to-day experiences. Critique in this sense func-
tions to uncover falsifications and to identify the conditions and prac-
tices that generate them. Ideology critique in this instance centers
around a critical analysis of the subjective and objective forces of domi-
nation, and at the same time reveals the transformative potential of al-
ternative modes of discourse and social relations rooted in emancipa-
tory interests. It is also important to argue that ideology critique
involves more than critically analyzing medes of knowledge and social
practices in order to determine whose interests they serve. It is impor-
tant to recognize that in addition to its functional role in the construc-
tion and maintenance of the power of dominant social formations, ide-
ology operates as a relatively autonomous set of ideas and practices,
whose logic cannot be reduced merely to class interests. Again, its
meaning and specificity cannot be exhausted by defining its functional
relation to class interests and struggle. In this case, ideology critique not
only focuses on whether a specific ideology functions so as to serve or
resist class or other forms of domination; on the contrary, it also identi-
fies the contents of the ideologies in question and judges the “truth or
falsity of the contents themselves” (Adorno, 1973, p. 131). That is, if the
notions of ideology and ideology critique are really to serve emancipa-
tory class interests, ultimately they cannot be separated from the ques-
tion of truth claims. It is important to maintain this understanding of
the transformative and active quality of ideology when we consider the
link between ideology and human agency. As both the medium and the
outcome of lived experience, ideology functions not only to limit human
action but also to enable it. That is, ideology both promotes human
agency and at the same time exercises force over individuals and groups
through the “weight” it assumes in dominant discourses, selected forms
of socio-historical knowledge, specific social relations, and concrete
material practices. Ideology is something we all participate in, and yet
we rarely understand either the historical constraints that produce and
limit the nature of that participation, or what the possibilities are for
going beyond existing parameters of action in order to think and act in
terms that speak to a qualitatively better existence. The nature of ideol-
ogy and its usefulness as a critical construct for radical pedagogy can be
further illuminated by focusing on its location and functions within
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what I choose to call its operational field. In the most general sense, ide-
ology operates at the level of lived experience, at the level of representa-
tions embedded in various cultural artifacts, and at the level of messages
signified in material practices produced within certain historical, exis-
tential, and class traditions. I want to examine briefly the relations be-
tween ideology and each of these respective locations while concentrat-
ing primarily on how ideology functions at the level of lived experience.
In doing so, I will further delineate a notion of ideology critique and its
relevance to radical pedagogy.

Ideology, Human Experience, and Schooling

Central to understanding how ideology functions in the interest of social
reproduction is the issue of how ideology works on and through individ-
uals to secure their consent to the basic ethos and practices of the domi-
nant society. Equally important for an understanding of how ideology
functions in the interest of social transformation is the issue of how ide-
ology creates the terrain for reflection and transformative action. I do
not believe that the concept of ideology can be located either in the
sphere of consciousness, as in traditional Marxism, or exclusively within
the realm of the unconscious, as Althusser (1969, 1971) and his followers
argue, Following Gramsci (1971), I want to argue that human behavior is
rooted in a complex nexus of structured needs, common sense, and crit-
ical consciousness, and that ideology is located in all of these aspects of
human behavior and thought so as to produce multiple subjectivities
and perceptions of the world and everyday life. The interface of ideology
and individual experience can be located within three specific areas: the
sphere of the unconscious and the structure of needs; the realm of com-
mon sense; and the sphere of critical consciousness. Needless to say,
these areas cannot be neatly defined nor do they exist in isolation. But
by using them we can move from an analysis focusing on whether con-
sciousness is true or false, to the more fundamental issue of what con-
sciousness is and how it is constituted. Moreover, the argument that ide-
ology exists as part of the unconscious, common sense, and critical
consciousness points to an ideological universe in which contradictions
exist both in and outside of the individual. This is similar to Williams’s
(1977) argument that the ideological field in any given society includes
contradictions within and between what he calls emerging, residual,
and dominant ideologies. Meaning as it is produced and received within
this complex of ideologies and material forces is clearly not reducible to
the individual but has to be understood in its articulation with ideologi-
cal and material forces as they circulate and constitute the wider society.
In other words, ideology has to be conceived as both the source and ef-
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fect of social and institutional practices as they operate within a society
that is characterized primarily by relations of domination, a society in
which men and women are basically unfree in both objective and sub-
jective terms. This becomes clearer if we examine the relations between
ideology and these three spheres of meaning and behavior separately.

Ideology and the Unconscious

Traditional Marxism limited the parameters of ideology almost exclu-
sively to the realm of consciousness and the notion of domination. Lost
from these approaches was any attempt to analyze the effects of ideol-
ogy on the body and the structure of personality. In other words, there
were very few attempts to examine how ideology produced effects at not
only the level of knowledge but also at the level of needs and desires.
Locked within a theoretical straitjacket that defined ideology as
“merely” oppressive, orthodox Marxism failed to explore either how
people acted against their own interests, thereby sharing in their own
oppression, or what compelled them to stand up and resist oppression
in the face of intolerable odds. Foucault (1980) raises this point
poignantly in his comment: “What enables people . . . to resist the Gulag
... what can give [them] the courage to stand up and die in order to
utter a word or a poem?” (p. 136).

Within the last few decades, Marcuse (1955), Althusser (1969), and
others have attempted to reconstruct the meaning of ideology and to
demarcate its location and effects so as to include the sphere of the un-
consciousness and the structure of needs. Althusser’s (1969, 1971) insis-
tence that ideology is grounded unconsciously represents a major con-
tribution in redefining the meaning and workings of the concept. It
points to the limits of consciousness in explaining the nature of domina-
tion while simultaneously pointing to the power of the material prac-
tices and social relations through which people live their experiences
and generate meanings. But although Althusser provides a service in
linking ideology to the unconscious, he is still trapped within a notion of
domination that leaves little room for resistance, or, for that matter, for a
dialectical notion of ideology.

The work of the Frankfurt School, especially Marcuse’s (1955) analysis
of how ideology becomes sedimented as second nature in the structure
of needs represents a much more productive starting point for investi-
gating the link between ideology and its unconscious grounding. Mar-
cuse claims that domination is rooted historically not only in the socio-
economic conditions of society, but also in the sedimented history or
structure of needs that constitute each person’s disposition and person-
ality. For Marcuse, ideology as repression is a historical construct rooted
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in the reified relations of everyday life, relations characterized by “the
submission of social reality to forms of calculability and control” (Feen-
berg, 1981, pp. 62-63). Lukacs (1968) points to the social character of re-
pressive ideology in his notion of reification, in which concrete relations
between human beings are made to appear as objectified relations be-
tween things. Adorno (1967-1968) and Marcuse (1955) capture the sub-
jective dynamic of reification in the concept of second nature. For them
ideology as reification implies a mode of unconsciousness in which the
historically contingent nature of social relations under capitalism has
been “forgotten” and takes on the appearance of mythic permanence
and unchanging reality. Ideology as second nature is history congealed
into habit, rooted in the very structure of needs. Thus, ideology not only
shapes consciousness but also reaches into the depths of personality
and reinforces through the patterns and routines of everyday life needs
that limit “the free self activity of social individuals and . . . their qualita-
tively many sided system of needs” (Heller, 1974, p. 104).

Unlike Althusser (1971) and Bourdieu (1977), who cast the connection
between ideology and the unconscious in modes of ironclad domina-
tion from which there appears no escape, Marcuse (1955) and Heller
(1974) treat the linkage dialectically and posit its emancipatory as well
as dominating possibilities. For instance, both theorists argue that since
needs are historically conditioned they can be changed. Moreover, the
unconscious grounding of ideology is rooted not only in needs that are
repressive but also in needs that are emancipatory in nature, i.e., needs
based on meaningful social relations, community, freedom, creative
work, and a fully developed aesthetic sensibility. This emphasis on the
contradictory nature of needs reveals the tensions within the personal-
ity structure as well as the corresponding tensions in the larger society.
Inherent in these contradictory tensions is the possibility of the full and
many-sided development of “radical” needs and the elimination of the
conditions that repress them. Thus, ideology as located in the uncon-
scious is both a moment of self-creation and a force for domination.

A number of important questions emerge from this analysis, two of
which will be explored below. First, what elements of ideology critique
can be developed from the analysis provided by the Frankfurt School
theorists and Heller? Second, what is the relevance of this type of ideol-
ogy critique for a theory of schooling?

The critique of ideology as grounded in the unconscious provides the
basis for an analysis of those aspects of everyday life that structure
human relations in order to reveal their historical genesis and the inter-
ests they embody. What appears as “natural” must be demystified and
revealed as a historical production both in its content, with its unreal-
ized claims or distorting messages, and in the elements that structure its
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form. Ideology critique becomes historical in a double sense: on the one
hand, it reaches into the history of social relations and reveals the truth
or falsity of the underlying logic that structures such relations; on the
other hand, it probes into the sedimented history of the personality and
attempts to illuminate the sources and influences at work in the very tis-
sue of the need and personality structure. In addition, it points to the
importance of identifying, analyzing, and transforming those social
practices that sustain the gap between economic and cultural wealth
and the reality of human impoverishment. Furthermore, ideology cri-
tique within this perspective suggests the importance of educating peo-
ple to recognize the interest structure that limits human freedom, while
simultaneously calling for the abolition of those social practices that are
its material embodiment. Heller (1974) is quite correct in arguing that
for radical needs to be developed, individuals and groups have to nur-
ture an ongoing self-critical awareness of their existence while at the
same time developing qualitatively different social relations to sustain
them.

What is crucial to recognize is the role that needs play in structuring
our behavior, whether it be in the interest of social and cultural repro-
duction or in the interest of self-determination. If we are to take human
agency seriously, we must acknowledge the degree to which historical
and objective societal forces leave their ideological imprint upon the
psyche itself. To do so is to set the groundwork for a critical encounter
between oneself and the dominant society and to acknowledge what
this society has made of us and what it is we no longer want to be. Fi-
nally, ideology critique as it is applied to the unconscious grounding of
human behavior becomes meaningful only if it is ultimately explored in
relation to consciousness and the possibility of a critical monitoring of
the relationship between consciousness and the structures and ideolo-
gies that make up the dominant society.

The implications of this form of ideology critique for educational the-
ory and practice center primarily around the development of a depth
psychology that can unravel the way in which historically specific expe-
riences and traditions get produced, reproduced, and resisted at the
level of daily school life. This approach points to two major concerns.
First, it points to the need to identify the tacit messages embodied in the
day-to-day routines that structure all aspects of the school experience
and to uncover the emancipatory or repressive interests they serve. It
also suggests developing a mode of critique that comprehends the
forces at work that mediate between the structural relations of schooling
and their lived effects. Students bring different histories with them to
school; these histories are embedded in class-, gender-, and race-spe-
cific interests that shape their needs and behavior, often in ways they do
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not understand and often in ways that work against their own interests.
To work with working-class students, for instance, under the purported
impetus of a radical pedagogy would mean not only changing their con-
sciousness, but simultaneously developing social relations that sustain
and are compatible with the radical needs in which such a conscious-
ness would have to be grounded in order to be meaningful. A case in
point would be developing a pedagogy that made working-class sexism
an object of analysis and change. It would be essential that such a peda-
gogy not only interrogate the language, ideas, and relations that are in-
formed by the logic of sexism, but that it be developed within classroom
social relations based on nonsexist principles and concerns. Second,
this approach to radical pedagogy points to the need for an understand-
ing by teachers of the relation between cultural capital and ideology as a
basis for confirming the experiences that students bring with them to
the school. Students must first view their own ideologies and cultural
capital as meaningful before they can critically probe them. The point
here may be obvious. Students cannot learn about ideology simply by
being taught how meanings get socially constructed in the media, and
other aspects of daily life. Working-class students also have to under-
stand how they participate in ideology through their own experiences
and needs. It is their own experiences and needs that have to be made
problematic to provide the basis for exploring the interface between
their own lives and the constraints and possibilities of the wider society.
Thus, a radical pedagogy must take seriously the task of providing the
conditions for changing subjectivity as it is constituted in the individ-
ual’s needs, drives, passions, and intelligence as well as changing the po-
litical, economic, and social foundation of the wider society.

In short, an essential aspect of radical pedagogy centers around the
need for students to interrogate critically their inner histories and expe-
riences. It is crucial for them to be able to understand how their own ex-
periences are reinforced, contradicted and suppressed as a result of the
ideologies mediated in the material and intellectual practices that char-
acterize daily classroom life. Clearly, this form of analysis is not meant to
reduce ideology and its effects to the sphere of the unconscious; rather it
is to argue for its importance as a major component of educational the-
ory and radical praxis. For it is in the dialectical relations between con-
sciousness and unconsciousness on the one hand and experience and
objective reality on the other that the basis for critical thought and ac-
tion has to be grounded and developed. The prevailing system of needs
in capitalist society, or any repressive society, must be understood in
terms of its historical genesis and the interests it embodies and serves.
For radical educators, this is the first step in breaking with the logic and
institutions of domination. This must be followed by a radicalization of
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consciousness and the reconstruction of social relations that materially
reinforce the logic of emancipatory interests.

Ideology and Common Sense

One of the major contributions of Marx was his insight that conscious-
ness has to be explained as part of the historical mode of one’s existence.
That is, thought and its production cannot be separated from one’s
world; more specifically, forms of consciousness must be recognized as
forms of life that are social and historical in nature. At the same time
Marx (1969b) was equally insistent that while consciousness is an essen-
tial component of any activity, a critical analysis of society has to look
beyond the level of lived beliefs and examine the social relations in
which these beliefs are embedded. For Marx (1969a), Gramsci (1971),
and other Western Marxists, ideology was not exhausted through its rep-
resentations in the unconscious. While the latter is an important ideo-
logical sphere it is not the only one. To reduce ideology exclusively to the
realm of the unconscious is to leave human agents without the benefit
of critical or any other consciousness. Gramsci (1971), in particular, pro-
vides insight into the location and effects of ideology in the sphere of
common sense he called contradictory consciousness. He begins with
the important assumption that human consciousness cannot be
equated with, or exhausted in, the logic of domination. On the contrary,
he views consciousness as a complex combination of good and bad
sense, a contradictory realm of ideas and behavior in which elements of
accommodation and resistance exist in an unsteady state of tension.
More specifically, common sense in the Gramscian view points to a
mode of subjectivity characterized by forms of discursive consciousness
imbued with authentic insights into social reality as well as distorting
beliefs that serve to mystify and legitimate that reality. In addition, com-
mon sense effects and manifests itself in nondiscursive behavior
marked by the same combination of accommodation and resistance.
However, both discursive and nondiscursive common sense function
without the benefit of critical interrogation. It is the grounding of com-
mon sense in an uncritical mode of mediation, a mode of mediation
which is unconscious of its relation to the larger social totality, that is its
singular characteristic.

Common sense represents a limited mode of self-consciousness, one
that is contradictory in nature and ill-equipped to grasp either the force
that constitutes it or its effects on the social totality, However, Gramsci’s
notion of common sense must be distinguished from views of ideology
that exist solely in the unconscious or from notions of false conscious-
ness. Common sense represents a realm of consciousness informed by a
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complex of contrasting subjectivities. Disorder rather than harmony
characterizes common sense; it contains a dialectical interplay of hege-
monic and insightful beliefs and practices. While agency does not disap-
pear in this account, it lacks the self-consciousness needed to resolve its
contradictions and tensions or extend its partial insights into a coherent
critical perspective through which it can engage its own principles.
Gramsci (1971) points to this issue in his comment on contradictory
consciousness:

The active man-in-the-mass has a practical activity, but has no clear theo-
retical consciousness of his practical activity, which nonetheless involves
understanding the world in so far as it transforms it. His theoretical con-
sciousness can indeed be historically in opposition to his activity. One
might almost say that he has two theoretical consciousnesses (or one con-
tradictory consciousness): one which is implicit in his activity and which in
reality unites him with all his fellow workers in practical transformation of
the real world; and one, superficially explicit or verbal which he has inher-
ited from the past and uncritically absorbed. (p. 333)

Underlying Gramsci’s discussion of the relationship between ideology
and common sense are a number of assumptions and implications that
have relevance for educational theory and practice. First, Gramsci res-
cues the human subject by positing a notion of ideology that does not
obliterate the mediating faculties of ordinary people. At the same time
he recognizes that while domination pre-exists, its effects and outcomes
are open-ended. Thus, contradictory consciousness does not point pri-
marily to domination or confusion, but to a sphere of contradictions
and tensions that is pregnant with possibilities for radical change. In my
view, ideology becomes a critical construct to the degree to which it re-
veals the truths as well as the concealing function of common sense as
outlined by Gramsci. Second, Gramsci’s notion of ideology and common
sense addresses an important dialectical relation between discourse
and practical activity. In this view, ideology exists not only on the level of
speech and language, but also as lived experience, as practical conduct
in everyday life. What Gramsci argues for is a mode of analysis that un-
covers the contradictory moments in discourse so that they not only can
be used to reveal their own underlying interests but also can be restruc-
tured into a form of critical consciousness that can “make coherent the
problems raised by the masses in their practical activity” (Karabel, 1976,
p- 169). In this way, common sense becomes subjected to a critical inter-
rogation via its own thought processes and practical activity as these
constitute and reproduce the conduct of everyday life. In pedagogical
terms, this suggests taking the typifications of educational discourse
and their attendant social relations and stripping them of their objective
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or so-called natural character. Instead of being treated as a given, they
must be viewed within historical and social relations that are produced
and socially constructed. This leads to a final insight about common
sense, one that is drawn directly from the work of such Frankfurt School
members as Adorno, Horkheimer, and Marcuse.

For the Frankfurt School, the notion of common sense could only be
understood by analyzing its dialectical relation to the wider social total-
ity. Inherent in the form and substance of common sense was the logic
of commodity structure: that is, common sense was constituted by
taken-for-granted categories and practical activity divorced from the
agents and conditions that produced them. Social practices and cate-
gories appeared objectified, as unquestioned givens cut off from the
socio-historical processes and interests through which they had
evolved. Within this perspective, ideology critique functioned both to
unmask the messages revealed in common sense and to interrogate the
truth claims and the societal functions of the interests that structure
common sense. There is an important dimension of ideology critique in
this formulation, one that is indispensable for a radical pedagogy. Radi-
cal practice begins, in this case, with a break from the positivist empha-
sis on immediacy, an immediacy which, as Schmidt (1981) comments,
“daily deludes individuals with a nature-like invariance of their life rela-
tionships” (p. 104). Ideology critique assumes an added dimension in
this case. In other words, it posits the need for a historical conscious-
ness, one that begins with an analysis of the reifications of daily life and
takes the rigidified, congealed relations that reduce teachers and stu-
dents to “bearers” of history as the basis for probing into history and dis-
covering the conditions that generated such conditions in the first place.
Historical consciousness as a moment of ideology critique and radical
pedagogy, within this perspective, functions “so as to perceive the past
in a way that [makes] the present visible as a revolutionary moment”
(Buck-Morss, 1981, p. 61). This leads us to the relationship between ide-
ology and reflective consciousness, the most potentially radical of the
three spheres in which ideology is located.

Ideology and Critical Consciousness

The notion that ideology has as one of its important features a critical
“moment” that situates it in the realm of critical thinking presents a di-
rect challenge to those theories of ideology which either reduce ideology
to false consciousness or disparage it by contrasting it to what is termed
science. I want to argue here that ideology can act as a critical moment
in the production of meaning by illuminating the rules, assumptions,
and interests that structure not only the thinking process but also the
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material such processes take as an object of analysis. The ideological di-
mension that underlies all critical reflection is that it lays bare the his-
torically and socially sedimented values at work in the construction of
knowledge, social relations, and material practices. In other words, it
grounds the production of knowledge, including science, in a normative
framework linked to specific interests. As Aronowitz (1980) makes clear,
those who argue for the science/ideology division reproduce the very
notion of ideology they critique, i.e., ideology as mystification. He
writes, “The concept of the science/ideology antinomy is itself ideologi-
cal because it fails to comprehend that all knowledge is a product of so-
cial relations” (p. 97).

To locate a theory of ideology in the sphere of critical consciousness
highlights the normative basis of all knowledge and points to the active
nature of human agents in its construction. The underlying grammar of
ideology finds its highest expression in the ability of human beings to
think dialectically. To view both the object of analysis and the processes
involved in such analysis as part of a complex mode of producing mean-
ing represents not simply the active side of ideology but its most critical
dimension. Thus, ideology implies a process whereby meaning is pro-
duced, represented, and consumed. The critical aspect of that process
represents a reflexive understanding of the interests embodied in the
process itself and how these interests might be transformed, challenged,
or sustained so as to promote rather than repress the dynamics of criti-
cal thought and action. Ideology in this sense suggests that all aspects of
everyday life that have a semiotic value are open to reflection and cri-
tique just as it points to the need for a critical attentiveness to all aspects
of self-expression.

Through ideology critique, critical thinking is made more than an in-
terpretative tool; it is situated within a radical notion of interest and so-
cial transformation. Critical analysis, in this case, becomes the distinct
but important precondition for radical praxis, with a twofold purpose.
On the one hand, it follows Adorno’s (1973) insistence that the task of
ideology critique is the explosion of reification, a breaking through of
mystifications and a recognition of how certain forms of ideology serve
the logic of domination. This means not only analyzing the hidden ideo-
logical elements in any object of analysis, whether it be a school curricu-
lum or a set of social relations, and revealing their social function; it also
means releasing their unintentional truths, the suppressed utopian ele-
ments contained in what they include as well as what they leave out.
This involves breaking apart or deconstructing the ideas and structuring
principles in a cultural artifact and then placing them in a different
framework that allows one to see the limits of specific ideas and formal
properties, while simultaneously discovering the new and vital elements
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in them that could be appropriated for radical purposes. For instance, in
looking at most literacy models, a radical educator would have to first
identify the ideology that informs their content and methodology. It
might then be possible to appropriate certain fundamental aspects of
the models but within a theoretical framework in which literacy is
treated not merely as a technique but as a constitutive process of con-
structing meaning and critically interrogating the forces that shape one’s
lived experiences. This points to the second aspect of ideology critique
that I alluded to earlier, that such a critique must be informed by a spirit
of relentless negativity, one that promotes the critical independence of
the subject as well as the restructuring and transformation of an oppres-
sive social reality. Ideology critique as a form of critical consciousness
opposes the knowledge of technocratic rationality, and implies instead a
dialectical knowledge that illuminates contradictions and informs the
critical judgments needed for individual and social action.

The link between ideology and the notion of truth is not to be found in
the peddling of prescriptions or in a deluge of endless recipes; instead, it
is located in what Benjamin (1969) has called the distance between the
interpreter and the material, on the one hand, and the gap between the
present and the possibility of a radically different future on the other.
The value of viewing ideology as a complex process in the production
and critique of meaning becomes more concrete through an examina-
tion of how meaning functions as a constitutive force in the structuring
and mediation of representations in school artifacts and in classroom
social relations.

Ideology, Representations, and
Classroom Material Practices

In order to grasp fully the relationship between agency and structure as
part of a radical pedagogy, a theory of ideology must be capable of com-
prehending the way in which meaning is constructed and materialized
within “texts,” that is, within cultural forms such as films, books, cur-
riculum packages, fashion styles, and so on. Thus, ideology critique is
not limited to the hidden or visible processes in the realm of subjectivity
and behavior but is extended to the “study of observable material
processes—the manipulation of signs in specific ways and specific con-
texts” (Bennett, 1981, p. 28). The work of Volosinov (1973), Eco (1976),
Coward and Ellis (1977), and Kress and Hodge (1979) has been invalu-
able in this regard in emphasizing the relative autonomy of the repre-
sentations that construct the limits and parameters within which mean-
ing is produced, negotiated, and received by individuals. Of course, in
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this structuralist approach, “signs” constitute consciousness and the no-
tion that signs could be both the medium and the product of conscious-
ness is denied. In other words, ideology as representations of expressed
ways of thought, experience, and feeling is not given very much theoret-
ical weight. This is clearly captured in Volosinov's claim that “Individual
consciousness is not the architect of the ideological superstructure, but
only a tenant lodging in the edifice of ideological signs” (Volosinov,
1973, p. 6). But while it is true that representations and signs address (in-
terpolate) and situate individuals, the human beings they address are
more than just a reflex of the texts in question. Human agents always
mediate the representations and material practices that constitute their
lived experiences through their own histories and their class- and gen-
der-related subjectivities. This is true within the parameters defined by
the school, the family, the workplace, or any other social site. What is
needed to offset the one-sided theory of ideology provided by many
structuralists is a more fully developed theory of mediation and recep-
tion (Barrett, 1981). Such an approach would link agency and structure
in a theory of ideology so as to treat dialectically the roles of the individ-
ual and group as producers of meaning within already existing fields of
representations and practices. As Johnson (1979b) suggests, failure to
address this question means that we run the risk of getting trapped in
modes of structuralist analysis that overlook “the moment of self cre-
ation, of the affirmation of belief, or the giving of consent” (p. 234).

The starting point for developing a more dialectical theory of ideology
and schooling rests with the acknowledgment that individuals and so-
cial classes are both the medium and the outcome of ideological dis-
courses and practices. Meaning is located both in the various dimen-
sions of subjectivity and behavior and in “texts” and classroom practices
that structure, limit, and enable human action. The theory of ideological
processes that follows draws on the concepts of reproduction, produc-
tion, and reconstruction, all of which will be delineated within the con-
text of the analysis presented below.

Reproduction as used below refers to texts and social practices whose
messages, inscribed within specific historical settings and social con-
texts, function primarily to legitimate the interests of the dominant so-
cial order. I want to argue that these can be characterized as texts and
social practices about pedagogy (Lundgren, 1983) and refer primarily to
categories of meaning constructed so as to legitimize and reproduce in-
terests expressed in dominant ideologies. The acts of conception, and
construction, and production that characterize texts about pedagogy
usually have little to do with the contexts in which such texts are ap-
plied, and the principles that structure them almost never lend them-
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selves to methods of inquiry that encourage dialogue or debate. Such
texts and practices objectively represent the selection, fixation, and le-
gitimation of dominant traditions. For instance, both the form and the
content of such texts tend to treat teachers and students as reified ele-
ments in the pedagogical process. Even in the more sophisticated ver-
sions of such texts such as the Humanities units Buswell (1980) exam-
ined, the logic of powerlessness prevailed, albeit in recycled forms. She
writes:

The texts directed pupils to books and information kept elsewhere which
was part of the aim of teaching them to “learn.” But a “particular” answer
was still required and finding it became a complicated orienteering exer-
cise conducted through the printed word whereby acquiring any content
was made more difficult. The emphasis in all the units was on following the
precise instructions and replicating what someone else had produced, very
little creativity was required. (pp. 302-303)

This reified view of knowledge is a classic example of Freire's (1973)
“banking model” of schooling and is found not only in the structuring
principles that inform such texts but also in their content as well. Brown
(1981) in an extensive examination of recent children’s history books at-
tempted to find texts that did the following: (a) recognize human
agency, (b) relate past experiences to the present so as to stimulate intel-
lectual curiosity, (c) link material conditions to social relations, (d) pre-
sent history as more than “dressed up” figures and facts, and, finally, (e)
treat history as open-ended and subject to interpretation. What he actu-
ally found were books that contained an anti-urban bias, promoted
their content in “commercial studio aesthetics,” celebrated technology
outside the human relations in which it functioned, and collapsed his-
tory into great moments, while simultaneously using a language that
suppressed conflict.

There is a growing amount of research that points to the increased use
of prepackaged curriculum materials that accentuate delivering instruc-
tion while at the same time removing conception and critique from the
pedagogical act. Apple (1982) argues that such curriculum materials
represent a new form of control over both teachers and students, one
that indicates a process of deskilling and the emergence of more power-
ful forms of rationality that embody changing modes of control within
the nature of capitalist relations of production. Control in this case is re-
moved from face-to-face contact and is now situated in the impersonal
processes and logic of highly rationalized managerial relations. The ef-
fects of these prepackaged materials on schooling represent a new di-
mension in the reproduction of texts and material practices about peda-
gogy. This is evident in Apple’s (1982) claim that
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Skills that teachers used to need, that were deemed essential to the craft of
working with children—such as curriculum deliberation and planning, de-
signing teaching and curricular strategies for specific groups and individu-
als based on intimate knowledge of these people—are no longer as neces-
sary. With the large-scale influx of prepackaged material, planning is
separated from execution. The planning is done at the level of production
of both the rules for use of the material and the material itself. The execu-
tion is carried out by the teacher. In the process, what were previously con-
sidered valuable skills slowly atrophy because they are less often required.
(p. 146)

Each of these examples provides a mode of ideology critique that re-
veals how reproductive ideologies work. Buswell illustrates how specific
principles structure the text and classroom social relations so as to legit-
imate modes of learning that promote passivity and rule following
rather than critical engagement on the part of teachers and students.
Brown (1981) both points to the structural silences in a text, those ideas
and values that are left out and thus rendered illegitimate, and at the
same time analyzes the social function of the existing text. Apple, on the
other hand, shows how the principles that structure the production and
use of curriculum materials are rooted in specific interests that reinforce
a division of labor that separates conception from execution at the level
of teaching itself. In all of these cases texts about pedagogy function so
as to suppress human agency while at the same time legitimating the
power and control of the dominant classes. However, what is missing
from these analyses and what is needed to complement them is a histor-
ical critique that moves beyond simply registering the ideologies em-
bedded in the form and content of curriculum materials and practices.
It is imperative to link such ideological representations to historically
constituted social relations as they appear in schools. For example, Bar-
rett (1980) illuminates this issue when she argues that female models are
more persuasive to male customers than male models in similar roles
are to female customers because the female stereotype bears the weight
of social relations that have a long history. Clearly, the only way to un-
derstand such stereotypes is to situate them in the social relations that
have constituted them historically.

But as important as this mode of ideology critique is, it has failed to
develop a theory of production. That is, it has failed to analyze how re-
productive ideologies as they exist in texts and social practices get medi-
ated. It is particularly important to acknowledge that texts are always
mediated in some fashion by human subjects. Meanings are always pro-
duced by human agents when they confront and engage cultural forms
such as curriculum texts, films, and so forth. As Arnot and Whitty (1982)
and Jameson (1979) have stressed, educational meanings and practices
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are “read” by teachers and students through interpretative and selective
principles that bear the weight of pre-existing situations and constituted
ideologies. The relation between inscribed messages and lived effects is
a tenuous one indeed and cannot be viewed through a reductionist logic
that collapses one into the other. The way in which a teacher or student
engages a text or specific social relation is, in fact, a “function of his or
her place in society” (Barrett, 1980, p. 87). This form of ideology critique
must locate the various ideological discourses and multiple subjectivi-
ties that construct and constitute meaning for students from different
class-, gender-, and race-specific backgrounds (Therborn, 1981). This
dernands being attentive to the cultural capital that characterizes differ-
ent student experiences and to the ways in which students actually pro-
duce meanings via their historical, positional, family, and class back-
grounds. By penetrating these ideologies and cultural forms it becomes
possible for teachers to unravel the mediations that give meaning to
school experience and to understand how they might function in the in-
terest of accommodation, resistance, or active change.

This leads to my final point regarding the relations among ideology,
texts, and social practices. The principle of reconstruction shifts the the-
oretical terrain from the issues of reproduction and mediation to a con-
cern for critical appropriation and transformation. This suggests a mode
of ideology critique in which the interests that underlie texts, represen-
tations, and social practices would be not only identified but also de-
constructed and refashioned with the aim of developing social relations
and modes of knowledge that serve radical needs. The task of recon-
struction is not simply to analyze knowledge and social relations for ei-
ther their dominating ideologies or their subversive unintentional
truths, but to appropriate their material elements, skills, and critical
knowledge in order to restructure them as part of the production of new
ideologies and collective experiences. Thus, knowledge production is
linked to transformative activities and is situated within a problematic
that takes as its ultimate aim the development of forms of radical praxis
both within and outside of schools. Brenkman (1979) captures a critical
aspect of this issue in his call for the development of a Marxist cultural
hermeneutics:

Its project is twofold. Interpretations which read cultural texts in relation to
their historical situations and effects must conserve or subvert meanings
according to their validity not for an already constituted tradition but for a
community in process. And, secondly, interpretation must be connected to
the project of reclaiming language practices that unfold the horizon of this
community. Such a hermeneutics becomes valid only as it serves to con-
struct oppositional cultural experiences, an oppositional public sphere. It
has a political task. The dominant tendency of our cultural institutions and
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practices—from the organization of the learning process in the schools and
the academic modes of knowledge which support them to the mass medi-
ated forms of communication which pre-empt speaking itself—is to under-
mine the very possibility for human beings to interpret the discourses that
found their identities, shape their interactions and regulate their activities.
Only a process of interpretation which counters this tendency, actively and
practically, can preserve the possibilities of a historical consciousness
founded on collective experience. (p. 109)

A reconstructive perspective would promote the conditions necessary
for the development of what Lundgren (1983) calls texts for pedagogy.
These would be curriculum materials and school practices appropriated
and/or produced by the teachers and educators who use them. Such
texts refer to both a process and a product. As a process, such texts em-
body and demonstrate principles that link conception and execution
while simultaneously promoting a critical attentiveness to forms of
knowledge and social practices informed by principles that promote en-
lightenment and understanding. Such texts would be attentive to proce-
dures that locate knowledge in specific historical contexts and would at-
tempt to uncover the human interests in which it is grounded. As
products, such texts become the medium for a critical pedagogy aimed
at providing students with the knowledge, skills, and critical sensibility
they need to be able to think dialectically. That is, students need to be
able to grasp the ways in which the concrete world opposes the possibil-
ities inherent in its own conditions; they need to be able to reach into
history so as to transform historical into critical thought; and finally,
they need to be able to penetrate critically the categories of common
sense and begin to move beyond a world constituted through such cate-
gories. In short, whereas texts about pedagogy, along with the social re-
lations engendered by them, are rooted in the logic of authoritarianism
and control, texts for pedagogy contain interests that may promote
modes of schooling based on the critical dimensions of an emancipa-
tory ideology.

Ideology is a crucial construct for understanding how meaning is pro-
duced, transformed, and consumed by individuals and social groups. As
a tool of critical analysis, it digs beneath the phenomenal forms of class-
room knowledge and social practices and helps to locate the structuring
principles and ideas that mediate between the dominant society and the
everyday experiences of teachers and students. As a political construct,
it makes meaning problematic and poses the question as to why human
beings have unequal access to the intellectual and material resources
that constitute the conditions for the production, consumption, and
distribution of meaning. Similarly, it raises the question of why certain
ideologies come to prevail at certain times and whose interests they
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serve. Hence, ideology “speaks” to the notion of power by accentuating
the complex ways in which relations of meaning are produced and
fought over.

Note

This essay is abstracted from Henry Giroux, Theory and Resistance in Education:
A Pedagogy for the Opposition (South Hadley, Mass.: Bergin & Garvey, 1983).
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4 Authority, Intellectuals, and the
Politics of Practical Learning

WE LIVE AT A TIME WHEN DEMOCRACY is in retreat. Nowhere
is this more obvious than in the current debate surrounding the relation-
ship between schooling and authority. As is the case with most public is-
sues in the age of Reagan, the new conservatives have seized the initia-
tive and argued that the current crisis in public education is due to the
loss of authority. In this discourse, the call for a reconstituted authority
along conservative lines is coupled with the charge that the crisis in
schooling is in part due to a crisis in the wider culture, which is presented
as a “spiritual-moral” crisis. The problem is clearly articulated by Diane
Ravitch, who argues that this pervasive “loss of authority” stems from
confused ideas, irresolute standards, and cultural relativism.! As a form
of legitimation, this view of authority appeals to an established cultural
tradition, whose practices and values appear beyond criticism. Authority,
in this case, represents an idealized version of the American Dream remi-
niscent of nineteenth-century dominant culture in which the tradition
becomes synonymous with hard work, industrial discipline, and cheerful
obedience. It is a short leap between this view of the past and the new
conservative vision of schools as crucibles in which to forge industrial
soldiers fueled by the imperatives of excellence, competition, and down-
home character. In effect, for the new conservatives, learning approxi-
mates a practice mediated by strong teacher authority and a student will-
ingness to learn the basics, adjust to the imperatives of the social and
economic order, and exhibit what Edward A. Wynne calls the traditional
moral aims of “promptness, truthfulness, courtesy, and obedience.”?

What is most striking about the new conservative discourse on
schooling is its refusal to link the issue of authority to the rhetoric of
freedom and democracy. In other words, what is missing from this per-
spective as well as from more critical perspectives is any attempt to rein-
vent a view of self-constituted authority that expresses a democratic
conception of collective life, one that is embodied in an ethic of solidar-
ity, social transformation, and an imaginative vision of citizenship.3 I be-
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lieve that the established view of authority tells us very little about what
is wrong with schools. But it does point to the absolute necessity for crit-
ical educators to fashion an alternative and emancipatory view of au-
thority as a central element in a critical theory of schooling. Agnes Heller
states the problem well when she argues that “it is not the rejection of all
authorities that is at issue here, but the quality of authority and the pro-
cedure in which authority is established, observed and tested.”+ Heller’s
remarks suggest a dual problem that critical educators will have to face.
First, they will need a reconstructed language of critique in order to
challenge the current conservative offensive in education. Second, they
will need to construct a language of possibility that provides the theoret-
ical scaffolding for a politics of practical learning. In both cases, the
starting point for such a challenge centers around the imperative to de-
velop a dialectical view of authority and its relationship to public educa-
tion. Such a view of authority must both serve as a referent for critique
and provide a programmatic vision for pedagogical and social change.

Nyberg and Farber point to the importance of making the concept of
authority a central concern for educators by suggesting that “this ques-
tion of how one shall stand in relation to authority is the foundation of
educated citizenship: Its importance cannot be overemphasized.”s 1
want to develop this position by arguing that if all educators have either
an implicit or an explicit vision of who people should be and how they
should act within the context of a human community, then the basis of
authority through which they structure classroom life is ultimately
rooted in questions of ethics and power. Central to my concern is devel-
oping a view of authority that defines schools as part of an ongoing
movement and struggle for democracy, and teachers as intellectuals
who both introduce students to and legitimate a particular way of life. In
both instances, I want to fashion a view of authority that legitimates
schools as democratic, counterpublic spheres and teachers as transfor-
mative intellectuals who work toward a realization regarding their views
of community, social justice, empowerment, and transformation. In
short, 1 want to broaden the definition of authority to include educa-
tional practices that link democracy, teaching, and practical learning.
The substantive nature of this task takes as its starting point the ethical
intent of initiating students into a discourse and a set of pedagogical
practices that advances the role of democracy within the schools while
simultaneously addressing those instances of suffering and inequality
that structure the daily lives of millions of people both in the United
States and in other parts of the world.

In developing my argument, T will focus on four considerations. First,
will review briefly some major traditional views surrounding the rela-
tionship between authority and schooling. This will be followed by a ra-
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tionale for giving the concept of authority a central role in educational
theory and practice. Here I will argue for an emancipatory view of au-
thority, one that provides the ontological grounding for a critical form of
teacher work and practice, Next | will present the broad theoretical out-
lines of a transformative pedagogy that is consistent with an emancipa-
tory view of authority; finally, I will argue that the notion of authority has
to be considered within a wider set of economic, political, and social
practices in order for teachers to step out of their academic boundaries
and enter into alliances with other progressive groups. It is crucial that
this emancipatory view of authority become a part of an ongoing social
movement whose purpose is to analyze and sustain the struggle for crit-
ical forms of education and democracy.

The Discourses of Authority and Schooling

The concept of authority can best be understood as a historical con-
struction shaped by diverse traditions that contain their own values and
views of the world. In other words, the concept of authority like any
other social category of importance has no universal meaning just wait-
ing to be discovered. As a subject of intense battles and conflicts among
competing theoretical perspectives, its meaning has often shifted de-
pending on the theoretical context in which it has been employed.
Given these shifting meanings and associations, it becomes necessary in
any attempt to redefine the centrality of authority for a critical pedagogy
to interrogate the way in which the concept has been treated by preced-
ing ideological traditions. Ideally, such an analysis should take into ac-
count the status of the truth claims that particular views of authority re-
flect as well as the institutional mechanisms that legitimate and sustain
their particular version of reality. Only then does it become possible to
analyze authority within such diverse ideological traditions for the pur-
pose of revealing both the interests they embody and the cluster of
power relations they support. While it is impossible within this article to
provide a detailed analysis of the various ways in which authority has
been developed within competing educational traditions, I want to
highlight some of the more important theoretical considerations inher-
ent in conservative, liberal, and radical analyses. For it is against this
general set of criticisms that an argument for the primacy of authority in
educational discourse can be situated.

In the new conservative discourse, authority is given a positive mean-
ing and is often related to issues that resonate with popular experience.
As an ideal that often embodies reactionary interests, this position legit-
imates a view of culture, pedagogy, and politics that focuses on tradi-
tional values and norms. Authority in this view presents a rich mix of
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resonant themes in which the notions of family, nation, duty, self-re-
liance, and standards often add up to a warmed-over dish of Parsonian
consensus and cultural reproduction. In educational terms, school
knowledge is reduced to an unproblematic selection from the dominant
traditions of “Western” culture. Rather than viewing culture as a terrain
of competing knowledge and practice, conservatives frame “culture”
within the axis of historical certainty and present it as a storehouse of
treasured goods constituted as canon and ready to be passed “down” to
deserving students.® Not surprisingly, pedagogy in this instance is often
reduced to the process of transmitting a given body of knowledge with
student learning squarely situated in “mastering” the “basics” and ap-
propriate standards of behavior.

If the new conservatives view authority as a positive and inherently
traditional set of values and practices, leftist educators almost without
exception have taken the opposite position. In this view, authority is fre-
quently associated with an unprincipled authoritarianism while free-
dom is something that is defined as an escape from authority in general.
Authority within this perspective is generally seen as synonymous with
the logic of domination. This position has been endlessly repeated in
radical critiques in which schools are often portrayed as factories, pris-
ons, or warehouses for the oppressed. While there is a strong element of
truth in the notion that schools contribute to the reproduction of the
status quo, with all of its characteristic inequalities, it is nevertheless in-
accurate to argue that schools are merely agencies of domination and
reproduction. Missing from this discourse is any understanding of how
authority might be used in the interests of an emancipatory pedagogy.
The agony of this position is that it has prevented radical educators from
appropriating a view of authority that provides the basis for a program-
matic discourse within schools. One consequence of this position is that
the Left is bereft of a view of authority that allows for the development of
a theoretical strategy through which popular forces might wage a politi-
cal struggle within schools in order to accumulate power and to shape
school policy in their own interests. The irony of this position is that the
Left’s politics of skepticism translates into an anti-utopian, overbur-
dened discourse that undermines the possibility of any type of program-
matic political action.”

Liberal theorists in education have provided the most dialectical view
of the relationship between authority and education. This tradition is
exemplified by Kenneth D. Benne, who has not only argued for a dialec-
tical view of authority, but has also attempted to display its relevance for
a critical pedagogy. Benne first defines authority as “a function of con-
crete human situations in which a person or group, fulfilling some pur-
pose, project, or need, requires guidance or direction from a source out-
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side himself or itself. . . . Any such operating relationship—a triadic rela-
tionship between subject(s), bearer(s), and field(s)—is an authority rela-
tionship.”® He elaborates on this general definition by insisting that the
basis for specific forms of authority can be respectively found in sepa-
rate appeals to the logic of rules, the knowledgeability of expertise, and
the ethics of democratic community. Benne then makes a strong case
for grounding educational authority in the ethical practices of a com-
munity that takes democracy seriously. He simultaneously points out
the strengths and weaknesses of forms of authority based on either rules
or expertise, and rightly argues that the highest forms of authority are
rooted in the morality of democratic community. Benne’s article is im-
portant not only because it provides a working definition of authority
but also because it points to ways in which the latter can be useful in de-
veloping a more humane and critical pedagogy. At the same time, it il-
lustrates some weaknesses endemic to liberal theory that need to be
overcome if the concept of authority is to be reconstructed in the inter-
ests of an emancipatory pedagogy.

First, while Benne makes an appeal to the ethics and imperatives of a
democratic community, he exhibits an inadequate understanding of
how power is asymmetrically distributed within and between different
communities. Because of his failure to explore this issue, he is unable to
illuminate how the material and ideological grounding of domination
works against the notion of authentic community through forms of au-
thority that actively produce and sustain relations of oppression and
suffering. In other words, Benne posits a formal dialectical theory of au-
thority that, in the final instance, remains removed from the lived social
practices of students. As a consequence, we get no sense of how author-
ity functions as a specific practice within schools shaped by the histori-
cal realities of social class, race, gender, and other powerful socioeco-
nomic forces that sometimes prevent authentic forms of authority from
emerging within public education. Simply put, Benne’s analysis repro-
duces the shortcomings of liberal theory in general; that is, he unduly
emphasizes the positive aspects of authority and in doing so ends up ig-
noring those “messy webs” of social relations that embody forms of
struggle and contestation. By refusing to acknowledge relations of dom-
ination and resistance, Benne presents a view of authority that appears
abstract and disconnected from the struggles that define schools in their
particular historical locations and specificity. We are left with a notion of
authority trapped in the reified realm of abstract formalities.

Second, Benne provides us with little understanding of how educa-
tional authority can be linked to the collective struggles of teachers both
within and outside of schools. His attempt to link authority to the notion
of community neither informs us as to how teachers should organize in
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the interests of such a community, nor provides any referents for indi-
cating what particular kinds of community and forms of subjectivity are
worth fighting for.

