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1

Introduction

When I wrote Border Crossings in 1992, there was a theoretical rupture in the
various disciplines and integrated fields of the humanities and liberal arts. What
would later be labeled as “the cultural turn” generated a new-found interest and
a host of complex theories attempting to reclaim the importance of culture, lan-
guage, discourse, difference, agency, power, and politics. Border Crossings ap-
proached the heady theoretical innovations of postmodernism, poststructuralism,
and a host of other discursive interventions with a certain amount of caution
and respect. But more importantly, especially in light of these emerging theoretical
discourses, Border Crossings attempted to draw upon these new and complex
fields in order to rethink the nature of politics and pedagogy, especially as they
interfaced and played out as ideological and cultural practices in a multitude of
other educational sites beyond the traditional sphere of formal schooling.

Needless to say, changing historical conditions posit new problems, define
different projects, and often demand fresh discourses. In some cases, theories
fashioned in one historical moment seem hopelessly out of date, if not irrele-
vant, in another. Any critical theory both defines and is defined by the problems
posed by the contexts it attempts to address. While Border Crossings cannot escape
the issue of changing historical conditions, many of the chapters in the original
book have not only held up well over the last decade, but also appear more rele-
vant today than when they were first written. Borders and border crossing as
political and heuristic metaphors still occupy a central, if not more concretized,
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 2 Border Crossings

place in any viable social and educational theory. In an era of unprecedented global
flows both real and virtual, the ethics and politics of border crossing appear more
pressing to the current historical juncture than when I first engaged the concept over a
decade ago. For me, the concept of borders provides a continuing and crucial referent
for understanding the co-mingling—sometimes clash—of multiple cultures, languages,
literacies, histories, sexualities, and identities. Thinking in terms of borders allows one
to critically engage the struggle over those territories, spaces, and contact zones where
power operates to either expand or to shrink the distance and connectedness among
individuals, groups, and places. In the broader political sense, the concept of borders
and border crossing serves to highlight that the goal of politics is transformative of
both relations of power as well as public consciousness.

With the accelerated growth of global markets, borders, ironically, appear more
constrained than ever before as the ever-widening gap between the rich and the poor
leads to greater insecurity and instability. New forms of authoritarianism and militar-
ism now attempt to contain oppressed groups, reduce citizenship to consumerism,
and wage war on every conceivable sphere of public life. The porousness of borders in
the afterglow of the toppled Berlin Wall became impervious fortresses in the new millen-
nium, a militarized response to a world plunged into the Great War Against Terror.
The proliferation of policed borders not only requires a new politics, but also a new
political vocabulary and a strategy of resistance through which a public pedagogy can
be forged capable of constructing what Chandra Mohanty calls forms of “transborder
democratic citizenship.”1 The concept of a borderless world as used in this book, while
seemingly utopian, speaks powerfully to both deconstructing the meaning of global-
ization and redefining it around democratic values rather than through the ideology
of market fundamentalism and its ever-growing alliance with the forces of militarism.

I am convinced that the mutually related concepts of borders and border crossing
are even more timely today in light of the growing need on the part of many educators,
progressives, artists, and cultural workers to rethink the meaning of politics for the
twenty-first century. As war, fear, and virulent contempt for social needs have become
the dominant motifs shaping the domestic and foreign policies of the United States,
borders have become the primary category for signifying spaces of confinement, intern-
ment, punishment, surveillance, and control. A militarization of public life has emerged
under the combined power and influence of neoliberal zealots, religious fanatics, and
far right-wing neo-conservatives who currently control the United States government.
The primacy of a politics of constraining borders is seen also in the destruction of a
liberal democratic political order and a growing culture of surveillance, inequality,
and cynicism. As the United States increasingly imprisons more of its poor youth of
color, rings the globe with military bases, transforms agencies for immigration into
those of homeland security, and expands the imperatives of empire in a reckless invasion
and occupation of Iraq, the signs of a highly militarized society become more visible
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3Introduction

than ever. In a post-September 11th world, American power is being restructured do-
mestically around a growing culture of fear and a rapidly increasing militarization of
public space and culture. As U.S. military action is spreading under the guise of an
unlimited war against terrorism, public spaces on the domestic front are increasingly
being organized around values supporting a highly militarized, patriarchal, and jingo-
istic culture that is undermining centuries of democratic gains. Borders increasingly
appear more rigid, entrenched, and impassible as the United States moves inexorably
toward a more closed and authoritarian society.

We are living in dangerous times in which a new type of post-democratic society
is emerging, one that builds on ancient historical tendencies but is unlike anything we
have seen in the past—a society in which concentrated economic and political power
reinforce each other through a media consolidated in the hands of a few multinational
corporations. Unlike any other time in American history, we are living in a period in
which a culture of fear and concentrated wealth reinforce each other so as to drastically
limit the possibilities of a democratic society. Not only are civil liberties being rolled
back, and public resources gutted because of a massive $422 billion deficit, but power
no longer appears to reside largely within the sphere of politics, controlled largely by
nation states. Power is now set free from its political shackles and resides primarily
with economic and military forces. Political power is being replaced by economic power
just as state sovereignty is being replaced by corporate sovereignty.2 Power has now
become coercive, roaming the globe for new markets under the guise of American
triumphalism and the quest for the rewards of empire. The United States is increas-
ingly marked by a poverty of critical public discourse, making it more difficult for the
American people to appropriate a critical language outside of the market that would
allow them to link private problems to public concerns and issues. Within this utterly
privatized discourse, politics conceived as public activity is replaced with a politics
that is banal, reduced to the politics of lifestyle choices, tabloid spectacle, or “patriotic”
conformism. One result is a social order that seems dangerously incapable of questioning
itself, even as it wages a merciless, top-down war against the poor, the young, women,
people of color, and the elderly.

The obsession with the private (even as the right to privacy evaporates) not only
burdens politics and undermines critical forms of individual and social agency, it also
negates any viable notion of the public good and the social contract. As the social
contract is shredded, government relies more heavily on its policing and military func-
tions, giving free reign to the principle of security and border patrols at the expense of
an open, free society. A culture of fear now overshadows a commitment to public service,
endorsing property rights over human rights. A spreading culture of fear in an age of
automated surveillance and repressive legislation is creating a security state that gives
people the false choice between being safe or being free. Even as surveillance cameras
make their way into the nation’s public schools and FBI agents hang out in libraries
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 4 Border Crossings

and bookstores in order to examine what people are reading, there is barely a protest
from academics or the general public over the shredding of constitutional freedoms
and civil liberties. It gets worse. The CIA and the Pentagon are now allowed to engage
in domestic intelligence work; the Patriot Act allows people to be detained indefinitely
in secret without     access to either lawyers or family; children are not only held without
legal representation as enemy combatants in possibly inhumane conditions at the
military’s infamous Camp Delta at Guantanamo Bay, but they are also subjected to
abuse and torture by American soldiers at the infamous Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq.3

The war against terrorism increasingly appears to be a war against immigrants, dissent,
and democracy itself as the racial state extends the ugly reach of discrimination under
the guise of Homeland Security.4 Under such circumstances, the fundamental governing
principles of democracy are not just being subverted but deliberately sabotaged. This
kind of democracy is the problem, not the solution.

What all this suggests is that since Border Crossings was written, the American
state has changed radically. No longer viewed as a force for the public good and social
justice, it now operates largely as a legitimating force for corporate power, willingly
disposed to serve the needs of concentrated wealth, racial disparity, corporate global-
ization, and empire. Under the pressure of a relentless campaign of top-down class,
racial, and ideological warfare, the state is being hollowed out and the public sector is
being stripped not only of its positive social and democratic functions, but is increasingly
reduced to its policing and repressive functions.

In the shadow of the tragic and horrible events of September 11th, a brute
authoritarianism becomes increasingly more ominous as society is organized relentlessly
around a culture of fear, cynicism, and unbridled self-interest. Within this post-9/11
space, matters of  politics and pedagogy coincide to produce a new kind of
authoritarianism, one in which consent is manufactured and the militarization of every-
day life proceeds largely unchallenged. While critical pedagogy was a fundamental con-
cept for expanding the possibility of democracy in the first edition of Border Crossings,
my focus has now shifted to the broader concept of public pedagogy which, I argue, is
essential to defining the nature of politics itself. At the dawn of the new millennium,
an authoritarian regime proceeds within the parameters of what I call a new kind of
public pedagogy, one in which the production, dissemination, and circulation of ideas
emerges from the educational force of the entire culture. Public pedagogy in this sense
refers to a powerful ensemble of ideological and institutional forces whose aim is to
produce competitive, self-interested individuals vying for their own material and ideo-
logical gain. Corporate public pedagogy now largely cancels out or devalues gender,
class-specific, and racial injustices of the existing social order by absorbing the demo-
cratic impulses and practices of civil society within narrow economic relations. This
form of dominant public pedagogy has become an all-encompassing cultural horizon
for producing market identities, values, and practices. The good life, in this discourse,
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5Introduction

“is construed in terms of our identities as consumers—we are what we buy.”5 For ex-
ample, the Pentagon even considered, if only for a short time, turning the war on terror
and security concerns over to futures markets, subject to online trading. Thus, non-
commodified public spheres are replaced by commercial spheres as the substance of
critical democracy is emptied out and replaced by a democracy of goods available to
those with purchasing power and to the increasing expansion of the cultural and political
power of corporations throughout the world.

Dominant public pedagogy with its narrow and imposed schemes of classification
and limited modes of identification uses the educational force of the culture to negate
the basic conditions for critical agency. As public space is increasingly commodified
and the state is aligned more closely with capital, public pedagogy mobilizes power in
the interest of a Darwinian world order marked by the increasing removal of autono-
mous spheres of cultural production such as journalism, publishing, and film; the de-
struction of collective structures capable of counteracting the widespread imposition
of commercial values and effects of market forces; the creation of a global reserve army
of the unemployed; and the subordination of nation-states to the real masters of the
economy.

As I point out in the third section of Border Crossings, the new sites of public
pedagogy which have become the organizing force of market fundamentalism are not
restricted to instrumental curricula, blackboards, and test taking. They do not simply
incorporate the limited forms of address found in schools. Such sites operate within a
wide variety of social institutions and formats including sports and entertainment
media, cable television networks, the Internet, churches, and channels of elite and popu-
lar culture such as advertising. Profound transformations have taken place in the public
sphere, producing new sites of pedagogy marked by a distinctive confluence of new
digital and media technologies, growing concentrations of corporate power, and un-
paralleled meaning-producing capacities. Unlike traditional forms of pedagogy, knowl-
edge and desire are inextricably connected to modes of pedagogical address mediated
through unprecedented electronic technologies that include high-speed computers,
new types of digitized film and CD-ROMs. The result is a public pedagogy that plays a
decisive role in producing a diverse cultural sphere that gives new meaning to education
as a political force. What is surprising about the cultural politics of market fundamental-
ism is that many social theorists have either ignored or largely underestimated the
symbolic and pedagogical dimensions of the struggle that neoliberal corporate power
has put into place for the last twenty years, particularly under the ruthless administration
of George W. Bush.

In the years since I have written Border Crossings, neoliberalism—with its unbridled
support of the market as a template for all social and economic relations—has become
the hegemonic ideology of our time. Much more than an economic theory, neoliber-
alism can also be defined as a cultural politics, one that created an array of institutions
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and public spheres from which to produce, disseminate, and secure its ideology, values,
and views of the world. As I mentioned previously, power no longer resides within a
politics shaped by the borders of the nation-state. Power escapes such traditional bound-
aries of politics and in so doing redefines both the meaning and the sites in which
power is expressed and can be challenged. This new edition of Border Crossings attempts
to critically understand and engage the increasing mutually determining forces of
neoliberalism and militarization as they work through the modalities of race, class,
gender, and youth.

Questions of boundaries and borders dominate how the United States and much
of the world now think about politics, power, history, and culture. The concept of
border crossing not only critiques those borders that confine experience and limit the
politics of crossing diverse geographical, social, cultural, economic, and political borders,
it also calls for new ways to forge a public pedagogy capable of connecting the local
and the global, the economic sphere and cultural politics, as well as public and higher
education and the pressing social demands of the larger society. At stake here is the
possibility of imagining and struggling for new forms of civic courage and citizenship
that expand the boundaries of a global democracy.

In the 1990s, the politics of difference dominated social and political theory. While
differences are still crucial to any viable notion of social theory and democracy, there is
an increased need for a politics and a notion of border crossing that can work across
the fault lines of nations, classes, races, sexualities, and religions as they operate to
create new forms of division, demarcation, and separation. Politics can no longer privi-
lege the private over the public, texts over social contexts, or cultural identity over a
politics that favors questions of social and public responsibility. Identity politics must
be enlarged and ultimately subordinated to a broader notion of democratic politics,
one that expands the connections between the public and the private while offering a
common ground on which to build joint alliances and create the conditions necessary
for a vibrant and substantive democracy. And it is precisely at this theoretical juncture
that the concept of border has been expanded in this new edition of Border Crossings.
The concept of border crossing now represents a project and commitment to both
global democracy and the search for “a notion of commonality without which a re-
founding of democratic politics seems impossible, even unimaginable.....”6 Recognizing
that borders for many people are both enabling and exclusionary, Border Crossings
attempts to engage the complex and dynamic force of the borderlands that people
inhabit and cross through a range of pedagogical strategies and ideologies in which
the naming, marking, and crossing of various cultural and geographical borders are
addressed within the specificity of different contexts, strategies, and pedagogical prac-
tices. Against the crafting of monolithic contexts and fixed images of the other, Border
Crossings raises the question of how politics and pedagogy might be practiced differently
across a range of cultural, political, economic, and geographical boundaries. In doing
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7Introduction

so, the concept of border has been revised in this book to foreground the complexity
of the relationship between power and politics, on the one hand, and agency and social
change on the other. Similarly, Border Crossings puts a renewed emphasis on the need
for academics to recognize that the most important relationship between intellectuals
and the world is organized through the modalities of economic and cultural power.
Intellectuals do not merely exist in universities, speak through the discourse of aca-
demic disciplines, and produce knowledge, they also exist in institutional spaces and
ideological relations shot through with power and politics. And as the forces of market
fundamentalism, militarization, and empire spread throughout the world, they are
accompanied by the legitimating discourses produced by intellectuals. This suggests
that such intellectuals become not only aware of the political forces that influence
them and the institutions in which they labor, but also connect their work to the world
in which they live while furthering the possibilities of shaping a society through the
historical legacies and promises of liberty, equality, justice, and freedom.

The borders of our diverse identities, subjectivities, experiences, and communi-
ties connect us to each other more than they separate us, especially as such borders are
continually changing and mutating within the fast forward dynamics of globalization.
How we theorize those connections as a force of tension, domination, and emancipatory
possibilities is a difficult task, one that this book takes very seriously as part of a larger
attempt to broaden not only the range of our commitments to others but also to develop
more constructive, inclusive, and democratic communities. Pedagogy plays a central
role in this task because it is the sphere in which matters of responsibility, social action
and political intervention are learned, developed, and put into play. Pedagogy in this
sense becomes directive and performative in that it is not merely about deconstructing
texts but about situating politics itself within a broader set of relations that addresses
what it might mean to create modes of individual and social agency that enable rather
than shut down democratic values, practices, and forms of sociality. In short, this edition
of Border Crossings points to the need for academics, artists, cultural workers, and
others to address the crossing of borders not only as a resource for theoretical compe-
tency and critical understanding, but also as a pedagogical practice that promotes the
possibility of interpretation as a challenge to the coming police state and as an inter-
vention in the shaping of a more democratic global social order.

Notes

1. Chandra Mohanty, Feminism Without Borders (Duke University Press, 2003), 248.
2. I want to thank Zygmunt Bauman for making this point clear to me. See Zygmunt Bauman,

“Cutting the Chains of Global Violence,” The Review of Education, Pedagogy, and Cultural
Studies (in press).

3. Not only were incidents of abuse, torture, and rape reported in various investigations of
the Abu Ghraib prison scandal, but it has recently come to light in the media that even
children were tortured by American soldiers. One Army investigation reported that MPs
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used unmuzzled military police dogs “to make juveniles—as young as 15 years old—uri-
nate on themselves as part of a competition.” See Josh White and Thomas E. Ricks, “Iraqi
Teens Abused at Abu Ghraib, Report finds,” The Washington Post (August 24, 2004), AO1.

4. I have taken up this issue extensively in Henry A. Giroux, The Terror of Neoliberalism (Boul-
der, CO: Paradigm Press, 2004).

5. Alan Bryman, Disney and His Worlds (New York: Routledge, 1995), 154.
6. Nick Couldry, “In the Place of a Common Culture, What?” The Review of Education, Peda-

gogy, and Cultural Studies 26: 1 (2004), 4.
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11

Postcolonial Ruptures/
Democratic Possibilities

The choice of language and the use to which it is put is central to a people’s definition of

themselves in relation to their natural and social environment, indeed in relation to

the entire universe.1

I begin this chapter with a quote from Ngugi Wa Thiong’o, an African writer
who is in the forefront of postcolonial struggles to redefine meaning as a historical
and social construction. At stake here is not merely the refusal to take language
for granted but to understand how it is produced and rewritten within the ideo-
logical and material legacies of imperialism and colonialism. Hence, it is in the
domain of language that the traces of a theoretical and political journey begin to
emerge as part of a broader attempt to engage meaning as a form of social
memory, social institutions as powerful carriers and legitimators of meaning,
and social practices as sites in which meaning is re-invented in the body, desire,
and in the relations between the self and others.

Language in all of its complexity becomes central not only in the production
of meaning and social identities but also as a constitutive condition for human
agency. For it is in language that human beings are inscribed and give form to
those modes of address that constitute their sense of the political, ethical, eco-
nomic, and social.