In the end what most conservative, radical, and liberal educational dis-
courses manage to establish are either reactionary or incomplete ap-
proaches to developing a dialectical view of authority and schooling.
Conservatives celebrate authority, linking it to popular expressions of
everyday life, but in doing so they express and support reactionary and
undemocratic interests. On the other hand, radical educators tend to
equate authority with forms of domination or the loss of freedom and
consequently fail to develop a conceptual category for constructing a
programmatic language of hope and struggle. To their credit, they do
manage to provide a language of critique that investigates in concrete
terms how school authority promotes specific forms of oppression. Lib-
erals, in general, provide the most dialectical view of authority but fail to
apply it in a concrete way so as to interrogate the dynamics of domina-
tion and freedom as they are expressed within the asymmetrical relations
of power and privilege that characterize various aspects of school life.

It is at this point that I want to move to a more programmatic dis-
course on authority. In doing so, I want to appropriate the most progres-
sive elements in a theory of authority from the political traditions I have
discussed above. At the same time, | want to construct a rationale and
new problematic for making an emancipatory view of authority a cen-
tral category in the development of a critical theory of schooling.

Authority and Schooling: A Rationale

It is important for educators to develop a dialectical view of authority for
anumber of reasons. First, the issue of authority serves as both the refer-
ent and the ideal for public schooling. That is, as a form of legitimation
and practice necessary to the ongoing ideological and material produc-
tion and renewal of society, the concept of authority provokes educators
to take a critically pragmatic stance regarding the purpose and function
that schooling is to play in any given society. As a form of legitimation,
authority is inextricably related to a particular vision of what schools
should be as part of a wider community and society. In other words, au-
thority makes both visible and problematic the presuppositions that
give meaning to the officially sanctioned discourses and values that le-
gitimate what Foucault has called particular “material, historical condi-
tions of possibility [along with] their governing systems of order, appro-
priation, and exclusion.”®

Second, the concept of authority raises issues about the ethical and
political basis of schooling. That is, it calls into serious question the role
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that school administrators and teachers play as intellectuals in both
elaborating and implementing their particular views of rationality; in
other words, such a concept defines what school authority means as a
particular set of ideas and practice within a historically defined context.
In short, the category of authority reinserts into the language of school-
ing the primacy of the political. It does so by highlighting the social and
political function that educators serve in elaborating and enforcing a
particular view of school authority.

Third, the concept of authority provides the theoretical leverage to an-
alyze the relationship between domination and power by both raising
and analyzing the difference between the shared meanings that teachers
elaborate in order to justify their view of authority and the effects of
their actions at the level of actualized pedagogical practice. In this case,
authority provides both the referent and the critique against which to
analyze the difference between the legitimating claims for a particular
form of authority and the way such a claim is actually expressed in daily
classroom life.

Educational theorists such as Nyberg and Farber, Tozer, and others
have rightly argued that the relationship between authority and democ-
racy needs to be made clear if schools are to play a fundamental role in
advancing the discourse of freedom and critical citizenship.1® In what
follows, I want to advance and expand the logic of this argument within
the parameters of the rationale I presented above, but in doing so, T am
going to move from a rather general interrogation of the value of author-
ity to a more specific and committed plea. In other words, I will argue
that the concept of authority is fundamental for developing a radical
theory of schooling and for contributing to what I call the education of
teachers as transformative intellectuals and the development of schools
as democratic public spheres.

If the concept of authority is to provide a legitimating basis for re-
thinking the purpose and meaning of public education and radical ped-
agogy, it must be rooted in a view of community life in which the moral
quality of everyday existence is linked to the essence of democracy.!t
Authority in this view becomes a mediating referent for the ideal of
democracy and its expression as a set of educational practices designed
to empower students to be critical and active citizens. That is, the pur-
pose of schooling now becomes fashioned around two central ques-
tions: What kind of society do educators want to live in and what kind of
teachers and pedagogy can be both informed and legitimated by a view
of authority that takes democracy and citizenship seriously? Such a view
of authority points to a theory of democracy that includes the principles
of representative democracy, workers’ democracy, and civil and human
rights. It is, in Benjamin Barber’s terms, a view of authority rooted in
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“strong democracy,” and is characterized by a citizenry capable of gen-
uine public thinking, political judgment, and social action.!2 Such a view
of authority endorses a concept of the citizen not as a simple bearer of
abstract rights, privileges, and immunities but rather as a member of
any one of a diverse number of public spheres that provide a sense of
communal vision and civic courage. Sheldon Wolin is worth quoting at
length on this issue:

A political being is not to be defined as . . . an abstract, disconnected bearer
of rights, privileges, and immunities, but as a person whose existence is lo-
cated in a particular place and draws its sustenance from a circumscribed
set of relationships: family, friends, church, neighborhood, workplace,
community, town, city, These relationships are the sources from which po-
litical beings draw power—symbolic, material, and psychological-—and
that enable them to act together. For true political power involves not only
acting so as to effect decisive changes; it also means the capacity to receive
power, to be acted upon, to change, and be changed. From a democratic
perspective, power is not simply force that is generated; it is experience,
sensibility, wisdom, even melancholy, distilled from the diverse relations
and circles we move within,13

The notion of authority is important, in Wolin's case, because it con-
nects the purpose of schooling to the imperatives of a critical democ-
racy and provides a basis from which to argue for schools as democratic
public spheres. That is, schools can now be understood and con-
structed within a model of authority that legitimates them as places
where students learn and collectively struggle for the economic, politi-
cal, and social preconditions that make individual freedom and social
empowerment possible. Within this emancipatory model of authority, a
discourse can be fashioned in which educators can struggle against the
exercise of authority often used by conservatives to link the purpose of
schooling to a truncated view of patriotism and patriarchy that func-
tions as a veil for a suffocating chauvinism. In its emancipatory model,
authority exists as a terrain of struggle and as such reveals the dialecti-
cal nature of its interests and possibilities; moreover, it provides the
basis for viewing schools as democratic public spheres within an ongo-
ing wider movement and struggle for democracy. For radical educators
and others working in oppositional social movements, the dominant
meaning of authority must be redefined to include the concepts of free-
dom, equality, and democracy.}* Furthermore, the more specific con-
cept of emancipatory authority needs to be seen as the central category
around which to construct a rationale for defining teachers as transfor-
mative intellectuals and teacher work as a form of intellectual practice
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related to the issues, problems, concerns, and experiences of everyday
life.

It is important here to stress the dual nature of the emancipatory
model of authority I have been presenting. On the one hand, this model
provides the basis for linking the purpose of schooling to the impera-
tives of a critical democracy, a position I have already discussed. On the
other hand, it establishes theoretical support for analyzing teaching as a
form of intellectual practice; moreover, it provides the ontological
grounding for teachers who are willing to assume the role of transforma-
tive intellectuals.

The concept of emancipatory authority suggests that teachers are
bearers of critical knowledge, rules, and values through which they con-
sciously articulate and problematize their relationship to each other, to
students, to subject matter, and to the wider community. Such a view of
authority challenges the dominant view of teachers as technicians or
public servants, whose role is primarily to implement rather than con-
ceptualize pedagogical practice. The category of emancipatory author-
ity dignifies teacher work by viewing it as a form of intellectual practice.
Within this discourse, teacher work is viewed as a form of intellectual
labor that interrelates conception and practice, thinking and doing, and
producing and implementing as integrated activities that give teaching
its dialectical meaning. The concept of teacher as intellectual carries
with it the imperative to judge, critique, and reject those approaches to
authority that reinforce a technical and social division of labor that si-
lences and disempowers both teachers and students. In other words,
emancipatory authority establishes as a central principle the need for
teachers and others to critically engage the ideological and practical
conditions that allow them to mediate, legitimate, and function in their
capacity as authority-minded intellectuals.

Emancipatory authority also provides the theoretical scaffolding for
educators to define themselves not simply as intellectuals, but in a more
committed fashion as transformative intellectuals. This means that such
educators are not merely concerned with forms of empowerment that
promote individual achievement and traditional forms of academic suc-
cess. Instead, they are also concerned in their teaching with linking em-
powerment—the ability to think and act critically—to the concept of so-
cial transformation. That is, teaching for social transformation means
educating students to take risks and to struggle within ongoing relations
of power in order to be able to alter the grounds on which life is lived.
Acting as a transformative intellectual means helping students acquire
critical knowledge about basic societal structures, such as the economy,
the state, the work place, and mass culture, so that such institutions can
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be open to potential transformation. Doug White, the Australian educa-
tor, is instructive on this issue:

In the broadest sense it is education—the bringing of knowledge into social
life—which is central to a project which can turn possibilities into actuali-
ties. Radical teachers have not made a mistake in being too radical, but in
not being radical enough. The task is for teachers, with others, to begin a
project in which the forms of social institutions and work are considered
and transformed, so that the notion of culture may come to include the de-
velopment of social structures. The true nature of curriculum . . . is the de-
velopment of that knowledge, thought and practice which is required by
young people to enable them to take part in the production and reproduc-
tion of social life and to come to know the character of these processes. !5

As transformative intellectuals, teachers need to make clear the na-
ture of the appeals to authority they are using to legitimate their peda-
gogical practices. In other words, radical educators need to make clear
the political and moral referents for the authority they assume in teach-
ing particular forms of knowledge, taking a stand against forms of op-
pression, and treating students as if they ought also to be concerned
about the issues of social justice and political action. In my view, the
most important referent for this particular view of authority rests in a
commitment to a form of solidarity that addresses the many instances
of suffering that are a growing and threatening part of everyday life in
America and abroad. Solidarity in this instance embodies a particular
kind of commitment and practice. As a commitment, it suggests, as
Sharon Welch has pointed out, a recognition of and identification with
“the perspective of those people and groups who are marginal and ex-
ploited.”’6 As a form of practice, solidarity represents a break from the
bonds of isolated individuality and the need to engage for and with op-
pressed groups in political struggles that challenge the existing order of
society as being institutionally repressive and unjust. This notion of soli-
darity emerges from an affirmative view of liberation that underscores
the necessity of working collectively alongside the oppressed. It is also
rooted in an acknowledgement that “truth” is an outcome of particular
power struggles that cannot be abstracted from either history or existing
networks of social and political control. This position suggests that one’s
beliefs are always subject to a critical analysis and that the process of
learning how to learn is always contingent on the recognition that one’s
perspective can be superseded. The politics of such a skepticism is
firmly rooted in a view of authority that is not dependent merely on the
logic of epistemological arguments, but is deeply forged in “a creation of
a politics of truth that defines the true as that which liberates and fur-
thers specific processes of liberation.”!7
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Transformative intellectuals then need to begin with a recognition of
those manifestations of suffering that constitute historical memory as
well as the immediate conditions of oppression. The pedagogical ratio-
nality at work here is one that defines radical educators as bearers of
“dangerous memory,” intellectuals who keep alive the memory of
human suffering along with the forms of knowledge and struggles in
which such suffering was shaped and contested. Dangerous memory
has two dimensions: “that of hope and that of suffering . . . it recounts
the history of the marginal, the vanquished, and the oppressed,”!8 and
in doing so posits the need for a new kind of subjectivity and commu-
nity in which the conditions that create such suffering can be elimi-
nated. Michel Foucault describes the political project that is central to
the meaning of dangerous memory as an affirmation of the insurrection
of subjugated knowledges—those forms of historical and popular
knowledge that have been suppressed or ignored, and through which it
becomes possible to discover the ruptural effects of conflict and strug-
gle. Underlying this view of dangerous memory and subjugated knowl-
edge is a logic that provides the basis on which transformative intellec-
tuals can advance both the language of critique and the language of
possibility and hope. Foucault is worth quoting on this issue:

By subjugated knowledges I mean two things: on the one hand, I am refer-
ring to the historical contents that have been buried and disguised . . . blocs
of historical knowledge which were present but disguised within the body
of functionalist and systematising theory and which criticism ... draws
upon and reveals. . .. On the other hand, I believe that by subjugated
knowledges one should understand something else, something which in a
sense is altogether different, namely, a whole set of knowledges that have
been disqualified as inadequate to their task or insufficiently elaborated:
naive knowledges, located low down on the hierarchy, beneath the required
level of cognition of scientificity. I also believe that it is through the re-
emergence of these low-ranking knowledges, these unqualified, even di-
rectly disqualified knowledges . . . which involve what I would call a popu-
lar knowledge . .. a particular, local, regional knowledge ... which is
opposed by everything around it—that is through the re-appearance of this
knowledge, of these local popular knowledges, these disqualified knowl-
edges, that criticism performs its work.1%

I have spent some time developing the rationale that teachers might
use for legitimating a form of authority that both defines and endorses
their role as transformative intellectuals. I believe that it is in this combi-
nation of critique, the reconstruction of the relationship between
knowledge and power, and the commitment to a solidarity with the op-
pressed that the basis exists for a form of emancipatory authority that
can structure the philosophical and political basis for a pedagogy that is
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both empowering and transformative. Of course, developing a legiti-
mating basis for a form of emancipatory authority does not guarantee
that a transformative pedagogy will follow, but it does provide the prin-
ciples for making such a transformative pedagogy possible. Further-
more, it establishes the criteria for organizing curricula and classroom
social relations around goals designed to prepare students to relate, un-
derstand, and value the relation between an existentially lived public
space and their own practical learning. By public space I mean, as Han-
nah Arendt did, a concrete set of learning conditions where people
come together to speak, to dialogue, to share their stories, and to strug-
gle together within social relations that strengthen rather than weaken
the possibility for active citizenship.20

School and classroom practices in this sense can be organized around
forms of learning in which the knowledge and skills acquired serve to
prepare students to later develop and maintain those counterpublic
spheres outside of schools that are so vital for developing webs of soli-
darity in which democracy as a social movement operates as an active
force. Maxine Greene, in her usual eloquent manner, speaks to the need
for educators to create such public spaces in their own classrooms as a
pedagogical precondition for educating students to struggle in an active
democracy.

We need spaces . . . for expression, for freedom.. .. a public space . . . where
living persons can come together in speech and action, each one free to ar-
ticulate a distinctive perspective, all of them granted equal worth. It must
be a space of dialogue, a space where a web of relationships can be woven,
and where a common world can be brought into being and continually re-
newed. . .. There must be a teachable capacity to bring into being ... a
public composed of persons with many voices and many perspectives, out
of whose multiple intelligences may still emerge a durable and worthwhile
common world. If educators can renew their hopes and speak out once
again, if they can empower more persons in the multiple domains of possi-
bility, we shall not have to fear a lack of productivity, a lack of dignity or
standing in the world. We will be in pursuit of the crucial values; we will be
creating our own purposes as we move.2!

Emancipatory Authority and
Practical Learning

Central to developing a critical pedagogy consistent with the principles
of emancipatory authority is the need for radical educators to recon-
struct the relations between knowledge, power, and desire in order to
bring together what James Donald refers to as two often separate strug-
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gles within schools: the changing of circumstances and the changing of
subjectivities.?? In the first case, the central issue that needs to be ex-
plored by educators is identifying the kinds of material and ideological
preconditions that need to exist for schools to become effective. This
issue covers a wide range of concerns such as active parent involvement
in the schools, adequate health care and nutrition for students, high stu-
dent morale, and adequate financial resources.?3 All of these factors rep-
resent resources through which power is exercised and made manifest.
Power in this sense refers to the means of getting things done, and as
Foucault claims, “consists in guiding the possibility of conduct and
putting in order the possible outcome to govern, in this sense, to struc-
ture the possible field of action of others.”24

For teachers, the relationship between authority and power is mani-
fested not only in the degree to which they legitimate and exercise con-
trol over students (a central concern of conservatives), but equally im-
portant through the capacity they possess to influence the conditions
under which they work. T have written on this matter elsewhere and will
not pursue it here in any detail,25 but it is important to stress that unless
teachers have both the authority and the power to organize and shape
the conditions of their work so that they can teach collectively, produce
alternative curricula, and engage in a form of emancipatory politics, any
talk of developing and implementing progressive pedagogy ignores the
reality of what goes on in the daily lives of teachers and is nonsensical.
Simply put, the conditions under which teachers work are currently
overtaxing and demeaning, and need to be restructured so as to both
dignify the nature of their work and allow them to act in a creative and
responsible fashion.

The major issues I will focus on here concern the ways in which teach-
ers can empower their students through what they teach, how they
teach, and the means whereby school knowledge can be made worth-
while and interesting at the same time. Central to both concerns is the
linking of power to knowledge. This raises the issue regarding the kinds
of knowledge educators can provide for students that will empower
them not only to understand and engage the world around them, but
also to exercise the kind of courage needed to change the wider social
reality when necessary.

Radical educators need to begin with a certain amount of clarity re-
garding the kind of curriculum they want to develop at the different lev-
els of schooling. In my mind this should be a curriculum that gives a
central place to the issue of “real” democracy. In developing such a
focus, radical educators must rework those aspects of the traditional
curriculum in which democratic possibilities exist, but in doing so they
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must also exercise an incessant critical analysis of those inherent char-
acteristics that reproduce inequitable social relations. At issue here is
the need for radical educators to recognize that power relations exist in
correlation with forms of school knowledge that both distort the truth
and produce it. Such a consideration not only suggests that any attempt
at developing a curriculum for democratic empowerment must examine
the conditions of knowledge and how such knowledge distorts reality; it
also suggests that radical educators reconstitute the very nature of the
knowledge/power relationship. In doing so, they need to understand
that knowledge does more than distort, it also produces particular forms
of life; it has, as Foucault points out, a productive, positive function.26 It
is this productive function of knowledge that must be appropriated with
a radical intent. It is important to recognize that while radical educators
often refuse, subvert, and, where necessary, critically appropriate domi-
nant forms of knowledge, this does not mean that they should continue
working exclusively within the language of critique. On the contrary, the
major thrust of a critical pedagogy should center around generating
knowledge that presents concrete possibilities for empowering people.
To put it more specifically, a critical pedagogy needs a language of possi-
bility, one that provides the pedagogical basis for teaching democracy
while simultaneously making schooling more democratic.

In general terms, a critical pedagogy needs to focus on what Colin
Fletcher calls themes for democracy and democracy in learning.?” In the
first instance, the curriculum incorporates themes that recognize the ur-
gent problems of adult life. Such knowledge includes not only the basic
skills students will need to work and live in the wider society, but also
knowledge about the social forms through which human beings live, be-
come conscious, and sustain themselves. This includes knowledge
about power and how it works,28 as well as analyses of those practices
such as racism, sexism, and class exploitation that structure and medi-
ate the encounters of everyday life. Of course, the point here is not
merely to denounce such stereotypes but rather to expose and decon-
struct the processes through which these dominant ideological repre-
sentations are produced, legitimated, and circulated in society. In many
respects, the curriculum should be built on knowledge that starts with
the problems and needs of students. It must, however, be so designed
that it can provide the basis for a critique of dominant forms of knowl-
edge. Finally, such a curriculum should provide students with a lan-
guage through which they can analyze their own lived relations and ex-
periences in a manner that is both affirmative and critical. R. W. Connell
and his associates in Australia provide a clear analysis of the theoretical
elements that characterize this type of curriculum in their formulation
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of the kinds of knowledge that should be taught to empower working-
class children. They write:

It proposes that working-class kids get access to formal knowledge via
learning which begins with their own experience and the circumstances
which shape it, but does not stop there. This approach neither accepts the
existing organization of academic knowledge nor simply inverts it. It draws
on existing school knowledge and on what working-class people already
know, and organizes this selection of information around problems such as
economic survival and collective action, handling the disruption of house-
holds by unemployment, responding to the impact of new technology,
managing problems of personal identity and association, understanding
how schools work and why.?

A curriculum based on an emancipatory notion of authority is one in
which the particular forms of life, culture, and interaction that students
bring to school are honored in such a way that students can begin to
view such knowledge in both a critical and a useful way. All too often
students from the working class and other subordinate groups react to
dominant school knowledge and ideas as if they were weapons being
used against them. On the other hand, curricula developed as part of a
radical pedagogy privilege subordinate knowledge forms and recon-
struct classroom life as an arena for new forms of sociality. That is, in-
stead of a stress on the individualistic and competitive approaches to
learning, students are encouraged to work together on projects, both in
terms of their production and in terms of their evaluation. This suggests
that students must learn within social forms that allow them to exercise
a degree of self-consciousness about their own interactions as class,
gendered, racial, and ethnic subjects. In addition to analyzing problems
and issues that apply to the immediate contexts of students’ lives, a rad-
ical pedagogy needs to critically appropriate forms of knowledge that
exist outside the immediate experience of students’ lives in order to
broaden their sense of understanding and possibility. This means that
students need to learn and appropriate other codes of experience as
well as other discourses in time and place that extend their horizons
while constantly pushing them to test what it means to resist oppres-
sion, work collectively, and exercise authority from the position of an
ever-developing sense of knowledge, expertise, and commitment. It also
means providing the pedagogical conditions for raising new wants,
needs, and ambitions, and real hope, but always in a context that makes
such hope realizable.

Giving students the opportunity to learn by understanding the media-
tions and social forms that shape their own experiences is important not
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merely because this provides them with a critical way to understand the
familiar terrain of everyday practical life. It is also part of a pedagogical
strategy that attempts to both recover and engage the experiences that
students exhibit so as to understand how such experiences have been
accomplished and legitimated within specific social and historical con-
ditions. I want to stress that the issue of student experience must be
seen as central to a critical pedagogy. It is essential that radical educa-
tors understand how student experience is both constructed and en-
gaged, because it is through such experiences that students produce ac-
counts of who they are and constitute themselves as particular
individuals. Student experience is the stuff of culture, agency, and self-
production and must play a definitive role in any emancipatory curricu-
lum. It is therefore imperative that radical educators learn how to under-
stand, legitimate, and interrogate such experience. This means not only
understanding the cultural and social forms through which students
learn how to define themselves, but also learning how to critically en-
gage such experiences in a way that refuses to disconfirm them or ren-
der them illegitimate. Knowledge has first of all to be made meaningful
to students before it can be made critical. It never speaks for itself, but
rather is constantly mediated through the ideological and cultural expe-
riences that students bring to the classroom. To ignore such experiences
is to deny the grounds on which students learn, speak, and imagine. Ju-
dith Williamson puts this issue as well as anyone:

Walter Benjamin has said that the best ideas are no use if they do not make
something useful of the person who holds them; on an even simpler level, I
would add that the best ideas don't even exist if there isn't anyone to hold
them. If we cannot get the “radical curriculum” across, or arouse the neces-
sary interest in the “basic skills,” there is no point to them. But in any case,
which do we ultimately care more about: our ideas, or the child/student we
are trying to teach them 10?30

Students cannot learn “usefully” unless teachers develop an under-
standing of the various ways in which subjectivities are constituted
through different social domains. At stake here is the need for teachers
to understand how experiences produced in the various domains and
layers of everyday life give rise to the different “voices” students use to
give meaning to their own worlds and, consequently, to their own exis-
tence in the larger society. Unless educators address the question of how
aspects of the social are experienced, mediated, and produced by stu-
dents, it will be difficult for radical educators to tap into the drives, emo-
tions, and interests that give subjectivity its own unique “voice” and pro-
vide the momentum for learning itself.
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Emancipatory Authority, Teachers,
and Social Movements

I want to conclude this article by arguing that teachers who want to
function as transformative intellectuals who legitimate their role
through an emancipatory form of authority will have to do more than
gain further control of their working conditions and teach critical peda-
gogy. They will have to open up every aspect of formal education to ac-
tive, popular contestation and to other front line-groups and con-
stituencies. This includes community members, parents, support staff,
youth-advocacy groups, and others with vital interests in the schools.
There are a number of reasons for arguing this position. First, it is im-
possible to argue for schools as democratic, counterpublic spheres if
such institutions narrowly define and exclude various community
groups from talking about educational concerns. Second, any notion of
educational reform along with its reconstructed view of authority and
pedagogy needs to focus on the institutional arrangements that struc-
ture and mediate the role of schooling in the wider society. Reforms that
limit their focus to specific school problems or the politics of instruction
ignore the ways in which public education is shaped, bent, and moved
by wider economic, political, and social concerns. Third, radical educa-
tors need to make alliances with other progressive social movements in
an effort to create public spheres where the discourse of democracy can
be debated and where the issues that arise in such a context can be col-
lectively acted on, in a political fashion if necessary.

Teachers must be willing and prepared to make their schools more re-
sponsive to the wider community. In doing so, they will have to redefine
the role and nature of authority as it is currently constituted around the
ideology of professionalism, an ideology that is largely shaped by
unions, which often define themselves in opposition to wider school
constituencies and community demands. As it stands, teachers tend to
legitimate their roles as professionals through appeals to knowledge and
expertise that is highly exclusionary and undemocratic. Professionalism
as it is presently defined has little to do with democracy as a social
movement. By creating active, organic links with the community, teach-
ers can open their schools to the diverse resources offered by the com-
munity. In doing so, they can give the schools access to those commu-
nity traditions, histories, and cultures that are often submerged or
discredited within the dominant school culture. It is an unfortunate tru-
ism that when communities are ignored by the schools, students find
themselves situated in institutions that deny them a voice. As Ann Bas-
tion and her colleagues argue:
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School isolation works to deny students a link between what they learn in
the classroom and the environment they function in outside the school.
The lack of relevance and integration is particularly acute for minority and
disadvantaged students, whose social and cultural background is not re-
flected, or is negatively reflected, in standard curricula based on a white,
middle-class mainstream and on elitist structures of achievement. Isola-
tion also denies communities the integrative and empowering capacities of
the school as a community institution. Isolation denies schools the energy,
resources, and, ultimately, the sympathies of community members.?!

Community involvement in the schools can help to foster the neces-
sary conditions for a constructive, ongoing debate over the goals, meth-
ods, and services that schools actually provide for students in specific
localities. Moreover, it is essential that teachers take an active role in or-
ganizing with parents and others in their communities in order to re-
move political power from the hands of those political and economic
groups and institutions who exercise an inordinate and sometimes
damaging influence on school policy and curriculum.32

If radical educators are going to have any significant effect on the un-
equal economic, political, and social arrangements that plague schools
and the wider society, they have no choice but to actively engage in the
struggle for democracy with groups outside of their classrooms. Martin
Carnoy reinforces this point by arguing that democracy has not been
created by intellectuals acting within the confines of their classrooms.

Democracy has been developed by social movements, and those intellectu-
als and educators who were able to implement democratic reforms in edu-
cation did so in part through appeals to such movements. If the working
people, minorities, and women who have formed the social movements
pressing for greater democracy in our society cannot be mobilized behind
equality in education, with the increased public spending that this requires,
there is absolutely no possibility that equality in education will be imple-
mented.3?

Teachers need to define themselves as transformative intellectuals
who act as radical teachers and educators. Radical teacher as a category
defines the pedagogical and political role teachers have within the
schools while the notion of radical education speaks to a wider sphere of
intervention in which the same concern with authority, knowledge,
power, and democracy redefines and broadens the political nature of
their pedagogical task, which is to teach, learn, listen, and mobilize in
the interest of a more just and equitable social order. By linking school-
ing to wider social movements, teachers can begin to redefine the na-
ture and importance of pedagogical struggle and in doing so provide the
basis to fight for forms of emancipatory authority as a foundation for the
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establishment of freedom and justice. Nyberg and Farber have per-
formed a theoretical service in raising the importance of authority for
educators. The next task is to organize and struggle for the promise
emancipatory authority offers to the schools, the community, and the
wider society as a whole.
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Radical Pedagogy and the
Politics of Student Voice

WITHIN THE LAST DECADE, PUBLIC schooling in the United
States has been criticized quite strongly by both radical and conserva-
tive critics. Central to both positions has been a concern with what has
been called the reproductive theory of schooling. According to the re-
productive thesis, schools are not to be valued in the traditional sense as
public spheres engaged in teaching students the knowledge and skills of
democracy. On the contrary, schools are to be viewed in more instru-
mental terms and should be measured against the need to reproduce
the values, social practices, and skills needed for the dominant corpo-
rate order, Of course, conservative and radical critics have taken oppos-
ing positions regarding the significance of schooling as a reproductive
public sphere. For conservatives, schools have strayed too far from the
logic of capital, and because of this, are now held responsible for the
econoniic recession of the 1970s, the loss of foreign markets to interna-
tional competitors, and the shortage of trained workers for an increas-
ingly complex technological economy. Conservatives have further ar-
gued that schools need to reform their curricula in order to serve the
corporate interests of the dominant society more faithfully.! Underlying
this theoretical shorthand is the demand that schools place a greater
emphasis on character formation, basic skills, and corporate needs.
Radical educators, on the other hand, have used the reproductive the-
sis to criticize the role that schools play in American society. In general
terms, they have argued that schools are “reproductive” in that they pro-
vide different classes and social groups with forms of knowledge, skills,
and culture that not only legitimate the dominant culture but also track
students into a labor force differentiated by gender, racial, and class
considerations.2
Despite their differences, both radicals and conservatives alike have
abandoned the Deweyian vision of public schools as democratic
spheres, as places where the skills of democracy can be practised, de-
bated, and analyzed. Similarly, both share a disturbing indifference to

119
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the ways in which students mediate and express their sense of place,
time, and history and their contradictory, uncertain, and incomplete in-
teractions with each other and with the dynamics of schooling. In other
words, both radical and conservative ideologies generally fail to engage
the politics of voice and representation—the forms of narrative and dia-
logue—around which students make sense of their lives and schools.
While this is an understandable position for conservatives or for those
whose logic of instrumentalism and social control is at odds with an
emancipatory notion of human agency, it represents a serious theoreti-
cal and political failing on the part of radical educators.

This failing is evident in a number of areas. First, radical education
theory has abandoned the language of possibility for the language of cri-
tique. That is, in viewing schools as primarily reproductive sites, it has
not been able to develop a theory of schooling that offers the possibility
for counterhegemonic struggle and ideological battle. Within this dis-
course, schools, teachers, and students have been written off as mere
extensions of the logic of capital. Instead of viewing schools as sites of
contestation and conflict, radical educators often provide us with a sim-
plified version of domination that seems to suggest that the only politi-
cal alternative to the current role that schools play in the wider society is
to abandon them altogether. Since they view schools as ideologically
and politically overburdened by the dominant society, they find unprob-
lematic the moral and political necessity of developing a programmatic
discourse for working within them. Thus, the role that teachers, stu-
dents, parents, and community people might play in waging a political
battle in the public schools is rarely explored as a possibility. One conse-
quence is that the primacy of the political in this project turns in on it-
self and the defeatist logic of capitalist domination is accepted as the
basis for a “radical” theory of schooling.

Second, in their failure to develop an educational theory that posits
real alternatives within schools, radical educators remain politically
powerless to combat the conservative forces which have adroitly ex-
ploited and appropriated popular concerns over public education. In
other words, the educational Left not only misrepresents the nature of
school life and the degree to which schools do not merely ape the logic
of corporate interests; it also unwittingly reinforces the conservative
thrust to fashion schools in their own ideological terms. In short, radical
educators have failed to develop a language that engages schools as sites
of possibility, that is, as places where students can be educated to take
their places in society from a position of empowerment rather than from
a position of ideological and economic subordination.

The major problem that [ want to inquire into in this essay is one that
is central to any legitimate notion of radical pedagogy—that is, how to
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develop a radical pedagogy that acknowledges the spaces, tensions, and
possibilities for struggle within the day-to-day workings of schools. Un-
derlying this problematic is the need to generate a set of categories that
not only provides new modes of critical interrogation but also points to
alternative strategies and modes of practice around which a radical ped-
agogy can be realized.

The basis for such a task lies at the outset in redefining the concept of
power with respect to everyday experience and the construction of
classroom pedagogy and student voice. For radical educators, power has
to be understood as a concrete set of practices that produces social
forms through which different experiences and modes of subjectivities
are constructed. Power, in this sense, includes but goes beyond the call
for institutional change or for the distribution of political and economic
resources; it also signifies a level of conflict and struggle that plays itself
out around the exchange of discourse and the lived experiences that
such discourse produces, mediates, and legitimates.

Another major assumption here is that discourse is both a medium
and a product of power. In this sense, discourse is intimately connected
with those ideological and material forces out of which individuals and
groups fashion a “voice.” As Bakhtin (1981) puts it:

Language is not a neutral medium that passes freely and easily into the pri-
vate property of the speaker’s intentions; it is populated—overpopulated—
with the intentions of others. Expropriating it, forcing it to submit to one’s
own intentions and accents, is a difficult and complicated process. (p. 249)

If language is inseparable from lived experience and from how people
create a distinctive voice, it is also connected to an intense struggle
among different groups over what will count as meaningful and whose
cultural capital will prevail in legitimating particular ways of life. Within
schools, discourse produces and legitimates configurations of time,
space, and narrative, placing particular renderings of ideology, behavior,
and the representation of everyday life in a privileged perspective. As a
“technology of power,” discourse is given concrete expression in the
forms of knowledge that constitute the formal curriculum as well as in
the structuring of classroom social relations that constitute the hidden
curriculum of schooling. Needless to say, these pedagogical practices
and forms are “read” in different ways by teachers and students.

The importance of the relationship between power and discourse for
a radical pedagogy is that it provides a theoretical grounding for interro-
gating the issue of how ideology is inscribed in those forms of educa-
tional discourse through which school experiences and practices are or-
dered and constituted. Moreover, it points to the necessity of accounting
theoretically for the ways in which language, ideology, history, and expe-
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rience come together to produce, define, and constrain particular forms
of teacher-student practice. The value of this approach is that it refuses
to remain trapped in modes of analysis that examine student voice and
pedagogical experience from the perspective of the reproductive thesis.
That is, power and discourse are now investigated not merely as the sin-
gle echo of the logic of capital, but as a polyphony of voices mediated
within different layers of reality shaped through an interaction of domi-
nant and subordinate forms of power. By recognizing and interrogating
the different layers of meaning and struggle that make up the terrain of
schooling, radical educators can fashion not only a language of critique
but also a language of possibility. The remainder of this essay will engage
that task. First I will critically analyze the two major discourses of main-
stream educational theory. At the risk of undue simplification, these are
characterized as conservative and liberal pedagogical discourses. Then I
will attempt to develop a discourse appropriate for a radical pedagogy,
one that draws heavily upon the works of Paulo Freire and Mikhail
Bakhtin.

Conservative Discourse
and Educational Practice

Schooling and Positive Knowledge

Conservative educational discourse often presents a view of culture and
knowledge in which both are treated as part of a storehouse of artifacts
constituted as canon. While this discourse has a number of characteris-
tic expressions, its most recent theoretical defence can be found in Moy-
timer J. Adler’s The Paideia Proposal. Adler calls for the schools to imple-
ment a core course of subjects in all 12 years of public schooling. His
appeal is to forms of pedagogy that enable students to master skills and
specific forms of understanding with respect to predetermined forms of
knowledge. In this view, knowledge appears beyond the reach of critical
interrogation except at the level of immediate application. In other
words, there is no mention of how such knowledge is chosen, whose in-
terests it represents, or why students might be interested in acquiring it.
In fact, students in this perspective are characterized as a unitary body
removed from the ideological and material forces that construct their
subjectivities, interests, and concerns in diverse and multiple ways.

I would argue that the concept of difference in this approach becomes
the negative apparition of the “other.” This is particularly clear in Adler’s
case since he dismisses social and cultural differences among students
with the simplistic and reductionistic comment that “despite their man-
ifold individual differences the children are all the same in their human
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nature” (1982, p. 42). In this view, a predetermined and hierarchically
arranged body of knowledge is taken as the cultural currency to be dis-
pensed to all children regardless of their diversity and interests. Equally
important is the fact that the acquisition of such knowledge becomes
the structuring principle around which the school curriculum is orga-
nized and particular classroom social relations legitimated. It is worth
noting that it is exclusively an appeal to school knowledge that consti-
tutes the measure and worth of what defines the learning experience.
That is, the value of both teacher and student experience is premised on
the transmission and inculcation of what can be termed “positive
knowledge.” Consequently, it is in the distribution, management, mea-
surement, and legitimation of such knowledge that this type of peda-
gogy invests its energies. Phil Cusick (1983) comments in his ethno-
graphic study of three urban secondary schools on the problematic
nature of legitimating and organizing school practices around the no-
tion of “positive knowledge”:

By positive knowledge I mean that which is generally accepted as having an
empirical or traditional base. . . . The assumption that the acquisition of
positive knowledge can be made interesting and appealing in part under-
lies the laws that compel everyone to attend school, at least until their mid
teens. . . . The conventional assumption would have it that the curriculum
of a school exists as a body of knowledge, agreed upon by staff and ap-
proved by the general community and by district authorities who have
some expertise, and that it reflects the best thinking about what young peo-
ple need to succeed in our society. But I did not find that. (pp. 25, 71)

What Cusick did find was that school knowledge organized in these
terms was not compelling enough to interest many of the students he
observed. Moreover, educators locked into this perspective responded
to student disinterest, violence, and resistance by shifting their con-
cerns—from actually teaching positive knowledge to maintaining order
and control, or as they put it, “keeping the lid on.” Cusick is worth quot-
ing at length:

Not only did the administrators spend their time on those matters [admin-
istration and control}, they also tended to evaluate other elements, such as
the performance of teachers, according to their ability to maintain order.
They tended to arrange other elements of the school according to how they
contributed or failed to contribute to the maintenance of order. The out-
standing example of that was the implementation in both urban schools of
the five-by-five day, wherein the students were brought in early in the
morning, given five periods of instruction with a few minutes in between
and a fifteen-minute mid-morning break, and released before one o’clock.
There were no free periods, study halls, cafeteria sessions, or assemblies.
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No occasions were allowed in which violence could occur. The importance
of maintaining order in those public secondary schools could not be un-
derestimated. (p. 108)

Within this form of pedagogical practice, student voice is reduced to the
immediacy of its performance, existing as something to be measured,
administered, registered, and controlled. Its distinctiveness, its disjunc-
tions, its lived quality are all dissolved under an ideology of control and
management. In the name of efficiency, the resources and wealth of stu-
dent life histories are generally ignored. A major problem with this per-
spective is that the celebration of positive knowledge does not guaran-
tee that students will have any interest in the pedagogical practices it
produces, especially since such knowledge appears to have little con-
nection to the everyday experiences of the students themselves. Teach-
ers who structure classroom experiences out of this discourse generally
face enormous problems in the public schools, especially those in urban
centres. Boredom and/or disruption appear to be primary products. To
some extent, of course, teachers who rely upon classroom practices that
exhibit a disrespect for students are themselves victims of labor condi-
tions that virtually make it impossible for them to teach as critical edu-
cators. At the same time, these conditions are determined by dominant
interests and by discourses that provide the ideological legitimation for
promoting hegemonic classroom practices. In short, such practices not
only involve symbolic violence against students by devaluing the cul-
tural capital which they possess, they also tend to restrict teachers to
pedagogical models that legitimate their role as white collar clerks. Un-
fortunately, the notion of teachers as clerks is part of a long tradition of
management models of pedagogy and administration that has domi-
nated American public education.

Needless to say, conservative educational discourse is not all of one
piece; there is another position within this perspective that does not ig-
nore the relationship between knowledge and student experience. It is
to this position that I will now turn.

Schooling and the Ideology of Positive Thinking

In another important variation of conservative educational theory, the
analysis and meaning of experience shift from a preoccupation with
transmitting positive knowledge to developing forms of pedagogy that
recognize and appropriate cultural traditions and experiences that dif-
ferent students bring to the school setting. The theoretical cornerstone
of this position is developed around a modified view of the concept of
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culture. That is, the static notion of culture as a storehouse of traditional
knowledge and skills is replaced here by a more anthropological ap-
proach.

In its revised form, culture is viewed as a form of production, specifi-
cally, as the ways in which human beings make sense of their lives, feel-
ings, beliefs, thoughts, and the wider society. Within this approach, the
notion of difference is stripped of its “otherness” and accommodated to
the logic of a “polite civic humanism” (Corrigan, 1985, p. 7). Difference
no longer symbolizes the threat of disruption. On the contrary, it now
signals an invitation for diverse cultural groups to join hands under the
democratic banner of an integrative pluralism. The specific ideology
that defines the relation between difference and pluralism is central to
this version of conservative educational thought in that it legitimates
the idea that in spite of differences manifested around race, ethnicity,
language, values, and life styles, there is an underlying equality among
different cultural groups that allegedly disavows that any one of them is
privileged. At work here is an attempt to subsume the notion of differ-
ence within a discourse and set of practices that promote harmony,
equality, and respect within and between diverse cultural groups.

This is not meant to suggest that conflict is ignored in this approach; I
am not suggesting that the social and political antagonisms that charac-
terize the relationship between different cultural groups and the larger
society are altogether denied. On the contrary, such problems are gener-
ally recognized but as issues to be discussed and overcome in the inter-
est of creating a “happy and cooperative class,” which will hopefully play
a fundamental role in bringing about a “happy and cooperative world”
(Jeffcoate, 1979, p. 122). Within this context, cultural representations of
difference as conflict and tension only become pedagogically workable
within a language of unity and cooperation that legitimates a false and
particularly “cheery” view of Western civilization. Consequently, the
concept of difference turns into its opposite, for difference now be-
comes meaningful as something to be resolved within relevant forms of
exchange and class discussions. Lost here is a respect for the autonomy
of different cultural logics and any understanding of how such logics op-
erate within asymmetrical relations of power and domination. In other
words, the equality that is associated with different forms of culture
serves to displace political considerations regarding the ways in which
dominant and subordinate groups interact and struggle both in and
outside the schools.

The pedagogical practices deriving from this notion of difference and
cultural diversity are suffused with the language of positive thinking.
This becomes clear in curriculum projects developed around these
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practices. These projects generally structure curriculum problems so as
to include references to the conflicts and tensions that exist among di-
verse groups, but rather than educating students to the ways in which
various groups struggle within relations of power and domination as
these are played out in the larger social arena, they subordinate these is-
sues to pedagogical goals that attempt to foster a mutual respect and
understanding in the interest of national unity. The apologetic nature of
this discourse is evident in the kinds of educational objectives that
structure its classroom practices. The complexity and sweat of social
change are quietly ignored.

In more sophisticated versions, conservative educational theory rec-
ognizes the existence of racial, gender, ethnic, and other types of conflict
among different groups but is more ideologically honest about why they
should not be emphasized in the school curriculum. Appealing to the in-
terests of a “common culture,” this position calls for a pedagogical em-
phasis on the common interests and ideals that characterize the nation.
As one of its spokespersons, Nathan Glazer (1977), puts it, the choice of
what is taught “must be guided . . . by our conception of a desirable soci-
ety, of the relationship between what we select to teach and the ability of
people to achieve such a society and live together in it” (p. 51). What is
troubling with this position is that it lacks any sense of culture as a ter-
rain of struggle; moreover, it does not pay any attention to the relation-
ship between knowledge and power. In fact, underlying Glazer’s state-
ment is a facile egalitarianism that assumes but does not demonstrate
that all groups can actively participate in the development of such a so-
ciety. While appealing to a fictive harmony, his unitary “our” suggests an
unwillingness to either indict or interrogate existing structures of domi-
nation. This harmony is nothing more than an image in the discourse of
those who do not have to suffer the injustices experienced by subordi-
nated groups. In short, this version of conservative educational theory
falls prey to a perspective that idealizes the future while stripping the
present of its deeply rooted contradictions and tensions. This is not
merely the discourse of harmony; it is also a set of interests that refuses
to posit the relations between culture and power as a moral question de-
manding emancipatory political action.

Liberal Discourse and Educational Practice

Liberal discourse in educational theory and practice has a long associa-
tion with various tenets of what has been loosely called progressive edu-
cation in the United States, From John Dewey to the free school move-
ment of the sixties and seventies to the present emphasis on
multiculturalism, there has been a concern with taking the needs and
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the cultural experiences of students as a starting point for developing
relevant forms of pedagogy.? Since it is impossible to analyze in this
essay all of the theoretical twists and turns this movement has taken, I
want to focus exclusively on some of its dominant ideological tenden-
cies and the way in which its discourses structure the experiences of stu-
dents and teachers.

Liberal Theory as the Ideology of Deprivation

In its most common-sense form, liberal educational theory favors a no-
tion of experience that is equated either with “fulfilling the needs of
kids” or with developing cordial relations with students so as to be able
to maintain order and control in the school. In many respects, these two
discourses represent different sides of the same educational ideology. In
the ideology of “need fulfillment,” the category of need represents an ab-
sence of a particular set of experiences. In most cases, what educators
determine as missing are either the culturally specific experiences that
school authorities believe students must acquire in order to enrich the
quality of their lives or the fundamental skills that they will “need” in
order to get jobs once they leave school. Underlying this view of experi-
ence is the logic of cultural deprivation theory, which defines education
in terms of cultural enrichment, remediation, and basics.