This book is about what is often called the crises in meaning and authority
that have beset many of the Western democracies in the 1990s. Of course, any
one crisis can be refigured to secure the authority of a specific ideological position.
My interest is not to secure the authority of a totalizing narrative that enshrines
truth as a science and agency as a universalizing category. Rather I attempt to
challenge the authority and discourses of those practices wedded to the legacy of
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 12 Border Crossings

a colonialism that either directly constructs or is implicated in social relations that
keep privilege and oppression alive as active constituting forces of daily life within the
centers and margins of power. Within the currency of the language of cultural crisis
and authority, postcolonial discourses have pushed against the politics of such crises
by inserting the primacy of a politics of difference and struggle. They scan the surface
language that constructs such crises and ask: which crisis, for whom is there a crisis,
and who speaks in the name of such a crisis? “How do we construct a discourse, which
displaces the effects of the colonizing gaze while we are still under its influence?”2

Postcolonialism challenges how imperial centers of power construct themselves through
the discourse of master narratives and totalizing systems; they contest monolithic au-
thority wielded through representations of “brute institutional relations” and the claims
of universality. Postcolonial theorists offer resistance to social practices that relegate
otherness to the margins of power; they interrogate how centers of power and privilege
are implicated in their own politics of location as forms of imperializing appropriation;
and, of crucial importance, postcolonialism contests the dominant Eurocentric writing
of politics, theory, and history. In effect, postcolonial discourses have not only redefined
a new cultural politics of difference, they have also helped to create a new amalgam of
cultural workers whose distinctive features are, according to Cornel West:

to trash the monolithic and homogenous in the name of diversity, multiplicity, and hetero-

geneity; to reject the abstract, general, and universal in light of the concrete, specific, and

particular; and to historicize, contextualize and pluralize by highlighting the contingent,

provisional, variable, tentative, shifting, and changing . . . what makes these [gestures]

novel—along with the cultural politics they produce––is how and what constitutes differ-

ence, the weight and gravity it is given in representation, and the way in which highlight-

ing issues like exterminism, empire, class, race, gender, sexual orientation, age, nation,

nature, and region at this historical moment acknowledges some of the discontinuity

and disruption from previous forms of cultural critique.3

Postcolonial discourses have also made clear that the old legacies of the political
left, center, and right can no longer be so easily defined. Indeed, postcolonial theorists
have gone further and provided important insights into how such discourses either
actively construct colonial relations or are implicated in their construction. From this
perspective, Robert Young argues that postcolonialism is a dislocating discourse that
raises theoretical questions regarding how dominant and radical theories “have them-
selves been implicated in the long history of European colonialism—and, above all,
the extent to which [they] continue to determine both the institutional conditions of
knowledge as well as the terms of contemporary institutional practices—practices which
extend beyond the limits of the academic institution.”4 This is especially true for many
of the new social movements that have taken up the language of difference and a concern
with the politics of the other. Many theorists within these movements have addressed
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13Postcolonial Ruptures/Democratic Possibilities

a number of pressing political and pedagogical issues through the construction of binary
oppositions that represent both a new vanguardism while simultaneously falling into
the trap of simply reversing the old colonial legacy and problematic of oppressed vs.
oppressor. In doing so, they have often unwittingly imitated the colonial model of
erasing the complexity, complicity, diverse agents, and multiple situations that constitute
the enclaves of colonial/hegemonic discourse and practice.5

In this chapter, and throughout this book, I will argue that postcolonial theory, in
its many varieties, provides the possibility of both challenging and transforming a
cultural politics formed in binary oppositions that both silence and invite people to
deskill themselves as educators and cultural workers. The challenge that postcolonialism
presents to educators and cultural workers calls for new ideas, pedagogical strategies,
and social movements capable of constructing a politics of difference within critical
public cultures forged in the struggle to deepen and extend the promise of radical and
cultural democracy. This suggests a politics and pedagogy developed around new lan-
guages capable of acknowledging the multiple, contradictory, and complex subject
positions people occupy within different social, cultural, and economic locations. At
issue here is a challenge to the growing anti-intellectualism and theoretical reductionism
that have become characteristic of so much critical educational theory within the last
decade.

Central to this book is the need to take up the relationship between language and
the issues of knowledge and power on the one hand, and to retheorize language within
a broader politics of democracy, culture, and pedagogy on the other. This suggests
creating a new language that extends the meaning of pedagogy as a form of cultural
production that takes place in a variety of sites and is produced by a diverse number of
cultural workers. It also proposes appropriating some of the most insightful as-
pects of postcolonial discourse to further our understanding of the limits and possi-
bilities of what it means to recognize that every new paradigm has to create its own
language because the old paradigms, through their use of particular language forms,
produce knowledge and social relations that often serve to legitimate specific relations
of power. Oppositional paradigms provide new languages through which it becomes
possible to deconstruct and challenge dominant relations of power and knowledge
legitimated in traditional forms of discourse. These oppositional paradigms offer the
possibility for producing constructive languages that provide the opportunity for edu-
cators to understand and engage the experiences of both the classroom and other cul-
tural sites. This opposition often reflects major changes in thinking that are mediated
and produced through related shifts in new ways of speaking and writing. Opposi-
tional languages are generally unfamiliar, provoking questions and pointing to social
relations that will often appear alien and strange to many educators (what Roger Simon
calls the fear of theory). What is at stake here is whether such languages offer a vision
and practice for new forms of understanding, social practice, and collective struggle.
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In this book, I argue that the varied discourses of postmodernism, feminism,
modernism and postcolonialism provide diverse but theoretically provocative and valu-
able insights for educators and cultural workers to construct an oppositional and trans-
formative politics. A dialogical encounter between these discourses offers cultural
workers the opportunity to reexamine the partiality of their respective views. Similarly,
such an encounter points to new possibilities for sharing and integrating the best insights
of these varied discourses as part of a broader radical democratic project. In effect, this
is a call for educators and cultural workers to become border crossers engaged in an
effort to create alternative public spheres. In my mind, alternative public spheres are
central not only for creating the conditions for “the formation and enactment of social
identities,” but also for enabling the conditions “in which social equality and cultural
diversity coexist with participatory democracy.”6 It is through the development of such
public spheres that the discourses of democracy and freedom can address what it means
to educate students for forms of citizenship forged in a politics of difference that educate
people in the Gramscian sense of governing as agents who can locate themselves in history,
while simultaneously shaping the present as part of a discourse and practice that allow
people to imagine and desire beyond society’s existing limitations and practices.

A caveat must be noted here. To appropriate the discourses of postcolonialism,
modernism, postmodernism, and feminism is not another academic attempt to con-
struct new topologies, nor is it meant to suggest a textual encounter based on a refusal
of politics. On the contrary, I am taking a subject position, a point of view that argues
that without a political project, there can be no ground on which to engage questions
of power, domination, human suffering, and the possibilities of human struggle. In
this case, I embrace a point of view rooted in a discourse of emancipation that recog-
nizes that subjective and objective forms of domination need to be addressed as part
of an educational project that is the starting point for political engagement. Hence, the
varied theoretical positions critically appropriated in this book become important to
the degree that they provide the categories and theoretical practice by which to engage
in forms of transgression that challenge knowledge and social relations structured in
dominance. This suggests a political project that goes beyond merely discursive struggles,
one that also attempts to transform nondiscursive and institutional relations of power
by connecting educational struggles with broader struggles for the democratization,
pluralization, and reconstruction of public life.

In what follows, I want to briefly analyze some of the central theoretical assump-
tions that characterize the diverse work of a number of postcolonial theorists.7 In doing
so, I want to critically appropriate these assumptions as part of an effort to both enter
into dialogue with this body of work and also engage its criticisms as part of an at-
tempt to challenge some of the primary categories that construct current forms of
radical educational theory and practice (including my own work). At the same time, I
want to use some of the central insights of postcolonial theories to problematize and
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extend the possibilities that have emerged within the complex and sometimes contra-
dictory discourses of modernism, feminism, and postmodernism. Finally, I want to
define the central theoretical categories around which I develop the notions of border
crossing and border pedagogy as forms of cultural politics.

Colonizing Language and the Politics of Reversals

Must we always polarize in order to polemicize? Are we trapped in a politics of struggle

where the representation of social antagonisms and historical contradictions can take

no other form than a binarism of theory vs. politics? Can the aim of freedom or knowl-

edge be the simple inversion of the relation of oppressor and oppressed, margin and

periphery, negative image and positive image? Is our only way out of such dualism the

espousal of an implacable oppositionality or the invention of an originary counter-myth

of radical purity? Must the project of our liberationist aesthetics be forever part of a

totalizing, Utopian vision of Being and History that seeks to transcend the contradic-

tions and ambivalences that constitute the very structure of human subjectivity and its

systems of cultural representations?8

The logic of binary oppositions appears to have become an obsessive fatal attrac-
tion. More obviously, this is true for neoconservatives who consistently attempt to
maintain imperial control over the Other through categories of discourse developed
in repressive totalities and exclusions. For many neoconservatives, the issues of com-
plexity, absence, difference, and specificity constitute a threat to monumentalism, cul-
tural homogeneity, and master narratives that maintain the varied dimensions of
Eurocentricism. This is evident in the current debates within the United States regarding
the politics, content, and use of the academic canon. Neoconservatives such as mem-
bers of the National Association of Scholars see these debates as less of an expression
of academic freedom than as a threat to the very nature of Western civilization. The
attack on a politics of cultural difference is also evident in the struggles being waged by
the English First movement, which is indicative of the emerging new nativism that has
gained credibility in the Reagan-Bush Era. The opposition to cultural democracy is
further evident in the numerous attacks on radical approaches to multiculturalism
that display a renewed interest in forms of democracy that challenge the violence of
racism, bigotry, and cultural chauvinism.9

But the violence of master narratives formed in the language of binary oppositions
is not simply characteristic of neoconservative discourse; it is also a major problem in
the work of many critical cultural workers and educators. Women of color have made
this quite clear in their criticism of those largely middle class, white feminist theorists
who have developed theories of patriarchy and feminism that either excluded class and
racial differences or simply reduced patriarchy to a struggle between men and women.10
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More recently, some radical educational feminists have employed the language of
binary oppositions to develop positions that may actually reproduce rather than chal-
lenge the assumptions and practices of Eurocentricism. For example, a case has been
made for feminist pedagogy by defining it against what is alleged to be the unified
discourse of critical pedagogy. Beyond the theoretical and political problem of refusing
to deal with the differences, heterogeneity, and complexity of the varied discourses
that constitute critical pedagogy, this view of feminist pedagogy is often constructed in
terms of a violent opposition that reproduces the very problematic of center and margin
that characterizes colonial discourses. Unfortunately, within such polarities there is
little room for understanding the points of resistance, multiplicities, complicities, op-
pressions, and liberating elements that undermine all binary oppositions. Within this
discourse, “heterogeneity is repressed in the monolithic figures and stereotypes of
colonialist representation.”11

What is at issue here is not simply the specifics of the arguments made by such
theorists but the debilitating effects of a problematic encoded in the simple reversal of
colonial binarisms that reproduce a reductionistic “us” against “them” discourse. Im-
plicit in these oppositions is the assumption that feminist pedagogues have become
the central bearers of knowledge and social practice while those educators who define
themselves within the discourses of critical pedagogy have nothing to say or contribute.
Such oppositions make it extremely difficult for critical educators to interrogate their
own complicity with forms of domination that connect and refigure the centers and
peripheries of power. Within this discourse of dualisms, there is little understanding of
the other as multiple complex subjects who both reproduce and refuse systems of domi-
nation. Similarly, there is a refusal to acknowledge the multiple rather than monolithic
forms of power exercised through various institutions and diverse forms of represen-
tation. Finally, there are, as Gayatri Spivak has noted, few attempts to call into question
the binary opposition of colonizer/colonized (in its many expressions) in order to “ex-
amine the heterogeneity of ‘colonized power’ and to disclose the complicity of the two
poles of that opposition as it constitutes the disciplinary enclave of the critique of
imperialism.”12

Another example of how binary oppositions have undermined critical educa-
tional theory can be seen in the debate over language that has been enjoined by a
growing number of educational writers.13 These authors have constructed a defense
and critique of radical discourse through the binary opposition of clarity vs. complexity.
The theoretically flawed nature of such an argument is quite extensive and includes a
number of the following considerations: it often subscribes to a universal referent for
clarity and linguistic unity that is elitist as well as anti-intellectual; it tends to simplify
the politics of representation, reducing it to an unproblematic issue of clarity that is
never deconstructed as perhaps complicitous with the construction of domination;
and it reproduces a troublesome politics of erasure by claiming to represent a universal
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standard of literacy while failing to consider a plurality of audiences and constituencies.
Hence, it eliminates the complexity and specificity of a readership that occupies mul-
tiple, diverse public cultures.

The clarity vs. complexity binarism is based on the presupposition that a simple
invocation of clear language can by itself confer sense. This position ignores what Homi
Bhabha calls a central feature of political maturity: “that there are many forms of po-
litical writing whose different effects are obscured when they are divided between the
‘theoretical’ and the ‘activist’ [whose corresponding correlates are complexity and clar-
ity].”14 Similarly, the clarity vs. complexity argument also disregards how language and
power come together in complex ways to exclude diverse narratives that rupture domi-
nant codes and open up new spaces and possibilities for reading, writing, and acting
within rather than outside of a democratic politics of difference. Inherent in this call
to clarity is an assumed rather than demonstrated consensus about what clarity actually
is and why it can only be taken up in progressive terms. Implicitly, this position repre-
sents a politics of containment, one that is silent about its own role in legitimating
universalizing referents that marginalize and exclude multiple narratives expressed
through a variety of complex discursive forms.

By ignoring these concerns, many critical educators appeal to a universal standard
of literacy and clarity that is never examined. Such an appeal suppresses questions of
context such as who reads what, and under what conditions. It also strongly suggests
that the power of language is defined through a stylized aesthetic of clarity, one that
presupposes the commonsense assumption that language is a transparent medium
merely expressing existing facts that need only be laid out in an agreed-upon fashion.
As previously suggested, this position does more than deny the politics of representation
by situating language outside of theory, politics, and struggle. It also refuses to explore
the complex issue of how language that challenges traditional educational paradigms
is obligated to create new categories in order to reclaim new spaces of resistance, to
establish new identities, or to construct new knowledge/power relations. Most impor-
tantly, the binary opposition that constructs this view of language appears to reproduce
a central criticism posed by postcolonial critics regarding how the legacy of colonial-
ism continually reasserts itself in an Eurocentric discourse and practice forged in
relations in which the Other is subsumed or erased in the violence of binary opposi-
tions. At work here is a form of Eurocentrism that refuses to interrogate the grounds of
its own narration, its own sense of location, and how it is inscribed in a politics of
difference. By refusing to interrogate how Eurocentricism may be complicit with the
formation of their own identity as it is constructed in the interplay of language and
difference, critical educational theorists find it difficult to understand how language
itself can be used to shut down partiality, possibilities, and a politics of representation
that is central to the construction of multiple social identities, public cultures, and
forms of political practice.15
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The Politics of Location, Agency, and Struggle in Postcolonial Discourse

The first set of problems is concerned with . . . issues like who writes or studies [the

Other], in what institutional or discursive setting, for what audience, and with what

ends in mind, the second set of problems [focuses on] . . . how the production of knowl-

edge best serves communal, as opposed to factional, ends, how knowledge that is

nondominative and noncoercive can be produced in a setting that is deeply inscribed

with the politics, the considerations, the positions, and the strategies of power.16 As a

radical standpoint, perspective, position, ‘the politics of location’ necessarily calls those

of us who would participate in the formation of counter-hegemonic cultural practice to

identify the spaces where we begin the process of revision. . . . [It] is that place which

enables and promotes varied and everchanging perspectives, a place where one discovers

new ways of seeing reality, frontiers of difference.17

Edward Said and bell hooks illuminate different aspects of the debate on the poli-
tics of location that have become fundamental to a number of theoretical paradigms,
including various versions of feminism and postmodernism. Central to all of these
positions is the importance of challenging, remapping, and renegotiating those bound-
aries of knowledge that claim the status of master narratives, fixed identities, and an
objective representation of reality. Within feminist and postmodern discourses, this
has expressed itself in recognizing the situated nature of knowledge, the partiality of
all knowledge claims, the indeterminacy of history, and the shifting, multiple, and often
contradictory nature of identity.18 At question here is the issue of who speaks, under
what conditions, for whom, and how knowledge is constructed and translated within
and between different communities located within asymmetrical relations of power.
In addition, there is the important issue of how identity itself is constituted and what
the enabling conditions might be for human agency. What the various discourses on
the politics of location have made clear is that the relationship between knowledge and
power on the one hand and the self and others on the other is as much an issue of
ethics and politics as it is one of epistemology.19 The legacy of a politics of location has
provided a new vocabulary for analyzing how we are situated differently in the inter-
play of power, history, and culture. It also engages issues about how our psyches, desires,
and bodies provide a reference point “to be able to name our location, to politicize our
space and to question where our particular experiences and practice fit within the
articulations and representations that surround us.”20 In various feminist and
postmodern discourses, the politics of location has fruitfully pointed to how social
identities occupy contradictory and shifting locations in which it becomes possible to
open up new spaces for conversations and forms of solidarity. Rejecting the discourse
of universality and essentialism, feminist theorists in particular have argued that politics
and epistemology must be connected, not in an empty relativism, but in forms of dis-
course that are always “interpretive, critical, and partial. . . . [Where there] is a ground
for conversation, rationality, and objectivity, which is power-sensitive, not ‘pluralist’
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conversation.”21 In this context, a politics of location provides both a form of address
as well as a historically constituted site from which expression and action proceed.