In this version of liberal pedagogy, there is little recognition that what
is legitimated as privileged school experience often represents the en-
dorsement of a particular way of life, signified as superior by the “re-
venge” that befalls those who do not share its attributes. Specifically, the
experience of the student as “other” is cast as deviant, underprivileged,
or “uncultured.” Consequently, not only do students bear the sole re-
sponsibility for school failure, but also there is little room for question-
ing the ways in which administrators and teachers actually create and
sustain the problems they attribute to students. This view of students,
particularly of those from subordinate groups, is mirrored by a refusal to
examine the assumptions and pedagogical practices that legitimate
forms of experience embodying the logic of domination. One glaring ex-
ample of this was brought to me by a secondary school teacher in one of
my graduate courses who constantly referred to her working-class stu-
dents as “low life.” In her case, there was no sense of how language was
actively constructing her relations with these students, though I am sure
the message was not lost on them. One practice that sometimes
emerges from this aspect of liberal educational ideology is that of blam-
ing students for their perceived problems while simultaneously humili-
ating them in an effort to get them to participate in classroom activities.
The following incident captures this approach:



128 / Radical Pedagogy and Politics of Student Voice

The teacher, after taking attendance for fifteen minutes, wrote a few
phrases on the board: “Adam and Eve,” “spontaneous generation,” and
“evolution,” and told the students that: “For the next forty minutes you are
to write an essay on how you think the world started, and here are three
possibilities which, you know, we discussed last week. I did this with my
college prep class and they liked it. . .. It will do you good. Teach you to
think for a change, which is something you don’t do often.” (Cusick, 1983, p.
55)

Liberal Theory as the Pedagogy of Cordial Relations

When students refuse to surrender to this type of humiliation, teachers
and school administrators generally face problems of order and control.
One response is to promote a pedagogy of cordial relations. The classic
instance of dealing with students in this approach is to try to keep them
“happy” by either indulging their personal interests through appropri-
ately developed modes of “low status” knowledge or by developing good
rapport with them. Defined as the “other,” students now become objects
of inquiry in the interest of being understood so as to be more easily con-
trolled. The knowledge, for example, used by teachers with these stu-
dents is often drawn from cultural forms identified with class-, race-, and
gender-specific interests. But relevance, in this instance, has little to do
with emancipatory concerns; instead, it translates into pedagogical prac-
tices that attempt to appropriate forms of student and popular culture in
the interests of maintaining social control. Furthermore, it provides a le-
gitimating ideology for forms of class, race, and gender tracking. The
practice of tracking at issue here is developed in its most subtle form
through an endless series of school electives that appear to legitimate the
cultures of subordinated groups while actually incorporating them in a
trivial pedagogical fashion. Thus, working-class girls are “advised” by
guidance teachers to take “Girl Talk” while middle-class students have no
doubts about the importance of taking classes in literary criticism. In the
name of relevance and order, working-class males are encouraged to se-
lect “industrial arts” while their middle-class counterparts take courses
in advanced chemistry. These practices and social forms along with the
divergent interests and pedagogies they produce have been analyzed ex-
tensively elsewhere and need not be repeated here.

Liberal Theory and the Pedagogy of Child Centredness

In its theoretical forms, liberal educational discourse provides a “sup-
portive” view of student experience and culture. Within this perspective,
student experience is defined by the individualizing psychology of “child
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centredness.” Understood as part of a “natural” unfolding process, it is
not tied to the imperatives of rigid disciplinary authority but to the exer-
cise of self-control and self-regulation. The focus of analysis in this dis-
course is the child as a unitary subject, and pedagogical practices are
structured around encouraging “healthy” expression and harmonious
social relations. Central to this problematic is an ideology that equates
freedom with “the bestowal of love” and with what Carl Rogers (1969)
has called “unconditional positive regard” and “emphatic understand-
ing.” The liberal pedagogical canon demands that teachers emphasize
self-directed learning, link knowledge to the personal experiences of
students, and attempt to help students to interact with one anotherin a
positive and harmonious fashion.

How student experiences are developed within this perspective is, of
course, directly related to the larger question of how they are con-
structed and understood within the multiple discourses that embody
and reproduce the social and cultural relations of the larger society. This
issue is not only ignored in liberal views of educational theory; it is ig-
nored in conservative discourses as well. The silence regarding forms of
race, class, and gender discrimination and how these are reproduced in
relations between the schools and the larger social order is what links
conservative and liberal theories of education, constituting, what I call,
the dominant educational discourse. Though I have already criticized
some of the assumptions that inform the dominant educational dis-
courses, | want to elaborate on these before I turn to how a radical peda-
gogy can be fashioned out of a theory of cultural politics.

Dominant Educational Discourse

The dominant educational discourse falls prey to a deeply ingrained
ideological tendency in American education as well as in the main-
stream social sciences to separate culture from relations of power. By
analyzing culture uncritically either as an object of veneration or as a set
of practices that embody the traditions and values of diverse groups,
this view depoliticizes culture. More specifically, there is no attempt to
understand culture as shared and lived principles characteristic of dif-
ferent groups and classes as these emerge within inequitable relations of
power and fields of struggle. Actually, culture remains unexplored as a
particular relation between dominant and subordinate groups, ex-
pressed in antagonistic relations that embody and produce particular
forms of meaning and action. In effect, these discourses exclude the
concepts of “dominant” and “subordinate” culture altogether and by
doing so fail to recognize the effect of wider political and social forces on
all aspects of school organization and everyday classroom life.
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By refusing to acknowledge the relations between culture and power,
the dominant educational discourses fail to understand how schools are
implicated in reproducing oppressive ideologies and social practices.
Rather, they assume that schools can analyze problems faced by differ-
ent cultural groups and that out of such analyses students will develop a
sense of understanding and mutual respect that will in some way influ-
ence the wider society. But schools do more than influence society; they
are also shaped by it. That is, schools are inextricably linked to a larger
set of political and cultural processes and not only reflect the antago-
nisms embodied in such processes but also embody and reproduce
them. This issue becomes clearer in statistical studies that reveal that
“one out of every four students who enrols in ninth grade (in the U.S.)
drops out before high school graduation. Drop out rates for Black stu-
dents are just under twice as great [as those] for White students; those
for Hispanic students are just over twice as great. . .. In 1971, 51 percent
of all White and 50 percent of all Black high school graduates went to
college. In 1981, the rate of young Black high school graduates enrolled
in college had fallen to 40 percent, in October of 1982, it fell to 36 per-
cent” (NCAS, 1985, p. x).

The ideological importance of these statistics is that they point to ide-
ological and material practices that are actively produced within the
day-to-day activities of schooling but originate in the wider society. They
also point to the silence on a number of questions pertaining to how
schools produce class, race, and gender differentiations and the funda-
mental antagonisms that structure them. One issue the statistics point
to is how wider forms of political, economic, social, and ideological
domination and subordination might be invested in the language, texts,
and social practices of the schools as well as in the experiences of the
teachers and students themselves. An equally important concern cen-
tres around the issue of how power in schools is expressed as a set of re-
lations that treats some groups as privileged while disconfirming others.
Some important questions that could be pursued here include: What is
the ideology at work when children are tested in a language they do not
understand? What interests are being sustained by tracking black chil-
dren who have no serious intellectual learning disabilities into classes
for the educable mentally handicapped? What are the ideologies under-
lying practices in urban schools where the drop-out rates are 85 percent
for Native Americans and between 70 and 80 percent for Puerto Rican
students (NCAS, 1985, pp. 10, 14, 16)? The important point iluminated
by these figures is that dominant educational discourses lack not only
an adequate theory of domination but also a critical understanding of
how experience is named, constructed, and legitimated in schools.
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Another major criticism of dominant educational discourses focuses
on the political nature of school language. Defined primarily in techni-
cal terms (mastery) or in terms of its communicative value in developing
dialogue and transmitting information, language is abstracted from its
political and ideological usage. For instance, language is privileged as a
medium for exchanging and presenting knowledge, and, as such, is ab-
stracted from its constitutive role in the struggle of various groups over
different meanings, practices, and readings of the world. Within domi-
nant educational theory, there is no sense of how language practices can
be used to actively silence some students or of how favoring particular
forms of discourse can work to disconfirm the traditions, practices, and
values of subordinate language groups; similarly, there is a failure to
have teachers acquire forms of language literacy that would translate,
pedagogically, into a critical understanding of the structure of language
and a capacity to help students validate and critically engage their own
experience and cultural milieu.

It is not surprising that within dominant educational discourses,
questions of cultural difference are sometimes reduced to a single em-
phasis on the learning and understanding of school knowledge, in par-
ticular, as presented through the form and content of curriculum texts.
Lost here are the ways in which power is invested in institutional and
ideological forces that bear down on and shape social practices of
schooling. There is no clear understanding, for example, of how social
relations operate in schools through the organization of time, space, and
resources, or the way in which different groups experience these rela-
tions via their economic, political, and social locations outside of
schools. Dominant educational theory not only fails to understand
schooling as a cultural process that is inextricably linked to wider social
forces; it also appears incapable of recognizing how teacher and student
resistance may emerge in schools as part of a refusal either to teach or to
accept the dictates of dominant school culture (Giroux, 1983).

In more specific terms, dominant educational discourses fail to ana-
lyze how the school as an agent of social and cultural control is medi-
ated and contested by those whose interests it does not serve. In part,
this is due to a functionalist view of schooling which sees schools as
serving the needs of the dominant society without questioning either
the nature of that society or the effects it has on the daily practices of
schooling itself. The theoretical price paid for this type of functionalism
is high. One consequence is that schools are seen as if they were re-
moved from the tensions and antagonisms that characterize the wider
society. As a result, it becomes impossible to understand schools as sites
of struggle over power and meaning. Furthermore, there is no theoreti-
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cal room in this approach to understand why subordinate groups may
actively resist and deny the dominant culture as it is embodied in vari-
ous aspects of classroom life.

Radical Pedagogy as a Form of Cultural Politics

In this section, I want to develop a perspective that links radical peda-
gogy with a form of cultural politics. In doing so, T want to draw princi-
pally from the works of Paulo Freire and Mikhail Bakhtin and attempt to
construct a theoretical model in which the notions of struggle, student
voice, and critical dialogue are central to the goal of developing an
emancipatory pedagogy.> Bakhtin’s work is important because he views
language usage as an eminently social and political act linked to the
ways individuals define meaning and author their relations to the world
through an ongoing dialogue with others. As the theoretician of differ-
ence, dialogue, and polyphonic voice, Bakhtin rightly emphasizes the
need to understand the ongoing struggle between various groups over
language and meaning as a moral and epistemological imperative. Ac-
cordingly, Bakhtin deepens our understanding of the nature of author-
ship by providing analyses of how people give value to and operate out
of different layers of discourse. He also points to the pedagogical signifi-
cance of critical dialogue as a form of authorship since it provides the
medium and gives meaning to the multiple voices that construct the
“texts” constitutive of everyday life.

Paulo Freire both extends and deepens Bakhtin’s project. Like Bakhtin,
Freire offers the possibility for organizing pedagogical experiences
within social forms and practices that “speak” to developing more criti-
cal and dialogical modes of learning and struggle. But Freire’s theory of
experience is rooted in a view of language and culture that links dia-
logue and meaning to a social project emphasizing the primacy of the
political. In this case, “empowerment” is defined as central to the collec-
tive struggle for a life without oppression and exploitation.

Both authors employ a view of language, dialogue, chronotype, and
difference that rejects a totalizing view of history. Both argue that a criti-
cal pedagogy has to begin with a dialectical celebration of the languages
of critique and possibility—an approach which finds its noblest expres-
sion in a discourse integrating critical analysis with social transforma-
tion. Similarly, both authors provide a pedagogical model that begins
with problems rooted in the concrete experiences of everyday life. In ef-
fect, they provide valuable theoretical models from which radical educa-
tors can selectively draw in to develop an analysis of schools as sites of
conflict actively involved in the production of lived experiences.
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The work of Freire and Bakhtin points to the need to inquire into how
human experiences are produced, contested, and legitimated within
everyday classroom life. The theoretical importance of this analysis is
linked directly to the need for radical educators to fashion a discourse in
which a more comprehensive politics of culture, voice, and experience
can be developed. At issue here is the recognition that schools are his-
torical and structural embodiments of ideological forms of culture; they
signify reality in ways that are often experienced differently and actively
contested by various individuals and groups. Schools, in this sense, are
ideological and political terrains out of which the dominant culture in
part produces its hegemonic “certainties”; but they are also places where
dominant and subordinate voices define and constrain each other, in
battle and exchange, in response to the socio-historical conditions “car-
ried” in the institutional, textual, and lived practices that define school
culture and teacher/student experience. In other words, schools are not
ideologically innocent; nor are they simply reproductive of dominant
social relations and interests. At the same time, schools produce forms
of political and moral regulation intimately connected with the tech-
nologies of power that “produce asymmetries in the abilities of individu-
als and groups to define and realize their needs” (Johnson, 1983, p. 11).
More specifically, schools establish the conditions under which some
individuals and groups define the terms by which others live, resist, af-
firm, and participate in the construction of their own identities and sub-
jectivities. Simon (1987) illuminates quite well some of the important
theoretical considerations that have to be addressed within a radical
pedagogy. He is worth quoting at length on this issue:

Our concern as educators is to develop a way of thinking about the con-
struction and definition of subjectivity within the concrete social forms of
our everyday existence in a way that grasps schooling as a cultural and po-
litical site that [embodies] a project of regulation and transformation. As
educators we are required to take a position on the acceptability of such
forms. We also recognize that while schooling is productive it is not so in
isolation, but in complex relations with other forms organized in other
sites. . . . [Moreover,] in working to reconstruct aspects of schooling [educa-
tors should attempt] to understand how it becomes implicated in the pro-
duction of subjectivities [and] recognize [how] existing social forms legiti-
mate and produce real inequities which serve the interest of some over
others and that a transformative pedagogy is oppositional in intent and is
threatening to some in its practice. (pp. 176-177)

Simon rightly argues that as sites of cultural production schools em-
body representations and practices that construct as well as block the
possibilities for human agency among students. This becomes clearer if
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we recognize that one of the most important elements at work in the
construction of experience and subjectivity in schools is language: lan-
guage intersects with power just as particular linguistic forms structure
and legitimate the ideologies of specific groups. Language is intimately
related to power, and it constitutes the way that teachers and students
define, mediate, and understand their relation to each other and the
larger society.

As Bakhtin has pointed out, language is intimately related to the dy-
namics of authorship and voice.® It is within and through language that
individuals in particular historical contexts shape values into particular
forms and practices. As part of the production of meaning, language
represents a central force in the struggle for voice. Schools are one of the
primary public spheres where, through the influence of authority, resis-
tance and dialogue, language is able to shape the way various individu-
als and groups encode and thereby engage the world. In other words,
schools are places where language projects, imposes, and constructs
particular norms and forms of meaning. In this sense, language does
more than merely present “information”; in actuality, it is used as a basis
both to “instruct” and to produce subjectivities. For Bakhtin, the issue of
language is explored as part of a politics of struggle and representation,
a politics forged in the relations of power pertaining to who decides and
legislates the territory on which discourse is to be defined and negoti-
ated. The driving momentum of voice and of authorship is inseparable
from the relations between individuals and groups. In Bakhtin’s terms,
“the word is a two-sided act. It is determined . . . by those whose word it
is and for whom it is meant. ... A word is territory shared by both ad-
dresser and addressee, by the speaker and his interlocutor” (Volosinov
[Bakhtin}, 1973, pp. 85-86). At issue here is the critical insight that stu-
dent subjectivities are developed across a range of discourses and can
only be understood within a process of social interaction that “pumps
energy from a life situation into the verbal discourse, . . . endowling]
everything linguistically stable with living historical momentum and
uniqueness” (Volosinov [Bakhtin], 1976, p. 106).

With the above theoretical assumptions in mind, | want now to argue
in more specific terms for a radical pedagogy as a form of cultural poli-
tics. In effect, [ want to present the case for constructing this pedagogy
on a critically affirmative language that allows us to understand how
subjectivities are produced; such a pedagogy makes problematic how
teachers and students sustain, or resist, or accommodate those lan-
guages, ideologies, social processes, and myths that position them
within existing relations of power and dependency. Moreover, this peda-
gogy points to the need to develop a theory of politics and culture that
analyzes discourse and voice as a continually shifting balance of re-
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sources and practices in the struggle over specific ways of naming, orga-
nizing, and experiencing social reality. Discourse can be recognized as a
form of cultural production, linking agency and structure through pub-
lic and private representations that are concretely organized and struc-
tured within schools. Furthermore, discourse is understood as a set of
experiences that are lived and suffered by individuals and groups within
specific contexts and settings. Within this perspective, the concept of ex-
perience is linked to the broader issue of how subjectivities are inscribed
within cultural processes that develop with regard to the dynamics of
production, transformation, and struggle. Understood in these terms, a
pedagogy of cultural politics presents a two-fold set of tasks for radical
educators. First, they need to analyze how cultural production is orga-
nized within asymmetrical relations of power in schools. Second, they
need to construct political strategies for participating in social struggles
designed to fight for schools as democratic public spheres.

In order to realize these tasks, it is necessary to assess the political lim-
its and pedagogical potentialities of instances of cultural production
that constitute the various processes of schooling. It is important to note
that I am calling these social processes “instances of cultural produc-
tion” rather than using the dominant leftist concept of reproduction.
While the notion of reproduction points adequately to the various eco-
nomic and political ideologies and interests that are reconstituted
within the relations of schooling, it lacks a comprehensive, theoretical
understanding of how such interests are mediated, worked on, and sub-
jectively produced.

A radical pedagogy that assumes the form of a cultural politics must
examine how cultural processes are produced and transformed within
three particular, though related, fields of discourse. These are: the dis-
course of production, the discourse of text analysis, and the discourse of
lived cultures. Each of these discourses has a history of theoretical devel-
opment in various models of leftist analysis, and each has been sub-
jected to intense discussion and criticism. These need not be repeated
here.” What [ want to do is to look at the potentialities exhibited by these
discourses in their interconnections, particularly as they point to a new
set of categories for developing educational practices that empower
teachers and students to take up emancipatory interests.

Educational Practice and the Discourse of Production

The discourse of production in educational theory has focused on the
ways in which the structural forces outside the immediacy of school life
construct the objective conditions within which schools function. This
strategic framework can provide us with illuminating analyses of the
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state, the workplace, foundations, publishing companies, and other em-
bodiments of political interest that directly or indirectly influence
school policy. Moreover, schools are understoed within a larger network
that allows us to analyze them as historical and social constructions, as
embodiments of social forms that always bear a relationship to the
wider society. A fundamental task of the discourse of production is to
alert teachers to the primacy of identifying practices and interests that
legitimate specific public representations and ways of life. To attempt to
understand the process of schooling without taking into consideration
how these wider forms of production are constructed, manifested, and
contested both in and out of schools is inconceivable within this dis-
course. This becomes obvious, for instance, if we wish to analyze the
ways in which state policy embodies and promotes particular practices
that legitimate and render privileged some forms of knowledge over oth-
ers, or some groups over others.® Equally significant would be an analy-
sis of how dominant educational theory and practice are constructed,
sustained, and circulated outside of schools. For instance, radical edu-
cators need to do more than identify the language and values of corpo-
rate ideologies as they are manifested in school curricula; they also need
to analyze and transform the processes through which they are pro-
duced and circulated. Another important aspect of this approach is that
it points to the way in which labor is objectively constructed; that is, it
provides the basis for an analysis of the conditions under which educa-
tors work and the political importance of these conditions in both limit-
ing and enabling pedagogical practice. This is especially important for
analyzing the critical possibilities that exist for public school teachers
and students to act and be treated as intellectuals, or, to put it in the
words of C. W. Mills, as people who can get “in touch with the realities of
themselves and their world” (1979, p. 370).

I would like to stress, however, that if teachers and students work in
overcrowded conditions, lack time to work collectively in a creative fash-
ion, or are shackled by rules that disempower them, then these condi-
tions of labor have to be understood and addressed as part of the dy-
namics of reform and struggle (Aronowitz & Giroux, 1985). The
discourse of production represents an important starting point for a
pedagogy of cultural politics because it evaluates the relationship be-
tween schools and wider structural forces in light of a politics of human
dignity—more specifically, a politics fashioned around the ways in
which human dignity can be realized in public spheres designed to pro-
vide the material conditions for work, dialogue, and self- and social real-
ization. Accordingly, these public spheres represent what Dewey, Mills,
and others have called the conditions for freedom and praxis, political
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embodiments of a social project that takes liberation as its major goal
(see Dewey, 1984).

Radical Pedagogy and the Discourse
of Textual Analysis

Another important element in the development of a radical pedagogy,
which T describe as the discourse of textual analysis, refers to any form
of critique capable of analyzing cultural forms as they are produced and
used in specific classrooms. The purpose of this approach is to provide
teachers and students with the critical tools necessary to analyze those
socially constructed representations and interests that organize particu-
lar readings of curriculum materials.

The discourse of textual analysis not only draws attention to the ide-
ologies out of which texts are produced, but it also allows educators to
distance themselves from the text in order to uncover the layers of
meanings, contradictions, and differences inscribed in the form and
content of classroom materials. The political and pedagogical impor-
tance of this form of analysis is that it opens the text to deconstruction,
interrogating it as part of a wider process of cultural production; in addi-
tion, by making the text an object of intellectual inquiry, such an analy-
sis posits the reader, not as a passive consumer, but as an active pro-
ducer of meanings. In this view, the text is no longer endowed with an
authorial essence waiting to be translated or discovered. On the con-
trary, the text becomes an ensemble of discourses constituted by a play
of contradictory meanings, some of which are visibly privileged and
some of which, in Macherey’s terms, represent “a new discourse, the ar-
ticulation of a silence” (1978, p. 6). Critical to this perspective are the no-
tions of critique, production, and difference, all of which provide impor-
tant elements for a counterhegemonic pedagogical practice. Belsey
(1980) weaves these elements together in her critique of the classical re-
alist text:

As an alternative it was possible to recognize it [classical realist text] as a
construct and so to treat it as available for deconstruction, that is, the
analysis of the process and conditions of its construction out of the avail-
able discourses. Ideology, masquerading as coherence and plenitude, is in
reality inconsistent, limited, contradictory, and the realist text as a crystal-
lization of ideology, participates in this incompleteness even while it di-
verts attention from the fact in the apparent plenitude of narrative closure.
The object of deconstructing the text is to examine the process of its pro-
duction—not the private experience of the individual author, but the mode
of production, the materials and their arrangement in the work. The aim is
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to locate the point of contradiction within the text, the point at which it
transgresses the limits within which it is constructed, breaks free of the
constraints imposed by its own realist form. Composed of contradictions,
the text is no longer restricted to a single, harmonious and authoritative
reading. Instead, it becomes plural, open to re-reading, no longer an object
for passive consumption but an object of work by the reader to produce
meaning. (p. 104)

This is a particularly important mode of analysis for radical educators
because it argues against the idea that the means of representation in
texts are merely neutral conveyors of ideas. Furthermore, such an ap-
proach points to the need for careful systematic analyses of the way in
which material is used and ordered in school curricula and how its “sig-
nifiers” register particular ideological pressures and tendencies. Such an
analysis allows teachers and students to deconstruct meanings that are
silently built into the structuring principles of classroom meanings,
thereby adding an important theoretical dimension to analyzing how
the overt and hidden curricula work in schools.

At the day-to-day level of schooling, this type of textual criticism can
be used to analyze how the technical conventions or images within vari-
ous forms such as narrative, mode of address, and ideological reference
attempt to construct a limited range of positions from which they are to
be read. Richard Johnson (1983) is worth quoting on this point:

The legitimate object of an identification of “positions” is the pressures or
tendencies on the reader, the theoretical problematic which produces sub-
jective forms, the directions in which they move in their force—once inhab-
ited. . . . If we add to this the argument that certain kinds of text (“realism”)
naturalise the means by which positioning is achieved, we have a dual in-
sight of great force. The particular promise is to render processes hitherto
unconsciously suffered (and enjoyed) open to explicit analysis. (pp. 64-65)

Coupled with traditional forms of ideology critique directed at the
subject content of school materials, the discourse of text analysis also
provides valuable insight into how subjectivities and cultural forms
work within schools. The value of this kind of work has been exhibited in
analyses which argue that the principles used in the construction of
prepackaged curriculum materials utilize a mode of address that posi-
tions teachers as mere implementers of knowledge (Apple, 1983). This is
clearly at odds with treating teachers and students as critical agents who
play an active role in the pedagogical process. In one illuminating dis-
play of this approach, Judith Williamson (1978) has provided an exten-
sive study of mass advertising. Similarly, Ariel Dorfman has applied this
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mode of analysis to various texts in popular culture, including the por-
trayal of characters such as Donald Duck and Babar the Elephant. It is in
his analysis of Readers Digest that Dorfman (1983) exhibits a dazzling
display of the critical value of text analysis. In one example, he analyzes
how Readers Digest uses a mode of representation that downplays the
importance of viewing knowledge in its historical and dialectical con-
nections. He writes:

Just as with superheroes, knowledge does not transform the reader; on the
contrary, the more he [sic] reads the Digest, the less he needs to change.
Here is where all that fragmentation returns to play the role it was always
meant to play. Prior knowledge is never assumed. From month to month,
the reader must purify himself, suffer from amnesia, bottle the knowledge
he’s acquired and put it on some out-of-the-way shelf so it doesn’t interfere
with the innocent pleasure of consuming more, all over again. What he
learned about the Romans doesn't apply to the Etruscans. Hawaii has noth-
ing to do with Polynesia. Knowledge is consumed for its effect, for “infor-
mation renewal,” for the interchange of banalities. It is useful only insofar
as it can be digested anecdotally, but its potential for original sin has been
washed clean along with the temptation to generate truth or movement—
in other words: change.

Inherent in all of these positions is a call for modes of criticism that
promote dialogue as the condition for social action: dialogue, in this
case, rooted in a pedagogy informed by a number of assumptions drawn
from the works of Bakhtin and Freire. These include: treating the text as
a social construct that is produced out of a number of available dis-
courses; locating the contradictions and gaps within an educational text
and situating them historically in terms of the interests they sustain and
legitimate; recognizing in the text its internal politics of style and how
this both opens up and constrains particular representations of the so-
cial world; understanding how the text actively works to silence certain
voices; and, finally, discovering how to release possibilities from the text
that provide new insights and critical readings regarding human under-
standing and social practices.

I also want to argue that in order to develop a critical pedagogy as a
form of cultural politics, it is essential to develop a mode of analysis that
does not assume that lived experiences can be inferred automatically
from structural determinations. In other words, the complexity of
human behavior cannot be reduced to determinants in which such be-
havior is shaped and against which it constitutes itself, whether these be
economic modes of production or systems of textual signification. The
way in which individuals and groups both mediate and inhabit the cul-
tural forms presented by such structural forces is in itself a form of pro-
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duction, and needs to be analyzed through related but different modes
of analyses. In order to develop this point, I want to present briefly the
pedagogical implications of what I call the discourse of lived cultures.

Radical Pedagogy and the Discourse
of Lived Cultures

Central to this view is the need to develop what I have termed the theory
of self-production (see Touraine, 1977). In the most general sense, this
demands an understanding of how teachers and students give meaning
to their lives through the complex historical, cultural, and political
forms that they both embody and produce. A number of issues need to
be developed within a critical pedagogy around this concern. First, it is
necessary to acknowledge the subjective forms of political will and
struggle that give meaning to the lives of students. Second, as a mode of
critique, the discourse of lived cultures should interrogate the ways in
which people create stories, memories, and narratives that posit a sense
of determination and agency. This is the cultural “stuff” of mediation,
the conscious and unconscious material through which members of
dominant and subordinate groups offer accounts of who they are in
their different readings of the world.

If radical educators treat the histories, experiences, and languages of
different cultural groups as particularized forms of production, it be-
comes less difficult to understand the diverse readings, mediations, and
behaviors that, let us say, students exhibit in response to analysis of a
particular classroom text. In fact, a cultural politics necessitates that a
pedagogy be developed that is attentive to the histories, dreams, and ex-
periences that such students bring to school. It is only by beginning with
these subjective forms that critical educators can develop a language
and set of practices that engage the contradictory nature of the cultural
capital with which students produce meanings that legitimate particular
forms of life.

Searching out such elements of self-production is not merely a peda-
gogical technique for confirming the experiences of students who are si-
lenced by the dominant culture of schooling. It is also part of an analysis
of how power, dependence, and social inequality enable and limit stu-
dents around issues of class, race, and gender. The discourse of lived
cultures becomes an “interrogative framework” for teachers, illuminat-
ing not only how power and knowledge intersect to disconfirm the cul-
tural capital of students from subordinate groups but also how they can
be translated into a language of possibility. The discourse of lived cul-
tures can also be used to develop a radical pedagogy of popular culture,
one that engages the knowledge of lived experience through the dual
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method of confirmation and interrogation. The knowledge of the
“other” is engaged in this instance not simply to be celebrated but also
to be interrogated with respect to the ideologies it contains, the means
of representation it utilizes, and the underlying social practices it con-
firms. At issue here is the need to link knowledge and power theoreti-
cally so as to give students the opportunity to understand more critically
who they are as part of a wider social formation and how they have been
positioned and constituted through the social domain.

The discourse of lived cultures also points to the need for radical edu-
cators to view schools as cultural and political spheres actively engaged
in the production and struggle for voice. In many cases, schools do not
allow students from subordinate groups to authenticate their problems
and experiences through their own individual and collective voices. As |
have stressed previously, the dominant school culture generally repre-
sents and legitimates the privileged voices of the white middle and
upper classes. In order for radical educators to demystify the dominant
culture and to make it an object of political analysis, they will need to
master the “language of critical understanding.” If they are to under-
stand the dominant ideology at work in schools, they will need to attend
to the voices that emerge from three different ideological spheres and
settings: these include the school voice, the student voice, and the teacher
voice. The interests that these different voices represent have to be ana-
lyzed, not so much as oppositional in the sense that they work to
counter and disable each other, but as an interplay of dominant and
subordinate practices that shape each other in an ongoing struggle over
power, meaning, and authorship. This, in turn, presupposes the neces-
sity for analyzing schools in their historical and relational specificity,
and it points to the possibility for intervening and shaping school out-
comes, In order to understand the multiple and varied meanings that
constitute the discourses of student voice, radical educators need to af-
firm and critically engage the polyphonic languages their students bring
to schools. Educators need to learn “the collection and communicative
practices associated with particular uses of both written and spoken
forms among specific groups” (Sola & Bennett, 1985, p. 89). Moreover,
any adequate understanding of this language has to encompass the so-
cial and community relations outside of school life that give it meaning
and dignity.

Learning the discourse of school voice means that radical educators
need to critically analyze the directives, imperatives, and rules that
shape particular configurations of time, space, and curricula within the
institutional and political settings of schools. The category of school
voice, for example, points to sets of practices and ideologies that struc-
ture how classrooms are arranged, what content is taught, what general
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social practices teachers have to follow. Moreover, it is in the interplay
between the dominant school culture and the polyphonic representa-
tions and layers of meaning of student voice that dominant and opposi-
tional ideologies define and constrain each other.

Teacher voice reflects the values, ideologies, and structuring princi-
ples that give meaning to the histories, cultures, and subjectivities that
define the day-to-day activities of educators. It is the critical voice of
common sense that teachers utilize to mediate between the discourses
of production, of texts, and of lived cultures as expressed within the
asymmetrical relations of power characterizing such potentially “coun-
terpublic” spheres as schools. In effect, it is through the mediation and
action of teacher voice that the very nature of the schooling process is
either sustained or challenged; that is, the power of teacher voice to
shape schooling according to the logic of emancipatory interests is inex-
tricably related to a high degree of self-understanding regarding values
and interests, Teacher voice moves within a contradiction that points to
its pedagogical significance for marginalizing as well as empowering
students. On the one hand, teacher voice represents a basis in autherity
that can provide knowledge and forms of self-understanding allowing
students to develop the power of critical consciousness. At the same
time, regardless of how politically or ideologically correct a teacher may
be, his or her “voice” can be destructive for students if it is imposed on
them or if it is used to silence them.

Kathleen Weiler (1988), in her brilliant ethnography of a group of fem-
inist school administrators and teachers, illustrates this issue. She re-
ports on one class in which a feminist teacher has read a selection from
The Autobiography of Malcolm X describing how a young Malcolm is
told by one of his public school teachers that the most he can hope for in
life is to get a job working with his hands. In reading this story, the
teacher’s aim is to illustrate a particular theory of socialization. John, a
black student in the class, reads the selection as an example of outright
racism, one that he fully understands in light of his own experiences. He
isn't interested in looking at the more abstract issue of socialization. For
him, the issue is naming a racist experience and condemning it force-
fully. Molly, the teacher, sees John's questions as disruptive and chooses
to ignore him. In response to her action, John drops out of the class the
next day. Defending her position, Molly argues that students must learn
how the process of socialization works, especially if they are to under-
stand fundamental concepts in sociology. But in teaching this point, she
has failed to understand that students inhabit multilayered subjectivi-
ties which often promote contradictory and diverse voices and as such
present different, if not oppositional, readings of the materials provided
in class, in spite of their alleged worth. In this case, the culture of the
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teacher’s voice, which is white and middle class, comes into conflict
with that of the student voice, which is black and working class. Rather
than mediating this conflict in a pedagogically progressive way, the
teacher allowed her voice and authority to silence the student’s anger,
concern, and interests.

I also want to add that the category of teacher voice points to the need
for radical educators to join together in a wider social movement dedi-
cated to restructuring the ideological and material conditions that work
both within and outside of schooling. The notion of voice in this case
points to a shared tradition as well as a particular form of discourse. It is
a tradition that has to organize around the issues of solidarity, struggle,
and empowerment in order to provide the conditions for the particular-
ities of teacher and student voice to gain the most emancipatory expres-
sion. Thus, the category of teacher voice needs to be understood in
terms of its collective political project as well as in relation to the ways it
functions to mediate student voices and everyday school life.

In general terms, the discourse of critical understanding not only rep-
resents an acknowledgement of the political and pedagogical processes
at work in the construction of forms of authorship and voice within dif-
ferent institutional and social spheres; it also constitutes a critical attack
on the vertical ordering of reality inherent in the unjust practices that
are actively at work in the wider society. To redress some of the problems
sketched out in the preceding pages, I believe that schools need to be
reconceived and reconstituted as “democratic counterpublic spheres”—
as places where students learn the skills and knowledge needed to live in
and fight for a viable democratic society. Within this perspective, schools
will have to be characterized by a pedagogy that demonstrates its com-
mitment to engaging the views and problems that deeply concern stu-
dents in their everyday lives. Equally important is the need for schools to
cultivate a spirit of critique and a respect for human dignity that will be
capable of linking personal and social issues around the pedagogical
project of helping students to become active citizens.

In conclusion, each of the three major discourses presented above as
part of a radical pedagogy involves a different view of cultural produc-
tion, pedagogical analysis, and political action. And while each of these
radical discourses involves a certain degree of autonomy in both form
and content, it is important that a radical pedagogy be developed
around the inner connections they share within the context of a cultural
politics. For it is within these interconnections that a critical theory of
structure and agency can be developed—a theory that engenders a radi-
cal educational language capable of asking new questions, making new
commitments, and allowing educators to work and organize for the de-
velopment of schools as democratic counterpublic spheres.
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Notes

1. This position has a long history in American public education and is re-
viewed in Raymond Callahan, The Cult of Efficiency (1962); Joel Spring, Educa-
tion and the Rise of the Corporate Order (1972); and Henry A. Giroux, “Public Phi-
losophy and the Crisis in Education” (1984).

2. The most celebrated example of this position can be found in Sam Bowles
and Herbert Gintis, Schooling in Capitalist America (1976). The literature on
schooling and the reproductive thesis is critically reviewed in Stanley Aronowitz
and Henry A. Giroux, Education Under Siege (1985).

3.1 want to make clear that there is a major distinction between the work of
John Dewey, especially Democracy and Education (1916), and the hybrid dis-
courses of progressive, educational reform that characterized the late 1960s and
1970s in the United States. The discourse of relevance and integration that I am
analyzing here bears little resemblance to Dewey’s philosophy of experience in
that Dewey stressed the relationships among student experience, critical reflec-
tion, and learning. In contrast, the call for relevance that has characterized pro-
gressive education generally surrenders the concept of systematic knowledge
acquisition to an anti-intellectual concept of student experience.

4. For a recent analysis of school tracking, see Jeannie Oakes, Keeping Track:
How Schools Structure Inequality (1985). See also, Henry A, Giroux and David
Purpel, The Hidden Curriculum and Moral Education (1983).

5. The works from which I will be drawing for both authors include: Paulo
Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970), Education for Critical Consciousness
(1973), The Politics of Education (1985); and Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His
World (1984a), Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics (1984b), V. N. Volosinov (M. M.
Bakhtin) Marxism and the Philosophy of Language (1973); and Freudianism: A
Marxist Critique (1976).

6. See Ann Shukman (Ed.), Bakhtin's School Papers (1983); V. N. Volosinov (M.
M. Bakhtin), Marxism and the Philosophy of Language {1973).

7. A major analysis of these discourses and the traditions with which they are
generally associated can be found in Richard Johnson, “What is Cultural Studies
Anyway?” (1983).

8. Examples of this discourse can be found in Martin Carnoy and Henry Levin,
Schooling and Work in the Democratic State (1985).
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Border Pedagogy in the
Age of Postmodernism

Border Pedagogy as a Counter-Text

Border pedagogy offers the opportunity for students to engage the mul-
tiple references that constitute different cultural codes, experiences, and
languages. This means educating students not only to read these codes
critically but also to learn the limits of such codes, including the ones
they use to construct their own narratives and histories. Partiality be-
comes, in this case, the basis for recognizing the limits built into all dis-
courses and necessitates taking a critical view of authority. Within this
discourse, a student must engage knowledge as a border-crosser, as a
person moving in and out of borders constructed around coordinates of
difference and power (Hicks, 1988). These are not only physical borders,
they are cultural borders historically constructed and socially organized
within maps of rules and regulations that limit and enable particular
identities, individual capacities, and social forms. In this case, students
cross over into borders of meaning, maps of knowledge, social relations,
and values that are increasingly being negotiated and rewritten as the
codes and regulations which organize them become destabilized and
reshaped. Border pedagogy decenters as it remaps. The terrain of learn-
ing becomes inextricably linked to the shifting parameters of place,
identity, history, and power.

Within critical social theory, it has become commonplace to argue
that knowledge and power are related, though the weight of the argu-
ment has often overemphasized how domination works through the in-
tricacies of this relationship (Foucault, 1977b). Border pedagogy offers a
crucial theoretical and political corrective to this insight. It does so by
shifting the emphasis of the knowledge/power relationship away from
the limited emphasis on the mapping of domination to the politically
strategic issue of engaging the ways in which knowledge can be
remapped, reterritorialized, and decentered in the wider interests of
rewriting the borders and coordinates of an oppositional cultural poli-
tics. This is not an abandonment of critique as much as it is an extension
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of its possibilities. In this case, border pedagogy not only incorporates
the postmodern emphasis on criticizing official texts and using alterna-
tive modes of representation (mixing video, photography, and print), it
also incorporates popular culture as a serious object of politics and
analysis and makes central to its project the recovery of those forms of
knowledge and history that characterize alternative and oppositional
Others (Said, 1983). How these cultural practices might be taken up as
pedagogical practices has been demonstrated by a number of theorists
(Brodkey & Fine, 1988; Cherrvholmes, 1988; Giroux & Simon, 1988;
Scholes, 1985).

For example, Robert Scholes (1985) develops elements of a “border
pedagogy” around the notion of textual power. According to Scholes,
texts have to be seen in historical and temporal terms and not treated as
a sacred vehicle for producing eternal truths. Instead of simply impart-
ing information to students, Scholes argues that teachers should replace
teaching texts with what he calls textuality. What this refers to pedagogi-
cally is a process of textual study that can be identified by three forms of
practice: reading, interpretation, and criticism, which roughly corre-
spond to what Scholes calls reading within, upon, and against a text. In
brief, reading within a text means identifying the cultural codes that
structure an author’s work. But it also has the pedagogical value of illu-
minating further how such codes function as part of a student’s own at-
tempt “to produce written texts that are ‘within’ the world constructed
by their reading” (p. 27). This is particularly important, Scholes adds, in
giving students the opportunity to “retell the story, to summarize it, and
to expand it.” Interpretation means reading a text along with a variety of
diverse interpretations that represent a second commentary on the text.
At issue here is the pedagogical task of helping students to analyze texts
within “a network of relations with other texts and institutional prac-
tices” so as to make available to students “the whole intertextual system
of relations that connects one text to others—a system that will finally
include the student’s own writing” (Scholes, 1985, p. 30). The first two
stages of Scholes'’s pedagogical practice are very important because they
demonstrate the need for students to sufficiently engage and disrupt the
text. He wants students to read the text in terms that the author might
have intended so as not to make the text merely a mirror image of the
student’s own subjective position, but at the same time he wants stu-
dents to open the text up to a wide variety of readings so it can be “suffi-
ciently other for us to interpret it and, especially to criticize it” (Scholes,
1985, p. 39). Finally, Scholes wants students to explode the cultural
codes of the text through the assertion of the reader’s own textual power,
to analyze the text in terms of its absences, to free “ourselves from [the]
text [by] finding a position outside the assumptions upon which the text
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is based” (p. 62). Scholes combines the best of postmodern criticism
with a notion of modernity in his notion of pedagogy. He wants, on the
one hand, to engage texts as semiotic objects, but on the other hand he
employs a modernist concern for history by arguing that the point of
such an interrogation is to “liberate us from the empirical object—
whether institution, even, or individual work—Dby displacing our atten-
tion to its constitution as an object and its relationship to the other ob-
jects constituted” (Scholes, 1985, p. 84).

Another example of how a postmodern pedagogy of resistance might
inform the notion of border pedagogy can be found in some of the re-
cent work being done on educational theory and popular culture
(Giroux & Simon, 1988; Giroux & Simon, 1989). Two important issues are
being worked out. First, there is a central concern for understanding
how the production of meaning is tied to emotional investments and the
production of pleasure. In this view, it is necessary for teachers to incor-
porate into their pedagogies a theoretical understanding of how the pro-
duction of meaning and pleasure become mutually constitutive of who
students are, how they view themselves, and how they construct a par-
ticular vision of their future. Second, rethinking the nature of how stu-
dents make semantic and emotional investments needs to be theorized
within a number of important pedagogical considerations. One such
consideration is that the production and regulation of desire must be
seen as a crucial aspect of how students mediate, relate, resist, and cre-
ate particular cultural forms and forms of knowing. Another concern is
that popular culture be seen as a legitimate aspect of the everyday lives
of students and be analyzed as a primary force in shaping the various
and often contradictory subject positions that students take up. Finally,
popular culture needs to become a serious object of study in the official
curriculum. This can be done by treating popular culture either as a dis-
tinct object of study within particular academic disciplines such as
media studies or by drawing upon the resources it produces for engag-
ing various aspects of the official curriculum (Giroux & Simon, 1988).

In both of these examples, important elements of a border pedagogy
informed by postmodern criticism point to ways in which those master
narratives based on white, patriarchal, and class-specific versions of the
world can be challenged critically and effectively deterritorialized. That
is, by offering a theoretical language for establishing new boundaries
with respect to knowledge most often associated with the margins and
the periphery of the cultural dominant, postmodern discourses open up
the possibility for incorporating into the curriculum a notion of border
pedagogy in which cultural and social practices need no longer be
mapped or referenced solely on the basis of the dominant models of
Western culture. In this case, knowledge forms emanating from the mar-
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gins can be used to redefine the complex, multiple, heterogeneous reali-
ties that constitute those relations of difference that make up the experi-
ences of students who often find it impossible to define their identities
through the cultural and political codes of a single, unitary culture.

The sensibility which informs this view of knowledge emphasizes a
pedagogy in which students need to develop a relationship of non-iden-
tity with respect to their own subject positions and the multiple cultural,
political, and social codes which constitute established boundaries of
power, dependency, and possibility. In other words, such a pedagogy
emphasizes the nonsynchronous relationship between one’s social posi-
tion and the multiple ways in which culture is constructed and read.
That is, there is no single, predetermined relationship between a cul-
tural code and the subject position that a student occupies. One’s class,
racial, gender, or ethnic position may influence but does not irrevocably
predetermine how one takes up a particular ideology, reads a particular
text, or responds to particular forms of oppression. Border pedagogy
recognizes that teachers, students, and others often “read and write cul-
ture on multiple levels” (Kaplan, 1987, p. 187). Of course, the different
subject positions and forms of subjugation that are constituted within
these various levels and relations of culture have the potential to isolate
and alienate instead of opening up the possibility for criticism and
struggle. What is at stake here is developing a border pedagogy that can
fruitfully work to break down those ideologies, cultural codes, and social
practices that prevent students from recognizing how social forms at
particular historical conjunctures operate to repress alternative read-
ings of their own experiences, society, and the world.

Border Pedagogy as Counter-Memory

Postmodernism charts the process of deterritorialization as part of the
breakdown of master narratives. It celebrates, in part, the loss of cer-
tainty and experience of defamiliarization even as it produces alienation
and the displacement of identities (Deleuze & Guattari, 1986). In oppo-
sition to conservative readings of this shifting destabilizing process, 1
believe that such a disruption of traditional meaning offers important
insights for developing a theory of border pedagogy based on a post-
modernism of resistance. But this language runs the risk of undercutting
its own political possibilities by ignoring how a language of difference
can be articulated with critical modernist concerns for developing a dis-
course of public life. It also ignores the possibilities for developing,
through the process of counter-memory, new and emancipatory forms
of political identity. In what follows, I address some of the important
work being done in radical public philosophy and feminist theory, pay-
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ing particular attention to the issues of identity and counter-memory.
The brief final section of this paper will offer some considerations of
how the critical insights of a postmodernism of resistance can be deep-
ened within a theory of border pedagogy.