Postcolonial discourse has extended the parameters of this debate in a number of
ways. First, it has made it clear that the relationship of history and the politics of differ-
ence is often informed by a legacy of colonialism that must be called into question so
as to make visible the exclusions and repressions that allow specific forms of privilege
to remain unacknowledged in the language of Western educators and cultural workers.
At stake here is deconstructing not only those forms of privilege that benefit males,
whiteness, heterosexuality, and property holders, but also those conditions that have
disabled others to speak in places where those who are privileged by virtue of the legacy
of colonial power assume authority and the conditions for human agency. This sug-
gests, as Spivak has pointed out, that more is at stake than problematizing discourse;
more importantly, educators and cultural workers must be engaged in “the unlearning
of one’s own privilege. So that, not only does one become able to listen to that other
constituency, but one learns to speak in such a way that one will be taken seriously by
that other constituency.”22 In this instance, postcolonial discourse extends the radical
implications of difference and location by making such concepts attentive to providing
the grounds for forms of self-representation and collective knowledges in which the
subject and object of European culture are problematized, though in ways radically
different from those taken up by Western radicals and conservatives.

Second, postcolonial discourse rewrites the relationship between the margin and
the center by deconstructing the colonialist and imperialist ideologies that structure
Western knowledge, texts, and social practices. Here, there are attempts to demon-
strate how European culture and colonialism “are deeply implicated in each other.”23

This suggests more than rewriting or recovering the repressed stories and social memo-
ries of the other; it means understanding and rendering visible how Western knowledge
is encased in historical and institutional structures that both privilege and exclude
particular readings, voices, aesthetics, authority, representations, and forms of sociality.
The West and otherness relate not as polarities or binarisms in postcolonial discourse
but in ways in which both are complicitous and resistant, victim and accomplice. While
it cannot be forgotten that the legacy of colonialism has meant large-scale death and
destruction as well as cultural imperialism for the other, the other is not merely the
opposite of Western colonialism, nor is the West a homogeneous trope of imperialism.

This suggests a third insight provided by postcolonial discourses. The current
concern with the “death of the subject” cannot be confused with the necessity of af-
firming the complex and contradictory character of human agency. Postcolonial dis-
course reminds us that it is ideologically convenient and politically suspect for Western
intellectuals to talk about the disappearance of the speaking subject from within insti-
tutions of privilege and power. This is not to suggest that postcolonial theorists accept
the humanist notion of the subject as a unified and fixed identity. On the contrary,
postcolonial discourse agrees that the speaking subject must be decentered but does
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not mean that all notions of human agency and social change must be dismissed. Under-
stood in these terms, the postmodernist notion of the subject must be accepted and
modified in order to extend rather than erase the possibility for enabling human agency.
At the very least, this would mean coming to understand the strengths and limits of
practical reason, the importance of affective investments, the discourse of ethics as a
resource for social vision, and the availability of multiple discourses and cultural re-
sources that provide the very grounds and necessity for agency.

Postcolonial discourses represent a space in which to retheorize, locate, and address
the possibilities for a new politics based on the construction of new identities, zones of
cultural difference, and forms of ethical address that allow cultural workers and edu-
cators alike to transform the languages, social practices, and histories that are part of
the colonial inheritance. This position offers new hope for expanding both the prac-
tice of cultural work and the liberatory possibilities of crossing borders that open up
new political and pedagogical possibilities. It is to these issues that I will now turn.

Border Pedagogy: An Introduction

In what follows, I want to delineate what might be some useful and transformative
aspects of border pedagogy by situating it within those broader cultural and political
considerations that are beginning to redefine our traditional view of community, lan-
guage, space, and possibility. Border pedagogy is attentive to developing a democratic
public philosophy that respects the notion of difference as part of a common struggle
to extend the quality of public life. It presupposes not merely an acknowledgment of
the shifting borders that both undermine and reterritorialize different configurations
of culture, power, and knowledge. It also links the notions of schooling and the broader
category of education to a more substantive struggle for a radical democratic society.

What does this suggest for redefining radical educational theory and practice as a
form of border pedagogy? There are a number of theoretical considerations that need
to be unpacked in reference to this question. First, the category of border signals a
recognition of those epistemological, political, cultural, and social margins that structure
the language of history, power, and difference. The category of border also prefigures
cultural criticism and pedagogical processes as a form of border crossing. That is, it
signals forms of transgression in which existing borders forged in domination can be
challenged and redefined. Second, it also speaks to the need to create pedagogical con-
ditions in which students become border crossers in order to understand otherness in
its own terms, and to further create borderlands in which diverse cultural resources
allow for the fashioning of new identities within existing configurations of power.

Third, border pedagogy makes visible the historically and socially constructed
strengths and limitations of those places and borders we inherit and that frame our
discourses and social relations. Moreover, as part of a broader politics of difference,
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border pedagogy makes primary the language of the political and ethical. It stresses
the political by examining how institutions, knowledge, and social relations are in-
scribed in power differently; it highlights the ethical by examining how the shifting
relations of knowing, acting, and subjectivity are constructed in spaces and social rela-
tionships based on judgments that demand and frame “different modes of response to
the other; that is, between those that transfigure and those that disfigure, those that
care for the other in his/her otherness and those that do not.”24 As part of a radical
pedagogical practice, border pedagogy points to the need for conditions that allow
students to write, speak, and listen in a language in which meaning becomes
multiaccentual and dispersed and resists permanent closure. This is a language in which
one speaks with rather than exclusively for others. Border pedagogy necessitates com-
bining the modernist emphasis on the capacity of individuals to use critical reason to
address the issue of public life with a postmodernist concern with how we might expe-
rience agency in a world constituted in differences unsupported by transcendent phe-
nomena or metaphysical guarantees. In that way, border pedagogy can reconstitute
itself in terms that are both transformative and emancipatory.

Border Pedagogy and the Representation of Practice

Central to the notion of border pedagogy is an understanding of how the relationship
between power and knowledge works as both the practice of representation and the
representation of practice to secure particular forms of authority.25 But challenging
such representations and practices entails more than revealing the Eurocentric, patri-
archal, racist, and class-specific interests that are both produced and legitimated by the
canon at various levels of schooling. Although the borders of existing disciplinary
knowledge do need to be challenged and refigured, it is also crucial to recognize that
knowledge formation is, as Spivak has also pointed out, both “the conditions of insti-
tutions and the effects of institutions.”26 In this case, border pedagogy must take up the
dual task of not only creating new objects of knowledge but also addressing how in-
equalities, power, and human suffering are rooted in basic institutional structures. I
want to develop certain aspects of border pedagogy as they relate specifically to school-
ing, but at the same time I want to maintain that many of the practices at work here
apply to other cultural sites as well (this is demonstrated in other chapters in this book).

As a pedagogical process intent on challenging existing boundaries of knowledge
and creating new ones, border pedagogy offers the opportunity for students to engage
the multiple references that constitute different cultural codes, experiences, and lan-
guages. This means educating students to both read these codes historically and critically
while simultaneously learning the limits of such codes, including the ones they use to
construct their own narratives and histories. In this case, partiality becomes the basis
for recognizing the limits built into all discourses and necessitates taking a critical view
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of authority as it is used to secure all regimes of truth that deny gaps, limits, specificity,
and counter-narratives. Within this discourse, students should engage knowledge as
border-crossers, as people moving in and out of borders constructed around coordi-
nates of difference and power.27 These are not only physical borders, they are cultural
borders historically constructed and socially organized within rules and regulations
that limit and enable particular identities, individual capacities, and social forms. In
this case, students cross over into realms of meaning, maps of knowledge, social rela-
tions, and values that are increasingly being negotiated and rewritten as the codes and
regulations that organize them become destabilized and reshaped. Border pedagogy
decenters as it remaps. The terrain of learning becomes inextricably linked to the shift-
ing parameters of place, identity, history, and power. Border pedagogy shifts the em-
phasis of the knowledge/power relationship away from the limited emphasis on the
mapping of domination toward the politically strategic issue of engaging the ways in
which knowledge can be remapped, reterritorialized, and decentered in the wider in-
terests of rewriting the borders and coordinates of an oppositional cultural politics.
This is not an abandonment of critique as much as it is an extension of its possibilities.

In this sense, border pedagogy extends the meaning and importance of
demystification as a central pedagogical task. Depending upon the level of schooling,
students must be offered opportunities to read texts that both affirm and interrogate
the complexity of their own histories. They must also be given the opportunity to
engage and develop a counter discourse to the established boundaries of knowledge.
For example, educators such as William Bigelow and Norman Diamond have created
alternative curriculum materials dealing with the history of work and workers in the
United States.28

 
Roger Simon and his cohorts at The Ontario Institute for Studies in

Education have produced curriculum materials as a student-based approach to work
education.29 Equally important is the need for students to be able to create their own
texts. In this regard, Katie Singer has worked with students at South Boston High School
in Massachusetts to conduct oral histories of their communities, family life, neighbor-
hood, and other issues as part of a broader project to produce anthologies to be used in
the writing and bilingual programs.30 In these examples, not only are borders being
challenged, crossed, and refigured, but borderlands are being created in which the very
production and acquisition of knowledge is being used by students to rewrite their
own histories, identities, and learning possibilities.

In addition to reading different texts and refiguring the grounds on which knowl-
edge is produced, border pedagogy takes up the important task of establishing condi-
tions for dominant and subordinate texts to be read differently. Texts must be decentered
and understood as historical and social constructions marked by the weight of a range
of inherited and specified reading. Hence, texts can be read by focusing on how different
audiences might respond to them, thus highlighting the possibilities of reading against,
within, and outside their established boundaries.31 Texts must also be understood in
terms of the principles that structure them. This suggests not only identifying precise
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ideological interests, whether they be racist, sexist, or class specific, but also understand-
ing how distinctive practices actually frame such texts by looking at the elements that
produce them within established circuits of power.32 This implies analyzing the politi-
cal economy of publishing companies, the forces outside of the schools that render
certain texts legitimate objects of knowledge, particular forms of state legislation and
assessment that privilege certain readings of texts, and how students from different
social formations and locations might read texts differently and why. As such, border
pedagogy reads against totalizing curriculum and pedagogical practices that marginalize
diverse student cultures and histories by taking up issues of production, audience,
address, and reception. Similarly, border pedagogy reads against the grain of transmis-
sion teaching or what Paulo Freire has called “banking education” by opposing learning
premised on the voyeuristic consumption of texts.33 By “interrupting” representational
practices that make a claim to objectivity, universality, and consensus, critical educa-
tors can develop pedagogical conditions in which students can read and write within
and against existing cultural codes while simultaneously having the opportunity to
create new spaces for producing new forms of knowledge, subjectivity, and identity.
Within such a discourse, important social and political realities would be engaged rather
than excluded from the school curriculum and the process of reading differently and
critically would be aimed not only at dominant texts but also inwardly upon itself.

More specific examples of border pedagogy can be found in some of the recent
work being done on educational theory and popular culture.34 Three important issues
are being worked out within the parameters of this work. First, there is a central con-
cern for understanding how the production of meaning is related to affective invest-
ments and the production of pleasure.35 In this view, it is necessary for teachers to
incorporate into their pedagogies a theoretical understanding of how the production
of meaning and economies of pleasure become mutually constitutive of students’ iden-
tities, how students view themselves, and how students construct a particular vision of
their future. Second, the nature of how students are inscribed in and take up different
affective economies needs to be rethought in light of a number of important pedagog-
ical 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 create
particular cultural forms and forms of knowing. Another concern is that popular cul-
ture 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. Third, 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 distinct
object of study within particular academic discipline such as media studies or by drawing
upon the resources it produces for engaging various aspects of the official curriculum.
I take up this issue in more detail in another section of this book.

In all of these examples, important elements of a border pedagogy point to ways
in which those master narratives based on white, patriarchal, and class-specific versions
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of the world can be challenged critically and effectively deterritorialized. That is, by
offering a theoretical language for establishing new boundaries with respect to knowl-
edge most often associated with the margins and periphery of the cultural dominant,
border pedagogy opens up the possibility for incorporating into the curriculum cul-
tural and social practices that no longer need be mapped or referenced solely on the
basis of the dominant models of Western culture. In this case, knowledge forms emanat-
ing from the margins can be used to redefine the complex, multiple, heterogeneous
realities that constitute those relations of difference that make up the experiences of
students who often find it impossible to define their identities through the cultural
and political codes that characterize the dominant culture.

Border Pedagogy and the Politics of Identity and Community

If the concept of border pedagogy is to be linked to the imperatives of a critical democ-
racy, as it must be, educators must possess a theoretical grasp of the ways in which
difference is constructed through various representations and practices that name, legiti-
mate, marginalize, and exclude the voices of subordinate groups in American society.
Two considerations need to frame this project. First, the liberal notion of multi-
culturalism that links difference within the horizon of a false equality and a depoliticized
notion of consensus must be replaced by a radical notion of cultural difference and
citizenship that recognizes the “essentially contested character of the signs and signifying
material we use in the construction of our social identities.”36 Second, the central values
of a democratic revolution–freedom, equality, liberty, and justice–must provide the
principles by which differences are affirmed within rather than outside of a politics of
solidarity forged through diverse public spheres.

Central to this task is the need for critical educators to take up culture as a vital
source for developing a politics of identity, community, and pedagogy. In this perspec-
tive, culture is not viewed as monolithic or unchanging, but as a shifting sphere of
multiple and heterogeneous borders where different histories, languages, experiences,
and voices intermingle amid diverse relations of power and privilege. For example,
within the pedagogical cultural borderland known as school, subordinate cultures push
against and permeate the alleged unproblematic and homogeneous borders of dominant
cultural forms and practices. Critical educators cannot be content to merely map how
ideologies are inscribed in the various relations of schooling, whether they be the cur-
riculum, forms of school organization, or in teacher-student relations. A more viable
critical pedagogy needs to go beyond these concerns by analyzing how ideologies are
actually taken up in the contradictory voices and lived experiences of students as they
give meaning to the dreams, desires, and subject positions that they inhabit. Critical
educators need to provide the conditions for students to speak differently so that their
narratives can be affirmed and engaged critically along with the consistencies and
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contradictions that characterize such experiences. They must not only hear the voices
of those students who have been traditionally silenced, they must take seriously what
all students say by engaging the implications of their discourse in broader historical
and relational terms. Equally important is the need to provide safe spaces for students
to critically engage teachers, other students, as well as the limits of their own positions
as border-crossers who do not have to put their identities on trial each time they ad-
dress social and political issues that they do not experience directly. Put simply, students
must be encouraged to cross ideological and political borders as a way of furthering
the limits of their own understanding in a setting that is pedagogically safe and socially
nurturing rather than authoritarian and infused with the suffocating smugness of a
certain political correctness. More specifically, student experience has to be analyzed
as part of a broader democratic politics of voice and difference.

As part of a project of voice and difference, a theory of border pedagogy needs to
address the question of how representations and practices that name, marginalize, and
define difference as the devalued other are actively learned, internalized, challenged, or
transformed. That is, it is imperative that such a pedagogy acknowledge and critically
interrogate how the colonizing of differences by dominant groups is expressed and
sustained through representations in which the humanity of the other is either ideo-
logically disparaged or ruthlessly denied. In addition, such a pedagogy needs to address
how an understanding of these differences can be taken up in order to challenge the
prevailing relations of power that sustain them. Border pedagogy must provide the
conditions for students to engage in cultural remapping as a form of resistance. Stu-
dents should be given the opportunity to engage in systematic analyses of the ways in
which the dominant culture creates borders saturated in terror, inequality, and forced
exclusions. Students need to analyze the conditions that have disabled others to speak
in the places where those who have power exercise authority. Thus, critical educators
must give more thought to how the experience of marginality at the level of everyday
life lends itself productively to forms of oppositional and transformative conscious-
ness. Similarly, those designated as Other must both reclaim and remake their histo-
ries, 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.
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 subordinated groups as they
might appear in “forgotten” or erased histories, texts, memories, experiences, and com-
munity narratives.

At issue here is a pedagogical practice that is not concerned with simply marking
difference as a historical construct; rather, it is also attentive to inserting differences
within a cultural politics that attempts to create within schools, universities, and other
educational sites what Chandra Mohanty calls “public cultures of dissent.” By this she
means:
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creating spaces for epistemological standpoints that are grounded in the interests of people

and which recognize the materiality of conflict, of privilege, and of domination. Thus,

creating such cultures is fundamentally about making the axes of power transparent in

the context of academic, disciplinary, and institutional structures as well as in interper-

sonal relationships (rather than individual relations in the academy).37

Furthermore, students must appropriate in a similarly critical fashion, when nec-
essary, the codes and knowledges that constitute broader and less familiar historical
and cultural traditions. Underlying this pedagogical practice is the importance of under-
standing how subjectivities are produced within those configurations of knowledge
and power that exist outside of the immediacy of one’s experience but are central to
forms of self and social determination, the obligations of critical citizenship, and the
construction of critical public cultures. Border pedagogy also points to the need to
raise fundamental questions regarding how students make particular investments of
meaning and affect, how they are inscribed within triad relations of knowledge, power,
and pleasure, and why students might be indifferent to the forms of authority, knowl-
edge, and values that are produced and legitimated within our classrooms and
universities.

In addition, the concept of border pedagogy suggests more than simply opening
diverse cultural histories and spaces to students. It also means understanding how fragile
identity is as it moves into borderlands crisscrossed within a variety of languages, ex-
periences, and voices. There are no unified subjects here, only students whose multi-
layered and often contradictory voices and experiences intermingle with the weight of
particular histories that will not fit easily into the master narrative of a monolithic
culture. Such borderlands should be seen as sites for both critical analysis and as a
potential source of experimentation, creativity, and possibility. Moreover, these peda-
gogical borderlands where blacks, whites, latinos, and others meet demonstrate the
importance of a multicentric perspective that allows students to recognize and analyze
how the differences within and between various groups can expand the potential of
human life and democratic possibilities.

Border Pedagogy and the Discourse of Teacher Location

Central to the notion of border pedagogy are a number of important pedagogical issues
regarding the role that teachers might play at the interface of a number of concerns
taken up in the discourses of postcolonialism introduced in the first part of this chapter.

Border pedagogy provides opportunities for teachers to deepen their own under-
standing of the discourse of various others in order to effect a more dialectical self-
critical understanding of the limits, partiality, and particularity of their own politics,
values, and pedagogy. By being able to listen critically to the voices of their students,
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teachers also become border-crossers through their ability both to make different nar-
ratives available to themselves and to legitimate difference as a basic condition for
understanding the limits of one’s own knowledge. What border pedagogy makes un-
deniable is the relational, constructed, and situated 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 utilize
in dealing with the various differences represented by the students who come into
their classes.

At stake here is an important theoretical issue that is worth repeating. Knowledge
and power come together not to merely reaffirm difference but to also 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. For critical educators,
this entails speaking to important social, political, and cultural issues from a deep sense
of the politics of their own location and the necessity to engage and often unlearn the
habits of institutional (as well as forms of racial, gender, and class-specific) privilege
that buttress their own power while sometimes preventing others from becoming ques-
tioning subjects. This does not suggest that as educators we should abandon our author-
ity as much as we should transform it into an emancipatory practice that provides the
conditions for us to speak and be taken seriously. Of course, as teachers we can never
speak inclusively as the other, though we may be the other with respect to issues of
race, class, or gender; but we can certainly work with diverse others to deepen both our
own and their understanding of the complexity of the traditions, histories, knowledges,
and politics that they bring to the schools. More specifically, while teachers may not
speak as others whose experiences they do not share, they certainly can speak about
and to the experiences of racism, sexism, class discrimination, and other concerns as
historical and contingent issues that affect public life. In other words, as a hetero-
sexual, white, middle/working class educator, I cannot, for example, speak as or for
Afro-Americans or women, but I can speak self-reflectively from the politics of my
own location about the issues of racism and sexism as ethical, political, and public
issues, which implicate in their web of social relations all those who inhabit public life,
though from different spheres of privilege and subordination. Extending the logic of
such a position is to create conditions within particular institutions that allow both
teachers and students to locate themselves and others in histories that mobilize rather
than destroy their hopes for the future. Such a position reconstructs teachers as intel-
lectuals whose own narratives must be situated and examined as discourses that are
open, partial, and subject to ongoing debate and revision.

In conclusion, I think it is essential that educators and other cultural workers
address the issues at stake in the new cultural politics of difference as pedagogical and
political concerns. These concerns need to be taken up within broader mobilizing
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articulations such as public life, nationalism, and citizenship. The pedagogical issue at
work here is to articulate difference as part of the construction of a new type of politics,
language, and subject, which would be both multiple and democratic.
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Crossing the Boundaries
of Educational Discourse

Modernism, Postmodernism,

and Feminism

We have entered an age that is marked by a crisis of power, patriarchy, authority,
identity, and ethics. This new age has been described, for better or worse, by
many theorists in a variety of disciplines as the age of postmodernism.1 It is a
period torn between the ravages and benefits of modernism; it is an age in which
the notions of science, technology, and reason are associated not only with social
progress but also with the organization of Auschwitz and the scientific creativity
that made Hiroshima possible.2 It is a time in which the humanist subject seems
to no longer be in control of his or her fate. It is an age in which the grand
narratives of emancipation, whether from the political right or left, appear to
share an affinity for terror and oppression. It is also a historical moment in which
culture is no longer seen as a reserve of white men whose contributions to the
arts, literature, and science constitute the domain of high culture. We live at a
time in which a strong challenge is being waged against a modernist discourse in
which knowledge is legitimized almost exclusively from a European model of
culture and civilization. In part, the struggle for democracy can be seen in the
context of a broader struggle against certain features of modernism that represent
the worst legacies of the Enlightenment tradition. And it is against these features
that a variety of oppositional movements have emerged in an attempt to rewrite
the relationship between modernism and democracy. Two of the most important
challenges to modernism have come from divergent theoretical discourses associ-
ated with postmodernism and feminism.
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Postmodernism and feminism have challenged modernism on a variety of theo-
retical and political fronts, and I will take these up shortly, but there is another side to
modernism that has expressed itself more recently in the ongoing struggles in Eastern
Europe. Modernism is not merely about patriarchy parading as universal reason, the
increasing intensification of human domination over nature in the name of historical
development, or the imperiousness of grand narratives that stress control and mastery.3

Nor is modernism simply synonymous with forms of modernization characterized by
the ideologies and practices of the dominating relations of capitalist production. It
exceeds this fundamental but limiting rationality by offering the ideological excesses
of democratic possibility. By this I mean that, as Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe
have pointed out, modernism becomes a decisive point of reference for advancing certain
and crucial elements of the democratic revolution.4

Beyond its claims to certainty, foundationalism, and epistemological essentialism,
modernism provides theoretical elements for analyzing both the limits of its own histor-
ical tradition and for developing a political standpoint in which the breadth and specifi-
city of democratic struggles can be expanded through the modernist ideals of freedom,
justice, and equality. As Mark Hannam points out, modernism does have a legacy of
progressive ambitions, that have contributed to substantive social change, and these
ambitions need to be remembered in order to be reinserted into any developing dis-
courses on democracy. For Hannam, these include: “economic redistribution towards
equality, the emancipation of women, the eradication of superstition and despotism,
wider educational opportunities, the improvement of the sciences and the arts, and so
forth. Democratization was one of these ambitions and frequently was perceived to be
a suitable means towards the realization of other, distinct ambitions.”5 What is important
to note is that the more progressive legacies of modernism have been unleashed not in
the West, where they have been undermined by modernism’s undemocratic tendencies,
but in Eastern Europe where the full force of political modernism has erupted to re-
draw the political and cultural map of the region. What this suggests is neither the
death of modernism nor the facile dismissal of the new oppositional discourses that
have arisen within postmodernism and feminism, but a rethinking of how the most
critical aspects of these discourses can be brought to bear to deepen the democratic
possibilities within the modernist project itself. For what is at stake here is not simply
the emergence of a new language in order to rethink the modernist tradition, but also
the reconstruction of the political, cultural, and social preconditions for developing a
radical conception of citizenship and pedagogy.

That we live in an age in which a new political subject is being constructed can be
seen most vividly in the events that have recently taken place in Eastern Europe within
the last few years: the Berlin Wall has fallen; the Stalinist communist parties of the
Eastern bloc are, for all intents and purposes, in disarray; the Soviet Union is radically
modifying an identity forged in the legacy of Leninism and Bolshevism; and the master
narratives of Marxism are being refigured within the shifting identities, cultural
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practices, and imaginary possibilities unleashed in the nascent discourse of a radical
democracy. In Eastern Europe, the theoretical and political preconditions for a
postmodern citizen are being constructed, even if only at the present they exist as a
faint glimmer. This is a political subject that rejects the authoritarianism of master
narratives, that refuses traditions that allow only for a reverence of what already is,
that denies those instrumental and universalized forms of rationality that eliminate
the historical and the contingent, that opposes science as a universal foundation for
truth and knowledge, and that discredits the Western notion of subjectivity as a stable,
coherent self. What these shifting perspectives and emergent social relations have done
is to radicalize the possibilities of freedom and affirm the capacity of human beings to
shape their own destinies as part of a larger struggle for democracy.

In the Western industrial countries, the revolutions in Eastern Europe for freedom,
equality, and justice appear in the dominant media as the valiant struggle of the other
against enslavement through communism. But in the United States these are events
that take place on the margins of civilization, related but not central to the political
and cultural identity of the West except as mimesis. In the mass media, the struggles
for equality and freedom in Eastern Europe have been analyzed through the lens of a
modernist discourse that reproduces highly problematic notions of the Enlightenment
tradition. For example, many Western theorists view the redrawing of the political and
social borders of Eastern Europe in reductionist modernist terms as the “end of his-
tory,” a metaphor for the already unquestionable triumph of capitalist liberal democ-
racy. In this scenario, the ideological characteristics that define the center of civilization
through the discourse of the Western democracies have now been extended to the
culturally and politically “deprived” margins of civilization.

This is a curious position, because it fails to recognize that what the revolutions in
Eastern Europe may be pointing to is not the “end of history” but to the exhaustion of
those hierarchical and undemocratic features of modernism that produce state oppres-
sion, managerial domination, and social alienation in various countries in both the
East and the West. It is curious because the “end of history” ideology, when applied to
the Western democracies, is quite revealing; that is, it points to a political smugness
that presupposes that democracy in the West has reached its culmination. Of course,
beneath this smugness lies the indifference of Western-style democracy toward sub-
stantive political life; in effect, what has become increasingly visible in this argument is
the failure of democracy itself. Hannam captures this point: “Formal democracy has
failed because it has generated indifference towards many of the substantive goals of
political activity. Western democracy believes itself to be at its own endpoint; it has
given up the ambition of social change, of which it was once a central, but never an
exclusive part.”6

While Western ruling groups and their apologists may choose to see only the
triumph of liberal ideology beneath the changes in Eastern Europe, there is more be-
ing called into question than they suspect. In fact, the revolutions in Eastern Europe
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call into question not only the master narrative of Marxism, but also all master narra-
tives that make a totalizing claim to emancipation and freedom. In this case, the events
taking place in Eastern Europe and in other places like South Africa represent part of a
broader struggle of oppressed peoples against all totalizing forms of legitimation and
cultural practice that deny human freedom and collective justice. What the West may
be witnessing in Eastern Europe is the emergence of a new discourse, one that does not
pit socialism against capitalism, but democracy against all forms of totalitarianism. In
opposition to a limited modernist version of democracy, the struggles in Eastern Europe
implicitly suggest the conditions for creating a radical democracy, one in which people
control the social and economic forces that determine their existence. In this case, the
struggle for democracy exceeds its modernist framework by extending the benefits of
freedom and justice beyond the strictly formal mechanisms of democracy. What appears
at work in these revolutions is a discourse that has the potential to deepen the radical
implications of modernism through considerations of a rather profound set of ques-
tions: What set of conditions is necessary to create social relations for human liberation
within historically specific formations? How might individual and social identities be
reconstructed in the service of human imagination and democratic citizenship? How
can the assertion of history and politics serve to deconstruct all essentialisms and total-
izing rationalities? How can political and social identities be constructed within a politics
of difference that is capable of struggling over and deepening the project of radical
democracy while constantly asserting its historical and contingent character? Put an-
other way, what can be done to strengthen and extend the oppositional tendencies of
modernism?

I want to argue that modernism, postmodernism, and feminism represent three
of the most important discourses for developing a cultural politics and pedagogical
practice capable of extending and theoretically advancing a radical politics of democracy.
While acknowledging that all three of these discourses are internally contradictory,
ideologically diverse, and theoretically inadequate, I believe that when posited in terms
of the interconnections between both their differences and the common ground they
share for being mutually correcting, they offer critical educators a rich theoretical and
political opportunity for rethinking the relationship between schooling and democracy.
Each of these positions has much to learn from the theoretical strengths and weak-
nesses of the other two discourses. Not only does a dialogical encounter among these
discourses offer them the opportunity to re-examine the partiality of their respective
views. Such an encounter also points to new possibilities for sharing and integrating
their best insights as part of a broader radical democratic project. Together these di-
verse discourses offer the possibility for illuminating how critical educators might work
with other cultural workers in various movements to develop and advance a broader
discourse of political and collective struggle. At stake here is an attempt to provide a
political and theoretical discourse that can move beyond a postmodern aesthetic and a
feminist separatism in order to develop a project in which a politics of difference can
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emerge within a shared discourse of democratic public life. Similarly, at issue is also
the important question of how the discourses of modernism, postmodernism, and
feminism might be pursued as part of a broader political effort to rethink the boundaries
and most basic assumptions of a critical pedagogy consistent with a radical cultural
politics.

I want to develop these issues through the following approach. First, I will analyze
in schematic terms some of the central assumptions that characterize various modernist
traditions, including Jürgen Habermas’s spirited defense of social and political mod-
ernism. Second, I will analyze some of the central issues that postmodernism has made
problematic in its encounter with modernism. Third, I will highlight the most progres-
sive aspects of what can be loosely labeled postmodern feminist theory to be used in
the service of advancing both its own critical tendencies and the most radical aspects
of modernism and postmodernism. Finally, I will indicate how these three discourses
might contribute to developing some important principles in the construction of a
critical pedagogy for democratic struggle. It is to these issues that I will now turn.

Mapping the Politics of Modernism

To invoke the term “modernism” is to immediately place oneself in the precarious
position of suggesting a definition that is itself open to enormous debate and little
agreement.7 Not only is there a disagreement regarding the periodisation of the term,
there is enormous controversy regarding to what it actually refers. To some it has be-
come synonymous with terroristic claims of reason, science, and totality.8 To others it
embodies, for better or worse, various movements in the arts.9 And to some of its more
ardent defenders, it represents the progressive rationality of communicative compe-
tence and support for the autonomous individual subject.10 It is not possible within
the context 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.11 Instead, I want to focus on some of the central assumptions of
modernism. The value of this approach is that it serves not only to highlight some of
the more important arguments that have been made in the defense of modernism, but
also to provide a theoretical and political backdrop for understanding some of the
central features of various postmodernist and feminist discourses. This is particularly
important with respect to postmodernism, which presupposes some idea of the modern
and also various elements of feminist discourse, which have increasingly been forged
largely in opposition to some of the major assumptions of modernism, particularly as
these relate to notions such as rationality, truth, subjectivity, and progress.

The theoretical, ideological, and political complexity of modernism can be grasped
by analyzing its diverse vocabularies with respect to three traditions: the social, the
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aesthetic, and the political. The notion of social modernity corresponds with the tradi-
tion of the new, the process of economic and social organization carried out under the
growing relations of capitalist production. Social modernity approximates what Matei
Calinescu calls the bourgeois idea of modernity, which is characterized 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 freedom defined within the framework of an abstract

humanism, but also the orientation toward pragmatism and the cult of action and suc-

cess.12

Within this notion of modernism, the unfolding of history is linked to the “con-
tinual progress of the sciences and of techniques, the rational division of industrial
work, which introduces into social life a dimension of permanent change, of destruction
of customs and traditional culture.”13 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 rationalization. Another character-
istic of social modernism is the epistemological project of elevating reason to an onto-
logical 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 historical memory is devised as a
linear process, the human subject becomes the ultimate source of meaning and action,
and a notion of geographical and cultural territoriality is constructed in a hierarchy of
domination and subordination marked by a center and margin legitimated through
the civilizing knowledge/power of a privileged Eurocentric culture.14

The category of aesthetic modernity has a dual characterization that is best exem-
plified in its traditions of resistance and formal aestheticism. But it is in the tradition
of opposition, with its all consuming disgust with bourgeois values and its attempt
through various literary and avant-garde movements to define art as a representation
of criticism, rebellion, and resistance that aesthetic modernism first gained a sense of
notoriety. Fueling this aesthetic modernism of the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies was an alienation and negative passion whose novelty was perhaps best captured
in Bakunin’s anarchist maxim, “To destroy is to create.”15 The cultural and political
lineaments of this branch of aesthetic modernism are best expressed in those avant-
garde movements that ranged from surrealism and futurism to the conceptualism of
the 1970s. Within this movement, with its diverse politics and expressions, there is an
underlying commonality and attempt to collapse the distinction between art and poli-
tics and to blur the boundaries between life and aesthetics. But in spite of its opposi-
tional tendencies, aesthetic modernism has not fared well in the latter part of the
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twentieth century. Its critical stance, its aesthetic dependency on the presence of bour-
geois norms, and its apocalyptic tone became increasingly recognized as artistically
fashionable by the very class it attacked.16

The central elements that bring these two traditions of modernism together con-
stitute a powerful force not only for shaping the academic disciplines and the dis-
course of educational theory and practice, but also for providing a number of points
where various ideological positions share a common ground. These elements can be
recognized in modernism’s claim for the superiority of high culture over and against
popular culture, its affirmation 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 the future in the interest of a better world. There is a long
tradition of support for modernism and some of its best representatives are as diverse
as Marx, Baudelaire, and Dostoevsky. This notion of the unified self based on the uni-
versalization of reason and the totalizing discourses of emancipation have provided a
cultural and political script for celebrating Western culture as synonymous with civili-
zation itself and progress as a terrain that only needed to be mastered as part of the
inexorable 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:17

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 modern science, art, technol-

ogy, 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

at the negative in the face and live with it.” The fact that “all that is solid melts into air” is

a 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.18

Of course, for many critics, the coupling of social and aesthetic modernism reveals
itself quite differently. Modernist art is criticized for becoming nothing more than a
commercial market for the museums and the corporate boardrooms and a depoliticized
discourse 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 mastery that legitimates modern industrial technologies
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and the exploitation 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 indicates the failure of modernism to produce a technology
of self and power that can deliver on the promises of providing freedom through science,
technology, and control. He writes:

[A loss of faith in the promises of modernism] . . . is no less true for corporate and

governmental culture in the United States which displays a . . . desperate quest for

aestheticization of the self as modernist construct—white, male, Christian, industrial-

ist—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 coordina-

tion and exploitation of human labor is preeminently 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).19

It is against the claims of social and aesthetic modernism that the diverse discourses
of postmodernism and feminism have delivered some of their strongest theoretical
and political criticisms, 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 post-
modernism. This is the tradition of political modernism, which, unlike its related
aesthetic and social traditions, does not focus on epistemological and cultural issues
as much as it develops a project of possibility out of a number of Enlightenment ideals.20

It should be noted that political modernism constructs a project that rests on a dis-
tinction between political liberalism and economic liberalism. With the latter, free-
dom is conflated with the dynamics of the capitalist marketplace, whereas with the
former, freedom is associated with the principles and rights embodied in the demo-
cratic 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 agreements, and be responsible for what they do and who they are.”21

In general terms, the political project of modernism is rooted in the capacity of indi-
viduals to be moved by human suffering so as to remove its causes, to give meaning to
the principles of equality, liberty, and justice; and to increase those social forms that
enable human beings to develop those capacities needed to overcome ideologies and
material 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
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postmodernism is defined in relation to the discourse of democracy it is pitted against
the Enlightenment project and seen as reactionary in its political tendencies, 22 grafted
onto a notion of economic liberalism that converts it into an apology for rich Western
democracies,23 or portrayed in opposition to the emancipatory project of Marxism24

and feminism.25. I want to examine next some of the challenges that Jürgen Habermas
presents to various versions of postmodernism and feminism through his defense of
modernity as an unfinished emancipatory project.