Postmodernism has launched a major attack on the modernist notion
of political universality (Ross, 1988). By insisting on the multiplicity of
social positions, it has seriously challenged the political closure of
modernity with its divisions between the center and the margins and in
doing so has made room for those groups generally defined as the ex-
cluded others. In effect, postmodernism has reasserted the importance
of the partial, the local, and the contingent, and in doing so it has given
general expression to the demands of a wide variety of social move-
ments. Postmodernism has also effectively challenged the ways in
which written history has embodied a number of assumptions that in-
form the discourse of Eurocentrism. More specifically, it has rejected
such Eurocentric assumptions as the pretentious claim to “speak” for all
of mankind (sic) and the epistemological claims to foundationalism.

Laclau (1988) rightfully argues that an adequate approximation of the
postmodern experience needs to be seen as part of a challenge to the
discourses of modernity, with their “pretension to intellectually domi-
nate the foundation of the social, to give a rational context to the notion
of the totality of history, and to base in the latter the project of global
human emancipation” (pp. 71-72). But Laclau also points out that the
postmodern challenge to modernity does not represent the abandon-
ment of its emancipatory values so much as it opens them up to a plu-
rality of contexts and an indeterminacy “that redefines them in an un-
predictable way” (p. 72). Chantal Mouffe (1988) extends this insight and
argues that modernity has two contradictory aspects: its political project
is rooted in a conception of the struggle for democracy, while its social
project is tied to a foundationalism which fuels the process of social
modernization under “the growing domination of relations of capitalist
production” (p. 32). For Mouffe, the modernist project of democracy
must be coupled with an understanding of the various social move-
ments and the new politics that have emerged with the postmodern age.
At the heart of this position is the need to rearticulate the tradition of
liberty and justice with a notion of radical democracy; similarly, there is
a need to articulate the concept of difference as more than a replay of
liberal pluralism or a pastiche of diverse strands of interests with no
common ground to hold them together.

This is not a liberal call to harmonize and resolve differences, as critics
like Elizabeth Ellsworth (1988) wrongly argue, but an attempt to under-
stand differences in terms of the historical and social grounds on which
they are organized. By locating differences in a particular historical and
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social location, it becomes possible to understand how they are orga-
nized and constructed within maps of rules and regulations and located
within dominant social forms which either enable or disable such differ-
ences. Differences only exist relative to the social forms in which they
are enunciated, that is, in relation to schools, workplaces, families, as
well as in relationship to the discourses of history, citizenship, sex, race,
gender, and ethnicity. To detach them from the discourse of democracy
and freedom is to remove the possibility of either articulating their par-
ticular interests as part of a wider struggle for power or understanding
how their individual contradictory interests are developed with histori-
cally specific conjunctures. At stake here is the need for educators to
fashion a critical politics of difference not outside but within a tradition
of radical democracy. Similarly, it is imperative for critical educators to
develop a discourse of counter-memory, not as an essentialist and
closed narrative, but as part of a utopian project that recognizes “the
composite, heterogeneous, open, and ultimately indeterminate charac-
ter of the democratic tradition” (Mouffe, 1988, p. 41). The pedagogical
issue here is the need to articulate difference as part of the construction
of a new type of subject, one which would be both multiple and demo-
cratic. Chantal Mouffe (1988) is worth quoting at length on this issue:

If the task of radical democracy is indeed to deepen the democratic revolu-
tion and to link together diverse democratic struggles, such a task requires
the creation of new subject-positions that would allow the common articu-
lation, for example, of antiracism, antisexism, and anticapitalism. These
struggles do not spontaneously converge, and in order to establish demo-
cratic equivalences, a new “common sense” is necessary, which would
transform the identity of different groups so that the demands of each
group could be articulated with those of others according to the principle
of democratic equivalence. For it is not a matter of establishing a mere al-
liance between given interests but of actually modifying the very identity of
these forces. In order that the defense of workers’ interests is not pursued at
the cost of the rights of women, immigrants, or consumers, it is necessary
to establish an equivalence between these different struggles. It is only
under these circumstances that struggles against [authoritarian] power be-
come truly democratic. (p. 42)

How might the issue of democracy and difference be taken up as part
of a border pedagogy informed by a project of possibility? I want to
argue that the discourses of democracy and difference can be taken up
as pedagogical practices through what Foucault calls the notion of
counter-memory. For Foucault (1977a), counter-memory is a practice
which “transforms history from a judgment on the past in the name of
the present truth to a ‘counter-memory’ that combats our current
modes of truth and justice, helping us to understand and change the
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present by placing it in a new relation to the past” (pp. 160, 163-164).
Counter-memory represents a critical reading of not only how the past
informs the present but how the present reads the past. Counter-mem-
ory provides a theoretical tool to restore the connection between the
language of public life and the discourse of difference. It represents an
attempt to rewrite the language of resistance in terms that connect
human beings within forms of remembrance that dignify public life
while at the same time allowing people to speak from their particular
histories and voices. Counter-memory refuses to treat democracy as
merely inherited knowledge; it attempts, instead, to link democracy to
notions of public life that “afford both agency and sources of power or
empowering investments” (De Lauretis, 1987, p. 25). It also reasserts as a
pedagogical practice the rewriting of history through the power of stu-
dent voice. This points to the practice of counter-memory as a means of
constructing democratic social forms that enable and disable particular
subjectivities and identities; put another way, democracy in this in-
stance becomes a referent for understanding how public life organizes
differences and what this means for the ways in which schools, teachers,
and students define themselves as political subjects, as citizens who op-
erate within particular configurations of power.

In effect, the language of radical democracy provides the basis for ed-
ucators not only to understand how differences are organized but also
how the ground for such difference might be constructed within a polit-
ical identity rooted in a respect for democratic public life (Giroux,
1988b). What is being suggested here is the construction of a project of
possibility in pedagogical terms which is connected to a notion of
democracy capable of mobilizing a variety of groups to develop and
struggle for what Linda Alcoff (1988) calls a positive alternative vision.
She writes, “As the Left should by now have learned, you cannot mobi-
lize a movement that is only and always against: you must have a posi-
tive alternative, a vision of a better future that can motivate people to
sacrifice their time and energy toward its realization” (Alcoff, 1988, pp.
418-419). If the notion of radical democracy is to function as a pedagog-
ical practice, educators need to allow students to comprehend democ-
racy as a way of life that consistently has to be fought for, has to be strug-
gled over, and has to be rewritten as part of an oppositional politics. This
means that democracy has to be viewed as a historical and social con-
struction rooted in the tension between what Bruce James Smith (1985)
calls remembrance and custom. I want to extend Smith’s argument by
developing remembrance as a form of counter-memory and custom as a
form of reactionary nostalgia rooted in the loss of memory.

Custom, as Smith (1985) argues, constructs subjects within a dis-
course of continuity in which knowledge and practice are viewed as a



154 / Border Pedagogy in the Age of Postrodernism

matter of inheritance and transmission. Custom is the complex of ide-
ologies and social practices that views counter-memory as subversive
and critical teaching as unpatriotic. It is the ideological basis for forms
of knowledge and pedagogy which refuse to interrogate public forms
and which deny difference as a fundamental referent for a democratic
society. According to Smith (1985), custom can be characterized in the
following manner:

The affection it enjoys and the authority it commands are prescriptive. The
behavior of the person of custom is, by and large, habitual. To the question
“why?” he [sic] is apt to respond simply, “This is the way it has always been
done.” . .. A creature of habit, the person of custom does not reflect upon
his condition. To the extent that a customary society “conceives” of its prac-
tice, it is likely to see it, says Pocock, as “an indefinite series of repetitions.”
If the customary society is, in reality, a fluid order always in the process of
adaptation, its continuity and incrementalism give rise to perceptions of
changelessness and of the simple repetition of familiar motions. . .. In-
deed, . .. custom operates as if it were a second nature. . .. Custom is at
once both more and less inclusive than remembrance. It includes things
that are remembered and things that are forgotten. It is almost a definition
of custom that its beginnings are lost. (pp. 15-16)

Remembrance is directed more toward specificity and struggle, it res-
urrects the legacies of actions and happenings, it points to the multitude
of voices that constitute the struggle over history and power. Its focus is
not on the ordinary but the extraordinary. Its language presents the un-
representable, not merely as an isolated voice, but as a subversive inter-
ruption, a discursive space, that moves “against the grain” as it occupies
“aview ... carved in the interstices of institutions and in the chinks and
cracks of the power-knowledge apparati” (De Lauretis, 1987, p. 25). Re-
membrance is part of a language of public life that promotes an ongoing
dialogue between the past, present, and future. It is a vision of optimism
rooted in the need to bear witness to history, to reclaim that which must
not be forgotten. It is a vision of public life which calls for an ongoing in-
terrogation of the past that allows different groups to locate themselves
in history while simultaneously struggling to make it.

Counter-memory provides the ethical and epistemological grounds
for a politics of solidarity within difference. At one level, it situates the
notion of difference and the primacy of the political firmly within the
wider struggle for broadening and revitalizing democratic public life. At
the same time, it strips reason of its universal pretensions and recog-
nizes the partiality of all points of view. In this perspective, the positing
of a monolithic tradition that exists simply to be revered, reaffirmed, re-
produced, or resisted is unequivocally rejected. Instead, counter-mem-
ory attempts to recover communities of memory and narratives of
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struggle that provide a sense of location, place, and identity to various
dominant and subordinate groups. Counter-memory as a form of peda-
gogical practice is not concerned with simply marking difference as a
historical construct; rather, it is concerned with providing the grounds
for self-representation and the struggle for justice and a democratic so-
ciety. Counter-memory resists comparison to either a humanist notion
of pluralism or a celebration of diversity for its own sake. As both a peda-
gogical and political practice, it attempts to alter oppressive relations of
power and to educate both teachers and students to the ways in which
they might be complicitous with dominant power relations, victimized
by them, and how they might be able to transform such relations. Abdul
JanMohamed and David Lloyd (1987) are instructive on what counter-
memory might mean as part of discourse of critique and transforma-
tion:

Ethnic or gender difference must be perceived as one among a number of
residual cultural elements which retain the memory of practices which
have had to be and still have to be repressed in order that the capitalist eco-
nomic subject may be more easily produced. . . . “Becoming minor” is nota
question of essence but a question of positions—a subject-position that
can only be defined, in the final analysis, in “political” terms, that is, in
terms of the effects of economic exploitation, political disfranchisement,
social manipulation, and ideological domination on the cultural formation
of minority subjects and discourses. It is one of the central tasks of the the-
ory of minority discourse to define that subject-position and explore the
strengths and weaknesses, the affirmations and negations that inhere in it.

(p. 11)

Remembrance as a form of counter-memory attempts to create for
students the limits of any story that makes claims to predetermined
endings and to expose how the transgressions in those stories cause par-
ticular forms of suffering and hardship. At the same time, remembrance
as counter-memory opens up the past not as nostalgia but as the inven-
tion of stories, some of which deserve a retelling, and which speak to a
very different future—one in which democratic community makes room
for a politics of both difference and solidarity, for otherness stripped of
subjugation, and for others fighting to embrace their own interests in
opposition to sexism, racism, ethnocentrism, and class exploitation.
Counter-memory is tied in this sense to a vision of public life that both
resurrects the ongoing struggle for difference and situates difference
within the broader struggle for cultural and social justice.

Counter-memory provides the basis and rationale for a particular
kind of pedagogy but it cannot on its own articulate the specific class-
room practices that can be constructed on the basis of such a rationale.
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The formation of democratic citizens demands forms of political iden-
tity which radically extend the principles of justice, liberty, and dignity
to public spheres constituted by difference and multiple forms of com-
munity. Such identities have to be constructed as part of a pedagogy in
which difference becomes a basis for solidarity and unity rather than for
hierarchy, denigration, competition, and discrimination. It is to that
issue that I will now turn.

Border Pedagogy and the Politics of Difference

If the concept of border pedagogy is to be linked to the imperatives of a
critical democracy, as it must, it is important that educators possess a
theoretical grasp of the ways in which difference is constructed through
various representations and practices that name, legitimate, marginal-
ize, and exclude the cultural capital and voices of subordinate groups in
American society.

As part of this theoretical project, a theory of border pedagogy needs
to address the important question of how representations and practices
that name, marginalize, and define difference as the devalued Other are
actively learned, interiorized, challenged, or transformed. In addition,
such a pedagogy needs to address how an understanding of these differ-
ences can be used in order to change the prevailing relations of power
that sustain them. It is also imperative that such a pedagogy acknowl-
edge and critically interrogate how the colonizing of differences by
dominant groups is expressed and sustained through representations:
in which Others are seen as a deficit, in which the humanity of the Oth-
ers is either cynically posited as problematic or ruthlessly denied. At the
same time, it is important to understand how the experience of margin-
ality at the level of everyday life lends itself to forms of oppositional and
transformative consciousness. This is an understanding based on the
need for those designated as Others to both reclaim and remake their
histories, voices, and visions as part of a wider struggle to change those
material and social relations that deny radical pluralism as the basis of
democratic political community. For it is only through such an under-
standing that teachers can develop a border pedagogy, one which is
characterized by what Teresa De Lauretis (1987) calls “an ongoing effort
to create new spaces of discourse, to rewrite cultural narratives, and to
define the terms of another perspective—a view from ‘elsewhere’” (p.
25). This suggests a pedagogy in which occurs a critical questioning of
the omissions and tensions that exist between the master narratives and
hegemonic discourses that make up the official curriculum and the self-
representations of subordinate groups as they might appear in “forgot-
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ten” or erased histories, texts, memories, experiences, and community
narratives.

Border pedagogy both confirms and critically engages the knowledge
and experience through which students author their own voices and
construct social identities. This suggests taking seriously the knowledge
and experiences that constitute the individual and collective voices by
which students identify and give meaning to themselves and others and
drawing upon what they know about their own lives as a basis for criti-
cizing the dominant culture. In this case, student experience has to be
first understood and recognized as the accumulation of collective mem-
ories and stories that provide students with a sense of familiarity, iden-
tity, and practical knowledge. Such experience has to be both affirmed
and critically interrogated. In addition, the social and historical con-
struction of such experience has to be affirmed and understood as part
of a wider struggle for voice. But it must also be understood that while
past experiences can never be denied, their most debilitating dimen-
sions can be engaged through a critical understanding of what was at
work in their construction. It is in their critical engagement that such ex-
periences can be remade, reterritorialized in the interest of a social im-
agery that dignifies the best traditions and possibilities of those groups
who are learning to speak from a discourse of dignity and self-gover-
nance. In her analysis of the deterritorialization of women as Other,
Caren Kaplan (1987) astutely articulates this position:

Recognizing the minor cannot erase the aspects of the major, but as a mode
of understanding it enables us to see the fissures in our identities, to un-
ravel the seams of our totalities. . . . We must leave home, as it were, since
our homes are often sites of racism, sexism, and other damaging social
practices. Where we come to locate ourselves in terms of our specific histo-
ries and differences must be a place with room for what can be salvaged
from the past and made anew. What we gain is a reterritorialization; we
reinhabit a world of our making (here “our” is expanded to a coalition of
identities—neither universal nor particular). (pp. 187-188)

Furthermore, it is important to extend the possibilities of the often
contradictory values that give meaning to students’ lives by making
them the object of critical inquiry—and by appropriating in a similarly
critical fashion, when necessary, the codes and knowledges that consti-
tute broader and less familiar historical and cultural traditions. At issue
here is the development of a pedagogy that replaces the authoritative
language of recitation with an approach that allows students to speak
from their own histories, collective memories, and voices while simulta-
neously challenging the grounds on which knowledge and power are
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constructed and legitimated. Such a pedagogy contributes to making
possible a variety of social forms and human capacities which expand
the range of social identities that students may carry and become. It
points to the importance of understanding in both pedagogical and po-
litical terms how subjectivities are produced within those social forms in
which people move but of which they are often only partially conscious.
Similarly, it raises fundamental questions regarding how students make
particular investments of meaning and affect, how they are constituted
within a triad of relationships of knowledge, power, and pleasure, and
why students should be indifferent to the forms of authority, knowledge,
and values that we produce and legitimate within our classrooms and
university. It is worth noting that such a pedagogy not only articulates a
respect for a diversity of student voices, it also provides a referent for de-
veloping a public language rooted in a commitment to social transfor-
mation.

Central to the notion of border pedagogy are a number of important
pedagogical issues regarding the role that teachers might play within the
interface of modern and postmodern concerns that have been taken up
in this essay. Clearly, the concept of border pedagogy suggests that
teachers exist within social, political, and cultural boundaries that are
both multiple and historical in nature and that place particular de-
mands on a recognition and pedagogical appropriation of differences.
As part of the process of developing a pedagogy of difference, teachers
need to deal with the plethora of voices, and the specificity and organi-
zation of differences that constitute any course, class, or curriculum so
as to make problematic not only the stories that give meanings to the
lives of their students, but also the ethical and political lineaments that
inform their students’ subjectivities and identities.

In part this suggests a pedagogy which does more than provide stu-
dents with a language and context by which to critically engage the plu-
rality of habits, practices, experiences, and desires that define them as
part of a particular social formation within ongoing relations of domina-
tion and resistance. Border pedagogy provides opportunities for teach-
ers to deepen their own understanding of the discourse of various others
in order to effect a more dialectical understanding of their own politics,
values, and pedagogy. What border pedagogy makes undeniable is the
relational nature of one’s own politics and personal investments. But at
the same time, border pedagogy emphasizes the primacy of a politics in
which teachers assert rather than retreat from the pedagogies they uti-
lize in dealing with the various differences represented by the students
who come into their classes. For example, it is not enough for teachers
to merely affirm uncritically their students’ histories, experiences, and
stories. To take student voices at face value is to run the risk of idealizing
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and romanticizing them. The contradictory and complex histories and
stories that give meaning to the lives of students are never innocent and
it is important that they be recognized for their contradictions as well as
for their possibilities. Of course, it is crucial that critical educators pro-
vide the pedagogical conditions for students to give voice to how their
past and present experiences place them within existing relations of
domination and resistance. Central to this pedagogical process is the
important task of affirming the voices that students bring to school and
challenging the separation of school knowledge from the experience of
everyday life (Fine, 1987). But it is crucial that critical educators do more
than allow such stories to be heard. It is equally important for teachers
to help students find a language for critically examining the historically
and socially constructed forms by which they live. Such a process in-
volves more than “speaking” one’s history and social formation, it also
involves engaging collectively with others within a pedagogical frame-
work that helps to reterritorialize and rewrite the complex narratives
that make up one’ life. This is more than a matter of rewriting stories as
counter-memories, it is what Frigga Haug (1988) and her colleagues call
memory-work, a crucial example of how the pedagogical functions to
interrogate and retrieve rather than to merely celebrate one’s voice. She
writes:

By excavating traces of the motives for our past actions, and comparing
these with our present lives, we are able to expand the range of our de-
mands and competences. Admittedly, this is not as easy as it sounds. Our
stories are expressed in the language we use today. Buried or abandoned
memories do not speak loudly; on the contrary we can expect them to meet
us with obdurate silence. In recognition of this, we must adopt some
method of analysis suited to the resolution of a key question for women; a
method that seeks out the un-named, the silent and the absent. Here too,
our experience of education maps out a ready-made path of analysis; we
have been taught to content ourselves with decoding texts, with search for
truth in textual analysis, complemented at best by the author’s own analy-
sis. “Re-learning” in this context means seeing what is not said as interest-
ing, and the fact that it was not said as important; it involves a huge
methodological leap, and demands more than a little imagination. (p. 65}

The different stories that students from all groups bring to class need
to be interrogated for their absences as well as their contradictions, but
they also need to be understood as more than simply a myriad of differ-
ent stories. They have to be recognized as being forged in relations of
opposition to the dominant structures of power. At the same time, dif-
ferences among students are not merely antagonistic as Liz Ellsworth
(1988) has argued. She suggests not only that there is little common
ground for addressing these differences, but that separatism is the only
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valid political option for any kind of pedagogical and political action.
Regrettably, this represents less an insight than a crippling form of polit-
ical disengagement. It reduces one to paralysis in the face of such differ-
ences. It ignores the necessity of exploring differences for the specific, ir-
reducible interests they represent, for the excesses and reactionary
positions they may produce, and for the pedagogical possibilities they
contain for helping students to work with other groups as part of a col-
lective attempt at developing a radical language of democratic public
life. Moreover, Ellsworth’s attempt to delegitimate the work of other crit-
ical educators by claiming rather self-righteously the primacy and sin-
gularity of her own ideological reading of what constitutes a political
project appears to ignore both the multiplicity of contexts and projects
that characterize critical educational work and the tension that haunts
all forms of teacher authority, a tension marked by the potential contra-
diction between being theoretically or ideologically correct and peda-
gogically wrong. By ignoring the dynamics of such a tension and the va-
riety of struggles being waged under historically specific educational
conditions, she degrades the rich complexity of theoretical and peda-
gogical processes that characterize the diverse discourses in the field of
critical pedagogy. In doing so, she succumbs to the familiar academic
strategy of dismissing others through the use of strawman tactics and
excessive simplifications which undermine not only the strengths of her
own work, but also the very nature of social criticism itself. This is “theo-
rizing” as a form of “bad faith,” a discourse imbued with the type of ca-
reerism that has become all too characteristic of many left academics.
At stake here is an important theoretical issue that is worth repeating.
Knowledge and power come together not merely to reaffirm difference
but also to interrogate it, to open up broader theoretical considerations,
to tease out its limitations, and to engage a vision of community in
which student voices define themselves in terms of their distinct social
formations and their broader collective hopes. As teachers we can never
inclusively speak as the Other (though we may be the Other with respect
to issues of race, class, or gender), but we can certainly work with di-
verse Others to deepen their understanding of the complexity of the tra-
ditions, histories, knowledges, and politics that they bring to the
schools. This means, as Abdul JanMohamed and David Lloyd (1987)
point out, that educators need to recognize the importance of develop-
ing a theory of minority discourse which not only explores the strengths
and weaknesses, affirmations and negations that inhere in the subject
positions of subordinate groups but also “involves drawing our solidari-
ties in the form of similarities between modes of repression and modes
of struggle which all minorities separately experience, and experience
precisely as minorities” (JanMohamed & Lloyd, 1987, p. 11). To assume
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such a position is not to practice forms of gender, racial, or class-specific
imperialism as Ellsworth suggests; rather, it is to create conditions
within particular institutions that allow students to locate themselves
and others in histories that mobilize rather than destroy their hopes for
the future.

The theoretical sweep may be broad, the sentiment utopian, but it is
better than wallowing in guilt or refusing to fight for the possibility of a
better world. Sentimentality is no excuse for the absence of any vision for
the future. Like Klee’s angel in the painting “Angelus Novus,” modernity
provides a faith in human agency while recognizing that the past is often
built on the suffering of others. In the best of the Enlightenment tradi-
tion, reason at least offers the assumption and hope that men and
women can change the world in which they live. Postmodernism frays
the boundaries of that world and makes visible what has often been seen
as unrepresentable. The task of modernity with its faith in reason and
emancipation can perhaps renew its urgency in a postmodern world, a
world where difference, contingency, and power can reassert, redefine,
and in some instances collapse the monolithic boundaries of national-
ism, sexism, racism, and class oppression. In a world whose borders have
become chipped and porous, new challenges present themselves not
only to educators but to all those for whom contingency and loss of cer-
tainty do not mean the inevitable triumph of nihilism and despair but
rather a state of possibility in which destiny and hope can be snatched
from the weakening grasp of modernity. We live in a postmodern world
that no longer has any firm—but has ever flexing—boundaries. It is a
time when reason is in crisis and new political and ideological conditions
exist for fashioning forms of struggle defined in a radically different con-
ception of politics. For educators, this is as much a pedagogical issue as it
is a political one. At best, it points to the importance of rewriting the rela-
tionship between knowledge, power, and desire. It points as well to the
necessity of redefining the importance of difference while at the same
time seeking articulations among subordinate groups and historically
privileged groups committed to social transformations that deepen the
possibility for radical democracy and human survival.
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7 Disturbing the Peace:
Writing in the Cultural
—— Studies Classroom

IT IS BECOMING INCREASINGLY MORE difficult to assess what
Cultural Studies is either as a political project or as a postdisciplinary
practice.! For some theorists, it is precisely the emergence of Cultural
Studies outside of the university and its articulation with various social
movements such as feminism, rather than its academic location, that
have helped to prevent it from being incorporated into the university as
merely an additive to the established canon.? For others, Cultural Stud-
ies must be developed with regard not only to the changing nature and
specificity of the problems and conflicts it addresses, but also to the
legacy of its history as a preeminently political and oppositional prac-
tice.3
It is not my intention here to replay the debate regarding the real his-
tory of Cultural Studies, though this is an important issue. Instead, 1
want to analyze how certain features of the history of Cultural Studies
might inform its present and future politics. More specifically, I want to
focus on the importance of pedagogy as a central aspect of Cultural
Studies and writing as a pedagogical practice. In doing so, I want to de-
velop a notion of border writing as a form of cultural production forged
among the shifting borderlands of a politics of representation, identity,
and struggle. In part, I am concerned with a notion of cultural recovery
in which the production of knowledge, subjectivity, and agency can be
addressed as ethical, political, and pedagogical issues. In part, this sug-
gests critically appropriating from Cultural Studies the insights it has ac-
crued as it has moved historically from its narrow concerns with class
and language to its more recent analysis of the politics of race, gender,
and colonialism. This is not meant to suggest that the history of Cultural
Studies needs to be laid out in great detail as some sort of foundational
exegesis. On the contrary, Cultural Studies needs to be approached his-
torically as a mix of founding moments, transformative challenges, and
self-critical interrogations (Nelson 32). It is precisely the rupturing spirit
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informing elements of its postdisciplinary practice, social activism, and
historical awareness that prompts my concern for the current lacunae in
Cultural Studies regarding the theoretical and political importance of
pedagogy as a founding moment in its legacy. At the same time, it is im-
portant to stress that the general indifference of many theorists to peda-
gogy as a form of cultural practice does an injustice to the politically
charged legacy of Cultural Studies, one that points to the necessity for
combining self-criticism with a commitment to transforming existing
social and political problems.

Neither critical educators nor Cultural Studies theorists can ignore the
relationship of pedagogy to Cultural Studies in the current historical
juncture. Indeed, such indifference warrants a deep suspicion of the via-
bility of the political project that informs such a view of Cultural Studies.
Central to my analysis as well as to the politics of my own location as a
teacher and cultural worker is the assumption that Cultural Studies
must be grounded, in part, in a project that deepens and expands the
possibilities for radical democracy both in the United States and abroad.
Democracy in this sense is the discursive face and lived experiences of
struggling to expand the conditions for social justice, freedom, and
equality across all the major political and economic spheres that shape,
position, and locate people in everyday life. It is within this project that I
want to address the importance of writing and pedagogy as central ele-
ments of an insurgent Cultural Studies.

In what follows, I want to argue that while Cultural Studies represents
an ensemble of diverse discourses, it is an important historical, political,
and cultural formation that points to a number of issues that need to be
addressed in pedagogical terms. I then want to provide a rationale for
re-inserting the language of pedagogy and politics back into the dis-
course of Cultural Studies as part of a broader attempt to expand and
deepen what I will call a pedagogy of Cultural Studies. Finally, I will ex-
plore how I take up the issue of pedagogy as a cultural practice through
the use of writing in my class. In part, this section not only discusses
border writing as a form of pedagogical practice, but also suggests a
connection between some of the central themes of Cultural Studies and
writing as a cultural practice.

Cultural Studies and the Absence of Pedagogy

It is generally argued that Cultural Studies is largely defined through its
analysis of the interrelationship between culture and power, particularly
with regard to the production, reception, and diverse use of texts. Texts
in this case constitute a wide range of aural, visual, and printed signi-
fiers. These are often taken up as part of a broader attempt to analyze
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how individual and social identities are mobilized, engaged, and trans-
formed within circuits of power informed by issues of race, gender, class,
ethnicity, and other social formations. All of these concerns point to the
intellectual and institutional borders that police, contain, and engage
meaning as a site of social struggle. Moreover, one of the emerging theo-
retical features of Cultural Studies is to refute the notion that the strug-
gle over meaning is primarily about the struggle over language and tex-
tuality.? On the contrary, a number of Cultural Studies theorists have
named terror and oppression in concrete terms and have addressed
how domination is manifested in a variety of sites, on a number of dif-
ferent levels, and how it can be understood in historical and relational
terms through a variety of articulations and categories. In fact, Cultural
Studies draws its theoretical inspiration from feminism, postmod-
ernism, postcolonialism, and a host of other areas. Lawrence Grossberg
claims that Cultural Studies as a strategic practice performs two func-
tions: first, it keeps alive the importance of political work in an “age of
diminishing possibilities.” That is, it radicalizes the notion of hope by
politicizing rather than romanticizing it. Second, it refuses to immobi-
lize a commitment to political work in the frozen theoretical winter of
orthodoxy. By responding to the specificity of history it leaves open the
political cartography that informs how it names both its own strategies
and the “world of political struggle” (We Gotta Get Out 18). For Gross-
berg, the notion that Cultural Studies is unstable, open, and always con-
tested becomes the basis for its rewriting as both the condition for ideo-
logical self-criticism and constructing social agents within rather than
outside historical struggles. Grossberg writes:

[Clultural studies assumes that history—its shape, its seams, its out-
comes—is never guaranteed. As a result, doing cultural studies takes work,
including the kind of work deciding what cultural studies is, of making cul-
tural studies over again and again. Cultural studies constructs itself as it
faces new questions and takes up new positions. In that sense, doing cul-
tural studies is always risky and never totally comfortable. It is fraught with
inescapable tensions (as well as with real pleasures). In the U.S., the rapid
institutional success of cultural studies has made it all a bit too easy. Cul-
tural studies has to be wary of anything that makes its work too easy, that
erases the real battles, both theoretical and political, that have to be waged,
that defines the answers before it even begins. (18-19)

I want to take Grossberg at his word and argue that Cultural Studies is
still too rigidly tied to the modernist, academic disciplinary structures
that it often criticizes. This is not to suggest that it does not adequately
engage the issue of academic disciplines. In fact, this is one of its most
salient characteristics.6 What it fails to do is critically address a major



Disturbing the Peace |/ 167

prop of disciplinarity, which is the notion of pedagogy as an unproblem-
atic vehicle for transmitting knowledge. Lost here is the attempt to un-
derstand pedagogy as a mode of cultural criticism for questioning the
very conditions under which knowledge and identities are produced. Of
course, theorists such as Larry Grossberg, Stanley Aronowitz, and others
do engage the relationship between Cultural Studies and pedagogy, but
they constitute a small minority.” The haunting issue here is, what is it
about pedagogy that allows Cultural Studies theorists to ignore it?

One answer may lie in the refusal of Cultural Studies theorists either
to take schooling seriously as a site of struggle or to probe how tradi-
tional pedagogy produces particular forms of subjectification, how it
constructs students through a range of subject positions. Of course,
within radical educational theory, there is a long history of developing
critical discourses of the subject around pedagogical issues.8

Another reason Cultural Studies theorists have devoted little attention
to pedagogy may be the disciplinary terrorism that leaves the marks of
its legacy on all areas of the humanities and liberal arts. Pedagogy is
often deemed unworthy of being taken up as a serious subject. Even
popular culture has more credibility than pedagogy. This can be seen
not only in the general absence of any discussion of pedagogy in Cul-
tural Studies texts, but also in those studies in the humanities that have
begun to engage pedagogical issues. Even in these works there is a will-
ful refusal to acknowledge some of the important theoretical gains in
pedagogy that have been made in the last twenty years.® Within this si-
lence lurk the imperatives of a disciplinary policing, a refusal to cross
academic borders, and a shoring up of the imperatives of originality,
competitiveness, and elitism. Of course, composition studies, one of the
few fields in the humanities that does take pedagogy seriously, occupies
a status as disparaged as the field of education.10 The legacy of academic
elitism and professionalism still exercises a strong influence in the field
of Cultural Studies, in spite of its alleged democratization of social
knowledge.

Reclaiming Pedagogy

In making my case for the importance of pedagogy as a central aspect of
Cultural Studies, I first want to analyze the role that pedagogy played in
the early founding stages of the Birmingham Centre for Cultural Studies.
I then want to define more specifically the central dimensions of peda-
gogy as a cultural practice. But before I address these two important mo-
ments of critical pedagogy as a form of cultural politics, I think it is im-
portant to stress that the concept of pedagogy must be used with
respectful caution. Not only are there different versions of what consti-
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tutes critical pedagogy, but there is no generic definition that can be ap-
plied to the term. At the same time, there are important theoretical in-
sights and practices that weave through various approaches to critical
pedagogy. It is precisely these insights, which often define a common set
of problems, that serve to delineate critical pedagogy as a set of condi-
tions articulated within the context of a particular political project—a
project that takes up these problems differently within the specificity of
particular contexts. These problems include but are not limited to the
relationships between knowledge and power, language and experience,
ethics and authority, student agency and transformative politics, and
teacher location and student formations.

This is precisely how Raymond Williams addressed the issue of peda-
gogy in his discussion of the emergence of Cultural Studies in Britain.
For Williams, pedagogy offered the opportunity to link cultural practice
with the development of radical cultural theories. Not only did peda-
gogy connect questions of form and content, it also introduced a sense
of how teaching, learning, textual studies, and knowledge could be ad-
dressed as a political issue that foregrounded considerations of power
and social agency. According to Williams, Cultural Studies in the 1930s
and 1940s emerged directly from the pedagogical work that was going
on in Adult Education. The specificity of the content and context of
adult education provided Cultural Studies with a number of issues that
were to direct its subsequent developments in Birmingham. These in-
cluded the refusal to accept the limitations of established academic
boundaries and power structures, the demand for linking literature to
the life situations of the adult learners, and the call that schooling be
empowering rather than merely humanizing. Williams is quite adamant
in refuting “encyclopedia articles dating the birth of Cultural Studies
from this or that book in the late 'fifties.” He goes on to say that:

the shift of perspective about the teaching of art and literature and their re-
lation to history and to contemporary society began in Adult Education, it
didn't happen anywhere else. It was when it was taken across by people
with that experience to the Universities that it was suddenly recognized as a
subject. It is in these and other similar ways that the contribution of the
process itself to social change itself, and specifically to learning, has hap-
pened. (“Adult Education”; see also “Future” 151-62)

For Williams there is more at stake here than reclaiming the history of
Cultural Studies. He is most adamant in making clear that the “deepest
impulse [informing Cultural Studies] was the desire to make learning
part of the process of social change itself” (“Future” 158). It is precisely
this attempt to broaden the notion of the political by making it more
pedagogical that reminds us of the importance of pedagogy as a cultural
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practice. In this context, pedagogy deepens and extends the study of
culture and power by addressing not only how culture is shaped, pro-
duced, circulated, and transformed, but also how it is actually taken up
by human beings within specific settings and circumstances. It becomes
an act of cultural production, a form of “writing” in which the process by
which power is inscribed on the body and implicated in the production
of desire, knowledge, and values begins not with a particular claim to
postdisciplinary knowledge but with real people articulating and rewrit-
ing their lived experiences within, rather than outside, history.

The importance of pedagogy to the content and context of Cultural
Studies lies in the relevance it has for illuminating how knowledge and
subjectivities are produced in a variety of sites including schools. Peda-
gogy, in this sense, offers an articulatory concept for understanding how
power and knowledge configure in the production, reception, and trans-
formation of subject positions, forms of ethical address, and “desired
versions of a future human community” (Simon 15). By refuting the ob-
jectivity of knowledge and asserting the partiality of all forms of peda-
gogical authority, critical pedagogy initiates an inquiry into the relation-
ship between cultural work, authority, and the securing of particular
cultural practices, and as a mode of cultural politics takes as an object of
study the relationship between the possibilities for social agency ex-
pressed in a range of human capacities and the social forms that often
constrain or enable them.

The politics of critical pedagogy are radical but not doctrinaire. That
is, critical pedagogy self-consciously operates from a perspective in
which teaching and learning are committed to expanding rather than
restricting the opportunities for students and others to be social, politi-
cal, and economic agents, As agents, students and others need to learn
how to take risks, to understand how power works differently as both a
productive and dominating force, to be able to “read” the world from a
variety of perspectives, and to be willing to think beyond the common-
sense assumptions that govern everyday existence. Critical pedagogy
engages experience in order to inquire into the conditions of its produc-
tion, authorization, and effects. What is radical about the relationship
between pedagogy and the issue of experience is that it addresses the
inner workings of experience, how it functions to produce knowledge,
and how it might be implicated in the construction of forms of subjecti-
fication. Politicizing the relationship between thought and experience
points to a pedagogical practice in which cultural workers can offer
“questions, analyses, visions and practical options that people can pur-
sue in their attempts to participate in the determination of various as-
pects of their lives. . . . Required is a practice rooted in an ethical-politi-
cal vision that attempts to take people beyond the world they already
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know but in a way that does not insist on a fixed set of altered meanings”
(Simon 46-47).

Defined as an attempt to alter experience in the interest of expanding
the possibilities for human agency and social justice, critical pedagogy
makes visible the need for social relations that inform a number of con-
siderations that cut across the diverse terrain of Cultural Studies.

Writing as a Pedagogical Practice

In what follows, I want to describe how I use writing as a pedagogical
practice to transgress certain dominant assumptions about the meaning
of schooling, the discourse of authority, the relationship between lan-
guage and experience, and the role of social responsibility within the
politics of my own location as a university teacher. Most of the classes 1
teach at Penn State University are graduate courses in education and
Cultural Studies. The students who take my courses are mostly working-
class males and females, generally between the ages of 25 and 60. Very
few of the students are familiar with the theoretical discourses of Cul-
tural Studies and critical pedagogy. In the past, I have tried to organize
my courses around selected critical texts, combining introductory lec-
tures with a seminar format in which students were asked to engage the
texts actively by reading them oppositionally. Though this approach at-
tempted to make the class more democratic, it failed to unsettle the
kinds of social relations that characterize teacher-centered environ-
ments. The reasons are numerous and they include the following. First,
many students felt intimidated by the language of theory. They often
noted at some point in the class that the assigned texts were too difficult
to read, they didn’t understand their practical application to education,
or they simply did not feel comfortable speaking through a discourse
that seemed foreign to them. Second, many students have not prob-
lematized the ways in which traditional schooling has shaped their per-
ceptions of power, learning, and identity. Many of the students in my
classes believed that either their own voices did not count for much or
that the only role for students in the class was to accept what was dis-
pensed to them as knowledge rather than either raise questions about
taking control over the conditions of the production of knowledge or en-
gage the classroom texts critically in light of their own experiences, his-
tories, and concerns. Thirdly, whenever class discussion did occur it was
more often than not dominated by males, especially white males, in
spite of the fact that women often constituted over 50% of my classes.
Moreover, when students did speak they often looked at me rather than
direct their remarks to other students. In this instance, they were posi-
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tioning me as the authorizing agent for their discourse and for some
feedback.

It became clear to me very quickly that in spite of my use of opposi-
tional material and the seminar format of the class, I was reproducing a
set of pedagogical relations that did not decenter authority, that, on the
contrary, undermined my efforts both to provide students with the op-
portunity to speak in a safe space and to appropriate power in the class
in order to deconstruct the texts and engage in collective self-criticism
and a critique of the politics of my location as a teacher.

In the first semester of the 1992-1993 school year, I taught a new
course called Postcolonialism, Race, and Critical Pedagogy. In this
course, | attempted to address some of the above problems by organiz-
ing a series of pedagogical practices around particular writing assign-
ments that helped to create what can be called, to use Homi Bhabha’s
phrase, a “third space” in the classroom. But before I articulate the
specifics of the pedagogical practices that I employed, I want to mention
a specific tension that I had to address in the classroom and in my own
teaching.

Like many teachers, academics, and other cultural workers, [ felt that
the most substantive aspect of my pedagogy centered on defining my
own goals for education along with the politics of my own location as a
teacher. For example, my overriding pedagogical project was rooted in
an attempt at majority democratic education, that is, an education
whose aim was to advance the ideological and lived relations necessary
for students at least to interrogate the possibility of addressing school-
ing as a site of ongoing struggle over the “social and political task of
transformation, resistance, and radical democratization” (Butler 13).
This is a project that has continually driven my own politics and peda-
gogy regardless of the specific courses I have taught in the university. In
looking back at this project, I have fewer reservations about its political
importance than I do about the pedagogical practice of removing it from
the actual social formations that shaped students’ histories and lived ex-
periences, which served to undo its most promising possibilities. In
other words, by not paying more attention to what it meant to give stu-
dents more control over the conditions of their own knowledge produc-
tion, I reproduced the binarism of being politically enlightened in my
theorizing and pedagogically wrong in my organization of concrete class
relations. Overcoming this binarism was a major goal behind the reorga-
nization of my pedagogy in the Postcolonialism, Race, and Critical Peda-
gogy class. Developing a series of reading and writing activities as the
basis of the new course helped me to work through and resist the nega-
tive effects of my own authority as a teacher. In what follows, I want to
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spell out how I used border writing less as technical exercise in skill de-
velopment than as a form of cultural production that more closely artic-
ulated the relationship between my political project as a progressive
teacher and the underlying principles and practices that informed the
organization and character of my class.

My use of writing assignments was closely linked to getting students
to theorize their own experiences rather than articulate the meaning of
other peoples’ theories. The assignments were designed to get students
to examine how representations signify and position students through
the institutional and ideological authority they carry in the dominant
culture. Moreover, the writing assignments were constructed so as to
give students the opportunity to acknowledge their own emotional and
affective investments in issues regarding race, colonialism, and the poli-
tics of representation. In addition, writing was used not merely as an
ideological marker for locating specific biographical interests and forms
of identification; it was also viewed as a rupturing practice, as an oppo-
sitional pedagogy in which one pushes against the grain of traditional
history, disciplinary structures, dominant readings, and existing rela-
tions of power.

Raymond Williams has rightly pointed out the need for cultural work-
ers to be attentive to the formations out of which specific projects arise.
As part of an attempt not to reproduce the legacy of those pedagogical
practices that positioned students as objects rather than as subjects of
learning, I attempted to organize the writing assignments in my seminar
around a number of structuring principles necessary for the success of
my own political and pedagogical project. For instance, I introduced the
course by talking about power in the classroom and how it was impli-
cated in all aspects of classroom teaching, including the development of
a syllabus, the organization of classroom relations, and the method of
evaluation. I also made clear the rationale for the authority I exercised in
the course and how that authority was intended to be used to expand
rather than restrict the possibility for student agency. In part, I made the
form and content of my authority as a teacher visible in order to prob-
lematize and debate the moral vision and social ethic I used to justify
my organization of the syllabus and the pedagogical practices that in-
formed my class.

In doing so, [ relinquished all claims to objectivity, and I attempted to
refute the traditional notion that teachers were disinterested, that
knowledge was unproblematic, and that teaching was merely a method-
ology for transmitting information to students. I argued that the latter
positions were often used to obscure the ideological and political inter-
ests that regulated dominant versions of schooling and the role that
teachers play in actively regulating the production of knowledge and
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values. By presenting a view of schools as a site of conflict and contesta-
tion, I attempted to open a space for students to engage political, social,
and cultural differences in ways that highlighted pedagogy as an opposi-
tional rather than merely a dominating practice.

In addition, I stressed the need for social relations in the class that
would give students the opportunity to produce and appropriate knowl-
edge as part of an ongoing struggle to represent themselves in terms of
their interests, lived experiences, and wider political concerns. Two is-
sues derived from the more political and emancipatory theoretical in-
sights of Cultural Studies guided my pedagogical concerns. First, 1
wanted to make clear that no pedagogical process could be located out-
side of the intellectual and affective investments I brought to the class.
Hence, the politics of my own location had to be subjected to extensive
critique and dialogue in the written assignment and class debates. Sec-
ond, the class had to become a site where writing offered the opportu-
nity to “engage rather than displace the voices of aggressive, theorizing
subjects [students].”i T further suggested that some of the major ele-
ments structuring teacher-student relations in the class would be taken
up around some of the following considerations: How do language and
experience intersect? That is, how do different discourses shape, engage,
and deconstruct the experiences and stories told by ourselves and oth-
ers? Second, what conditions are necessary to develop a sense of politi-
cal, moral, and social agency in the class? For example, what pedagogi-
cal practices might be necessary to promote collaborative work? To
engage dominant and subordinate traditions critically? To get students
to question the partiality of both their own knowledge and the knowl-
edge presented by the teacher? Third, how might teacher authority be
manifested without being inimical to the issue and practice of student
freedom?

By making my own theoretical and pedagogical concerns visible at the
beginning of the course, I attempt to be up-front about the parameters
of the course, especially in a school of education where students often
believe that they will not have to read intellectually challenging work or
that educational theory is mainly about learning methodologies. But
there is more at stake here than exercising authority in the spirit of pro-
moting rigorous intellectual work and providing a call for self-discipline.
I also posit the goals and project of the course as an invitation for the
students to rethink how they might want to take up and transform cer-
tain aspects of their own learning. For instance, in an effort not to re-
move all traces of their own socially constructed voices, I asked students
to form groups after my introductory remarks in order to respond to the
issues I raised. I was particularly interested in whether the principles
and rationale I offered for the course were suitable to their own percep-
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tion of the course. I also invited the students to suggest specific readings
outside of the assigned texts that we might take up in the class.