Habermas and the Challenge of Modernism

Habermas has been one of the most vigorous defenders of the legacy of modernism.
Habermas’s work is important because in forging his defense of modernism as part of
a critique of the postmodernist and poststructuralist discourses that have emerged in
France since 1968, he has opened up a debate between these seemingly opposing posi-
tions. Moreover, Habermas has attempted to revise and reconstruct the earlier work of
his Frankfurt School colleagues, Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, by revising
their pessimistic view of rationality and democratic struggle.

Habermas identifies postmodernity less as a question of style and culture than as
one of politics. Postmodernism’s rejection of grand narratives, its denial of epistemo-
logical foundations, and its charge that reason and truth are always implicated in rela-
tions of power are viewed by Habermas as both a retreat 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 that “live in the experience of rebelling against all that is
normative.”26 In this sense, postmodernism echoes surrealism’s attempt to undermine
the cultural autonomy of art by removing the boundaries that separate it from every-
day life. On the other hand, postmodernism represents a negation of the project of
social modernity by rejecting its language of universal reason, rights, and autonomy as
a foundation for modern social life. According to Habermas, postmodernism’s argu-
ment that realism, consensus, and totality are synonymous with terror represents a
form of political and ethical exhaustion that unjustifiably renounces the task of the
rule of reason.27

In Habermas’s terms, the postmodernist thinkers are conservatives whose philo-
sophical roots are to be found in various irrationalist and counter-Enlightenment
theories that resemble 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.
Postmodernism is guilty of the dual crime, in this case, of both rejecting the most basic
tenets of the modernist ethos and failing to recognize its most emancipatory con-
tributions to contemporary life. In the first instance, postmodernism recklessly
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overemphasizes the play of difference, contingency, and language against all appeals to
universalized and transcendental 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, post-
modernism represents a revolt against a substantive view of reason and subjectivity
and negates the productive features of modernism.

Modernity offers Habermas the promise of integrating the differentiating 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 the dictates of communicative compe-
tence. While Habermas accepts the excesses of technological rationality and substantive
reason, he believes that it is only through reason that the logic of scientific-technological
rationality and domination can be subordinated to the imperatives of modernist justice
and morality.28 Habermas admires Western culture and argues that “bourgeois ideals”
contain elements of reason that should be at the center of a democratic society. He
writes:

I mean the internal theoretical dynamic which constantly propels the sciences—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 mor-

ality which have also been embodied (in no matter how distorted and imperfect a form)

in the institutions of constitutional states, in the forms of democratic decision-making,

and in individualistic 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.29

Central to Habermas’s defense of modernity is his important distinction between
instrumental rationality and communicative rationality. Instrumental rationality repre-
sents those systems or practices embodied in the state, money, and various forms of
power that work through “steering mechanisms” to stabilize society. Communicative
rationality refers to the world of common experience and discursive intersubjective
interaction, a world characterized by various forms of socialization mediated through
language and oriented toward social integration and consensus. 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, ratio-
nalization, 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 irrational itself. In effect, his notion of communicative ra-
tionality provides the basis not only for his ideal speech situation but also for his broader
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view of social reconstruction. With its distinctions between an outer world of system-
atic steering practices and a privileged inner world of communicative process, rationality
in this case represents in part a division between a world saturated with material power
expressed in the evolution of ever-growing and complex subsystems of rational mod-
ernization 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 rational.30

Habermas’s defense of modernity is not rooted in a rigorous questioning of the
relationship among discourses, institutional structures, and the interests they produce
and legitimate within specific social conditions. Instead, he focuses on linguistic com-
petence and the principle of consensus with its guiding problematic defined by the
need to uproot the obstacles to “distorted communication.” Not only does this point to
a particular view of power, politics, and modernity, it also legitimates, as Stanley
Aronowitz points out, a specific notion of reason and learning:

[Habermas] admonishes us to recognize modernity’s unfinished task: the rule of reason.

Rather than rules of governance based on power or discursive hegemonies, we are ex-

horted to create a new imaginary, one that would recognize societies able to resolve social

conflicts, at least provisionally, so as to permit a kind of collective reflexivity. Character-

istically, Habermas finds that the barriers to learning are not found in the exigencies of

class interest, but in distorted communication. The mediation of communication by

interest constitutes here an obstacle to reflexive knowledge. “Progressive” societies are

those capable of learning—that is, acquiring knowledge that overcomes the limits of

strategic or instrumental action.31

Habermas’s work has been both opposed and taken up by a number of critical
and radical groups. He has been highly criticized by feminists such as Nancy Fraser32

and also embraced by radicals who believe that his search for universal values repre-
sents a necessary ingredient in the struggle for human emancipation.33 In many respects,
his writing provides a theoretical marker for examining how the debate over
foundationalism and democracy, on the one hand, and a politics of difference and
contingency, on the other, has manifested itself as a debate on the left between those
who line up for or against different versions of modernism or postmodernism.

A more constructive approach to both the specifics of Habermas’s work as well as
to the larger issue of modernism is that neither should be accepted or rejected as if the
only choice was one of complete denial or conversion. 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 for
attempting to develop a unifying principle that provides a referent for engaging and
advancing a democratic society. He is also right in claiming that postmodernism is as
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much about the issue of politics and culture as it is about aesthetics and style. In this
sense, Habermas provides a theoretical service by trying to keep alive as part of a mod-
ernist discourse the categories of critique, agency, and democracy. For better or worse,
Habermas injects into the modernist versus postmodernist debate the primacy of poli-
tics and the role that rationality might play in the service of human freedom and the
imperatives of democratic ideology and struggle. As Thomas McCarthy points out,
Habermas:

Believes that the defects of the Enlightenment can only be made good by further enlighten-

ment. The totalized critique of reason undercuts the capacity 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 demo-

cratic organization of society through which alone reason can, in the end, become prac-

tical.34

It is around these concerns that postmodern theorists have challenged some of
the basic assumptions of modernism. For Habermas, these challenges weaken rather
than mobilize the democratic tendencies of modernism. But as I hope to demonstrate
in the remainder of this chapter, Habermas is wrong in simply dismissing all forms of
postmodernism as antimodernist and neoconservative. Moreover, given his own notion
of consensus and social action, coupled with his defense of Western tradition, his view
of modernity is too complicitous with a notion of reason that is used to legitimate the
superiority of a culture that is primarily white, male, and Eurocentric. Habermas speaks
from a position that is not only susceptible to the charge of being patriarchal but is
also open to the charge that his work does not adequately engage 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 as antimodern or antirationalist. In what follows, I want to take
up some of the challenges that postmodernism has developed in opposition to some
of the central assumptions of modernism.

Postmodern Negations

If postmodernism means putting the Word in its place . . . if it means the opening up to

critical discourse the 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 asking them; if it means the opening up of institutional and

discursive spaces within which more fluid and plural social and sexual identities may

develop; if it means the erosion of triangular formations of power and knowledge with
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the expert at the apex and the “masses” at the base; if, in a word, it enhances our collec-

tive (and democratic) sense of possibility, then I for one am a postmodernist.35

Dick Hebdige’s guarded comments regarding his own relationship to post-
modernism are suggestive of 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 semantic currency repeatedly becomes an object
of conflicting forces and divergent tendencies. Postmodernism has not only become a
site for 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
have also produced both radical and reactionary elements. Postmodernism’s diffuse
influence and contradictory character are evident within many cultural fields—paint-
ing, architecture, photography, video, dance, literature, education, music, and mass
communications—and in the varied contexts of its production and exhibition. Such a
term does not lend itself to the usual topology of categories that serve to inscribe it
ideologically and politically within traditional 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 intellectual fashions. On the contrary,
its widespread appeal and conflict-ridden 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 refigured
amidst significant historical shifts, changing power structures, and emergent alternative
forms of political struggle. Of course, whether these new postmodernist discourses
adequately articulate rather than 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 evermore precise defini-
tional rigor. As a discourse of plurality, difference, 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 relationships that increasingly characterize the advanced in-
dustrial countries of the West. The important point here is not whether postmodernism
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 particular ordering
principle for defining a particular political project, it does have a rudimentary coherence
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with respect to the set of “problems and basic issues that have been created by the
various discourses of postmodernism, issues that were not particularly problematic
before but certainly are now.”36 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 postmodernism, it is in their rejection of
absolute essences. Arguing along similar lines, Laclau claims that postmodernity as a
discourse of social and cultural criticism begins with a form of epistemological, ethical,
and political 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 awareness, insofar as the defense and assertion of values is grounded

on argumentative movements (conversational movements, according to Rorty), which

do not lead back to any absolute foundation; political awareness, insofar as historical

achievements appear as the product of the hegemonic and contingent—and as such,

always reversible—articulations and not as the result of immanent laws of history.37

Laclau’s list does not exhaust the range of negations that postmodernism has taken
up as part of the increasing resistance to all totalizing explanatory systems and the
growing call for a language that offers the possibility to address the changing ideological
and structural conditions of our time. In what follows, I shall address some of the
important thematic considerations that cut across what I define as a series of post-
modern negations. I shall address these negations in terms of the challenge they present
to what can be problematized 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, reason, and univers-
ality. This critique has been most powerfully developed in the work of Jean-François
Lyotard. In developing his attack on Enlightenment notions of totality, Lyotard argues
that the very notion of the postmodern is inseparable from an incredulity toward
metanarratives. In Lyotard’s view, “The narrative view is losing its functors, its great
hero, its great dangers, its great voyages, it great goal. It is being dispersed in clouds of
narrative language elements—narrative, but also denotative, prescriptive, descriptive,
and so on.”38 For Lyotard, grand narratives do not problematize their own legitimacy;
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rather, they deny the historical 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 consensus, when in-
serted within grand narratives that unify history, emancipation, 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.”39 Against metanarratives, which totalize historical experience
by reducing its diversity to a one-dimensional, all-encompassing logic, Lyotard 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
foundationalism that deny the historical, normative, and the contingent. Nancy Fraser
and Linda Nicholson articulate this connection well:

For Lyotard, postmodernism designates a general condition of contemporary Western

civilization. The postmodern condition is one in which “grand narratives of legitima-

tion” are no longer credible. By “grand narratives” he means, in the first instance,

overarching philosophies of history like the Enlightenment story of the gradual but steady

progress of reason and freedom, 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 interests [Lyotard]

about the Enlightenment, Hegelian, and Marxist stories is what they share with other

nonnarrative forms of philosophy. Like ahistorical epistemologies and moral theories,

they aim to show that specific first-order discursive practices are well formed and cap-

able 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, historical social practices. Thus,

in Lyotard’s view, a metanarrative . . . purports 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.40

What Fraser and Nicholson imply is that postmodernism 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 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
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terrain of history, place, and desire, postmodernism argues that reason and science can
only be understood 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 is not merely an epistemological issue, but one that is deeply political and
normative. Gary Peller makes this clear by arguing that what is at stake in this form of
criticism is nothing less than the dominant and liberal commitment to Enlightenment
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 power, the victory of a particular way of representing

the world that then presents itself as beyond mere interpretation, as truth itself.41

By asserting the primacy of the historical and contingent in the construction of
reason, authority, truth, ethics, and identity, postmodernism provides a politics of rep-
resentation and a basis for social struggle. Laclau argues that the postmodern attack on
foundationalism is an eminently political act because it expands the possibility for
argumentation and dialogue. Moreover, by acknowledging questions of power and value
in the construction of knowledge and subjectivities, postmodernism 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 rela-
tivism or the onset of a dangerous nihilism. On the contrary, Laclau argues that the
lack of ultimate meaning radicalizes the possibilities for human agency and a demo-
cratic politics. He writes:

Abandoning the myth of foundations does not lead to nihilism, just as uncertainty 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 necessary, because there is no extra-

discursive reality that discourse might simply reflect. Inasmuch as argument and discourse

constitute the social, their open-ended character becomes the source of a greater activ-

ism 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.42

The postmodern attack on totality and foundationalism is not without its draw-
backs. While it rightly focuses on the importance of local narratives and rejects the
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notion that truth precedes the notion of representation, it also runs the risk of blurring
the distinction between master narratives 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 social theory if it doesn’t offer
a formative narrative capable of analyzing difference within rather than against unity.
I will develop these criticisms 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.43 In her
terms, modernist culture negates the possibility of identities created within the experi-
ence of multiple narratives and “border” crossings; instead, modernism frames culture
within rigid boundaries that both privilege and exclude around the categories of race,
class, gender, and ethnicity. Within the discourse of modernism, culture, in large part,
becomes an organizing principle for constructing borders that reproduce relations of
domination, subordination, and inequality. In this case, borders do not offer the pos-
sibility to experience and position ourselves within a productive exchange of narra-
tives. Instead, modernism constructs borders framed in the language of universals and
oppositions. 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 history as the reclaiming of critical
memory is displaced by the proliferation 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 dis-
cussion regarding the relationship between culture and power by illuminating the
changing conditions of knowledge embedded in the age of electronically mediated
information systems, cybernetic technologies, and computer engineering. 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 regarding how culture is inscribed in the
production of center/margin hierarchies and the reproduction of postcolonial forms
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of subjugation. At issue here is not only a reconsideration of the intersection 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.44 Third, postmodernism breaks down the distinction between high and low
culture and makes the everyday an object of serious study.45

In the first instance, postmodernism points to the increasingly powerful and com-
plex role of the new electronic medium in constituting individual identities, cultural
languages, and new social formations. Postmodernism has thus provided a new dis-
course that enables us to understand the changing nature of domination and resistance
in late capitalist societies.46 This is particularly true in its analyses 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 pro-
duced, and the impact they have had at both the level of everyday life and in larger
global terms.47 Postmodern discourses highlight radical changes in the ways in which
culture is produced, circulated, read, and consumed; moreover, they seriously challenge
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 periphery with respect to three related
interventions into cultural politics. First, it has offered a powerful challenge to the
hegemonic notion that Eurocentric culture is superior to other cultures and traditions
by virtue of its canonical status as a universal measure of Western civilization. In expos-
ing the particularity of the alleged universals that constitute Eurocentric 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. To the extent that postmodernism has rejected the ethnocentricism of West-
ern culture, it has also waged a battle against those forms of academic knowledge that
serve to reproduce the dominant Western culture as a privileged canon and tradition
immune from history, ideology, and social criticism.48

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, but it also produces new
forms of knowledge 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, postmodernism has developed a
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power-sensitive discourse that helps subordinated and excluded groups to make sense
out of their own social worlds and histories, while simultaneously offering new oppor-
tunities to produce political and cultural vocabularies by which to define and shape
their individual and collective identities. At stake here is the rewriting of history within
a politics of difference that substitutes totalizing narratives of oppression with local
and multiple narratives that assert their identities and interests as part of a broader
reconstruction of democratic public life. Craig Owens captures the project of possibility
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 mar-
ginal in this account, his analysis 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 representa-

tion, but in order to expose that system of power that authorizes certain representations

while blocking, prohibiting, or invalidating others. Among those prohibited from Western

representation, whose representations are denied all legitimacy, are women. Excluded

from representation by its very structure, they return within it as a figure for—a presenta-

tion of—the unrepresentable.49

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 takes place not only 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 pos-
sibility for developing a cultural politics 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 intellectu-
ally, as normally excluding them, usurping their signifying and representing functions,
over-riding their historical reality.”50

This leads to another 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 masternarrative that links Western models of
industrial progress with hegemonic forms of culture, identity, and consumption. Within
this context, the project of modernity relegates all non-Western cultures to the periphery
of civilization, outposts of insignificant histories, cultures, and narratives.

In the discourse of neocolonial modernism, the culture of the Other is no longer
inscribed in imperialist relations of domination and subordination 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,
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radio transmissions, and international communications systems become part of the
vanguard of a new global network of cultural and economic imperialism. 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 pro-
duces to saturate billboards all over Latin America, and through advertising images it
sends out from satellites to the television sets of inhabitants in 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 colonial relationship is an “uninter-
rupted psychodrama of repression and subjugation.”51 There is an attempt to under-
stand how power is not only administered, but also taken up, resisted, 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.52 Within
this scenario, the relationship between the subject and the object, 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 problematic the voices of those who
try to describe the margins, even when they do so in the interest of emancipation and
social justice.53 This suggests yet another aspect of postcolonial discourse that
postmodernism 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 national 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 that is threatening and danger-
ous. As Renato Rosaldo 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 hermetically sealed cultures.”54 Culture
in neocolonial discourse becomes something that Others have; it is the mark of ethnicity
and difference. What has changed in this hegemonic formulation/strategy is that di-
versity is not ignored in the dominant cultural apparatus, but promoted in order to be
narrowly and reductively defined through dominant stereotypes. Representation does
not merely exclude, it also defines cultural difference by actively constructing the iden-
tity of the Other for dominant and subordinate groups. Postmodernism challenges
postcolonial discourse by bringing the margins to the center in terms of their own
voices and histories. Representation gives way to opposition and the struggle over ques-
tions of identity, place, and values.55 Difference holds out the possibility of not only
bringing the voices and politics of the Other to the centers of power, but also under-
standing how the center is implicated in the margins. It is an attempt to understand
how the radicalizing of difference can produce new forms of displacement and more
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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 rep-
resentation by rejecting the distinction between elite and popular culture and by arguing
for alternative sites of artistic engagement and forms of experimentation.56 As an
antiaesthetic, postmodernism rejects the modernist notion of privileged culture or
art; it renounces “official” centers for “housing” and displaying art and culture along
with their interests in origins, periodization, and authenticity. 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 Whetherby and television movies like Twin Peaks deny
the structure of plot and seem to have no recognizable beginning or end, photographer
Sherrie Levine uses a “discourse of copy” in her work in order to transgress the notions
of origin and originality, and Connie Hatch focuses on the act of looking itself.57 Writer
James Sculley blurs the lines between writing poetry and producing it within a variety
of representational forms.58 The Talking Heads, an American band, adopt 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.59

Most importantly, postmodernism conceives of the everyday and the popular as
worthy of serious and playful consideration. In the first instance, popular culture is
analyzed as an important sphere of contestation, struggle, and resistance. In doing so,
postmodernism does not abandon the distinctions that structure varied cultural forms
within and between different levels of social practice. Instead, it deepens the possibility
for understanding the social, historical, and political foundation 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 desacralizes cultural aura and “greatness” while simultaneously
demonstrating that “contingency penetrates all identity” and that “the primary and
constitutive character of the discursive is . . . the condition of any practice.”60 Richard
Kearney has noted that the postmodern notion of play, with its elements of
undecidability and poetical 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 tokens of the

poetical power of imagination to transcend the limits of egocentric, and indeed anthro-

pocentric, consciousness—thereby exploring different possibilities of existence. Such

“possibilities” may well be deemed impossible at the level of the established reality.61

Central to the postmodern rejection of elite culture as a privileged domain of
cultural production and repository of “truth” and civilization is an attempt to under-
stand modernist cultural practices in their hegemonic and contradictory manifestations.
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Postmodernism also rejects the notion of popular culture as structured exclusively
through a combination of commodity production and audience passivity, a site for
both dumping commercial junk and the creation of consumer robots. Instead,
postmodernism views popular culture as a terrain of accommodation and struggle, a
terrain whose structuring principles should be analyzed not in the reductionistic lan-
guage of aesthetic standards, but rather through the discourse of power and politics.
Of course, it must be stated that the postmodern elements of a cultural politics that I
have provided need to be interrogated more closely for their excesses and absences. I
will take up this issue in another section, but in what follows I will analyze the third
postmodern negation 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 discourse of 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 between groups. But it is worth noting that subjectivities are
also constituted within difference. This is an important distinction and offers an im-
portant 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 subjectivity as new fronts
from which to rethink the issues of meaning, identity, and politics. This issue can best
be approached by first analyzing the ways in which postmodernism has challenged the
conventional view of language.

Postmodern discourse has retheorized the nature of language as a system of signs
structured in the infinite play of difference, and in doing so has undermined the domi-
nant, positivist notion of language as either a genetic code structured in permanence
or simply a linguistic, transparent medium for transmitting ideas and meaning. Theo-
rists such as Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Jacques Lacan, and Laclau and Mouffe,
in particular, have played a major role in retheorizing the relationship among discourse,
power, and difference.62 For example, Derrida has brilliantly analyzed the issue of lan-
guage through the principle of what he calls “différance.” This view suggests that mean-
ing is the product of a language constructed out of and subject to the endless play of
differences between signifiers. What constitutes the meaning of a signifier is defined
by the shifting, changing relations of difference that characterize the referential play of
language. What Derrida, Laclau and Mouffe, and a host of other critics have demon-
strated is “the increasing difficulty of defining the limits of language, or, more accurately,
of defining the specific identity of the linguistic object.”63 But more is at stake here
than theoretically demonstrating that meaning can never be fixed once and for all.
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The postmodern emphasis on the importance of discourse has also resulted in a
major rethinking of the notion of subjectivity. In particular, various postmodern dis-
courses have offered a major critique of the liberal 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 autonomous mode of
understanding and knowing. What postmodern discourse challenges is liberal
humanism’s notion of the subject “as a kind of free, autonomous, universal sensibility,
indifferent to any particular or moral contents.”64 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 individual 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, exist-

ence in meaning, in social relations—being constituted in ideologically structured dis-

cursive acts. Subjectivity is thus the effect of a set of ideologically organized 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.65

The importance of postmodernism’s retheorizing of subjectivity cannot be over-
emphasized. In this view, subjectivity is no longer assigned to the apolitical wasteland
of essences and essentialism. Subjectivity is now read as multiple, layered, and
nonunitary; rather than being constituted in a unified and integrated ego, the self is
seen as being “constituted out of and by difference and remains contradictory.”66 No
longer viewed as merely the repository of consciousness and creativity, the self is con-
structed as a terrain of conflict and struggle, and subjectivity is seen as a site of both
liberation and subjugation. How subjectivity relates to issues of identity, intentionality,
and desire is a deeply political issue that is inextricably related to social and cultural
forces that extend far beyond the self-consciousness of the so-called humanist subject.
Both the very nature of subjectivity and its capacities for self- and social-determina-
tion 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 have been opened up to include the issues of lan-
guage and identity. I now want to take up how various feminist discourses reinscribe
some of the central assumptions of modernism and postmodernism as part of a broader
cultural practice and political project.
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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 free-
dom through an ongoing engagement with substantive political issues, specifically the
rewriting of the historical and social construction of gender in the interest of an
emancipatory cultural politics. In other words, feminism has been quite discriminat-
ing in its ability to sift through the wreckage of modernism in order to liberate its
victories, particularly the unrealized potentialities that reside in its categories of agency,
justice, and politics. On the other hand, postmodern feminism has rejected those as-
pects of modernism in which universal laws are exalted at the expense of specificity
and contingency. More specifically, postmodern feminism opposes a linear view of
history that legitimates patriarchal notions of subjectivity and society; moreover, it
rejects the notion that science and reason have a direct correspondence with objectivity
and truth. In effect, postmodern feminism rejects the binary opposition between mod-
ernism and postmodernism in favor of a broader theoretical attempt to situate both
discourses critically within a feminist political project.

Feminist theory has both produced and profited from a critical appropriation of
a number of assumptions central to both modernism and postmodernism. The femi-
nist engagement with modernism has been taken up primarily as a discourse of self-
criticism and has served to radically expand a plurality of positions within feminism
itself. Women of color, lesbians, and poor and working-class women have challenged
the essentialism, separatism, and ethnocentricism that have been expressed in feminist
theorizing and in doing so have seriously undermined the Eurocentricism and totalizing
discourse that has become a political straitjacket within the movement. Fraser and
Nicholson offer a succinct analysis of some of the issues involved in this debate, par-
ticularly in relation to the appropriation by some feminists of “quasi-metanarratives:”

They tacitly presuppose some commonly held but unwarranted and essentialist assump-

tions 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 uni-

versalize 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 in-

creasingly apparent that such theories hinder alliances with other progressive movements,

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.67

Giroux-RT1496_C02.pmd 1/28/2005, 3:15 PM54



55Crossing the Boundaries of Educational Discourse

Fashioning a language that has been highly critical of modernism has not only
served to make problematic what can be called totalizing feminisms, but has also called
into question the notion that sexist oppression is at the root of all forms of domination.68

Implicit in this position are two assumptions that have significantly shaped the argu-
ments of mostly Western white women. The first argument simply inverts the ortho-
dox Marxist position regarding class as the primary category of domination with all
other modes of oppression being relegated to a second-rate consideration. Here, patri-
archy becomes the primary form of domination, while race and class are reduced to its
distorted reflection. The second assumption recycles another aspect of orthodox Marx-
ism that assumes that the struggle over power is exclusively waged between 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 building within a broad and diversified public culture.

Both of these arguments represent the ideological baggage of modernism. In both
cases, domination is framed in binary oppositions, which suggests that workers or
women cannot be complicit in their own oppression and that domination 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 important distinction between the role that feminists might
play in asserting their own particular struggle against patriarchy as well as the role they
can play as part of a broader struggle for liberation:

Feminist effort to end patriarchal domination should be of primary concern precisely

because it insists on the eradication of exploitation and oppression 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 understand 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 direc-

tion of feminist theory and practice. Unfortunately, racism and class elitism among

women has 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 perhaps most evident

in the current widespread acknowledgement that sexism, racism, and class exploitation

constitute interlocking systems of domination—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.69

I invoke the feminist critique of modernism to make visible some of the ideological
territory it shares with certain versions of postmodernism and to suggest the wider
implications that a postmodern feminism has for developing and broadening the terrain
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of political struggle and transformation. It is important to note that this encounter
between feminism and postmodernism should not be seen as a gesture to displace a
feminist politics with a politics and pedagogy of postmodernism. On the contrary, I
think feminism provides postmodernism with a politics, and 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, trans-
formed (or abandoned).”70 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 gender 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.71 I am less concerned with
charting this debate or focusing on those positions that dismiss postmodernism as
antithetical to feminism. Instead, I want to focus primarily on those feminist discourses
that acknowledge being influenced by postmodernism but at the same time deepen
and radicalize the assumptions most important in the interest of a theory and practice
of transformative feminist democratic struggles.72

Feminism’s relationship with postmodernism has been both fruitful but problem-
atic.73 Postmodernism shares a number of assumptions 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 criti-
cism and in doing so has redefined the significance of the postmodern challenge to
founding discourses and universal principles in terms that prioritize political struggles
over epistemological engagements. Donna Haraway puts it well in her comment that
“the issue is ethics and politics perhaps more than epistemology.”74 Second, postmodern
feminism has refused to accept the postmodern view of totality as a wholesale rejec-
tion of all forms of totality or metanarratives. Third, it has rejected the postmodern
emphasis on erasing human agency by decentering the subject; it has also resisted de-
fining language as the only source of meaning and has therefore 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 institu-
tional change rather than emphasizing the postmodern approach to difference as either
an aesthetic (pastiche) or an expression of liberal pluralism (the proliferation of differ-
ence without recourse to the language of power). Since it is impossible within this
chapter to analyze all of these issues in great detail, I will take up some of the more
important tendencies implied in these positions.
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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 reinforce 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 the feminist movement. Without it, we cannot

effectively resist patriarchal domination; without it, we remain estranged and alienated

from one another. Fear of painful confrontation often leads women and men active in

the feminist movement to avoid rigorous critical encounter, yet if we cannot engage

dialectically in a committed, rigorous, humanizing manner, we cannot hope to change

the world. . . . While the struggle to eradicate sexism and sexist oppression is and should

be the primary thrust of feminist movement, to prepare ourselves politically for this

effort we must first learn how to be in solidarity, how to struggle with one another.75

bell 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 issues that center on epistemological and aesthetic concerns. Not only does
hooks 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, which attempts to understand and contest the various ways in which patriarchy
is inscribed at every level of daily life. But what is different and postmodern about
hooks’s commentary is that it argues for a postmodern feminist practice that is opposi-
tional in its appeal “to end sexism and sexist oppression,”76 and she also calls into ques-
tion 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 regards to race and class. In this version of postmodern
feminist politics there is an attempt 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 argument that the personal is political. This argument suggests a complex relation-
ship 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
construction, en-gendered through the historically weighted configurations of power,
language, and social formations. The problematization of gender relations in this case
has been often described as the most important theoretical advance made by feminists.77

Postmodern feminism has extended the political significance of this issue in important
ways.
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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 inscribed in patriarchal representations and relations
of power, but also on how gender relations can be used to problematize the sexual
identities, differences, and commonalities of both men and women. To suggest that
masculinity is an unproblematic category is to adopt an essentialist position that ulti-
mately reinforces the power of patriarchal discourse.78

Second, feminist theorists have redefined the relationship between the personal
and political in ways that advance some important postmodern assumptions. In part,
this redefinition of the relationship has emerged out of an increasing 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
argued 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-contradictory.”79 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. bell hooks elaborates on this
point by arguing that when feminists reduce the relationship between the personal
and the political merely to the naming of one’s pain in relation to structures of domina-
tion they often undercut the possibilities for understanding the multifaceted nature of
domination and for 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 meaning that to name one’s per-

sonal pain in relation to structures of domination was not just a beginning stage in the

process of coming to political consciousness, to awareness, but all that was necessary. In

most cases, naming one’s personal pain was not sufficiently linked to overall education

for critical consciousness of collective political resistance. Focusing on the personal in a

framework that did not compel acknowledgement of the complexity 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

reality and most importantly, the extent to which one will suffer exploitation and

domination.80

The construction of gender must, therefore, 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 simultaneously engaging in a politics that aims at transform-
ing the self, community, and society. Within this context, postmodern feminism offers
the possibility of going beyond the language of domination, anger, and critique.
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Third, postmodern feminism attempts to understand the broader workings of
power by examining how it functions other than through specific technologies of control
and mastery. At issue here is understanding how power is constituted productively.
Teresa de Lauretis develops this insight by arguing that while postmodernism 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.”81 Her point is important
because it suggests that power can work in the interests of a politics of possibility, that
it can be used to rewrite the narratives of subordinate groups not merely in reaction to
the forces of domination but in response to the construction of alternative visions and
futures. The exclusive emphasis on power as oppressive always runs the risk of devel-
oping as its political equivalent a version of radical cynicism and antiutopianism.
Postmodern feminism offers the possibility for redefining both a negative feminist
politics82 and a more general postmodern inclination towards a despair that dresses
itself up in irony, parody, and pastiche. Linda Alcoff put it well in arguing that “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 energy toward its realization.”83 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 atten-
tive to the ways in which power inscribes itself through the force of reason, and con-
structs itself at the levels of intimate and local associations.

Postmodern Feminism and the Politics of Reason and Totality

Various feminist discourses have provided a theoretical context and politics for en-
riching 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.84

Postmodern feminists have provided a powerful challenge to this position, particularly
in their analyses of the ways in which reason, language, and representation have pro-
duced knowledge/power relations, legitimated in the discourse of science and objec-
tivity, to silence, marginalize, and misrepresent women.85 Feminist theorists have also
modified the postmodern discussion of reason in two other important ways. First,
while recognizing that all claims to reason are partial, they have argued for the
emancipatory possibilities that exist in reflective consciousness and critical reason as a
basis for social criticism.86 In these terms, reason is not merely about a politics of rep-
resentation structured in domination or a relativist discourse that abstracts itself from
the dynamics of power and struggle, it also offers the possibility for self-representation
and social reconstruction. For example, Haraway has qualified the postmodern turn
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towards relativism by theorizing reason within a discourse of partiality that “privileges
contestation, deconstruction, passionate construction, webbed connections, and hope
for transformation of systems of knowledge and ways of seeing.”87 Similarly, hooks
and others have argued that feminists who deny the power of critical reason and abstract
discourse often reproduce a cultural practice that operates in the interest of patriarchy.88

That is, it serves to silence women and others by positioning them in ways that culti-
vate a fear of theory, which in turn often produces a form of powerlessness buttressed
by a powerful anti-intellectualism. Second, feminists such as Jane Flax have modified
postmodernism’s approach to reason by arguing that reason is not the only locus of
meaning:

I cannot agree . . . that liberation, stable meaning, insight, self-understanding and justice

depend above all on the “primacy of reason and intelligence.” 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?89

At issue here is not the rejection of reason but a modernist version of reason that
is totalizing, essentialist, and politically repressive. Postmodern feminism has also chal-
lenged and modified the postmodern approach to totality or master narratives on similar
terms. While accepting the postmodern critique of master narratives that employ a
single standard and make a 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 con-
texts and specificities of peoples’ 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 run the risk of being trapped in particularistic theories that cannot ex-
plain how the various diverse relations that constitute larger social, political, and global
systems interrelate or mutually determine and constrain one another. Postmodern femi-
nism recognizes that we need a notion of large narratives that privileges forms of analyses
in which it is possible to make visible those mediations, interrelations, and interde-
pendencies that give shape and power to larger political 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 organization and ideology, empirical

and social-theoretical analyses of macrostructures and institutions, interactionist analyses
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of the micropolitics of everyday life, critical-hermeneutical and institutional analyses of

cultural production, historically and culturally specific sociologies of gender. . . . The

list could go on.90

Postmodern Feminism and the Politics of Difference and Agency

Many feminists exhibit a healthy skepticism toward the postmodern celebration of
difference. Many feminist theorists welcome the postmodern emphasis on the prolif-
eration of local narratives, the opening up of the world to cultural and ethnic differences,
and the positing of difference as a challenge to hegemonic power relations parading as
universals.91 But at the same time, postmodern feminists have raised serious questions
about how differences are to be understood so as to change rather than reproduce
prevailing power relations.92 This is particularly important since difference in the
postmodern sense often slips into a theoretically harmless and politically deracinated
notion of pastiche. For many postmodern feminists, the issue of difference has to be
interrogated around a number of concerns. These include questions regarding how a
politics of difference can be constructed that will not simply reproduce forms of liberal
individualism, or how a politics of difference can be “rewritten as a refusal of the terms
of radical separation?”93 Also at issue is the question regarding how a theory of difference
can be developed that is not at odds with a politics of solidarity. Equally important is
the issue of how a theory of the subject constructed in difference might sustain or
negate a politics of human agency. And 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 differences
that matter and those that do not. All of these questions have been addressed in a
variety of feminist discourses, not all of which support postmodernism. What has in-
creasingly emerged from 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.”94 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 political act. Below, I want to
briefly take up the issue of difference and agency that has been developed within a
postmodern feminist discourse.

Joan Wallach Scott has provided a major theoretical service by dismantling one of
the crippling dichotomies in which the issue of difference has been situated. Rejecting
the idea that difference and equality constitutes an opposition, Scott argues that the
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opposite of equality is not difference but inequality. In this sense, the issue of equality
is not at odds with the notion of difference, but depends on an acknowledgment of
those differences that promote inequality and those that do not. For Scott, the category
of difference is central as a political construct to the notion of equality itself. The im-
plication this has for a feminist politics of difference 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 “difference dilemma” comes neither from ignoring nor

embracing difference as it is normatively constituted. Instead it seems to me that the

critical feminist position must always involve two moves: the first, systematic criticism

of the operations of categorical difference, exposure of the kinds of exclusions and in-

clusions––the hierarchies—it constructs, and a refusal of their ultimate “truth.” A refusal,

however, not in the name of an equality that implies 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 anything else is to buy into the political argument that sameness is a requirement

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.95

According to Scott, challenging power from the ground of difference by focusing
on both exclusions and inclusions allows one 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 be-
tween high and low culture is important, but postmodernism goes too far in overlooking
the important differences at work in the production and exhibition of specific cultural
works.96 By not discriminating among differences of context, production, and con-
sumption, postmodern 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 situate 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 understand how such texts, in part, make a difference in terms of reproducing
particular meanings, social relations, and values.