Within an hour the students convened their respective groups and a
debate took place over the shape and format of the class. It became in-
stantly clear to me that the students also wanted the class to be participa-
tory, critical, and attentive to immediate and global concerns regarding
racial politics, and that they wanted both to provide their own list of
readings for the course and to evaluate their own performance for a
course grade. Gently exercising my own authority | mediated their con-
cerns with three qualifications. First, I suggested that the course had to
be organized around a series of writing assignments that reproduced the
principles they had articulated in the discussion. Second, in order to re-
lieve the immediate fear that students often express about writing in a
class, I suggested that as a major precondition for discussing the student
writing presented to the class it was imperative for all of us to create the
conditions for a “safe space” for each other. This means that since stu-
dents often feel that their identities are on trial when they either speak
from their writing or share it with the rest of the class, it is imperative that
each student be given every opportunity to speak, argue, take risks, and
position him/herself without fear of intimidation, humiliation, or out-
right pedagogical terrorism from either the teacher or other students. In
this case, issues of trust and respect for difference become paramount in
structuring classroom relations. In addition, it was suggested that every
attempt be made to use student writing as a pedagogical tool to present
one’s theoretical position, to promote class discussions, to engage other
texts, and to work collaboratively with others. Third, while they would be
given the opportunity to evaluate their own final projects, the projects
should be organized around an attempt to integrate the theoretical dis-
courses taken up in the class with an analysis of some aspect of popular
culture. For example, an individual or a group might decide to write
about how the legacy of colonialism frames much of the racial discourse
in a film like Grand Canyon. Students might also want to mix media in
compiling a critical commentary on racism in the university, town, or in
the national media. They might also want to focus on popular magazines
as a source of social knowledge, use ethnographic approaches to con-
ducting oral histories, or construct their own video, etc.

As part of an attempt to pay close attention to the political and peda-
gogical dynamics that structured the class, three major writing assign-
ments were used to organize how texts were to be taken up and rewrit-
ten as part of a larger attempt to register differences, analyze diverse
arguments, and cross disciplinary borders.

The writing assignments were organized in the following ways. The
initial three weeks of the course were developed around analyzing the
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reading material largely selected by the class. The readings were taken
up through the thematics of “Orientalism, Difference, and Multicultural-
ism,” “Postcolonialism, Race, and Feminism,” and “Nationalism and the
Politics of Speaking for Others.” The class was divided into three groups.
Each group was assigned the task of developing position paper(s) on the
readings for one of the three themes. The papers would then be dupli-
cated for the rest of the class and used as a basis for class discussion.

Each group worked collaboratively to produce a paper that was dupli-
cated and read by the rest of the class the evening their respective read-
ing assignment was due. The group assigned to present a paper for that
class first talked about how they came to address a particular aspect of
the assignment, how they worked out the collaborative process, and
why they thought the issues they addressed were important to them in
terms of their own experiences. For example, the first group developed a
paper that was a transcript of a dialogue they collectively held in analyz-
ing certain aspects of the readings on Orientalism and the politics of
multiculturalism. The paper clearly demonstrated those issues over
which individual members of the group disagreed, what concerns they
shared, and what questions they wanted to take up with the rest of the
class. It is important to note that students who did not present a group
paper during any one class meeting had to prepare journal entries on
the readings assigned, and in doing so worked from their own notes in
responding to both the group paper and other questions that arose from
the readings. Since the readings ranged from sources as diverse as Cor-
nel West's “The New Politics of Difference” to Diane Ravitich’s “Multicul-
turalism,” there was a range of ideological positions to engage and make
for a lively discussion.

But in discussing the papers the emphasis was not merely on taking
up conflicting positions. Students had to insert themselves into the texts
by taking a position on the readings, talking about the consequences of
their positions in terms of how they addressed questions of race, free-
dom, justice, and so on. Moreover, the group constantly talked about
how the university itself was implicated in reproducing some of the
racial problems they discussed and how the racial problems in the
school articulated with and mutually reinforced larger societal prob-
lems.

During the second part of the course, students paired up in groups of
two and for the remainder of the course each group taught a particular
text that was assigned for any one particular week. Books discussed
ranged from There Ain't No Black in the Union Jack by Paul Gilroy to
Black Looks by bell hooks and Learning to Question by Paulo Freire and
Antonio Faundez. In this assignment, students had to “write” the book;
that is, they had to present a paper that provided an exegesis, offer a crit-
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ical reading of the text’s major assumptions, and analyze the relevance
of the text to their own experiences as future educators. Moreover, they
could present the analysis in a variety of mixed formats but had touse a
substantial portion of their time for dialogue with the rest of the class.
The presentations were on the whole amazingly imaginative. Most stu-
dents combined a short lecture with some other form of media to illus-
trate their analysis of the texts. Most prepared open questions to partly
structure the debates, and in some cases provided the rest of the class
with alternative or supplementary readings.

The third writing assignment was organized around a collaborative
position paper based on applying some aspect of what they learned
about race and pedagogy in the class to a particular problem in the
wider university community. The activities undertaken ranged from an
analysis of the textbooks used in the local secondary school to an inter-
rogation of the racial sensitivity seminars conducted by some faculty in
the university. In each case, the students had little trouble in applying
some of the theoretical issues they addressed in the class to wider prac-
tical and pedagogical concerns.

The final writing project in the class engaged writing as a pedagogical
practice by getting students not only to analyze popular texts that ex-
tend the range of what constitutes social knowledge but also to be self-
reflective about their own engagement with the course and what its im-
plications were for rethinking the ways in which power works through
diverse regimes of representation, institutional structures, and the
larger spaces of social power.

All of these writing assignments positioned students as cultural pro-
ducers and enabled them to rewrite their own experiences and percep-
tions through an engagement with various texts, ideological positions,
and theories. In all cases, there was an ongoing attempt to get the stu-
dents to learn from each other, to decenter the power in the classroom,
to challenge disciplinary borders, to create a borderland where new hy-
bridized identities might emerge, to take up in a problematic way the
relationship between language and experience, and to appropriate
knowledge as part of a broader effort at self-definition and ethical re-
sponsibility. Border writing in this case became a type of hybridized,
border literacy, a form of cultural production and pedagogical practice
where otherness becomes comprehensible, collective memory rewrites
the narratives of insurgent social movements, and students travel be-
tween diverse theoretical and cultural zones of difference, and, in doing
so, generate a space where new intersections between identity and cul-
ture emerge. It is precisely in this space informed by the critical impera-
tives of Cultural Studies, the ongoing demands of a restless critical peda-
gogy, and faith in a project of possibility that teachers and students can
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rewrite, reaffirm, and struggle over the assumption that the goal of
achieving a multicultural, multiracial democracy in the United States re-
mains the critical issue of modern politics and life.

Notes

1. One of the most important critiques of Cultural Studies treating this issue of
purpose and meaning has been made by Meaghan Morris.

2. This issue is taken up in Franklin, Lury, and Stacey; see also Clarke, esp.
chapt. 2; Parry; and Hall, “Cultural Studies and its Theoretical Legacies.”

3. See, for example, Nelson, “Always Already”; Nelson et al., “Cultural Studies:
An Introduction”; and Bennett.

4. For expressions of this position see Grossberg, We Gotta Get Out; Hall, “Cul-
tural Studies and its Theoretical Legacies”; and Grossberg, “The Formation.”

5. A number of writers in the Grossberg et al. anthology take this position.

6. As a representative of this type of critique, see any of the major theoretical
sources of Cultural Studies, especially the Centre for Contemporary Cultural
Studies in Birmingham. See Hall, “Cultural Studies: Two Paradigms” and “Cul-
tural Studies and the Centre”; Richard Johnson; and Morris.

7. See Grossberg et al. for examples; also, various issues of College Literature
under the editorship of Kostas Myrsiades. It is quite revealing to look into some
of the latest books on Cultural Studies and see no serious engagement of peda-
gogy as a site of theoretical and practical struggle. For example see Brantlinger;
Turner; Clarke; Franklin et al. In Punter there is one chapter on identifying
racism in textbooks.

8. While there are too many sources to cite here, see Connell et al.; Henriques
et al.; Sears; Fine; Simon; and Donald.

9. For instance, while theorists such as Jane Tompkins, Gerald Graff, Gregory
Ulmer, and others address pedagogical issues, they do it solely within the refer-
enced terrain of literary studies. Moreover, even those theorists in literary stud-
ies who insist on the political nature of pedagogy generally ignore, with few ex-
ceptions, the work that has gone on in the field for twenty years. See, for
example, Felman and Lamb; Henricksen and Morgan; Donahue and Quahndahl;
Ulmer; and Barbara Johnson.

10. One interesting example of this occured when Gary Olson, the editor of
the Journal of Advanced Composition, interviewed Jacques Derrida. He asked
Derrida, in the context of a discussion about pedagogy and teaching, if he knew
of the work of Paulo Freire. Derrida responded, “This is the first time I've heard
his name” (Olson 133). It is hard to imagine that a figure of Freire’s international
stature would not be known to someone in literary studies who is one of the
major proponents of deconstruction. So much for crossing boundaries. Clearly,
Derrida does not read the radical literature in composition studies, because if he
did he could not miss the numerous references to the work of Freire and other
critical educators. See, for instance, Atkins and Johnson; Brodkey; and Hurlbert
and Blitz.

11. The two considerations and quotation come from Morris (20).
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Rethinking the Boundaries
of Educational Discourse:
Modernism, Postmodernism,
and Feminism

Mapping the Politics of Modernism

To invoke the term modernism is immediately to place oneself in the
precarious position of suggesting a definition that is itself open to enor-
mous debate and little agreement (Groz et al. 7-17; Newman, “Revising
Modernism”). Not only is there a disagreement regarding the periodiza-
tion of the term, there is enormous controversy regarding what it actu-
ally refers to.! To some it has become synonymous with terroristic
claims of reason, science, and totality (Lyotard). To others it embodies,
for better or worse, various movements in the arts (Newman, Post-Mod-
ern Aura). And to some of its more ardent defenders, it represents the
progressive rationality of communicative competence and support for
the autonomous individual subject (Habermas, “Modernity versus Post-
modernity”; “Modernity”; Discourse). It is not possible within the con-
text of this essay to provide a detailed history of the various historical
and ideological discourses of modernism, even though such an analysis
is essential to provide a sense of the complexity of both the category and
the debates that have emerged around modernism.2 Instead T want to
focus on some of the central assumptions of modernism. The value of
this approach is that it not only serves to highlight some of the more im-
portant arguments that have been made in the defense of modernism,
but also provides a theoretical and political backdrop for understanding
some of the central features of various postmodernist and feminist dis-
courses, This is particularly important with respect to postmodernism,
which presupposes some idea of the modern and also of various femi-
nist discourses, which have increasingly been forged largely in opposi-
tion to some of modernism’s major assumptions, particularly as these
relate to notions such as rationality, truth, subjectivity, and progress.

183
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The theoretical, ideological, and political complexity of modernism
can be grasped by analyzing its diverse vocabularies with respect to
three traditions: the social, the aesthetic, and the political. The notion of
social modernity corresponds with the tradition of the new, the process
of economic and social organization carried out under the growing rela-
tions of capitalist production. Social modernity approximates what
Matei Calinescu calls the bourgeois idea of modernity, which is charac-
terized by

The doctrine of progress, the confidence in the beneficial possibilities of
science and technology, the concern with time (a measurable time, a time
that can be bought and sold and therefore has, like any other commodity, a
calculable equivalent in money), the cult of reason, and the ideal of free-
dom defined within the framework of an abstract humanism, but also the
orientation toward pragmatism and the cult of action and success. (41)

Within this notion of modernism, the unfolding of history is linked to
the “continual progress of the sciences and of techniques, the rational
division of industrial work, [which] introduces into social life a dimen-
sion of permanent change, of destruction of customs and traditional
culture” (Baudrillard 65). At issue here is a definition of modernity that
points to the progressive differentiation and rationalization of the social
world through the process of economic growth and administrative ratio-
nalization. Another characteristic of social modernism is the epistemo-
logical project of elevating reason to an ontological status. Modernism
in this view becomes synonymous with civilization itself, and reason is
universalized in cognitive and instrumental terms as the basis for a
model of industrial, cultural, and social progress. At stake in this notion
of modernity is a view of individual and collective identity in which his-
torical memory is devised as a linear process, the human subject be-
comes the ultimate source of meaning and action, and a notion of geo-
graphical and cultural territoriality is constructed in a hierarchy of
domination and subordination marked by a center and margin legiti-
mated through the civilizing knowledge/power of a privileged Eurocen-
tric culture (Aronowitz).

The category of aesthetic modernity has a dual characterization that
is best exemplified in its traditions of resistance and formal aestheticism
(Newman, “Revising Modernism”). But it is in the tradition of opposi-
tion, with its all-consuming disgust with bourgeois values and its at-
tempt through various literary and avant-garde movements to define art
as a representation of criticism, rebellion, and resistance, that aesthetic
modernism first gains a sense of notoriety. Fueling this aesthetic mod-
ernism of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is an aliena-
tion and negative passion whose novelty is perhaps best captured in
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Bakunin’s anarchist maxim, “To destroy is to create” (quoted in Cali-
nescu 117). The cultural and political lineaments of this branch of aes-
thetic modernism are best expressed in avant-garde movements ranging
from the surrealists and the futurists to the conceptualist artists of the
1970s. Within this movement, with its diverse politics and expressions,
there is an underlying commonality, an attempt to collapse the distinc-
tion between art and politics and to blur the boundaries between life
and aesthetics. But in spite of its oppositional tendencies, aesthetic
modernism has not fared well in the latter part of the twentieth century.
Its critical stance, its aesthetic dependency on the presence of bourgeois
norms, and its apocalyptic tone have increasingly become recognized as
artistically fashionable by the very class it attacks (Barthes).

The central elements that bring these two traditions of modernism to-
gether constitute a powerful force not only for shaping the academic
disciplines and the discourse of educational theory and practice, but
also for providing a number of points where various ideological posi-
tions share a common ground. This is especially true in modernism’s
claim for the superiority of high culture over popular culture; its affirma-
tion of a centered if not unified subject; its faith in the power of the
highly rational, conscious mind; and its belief in the unequivocal ability
of human beings to shape a better world. There is a long tradition of
support for modernism, and some of its best representatives are as di-
verse as Marx, Baudelaire, and Dostoevsky. This notion of the self based
on the universalization of reason and the totalizing discourses of eman-
cipation have provided a cultural and political script for celebrating
Western culture as synonymous with civilization itself, and for regarding
progress as a terrain that only needed to be mastered as part of the inex-
orable march of science and history. Marshall Berman exemplifies the
dizzying heights of ecstasy made possible by the script of modernism in
his own rendition of the modernist sensibility:

Modernists, as I portray them, are simultaneously at home in this world
and at odds with it. They celebrate and identify with the triumphs of mod-
ern science, art, technology, communications, economics, politics—in
short, with all the activities, techniques, and sensibilities that enable
mankind to do what the Bible said God could do—to “make all things new.”
At the same time, however, they oppose modernization’s betrayal of its own
human promise and potential. Modernists demand more profound and
radical renewals: modern men and women must become the subjects as
well as the objects of modernization; they must learn to change the world
that is changing them and to make it their own. The modernist knows this
is possible: the fact that the world has changed so much is proof that it can
change still more. The modernist can, in Hegel's phrase, “look the negative
in the face and live with it.” The fact that “all that is solid melts into air” is a
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source not of despair, but of strength and affirmation. If everything must
go, then let it go: modern people have the power to create a better world
than the world they have lost. (“Why Modernism” 11)

Of course, for many critics of modernism, the coupling of social and
aesthetic modernism reveals itself quite differently. Modernist art is crit-
icized for having become nothing more than a commercial market for
the museums and the corporate boardrooms and a depoliticized dis-
course institutionalized within the universities. In addition, many critics
have argued that under the banner of modernism, reason and aesthetics
often come together in a technology of self and culture that combines a
notion of beauty that is white, male, and European with a notion of mas-
tery that legitimates modern industrial technologies and the exploita-
tion of vast pools of labor from the “margins” of second- and third-world
economies. Robert Merrill gives this argument a special twist in claiming
that the modernist ego, with its pretensions to infallibility and unending
progress, has actually come to doubt its own promises. For example, he
argues that many proponents of modernism increasingly recognize that
what has been developed by the West in the name of mastery actually in-
dicates the failure of modernism to produce a technology of self and
power that can deliver on the promises to provide freedom through sci-
ence, technology, and control. He writes:

[A loss of faith in the promises of modernismy] . . . is no less true for corpo-
rate and governmental culture in the United States which displays a . ..
desperate quest for aestheticization of the self as modernist construct—
white, male, Christian, industrialist—through monumentally styled office
buildings, the Brooks Brothers suit (for male and female), designer food,
business practices which amount only to the exercise of symbolic power,
and most of all, the Mercedes Benz which as the unification in design of the
good (here functional) and the beautiful and in production of industrial co-
ordination and exploitation of human labor is pre-eminently the sign that
one has finally achieved liberation and mastery, “made it to the top” (even if
its stylistic lines thematize what can only be called a fascist aesthetics). (ix)

It is against the claims of social and aesthetic modernism that the di-
verse discourses of postmodernism and feminism have delivered some
of their strongest theoretical and political criticism, and these will be
taken up shortly. But there is a third tradition of modernism that has
been engaged by feminism but generally ignored by postmodernism.
This is the tradition of political modernism. Political modernism, unlike
its related aesthetic and social traditions, does not focus on epistemo-
logical and cultural issues so much as it develops a project of possibility
out of a number of Enlightenment ideals (Laclau, “Politics”; Mouffe,
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“Radical Democracy” 32-34). It should be noted that political mod-
ernism constructs a project that rests on a distinction between political
liberalism and economic liberalism. In the latter, freedom is conflated
with the dynamics of the capitalist marketplace, whereas in the former,
freedom is associated with the principles and rights embodied in the de-
mocratic revolution that has progressed in the West over the last three
centuries. The ideals that have emerged out of this revolution include
“the notion that human beings ought to use their reason to decide on
courses of action, control their futures, enter into reciprocal agree-
ments, and be responsible for what they do and who they are” (Warren
ix-x). In general terms, the political project of modernism is rooted in
the capacity of individuals to be moved by human suffering so as to re-
move its causes; to give meaning to the principles of equality, liberty,
and justice; and to increase those social forms that enable human be-
ings to develop the capacities needed to overcome ideologies and mate-
rial forms that legitimate and are embedded in relations of domination.

The tradition of political modernism has largely been taken up and
defended in opposition to and against the discourse of postmodernism.
Consequently, when postmodernism is defined in relation to the dis-
course of democracy, it is either pitted against the Enlightenment proj-
ect and seen as reactionary in its political tendencies (Berman, Air;
Habermas, “Modernity,” Discourse), grafted onto a notion of economic
liberalismn that converts it into an apology for rich Western democracies
(Rorty, “Habermas” 174-75), or portrayed in opposition to the emanci-
patory projects of Marxism (Eagleton; Anderson) and feminism (Hart-
sock 190-91; Christian). In what follows, I want to examine some of the
challenges that Jiirgen Habermas presents to various versions of post-
modernism and feminism through his defense of modernity as an un-
finished emancipatory project.

Habermas and the Challenge of Modernism

Habermas has been one of the most vigorous defenders of the legacy of
modernism. His work is important because in forging his defense of
modernism as part of a critique of the postmodernist and poststruc-
turalist discourses that have emerged in France since 1968, he has
opened up a debate between these seemingly opposing positions. More-
over, Habermas has attempted to revise and reconstruct the earlier work
of his Frankfurt School colleagues, Theodor Adorno and Max Hork-
heimer, by revising their pessimistic views of rationality and democratic
struggle.

Habermas identifies postmodernity less as a question of style and cul-
ture than as one of politics. Postmodernism’s rejection of grand narra-
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tives, its denial of epistemological foundations, and its charge that rea-
son and truth are always implicated in relations of power are viewed by
Habermas as both a retreat from and a threat to modernity. For him,
postmodernism has a paradoxical relation with modernism. On the one
hand, it embodies the worst dimensions of an aesthetic modernism. That
is, it extends those aspects of the avant-garde which “live [in] the experi-
ence of rebelling against all that is normative” (“Modernity” 5). In this
sense, postmodernism echoes surrealism’s attempt to undermine the
cultural autonomy of art by removing the boundaries that separate it
from everyday life. On the other hand, postmodernism represents the
negation of the project of social modernity by rejecting the latter’s lan-
guage of universal reason, rights, and autonomy as a foundation for
modern social life. According to Habermas, postmodernism’s argument
that realism, consensus, and totality are synonymous with terror repre-
sents a form of political and ethical exhaustion that unjustifiably re-
nounces the unfinished task of the rule of reason (Communication 3-13).

In Habermas's terms, the postmodernist thinkers are conservatives
whose philosophical roots are to be found in various irrationalist and
counter-Enlightenment theories that suggest a peculiar political kinship
with fascism. Hence postmodernism undermines the still unfolding
project of modernity, with its promise of democracy through the rule of
reason, communicative competence, and cultural differentiation. Post-
modernism is guilty of the dual crime, in this case, of rejecting the most
basic tenets of the modernist ethos and failing to recognize its most
emancipatory contributions to contemporary life. In the first instance,
postmodernism recklessly overemphasizes the play of difference, con-
tingency, and language against all appeals to universalized and tran-
scendental claims. For the postmodernist, theory without the guarantee
of truth redefines the relationship between discourse and power and in
doing so destabilizes the modernist faith in consensus and reason. For
Habermas, postmodernism represents a revolt against a substantive
view of reason and subjectivity and negates the productive features of
medernism.

Modernity offers Habermas the promise of integrating the differenti-
ating spheres of science, morality, and art back into society, not through
an appeal to power, but through the rule of reason, the application of a
universal pragmatics of language, and the development of forms of
learning based on dictates of communicative competence. While he ac-
cepts the excesses of technological rationality and substantive reason,
he believes that only through reason can the logic of scientific/techno-
logical rationality and domination be subordinated to the imperatives of
modernist justice and morality (Kellner 262-66). Habermas admires
Western culture and argues that “bourgeois ideals” contain elements of
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reason that should be at the center of a democratic society. By these
ideals, he writes,

I mean the internal theoretical dynamic which constantly propels the sci-
ences—and the self-reflection of the sciences as well—beyond the creation
of merely technologically exploitable knowledge; furthermore, I mean the
universalist foundations of law and morality which have also been embod-
ied (in no matter how distorted and imperfect a form) in the institutions of
constitutional states, in the forms of democratic decisionmaking, and in in-
dividualistic patterns of identity formation; finally, I mean the productivity
and the liberating force of an aesthetic experience with a subjectivity set
free from the imperatives of purposive activity and from the conventions of
everyday perception. (“Entwinement” 18)

Central to Habermas’s defense of modernity is his important distinc-
tion between instrumental and communicative rationality. Instrumen-
tal rationality represents those systems or practices embodied in the
state, money, and various forms of power which work through “steering
mechanisms” to stabilize society. Communicative rationality refers to
the world of common experience and discursive intersubjective interac-
tion, a world characterized by various forms of socialization mediated
through language and oriented toward social integration and consen-
sus. Habermas accepts various criticisms of instrumental rationality, but
he largely agrees that capitalism, in spite of its problems, represents
more acceptable forms of social differentiation, rationalization, and
modernization than have characterized past stages of social and instru-
mental development. On the other hand, he is adamant about the
virtues of communicative rationality, with its emphasis on the rules of
mutual understanding, clarity, consensus, and the force of argument.
Habermas views any serious attack on this form of rationality as in itself
being irrational. In effect, his notion of communicative rationality pro-
vides the basis not only for his ideal speech situation but also for his
broader view of social reconstruction. Rationality, in this case, with its
distinctions between an outer world of systemic steering practices and a
privileged inner world of communicative process, represents in part a
division between a world saturated with material power expressed in the
evolution of ever-growing and complex subsystems of rational modern-
ization and one shaped by universal reason and communicative action.
At the core of this distinction is a notion of democracy in which struggle
and conflict are not based on a politics of difference and power, but on a
conceptual and linguistic search for defining the content of what is ra-
tional (Ryan 27-45).

Habermas's defense of modernity is not rooted in a rigorous question-
ing of the relationship among discourses, institutional structures, and
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the interests they produce and legitimate within specific social condi-
tions. Instead he focuses on linguistic competence and the principle of
consensus, with its guiding problematic defined by the need to uproot
the obstacles to “distorted communication.” This not only points to a
particular view of power, politics, and modernity; it also legitimates, as
Stanley Aronowitz points out, a specific notion of reason and learning:

He [Habermas] admonishes us to recognize [modernity’s] unfinished tasks:
the rule of reason. Rather than rules of governance based on power or dis-
cursive hegemonies, we are exhorted to create a new imaginary, one that
would recognize societies able to resolve social conflicts, at least provision-
ally, so as to permit a kind of collective reflexivity. Characteristically, Haber-
mas finds that the barriers to learning are not found in the exigencies of
class interest, but in distorted communication. The mediation of communi-
cation by interest constitutes here an obstacle to reflexive knowledge. “Pro-
gressive” societies are those capable of learning—that is, acquiring knowl-
edge that overcomes the limits of strategic or instrumental action. (103)

Habermas’s work has been both opposed and taken up by a number
of critical and radical groups. He has been criticized by feminists such as
Nancy Fraser (“Critical Theory”) and embraced by radicals who believe
that his search for universal values represents a necessary ingredient in
the struggle for human emancipation (Epstein 54-56). In many respects
his writing provides a theoretical marker for examining how the debate
over foundationalism and demecracy on the one hand, and over a poli-
tics of difference and contingency on the other, has manifested itself on
the left as a debate among those who line up for or against different ver-
sions of modernism or postmodernism.

A more constructive approach, both to the specifics of Habermas’s
work and to the larger issue of modernism, is that neither should be ac-
cepted or rejected as if the only choice were complete denial or conver-
sion. Habermas, for example, is both right and wrong in his analyses of
modernism and postmodernism. He is right in attempting to salvage the
productive and emancipatory aspects of modernism and to develop a
unifying principle that provides a referent point for engaging and ad-
vancing a democratic society. He is also right in claiming that postmod-
ernism is as much about politics and culture as it is about aesthetics and
style (Huyssen). In this sense, Habermas provides a theoretical service
by trying to keep alive as part of a modernist discourse the categories of
critique, agency, and democracy. For better or worse, Habermas injects
into the modernist-versus-postmodernist debate the primacy of politics
and of the role that rationality might play in the service of human free-
dom and the imperatives of democratic ideology and struggle. As
Thomas McCarthy points out, Habermas
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believes that the defects of the Enlightenment can only be made good by
further enlightenment. The totalized critique of reason undercuts the ca-
pacity of reason to be critical. It refuses to acknowledge that modernization
bears developments as well as distortions of reason. Among the former, he
mentions the “unthawing” and “reflective refraction” of cultural traditions,
the universalization of norms and generalization of values, and the growing
individuation of personal identities—all prerequisites for that effectively
democratic organization of society through which alone reason can, in the
end, become practical. (xvii)

It is around these concerns that postmodern theorists have chal-
lenged some of the basic assumptions of modernism. For Habermas,
these challenges weaken rather than mobilize the democratic tenden-
cies of modernism. But as I hope to demonstrate in the remainder of this
essay, Habermas is wrong in simply dismissing all forms of postmod-
ernism as antimodernist and neoconservative. Moreover, given his own
notions of consensus and social action, coupled with his defense of
Western tradition, his view of modernity is too complicitous with a no-
tion of reason that is used to legitimate the superiority of a culture pri-
marily white, male, and Eurocentric. Habermas’s position is susceptible
to the charge not only of being patriarchal but also of not adequately en-
gaging the relationship between discourse and power and the messy
material relations of class, race, and gender. Postmodern and feminist
critiques of his work cannot be dismissed simply because they might be
labeled antimodern or antirationalist. In what follows, I want to take up
some of the challenges that postmodernism has developed in opposi-
tion to some of the central assumptions of modernism.

Postmodern Negations

If postmodernism means putting the World in its place ... if it means the
opening up to critical discourse of lines of enquiry which were formerly
prohibited, of evidence which was previously inadmissible so that new and
different questions can be asked and new and other voices can begin ask-
ing them; if it means the opening up of institutional and discursive spaces
within which more fluid and plural social and sexual identities may de-
velop; if it means the erosion of triangular formations of power and knowl-
edge with the expert at the apex and the “masses” at the base, if, in a word,
it enhances our collective (and democratic) sense of possibility, then I for
one am a postmodernist. (Hebdige, Hiding 226)

Dick Hebdige’s guarded comments regarding his own relationship to
postmodernism suggest some of the problems that have to be faced in
using the term. As the term is increasingly employed both in and out of
the academy to designate a variety of discourses, its political and se-
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mantic currency repeatedly becomes an object of conflicting forces and
divergent tendencies. Postmodernism has not only become a site of
conflicting ideological struggles—denounced by different factions on
both the left and the right, supported by an equal number of diverse
progressive groups, and appropriated by interests that would renounce
any claim to politics—its varied forms also produce both radical and re-
actionary elements. Postmodernism’s diffuse influence and contradic-
tory character are evident within many cultural fields—painting, archi-
tecture, photography, video, dance, literature, education, music, mass
communications—and in the varied contexts of its production and exhi-
bition. Such a term does not lend itself to the usual topology of cate-
gories that serve to inscribe it ideologically and politically within tradi-
tional binary oppositions. In this case the politics of postmodernism
cannot be neatly labeled under the traditional categories of left and
right.

That many groups are making a claim for its use should not suggest
that the term has no value except as a buzzword for the latest intellec-
tual fashions. On the contrary, its widespread appeal and conflict-rid-
den terrain indicate that something important is being fought over, that
new forms of social discourse are being constructed at a time when the
intellectual, political, and cultural boundaries of the age are being refig-
ured amidst significant historical shifts, changing power structures, and
emergent alternative forms of political struggle. Of course, whether
these new postmeodernist discourses adequately articulate rather than
simply reflect these changes is the important question.

I believe that the discourse of postmodernism is worth struggling
over, and not merely as a semantic category that needs to be subjected
to ever more precise definitional rigor. As a discourse of plurality, differ-
ence, and multinarratives, postmodernism resists being inscribed in any
single articulating principle in order to explain either the mechanics of
domination or the dynamic of emancipation. At issue here is the need to
mine its contradictory and oppositional insights so that they might be
appropriated in the service of a radical project of democratic struggle.
The value of postmodernism lies in its role as a shifting signifier that
both reflects and contributes to the unstable cultural and structural re-
lationships that increasingly characterize the advanced industrial coun-
tries of the West. The important point here is not whether postmod-
ernism can be defined within the parameters of particular politics, but
how its best insights might be appropriated within a progressive and
emancipatory democratic politics.

I want to argue that while postmodernism does not suggest a particu-
lar ordering principle for defining a particular political project, it does
have a rudimentary coherence with respect to the set of “problems and
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basic issues that have been created by the various discourses of post-
modernism, issues that were not particularly problematic before but
certainly are now” (Hutcheon, “Problematic” 5). Postmodernism raises
questions and problems so as to redraw and re-present the boundaries
of discourse and cultural criticism. The issues that postmodernism has
brought into view can be seen, in part, through its various refusals of all
“natural laws” and transcendental claims that by definition attempt to
“escape” from any type of historical and normative grounding. In fact, if
there is any underlying harmony to various discourses of postmod-
ernism, it is in their rejection of absolute essences. Arguing along similar
lines, Laclau claims that postmodernity as a discourse of social and cul-
tural criticism begins with a form of epistemological, ethical, and politi-
cal awareness based on three fundamental negations:

The beginning of postmodernity can . . . be conceived as the achievement
of multiple awareness: epistemological awareness, insofar as scientific
progress appears as a succession of paradigms whose transformation and
replacement is not grounded in any algorithmic certainty; ethical aware-
ness, insofar as the defense and assertion of values is grounded on argu-
mentative movements (conservational movements, according to Rorty),
which do not lead back to any absolute foundation; political awareness, in-
sofar as historical achievements appear as the product of hegemonic and
contingent—and as such, always reversible—articulations and not as the
result of immanent laws of history. (“Building” 21)

Laclau’s list does not exhaust the range of negations that postmod-
ernism has taken up as part of the increasing resistance to all totalizing
explanatory systems and as part of the growing call for a language that
offers the possibility of addressing the changing ideological and struc-
tural conditions of our time. In what follows, I will address some of the
important thematic considerations that cut across postmodernism,
what I define as a series of postmodern negations. I will address these
negations in terms of the challenge they present to what can be prob-
lematized as either oppressive or productive features of modernism.

Postmodernism and the Negation of Totality,
Reason, and Foundationalism

A central feature of postmodernism has been its critique of totality, rea-
son, and universality. This critique has been most powerfully developed
in the work of Jean-Francois Lyotard. In developing his attack on En-
lightenment notions of totality, Lyotard argues that the very notion of
the postmodern is inseparable from an incredulity toward metanarra-
tives. In Lyotard’s view, “The narrative view is losing its functors, its great
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hero, its great dangers, its great voyages, its great goal. It is being dis-
persed in clouds of narrative language elements—narrative, but also de-
notative, prescriptive, descriptive, and so on” (xxiv). For Lyotard, grand
narratives do not problematize their own legitimacy; they deny the his-
torical and social construction of their own first principles, and in doing
so wage war on difference, contingency, and particularity. Against
Habermas and others, Lyotard argues that appeals to reason and con-
sensus, when inserted within grand narratives that unify history, eman-
cipation, and knowledge, deny their own implications in the production
of knowledge and power. More emphatically, Lyotard claims that within
such narratives are elements of mastery and control in which “we can
hear the mutterings of the desire for a return of terror, for the realization
of the fantasy to seize reality” (82). Against metanarratives that totalize
historical experience by reducing its diversity to a one-dimensional, all-
encompassing logic, he posits a discourse of multiple horizons, the play
of language games, and the terrain of micropolitics. Against the formal
logic of identity and the transhistorical subject, he invokes a dialectics of
indeterminacy, varied discourses of legitimation, and a politics based on
the “permanence of difference.”

Lyotard’s attack on metanarratives represents both a trenchant form
of social criticism and a philosophical challenge to all forms of founda-
tionalism that deny the historical, the normative, and the contingent.
Nancy Fraser and Linda Nicholson articulate this connection well:

For Lyotard, postmodernism designates a general condition of contempo-
rary Western civilization. The postmodern condition is one in which “grand
narratives of legitimation” are no longer credible. By “grand narratives” he
means, in the first instance, overarching philosophies of history like the En-
lightenment story of the gradual but steady progress of reason and free-
dom, Hegel’s dialectic of Spirit coming to know itself, and, most important,
Marx’s drama of the forward march of human productive capacities via
class conflict culminating in proletarian revolution. . .. For what most in-
terests [Lyotard] about the Enlightenment, Hegelian, and Marxist stories is
what they share with other nonnarrative forms of philosophy. Like ahistori-
cal epistemologies and moral theories, they aim to show that specific first-
order discursive practices are well formed and capable of yielding true and
just results. True and just here mean something more than results reached
by adhering scrupulously to the constitutive rules of some given scientific
and political games. They mean, rather, results that correspond to Truth
and Justice as they really are in themselves independent of contingent, his-
torical social practices. Thus, in Lyotard’s view, a metanarrative, . . . pur-
ports to be a privileged discourse capable of situating, characterizing, and
evaluating all other discourses, but not itself infected by the historicity and
contingency that render first-order discourses potentially distorted and in
need of legitimation. (86-87)
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What Fraser and Nicholson point out by implication is that postmod-
ernism does more than wage war on totality; it also calls into question
the use of reason in the service of power, the role of intellectuals who
speak through authority invested in a science of truth and history, and
the forms of leadership that demand unification and consensus within
centrally administered chains of command. Postmodernism rejects a
notion of reason that is disinterested, transcendent, and universal.
Rather than separating reason from the terrain of history, place, and de-
sire, postmodernism argues that reason and science can only be under-
stood as part of a broader historical, political, and social struggle over
the relationship between language and power. Within this context, the
distinctions between passion and reason, objectivity and interpretation
no longer exist as separate entities, but represent instead the effects of
particular discourses and forms of social power, This issue is not merely
epistemological, but deeply political and normative. Gary Peller makes
this point clear by arguing that what is at stake in this form of criticism is
nothing less than the dominant and liberal commitment to Enlighten-
ment culture. He writes:

Indeed the whole way that we conceive of liberal progress (overcoming
prejudice in the name of truth, seeing through the distortions of ideology to
get at reality, surmounting ignorance and superstition with the acquisition
of knowledge) is called into question. [Postmodernism] suggests that what
has been presented in our social-political and our intellectual traditions as
knowledge, truth, objectivity, and reason are actually merely the effects of a
particular form of social world that then presents itself as beyond mere in-
terpretation, as truth itself. (30)

By asserting the primacy of the historical and the contingent in the
construction of reason, authority, truth, ethics, and identity, postmod-
ernism provides a politics of representation and a basis for social strug-
gle. Laclau argues that the postmodern attack on foundationalism is an
eminently political act since it expands the possibility for argumenta-
tion and dialogue. Moreover, by acknowledging questions of power and
value in the construction of knowledge and subjectivities, postmod-
ernism helps to make visible important ideological and structural
forces, such as race, gender, and class. For theorists such as Laclau, the
collapse of foundationalism does not suggest a banal relativism or the
onset of a dangerous nihilism. On the contrary, he argues that the lack of
ultimate meaning radicalizes the possibilities for human agency and a
democratic politics:

Abandoning the myth of foundations does not lead to nihilism, just as un-
certainty as to how an enemy will attack does not lead to passivity. It leads,
rather, to a proliferation of discursive interventions and arguments that are
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necessary, because there is no extradiscursive reality that discourse might
simply reflect. Inasmuch as argument and discourse constitute the social,
their open-ended character becomes the source of a greater activism and a
more radical libertarianism. Humankind, having always bowed to external
forces—God, Nature, the necessary laws of History—can now, at the
threshold of postmodernity, consider itself for the first time the creator and
constructor of its own history. (“Politics” 79-80)

The postmodern attack on totality and foundationalism is not without
its drawbacks. While it rightly focuses on the importance of local narra-
tives and rejects the notion that truth precedes the notion of representa-
tion, it also runs the risk of blurring the distinction between master nar-
ratives that are monocausal and formative narratives that provide the
basis for historically and relationally placing different groups or local
narratives within some common project. To draw out this point further,
it is difficult to imagine any politics of difference as a form of radical so-
cial theory if it doesn’t offer a formative narrative capable of analyzing
difference within rather than against unity. I will develop these criti-
cisms in more detail in another section.

Postmodernism as the Negation
of Border Cultures

Postmodernism offers a challenge to the cultural politics of modernism
at a number of different levels. That is, it not only provides a discourse
for retheorizing culture as fundamental to the construction of political
subjects and collective struggle, it also theorizes culture as a politics of
representation and power. Emily Hicks has presented the postmodern
challenge to modernist culture as one framed within the contexts of
shifting identities, the remapping of borders, and nonsynchronous
memory. In her terms, modernist culture negates the possibility of iden-
tities created within the experience of multiple narratives and “border”
crossings; instead, modernism frames culture within rigid boundaries
that both privilege and exclude around the categories of race, class, gen-
der, and ethnicity. Within the discourse of modernism, culture in large
part becomes an organizing principle for constructing borders that re-
produce relations of domination, subordination, and inequality. In this
case, borders do not offer the possibility of experiencing and positioning
ourselves within a productive exchange of narratives. Instead, mod-
ernism constructs borders framed in the language of universals and op-
positions. Within the cultural politics of modernism, European culture
becomes identified with the center of civilization, high culture is defined
in essentialist terms against the popular culture of the everyday, and his-
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tory as the reclaiming of critical memory is displaced by the prolifera-
tion of images. In effect, postmodernism constitutes a general attempt
to transgress the borders sealed by modernism, to proclaim the arbi-
trariness of all boundaries, and to call attention to the sphere of culture
as a shifting social and historical construction.

I want to approach the postmodern challenge to a modernist cultural
politics by focusing briefly on a number of issues. First, postmodernism
has broadened the discussion regarding the relationship between cul-
ture and power by illuminating the changing conditions of knowledge
embedded in the age of electronically mediated information systems,
cybernetic technologies, and computer engineering (Lyotard). In doing
so, it has pointed to the development of new forms of knowledge that
significantly shape traditional analyses relevant to the intersection of
culture, power, and politics. Second, postmodernism raises a new set of
questions about how culture is inscribed in the production of
center/margin hierarchies and the reproduction of postcolonial forms
of subjugation. At stake here is not only a reconsideration of the inter-
section of race, gender, and class but also a new way of reading history;
that is, postmodernism provides forms of historical knowledge as a way
of reclaiming power and identity for subordinate groups (Spivak; Minh-
ha). Third, postmodernism breaks down the distinction between high
and low culture and makes the everyday an object of serious study
(Collins).

In the first instance, postmodernism points to the increasingly power-
ful and complex role of the new electronic medium in constituting indi-
vidual identities, cultural languages, and new social formations. In ef-
fect, postmodernism has provided a new discourse that enables us to
understand the changing nature of domination and resistance in late
capitalist societies (Lash and Urry). This is particularly true in its analy-
ses of how the conditions for the production of knowledge have changed
within the last two decades with respect to the electronic information
technologies of production, the types of knowledge produced, and the
impact they have had at both the level of everyday life and in larger
global terms (Poster). Postmodern discourses highlight radical changes
in the ways in which culture is produced, circulated, read, and con-
sumed; moreover, it seriously challenges those theoretical models that
have inadequately analyzed culture as a productive and constituting
force within an increasingly global network of scientific, technological,
and information-producing apparatuses.

In the second instance, postmodernism has provided an important
theoretical service in mapping the relations of the center and the pe-
riphery with respect to three related interventions into cultural politics.
First, it has offered a powerful challenge to the hegemonic notion that
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Eurocentric culture is superior to other cultures and traditions by virtue
of its canonical status as a universal measure of Western civilization. In
exposing the particularity of the alleged universals that constitute Euro-
centric culture, postmodernism has revealed that the “truth” of Western
culture is by design a metanarrative that ruthlessly expunges the stories,
traditions, and voices of those who by virtue of race, class, and gender
constitute the “Other.” Postmodernism’s war on totality is defined, in
this case, as a campaign against Western patriarchal culture and ethno-
centricity (McLaren and Hammer). To the extent that postmodernism
has rejected the ethnocentricism of Western culture, it has also waged a
battle against those forms of academic knowledge that serve to repro-
duce the dominant Western culture as a privileged canon and tradition
immune from history, ideology, and social criticism (Aronowitz and
Giroux, Education). Central to such a challenge is a second aspect of
postmodernism’s refiguring of the politics of the center and the margins.
That is, postmodernism not only challenges the form and content of
dominant models of knowledge, it also produces new forms of knowl-
edge through its emphasis on breaking down disciplines and taking up
objects of study that were unrepresentable in the dominant discourses
of the Western canon.

Postmodern criticism provides an important theoretical and political
service in assisting those deemed “Other” to reclaim their own histories
and voices. By problematizing the dominant notion of tradition, post-
modernism has developed a power-sensitive discourse that helps sub-
ordinated and excluded groups to make sense out of their own social
worlds and histories while simultaneously offering new opportunities to
produce political and cultural vocabularies by which to define and
shape their individual and collective identities (Lipsitz 211-31). At stake
here is the rewriting of history within a politics of difference that substi-
tutes for totalizing narratives of oppression local and multiple narratives
that assert their identities and interests as part of a broader reconstruc-
tion of democratic public life. Craig Owens captures the project of possi-
bility that is part of reclaiming voices that have been relegated to the
marginal and therefore seem to be unrepresentable. While women
emerge as the privileged force of the marginal in this account, his analy-
sis is equally true for a number of subordinated groups:

It is precisely at the legislative frontier between what can be represented
and what cannot that the postmodernist operation is being staged—not in
order to transcend representation, but in order to expose that system of
power that authorizes certain representations while blocking, prohibiting
or invalidating others. Among those prohibited from Western representa-
tion, whose representations are denied all legitimacy, are women. Excluded
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from representation by its very structure, they return within it as a figure
for—a presentation of—the unrepresentable. (59)

Postmodernism’s attempt to explore and articulate new spaces is not
without its problems. Marginality as difference is not an unproblematic
issue, and differences have to be weighed against the implications they
have for constructing multiple relations between the self and the
“Other.” Moreover, resistance not only takes place on the margins but
also at various points of entry within dominant institutions. Needless to
say, any notion of difference and marginality runs the risk of mystifying
as well as enabling a radical cultural politics. But what is crucial is that
postmodernism does offer the possibility for developing a cultural poli-
tics that focuses on the margins, for reclaiming, as Edward Said points
out, “the right of formerly un- or misrepresented human groups to speak
for and represent themselves in domains defined, politically and intel-
lectually, as normally excluding them, usurping their signifying and rep-
resenting functions, over-riding their historical reality” (quoted in Con-
nor 233).

This leads to a third dimension of a postmodern cultural politics. As
part of a broader politics of difference, postmodernism has also focused
on the ways in which modernity functions as an imperialist master narra-
tive that links Western models of industrial progress with hegemonic
forms of culture, identity, and consumption. Within this context, the proj-
ect of modernity relegates all non-Western cultures to the periphery of
civilization, outposts of insignificant histories, cultures, and narratives.

In the discourse of postcolonial modernism, the culture of the “Other”
is no longer inscribed in imperialist relations of domination and subor-
dination through the raw exercise of military or bureaucratic power.
Power now inscribes itself in apparatuses of cultural production that
easily transgress national and cultural borders. Data banks, radio trans-
missions, and international communications systems become part of
the vanguard of a new global network of cultural and economic imperi-
alism. Modernity now parades its universal message of progress through
the experts and intellectuals it sends to Third World universities,
through the systems of representations that it produces to saturate bill-
boards all over Latin America, and/or through the advertising images it
sends out from satellites to the television sets of inhabitants of Africa,
India, and Asia.

Postmodernism makes visible both the changing technological nature
of postcolonial imperialism and the new forms of emerging resistance
that it encounters. On the one hand, it rejects the notion that the colo-
nial relationship is an “uninterrupted psychodrama of repression and
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subjugation” (Roth 250). In this perspective, there is an attempt to un-
derstand how power is not only administered, but also taken up, re-
sisted, and struggled over. The “Other” in this scenario does not suffer
the fate of being generalized out of existence, but bears the weight of
historical and cultural specificity. In part, this has resulted in a radical
attempt to read the culture of the “Other” as a construction rather than a
description, as a form of text that evokes rather than merely represents
(Tyler; Clifford and Marcus; Clifford). Within this scenario, the relation-
ship between the subject and the object, between invention and con-
struction, is never innocent and is always implicated in theorizing about
the margins and the center. At issue here is an attempt to make prob-
lematic the voices of those who try to describe the margins, even when
they do so in the interests of emancipation and social justice (Minh-ha).
This suggests yet another aspect of postcolonial discourse that post-
modernism has begun to analyze as part of its own cultural politics.

In the postmodern age, the boundaries that once held back diversity,
otherness, and difference, whether in domestic ghettoes or through na-
tional borders policed by custom officials, have begun to break down.
The Eurocentric center can no longer absorb or contain the culture of
the “Other” as something threatening and dangerous. As Renato Ros-
aldo points out, “the Third World has imploded into the metropolis.
Even the conservative national politics of containment, designed to
shield ‘us’ from ‘them,” betray the impossibility of maintaining hermeti-
cally sealed cultures” (44). Culture in postcolonial discourse becomes
something that “Others” have; it is the mark of ethnicity and difference.
What has changed in this hegemonic formulation/strategy is that diver-
sity is not ignored in the dominant cultural apparatus, but promoted in
order to be narrowly and reductively defined through dominant stereo-
types. Representation does not merely exclude, it also defines cultural
difference by actively constructing the identity of the “Other” for domi-
nant and subordinate groups. Postmodernism challenges postcolonial
discourse by bringing the margins to the center in terms of their own
voices and histories. Representation, in this sense, gives way to opposi-
tion and the struggle over questions of identity, place, and values (Spi-
vak; Minh-ha). Difference in this context holds out the possibility of not
only bringing the voices and politics of the “Other” to the centers of
power, but also understanding how the center is implicated in the mar-
gins. It is an attempt to understand how the radicalizing of difference
can produce new forms of displacement and more refined forms of
racism and sexism. Understandably, the best work in this field is being
done by writers from the “margins.”

Finally, it is well known that postmodernism breaks with dominant
forms of representation by rejecting the distinction between elite and
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popular culture and by arguing for alternative sites of artistic engage-
ment and forms of experimentation (Hebdige, Hiding 116-43). As an
anti-aesthetic, postmodernism rejects the modernist notion of priv-
ileged culture or art; it renounces “official” centers for “housing” and
displaying art and culture along with their interests in origins, peri-
odization, and authenticity (Foster xv-xvi; Crimp). Moreover, postmod-
ernism’s challenge to the boundaries of modernist art and culture has, in
part, resulted in new forms of art, writing, film-making, and various
types of aesthetic and social criticism. For example, films like Wetherby
(1985) deny the structure of plot and seem to have no recognizable be-
ginning or end; photographer Sherrie Levine uses a “discourse of copy”
in her work in order to transgress the notions of origin and originality.
Writer James Sculley blurs the lines between writing poetry and produc-
ing it within a variety of representational forms. The American band
Talking Heads adopts an eclectic range of aural and visual signifiers to
produce a pastiche of styles in which genres are mixed, identities shift,
and the lines between reality and image are purposely blurred (Hebdige,
Hiding 233-44).

Most importantly, postmodernism conceives of the everyday and the
popular as worthy of serious and playful consideration. In the first in-
stance, popular culture is analyzed as an important sphere of contesta-
tion, struggle, and resistance. In doing so, postmodernism does not
abandon the distinctions that structure varied cultural forms within and
among different levels of social practice; instead it deepens the possibil-
ity for understanding the social, historical, and political foundations for
such distinctions as they are played out within the intersection of power,
culture, and politics. In the second instance, postmodernism cultivates a
tone of irony, parody, and playfulness as part of an aesthetic that de-
sacralizes cultural aura and “greatness” while simultaneously demon-
strating that “contingency penetrates all identity” and that “the primary
and constitutive character of the discursive is . .. the condition of any
practice” (Laclau, “Building” 17). Richard Kearney has noted that the
postmodern notion of play, with its elements of undecidability and poet-
ical imagining, challenges constricted and egocentric levels of selfhood
and allows us to move toward a greater understanding of the “Other”:

The ex-centric characteristics of the play paradigm may be construed as to-
kens of the poetical power of imagination to transcend the limits of egocen-
tric, and indeed anthropocentric, consciousness—thereby exploring differ-
ent possibilities of existence. Such “possibilities” may well be deemed
impossible at the level of the established reality. (366-67)

Central to the postmodern rejection of elite culture as a privileged do-
main of cultural production and repository of “truth” and civilization is
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an attempt to understand modernist cultural practices in their hege-
monic and contradictory manifestations. Similarly, postmodernism re-
jects the notion of popular culture as structured exclusively through a
combination of commodity production and audience passivity, a site
both for dumping commercial junk and for creating consumer robots.
Instead, postmodernism views popular culture as a terrain of accommo-
dation and struggle, a terrain whose structuring principles should not
be analyzed in the reductionistic language of aesthetic standards but
rather through the discourse of power and politics (Giroux and Simon,
“Pedagogy”). Of course, it must be stated that the postmodern elements
of a cultural politics that T have provided need to be interrogated more
closely for their excesses and absences, and I will take up this issue in
another section; but in what follows I will analyze the third postmodern
negation, that regarding language and subjectivity.

Postmodernism, Language, and the
Negation of the Humanist Subject

Within the discourse of postmodernism, the new social agents become
plural; that is, the universal agent, such as the working class, is replaced
by multiple agents forged in a variety of struggles and social movements.
Here we have a politics that stresses differences among groups. But it is
worth noting that subjectivities are also constituted within difference.
This is an important distinction and offers an important challenge to the
humanist notion of the subject as a free, unified, stable, and coherent
self. In fact, one of the most important theoretical and political advances
of postmodernism is its stress on the centrality of language and subjec-
tivity as new fronts from which to rethink the issues of meaning, iden-
tity, and politics. This issue can best be approached by analyzing the
ways in which postmodernism has challenged the conventional view of
language.

Postmodern discourse has retheorized the nature of language as a sys-
tem of signs structured in the infinite play of difference, and in doing so
has undermined the dominant, positivist notion of language as either a
genetic code structured in permanence or simply a linguistic, transpar-
ent medium for transmitting ideas and meaning. Theorists such as
Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Jacques Lacan, and Laclau and
Mouffe, in particular, have played a major role in retheorizing the rela-
tionship among discourse, power, and difference. For example, Derrida
has brilliantly analyzed the issue of language through the principle of
what he calls “différance.” This view suggests that meaning is the prod-
uct of a language constructed out of and subject to the endless play of
differences among signifiers. What constitutes the meaning of a signifier
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is defined by the shifting, changing relations of difference that charac-
terize the referential play of language. What Derrida, Laclau and Mouffe,
and a host of other critics have demonstrated is “the increasing difficulty
of defining the limits of language, or, more accurately, of defining the
specific identity of the linguistic object” (Laclau, “Politics” 67). But more
is at stake here than theoretically demonstrating that meaning can never
be fixed once and for all.

The postmodern emphasis on the importance of discourse has also
resulted in a major rethinking of the notion of subjectivity. In particular,
various postmodern discourses have offered a major critique of the lib-
eral humanist notion of subjectivity, which is predicated on the notion
of a unified, rational, self-determining consciousness. In this view, the
individual subject is the source of self-knowledge, and his or her view of
the world is constituted through the exercise of a rational and au-
tonomous mode of understanding and knowing. What postmodern dis-
course challenges is liberal humanism’s notion of the subject “as a kind
of free, autonomous, universal sensibility, indifferent to any particular
or moral contents” (Eagleton 101). Teresa Ebert, in her discussion of the
construction of gender differences, offers a succinct commentary on the
humanist notion of identity:

Postmodern feminist cultural theory breaks with the dominant humanist
view . .. in which the subject is still considered to be an autonomous indi-
vidual with a coherent, stable self constituted by a set of natural and pre-
given elements such as biological sex. It theorizes the subject as produced
through signifying practices which precede her and not as the originator of
meaning. One acquires specific subject positions—that is, existence in
meaning, in social relations—being constituted in ideologically structured
discursive acts. Subjectivity is thus the effect of a set of ideologically orga-
nized signifying practices through which the individual is situated in the
world and in terms of which the world and one’s self are made intelligible.
(22-23)

The importance of postmeadernism’s retheorizing of subjectivity can-
not be overemphasized. In this view, subjectivity is no longer assigned to
the apolitical waste land of essences and essentialism. Subjectivity is
now read as multiple, layered, and nonunitary; rather than being consti-
tuted in a unified and integrated ego, the “self” is seen as being “consti-
tuted out of and by difference and remains contradictory” (quoted in
Grossberg 56). No longer viewed as merely the repository of conscious-
ness and creativity, the self is constructed as a terrain of conflict and
struggle, and subjectivity is seen as site of both liberation and subjuga-
tion. How subjectivity relates to issues of identity, intentionality, and de-
sire is a deeply political issue that is inextricably related to social and
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cultural forces that extend far beyond the self-consciousness of the so-
called humanist subject. Both the very nature of subjectivity and its ca-
pacities for self- and social determination can no longer be situated
within the guarantees of transcendent phenomena or metaphysical
essences. Within this postmodern perspective, the basis for a cultural
politics and the struggle for power has been opened up to include the is-
sues of language and identity. In what follows, I want to take up how var-
ious feminist discourses reinscribe some of the central assumptions of
modernism and postmodernism as part of a broader cultural practice
and political project.

Postmodern Feminism as Political
and Ethical Practice

Feminist theory has always engaged in a dialectical relationship with
modernism. On the one hand, it has stressed modernist concerns with
equality, social justice, and freedom through an ongoing engagement
with substantive political issues, specifically the rewriting of the histori-
cal and social construction of gender in the interest of an emancipatory
cultural politics. In other words, feminism has been quite discriminating
in its ability to sift through the wreckage of modernism in order to liber-
ate modernism’s victories, particularly the unrealized potentialities that
reside in its categories of agency, justice, and politics. On the other hand,
postmodern feminism has rejected those aspects of modernism that
exalt universal laws at the expense of specificity and contingency. More
specifically, postmodern feminism opposes a linear view of history
which legitimates patriarchal notions of subjectivity and society; more-
over, it rejects the notion that science and reason have a direct corre-
spondence with objectivity and truth. In effect, postmodern feminism
rejects the binary opposition between modernism and postmodernism
in favor of a broader theoretical attempt to situate both discourses criti-
cally within a feminist political project.

Feminist theory has both produced and profited from a critical appro-
priation of a number of assumptions central to modernism and post-
modernism. The feminist engagement with modernism has been pri-
marily a discourse of self-criticism and has served to expand radically a
plurality of positions within feminism itself. Women of color, lesbians,
poor and working-class women have challenged the essentialism, sepa-
ratism, and ethnocentricism that have been expressed in feminist theo-
rizing, and in doing so have seriously undermined the Eurocentrist and
totalizing discourse that has become a political straitjacket within the
movement. Fraser and Nicholson offer a succinct analysis of some of the
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issues involved in this debate, particularly in relation to the appropria-
tion by some feminists of “quasi metanarratives”:

They tacitly presuppose some commonly held but unwarranted and essen-
tialist assumptions about the nature of human beings and the conditions
for social life. In addition, they assume methods and/or concepts that are
uninflected by temporality or historicity and that therefore function de
facto as permanent, neutral matrices for inquiry. Such theories, then, share
some of the essentialist and ahistorical features of metanarratives: they are
insufficiently attentive to historical and cultural diversity; and they falsely
universalize features of the theorist’s own era, society, culture, class, sexual
orientation, and/or ethnic or racial group. . .. It has become clear that
quasi metanarratives hamper, rather than promote, sisterhood, since they
elide differences among women and among the forms of sexism to which
different women are differentially subject. Likewise, it is increasingly ap-
parent that such theories hinder alliances with other progressive move-
ments, since they tend to occlude axes of domination other than gender. In
sum, there is a growing interest among feminists in modes of theorizing
that are attentive to differences and to cultural and historical specificity.
(92, 99)

Fashioning a language that has been highly critical of modernism has
not only served to make problematic what can be called totalizing femi-
nisms; it has also called into question the notion that sexist oppression
is at the root of all forms of domination (Malson, et al. 5-9). Implicit in
this position are two assumptions that have significantly shaped the ar-
guments of mostly white, Western women. The first argument inverts
the orthodox Marxist position that regards class as the primary category
of domination, with all other modes of oppression being relegated to
second place. In this instance, patriarchy becomes the primary form of
domination, while race and class are reduced to its distorted reflection.
The second assumption recycles another aspect of orthodox Marxism,
which assumes that the struggle over power is exclusively waged among
opposing social classes. The feminist version of this argument simply
substitutes gender for class, and in doing so reproduces a form of “us-
against-them” politics that is antithetical to developing community
within a broad and diversified public culture. Both of these arguments
represent the ideological baggage of modernism. In both cases, domina-
tion is framed in binary oppositions which suggest that workers or
women cannot be complicit in their own oppression and that domina-
tion assumes a form that is singular and uncomplicated. The feminist
challenge to this ideological straitjacket of modernism is well expressed
by bell hooks, who avoids the politics of separatism by invoking an im-
portant distinction between the role feminists might play in asserting
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their own particular struggle against patriarchy and the role they can
play as part of a broader struggle for liberation:

Feminist effort to end patriarchal domination should be of primary con-
cern precisely because it insists on the eradication of exploitation and op-
pression in the family context and in all other intimate relationships. . ..
Feminism, as liberation struggle, must exist apart from and as a part of the
larger struggle to eradicate domination in all of its forms. We must under-
stand that patriarchal domination shares an ideological foundation with
racism and other forms of group oppression, that there is no hope that it
can be eradicated while these systems remain intact. This knowledge
should consistently inform the direction of feminist theory and practice.
Unfortunately, racism and class elitism among women [have] frequently
led to the suppression and distortion of this connection so that it is now
necessary for feminist thinkers to critique and revise much feminist theory
and the direction of the feminist movement. This effort at revision is per-
haps most evident in the current widespread acknowledgement that sex-
ism, racism, and class exploitation constitute interlocking systems of domi-
nation—that sex, race, and class, and not sex alone, determine the nature of
any female’s identity, status, and circumstance, the degree to which she will
or will not be dominated, the extent to which she will have the power to
dominate. {(22)

I invoke the feminist critique of modernism to make visible some of
the ideological territory it shares with certain versions of postmod-
ernism and to suggest the wider implications that a postmodern femi-
nism has for developing and broadening the terrain of political struggle
and transformation. It is important to note that this encounter between
feminism and postmodernism should not be seen as an effort to dis-
place a feminist politics with a politics and pedagogy of postmodernism,
On the contrary, I think feminism provides postmodernism with a poli-
tics, and with a great deal more. What is at stake here is using feminism,
in the words of Meaghan Morris, as “a context in which debates about
postmodernism might further be considered, developed, transformed
(or abandoned)” (16). Critical to such a project is the need to analyze the
ways in which feminist theorists have used postmodernism to fashion a
form of social criticism whose value lies in its critical approach to gen-
der issues and in the theoretical insights it provides for developing
broader democratic and pedagogical struggles.

The theoretical status and political viability of various postmodern
discourses regarding the issues of totality, foundationalism, culture,
subjectivity, and language are a matter of intense debate among diverse
feminist groups. I am little concerned with charting this debate or focus-
ing on those positions that dismiss postmodernism as antithetical to
feminism. Instead I want to focus primarily on those feminist discourses
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that acknowledge being influenced by postmodernism but at the same
time deepen and radicalize the assumptions most important in the in-
terest of a theory and practice of transformative feminist, democratic
struggles.?

Feminism’s relationship with postmodernism has been fruitful but
problematic (E. Kaplan 1-6). Postmodernism shares a number of as-
sumptions with various feminist theories and practices. For example,
both discourses view reason as plural and partial, define subjectivity as
multilayered and contradictory, and posit contingency and difference
against various forms of essentialism.

At the same time, postmodern feminism has criticized and extended a
number of assumptions central to postmodernism. First, it has asserted
the primacy of social criticism, and in doing so has redefined the signifi-
cance of the postmodern challenge to founding discourses and univer-
sal principles in terms that prioritize political struggles over epistemo-
logical engagements. Donna Haraway puts it well in her comment that
“the issue is ethics and politics perhaps more than epistemology” (579).
Second, postmodern feminism has refused to accept the postmodern
view of totality as a wholesale rejection of all forms of totality or meta-
narratives. Third, it has rejected the postmodern emphasis on erasing
human agency by decentering the subject; in related fashion it has re-
sisted defining language as the only source of meaning, and in doing so
has linked power not merely to discourse but also to material practices
and struggles. Fourth, it has asserted the importance of difference as
part of a broader struggle for ideological and institutional change rather
than emphasized the postmodern approach to difference as either an
aesthetic (pastiche) or an expression of liberal pluralism (the prolifera-
tion of difference without recourse to the language of power). Since it is
impossible within this essay to analyze all of these issues in great detail,
I will take up some of the more important tendencies implied in these
positions.

Postmodern Feminism and the Primacy
of the Political

Working collectively to confront difference, to expand our awareness of sex,
race, and class as interlocking systems of domination, of the ways we rein-
force and perpetuate these structures, is the context in which we learn the
true meaning of solidarity. It is this work that must be the foundation of
feminist movement. Without it, we cannot effectively resist patriarchal
domination; without it, we remain estranged and alienated from one an-
other. Fear of painful confrontation often leads women and men active in
feminist movement to avoid rigorous critical encounter, yet if we cannot
engage dialectically in a committed, rigorous, humanizing manner, we can-
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not hope to change the world. . . . While the struggle to eradicate sexism
and sexist oppression is and should be the primary thrust of ferninist move-
ment, to prepare ourselves politically for this effort we must first learn how
to be in solidarity, how to struggle with one another. (hooks 25)

hooks speaks eloquently to the issue of constructing a feminism that
is self-consciously political. In solidarity with a number of feminists, she
provides a much-needed corrective to the postmodern tendency to
eclipse the political and ethical in favor of epistemological and aesthetic
concerns. Not only does she assert that intellectual and cultural work
must be driven by political questions and issues, she also performs the
theoretically important task of affirming a feminist politics that at-
tempts to understand and contest the various ways in which patriarchy
is inscribed at every level of daily life. But what is different and postmod-
ern about hooks’s commentary is that she not only argues for a post-
modern feminist practice that is oppositional in its appeal “to end sex-
ism and sexist oppression” (23}, she also calls into question those
feminisms that reduce domination to a single cause, focus exclusively
on sexual difference, and ignore women’s differences as they intersect
across other vectors of power, particularly with regard to race and class.
What is at stake in this version of postmodern feminist politics is an at-
tempt to reaffirm the centrality of gender struggles while simultaneously
broadening the issues associated with such struggles. Similarly, there is
an attempt to connect gender politics to a broader politics of solidarity.
Let me be more specific about some of these issues.

Central to the feminist movement in the United States since the 1970s
has been the important notion that the personal is political. This argu-
ment suggests a complex relationship between material social practices
and the construction of subjectivity through the use of language. Within
this context, subjectivity was analyzed as a historical and social construc-
tion, en-gendered through the historically weighted configurations of
power, language, and social formations. The problematization of gender
relations in this case has often been described as the most important the-
oretical advance made by feminists (Showalter). Postmodern feminism
has extended the political significance of this issue in important ways.

First, it has strongly argued that feminist analyses cannot downplay
the dialectical significance of gender relations. That is, such relations
have to focus not only on the various ways in which women are in-
scribed in patriarchal representations and relations of power, but also
on how gender relations can be used to problematize the sexual identi-
ties, differences, and commonalities of both men and women. To sug-
gest that masculinity is an unproblematic category is to adopt an essen-
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tialist position that ultimately reinforces the power of patriarchal dis-
course (Showalter 1--3).

Second, feminist theorists have redefined the relationship between
the personal and the political in ways that advance some important
postmodern assumptions. In part, this redefinition has emerged out of a
growing feminist criticism that rejects the notions that sexuality is the
only axis of domination and that the study of sexuality should be limited
theoretically to an exclusive focus on how women’s subjectivities are
constructed. For example, theorists such as Teresa de Lauretis have ar-
gued that central to feminist social criticism is the need for feminists to
maintain a “tension between [the personal and the political] precisely
through the understanding of identity as multiple and even self-contra-
dictory” (“Feminist” 9). To ignore such a tension often leads to the trap
of collapsing the political into the personal and limiting the sphere of
politics to the language of pain, anger, and separatism. hooks elaborates
on this point by arguing that when feminists reduce the relationship be-
tween the personal and the political to the mere naming of one’s pain in
relation to structures of domination, they often undercut the possibili-
ties of understanding domination’s multifaceted nature and creating a
politics of possibility. She writes:

That powerful slogan, “the personal is political,” addresses the connection
between the self and political reality. Yet it was often interpreted as mean-
ing that to name one’s personal pain in relation to structures of domination
was not just a beginning stage in the process of coming to political con-
sciousness, to awareness, but all that was necessary. In most cases, naming
one’s personal pain was not sufficiently linked to overall education for criti-
cal consciousness of collective political resistance. Focussing on the per-
sonal in a framework that did not compel acknowledgement of the com-
plexity of structures of domination could easily lead to misnaming, to the
creation of yet another sophisticated level of non or distorted awareness.
This often happens in a feminist context when race and/or class are not
seen as factors determining the social construction of one’s gendered real-
ity and most importantly, the extent to which one will suffer exploitation
and domination. (32)

In this case, the construction of gender must be seen in the context of
the wider relations in which it is structured. At issue here is the need to
deepen the postmodern notion of difference by radicalizing the notion
of gender through a refusal to isolate it as a social category while simul-
taneously engaging in a politics that aims at transforming self, commu-
nity, and society. Within this context, postmodern feminism offers the
possibility of going beyond the language of domination, anger, and cri-
tique.
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Third, postmodern feminism attempts to understand the broader
workings of power by examining how it functions through means other
than specific technologies of control and mastery (de Lauretis, Tech-
nologies). At issue here is understanding how power is constituted pro-
ductively. De Lauretis develops this insight by arguing that while post-
modernism provides a theoretical service in recognizing that power is
“productive of knowledges, meanings, and values, it seems obvious
enough that we have to make distinctions between the positive effects
and the oppressive effects of such production” (“Feminist” 18). Her
point is important because it suggests that power can work in the inter-
ests of a politics of possibility, that it can be used to rewrite the narra-
tives of subordinate groups not merely in reaction to the forces of domi-
nation but in response to the construction of alternative visions and
futures. The exclusive emphasis on power as oppressive always runs the
risk of developing as its political equivalent a version of radical cynicism
and antiutopianism. Postmodern feminism offers the possibility for re-
defining both a negative feminist politics (Kristeva) and a more general
postmodern inclination toward a despair that dresses itself up in irony,
parody, and pastiche. Linda Alcoff puts it well in arguing, “As the Left
should by now have learned, you cannot mobilize a movement that is
only and always against: you must have a positive alternative, a vision of
a better future that can motivate people to sacrifice their time and en-
ergy toward its realization” (418-19). Central to this call for a language of
possibility are the ways in which a postmodern feminism has taken up
the issue of power in more expansive and productive terms, one that is
attentive to the ways in which power inscribes itself through the force of
reason, and constructs itself at the levels of intimate and local associa-
tions (Diamond and Quinby).

Postmodern Feminism and the Politics
of Reason and Totality

Various feminist discourses have provided a theoretical context and pol-
itics for enriching postmodernism’s analyses of reason and totality.
Whereas postmodern theorists have stressed the historical, contingent,
and cultural construction of reason, they have failed to show how reason
has been constructed as part of a masculine discourse (Diamond and
Quinby 194-97). Postmodern feminists have provided a powerful chal-
lenge to this position, particularly in their analyses of the ways in which
reason, language, and representation have produced knowledge/power
relations, legitimated in the discourse of science and objectivity, to si-
lence, marginalize, and misrepresent women (Jagger; Keller; Harding;
Birke). Feminist theorists have also modified the postmodern discussion
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of reason in another two important ways. First, while recognizing that all
claims to reason are partial, they have argued for the emancipatory pos-
sibilities that exist in reflective consciousness and critical reason as a
basis for social criticism (Welch; de Lauretis, “Feminist”). In these terms,
reason is not merely about a politics of representation structured in
domination or a relativist discourse that abstracts itself from the dy-
namics of power and struggle; it also offers the possibility for self-repre-
sentation and social reconstruction. For example, Haraway has qualified
the postmodern turn toward relativism by theorizing reason within a
discourse of partiality that “privileges contestation, deconstruction, pas-
sionate construction, webbed connections, and hope for transforma-
tion of systems of knowledge and ways of seeing” (585). Similarly, hooks
(105-19) and others have argued that feminists who deny the power of
critical reason and abstract discourse often reproduce a cultural prac-
tice that operates in the interest of patriarchy. That is, this culture serves
to silence women and others by positioning them in ways that cultivate
a fear of theory, which positions in turn often produce a form of power-
lessness buttressed by a powerful anti-intellectualism. Second, femi-
nists such as Jane Flax have modified postmodernism’s approach to rea-
son by arguing that reason is not the only locus of meaning:

I cannot agree . . . that liberation, stable meaning, insight, self-understand-
ing and justice depend above all on the “primacy of reason and intelli-
gence.” There are many ways in which such qualities may be attained—for
example, political practices; economic, racial and gender equality; good
childrearing; empathy; fantasy; feelings; imagination; and embodiment.
On what grounds can we claim reason is privileged or primary for the self or
justice? (“Reply” 202)

At issue here is the rejection not of reason but of a modernist version
of reason that is totalizing, essentialist, and politically repressive. Post-
modern feminism has challenged and modified the postmodern ap-
proach to totality or master narratives on similar terms. While accepting
the postmodern critique of master narratives that employ a single stan-
dard and claim to embody a universal experience, postmodern femi-
nism does not define all large or formative narratives as oppressive. At
the same time, postmodern feminism recognizes the importance of
grounding narratives in the contexts and specificities of people’s lives,
communities, and cultures, but supplements this distinctly postmodern
emphasis on the contextual with an argument for metanarratives that
employ forms of social criticism that are dialectical, relational, and
holistic. Metanarratives play an important theoretical role in placing the
particular and the specific in broader historical and relational contexts.
To reject all notions of totality is to risk being trapped in particularistic
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theories that cannot explain how the various diverse relations that con-
stitute larger social, political, and global systems interrelate or mutually
determine and constrain one another. Postmodern feminism recognizes
that we need a notion of large narratives that privileges forms of analy-
ses in which it is possible to make visible those mediations, interrela-
tions, and interdependencies that give shape and power to larger politi-
cal and social systems. Fraser and Nicholson make very clear the
importance of such narratives to social criticism:

Effective criticism . . . requires an array of different methods and genres. It
requires, at minimum, large narratives about changes in social organiza-
tion and ideology, empirical and social-theoretical analyses of macrostruc-
tures and institutions, interactionist analyses of the micropolitics of every-
day life, critical-hermeneutical and institutional analyses of cultural
production, historically and culturally specific sociologies of gender. . ..
The list could go on. {91)

Postmodern Feminism and the Politics
of Difference and Agency

Feminists share a healthy skepticism about the postmodern celebration
of difference. Many feminist theorists welcome the postmodern empha-
sis on the proliferation of local narratives, the opening up of the world to
cultural and ethnic differences, and the positing of difference as a chal-
lenge to hegemonic power relations parading as universals (Flax,
“Reply”’; McRobbie; Nicholson; E. Kaplan; Lather). But at the same time,
postmodern feminists have raised serious questions about how differ-
ences are to be understood so as to change rather than reproduce pre-
vailing power relations. This is particularly important since difference in
the postmodern sense often slips into a theoretically harmless and polit-
ically deracinated notion of pastiche. For many postmodern feminists,
the issue of difference has to be interrogated around a number of con-
cerns. These include questions about how a politics of difference can be
constructed that will not simply reproduce forms of liberal individual-
ism, or how a politics of difference can be “re-written as a refusal of the
terms of radical separation” (C. Kaplan 194). Also at issue is how to de-
velop a theory of difference that is not at odds with a politics of solidar-
ity. Equally important is how a theory of the subject constructed in dif-
ference might sustain or negate a politics of human agency. Relatedly,
there is the question of how a postmodern feminism can redefine the
knowledge/power relationship in order to develop a theory of difference
that is not static, one that is able to make distinctions between differ-
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ences that matter and those that do not. All these questions have been
addressed in a variety of feminist discourses, not all of which support
postmodernism. What has increasingly emerged out of this engagement
is a discourse that radically complicates and amplifies the possibilities
for reconstructing difference within a radical political project and set of
transformative practices.

In the most general sense, the postmodern emphasis on difference
serves to dissolve all pretensions to an undifferentiated concept of truth,
man, woman, and subjectivity, while at the same time refusing to reduce
difference to “opposition, exclusion, and hierarchic arrangement” (Mal-
son, et al. 4). Postmodern feminism has gone a long way in framing the
issue of difference in terms that give it an emancipatory grounding, that
identify the “differences that make a difference” as an important politi-
cal act. In what follows, I want briefly to take up the issues of difference
and agency that have been developed within a postmodern feminist dis-
course.

Joan Wallach Scott has provided a major theoretical service in dis-
mantling one of the crippling dichotomies in which the issue of differ-
ence has been situated. Rejecting the idea that difference and equality
constitute an opposition, she argues that the opposite of equality is in-
equality. In this sense, the issue of equality depends on an acknowledg-
ment of which differences promote inequality and which do not. In this
case, the category of difference is central as a political construct to the
notion of equality itself. The implication this has for a feminist politics
of difference, according to Scott, involves two important theoretical
moves:

In histories of feminism and in feminist political strategies there needs to
be at once attention to the operations of difference and an insistence on
differences, but not a simple substitution of multiple for binary difference,
for it is not a happy pluralism we ought to invoke. The resolution of the “dif-
ference dilemma” comes neither from ignoring nor embracing difference
as it is normatively constituted. Instead it seems to me that the critical fem-
inist position must always involve two moves: the first, systematic criticism
of the operations of categorical difference, exposure of the kinds of exclu-
sions and inclusions—the hierarchies—it constructs, and a refusal of their
ultimate “truth.” A refusal, however, not in the name of an equality that im-
plies sameness or identity but rather (and this is the second move) of an
equality that rests on differences—differences that confound, disrupt, and
render ambiguous the meaning of any fixed binary opposition. To do any-
thing else is to buy into the political argument that sameness is a require-
ment for equality, an untenable position for feminists (and historians) who
know that power is constructed on, and so must be challenged from, the
ground of difference. (176-77)
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According to Scott, to challenge power from the ground of difference
by focusing on both exclusions and inclusions is to avoid slipping into a
facile and simple elaboration or romanticization of difference. In more
concrete terms, E. Ann Kaplan takes up this issue in arguing that the
postmodern elimination of all distinctions between high and low cul-
ture is important but erases the important differences at work in the
production and exhibition of specific cultural works. By not discriminat-
ing among differences of context, production, and consumption, post-
modern discourses run the risk of suppressing the differences at work in
the power relations that characterize these different spheres of cultural
production. For example, to treat all cultural products as texts may situ-
ate them as historical and social constructions, but it is imperative that
the institutional mechanisms and power relations in which different
texts are produced be distinguished so that it becomes possible to un-
derstand how such texts, in part, make a difference in terms of repro-
ducing particular meanings, social relations, and values.

A similar issue is at work regarding the postmodern notion of subjec-
tivity. The postmodern notion that human subjectivities and bodies are
constructed in the endless play of difference threatens to erase not only
any possibility for human agency or choice, but also the theoretical
means for understanding how the body becomes a site of power and
struggle around specific differences that do matter with respect to the
issues of race, class, and gender. There is little sense in many postmod-
ern accounts of the ways in which different historical, social, and gen-
dered representations of meaning and desire are actually mediated and
taken up subjectively by real individuals. Individuals are positioned
within a variety of “subject positions,” but there is no sense of how they
actually make choices, promote effective resistance, or mediate between
themselves and others. Feminist theorists have extended the most radi-
cal principles of modernism in modifying the postmodern view of the
subject. Theorists such as de Lauretis (Alice, “Feminist,” Technologies)
insist that the construction of female experience is not constructed out-
side of human intentions and choices, however limited. She argues that
the agency of subjects is made possible through shifting and multiple
forms of consciousness, which are constructed through available dis-
courses and practices but are always open to interrogation through self-
analysis. For de Lauretis and others, such as Alcoff, such a practice is
theoretical and political. Alcoff’s own attempt to construct a feminist
identity-politics draws on de Lauretis's work and is insightful in its at-
tempt to develop a theory of positionality:

The identity of a woman is the product of her own interpretation and re-
construction of her history, as mediated through a cultural discursive con-
text to which she has access. Therefore, the concept of positionality in-
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cludes two points: First . . . the concept of woman is a relational term iden-
tifiable only with a (constantly moving) context; but second . . . the position
that women find themselves in can be actively utilized (rather than tran-
scended) as a location for the construction of meaning, a place where a
meaning can be discovered (the meaning of femaleness). The concept . ..
of positionality shows how women use their positional perspective as a
place from which values are interpreted and constructed rather than as a
locus of an already determined set of values. (434)

Feminists have also voiced concern about the postmodern tendency
to portray the body as so fragmented, mobile, and boundaryless that it
invites confusion over how the body is actually engendered and posi-
tioned within concrete configurations of power and forms of material
oppression. The postmodern emphasis on the proliferation of ideas, dis-
courses, and representations underplays both the different ways in
which bodies are oppressed and the manner in which bodies are con-
structed differently through specific material relations. Feminists such
as Sandra Lee Bartky have provided a postmodern reading of the politics
of the body by extending Foucault’s notion in Discipline and Punish and
The History of Sexuality of how the growth of the modern state has been
accompanied by an unprecedented attempt at disciplining the body.
Bartky differs from Foucault in that she employs a discriminating notion
of difference by showing how gender is implicated in the production of
the body as a site of domination, struggle, and resistance. For example,
Bartky points to the disciplinary measures of dieting, the tyranny of
fashion and the insistence on slenderness, the discourse of exercise, and
other technologies of control. She also goes beyond Foucault in arguing
that the body must be seen as a site of resistance and linked to a broader
theory of agency.

Postmodern feminism provides a grounded politics that employs the
most progressive aspects of modernism and postmodernism. In the
most general sense, it reaffirms the importance of difference as part of a
broader political struggle for the reconstruction of public life. It rejects
all forms of essentialism but recognizes the importance of certain for-
mative narratives. Similarly, it provides a language of power that engages
the issues of inequality and struggle. In recognizing the importance of
institutional structures and language in the construction of subjectivi-
ties and political life, it promotes social criticism that acknowledges the
interrelationship between human agents and social structures, rather
than succumbing to a social theory that lacks agents or one in which
agents are simply the product of radical social theory imbued with a lan-
guage of critique and possibility. Implicit in its various discourses are
new relations of parenting, work, schooling, play, citizenship, and joy.
These relations link a politics of intimacy and solidarity, the concrete
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and the general; it is a politics which in its various forms needs to be
taken up as central to the development of a critical pedagogy. That is,
critical educators need to provide a sense of how the most critical ele-
ments of modernism, postmodernism, and postmodern feminism
might be taken up by teachers and educators so as to create a postmod-
ern pedagogical practice. In ending I want to outline briefly what some
of the principles are that inform such a practice.

Toward a Postmodern Pedagogy

As long as people are people, democracy in the full sense of the word will al-
ways be no more than an ideal. One may approach it as one would a hori-
zon, in ways that may be better or worse, but it can never be fully attained.
In this sense, you, too, are merely approaching democracy. You have thou-
sands of problems of all kinds, as other countries do. But you have one
great advantage: You have been approaching democracy uninterrupted for
more than 200 years. (Vaclav Havel, quoted in Oreskes 16)

How on earth can these prestigious persons in Washington ramble on in
their sub-intellectual way about the “end of history”? As I look forward into
the twenty-first century I sometimes agonize about the times in which my
grandchildren and their children will live. It is not so much the rise in popu-
lation as the rise in universal material expectations of the globe’s huge pop-
ulation that will be straining its resources to the very limits. North-South
antagonisms will certainly sharpen, and religious and national fundamen-
talisms will become more intransigent. The struggle to bring consumer
greed within moderate control, to find a level of low growth and satisfaction
that is not at the expense of the disadvantaged and poor, to defend the en-
vironment and to prevent ecological disasters, to share more equitably the
world's resources and to insure their renewal—all this is agenda enough for
the continuation of “history.” (Thompson 120)

A striking characteristic of the totalitarian system is its peculiar coupling of
human demoralization and mass depoliticizing. Consequently, battling
this system requires a conscious appeal to morality and an inevitable in-
volvement in politics. (Michnik 44)

All these quotations stress, implicitly or explicitly, the importance of
politics and ethics to democracy. In the first, the newly elected president
of Czechoslovakia, Vaclav Havel, reminds the American people while ad-
dressing a joint session of Congress that democracy is an ideal that is
filled with possibilities but that always has to be seen as part of an ongo-
ing struggle for freedom and human dignity. As a playwright and former
political prisoner, Havel is a living embodiment of such a struggle. In the
second, E. P Thompson, the English peace activist and historian, re-
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minds the American public that history has not ended but needs to be
opened up in order to engage the many problems and possibilities that
human beings will have to face in the twenty-first century. And in the
third, Adam Michnik, a founder of Poland’s Workers’ Defense Commit-
tee and an elected member of the Polish parliament, provides an omi-
nous insight into one of the central features of totalitarianism, whether
on the Right or the Left. He points to a society that fears democratic pol-
itics while simultaneously reproducing in people a sense of massive col-
lective despair. None of these writers is from the United States, and all of
them are caught up in the struggle to recapture the Enlightenment
model of freedom, agency, and democracy while at the same time at-
tempting to deal with the conditions of a postmodern world.

All these statements serve to highlight the inability of the American
public to grasp the full significance of the democratization of Eastern
Europe in terms of what it reveals about the nature of our own democ-
racy. In Eastern Europe and elsewhere there is a strong call for the pri-
macy of the political and the ethical as a foundation for democratic pub-
lic life, whereas in the United States there is an ongoing refusal of the
discourse of politics and ethics. Elected politicians from both estab-
lished parties in Congress complain that American politics is about
“trivialization, atomization, and paralysis.” Politicians as diverse as Lee
Atwater, the Republican Party chairman, and Walter Mondale, the for-
mer Vice President, agree that we have entered into a time in which
much of the American public believes that “Bull permeates everything

.. land that] we've got a kind of politics of irrelevance” (Oreskes 16). At
the same time, a number of polls indicate that while the youth of
Poland, Czechoslovakia, and East Germany are extending the frontiers
of democracy, American youth are both poorly motivated and largely ill-
prepared to struggle for and keep democracy alive in the twenty-first
century.

Rather than being a model of democracy, the United States has be-
come indifferent to the need to struggle for the conditions that make
democracy a substantive rather than lifeless activity. At all levels of na-
tional and daily life, the breadth and depth of democratic relations are
being rolled back. We have become a society that appears to demand
less rather than more of democracy. In some quarters, democracy has
actually become subversive. What does this suggest for developing some
guiding principles in order to rethink the purpose and meaning of edu-
cation and critical pedagogy within the present crises? In what follows, I
want to situate some of the work I have been developing on critical ped-
agogy over the last decade by placing it within a broader political con-
text. That is, the principles that I develop below represent educational
issues that must be located in a larger framework of politics. Moreover,
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these principles emerge out of a convergence of various tendencies
within modernism, postmodernism, and postmodern feminism. What is
important to note here is the refusal simply to play off these various the-
oretical tendencies against each other. Instead, I try to appropriate criti-
cally the most important aspects of these theoretical movements by
raising the question of how they contribute to creating the conditions
for deepening the possibilities for a radical pedagogy and a political
project that aims at reconstructing democratic public life so as to extend
the principles of freedom, justice, and equality to all spheres of society.

At stake here is the issue of retaining modernism’s commitment to
critical reason, agency, and the power of human beings to overcome
human suffering. Modernism reminds us of the importance of con-
structing a discourse that is ethical, historical, and political (Giddens
151-73). At the same time, postmodernism provides a powerful chal-
lenge to all totalizing discourses, places an important emphasis on the
contingent and the specific, and provides a new theoretical language for
developing a politics of difference. Finally, postmodern feminism makes
visible the importance of grounding our visions in a political project, re-
defines the relationship between the margins and the center around
concrete political struggles, and offers the opportunity for a politics of
voice that links rather than severs the relationship between the personal
and the political as part of a broader struggle for justice and social trans-
formation. All the principles developed below touch on these issues and
recast the relationship between the pedagogical and the political as cen-
tral to any social movement that attempts to effect emancipatory strug-
gles and social transformations.

1. Education must be understood as producing not only knowledge
but also political subjects. Rather than rejecting the language of politics,
critical pedagogy must link public education to the imperatives of a crit-
ical democracy (Dewey; Giroux). Critical pedagogy needs to be in-
formed by a public philosophy dedicated to returning schools to their
primary task: furnishing places of critical education that serve to create
a public sphere of citizens who are able to exercise power over their own
lives and especially over the conditions of knowledge production and
acquisition. This is a critical pedagogy defined, in part, by the attempt to
create the lived experience of empowerment for the vast majority. In
other words, the language of critical pedagogy needs to construct
schools as democratic public spheres. In part, this means that educators
need to develop a critical pedagogy in which the knowledge, habits, and
skills of critical rather than simply good citizenship are taught and prac-
ticed. This means providing students with the opportunity to develop
the critical capacity to challenge and transform existing social and polit-
ical forms, rather than simply adapt to them. It also means providing
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students with the skills they will need to locate themselves in history,
find their own voices, and provide the convictions and compassion nec-
essary for exercising civic courage, taking risks, and furthering the
habits, customs, and social relations that are essential to democratic
public forms.

In effect, critical pedagogy needs to be grounded in a keen sense of
the importance of constructing a political vision from which to develop
an educational project as part of a wider discourse for revitalizing de-
mocratic public life. A critical pedagogy for democracy cannot be re-
duced, as some educators, politicians, and groups have argued, to forc-
ing students to say the pledge of allegiance at the beginning of every
school day or to speak and think only in the dominant English (Hirsch).
A critical pedagogy for democracy does not begin with test scores but
with these questions: What kinds of citizens do we hope to produce
through public education in a postmodern culture? What kind of society
do we want to create in the context of the present shifting cultural and
ethnic borders? How can we reconcile the notions of difference and
equality with the imperatives of freedom and justice?

2. Ethics must be seen as a central concern of critical pedagogy. This
suggests that educators should attempt to understand more fully how
different discourses offer students diverse ethical referents for structur-
ing their relationship to the wider society. But it also suggests that edu-
cators should go beyond the postmodern notion of understanding how
student experiences are shaped within different ethical discourses. Edu-
cators must also come to view ethics and politics as a relationship be-
tween the self and the other. Ethics, in this case, is not a matter of indi-
vidual choice or relativism but a social discourse grounded in struggles
that refuse to accept needless human suffering and exploitation. Thus
ethics is taken up as a struggle against inequality and as a discourse for
expanding basic human rights. This points to a notion of ethics attentive
to both the issue of abstract rights and those contexts that produce par-
ticular stories, struggles, and histories. In pedagogical terms, an ethical
discourse needs to regard the relations of power, subject positions, and
social practices it activates (Simon). This is an ethics of neither essen-
tialism nor relativism. It is an ethical discourse rooted in historical
struggles and attentive to the construction of social relations free of in-
justice. The quality of ethical discourse, in this case, is not simply
grounded in difference but in the issue of how justice arises out of con-
crete historical circumstances (Shapiro).

3. Critical pedagogy needs to focus on the issue of difference in an
ethically challenging and politically transformative way. There are at
least two notions of difference at work here. First, difference can be in-
corporated into a critical pedagogy as part of an attempt to understand
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how student identities and subjectivities are constructed in multiple
and contradictory ways. In this case, identity is explored through its own
historicity and complex subject positions. The category of student expe-
rience should not be limited pedagogically to students exercising self-
reflection but opened up as a race-, gender-, and class-specific con-
struct to include the diverse historical and social ways in which their
experiences and identities have been constructed. Second, critical ped-
agogy can focus on how differences among groups develop and are sus-
tained around both enabling and disempowering sets of relations. In
this instance, difference becomes a marker for understanding how so-
cial groups are constituted in ways that are integral to the functioning of
any democratic society. Examining difference in this context does not
only mean charting spatial, racial, ethnic, or cultural differences, but
also analyzing historical differences that manifest themselves in public
struggles.