A similar issue is at work regarding the postmodern notion of subjectivity. 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 sensibility in many postmodern accounts toward
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the ways in which different historical, social, and gendered representations of meaning
and desire are actually mediated and taken up subjectively by real, concrete 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 radical principles of
modernism in modifying the postmodern view of the subject. Theorists such as de
Lauretis, Rita Felski, and others insist that the construction of female experience is not
constructed outside of human intentions and choices, however limited. They argue
that the agency of subjects is made possible through shifting and multiple forms of
consciousness constructed through available discourses and practices, but always open
to interrogation through the process of a self-analyzing practice. For de Lauretis and
others like 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 attempt to develop a theory of positionality:

. . . The identity of a woman is the product of her own interpretation and reconstruc-

tion of her history, as mediated through a cultural discursive context to which she has

access. Therefore, the concept of positionality includes two points: First . . . the concept

of woman is a relational term identifiable only with a (constantly moving) context; but

second, that the position that women find themselves in can be actively utilized (rather

than transcended) 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.97

Feminists have also raised a concern with the postmodern tendency to portray
the body as so fragmented, mobile, and boundary-less that it invites a confusion over
how the body is actually engendered and positioned within concrete configurations of
power and forms of material oppression. The postmodern emphasis on the prolifera-
tion of ideas, discourses, and representations underplays both the different ways in
which bodies are oppressed and how bodies are constructed 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 of how the growth
of the modern state has been accompanied by an unprecedented attempt at disciplin-
ing the body.98 Where Bartky differs from Foucault is that she employs a discriminat-
ing 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 slenderness and fashion, the dis-
course 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.

Giroux-RT1496_C02.pmd 1/28/2005, 3:15 PM63



 64 Border Crossings

Postmodern feminism provides a grounded politics that employs the most progres-
sive 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 reconstruc-
tion of public life. It rejects all forms of essentialism but recognizes the importance of
certain formative narratives. Similarly, it provides a language of power that engages the
issue of inequality and struggle. In recognizing the importance of institutional structures
and language in the construction of subjectivities and political life, it promotes social
criticism that acknowledges the interrelationship between human agents and social
structures, rather than succumbing to a social theory without agents or one in which
agents are simply the product of broad structural and ideological forces. Finally,
postmodern feminism provides a radical social theory imbued with a language of cri-
tique and possibility. Implicit in its various discourses are new relations of parenting,
work, schooling, play, citizenship, and joy. These are relations that link a politics of
intimacy and solidarity, the concrete and the general; they provide a politics that 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 elements of
modernism, postmodernism, and postmodern feminism might be taken up by teachers,
educators, and cultural workers so as to create a postmodern pedagogical practice. Finally,
I want to briefly outline what some of the principles are that inform such a practice.

Towards a Postmodern Pedagogy

As long as people are people, democracy in the full sense of the word will always be no

more than an ideal. One may approach it as one would a horizon, in ways that may be

better or worse, but it can never be fully attained. In this sense, you too, are merely ap-

proaching democracy. You have thousands of problems of all kinds, as other countries

do. But you have one great advantage: You have been approaching democracy uninter-

rupted for more than 200 years.99

How on earth can these prestigious persons in Washington ramble on in their

subintellectual 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 chil-

dren will live. It is not so much the rise in population as the rise in universal material

expectations of the globe’s huge population that will be straining its resources to the very

limits. North–South antagonisms will certainly sharpen, and religious and national funda-

mentalisms 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 environment 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.”100

A striking character of the totalitarian system is its peculiar coupling of human demoral-

ization and mass depoliticizing. Consequently, battling this system requires a conscious

appeal to morality and an inevitable involvement in politics.101
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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, addressing a joint session of Congress reminds the American people that de-
mocracy is an ideal that is filled with possibilities but one that always has to be seen as
part of an ongoing struggle for freedom and human dignity. As a playwright and former
political prisoner, Havel is the embodiment of such a struggle. In the second, E. P.
Thompson, the English peace activist and historian, reminds the American public that
history has not ended but needs to be opened up in order to engage the many prob-
lems and possibilities that human beings will have to face in the twenty-first century.
In the third, Adam Michnik, a founder of Poland’s Workers’ Defense Committee and
an elected member of the Polish parliament, provides an ominous insight into one of
the central features of totalitarianism, whether on the Right or the Left. He points to a
society that fears democratic politics while simultaneously reproducing a sense of
massive collective despair. All of these writers are caught up in the struggle to recap-
ture the Enlightenment model of freedom, agency, and democracy while simultaneously
attempting to deal with the conditions of a postmodern world.

These statements serve to highlight the inability of the American public to grasp
the full significance of the democraticization of Eastern Europe in terms of what it
reveals about the nature of our own democracy. In Eastern Europe and elsewhere there
is a strong call for the primacy of the political and the ethical as a foundation for
democratic public life, whereas in the United States there is an ongoing refusal of the
discourse of politics and ethics. Elected politicians from both sides of the established
parties complain that American politics is about “trivialization, atomization, and pa-
ralysis.” Politicians as different as the late Lee Atwater, the former Republican Party
chairman, and Walter Mondale, former vice president, agree that we have entered into
a time in which much of the American public believes that “Bull permeates
everything . . . (and that) we’ve got a kind of politics of irrelevance.”102 At the same
time, a number of polls indicate that while the youth of Poland, Czechoslovakia, and
Germany are extending the frontiers of democracy, American youth are both uncon-
cerned 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 become indiffer-
ent to the need to struggle for the conditions that make democracy a substantive rather
than lifeless activity. At all levels of national 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 education and critical pedagogy within
the present crises? In what follows, I want to situate some of the work I have been
developing on critical pedagogy over the last decade by placing it within a broader
political context. That is, the principles that I develop below represent educational
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issues that must be located in a larger framework of politics. Moreover, 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 to simply play
off these various theoretical tendencies against each other. Instead, I try to critically
appropriate 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 political project that aim 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 constructing a discourse that is ethical, historical, and
political. At the same time, postmodernism provides a powerful challenge to all total-
izing 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, redefines 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 transformation. All the principles developed
below touch on these issues and recast the relationship between the pedagogical and
the political as central to any social movement that attempts to effect emancipatory
struggles and social transformations. All of these issues are dealt with in more detail
throughout this book.103

1. Education needs to be reformulated so as to give as much attention to pedagogy as
it does to traditional and alternative notions of scholarship. This is not a question of
giving pedagogy equal weight to scholarship as much as it is of assessing the important
relationship between them. Education must be understood as the production of iden-
tities in relation to the ordering, representation, and legitimation of specific forms of
knowledge and power. As Chandra Mohanty reminds us, questions about education
cannot be reduced to disciplinary parameters, but must include issues of power, his-
tory, self-identity, and the possibility of collective agency and struggle.104 Rather than
rejecting the language of politics, critical pedagogy must link public education to the
imperatives of a critical democracy. Critical pedagogy needs to be informed by a public
philosophy defined, in part, by the attempt to create the lived experience of empower-
ment 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 citizenship, not simply good citizenship, are
taught and practiced. This means providing students with the opportunity to develop
the critical capacity to challenge and transform existing social and political forms,
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rather than simply adapt to them. It also means providing students with the skills they
will need to locate themselves in history, find their own voices, and provide the convic-
tions and compassion necessary for exercising civic courage, taking risks, and further-
ing 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 democratic public life. A critical pedagogy for
democracy cannot be reduced, as some educators, politicians, and groups have argued,
to forcing students either to say the pledge of allegiance at the beginning of every
school day or to speak and think only in the language of dominant English. A critical
pedagogy for democracy does not begin with test scores but with 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 attempt to understand more fully how different discourses offer students
diverse ethical referents for structuring their relationship to the wider society. But it
also suggests that educators go beyond the postmodern notion of understanding how
student experiences are shaped within different ethical discourses. Educators must come
to view ethics and politics as a relationship between the self and the other. Ethics, in
this case, is not a matter of individual choice or relativism but a social discourse that
refuses to accept needless human suffering and exploitation. Ethics becomes a practice
that broadly connotes one’s personal and social sense of responsibility to the Other.
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 particular stories, struggles, and histories.
In pedagogical terms, an ethical discourse needs to be taken up with regard to the
relations of power, subject positions, and social practices it activates. This is an ethics
of neither essentialism nor relativism. It is an ethical discourse grounded in historical
struggles and attentive to the construction of social relations free of injustice. The
quality of ethical discourse is not simply grounded in difference but in the issue of how
justice arises out of concrete historical circumstances and public struggles.

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. One, difference can be incorporated into a critical pedagogy as part of an attempt
to understand how student identities and subjectivities are constructed in multiple
and contradictory ways. In this case, identity is explored through its own historicity
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and complex subject positions. The category of student experience should not be limited
pedagogically to students exercising self-reflection but opened up as a race, gender,
and class specific construct to include the diverse ways in which students’ experiences
and identities have been constituted in different historical and social formations. Two,
critical pedagogy can focus on how differences between groups develop and are sus-
tained around both enabling and disabling sets of relations. In this instance, difference
becomes a marker for understanding how social groups are constituted in ways that
are integral to the functioning of any democratic society. Examining difference in this
context does not only focus on charting spatial, racial, ethnic, or cultural differences
structured in dominance, but also analyzes historical differences that manifest them-
selves in public struggles.

As part of a language of critique, teachers can make problematic how different
subjectivities are positioned within a historically specific range of ideologies and social
practices that inscribe students in various subject positions. Similarly, such a language
can analyze how differences within and between social groups are constructed and
sustained within and outside of the schools in webs of domination, subordination,
hierarchy, and exploitation. As part of their use of a language of possibility, teachers
can explore the opportunity to develop knowledge/power relations in which multiple
narratives and social practices are constructed around a politics and pedagogy of differ-
ence that offers students the opportunity to read the world differently, resist the abuse
of power and privilege, and construct alternative democratic communities. Difference
in this case cannot be seen as simply either a register of plurality or a politics of assertion.
Instead, it must be developed within practices in which differences can be affirmed
and transformed in their articulation with historical and relational categories central
to emancipatory forms of public life: democracy, citizenship, and public spheres. In
both political and pedagogical terms, the category of difference must not be simply
acknowledged but defined relationally in terms of antiracist, antipatriarchal, multi-
centric, and ecological practices central to the notion of democratic community.

4. Critical pedagogy needs a language that allows for competing solidarities and po-
litical vocabularies that do not reduce the issues of power, justice, struggle, and in-
equality to a single script, a master narrative that suppresses the contingent, the
historical, and the everyday as serious objects of study. 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 reformu-
lated in politically different terms. At issue here is how to construct a discourse of
textual authority that is power-sensitive and developed as part of a wider analysis of
the struggle over culture fought out at the levels of curricula knowledge, pedagogy,
and the exercise of institutional power. This is not merely an argument against a canon,
but one that refigures the meaning and use of canons. Knowledge has to be constantly
re-examined in terms of its limits and rejected as a body of information that only has
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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.105 What Laclau is suggesting is the possibility for students to
creatively appropriate the past as part of a living dialogue, an affirmation of the multi-
plicity of narratives, and the need to judge those narratives not as timeless or as mono-
lithic discourses, but as social and historical inventions that can be refigured in the
interests of creating more democratic forms of public life. Here is opened the possibility
of creating pedagogical practices characterized by the open exchange of ideas, the pro-
liferation 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 spheres in which knowledge
can be produced. In this sense, critical pedagogy must be reclaimed as a cultural politics
and a form of social 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 asserting the struggle over the production and creation of knowledge as part of a
broader attempt to create a number of diverse, critical public cultures. As a form of
social memory, critical pedagogy starts with the everyday and the particular as a basis
for learning. It reclaims the historical and the popular as part of an ongoing effort to
critically appropriate the voices of those who have been silenced and to help move the
voices of those who have been located within narratives that are monolithic and total-
izing beyond indifference or guilt to emancipatory practice. 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
more democratic and just forms of life.

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 historical
struggles. Similarly, culture has to be understood as part of the discourse of power and
inequality. As a pedagogical issue, the relationship between culture and power is evident
in questions such as “Whose cultures are appropriated as our own? How is marginality
normalized?”106 To insert the primacy of culture as a pedagogical and political 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, asserting the pedagogical aspects of the political raises the issue
of how difference and culture can be taken up as pedagogical practices and not merely
as political categories. For example, how does difference matter as a pedagogical cat-
egory if educators and cultural workers have to make knowledge meaningful before it
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can become critical and transformative? Or what does it mean to engage the tension
between being theoretically correct and pedagogically wrong? These concerns and ten-
sions 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 peda-
gogy. First, educators need to be skeptical regarding any notion of reason that purports
to reveal the truth by denying its own historical construction and ideological principles.
Reason is not innocent, and any viable notion of critical pedagogy cannot exercise
forms of authority that emulate totalizing form 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 structure
specific stories and ways of life. Reason in this sense implicates and is implicated in the
intersection of power, knowledge, and politics. Second, it is not enough to reject an
essentialist or universalist defense of reason. Instead, the limits of reason must be ex-
tended 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
through the construction of habit and intuition, and through the production and in-
vestment of desire and affect.

7. Critical pedagogy needs to regain a sense of alternatives by combining a language
of critique and possibility. Postmodern feminism exemplifies this in both 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 the issue of
limits with the discourse of freedom and social responsibility. In other words, the ques-
tion of freedom needs to be engaged dialectically not only as one of individual rights
but also as part of the discourse of social responsibility. That is, whereas freedom re-
mains 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 op-
pression against individuals and social groups. Second, critical pedagogy needs to ex-
plore in programmatic terms a language of possibility that is capable of thinking risky
thoughts, that 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 be developed as a precondition for nourishing convictions that summon
up 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
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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 con-
crete instances of a future that is worth fighting for.

There is a certain cynicism that characterizes the language of the Left. Central to
this position is the refusal of all utopian images, all appeals to “a language of possibil-
ity.” Such refusals are often made on the grounds that “utopian discourse” is a strategy
employed by the Right and is therefore ideologically tainted. Or the very notion of
possibility is dismissed as an impractical and therefore useless category. In my mind,
this represents less a serious critique than a refusal to move beyond the language of
exhaustion and despair. What is central to develop in response to this position is a
discriminating notion of possibility, one that makes a distinction between a language
that is “dystopian” and one that is utopian. In the former, the appeal to the future is
grounded in a form of nostalgic romanticism that calls for a return to a past, which
more often than not serves to legitimate relations of domination and oppression. Simi-
larly, in Constance Penley’s terms, a “dystopian” discourse 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.”107 In contrast to the language of dystopia, a discourse of
possibility rejects apocalyptic emptiness and nostalgic imperialism and sees history as
open and society worth struggling for in the image of an alternative future. This is the
language of the “not yet,” one in which the imagination redeemed and nourished in
the effort to construct new relationships fashioned out of strategies of collective resis-
tance based on a critical recognition of both what society is and what it might become.
Paraphrasing Walter Benjamin, this is a discourse of imagination and hope that pushes
history against the grain. Nancy Fraser illuminates this sentiment by emphasizing the
importance of a language of possibility for the project of social change: “It allows for
the possibility of a radical democratic politics in which immanent critique and
transfigurative desire mingle with one another.”108

8. Critical pedagogy needs to develop a theory of educators and cultural workers as
transformative intellectuals who occupy specific political and social locations. Rather
than defining teacher work through the narrow language of professionalism, a critical
pedagogy needs to ascertain more carefully what the role of teachers might be as cul-
tural workers engaged in the production of ideologies and social practices. At one level
this suggests that cultural workers first renounce the discourse of objectivity and
decenteredness and then embrace a practice that is capable of revealing the historical,
ideological, and ethical parameters that frame its discourse and implications for the
self, society, culture, and the other. Cultural workers need to unravel not only the ideo-
logical codes, representations, and practices that structure the dominant order, they
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also need to acknowledge “those places and spaces we inherit and occupy, which frame
our lives in very specific and concrete ways, which are as much a part of our psyches as
they are a physical or geographical placement.”109 The practice of social criticism be-
comes inseparable from the act of self-criticism; one cannot take place without the
other; nor does one have priority over the other, instead they must be seen as both
relational and mutually constitutive.