As part of their use of a language of critique, teachers can make prob-
lematic how different subjectivities are positioned within a historically
specific range of ideologies and social practices that inscribe students in
modes of behavior that subjugate, infantilize, and corrupt. Similarly,
such a language can analyze how differences within and among social
groups are constructed and sustained both within and outside schools
in webs of domination, subordination, hierarchy, and exploitation. As
part of their use of a language of possibility, teachers can explore creat-
ing knowledge/power relations in which multiple narratives and social
practices are constructed around a politics and pedagogy of difference
that offers students the opportunity to read the world differently, resist
the abuse of power and privilege, and envision alternative democratic
communities. Difference in this case cannot be seen as simply a politics
of assertion, of simply affirming one’s voice or sense of the common
good; it must be developed within practices in which differences can be
affirmed and transformed in their articulation with categories central to
public life: democracy, citizenship, public spheres. In both political and
pedagogical terms, the category of difference must be central to the no-
tion of democratic community.

4. Critical pedagogy needs a language that allows for competing soli-
darities and political vocabularies that do not reduce the issues of
power, justice, struggle, and inequality to a single script, a master narra-
tive that suppresses the contingent, the historical, and the everyday as
serious objects of study (Cherryholmes). This suggests that curriculum
knowledge should not be treated as a sacred text but developed as part
of an ongoing engagement with a variety of narratives and traditions
that can be reread and reformulated in politically different terms. At
issue here is constructing a discourse of textual authority that is power-
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sensitive and that has developed as part of a wider analysis of the strug-
gle over culture fought out at the levels of curricula knowledge, peda-
gogy, and the exercise of institutional power (Aronowitz and Giroux).
This is not merely an argument against a canon, but one that disavows
the very category. Knowledge has to be reexamined constantly in terms
of its limits and rejected as a body of information that only has to be
passed down to students. As Laclau has pointed out, setting limits to the
answers given by what can be judged as a valued tradition (a matter of
argument also) is an important political act (“Politics” 77-78). What La-
clau is suggesting is the possibility for students creatively to appropriate
the past as part of a living dialogue, an affirmation of the multiplicity of
narratives, and the need to judge these narratives not as timeless or as
monolithic discourses, but as social and historical inventions that can
be refigured in the interests of creating more democratic forms of public
life. This points to the possibility of creating pedagogical practices char-
acterized by the open exchange of ideas, the proliferation of dialogue,
and the material conditions for the expression of individual and social
freedom.

5. Critical pedagogy needs to create new forms of knowledge through
its emphasis on breaking down disciplinary boundaries and creating
new spaces where knowledge can be produced. In this sense, critical
pedagogy must be reclaimed as a cultural politics and a form of counter-
memory. This is not merely an epistemological issue, but one of power,
ethics, and politics. Critical pedagogy as a cultural politics points to the
necessity of inserting the struggle over the production and creation of
knowledge into a broader attempt to create a public sphere of citizens
who are able to exercise power over their lives and especially over the
conditions of knowledge production and acquisition. As a form of
counter-memory, critical pedagogy starts with the everyday and the par-
ticular as a basis for learning; it reclaims the historical and the popular
as part of an ongoing effort to legitimate the voices of those who have
been silenced, and to inform the voices of those who have been located
within monolithic and totalizing narratives. At stake here is a pedagogy
that provides the knowledge, skills, and habits for students and others to
read history in ways that enable them to reclaim their identities in the
interests of constructing forms of life that are more democratic and
more just.

This struggle deepens the pedagogical meaning of the political and
the political meaning of the pedagogical. In the first instance, it raises
important questions about how students and others are constructed as
agents within particular histories, cultures, and social relations. Against
the monolith of culture, it posits the conflicting terrain of cultures
shaped within asymmetrical relations of power, grounded in diverse his-
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torical struggles. Similarly, culture has to be understood as part of the
discourse of power and inequality. As a pedagogical issue, the relation-
ship between culture and power is evident in questions such as “Whose
cultures are appropriated as our own? How is marginality normalized?”
(Popkewitz 77). To insert the primacy of culture as a pedagogical and po-
litical issue is to make central how schools function in the shaping of
particular identities, values, and histories by producing and legitimating
specific cultural narratives and resources. In the second instance, assert-
ing the pedagogical aspects of the political raises the issue of how differ-
ence and culture can be taken up as pedagogical practices and not
merely as political categories. For example, how does difference matter
as a pedagogical category if educators and cultural workers have to
make knowledge meaningful before it can become critical and transfor-
mative? Or what does it mean to engage the tension between being the-
oretically correct and being pedagogically wrong? These concerns and
tensions offer the possibility for making the relationship between the
political and the pedagogical mutually informing and problematic.

6. The Enlightenment notion of reason needs to be reformulated
within a critical pedagogy. First, educators need to be skeptical regard-
ing any notion of reason that purports to reveal the truth by denying its
own historical construction and ideological principles. Reason is not in-
nocent, and any viable notion of critical pedagogy cannot exercise
forms of authority that emulate totalizing forms of reason that appear to
be beyond criticism and dialogue. This suggests that we reject claims to
objectivity in favor of partial epistemologies that recognize the historical
and socially constructed nature of their own knowledge claims and
methodologies. In this way, curriculum can be viewed as a cultural
script that introduces students to particular forms of reason that struc-
ture specific stories and ways of life. Reason in this sense implicates and
is implicated in the intersection of power, knowledge, and politics. Sec-
ond, it is not enough to reject an essentialist or universalist defense of
reason. Instead, the limits of reason must be extended to recognizing
other ways in which people learn or take up particular subject positions.
In this case, educators need to understand more fully how people learn
through concrete social relations, through the ways in which the body is
positioned (Grumet), through the construction of habit and intuition,
and through the production and investment of desire and affect.

7. Critical pedagogy needs to regain a sense of alternatives by combin-
ing the languages of critique and possibility. Postmodern feminism ex-
emplifies this combination in its critique of patriarchy and its search to
construct new forms of identity and social relations. It is worth noting
that teachers can take up this issue around a number of considerations.
First, educators need to construct a language of critique that combines
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the issue of limits with the discourse of freedom and social responsibil-
ity. In other words, the question of freedom needs to be engaged dialec-
tically, not only as a matter of individual rights but also as part of the dis-
course of social responsibility. That is, whereas freedom remains an
essential category in establishing the conditions for ethical and political
rights, it must also be seen as a force to be checked if it is expressed in
modes of individual and collective behavior that threaten the ecosystem
or produce forms of violence and oppression against individuals and so-
cial groups. Second, critical pedagogy needs to explore in programmatic
terms a language of possibility that is capable of thinking risky thoughts,
engages a project of hope, and points to the horizon of the “not yet.” A
language of possibility does not have to dissolve into a reified form of
utopianism; instead, it can develop as a precondition for nourishing the
courage to imagine a different and more just world and to struggle for it.
A language of moral and political possibility is more than an outmoded
vestige of humanist discourse. It is central to responding not only with
compassion to human beings who suffer and agonize but also with a
politics and a set of pedagogical practices that can refigure and change
existing narratives of domination into images and concrete instances of
a future worth fighting for.

A certain cynicism characterizes the language of the Left at the pres-
ent moment. Central to this mindset is the refusal of all utopian images,
all appeals of “a language of possibility.” Such refusals are often made on
the grounds that “utopian discourse” is a strategy employed by the Right
and therefore is ideologically tainted. Or the very notion of possibility is
dismissed as an impractical and therefore useless category. To my mind,
this dismissiveness represents less a serious critique than a refusal to
move beyond the language of exhaustion and despair. What it is essen-
tial to develop in response to this position is a discriminating notion of
possibility, one that makes a distinction between “dystopian” and
utopian language. In the former, the appeal to the future is grounded in
a form of nostalgic romanticism, with its call for a return to a past, which
more often than not serves to legitimate relations of domination and
oppression. Similarly, in Constance Penley’s terms a “dystopian” dis-
course often “limits itself to solutions that are either individualist or
bound to a romanticized notion of guerrilla-like small-group resistance.
The true atrophy of the utopian imagination is this: we can imagine the
future but we cannot conceive the kind of collective political strategies
necessary to change or ensure that future” (122). In contrast to the lan-
guage of dystopia, a discourse of possibility rejects apocalyptic empti-
ness and nostalgic imperialism and sees history as open and society
worth struggling for in the image of an alternative future. This is the lan-
guage of the “not yet,” one in which the imagination is redeemed and
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nourished in the effort to construct new relationships fashioned out of
strategies of collective resistance based on a critical recognition of both
what society is and what it might become. Paraphrasing Walter Ben-
jamin, this is a discourse of imagination and hope that pushes history
against the grain. Fraser illuminates this sentiment by emphasizing the
importance of a language of possibility to the project of social change:
“It allows for the possibility of a radical democratic politics in which im-
manent critique and transfigurative desire mingle with one another”
(Unruly Practices 107).

8. Critical pedagogy needs to develop a theory of teachers as transfor-
mative intellectuals who occupy specifiable political and social loca-
tions. Rather than defining teachers’ work through the narrow language
of professionalism, a critical pedagogy needs to ascertain more carefully
what the role of teachers might be as cultural workers engaged in the
production of ideologies and social practices. This is not a call for teach-
ers to become wedded to some abstract ideal that removes them from
everyday life or turns them into prophets of perfection and certainty; on
the contrary, it is a call for teachers to undertake social criticism not as
outsiders but as public intellectuals who address the social and political
issues of their neighborhood, their nation, and the wider global world.
As public and transformative intellectuals, teachers have an opportunity
to make organic connections with the historical traditions that provide
them and their students with a voice, history, and sense of belonging. It
is a position marked by a moral courage and criticism that does not re-
quire educators to step back from society in the manner of the “objec-
tive” teacher, but to distance themselves from those power relations that
subjugate, oppress, and diminish other human beings. Teachers need to
take up criticism from within, to develop pedagogical practices that
heighten the possibilities not only for critical consciousness but also for
transformative action. In this perspective, teachers would be involved in
the invention of critical discourses and democratic social relations. Crit-
ical pedagogy would represent itself as the active construction rather
than the transmission of particular ways of life. More specifically, as
transformative intellectuals, teachers could engage in the invention of
languages so as to provide spaces for themselves and their students to
rethink their experiences in terms that both name relations of oppres-
sion and offer ways in which to overcome them.

9. Central to the notion of critical pedagogy is a politics of voice that
combines a postmodern notion of difference with a feminist emphasis
on the primacy of the political. This politics entails taking up the rela-
tionship between the personal and the political in a way that does not
collapse the political into the personal but strengthens the relationship
between the two so as to engage in rather than withdraw from address-
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ing those institutional forms and structures that contribute to forms of
racism, sexism, and class exploitation. This engagement suggests some
important pedagogical interventions. First, the self must be seen as a
primary site of politicization. That is, the issue of how the self is con-
structed in multiple and complex ways must be analyzed as part of both
a language of affirmation and a broader understanding of how identities
are inscribed in and among various social, cultural, and historical for-
mations. To engage issues regarding the construction of the self is to ad-
dress questions of history, culture, community, language, gender, race,
and class. It is to raise questions regarding what pedagogical practices
will allow students to speak in dialogical contexts that affirm, interro-
gate, and extend their understandings of themselves and the global con-
texts in which they live. Such a position recognizes that students have
several or multiple identities, but also affirms the importance of offering
students a language that allows them to reconstruct their moral and po-
litical energies in the service of creating a more just and equitable social
order, one that undermines relations of hierarchy and domination.

Second, a politics of voice must offer pedagogical and political strate-
gies that affirm the primacy of the social, intersubjective, and collective.
To focus on voice is not meant simply to affirm the stories that students
tell, it is not meant simply to glorify the possibility for narration. Such a
position often degenerates into a form of narcissism, a cathartic experi-
ence that is reduced to naming anger without the benefit of theorizing
in order to understand both its underlying causes and what it means to
work collectively to transform the structures of domination responsible
for oppressive social relations. Raising one’s consciousness has increas-
ingly become a pretext for legitimating hegemonic forms of separatism
buttressed by self-serving appeals to the primacy of experience. What is
often expressed in such appeals is an anti-intellectualism that retreats
from any viable form of political engagement, especially one willing to
address and transform diverse forms of oppression. The call simply to
affirm one’s voice has increasingly been reduced to a pedagogical
process that is as reactionary as it is inward-looking. A more radical no-
tion of voice should begin with what hooks calls a critical attention to
theorizing experience as part of a broader politics of engagement. Refer-
ring specifically to feminist pedagogy, she argues that the discourse of
confession and memory can be used to “shift the focus away from mere
naming of one’s experience. . . . to talk about identity in relation to cul-
ture, history, politics” (110). For hooks, the telling of tales of victimiza-
tion, the use of one’s voice, is not enough; it is equally imperative that
such experiences be the object of theoretical and critical analyses so
that they can be connected to rather than severed from broader notions
of solidarity, struggle, and politics.
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Conclusion

This essay attempts to introduce readers to some of the central assump-
tions that govern the discourses of modernism, postmodernism, and
postmodern feminism. But in doing so, it rejects pitting these move-
ments against each other and tries instead to see how they converge as
part of a broader political project linked to the reconstruction of demo-
cratic public life. Similarly, I have attempted here to situate the issue of
pedagogical practice within a wider discourse of political engagement.
Pedagogy, in this case, is not defined as simply something that goes on
in schools. On the contrary, it is posited as central to any political prac-
tice that takes up questions of how individuals learn, how knowledge is
produced, and how subject positions are constructed, In this context,
pedagogical practice refers to forms of cultural production that are inex-
tricably historical and political. Pedagogy is, in part, a technology of
power, language, and practice that produces and legitimates forms of
moral and political regulation that construct and offer human beings
particular views of themselves and the world. Such views are never in-
nocent and are always implicated in the discourse and relations of
ethics and power. To invoke the importance of pedagogy is to raise ques-
tions not simply about how students learn but also about how educators
(in the broad sense of the term) construct the ideological and political
positions from which they speak. At issue here is a discourse that both
situates human beings within history and makes visible the limits of
their ideologies and values. Such a position acknowledges the partiality
of all discourses so that the relationship between knowledge and power
will always be open to dialogue and critical self-engagement. Pedagogy
is about the intellectual, emotional, and ethical investments we make as
part of our attempt to negotiate, accommodate, and transform the
world in which we find ourselves. The purpose and vision that drive
such a pedagogy must be based on a politics and view of authority that
link teaching and learning to forms of self- and social empowerment,
that argue for forms of community life that extend the principles of lib-
erty, equality, and justice to the widest possible set of institutional and
lived relations.

Pedagogy as defined within the traditions of modernism, postmod-
ernism, and postmodern feminism offers educators an opportunity to
develop a political project that embraces human interests that move be-
yond the particularistic politics of class, ethnicity, race, and gender. This
is not a call to dismiss the postmodern emphasis on difference so much
as it is an attempt to develop a radical democratic politics that stresses
difference within unity. This effort means developing a public language
that can transform a politics of assertion into one of democratic strug-
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gle. Central to such a politics and pedagogy is a notion of community
developed around a shared conception of social justice, rights, and enti-
tlement. Such a notion is especially necessary at a time in our history in
which such concerns have been subordinated to the priorities of the
market and used to legitimate the interests of the rich at the expense of
the poor, the unemployed, and the homeless. A radical pedagogy and a
transformative democratic politics must go hand in hand in construct-
ing a vision in which liberalism’s emphasis on individual freedom, post-
modernism’s concern with the particularistic, and feminism’s concern
with the politics of the everyday are coupled with democratic socialism’s
historic concern with solidarity and public life.

We live at a time in which the responsibilities of citizens transcend na-
tional borders. The old modernist notions of center and margin, home
and exile, and familiar and strange are breaking apart. Geographic, cul-
tural, and ethnic borders are giving way to shifting configurations of
power, community, space, and time. Citizenship can no longer ground
itself in forms of Eurocentrism and the language of colonialism. New
spaces, relationships, and identities have to be created which allow us to
move across borders, to engage difference and otherness as part of a dis-
course of justice, social engagement, and democratic struggle. Acade-
mics can no longer retreat into their classrooms or symposia as if these
were the only public spheres available for engaging the power of ideas
and the relations of power. Foucault’s notion of the specific intellectual,
who takes up struggles connected to particular issues and contexts,
must be combined with Gramsci’s notion of the engaged intellectual,
who connects his or her work to broader social concerns that deeply af-
fect how people live, work, and survive.

But there is more at stake here than defining the role of the intellec-
tual or the relationship of teaching to democratic struggle. The struggle
against racism, class structures, and sexism needs to move away from
being simply a language of critique, and redefine itself as part of a lan-
guage of transformation and hope. This shift suggests that educators
must combine with others engaged in public struggles in order to invent
languages and provide spaces both in and out of schools that offer new
opportunities for social movements to come together. By doing this we
can rethink and reexperience democracy as a struggle over values, prac-
tices, social relations, and subject positions that enlarge the terrain of
human capacities and possibilities as a basis for a compassionate social
order. At issue here is the need to create a politics that contributes to the
multiplication of sites of democratic struggles, sites that affirm specific
struggles while recognizing the necessity to embrace broader issues that
both enhance the life of the planet and extend the spirit of democracy to
all societies.
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Rejecting certain conservative features of modernism, the apolitical
nature of some postmodern discourses, and the separatism characteris-
tic of some versions of feminism, I have attempted in this essay to ap-
propriate critically the most emancipatory features of these discourses
in the interest of developing a postmodern feminist pedagogy. Of
course, the list of principles 1 provide is far from complete, but it does
offer the opportunity for educators to analyze how it might be possible
to reconceive as pedagogical practice some of the insights that have
emerged from the discourses I analyze in this essay. Far from being ex-
haustive, the principles offered are only meant to provide some “fleeting
images” of a pedagogy which can address major issues: the importance
of democracy as an ongoing struggle, the meaning of educating students
to govern, and the imperative of creating pedagogical conditions in
which political citizens can be educated within a politics of difference
that supports rather than opposes the reconstruction of a radical
democracy.

Notes

1. Dick Hebdige provides a sense of the range of meanings, contexts, and ob-
jects that can be associated with the postmodern: “the decor of a room, the de-
sign of a building, the diegesis of a film, the construction of a record, or a
‘scratch’ video, a TV commercial, or an arts documentary, or the ‘intertextual’
relations between them, the layout of a page in a fashion magazine or critical
journal, an antiteleological tendency within epistemology, the attack on the
‘metaphysics of presence,” a general attenuation of feeling, the collective cha-
grin and morbid projections of a post-War generation of Baby Boomers con-
fronting disillusioned middle age, the ‘predicament’ of reflexivity, a group of
rhetorical tropes, a proliferation of surfaces, a new phase in commodity
fetishism, a fascination for ‘images,’ codes and styles, a process of cultural, po-
litical or existential fragmentation and/or crisis, the ‘de-centering’ of the sub-
ject, an ‘incredulity towards metanarratives,” the replacement of unitary power
axes by a pluralism of power/discourse formations, the ‘implosion,” the col-
lapse of cultural hierarchies, the dread engendered by the threat of nuclear self-
destruction, the decline of the University, the functioning and effects of the new
miniaturized technologies, broad societal and economic shifts into a ‘media,’
‘consumer’ or ‘multinational’ phase, a sense (depending on whom you read) of
‘placelessness’ or the abandonment of placelessness (‘critical regionalism’) or
{even) a generalized substitution of spatial for temporal co-ordinates.” (“Post-
modernism” 78)

2. The now classic defense of modernity in the postmodern debate can be
found in Habermas (“Modernity”; Discourse). For more extensive analyses of
modernity, see Berman (Air); Lunn; Bernstein; Frisby; Kolb; Connolly; Larsen.
An interesting comparison of two very different views on modernity can be
found in Berman (“Why Modernism”) and Richard.
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3. A representative sample of postmodern feminist works includes: Benhabib
and Cornell; Diamond and Quinby; Flax, “Postmodernism”; Hutcheon, Politics;
E. Kaplan; Morris; Nicholson.
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Insurgent Multiculturalism
and the Promise of Pedagogy

Introduction

Multiculturalism has become a central discourse in the struggle over is-
sues regarding national identity, the construction of historical memory,
the purpose of schooling, and the meaning of democracy. While most of
these battles have been waged in the university around curriculum
changes and in polemic exchanges in the public media, today’s crucial
culture wars increasingly are being fought on two fronts. First, multicul-
turalism has become a “tug of war over who gets to create public cul-
ture.” Second, the contested terrain of multiculturalism is heating up
between educational institutions that do not meet the needs of a mas-
sively shifting student population and students and their families for
whom schools increasingly are perceived as merely one more instru-
ment of repression.

In the first instance, the struggle over public culture is deeply tied to a
historical legacy that affirms American character and national identity
in terms that are deeply exclusionary, nativist, and racist. Echoes of this
racism can be heard in the voices of public intellectuals such as George
Will, Arthur Schlesinger Jr, and George Gilder. Institutional support for
such racism can be found in neoconservative establishments such as
the Olin Foundation and the National Association of Scholars.

In the second instance, academic culture has become a contested
space primarily because groups that have been traditionally excluded
from the public school curriculum and from the ranks of higher educa-
tion are now becoming more politicized and are attending higher edu-
cation institutions in increasing numbers. One consequence of this de-
veloping politics of difference has been a series of struggles by
subordinate groups over access to educational resources, gender and
racial equity, curriculum content, and the disciplinary-based organiza-
tion of academic departments.

234
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While it has become commonplace to acknowledge the conflicting
meanings of multiculturalism, it is important to acknowledge that in its
conservative and liberal forms multiculturalism has placed the related
problems of white racism, social justice, and power off limits, especially
as these might be addressed as part of a broader set of political and
pedagogical concerns. In what follows, I want to reassert the impor-
tance of making the pedagogical more political. That is, I want to ana-
lyze how a broader definition of pedagogy can be used to address how
the production of knowledge, social identities, and social relations
might challenge the racist assumptions and practices that inform a va-
riety of cultural sites, including but not limited to the public and private
spheres of schooling. Central to this approach is an attempt to define
the pedagogical meaning of what I will call an insurgent multicultural-
ism. This is not a multiculturalism that is limited to a fascination with
the construction of identities, communicative competence, and the
celebration of tolerance. Instead, I want to shift the discussion of multi-
culturalism to a pedagogical terrain in which relations of power and
racialized identities become paramount as part of a language of cri-
tique and possibility.

In part, this suggests constructing “an educational politics that would
reveal the structures of power relations at work in the racialization of our
social order” while simultaneously encouraging students to “think about
the invention of the category of whiteness as well as that of blackness
and, consequently, to make visible what is rendered invisible when
viewed as the normative state of existence: the (white) point in space
from which we tend to identify difference.” As part of a language of cri-
tique, a central concern of an insurgent multiculturalism is to strip
white supremacy of its legitimacy and authority. As part of a project of
possibility, an insurgent multiculturalism is about developing a notion
of radical democracy around differences that are not exclusionary and
fixed, but that designate sites of struggle that are open, fluid, and that
will provide the conditions for expanding the heterogeneity of public
spaces and the possibility for “critical dialogues across different political
communities and constituencies.”?

Multiculturalism and White Racism

If ... one managed to change the curriculum in all the schools so that
[Afro-Americans] learned more about themselves and their real contribu-
tions to this culture, you would be liberating not only [Afro-Americans],
you'd be liberating white people who know nothing about their own history.
And the reason is that if you are compelled to lie about one aspect of any-
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body’s history, you must lie about it all. If you have to lie about my real role
here, if you have to pretend that I hoed all that cotton just because I loved
you, then you have done something to yourself. You are mad.4

What James Baldwin, the renowned Afro-American novelist, is sug-
gesting in the most immediate sense is that issues concerning multicul-
turalism are fundamentally about questions of race and identity. A more
penetrating analysis reveals that multiculturalism is not only about the
discourse of racialized identities, but is also fundamentally about the
issue of whiteness as a mark of racial and gender privilege. For example,
Baldwin argues that multiculturalism cannot be reduced to an exclusive
otherness that references Afro-Americans, Hispanics, Latinos, or other
suppressed “minorities,” as either a problem to be resolved through the
call for benevolent assimilation or as a threat to be policed and elimi-
nated. For Baldwin, multiculturalism is primarily about whiteness and
its claims to a self-definition that excludes the messy relations of race,
ethnicity, power, and identity. Baldwin highlights how differences in
power and privilege authorize who speaks, how fully, under what condi-
tions, against what issues, for whom, and with what degree of consis-
tent, institutionalized support. In this sense, multiculturalism raises the
question of whether people are speaking within or outside a privileged
space, and whether such spaces provide the conditions for different
groups to listen to each other differently to address how the racial
economies of privilege and power work in American society.

I want to argue that educators need to rethink the politics of multicul-
turalism as part of a broader attempt to engage the world of public and
global politics. This suggests challenging the narratives of national iden-
tity, culture, and ethnicity as part of a pedagogical effort to provide dom-
inant groups with the knowledge and histories to examine, acknowl-
edge, and unlearn their own privilege. But more is needed in this view of
multiculturalism than deconstructing the centers of colonial power and
undoing the master narratives of racism. A viable multicultural peda-
gogy and politics must also affirm cultural differences while simultane-
ously refusing to essentialize and grant immunity to those groups that
speak from subordinate positions of power. As Gerald Graff and Bruce
Robbins point out, the most progressive aspect of multiculturalism “has
been not to exalt group ‘particularism’ but to challenge it, to challenge
the belief that blackness, femaleness, or Africanness are essential, un-
changing qualities.”

Within the current historical conjuncture, the struggles over national
identity, race, and what it means to be an “American” have taken place
largely within discussions that focus on questions of self- and social rep-
resentation. While a politics of representation is indispensable in creat-
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ing a multicultural and multiracial society, educators must also address
the systemic, structural changes that are needed to produce such a so-
cial order. In part, this demands an approach to multiculturalism that
addresses “the context of massive black unemployment, overcrowded
schools, a lack of recreational facilities, dilapidated housing and racist
policing.”¢ Cornel West builds upon this position by arguing that white
America needs to address the nihilism that permeates black communi-
ties in the United States. He defines such nihilism as “the lived experi-
ence of coping with a life of horrifying meaninglessness, hopelessness,
and (most important) lovelessness.”” In this scenario, the black commu-
nity is depicted as a culture that has lost the moral strength, hope, and
resistance once provided by the institutions of black civil society: “black
families, neighborhoods, schools, churches, mosques.”#

I want to extend West’s argument and suggest that if the depiction of
black nihilism is not to reproduce the culture of poverty thesis made
popular among conservatives, then educators must attempt to under-
stand how white institutions, ethnicity, and public life is structured
through a nihilism that represents another type of moral disorder, im-
poverishment of the spirit, and decline of public life. In this analysis,
cultural criticism moves from a limited emphasis on the effects of
racism and the workings of black nihilism to the origins of racism in the
political, social, and cultural dynamics of white “supremacy.” More
specifically, a critical multiculturalism must shift attention away from
an exclusive focus on subordinate groups, especially since such an ap-
proach tends to highlight their deficits, to one that examines how racism
in its various forms is produced historically, semiotically, and institu-
tionally at various levels of society. This is not meant to suggest that
blacks and other subordinate groups do not face problems that need to
be addressed in the discourse of multiculturalism. On the contrary, it
means that a critical analysis of race must move beyond the discourse of
blaming the victim in which whites view multiculturalism as a code
word for black lawlessness and other “problems” blacks create for white
America. Viewing black people in this manner reveals not only white su-
premacy as the discursive and institutional face of racism, but it also
presents us with the challenge of addressing racial issues not as a
dilemma of black people but as a problem endemic to the legacy colo-
nialism rooted in “historical inequalities and longstanding cultural
stereotypes.”®

In opposition to a quaint liberalism, a critical multiculturalism means
more than simply acknowledging differences and analyzing stereotypes;
more fundamentally, it means understanding, engaging, and transform-
ing the diverse histories, cultural narratives, representations, and insti-
tutions that produce racism and other forms of discrimination. As bell
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hooks points out, for too long white people have imagined that they are
invisible to black people. Not only does whiteness in this formulation
cease to mark the locations of its own privileges, it reinforces relations in
which blacks become invisible in terms of how they name, see, experi-
ence, and bear the pain and terror of whiteness. hooks puts it suc-
cinctly:

In white supremacist society, white people can “safely” imagine that they
are invisible to black people since the power they have historically asserted,
and even now collectively assert over black people, accorded them the right
to control the black gaze. . . . [And yet] to name that whiteness in the black
imagination is often a representation of terror. One must face written histo-
ries that erase and deny, that reinvent the past to make the present vision of
racial harmony and pluralism more plausible. To bear the burden of mem-
ory one must willingly journey to places long uninhabited, searching the
debris of history for traces of the unforgettable, all knowledge of which has
been suppressed.i0

It is worth neting that many educational commentators who address
the issue of multiculturalism have ruled out any discussion of the rela-
tionship between race and class and how they are manifested within
networks of hierarchy and subordination in and out of the schools. This
particular silence, coupled with the popular perception bolstered by the
media that recent racial disturbances and uprisings such as the rape of
the female jogger in Central Park, the murder of Michael Jordan’s father,
and the LA uprising can be explained by pointing to those involved as
simply thugs, looters, and criminals, makes it clear why the multicul-
tural peril is often seen as a black threat; it suggests what such a belief
shares with the dominant ideological view of the “other” as a disruptive
outsider. In this scenario, multiculturalism is seen as an impediment
rather than an essential condition for the survival of democratic public
life.

To understand fully the conservative response to multiculturalism, it
is crucial to situate the debates around the politics of cultural difference
within the broader assault on democracy that has taken place in the last
decade. But before I address this issue, I want to suggest that public
schooling and higher education are crucial sites in which the relation-
ship between multiculturalism and democracy should be acknowledged
and incorporated into the curriculum. A democratic or insurgent multi-
culturalism is one that offers a new language for students and others to
move between disciplinary borders and to travel within zones of cultural
difference. This is a language that challenges the boundaries of cultural
and racial difference as sites of exclusion and discrimination while si-
multaneously rewriting the script of cultural difference as part of a
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broader attempt to expand and deepen the imperatives of a multicul-
tural and multiracial democracy.

An insurgent multiculturalism takes as its starting point the question
of what it means for educators and cultural workers to treat schools and
other public sites as border institutions in which teachers, students, and
others engage in daily acts of cultural translation and negotiation. For it
is within such institutions that students and teachers are offered the op-
portunity to become border crossers, to recognize that schooling is
really an introduction to how culture is organized, a demonstration of
who is authorized to speak about particular forms of culture, what cul-
ture is considered worthy of valorization, and what forms of culture are
considered invalid and unworthy of public esteem. Drawing upon Homi
Bhabha, I want to contend that schools, in part, need to be understood
as sites engaged in the “strategic activity of ‘authorizing’ agency,” of ex-
ercising authority “to articulate and regulate incommensurable mean-
ings and identities.”!! Within this perspective, pedagogy is removed
from its exclusive emphasis on management and is defined as a form of
political leadership and ethical address. The pedagogical imperative
here is to weigh cultural differences against the implications they have
for practices that disclose rather than mystify, democratize culture
rather than close it off, and provide the conditions for people to believe
that they can take risks and change existing power relations. Translated
into a critical pedagogical practice, multiculturalism pluralizes the
spaces for exchange, understanding, and identity formation among a
variety of dominant and subordinate groups. It is precisely because of
the possibility of rewriting dominant cultural narratives and social rela-
tions that multiculturalism appears so threatening to conservatives and
liberals. One of the most frank expressions of this position came from
the 1975 Trilateral Commission report The Crisis of Democracy which
boldly alleged that a substantive democracy represents an unwarranted
challenge to government authority and existing configurations of power.
Viewed in this context, the current assault on multiculturalism must be
understood as a part of a broader assault on democracy itself.

Multiculturalism and the Perils of Democracy

Within the last decade, cultural authority and legislative policy have
combined to extend massively the influence of domination to increas-
ing numbers of subordinate groups in America. In the face of escalating
poverty, increasing racism, growing unemployment among “minorities,”
and the failure of an expanding number of Americans to receive ade-
quate health care and education, the Reagan/Bush administrations in-
voked a wooden morality coupled with a disdain for public life by blam-
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ing the nation’s ills on the legislation of the Great Society, TV sitcom
characters such as Murphy Brown, and the alleged breakdown of family
values. Within this scenario, poverty is caused by the poverty of values,
racism is seen as a “black” problem (lawlessness), and social decay is
rectified by shoring up the nuclear family and social relations of the al-
leged free market.

Abandoning its responsibility for political and moral leadership, the
federal government, during the last decade, reduced its intervention in
public life to waging war against Iraq, using taxpayers’ money to bail out
corrupt bankers, and slashing legislation that would benefit the poor,
the homeless, and the disadvantaged. There is a tragic irony at work
when a government can raise 500 billion dollars to bail out corrupt
bankers and 50 billion to fight a war in Iraq (put in perspective, the com-
bined costs of these adventures exceeds the cost of World War II, includ-
ing veterans benefits) while at the same time that same government cuts
back food stamp and school lunch programs in a country in which
nearly one out of every four children under six live in poverty. But there
is more at stake here than simply the failure of moral and political lead-
ership. The breadth and depth of democratic relations are being rolled
back at all levels of national and daily life. For example, this is seen in the
growing disparity between the rich and poor, the ongoing attacks by the
government and courts on civil rights and the welfare system, and the
proliferating incidents of racist harassment and violence on college and
public school sites.

The retreat from democracy is evident also in the absence of serious
talk about how as a nation, we might educate existing and future gener-
ations of students in the language and practice of moral compassion,
critical agency, and public service. The discourse of leadership appears
trapped in a terminology in which the estimate of a good society is ex-
pressed in indices that measure profit margins and the Dow Jones Aver-
age. Missing in this vocabulary is a way of nourishing and sustaining a
popular perception of democracy as something that needs to be con-
stantly struggled for in public arenas such as the schools, churches, and
other sites which embody the promise of a multiracial and multicultural
democracy.

This current assault on democratic public life has taken a new turn in
the last few years. At one level, American conservatives have initiated a
long-term project of discrediting and dismantling those institutions,
ideologies, and practices that are judged incompatible with the basic
ideology of the market place with its unswerving commitment to the
principles of individualism, choice, and the competitive ethic. Accom-
panying this attempt has been a parallel effort to reprivatize and deregu-
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late schools, health care, the welfare system, and other public services
and institutions.

Part of the attempt to rewrite the terms of a discourse of democratic
public life can be seen in the emergence of a new breed of intellectuals,
largely backed by conservative think tanks such as the Madison Group,
the Hoover Institute, Heritage Foundation, and a host of other conserva-
tive foundations. With access to enormous cultural resources infused by
massive financial backing from the Olin, Scaife, and Smith Richardson
foundations, right-wing think tanks have begun to mount mammoth
public campaigns to promote their cultural revolution. Many of the
major right-wing intellectuals who have helped to shape popular dis-
course about educational reform in the last decade have received exten-
sive aid from the conservative foundations. These include intellectuals
such as Diane Ravitch, Chester Finn Jr, Dinish D’Souza, and Thomas
Sowell; all of whom have targeted public schools and higher education
as two principal spheres of struggle over issues of curricula reform, pri-
vatization, choice, and difference. To understand the model of leader-
ship these intellectuals provide, it is important to examine how some of
their underlying ideological concerns relate to the broader issues of
democracy, race, and public accountability.

For many conservatives, the utopian possibility of cultural democracy
has become dangerous at the current historical conjuncture for a num-
ber of reasons. Most important, cultural democracy encourages a lan-
guage of critique for understanding and transforming those relations
that trap people in networks of hierarchy and exploitation. That is, it
provides normative referents for recognizing and assessing competing
political vocabularies, the visions of the future they presuppose, and the
social identities and practices they produce and legitimate. Clearly, such
a position poses a challenge to right-wing educators whose celebration
of choice and the logic of the market place often abstracts freedom from
equality and the imperatives of citizenship from its historical grounding
in the public institutions of modern society.

In fact, many conservatives have been quite aggressive in rewriting
the discourse of citizenship not as the practice of social responsibility
but as a privatized act of altruism, self-help, or philanthropy. It is crucial
to recognize that within this language of privatization, the disquieting,
disrupting, interrupting difficulties of sexism, crime, youth unemploy-
ment, AIDS, and other social problems, and how they bear down on
schools and subordinated groups, are either ignored or summarily dis-
missed as individual problems caused, in part, by the people who are
victimized by them. This position accentuates individual character flaws
and behavioral impediments to economic and social mobility to elide
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the political and economic conditions that produce the context of vic-
timization and the systemic pressures and limits that must be addressed
to overcome it. By focusing on the privatized language of individual
character, conservatives erase the moral and political obligation of indi-
viduals, groups, and institutions to recognize their complicity in creat-
ing the racial problems that multicultural critics have addressed. In this
scenario, we end up with a vision of leadership in which individuals act
in comparative isolation and without any sense of public accountability.
This is why many right-wing educators praise the virtues of the competi-
tion and choice but rarely talk about how money and power, when un-
evenly distributed, influence “whether people have the means or the ca-
pacity” to make or act on choices that inform their daily lives.12

Choice in this case serves to rewrite the discourse of freedom within a
limited conception of individual needs and desires. What disappears
from this view of leadership is the willingness to recognize that the fun-
damental issues of citizenship, democracy, and public life can neither be
understood nor addressed solely within the restricted language of the
marketplace or choice. Choice and the market are not the sole condi-
tions of freedom, nor are they adequate to constituting political subjects
within the broader discourses of justice, equality, and community. In
fact, no understanding of community, citizenship, or public culture is
possible without a shared conception of social justice, yet it is precisely
the notion of social justice that is missing in mainstream discussions of
multiculturalism and school reform.

Conservatives not only view multiculturalism as a threat to national
identity, they have actively attempted to remove it from the language of
community and social justice. Rather than asserting the primacy of the
ethical in responding to the suffering of subordinated groups in America’s
schools and other social institutions, conservatives have developed edu-
cational and public policies that expand cost-benefit analyses and market
relations at the expense of addressing major social problems such as
racism, poverty, crime, and unemployment. For example, it is worth not-
ing that 45 per cent of all “minority” children live in poverty while the
dropout rate among “minority” students has attained truly alarming pro-
portions, reaching as high as 70 per cent in some major urban areas.
These problems are compounded by an unemployment rate among black
youth that is currently 38.4 per cent. In the face of these problems, conser-
vatives are aggressively attempting to enact choice legislation that would
divert funds away from the public schools to private schools. Against
these efforts, it is worth noting, as Peter Drier points out, that:

since 1980 the federal government has slashed successful urban pro-
grams—public works, economic development, health and nutrition,
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schools, housing, and job training—by more than 70 per cent. ... In 1980,
federal dollars accounted for 14.3 per cent of city budgets; today, the federal
share is less than five per cent. . . . To avert fiscal collapse, many cities have
been closing schools, hospitals, police and fire stations; laying off of essen-
tial employees; reducing such basic services as maintenance of parks and
roads; neglecting housing and health codes, and postponing or canceling
capital improvements.!3

The claim by conservatives that these problems can be solved by rais-
ing test scores, promoting choice, developing a national curriculum,
and creating a uniform standard of national literacy is cruel and mean-
spirited. But, of course, this is where the discourse of critical democracy
becomes subversive; it makes visible the political and normative consid-
erations that frame such reforms. It also offers a referent for analyzing
how the language of excessive individualism and competitiveness serves
to make social inequality invisible, promoting an indifference to human
misery, exploitation, and suffering. Moreover, it suggests that the lan-
guage of excellence and individualism when abstracted from considera-
tions of equality and social justice serves to restrict rather than animate
the possibilities of democratic public life. Increasingly, conservatives
also have used the language of individual rights; that is, the right of indi-
viduals to think and act as they please, to attack any discourse or pro-
gram that questions the existence of social inequalities. As Joan Scott
points out, there is more at stake here than what the conservatives call
the existence of dangerous orthodoxies in the university.

We are experiencing another phase of the ongoing Reagan-Bush revolution
which, having packed the courts and privatized the economy, now seeks to
neutralize the space of ideological and cultural nonconformity by discredit-
ing it. This is the context within which debates about political correctness
and multiculturalism have taken shape.14

Rather than engage the growing insistence on the part of more and
more groups in this country to define themselves around the specificity
of class, gender, race, ethnicity, or sexual orientation, conservatives have
committed themselves simply to resisting and subverting these develop-
ments. While conservatives rightly recognize that struggles over the
public school curriculum and the canon in higher education are fueled,
in part, over anxiety about the issue of national identity, they engage this
issue from a largely defensive posture and in doing so appear to lack any
understanding of how the curriculum itself is implicated in producing
relations of inequality, domination, and oppression. For example, even
moderate liberals who adopt a conservative stance on multicultural is-
sues resort to rhetorical swipes that share ideological ground with na-
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tivist writing against Catholics and immigrants in the 1920s. For exam-
ple, Schlesinger refers to the multiculturalists in the United States as
part of an “ethnic upsurge” that threatens to become a full-fledged
counterrevolution against the alleged common culture and the “Ameri-
can ideal of assimilation.”!5 Schlesinger is quite clear, as are many of his
conservative allies, that as soon as public schools refuse to serve as vehi-
cles for cultural assimilation, they have betrayed their most important
historically-sanctioned role. Unfortunately, Schlesinger does not see
anything wrong with the schools producing social identities in which
cultural differences are seen as a deficit rather than a strength. That the
assimilation model of schooling maintains its hegemony through the
racist, class-specific dynamics of tracking and cultural discrimination
appears to Schlesinger to be unworthy of critical attention. When critical
multiculturalists criticize how the curriculum through a process of ex-
clusion and inclusion privileges some groups over others, such critics
are summarily dismissed as being political, partisan, and radically anti-
American by critics such as Schlesinger.

It is difficult to imagine what is either unpatriotic or threatening about
subordinate groups attempting to raise questions such as: “Whose expe-
riences, histories, knowledge, and arts are represented in our educa-
tional and cultural institutions? How fully, on whose terms, and with
what degree of ongoing, institutionalized participation and power?”16
Nor in a democratic society should subordinate groups attempting to
fashion a pedagogy and politics of inclusion and cultural democracy be
derisively labeled as particularistic because they have raised serious
questions regarding how the canon and public school curriculum work
to secure specific forms of cultural authority or how the dynamics of cul-
tural power works to silence and marginalize specific groups of stu-
dents. Responding to these concerns, academic conservatives such as
William Kerrigan simply recycle their own beliefs about the superiority
of the established canon without revealing the slightest element of self
criticism. Kerrigan argues that “an undergraduate education that sad-
dles (my emphasis) students with ‘cultural diversity’ requirements en-
courages them to flit incoherently from this concentration to that
major.”t7 That the knowledge that constitutes the academic disciplines
is neither universal nor the highest expression of scholarship given its
exclusion of women and “minorities” does not seem to bother Kerrigan.
In this case, the claims that subordinate groups make upon the shaping
of cultural memory and the promise of democratic pluralism are dis-
missed by Kerrigan through the arrogant, self-serving assertion that “ed-
ucators have become pathologically sensitive to complaints of ethno-
centrism. Rather than elevating the minds of students from historically
oppressed groups, the whole educational system is sinking.”!8 This
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emerging critique of schools and other cultural institutions is based on
the elitist and racist assumptions that the enemy of democracy is not in-
tolerance, structured inequality, and social injustice, but cultural differ-
ences.

In treating cultural narrative and national history in fixed and narrow
terms, conservatives relinquish one of the most important defining
principles of any democracy; that is, they ignore the necessity of a de-
mocratic society to rejuvenate itself by constantly reexamining the
strengths and limits of its traditions. In the absence of a critical en-
counter with the past and a recognition of the importance of cultural di-
versity, multiculturalism becomes acceptable only if it is reduced to a
pedagogy of reverence and transmission rather than a pedagogical prac-
tice that puts people in dialogue with each other as part of a broader at-
tempt to fashion a renewed interest in cultural democracy and the cre-
ation of engaged and critical citizens. Bhikhu Parekh rightly argues that
such an uncritical stance defines what he calls demagogic multicultural-
ism. For Parekh, the traditionalists’ refusal of cultural hybridity and dif-
ferences and the fixity of identity and culture promotes a dangerous
type of fundamentalism. He writes:

When a group feels besieged and afraid of losing its past in exchange for a
nebulous future, it lacks the courage to critically reinterpret its fundamen-
tal principles, lest it opens the door to “excessive” reinterpretation. It then
turns its fundamentals into fundamentalism, it declares them inviolate and
reduces them to a neat and easily enforceable package of beliefs and ritu-
als.19

Parekh’s fear of demagogic multiculturalism represents a pedagogical
problem as much as it does a political one. The political issue is exempli-
fied in the conservative view that critical multiculturalism with its asser-
tion of multiple identities and diverse cultural traditions represents a
threat to democracy. As I have mentioned previously, the fatal political
transgression committed here lies in the suggestion that social criticism
itself is fundamentally at odds with democratic life. Indeed, this is more
than mere rhetoric, it is a challenge to the very basic principles that in-
form a democratic society. Pedagogically, demagogic multiculturalism
renders any debate about the relationship between democracy and cul-
tural difference moot. By operating out of a suffocating binarism that
pits “us” against “them” conservatives annul the possibility for dialogue,
education, understanding, and negotiation. In other words, such a posi-
tion offers no language for contending with cultures whose boundaries
cross over into diverse spheres that are fluid and saturated with power.
How this type of fundamentalism will specifically impact the schools
can be seen in the increased calls for censorship as well as in the bleach-
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ing of the curriculum to exclude or underrepresent the voices and histo-
ries of various subordinate groups.

Instead of responding to the increasing diversity of histories, ethnici-
ties, and cultures complexly layered over time, dominant institutions
and discourses appear increasingly indifferent to the alarming poverty,
shameful school dropout rate, escalating unemployment and a host of
other problems that accentuate the alienation, inequality, and racial
segregation that fuel the sense of desperation, hopelessness, and disem-
powerment felt by many “minorities” in the United States. It appears
morally careless and politically irresponsible to define multiculturalism
as exclusively disruptive and antithetical to the most fundamental as-
pects of American democracy. Such a position fails to explore the poten-
tial that multiculturalism has as a critical referent for linking diversity
and cultural democracy while simultaneously serving to ignore the so-
cial, economic, and political conditions that have spurned the current
insurgency among “minorities” and others around the issue of multicul-
turalism.

Toward an Insurgent Multiculturalism

To make a claim for multiculturalism is not . . . to suggest a juxtaposition of
several cultures whose frontiers remain intact, nor is it to subscribe to a
bland “melting-pot” type of attitude that would level all differences. It lies
instead, in the intercultural acceptance of risks, unexpected detours, and
complexities of relation between break and closure.20

Multiculturalism like any other broadly signifying term is multiaccen-
tual and must be adamantly challenged when defined as part of the dis-
course of domination or essentialism. The challenge the term presents is
daunting given the way in which it has been appropriated by various
mainstream and orthodox positions. For example, when defined in cor-
porate terms it generally is reduced to a message without critical content.
Liberals have used multiculturalism to denote a pluralism devoid of his-
torical contextualization and the specificities of relations of power or
they have depicted a view of cultural struggle in which the most funda-
mental contradictions “implicating race, class, and gender can be har-
monized within the prevailing structure of power relations.”?! For many
conservatives, multiculturalism has come to signify a disruptive, unset-
tling, and dangerous force in American society. For some critics, it has
been taken up as a slogan for promoting an essentializing identity poli-
tics and various forms of nationalism. In short, multiculturalism can be
defined through a variety of ideological constructs, and signifies a terrain
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of struggle around the reformation of historical memory, national iden-
tity, self- and social representation, and the politics of difference.

Multiculturalism is too important as a political discourse to be exclu-
sively appropriated by liberals and conservatives. This suggests that if
the concept of multiculturalism is to become useful as a pedagogical
concept, educators need to appropriate it as more than a tool for critical
understanding and the pluralizing of differences; it must also be used as
an ethical and political referent which allows teachers and students to
understand how power works in the interest of dominant social rela-
tions, and how such relations can be challenged and transformed. In
other words, an insurgent multiculturalism should promote pedagogi-
cal practices that offer the possibility for schools to become places
where students and teachers can become border crossers engaged in
critical and ethical reflection about what it means to bring a wider vari-
ety of cultures into dialogue with each other, to theorize about cultures
in the plural, within rather than outside “antagonistic relations of domi-
nation and subordination.”22

In opposition to the liberal emphasis on individual diversity, an insur-
gent multiculturalism also must address issues regarding group differ-
ences and how power relations function to structure racial and ethnic
identities. Furthermore, cultural differences cannot be merely affirmed
to be assimilated into a common culture or policed through economic,
political, and social spheres that restrict full citizenship to dominant
groups. If multiculturalism is to be linked to renewed interests in ex-
panding the principles of democracy to wider spheres of application, it
must be defined in pedagogical and political terms that embrace it as a
referent and practice for civic courage, critical citizenship, and demo-
cratic struggle. Bhikhu Parekh provides a definition that appears to
avoid a superficial pluralism and a notion of multiculturalism that is
structured in dominance. He writes:

Multiculturalism deoesn’t simply mean numerical plurality of different cul-
tures, but rather a community which is creating, guaranteeing, encourag-
ing spaces within which different communities are able to grow at their
own pace. At the same time it means creating a public space in which these
communities are able to interact, enrich the existing culture and create a
new consensual culture in which they recognize reflections of their own
identity.®

In this view, multiculturalism becomes more than a critical referent
for interrogating the racist representations and practices of the domi-
nant culture, it also provides a space in which the criticism of cultural
practices is inextricably linked to the production of cultural spaces
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marked by the formation of new identities and pedagogical practices
that offers a powerful challenge to the racist, patriarchal, and sexist prin-
ciples embedded in American society and schooling. Within this dis-
course, curriculum is viewed as a hierarchical and representational sys-
tem that selectively produces knowledge, identities, desires, and values.
The notion that curriculum represents knowledge that is objective,
value free, and beneficial to all students is challenged forcefully as it be-
comes clear that those who benefit from public schooling and higher
education are generally white, middle-class students whose histories,
experiences, language, and knowledge largely conform to dominant cul-
tural codes and practices. Moreover, an insurgent multiculturalism per-
forms a theoretical service by addressing curriculum as a form of cul-
tural politics which demands linking the production and legitimation of
classroom knowledge, social identities, and values to the institutional
environments in which they are produced.

As part of a project of possibility, I want to suggest some general ele-
ments that might inform an insurgent multicultural curriculum. First, a
multicultural curriculum must be informed by a new language in which
cultural differences are taken up not as something to be tolerated but as
essential to expanding the discourse and practice of democratic life. It is
important to note that multiculturalism is not merely an ideological
construct, it also refers to the fact that by the year 2010, people of color
will be the numerical majority in the United States. This suggests that
educators need to develop a language, vision, and curriculum in which
multiculturalism and democracy become mutually reinforcing cate-
gories. At issue here is the task of reworking democracy as a pedagogical
and cultural practice that contributes to what John Dewey once called
the creation of an articulate public. Manning Marable defines some of
the essential parameters of this task.

Multicultural political democracy means that this country was not built by
and for only one group—Western Europeans; that our country does not
have only one language—English; or only one religion—Christianity; or
only one economic philosophy—corporate capitalism. Multicultural
democracy means that the leadership within our society should reflect the
richness, colors and diversity expressed in the lives of all of our people.
Multicultural democracy demands new types of power sharing and the re-
allocation of resources necessary to great economic and social develop-
ment for those who have been systematically excluded and denied.24

Imperative to such a task is a reworking of the relationship between cul-
ture and power to avoid what Homi Bhabha has called “the subsump-
tion or sublation of social antagonism . . . the repression of social divi-
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sions . .. and a representation of the social that naturalizes cultural dif-
ference and turns it into a ‘second’-nature argument.”25

Second, as part of an attempt to develop a multicultural and multira-
cial society consistent with the principles of a democratic society, edu-
cators must account for the fact that men and women of color are dis-
proportionately underrepresented in the cultural and public institutions
of this country. Pedagogically this suggests that a multicultural curricu-
lum must provide students with the skills to analyze how various audio,
visual, and print texts fashion social identities over time, and how these
representations serve to reinforce, challenge, or rewrite dominant moral
and political vocabularies that promote stereotypes that degrade people
by depriving them of their history, culture, and identity.

This should not suggest that such a pedagogy should solely concen-
trate on how meanings produce particular stereotypes and the uses to
which they are put. Nor should a multicultural politics of representation
focus exclusively on producing positive images of subordinated groups
by recovering and reconstituting elements of their suppressed histories.
While such approaches can be pedagogically useful, it is crucial for criti-
cal educators to reject any approach to multiculturalism that affirms
cultural differences in the name of an essentialized and separatist iden-
tity politics. Rather than recovering differences that sustain their self-
representation through exclusions, educators need to demonstrate how
differences collide, cross over, mutate, and transgress in their negotia-
tions and struggles. Differences in this sense must be understood not
through the fixity of place or the romanticization of an essentialized no-
tion of history and experience but through the tropes of indeterminacy,
flows, and translations. In this instance, multiculturalism can begin to
formulate a politics of representation in which questions of access and
cultural production are linked to what people do with the signifying
regimes they use within historically-specific public spaces.

While such approaches are essential to giving up the quest for a pure
historical tradition, it is imperative that a multicultural curriculum also
focus on dominant, white institutions and histories to interrogate them
in terms of their injustices and their contributions for “humanity.” This
means, as Cornel West points out, that

to engage in a serious discussion of race in America, we must begin not
with the problems of black people but with the flaws of American society—
flaws rooted in historical inequalities and longstanding cultural stereo-
types. ... How we set up the terms for discussing racial issues shapes our
perception and response to these issues. As long as black people are viewed
as “them,” the burden falls on blacks to do all the “cultural” and “moral”
work necessary for healthy race relations. The implication is that only cer-
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tain Americans can define what it means to be American—and the rest
must simply “fit in.”26

In this sense, multiculturalism is about making whiteness visible as a
racial category; that is, it points to the necessity of providing white stu-
dents with the cultural memories that enable them to recognize the his-
torically- and socially-constructed nature of their own identities. Multi-
culturalism as a radical, cultural politics should attempt to provide
white students (and others) with the self-definitions upon which they
can recognize their own complicity with or resistance to how power
works within and across differences to legitimate some voices and dis-
mantle others. Of course, more is at stake here than having whites reflect
critically on the construction of their own racial formation and their
complicity in promoting racism. Equally important is the issue of mak-
ing all students responsible for their practices, particularly as these
serve either to undermine or expand the possibility for democratic pub-
lic life.

Third, a multicultural curriculum must address how to articulate a re-
lationship between unity and difference that moves beyond simplistic
binarisms. That is, rather than defining multiculturalism against unity
or simply for difference, it is crucial for educators to develop a unity-in-
difference position in which new, hybrid forms of democratic represen-
tation, participation, and citizenship provide a forum for creating unity
without denying the particular, multiple, and the specific. In this in-
stance, the interrelationship of different cultures and identities become
borderlands, sites of crossing, negotiation, translation, and dialogue. At
issue is the production of a border pedagogy in which the intersection of
culture and identity produces self-definitions that enable teachers and
students to authorize a sense of critical agency. Border pedagogy points
to a self/other relationship in which identity is fixed as neither Other nor
the same; instead, it is both and, hence, defined within multiple litera-
cies that become a referent, critique, and practice of cultural translation,
a recognition of no possibility of fixed, final, or monologically authorita-
tive meaning that exists outside of history, power, and ideology.

Within such a pedagogical cartography, teachers must be given the
opportunity to cross ideological and political borders as a way of clarify-
ing their own moral vision, as a way of enabling counterdiscourses, and,
as Roger Simon points out, as a way of getting students “beyond the
world they already know in order to challenge and provoke their inquiry
and challenge of their existing views of the way things are and should
be.”27

Underlying this notion of border pedagogy is neither the logic of as-
similation (the melting pot) nor the imperative to create cultural hierar-
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chies, but the attempt to expand the possibilities for different groups to
enter into dialogue to understand further the richness of their differ-
ences and the value of what they share in common.

Fourth, an insurgent multiculturalism must challenge the task of
merely re-presenting cultural differences in the curriculum; it must also
educate students of the necessity for linking a justice of multiplicity to
struggles over real material conditions that structure everyday life. In
part, this means understanding how structural imbalances in power
produce real limits on the capacity of subordinate groups to exercise a
sense of agency and struggle. It also means analyzing specific class, race,
gender, and other issues as social problems rooted in real material and
institutional factors that produce specific forms of inequality and op-
pression. This would necessitate a multicultural curriculum that pro-
duces a language that deals with social problems in historical and rela-
tional terms, and uncovers how the dynamics of power work to promote
domination within the school and the wider society. In part, this means
multiculturalism as a curricula discourse and pedagogical practice must
function in its dual capacity as collective memory and alternative recon-
struction. History, in this sense, is not merely resurrected but interro-
gated and tempered by “a sense of its liability, its contingency, its con-
structedness.”?¢ Memory does not become the repository of registering
suppressed histories, albeit critically, but of reconstructing the moral
frameworks of historical discourse to interrogate the present as living
history.

Finally, a multicultural curriculum must develop, in public schools
and institutions of higher education, contexts that serve to refigure rela-
tions between the school, teachers, students, and the wider community.
For instance, public schools must be willing to develop a critical dia-
logue between the school and those public cultures within the commu-
nity dedicated to producing students who address the discourse and
obligations of power as part of a larger attempt at civic renewal and the
reconstruction of democratic life. At best, parents, social activists, and
other socially-concerned community members should be allowed to
play a formative role in crucial decisions about what is taught, who is
hired, and how the school can become a laboratory for learning that
nurtures critical citizenship and civic courage. Of course, the relation-
ship between the school and the larger community should be made in
the interest of expanding “the social and political task of transformation,
resistance, and radical democratization.”2? In both spheres of education,
the curriculum needs to be decentralized to allow students to have some
input into what is taught and under what conditions. Moreover, teachers
need to be educated to be border crossers, to explore zones of cultural
difference by moving in and out of the resources, histories, and narra-
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tives that provide different students with a sense of identity, place, and
possibility. This does not suggest that educators become tourists travel-
ing to exotic lands; on the contrary, it points to the need for them to
enter into negotiation and dialogue around issues of nationality, differ-
ence, and identity so as to be able to fashion a more ethical and demo-
cratic set of pedagogical relations between themselves and their stu-
dents while simultaneously allowing students to speak, listen, and learn
differently within pedagogical spaces that are safe, affirming, question-
ing, and enabling.

In this instance, a curriculum for a multicultural and multiracial soci-
ety provides the conditions for students to imagine beyond the given
and to embrace their identities critically as a source of agency and possi-
bility. In addition, an insurgent multiculturalism should serve to rede-
fine existing debates about national identity while simultaneously ex-
panding its theoretical concerns to more global and international
matters. Developing a respect for cultures in the plural demands a refor-
mulation of what it means to be educated in the United States and what
such an education implies for the creation of new cultural spaces that
deepen and extend the possibility of democratic public life. Multicultur-
alism insists upon challenging old orthodoxies and reformulating new
projects of possibility. It is a challenge that all critical educators need to
address.
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Public Intellectuals and
the Culture of Reaganism
in the 1990s

There is a genuine crisis in education and public life
over whether we really are a civilization and whether
there is anything in the American past worth
transmitting. In schools around the country,
Thanksgiving and other national holidays that once
bound us together have been transformed—uwith dreary
uniformity—into “multicultural holidays,” when
children are asked to celebrate nothing more than their
own ethnicity—and, by implication, their own egos.!

—Newt Gingrich

Schooling and the Culture of Reaganism

Newt Gingrich’s comments exemplify for me the legacy of a historical
era that has been labeled as the culture of Reaganism.2 I mention this
historical period, beginning with the election of Ronald Reagan to the
presidency in the 1980s and continuing into the 1990s, because it inau-
gurated a fundamental shift in the political and cultural realignments
that has had a major impact on American public life since the 1980s.3
The culture of Reaganism provided the historical, political, and social
context that has most deeply affected the various theoretical interven-
tions I have made as a critical educator over the past sixteen years. The
problems I have addressed regarding schooling and public life, the role
of teachers as intellectuals, and the cultural politics of the curriculum
have been forged in a language and set of assumptions shaped by the
politics, institutional pressures, and policies that have dominated this
historical era.4 My point here, of course, is that the act of theorizing can-
not be abstracted from the conditions we inherit or from the problems
that emerge in the face of specific historical conditions.

Moreover, I have always been less concerned with developing a body
of scholarly work that simply sniped at those who loosely shared a simi-
lar ideological view of the world than with addressing, in a language of
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critique and possibility, those political, theoretical, and cultural forces
that pose the greatest challenge to public schooling as a site for teaching
students to take seriously civic responsibility and the imperatives of a
vital democracy.

Gingrich’s comment also presupposes a neoconservative view of
schooling, cultural difference, and public life that has dominated the
country since the Reagan era. During this period youth, in particular,
have experienced massive changes in nuclear family life, caused by ris-
ing poverty rates, the flight of capital from urban centers, and the dis-
mantling of policies designed to protect the poor, children, and the el-
derly. Furthermore, the forces of economic restructuring and
deindustrialization have largely replaced the manufacturing sector with
a proliferation of low-skill jobs and have contributed to rising unem-
ployment rates among young people, especially poor, urban black
youth. More specifically, in the past sixteen years, we have witnessed a
resurgent racism accompanied by an erosion of the safety nets designed
to protect children from poverty, disease, and homelessness. One tragic
legacy of Reagan’s cultural revolution is that youth, especially poor
urban youths, have become scapegoats in the neoconservative attack on
welfare, civil rights laws, and health care policies. Demonized in the
press as thugs and criminals, young black males in particular have been
blamed for the breakdown of public civility while young, unwed moth-
ers have been targeted as the source of all social evils in American soci-
ety.5 Beneath the moral panic, in the atmosphere of which youth is
blamed for the deterioration of public life, lies a different reality:

In post-Vietham America, young people have experienced an erosion in
their cultural prestige, their impact as a social force has diminished, they
are losing ground in their rights and civil liberties. The nature of the nuclear
family, the global economy and the world stage is in rapid transition. The
American working class is disappearing as a social entity. There now exists a
permanent subclass of American citizens we call “the homeless.” Half the
kids in America don't go to college, and the ones who do spend six years
getting degrees, after which they cannot find jobs, or afford housing, health
care or cars,®

American youth and public schools have not fared well under Reagan-
ism. By calling into question the link between schooling and equity, con-
servatives have redefined the role of education in terms of privatization
and standardization. Neoconservatives have attempted to make the
public school an adjunct of the corporation, offering its services to the
highest corporate bidder. Within this discourse, there is little room for
linking equity with excellence, engaging the role that teachers might
play as critical intellectuals, or decentering power in the classroom so as
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to educate students about the relations between and values of civic and
social responsibility. The excerpt from Newt Gingrich’s To Renew Amer-
ica barely conceals the neoconservative view of national identity that, in
its ethnocentrism and monoculturalism, is scornful toward minorities,
urban youth, cultural differences, and the democratic possibilities of
public schooling.” Within this cultural and political hegemonic bloc,
there has been a consistent attempt to remove schools from their role in
educating students as social subjects who can take up the burdens and
responsibilities of democratic public life. Instead, neoconservatives
have largely defined education using a monocultural and commercial
logic by which pedagogy serves primarily to produce consumers.

The rejection of school as a democratic public sphere has gone hand
in hand with the expanding emphasis on defining young people in
terms of market values—as either consumers or commodities. When not
demonized, youths are viewed as merely filling market niches in a com-
mercial culture that uses mass media, especially television, to sell young
children and adolescents toys, clothes, and every other conceivable
product.® Over the last sixteen years, many conservatives have relied
upon the marketplace as a model when shaping and influencing school
policy. Corporations such as Whittle Communications have intervened
in developing school curricula and have played a major role in contract-
ing services from public school districts. Furthermore, there is an in-
creasing trend toward private corporation management of public school
systems on a for-profit basis. According to The Education Industry Di-
rectory, the for-profit education market represents a potential $600 bil-
lion investment opportunity and currently provides $30 billion in rev-
enue for corporate interests.? Conservatives in the past decade and a
half have also initiated policies advocating vouchers, privatization, and
charter schools. The first casualties in this scenario have been teachers’
unions, teacher autonomy, and children attending schools in economi-
cally depressed areas.

Opposing this conservative trend in education, I have attempted in
my work to insert the political back into educational discourse by focus-
ing on the relationship between schools and society and knowledge and
power and on the need for teachers to work for a democratic and ethical
project. Although it is impossible to sum up in one chapter the different
trajectories my work has taken over time, I will emphasize my finding
that what is at stake in the neoconservative attack on education is the
role that the university and other schools might play as crucial public
spheres, on the one hand, and what the responsibility of the academic
as a public intellectual might be on the other. I will focus on both of
these issues as they apply to higher education, but I think that many of
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the points to be developed could be applied just as readily to public
schooling.

Higher Education Under Assault

In the past fifteen years, the debate about the role that university educa-
tors might play as critically engaged public intellectuals has grown in-
creasingly hostile. This is most evident in the barrage of attacks initiated
in the popular press and by right-wing critics against multiculturalism,
political correctness, and a variety of other forces that are allegedly un-
dermining what the well-known journalist George Will has called “the
common culture that is the nation’s social cement.”10

In their attack on the university, and by default public schooling, neo-
conservatives imply that the university should not assume the role of a
public sphere in which critics actively engage in addressing either the
problems of the society or global issues. For neoconservative hardliners
such as Chester Finn, William Bennett, and other contributors to the
National Review, the New Republic, Education Week, and similar publi-
cations, this position translates into the unproblematic assumption that
social criticism has no place in the university and that those who engage
in it represent either a new form of cultural barbarism or a version of po-
litical correctness that has no place in higher education.!! Moderate
conservatives and liberals take the more cautious position that universi-
ties should simply impart knowledge that withstands current political
and cultural affairs. Others, such as Hilton Kramer, go so far as to deny
both the relevance of the university as a public sphere and the assump-
tion that academics can operate as public intellectuals. He writes, “The
Great Mistake is to identify public intellectuals with academics. Most of
the serious intellectual discourse for some time has not come out of the
academy. The academy is intellectually dead.”12

The crisis over whether the university should be a critical public
sphere is also evident in the rhetoric of a currently popular group of di-
verse public intellectuals located in and supported financially by the
government, private foundations, and the popular press. Politicians
such as former Secretary of Education William Bennett are now touted
as exemplary intellectuals who will restore a traditional moral founda-
tion to the commanding institutions of civic life. In Bennett’s worldview,
public culture is modeled on civic virtues found in the ninteenth-cen-
tury McGuffey Readers, and responsible citizenship is embodied in the
Hollywood film character Forrest Gump.

In the sphere of mass culture, many journalists—apparently resentful
that academics are addressing vital public issues—have invoked pop-
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ulist notions of clarity and “truthfulness” to reaffirm themselves as the
“real” voices of the people. One rather grotesque example is the reac-
tionary TV talk show figure Rush Limbaugh. What these conservatives
share—beyond their common battle against the perils of deconstruc-
tion, postmodernism, cultural studies, black studies, gender studies, gay
and lesbian studies, poststructuralism, and other theoretical insurgen-
cies—is the deep rooted belief that university academics have no role as
critical public intellectuals.

Although the theoretical particulars are different, a similar critique of
intellectuals in the university has emerged among a number of progres-
sive theoreticians. One popular example can be found in Russell Ja-
coby’s The Last Intellectuals, which considers the decline of public cul-
ture in the United States and the rise of academic intellectuals who
allegedly write in arcane languages and largely forsake any viable politi-
cal intervention into public life.’3 In this view, critical thought nurtured
in the halls of higher education offers little in the way of understanding
or promoting social struggle. For Jacoby, the only real public intellectu-
als were such nonacademics as Edmund Wilson, Lewis Mumford,
Dwight MacDonald, and others who lived in such urban centers as
Greenwich Village and wrote for magazines such as the Partisan Review.
According to Jacoby, their breed has been replaced by academics who
are nothing more than classroom technicians, speaking and writing in
specialized languages that cut them off from vital public audiences and
issues. Although it is true that the university harbors academics whose
work often degenerates into an abstract and empty formalism, such a
charge too easily slips into an overgeneralized critique that ignores the
important work being done by educators at all levels of schooling,
whose “principal occupation is studying, reading, teaching, writing,
publishing, [and] addressing the public” and who help students think
critically “about the affairs of this world and the broader context of
things.”!4 The backlash against critical intellectuals and educators has
gained substantial currency under Reaganism and with the increasing
rise of corporate culture in the United States; it is indicative of one di-
mension of the crisis that higher education is facing.

Higher Education as a Public Sphere

I believe that higher education must be defended as a vital public sphere
in its own right—that is, as a public sphere whose meral and pedagogi-
cal dimensions help renew civic life. The university influences large
numbers of people not only in terms of what they learn and how they lo-
cate themselves in the context and content of specific knowledge forms
but also in terms of their impact on a variety of institutions in public
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life.13 For example, if cultural critics were more attentive to what is
taught in professions such as nursing, social work, and education, they
might become more aware of the effect of such teaching on the thou-
sands of teachers, health workers, and community members who do
battle on the health care, social service, and the public school fronts.
Public schools, for instance, surely can be said to comprise a major pub-
lic sphere; yet hardly a word is uttered by radical or conservative critics
about the crucial relationship between such schools and institutions of
higher learning. Perhaps the more important question here is, What si-
lences will have to endure in the debate on higher education before aca-
demic intellectuals are dismissed as irrelevant, even though much of the
work that goes on in institutions of higher education directly impacts
thousands of students whose work concerns public issues and the re-
newal of civil society.

To elaborate further on the university as a crucial public sphere and
the role of teachers as public intellectuals, 1 will analyze how some cul-
tural studies scholars have attempted to address some of the same is-
sues that conservatives and liberals have used to criticize higher educa-
tion. In addition, I will argue that the absence of any serious discussion
of pedagogy in cultural studies and in the debates about higher educa-
tion has narrowed significantly the possibilities for redefining the role of
educators as public intellectuals and of students as critical citizens ca-
pable of governing rather than simply being governed. Schools in this
view become more than museums, Sunday schools, or corporate train-
ing centers.’ More specifically, I will stress the importance of pedagogy
in the further development of cultural studies, the broader attempt to
reform higher education, and the effort to educate youth not merely to
adapt to the existing demands of the work force but to be critical cul-
tural workers, willing to fight for a democratic society. With this in mind,
I want to turn to the issue of cultural studies.

Rethinking the Importance of
Cultural Studies for Educators

Employing diverse discourses and forms of cultural criticism, cultural
studies provides a theoretical service to educators and others in the fol-
lowing ways. First, it broadens our understanding of how politics and
power work through institutions, language, representations, and cul-
ture, across diverse economies of desire, time, and space. In its critical
analysis of culture and power, cultural studies has consistently empha-
sized the interrelations of theory and context-specific studies to address
issues ranging from adult literacy, class analysis, and youth subcultures
to feminism, racism, popular culture, and identity politics.
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Second, cultural studies has reinvigorated academia with its transdis-
ciplinary and transcultural approach to scholarship. It has echoed Wal-
ter Benjamin’s call upon intellectuals to assume responsibility for trans-
lating theory back into a constructive practice that transforms the
everyday terrain of cultural and political power. Pushing the boundaries
of traditional disciplines and the frontiers of intellectual life, cultural
studies presses “for new questions, new models, and new ways of study,
testing the fine line between intellectual rigor and social relevance.”t?

Third, cultural studies provide theoretical frameworks for analyzing
how power works through the popular and everyday to produce knowl-
edge, social identities, and maps of desire. Crucial here is the ongoing
theoretical and pedagogical work of understanding how the new elec-
tronic media deploy images, sounds, and other representational prac-
tices that are redefining the production of knowledge, reason, and new
forms of global culture. Abandoning the elitist distinction between high
and popular culture, cultural studies has provided a theoretical service
by making the objects of everyday life legitimate sources of social analy-
sis. Moreover, its emphasis on how meaning and power circulate in the
realm of the popular has not only challenged overdetermined theories
of domination by focusing on the ways in which resistance maybe con-
strued by popular culture; it has also focused new attention on the ways
in which dominant intellectual and institutional forces police, contain,
and address meaning as a site for a variety of social struggles.18

Fourth, in opposition to vanguard and elitist notions of the intellec-
tual, cultural studies views intellectual work as tempered by humility,
highlights its moral focus on suffering, and points to the need for public
intellectuals to go beyond critique to offer alternative visions and poli-
cies. On one level, cultural studies is important because it takes on the
task of establishing and struggling over institutional spaces and prac-
tices that might produce public intellectuals. But the determination to
provide institutional spaces in which public intellectuals have a voice is
matched by a cautious pedagogical regard for striking a critical balance
between producing rigorous intellectual work, on the one hand, and ex-
ercising authority that is firm rather than rigid and self-critical and con-
cretely utopian rather than repressive and doctrinaire, on the other. Stu-
art Hall is helpful here. He argues that in insisting on the vocation of
intellectual life, cultural workers must “address the central, urgent, and
disturbing questions of a society and a culture in the most rigorous in-
tellectual way we have available. Such a vocation is, above all, one of the
principal functions of a university, though university scholars are not al-
ways happy to be reminded of it.”19

For educators, cultural studies offers a broader understanding of how
power inserts itself into the cultural realm; it also raises important ques-
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tions about the vocation of intellectual work, the relevance of interdisci-
plinary inquiry, and the centrality of popular culture as a realm of criti-
cal analysis. But if educators are to not merely appropriate but take in-
spiration from cultural studies as a form of cultural criticism and
pedagogical work, we will have to deepen and extend the democratic
possibilities in this field as well as address some of its glaring absences.
To be more specific, I believe that cultural studies has not adequately
developed a notion of the political as part of a wider project for social re-
construction and progressive change. That is, it has failed to unite its dif-
ferent theoretical considerations into a shared notion of public struggle
and social justice for a comprehensive democratic politics. Although is-
sues of racism, class, gender, textuality, national identity, subjectivity,
and media culture must remain central to any cultural studies dis-
course, the issue of radical democracy must be located at the center of
its politics. This is particularly important for educators who wish to ar-
ticulate the dynamics and possibilities of schooling in larger public dis-
courses.

By using radical democracy as a political, social, and ethical referent
in redefining education for a world made up of multiple and fractured
public cultures, cultural studies confronts the need for constructing a
new ethical and political language to describe the problems and chal-
lenges of a newly constituted global public. Within this postmodern pol-
itics of difference and the increasingly dominant influence of globaliza-
tion, cultural studies needs to become sufficiently attentive to restoring
the language of ethics, agency, power, and identity in the wider effort to
revitalize democratic public life.

At stake here is the necessity for cultural studies to provide some com-
mon ground on which traditional binarisms of margin/center,
unity/difference, local/national, and public/private can be reconsti-
tuted through more complex representations of identification, belong-
ing, and community. Cultural studies must continue to develop new
theoretical frameworks for challenging the way we think about the dy-
namics and effects of cultural and institutional power. This requirement,
in turn, suggests the need for a discourse of ruptures, shifts, flows, and
unsettlement—one that functions less as a politics of transgression than
as part of a concerted effort to construct a broader vision of political
commitment and democratic struggle. Cultural studies in this sense can
further expand its theoretical horizons by considering radical democ-
racy in a wider discourse of rights and economic equality. In this con-
text, cultural studies offers the possibility for extending the democratic
principles of justice, liberty, and equality to the widest possible set of so-
cial relations and institutional practices that constitute everyday life. Via
the issue of radical democracy, cultural studies can forcefully assert its
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own politics by affirming the importance of the particular and the con-
tingent while acknowledging the shared political values and goals of a
democratic society.

In addition, although cultural studies theorists often call for interdis-
ciplinary or transdisciplinary work, they often fail to challenge a major
assumption behind disciplinarity: that pedagogy is an unproblematic
vehicle for transmitting knowledge. Lost in this notion is a rigorous and
critical understanding of pedagogy as a means of questioning the cul-
tural conditions under which knowledge and identities are produced.20
Unfortunately, unlike early cultural studies theorists such as Raymond
Williams, the current crop of theorists inhabiting this diverse field ex-
hibits little concern for the importance of pedagogy as a form of cultural
practice and politics. Within this silence lurks the often unconscious
privileging of certain forms of academic capital, the seductive rewards
of disciplinary policing, a refusal to cross academic borders, and a
shoring up of academic careerism, competitiveness, and elitism. It ap-
pears that the legacy of the latter still exercises a strong influence on cul-
tural studies, despite its alleged democratization of social knowledge.

The importance of pedagogy to the content and context of cultural
studies lies in the relevance it has for illuminating how power and
knowledge configure in the production, reception, and transformation
of social identities, forms of ethical address, and “desired versions of a
future human community.”2! Asserting that all forms of pedagogical au-
thority are partial, critical pedagogy inquires into the relationship be-
tween cultural work, authority, experience, and securing particular cul-
tural practices. In a cultural political mode, pedagogy studies the
possibilities for social agency expressed in a range of human capacities
in light of the social forms that often constrain or enable them.

In this form of pedagogy, intellectuals address what it means to con-
struct social relations that enable students to speak differently so as to
affirm and analyze their narratives, marked by consistencies and contra-
dictions. Not only may students who have been traditionally marginal-
ized thus be heard, they may be taken seriously as the implications of
their discourse in broader historical and ideological terms are consid-
ered.?? Equally important, however, is the need to provide safe spaces in
which students cross ideological and political borders to clarify their
own moral visions, engage in counter-discourses, and, as Roger Simon
points out, get “beyond the world they already know in order to chal-
lenge and provoke their existing views of the way things are and should
be.”23

Whether in schools or in other cultural spheres, public intellectuals
must struggle to create the conditions that enable students and others
to become cultural producers who can rewrite their own experiences
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and perceptions by engaging with various texts, ideological positions,
and theories. They must construct pedagogical relations in which stu-
dents learn from each other, learn to theorize rather than simply ingest
theories, and begin to address how to decenter the authoritarian power
of the classroom. Students must also be given the opportunity to chal-
lenge disciplinary borders, create pluralized spaces from which hy-
bridized identities might emerge, take up critically the relationship be-
tween language and experience, and appropriate knowledge as part of a
broader effort at self-definition and ethical responsibility. What I am
suggesting here is that public intellectuals move away from the rigid,
ideological parameters of the debate about the curriculum or canon.
What is needed is a new language for discussing knowledge and author-
ity and the possibility of giving students a role in deciding what is taught
and how it is taught under specific circumstances. The question is not
merely, who speaks and under what conditions? It is also about how to
see universities (and public schools) as important sites of struggle over
what is taught and for control of the conditions of knowledge produc-
tion itself.

Now, I will shift my frame a bit to focus on some implications of the
concerns I have addressed thus far and how they might be connected to
developing an academic agenda for public intellectuals in higher educa-
tion.

Public Intellectuals and the Politics of Education

Institutions of higher education must be seen as deeply moral and polit-
ical spaces in which intellectuals assert themselves not merely as pro-
fessional academics but as citizens, whose knowledge and actions pre-
suppose specific visions of public life, community, and moral
accountability. This view suggests that higher education be defended
through intellectual work that self-consciously recalls the tension be-
tween the democratic imperatives or possibilities of public institutions
and their everyday realization. For instance, academics might develop
their research programs, pedagogy, and conceptual frameworks in con-
nection to cultural work undertaken by the media, labor organizations,
or insurgent social movements. Such relationships should allow public
intellectuals to speak to a diverse range of audiences from a number of
public arenas. At the same time, such connections and alliances should
not support the idea that higher education may define its public func-
tion simply through its association with other public spheres. First and
foremost, it must be defended as a vital public sphere in its own right,
one that has deeply moral and educative dimensions that directly im-
pact civic life. This defense must be maintained by academics redefining
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their roles as public intellectuals who can move between academic insti-
tutions and other public spheres in which knowledge, values, and social
identities are produced.

If the university is to remain a site of critical thinking, collective work,
and social struggle, public intellectuals need to expand its meaning and
purpose. That is, they need to define higher education as a resource vital
to the moral life of the nation, open to working people and communities
whose resources, knowledge, and skills have often been viewed as mar-
ginal. The goal here is to redefine the knowledge, skills, research, and so-
cial relations constructed in the university in order to more broadly re-
construct a tradition that links critical thought to collective action,
knowledge and power to a profound impatience with the status quo,
and human agency to social responsibility.

Opposing this view, many neoconservatives argue that university
teachers who address public issues out of personal commitment either
violate the spirit of academic professionalism or via ideology left over
from the 1960s, present a dangerous threat to the freedom and auton-
omy of the university. Irving Kristol implies as much when he charges
that the greatest threat to conservative hegemony comes from the cul-
tural left, which consists of teachers and others “from the so-called help-
ing professions.”2¢ This position rests on a deep suspicion of any at-
tempt to enable educators to address pressing social issues in
connection with their teaching. Attempting to license and regulate criti-
cal pedagogical practice, conservatives argue that universities are apo-
litical institutions whose primary goal is to create a select strata of tech-
nical experts to run the commanding institutions of the state, to prepare
students for the workplace, and to reproduce the alleged common val-
ues that define the “American” way of life.? In this discourse, politics is
subordinated to management, and political activity is displaced by the
imperatives of objectivity and appropriate academic standards.

Of course, many liberals also have argued that although university
academics have the right to address public issues, they should do so
from the perspective of a particular teaching methodology or pedagogy
rather than from a particular political project. Gerald Graff, for instance,
has called for university educators to teach the conflicts. Graff’s position
is that academics who teach about oppression presuppose some prior
agreement among students that it actually exists before it can be dis-
cussed. As for those “radical” educators who address issues of human
suffering and other social problems, he believes that they end up speak-
ing to the converted or use their authority to indoctrinate students. His
is more than a cheap theoretical pronouncement; it is an ideologically
loaded assertion based on a confusion between political education and
politicizing education—one that needs further elaboration.2s
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Political education means teaching students to take risks, challenge
those with power, honor critical traditions, and be reflexive about how
authority is used in the classroom. A politicizing education refuses to
address its own political agenda and creates silences through an appeal
to a specious methodology, objectivity, or a notion of balance. Politiciz-
ing education perpetuates pedagogical terrorism; a political education
improves the pedagogical conditions for students to understand how
power works on them, through them, and for them in the service of con-
structing and expanding their roles as critical citizens.

In politicizing education, the language of objectivity and methodol-
ogy runs the risk of replacing an ethical discourse concerned with the
political responsibility of university professors, including the issue of
how they might help students identify, engage, and transform relations
of power that generate the material conditions of racism, sexism,
poverty, and other oppressive conditions.?” Lacking a political project,
the role of the university intellectual is reduced to a technician engaged
in formalistic rituals unconcerned with the disturbing and urgent prob-
lems that confront the larger society.

In opposition to this view, I will argue that public intellectuals must
combine the interdependent roles of critical educator and active citizen.
They must find ways to connect the practice of classroom teaching to
the operation of power in the larger society. I think Edward Said is on
target when he argues that the public intellectual must function within
institutions, in part, as an exile, as someone whose “place it is publicly to
raise embarrassing questions, to confront orthodoxy and dogma, to be
someone who cannot easily be co-opted by governments or corpora-
tions.”28 In this perspective, the educator as public intellectual becomes
responsible for linking the diverse experiences that produce knowledge,
identities, and social values in the university to the quality of moral and
political life in the wider society. Vaclav Havel captures this sentiment in
arguing that intellectuals have a responsibility to engage in practical
politics, to see “things in more global terms. . . . build people-to-people
solidarity. . . . foster tolerance, struggle against evil and violence, pro-
mote human rights, and argue for their indivisibility.”29

Intellectuals who feel an increased sense of responsibility for human-
ity may not be able to and do not necessarily have to explain the prob-
lems of the world in terms that purport to be absolute or all encompass-
ing. They also should not limit their responsibility to the university or
the media. On the contrary, public intellectuals need to approach social
issues with humility, mindful of the multiple connections and issues
that tie humanity together; but they need to do so by moving within and
across diverse sites of learning as part of an engaged and practical poli-
tics that recognizes the importance of “asking questions, making dis-
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tinctions, restoring to memory all those things that tend to be over-
looked or walked past in the rush to collective judgment and action.”30

Within this discourse, the experiences that constitute the production
of knowledge, identities, and social values in the university are inextrica-
bly linked to the quality of moral and political life of the wider society.
Thus, intellectuals engaged in it must challenge forms of disciplinary
knowledge and social relations that promote material and symbolic vio-
lence, while remaining deeply critical of their own authority and how it
structures classroom relations and cultural practices. In this way, the au-
thority they legitimate in the classroom would become both an object of
self-critique and a critical referent for expressing a more “fundamental
dispute with authority itself.”3! In addition, as public intellectuals, aca-
demics must move beyond recognizing the partiality of their own narra-
tives to address more concretely the ethical and political consequences
of the social relations and cultural practices generated by the forms of
authority used in the classroom.

As I pointed out earlier in this chapter, if educators are to function as
public intellectuals they need to provide the opportunities for students
to learn that the relationship between knowledge and power can be
emancipatory, that their histories and experiences matter, and that what
students say and do counts in their struggle to unlearn dominating priv-
ileges, productively reconstruct their relations with others, and trans-
form, when necessary, the world around them. More specifically, such
educators need to argue for forms of pedagogy that close the gap be-
tween the university and the everyday life. Their curriculum needs to be
organized around knowledge of the communities, cultures, and tradi-
tions that give students a sense of history, identity, and place. As I sug-
gested in my analysis of cultural studies, I'm calling for transgressing the
often rigid division between academic culture and popular/opposi-
tional culture and for expanding pedagogical practice as a form of cul-
tural politics by making all knowledge subject to serious analysis and in-
terrogation—and in so doing, making visible the operations of power
that connect such knowledge to specific views of authority and cultural
practice.

Educators need to construct pedagogical approaches that do more
than make learning context-specific; in effect, they need to challenge
the content of the established canon and, similarly, to expand the range
of cultural texts that count as “really useful knowledge.” As public intel-
lectuals, university teachers need to use electronically mediated knowl-
edge forms that constitute the terrain of popular culture. I refer to the
world of media texts—videos, films, music, and other mechanisms of
popular culture outside of print. The content of the curriculum should
affirm and critically enrich the meaning, language, and knowledge
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forms that students actually use to negotiate and inform their lives. Aca-
demics can in part exercise their role as public intellectuals via such cur-
ricula, giving students the opportunity to understand how power is or-
ganized through the enormous number of “popular” cultural spheres,
ranging from libraries, movie theaters, and schools to high-tech media
conglomerates that circulate signs and meanings through newspapers,
magazines, advertisements, electronic programming, machines, films,
and television programs. University intellectuals must draw a lesson
from cultural studies in extending the historical and relational definition
of cultural texts while redefining in Toni Morrison’s terms how “knowl-
edge, however mundane and utilitarian, plays about in linguistic images
and forms cultural practices.”32

Although it is central for university teachers to enlarge the curriculum
to reflect the richness and diversity of the students they actually teach,
they also need to decenter the curriculum. That is, students should be
actively involved in governance, “including setting learning goals, se-
lecting courses, and having their own, autonomous organizations, in-
cluding a free press.”s? Not only does the distribution of power among
teachers, students, and administrators provide the conditions for stu-
dents to become agents in their learning process, it also provides the
basis for collective learning, civic action, and ethical responsibility.
Moreover, student agency emerges from a pedagogy of lived experience
and struggle, not from mere formalistic mastery of an academic subject.

In addition, as public intellectuals, university teachers need to make
cultural difference a defining principle of knowledge production, devel-
opment, and research. In an age of shifting demographics, large-scale
immigration, and multiracial communities, university teachers must
make a firm commitment to cultural difference as central to the rela-
tionship between schooling and citizenship. Doing so means disman-
tling and deconstructing the legacy of nativism and racial chauvinism
that has informed the rhetoric of school reform for the last decade.3¢

The Reagan and Bush eras witnessed a full-fledged attack on the
rights of minorities, civil rights legislation, and affirmative action, ac-
companied by the legitimation of curriculum reforms pandering to eth-
nocentric interests. University educators can affirm their commitment
to democratic public life and cultural democracy by struggling in and
out of the classroom in solidarity with other activists to reverse these
policies and make schools more attentive to the cultural resources that
students bring with them at all levels of schooling. For instance, they can
work to develop legislation that protects the civil rights of all groups.
Equally important, the university teachers should take the lead in en-
couraging programs that open school curricula to the narratives of cul-
tural difference, without falling into the trap of merely romanticizing the
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experience of Otherness. At stake is the development of an educational
policy that places university education in a broader ethical and political
discourse, one that both challenges and transforms those curricula re-
forms of the past decade that are profoundly racist in context and con-
tent. In part, such a policy would change the terms of the debate over
the relationship between schooling and national identity, moving away
from an assimilationist ethic and the profoundly ethnocentric fantasy of
a common culture to a view of national identity that includes diverse
traditions, histories, and the expansion of democratic public life.

During the past fifteen years, I have been building upon my earlier
studies of teachers as intellectuals in an attempt to reclaim a critical re-
lationship between pedagogy and politics on the one hand and democ-
racy and schooling on the other. At the risk of being too bold, I have sug-
gested that educators need to become provocateurs; they need to take a
stand while refusing to be involved in either a cynical relativism or doc-
trinaire politics. In part, I mean that central to intellectual life is the ped-
agogical and political imperative that academics engage in rigorous so-
cial criticism while becoming a stubborn force for challenging false
prophets, deconstructing social relations that promote material and
symbolic violence, and speaking the “truth” to dominant forms of power
and authority. At the same time, as I mentioned earlier such intellectuals
must be deeply critical of their own authority and how it structures
classroom relations and cultural practices.?5

In critiquing one’s own experiences, it is imperative to guard against a
confessionalism by which the interrogation becomes tantamount to
speaking a transparent version of the “truth.” Such self-reflexivity must
become part of a wider strategy of crossing and transgressing the bor-
ders between the self and others, theory and practice, and the university
and everyday life.

Finally, as public intellectuals, university educators must bring to bear
in their classrooms and other pedagogical sites the courage, analytical
tools, moral vision, time, and dedication required to return universities
to their most important task: creating a public sphere in which citizens
are able to exercise power over their own lives and especially over the
conditions of knowledge acquisition. Central to any such effort is the
recognition that democracy is not a set of formal rules of participation,
but the lived experience of empowerment for the majority. Moreover,
the call for universities to operate as democratic public spheres should
not be reduced to the call for autonomy for intellectuals or to the de-
mand for equal access to schools, equal opportunity, and measures of
equality. Autonomy and equality are crucial elements in the democrati-
zation of schoals, but they are not the sole elements in this process. In-
stead, the rallying cry of university educators should concern empower-
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ment for the vast majority of students in this country who need to be ed-
ucated in the spirit of a critical democracy.3¢ The challenge to educators
is ever-present, and they must continue to renew their commitment to
the struggle.
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