At another level, cultural workers need to develop a nontotalizing politics that
makes them attentive to the partial, specific contexts of differentiated communities
and forms of power. This is not a call to ignore larger theoretical and relational narra-
tives, but to deepen their power of analyses by making clear the specificity of contexts
in which power is operationalized, domination expresses itself, and resistance works in
multiple and productive ways. In this case, teachers and cultural workers can under-
take social criticism within and not outside of ethical and political discourses; they can
address issues that give meaning to the contexts in which they work, but at the same
time relate them to broader articulations that recognize the importance of larger for-
mative narratives. Critique, resistance, and transformation in these terms is organized
through systems of knowledge and webs of solidarity that embrace the local and the
global. Cultural workers need to take seriously Foucault’s model of the specific intel-
lectual who acknowledges the politics of personal location. This is important, but not
enough; cultural workers must also actively struggle as public intellectuals who can
relate to and address wider issues that affect both the immediacy of their location and
the wider global context. Transformative intellectuals must create webs of solidarity
with those that share localized experiences and identities but must also develop a poli-
tics of solidarity that reaches out to those others who live in a global world whose
problems cannot be dismissed because they do not occupy a local and immediate space.
The issues of human rights, ecology, apartheid, militarism, and other forms of domi-
nation against both humans and the planet affect all of us directly and indirectly. This
is not merely a political issue; it is also a deeply ethical issue that situates the meaning
of the relationships between the self and the other, the margins and the center, and the
colonizer and colonized in broader contexts of solidarity and struggle. Educators need
to develop pedagogical practices that not only heighten the possibilities for critical
consciousness but also for transformative action. In this perspective, teachers and other
cultural workers would be involved in the invention of critical discourses, practices,
and democratic social relations. Critical pedagogy would represent itself as the active
construction rather than transmission of particular ways of life. More specifically, as
transformative intellectuals, cultural workers and teachers can engage in the invention
of languages so as to provide spaces for themselves, their students, and audiences to
rethink their experiences in terms that both name relations of oppression and also
offer ways in which to overcome them.
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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 po-
litical. This engagement suggests taking-up the relationship between the personal and
the political in a way that does not collapse the political into the personal but strength-
ens the relationship between the two so as to engage rather than withdraw from ad-
dressing those institutional forms and structures that contribute to forms of racism,
sexism, and class exploitation. This suggests some important pedagogical interven-
tions. First, the self must be seen as a primary site of politicization. That is, the issue of
how the self is constructed in multiple and complex ways must be analyzed as part of
both a language of affirmation and a broader understanding of how identities are in-
scribed in and between various social, cultural, and historical formations. To engage
issues regarding the construction of the self is to address questions of history, culture,
community, language, gender, race, and class. It is to raise questions regarding what
pedagogical practices need to be employed that allow students to speak in dialogical
contexts that affirm, interrogate, and extend their understandings of themselves and
the global contexts 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 political 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 strategies that af-
firm the primacy of the social, intersubjective, and collective. To focus on voice is not
meant to simply affirm the stories that students tell, nor to simply glorify the possibil-
ity for narration. Such a position often degenerates into a form of narcissism, a cathartic
experience that is reduced to naming anger without the benefit of theorizing in order
both to understand 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 increasingly become a pretext for legitimating hege-
monic forms of separatism buttressed by self-serving appeals to the primacy of indi-
vidual 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 to simply affirm one’s
voice has increasingly been reduced to a pedagogical process that is as reactionary as it
is inward looking. A more radical notion of voice should begin with what bell hooks
calls a critical attention to theorizing experience as part of a broader politics of engage-
ment. In referring 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 culture, history, and politics.”110

For hooks, the telling of tales of victimization, or the expression of one’s voice is not
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enough; it is equally imperative that such experiences be the object of theoretical and
critical analyses so that they can be connected rather than severed from broader notions
of solidarity, struggle, and politics.

Conclusion

This chapter attempts to analyze some of the central assumptions that govern the dis-
courses of modernism, postmodernism, and postmodern feminism. But in doing so, it
rejects pitting these movements against each other and tries instead to see how they
converge as part of a broader political project linked to the reconstruction of democratic
public life. Similarly, I have attempted here to situate the issue of pedagogical practice
within a wider discourse of political engagement. Pedagogy is not defined as simply
something that goes on in schools. On the contrary, it is posited as central to any politi-
cal practice that takes up questions of how individuals learn, how knowledge is pro-
duced, and how subject positions are constructed. In this context, pedagogical practice
refers to forms of cultural production that are inextricably 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 innocent
and are always implicated in the discourse and relations of ethics and power. To invoke
the importance of pedagogy is to raise questions not simply about how students learn
but also 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 drives 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 liberty, equality, justice, and freedom to the widest possible set of institu-
tional and lived relations.

As defined within the traditions of modernism, postmodernism, and postmodern
feminism, pedagogy offers educators an opportunity to develop a political project that
embraces human interests that move beyond the particularistic politics of class, ethnicity,
race, and gender. This is not a call to dismiss the postmodern emphasis on difference as
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 struggle. Central to such a politics and pedagogy is
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a notion of community developed around a shared conception of social justice, rights,
and entitlement. Such a notion is especially necessary at a time in our history in which
the value of such concerns has 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 transformative democratic politics must go
hand in hand in constructing a vision in which liberalism’s emphasis on individual
freedom, postmodernism’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.

As I mentioned previously, we live at a time in which the responsibilities of citi-
zens extend beyond national borders. The old modernist notions of center and mar-
gin, home and exile, and familiar and strange are breaking apart. Geographic, cultural,
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 cre-
ated that allow us to move across borders, to engage difference and otherness as part of
a discourse of justice, social engagement, and democratic struggle. Academics can no
longer retreat into their classrooms or symposiums as if they were the only public
spheres available for engaging the power of ideas and the relations of power. Foucault’s
notion of the specific intellectual taking-up struggles connected to particular issues
and contexts must be related to broader social concerns that deeply affect how people
live, work, and survive.

But there is more at stake here than defining the role of the intellectual or the
relationship of teaching to democratic struggle. The struggle against racism, class struc-
tures, sexism, and other forms of oppression needs to move away from simply a lan-
guage of critique, and redefine itself as part of a language of transformation and hope.
This shift suggests that educators combine with other cultural workers engaged in public
struggles in order to invent languages and provide critical and transformative spaces
both in and out of schools that offer new opportunities for social movements to come
together. By doing this, we can rethink and re-experience democracy as a struggle over
values, practices, social relations, and subject positions that enlarge the terrain of hu-
man capacities and possibilities as a basis for a compassionate social order. At issue
here is the need for cultural workers to create a politics that contributes to the multi-
plication of sites of democratic struggles. Within such sites cultural workers can engage
in specific struggles while also recognizing the necessity to embrace broader issues that
enhance the life of the planet while extending the spirit of democracy to all societies.

In rejecting certain conservative features of modernism, the apoliticism of some
postmodern discourses, and separatist versions of feminism, I attempt to critically
appropriate the most emancipatory features of these discourses in the interest of de-
veloping a postmodern feminist pedagogy. Of course, the list of principles I provide is
far from complete; I develop them in greater depth theoretically throughout this book.
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But the critical appropriation of emancipatory features 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 chapter.
Far from being exhaustive, the principles offered are only meant to provide some fleet-
ing images of a pedagogy that can address 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 radical democracy.
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Redefining the Boundaries
of Race and Ethnicity

Beyond the Politics

of Pluralism

Introduction

Within the current historical conjuncture, the political and cultural boundaries
that have long constituted the meaning of race and cultural politics are beginning
to shift. The question of race figures much differently in the United States at the
beginning of the 1990s than it did a decade ago for a number of reasons. First,
the legacies of anticolonial and postcolonial struggles have ruptured the ability
of Eurocentric discourses to marginalize and erase the many-faceted voices of
those Others who have struggled under the yoke of colonial oppression. Second,
the population of America’s subordinated groups are changing the cultural land-
scapes of our urban centers. According to recent demographic projections, Blacks
and Hispanics will “constitute a decided majority in nearly one-third of the
nation’s 50 largest cities . . . and Blacks alone will be the major racial group in at
least nine major cities, notably Detroit, Baltimore, Memphis, Washington, D.C.,
New Orleans, and Atlanta.”1 In this case, populations traditionally defined as the
Other are moving from the margin to the center and challenging the ethnocentric
view that people of color can be relegated to the periphery of everyday life.

Third, while people of color are redrawing the cultural demographic bound-
aries of the urban centers, the boundaries of power appear to be solidifying in
favor of rich, white, middle and upper classes. The consequences of this solidifi-
cation will have a dramatic effect on race relations in the next decade. For ex-
ample, escalating unemployment among Afro-American teenage youth poses a
serious threat to an entire generation of future adults; in many urban cities the
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dropout rate for nonwhite children exceeds 60 percent (with New York City at 70%);2

the civil rights gains of the 1960s are slowly being eroded by the policy-makers and
judicial heirs of the Reagan Era, and the tide of racism is aggressively rising in the
streets, schools, workplaces, and campuses of the United States.3 In the Reagan and
Bush Eras, equity and social justice are given low priority next to the “virtues” of col-
lective greed, individual success, and expanding the defense budget. As class divisions
grow deeper, intraclass and racial tensions mask the need for collective struggles for
social and political justice. As the white working class sees its dream of moving up the
social and economic ladder imperiled, it is increasingly coming to view affirmative
action, social policy programs, and the changing nature of national and cultural identity
as a threat to its own sense of security and possibility. Instead of embracing Afro-
Americans and other ethnic groups as allies in the struggle to dismantle the master
narratives of Eurocentric domination with the discourse of democratic struggle and
solidarity, the legacy of institutional and ideological racism appears to have once again
reached a dangerous threshold that impedes rather than extends such a goal. As we
move into a postmodern world that is progressively redrawing the boundaries estab-
lished by nationalism, ethnocentrism, and Eurocentric culture, the United States appears
to be refiguring its political, social, and cultural geography in a manner that denies
rather than maintains a democratic community. Instead of engaging a politics of differ-
ence, community, and democracy with respect to the principles of justice, equality,
and freedom, the current neoconservative government appears eager to sever “the links
between democracy and political equality.”4

The shadow of totalitarianism is darkening the future of American democracy.
Its primary expression is found in the resurgence of racism in this country. Racial slurs
are now regularly incorporated into the acts of some rock stars and stand-up comedians;5

the dominant culture seems indifferent or even hostile to the deepening poverty and
despair affecting a growing population of Afro-Americans in the underclass in our
nation’s cities; the growing dropout rate among Afro-American students is met with
insulting diatribes and the refusal to engage the racism prevalent in our nation’s schools;6

the Afro-American family is not highlighted for its resiliency amidst the most degrading
economic and social conditions but is condemned as a cause of its own misery.7 In-
creasingly, racial hatred is erupting into racist terror. Growing racial tensions have
resulted in outbreaks of violence in Chicago’s Marquette Park, Baltimore’s Hampden
section, Philadelphia’s Fishtown and Feltonville, and a number of other cities in the
last decade. In two highly publicized murders, black youths Michael Griffith and Yusuf
Hawkins were killed by racists in Howard Beach and Bensonhurst, New York. Civil
rights demonstrations have been met by overt white hostility and racist attacks. What
needs to be stressed is not only that minorities are increasingly open to ideological and
physical assaults, but that the very fate of our society as a democratic nation is at risk.
Central to the effort to reconstruct this nation as a democratic society is the need to
rethink the project of race, and cultural and economic justice. Moreover, this is not
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merely a political issue; it is eminently a pedagogical one as well. Racism is an ideological
poison that is learned; it is a historical and social construction that seeps into social
practices, needs, the unconscious, and rationality itself. If it is to be challenged at the
institutional level, at the very centers of authority, racism must first be addressed as an
ideological concern for the ways in which it is produced, sustained, and taken-up within
a cultural politics secured within wider dominant relations of power.

These are not new insights and generations of Afro-American leaders have raised
them in elegant and courageous ways. The fight against racism has always been seen as
an important political objective by those committed to democratic struggle. But in
most cases, this concern has been framed within a discourse of modernism that has
failed to place race and ethnicity at the center of a radical politics of democracy, differ-
ence, and cultural struggle. In what follows, I want to argue for a postmodern discourse
of resistance as a basis for developing a cultural politics and antiracist pedagogy as part
of a larger theory of difference and democratic struggle. In developing this perspec-
tive, I will first address in general terms the failings of various versions of modernist
discourse; next I will argue that the foundations for an antiracist pedagogy can be
taken-up by drawing selectively upon the discourses of a critical postmodernism, the
discourse of narrative and difference that has largely emerged in the work of Afro-
American feminist writers, and a neo-Gramscian discourse that links difference with
the notion of a democratic public philosophy. I will conclude by suggesting how these
discourses provide some important elements for developing specific pedagogical prac-
tices.

Refiguring the Boundaries of Race as Modernism

The dominant discourses of modernity have rarely been able to address race and
ethnicity as ethical, political, and cultural markers in order to understand or self-
consciously examine the notions of justice inscribed in the modernist belief in change
and the progressive unfolding of history.8 In fact, race and ethnicity have been generally
reduced to a discourse of the Other, a discourse that, regardless of its emancipatory or
reactionary intent, often essentialized and reproduced the distance between the cen-
ters and margins of power. Within the discourse of modernity, the Other not only
sometimes ceases to be a historical agent, but is often defined within totalizing and
universalistic theories that create a transcendental rational, white, male, Eurocentric
subject that occupies the centers of power while simultaneously appearing to exist
outside of time and space. Read against this Eurocentric transcendental subject, the
other is shown to lack any redeeming community traditions, collective voice, or his-
torical weight—and is reduced to the imagery of the colonizer. By separating the dis-
course of the Other from the epistemic and material violence that most postmodernist
critics have identified as central to the character and definition of Western notions of
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progress, modernist discourses were never able to develop an adequate understanding
of racism that could serve as a form of cultural criticism capable of redefining the
boundaries and articulations between modernism and the subordinate groups it con-
tinually oppressed. In this sense, modernism in its various forms served to repress the
possibility of linking the construction of its own master narratives and relations of
power with the simultaneous creation of alternative narratives woven out of the pain,
misery, and struggle of subordinate groups.9 Modernist discourses, in part, have served
to solidify the boundaries of race and ethnicity either by creating biological and scien-
tific theories that “proved” the inferiority of Afro-American and other subordinated
groups, or in their more liberal forms by creating the self-delusion that the boundaries
of racial inequality and ethnicity were always exclusively about the language, experiences,
and histories of the Other and had little to do with power relations at the core of
modernism’s own cultural and political identity as the discourse of white authority. In
the first instance, the ideology of racism and degraded Otherness can be found, as
Cornel West points out, in the logics of three central European traditions: the Judeo-
Christian, scientific, and psychosexual. He is worth quoting at length on this issue:

The Judeo-Christian racist logic emanates from the biblical account of Ham looking

upon and failing to cover his father Noah’s nakedness and thereby receiving divine punish-

ment in the form of blackening his progeny. Within this logic, black skin is a divine curse

owing to disrespect for and rejection of paternal authority. The scientific racist logic

rests upon a modern philosophical discourse guided by Greek ocular metaphors,

undergirded by Cartesian notations of the primacy of the subject and the preeminence

of representation and buttressed by Baconian ideas of observation, evidence, and confir-

mation that promote and encourage the activities of observing, comparing, measuring,

and ordering physical characteristics of human bodies. Given the renewed appreciation

and appropriation of classical aesthetic and cultural norms within this logic, the notions

of black ugliness, cultural deficiency, and intellectual inferiority are legitimated by the

value laden, yet prestigious, authority of science. The psychosexual racist logic arises

from the phallic obsessions, Oedipal projections, and anal-sadistic orientations in Euro-

pean culture that endow African men and women with sexual prowess; view Africans as

either cruel, revengeful fathers; frivolous, carefree children; or passive, long-suffering

mothers; and identify Africans with dirt, odious smell, and feces. In short, Africans are

associated with acts of bodily defecation, violation, and subordination. Within this logic,

Africans are walking abstractions, inanimate things or invisible creatures. For all three

white supremacist logics, which operate simultaneously in the modern West, Africans

personify degraded Otherness, exemplify radical alterity, and embody alien difference.10

It is important to emphasize that the Eurocentric drive to systematize the world
by mastering the conditions of nature and human life represents a form of social mod-
ernism that must not be confused with the more emancipatory elements of political
modernism. On the one hand, the project of social modernity has been carried out
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under the increasing domination of relations of capitalist production characterized by
a growing commodification, bureaucraticization, homogenization, and standardization
of everyday life. Such a project has been legitimized, in part, through an appeal to the
Enlightenment project of rationality, progress, and humanism. On the other hand, the
legacy of political modernism provides a discourse that inaugurates the possibility of
developing social relations in which the principles of liberty, justice, and equality provide
the basis for democratic struggles. If the ravages of modernism have led to overt forms
of racism and colonialization, its victories have provided a discourse of rights, universal
education, and social justice.

As I mentioned in Chapter 2, modernity is not a unified discourse, and its net-
works of meanings and social practices have included a Western-style counterdiscourse
that also offered liberals and radicals spaces for challenging racist practices and ideolo-
gies.11 This challenge can be seen, of course, in the traditions of rupture and dissent in
this country that extend from the abolitionist movement to the civil rights legislation
of the 1960s and to the more recent efforts by contemporary activists and artists to
counter the increasing racism of the 1980s and perhaps the 1990s as well. As noble as
these responses have been, at least in intent, few of them have adequately theorized
racism as part of a wider discourse of ethics, politics, and difference.12 Unable to step
beyond the modernist celebration of the unified self, totalizing notions of history, and
universalistic models of reason, liberal and radical discourses have generally failed to
explore the limits of the absolutist character of their own narratives regarding race
and difference. Within these discourses, ethics and politics have been removed from
any serious attempt to engage contingency, particularity, partiality, and community
within a notion of difference free from binary oppositions, hierarchical relations, and
narratives of mastery and control. But modernity has also failed to challenge with any
great force the white supremacist logics embedded in the ideological traditions cited
by Cornel West. Similarly, it has failed to account for the power of its own authority as
a central component in structuring the very notion of Otherness as site for objectifica-
tion and marginalization.

The emancipatory promise of plurality and heterogeneity as the basis for new
forms of conversation, solidarity, and public culture never fully materialized within
the more liberal and radical discourses of Western modernity. Caught within the limit-
ing narratives of European culture as the model of civilization and progress, liberal
and radical theorists have never been able to break away from Western models of au-
thority that placed either the individual white male at the center of history and ratio-
nality or viewed history as the unproblematic progressive unfolding of science, reason,
and technology.

For example, dominant strains of liberal ideology have fashioned their antiracist
discourses on a Eurocentric notion of society that subordinates the discourse of ethics
and politics to the rule of the market, an unproblematic acceptance of European culture
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as the basis of civilization, and a notion of the individual subject as a unified, rational
self that is the source of all cultural and social meaning. The central modernist political
ideology at work here, as Stanley Aronowitz has pointed out, is “that a free market and
a democratic state go hand in hand.”13 Unfortunately for liberals, it is precisely this
assumption that prevents them from questioning how they, as a dominant group, ac-
tually benefit from racist ideologies and social relations, even as they allegedly contest
such practices. By assuming that the middle class, which bears the values of individu-
alism and free-market rationality, is the only agent of history, liberals are blind to the
corruptions implicated in the exercise of their own authority and historical actions.14

Within this multilayered liberal discourse, the attack on racism is often reduced
to policy measures aimed at eliminating racist institutional barriers in the market-
place, providing compensatory programs to enhance the cultural capital and skills of
Afro-Americans as in various remedial programs in education or the workplace such
as Headstart or the now defunct Job Corps project, or is relegated to patronizing calls
for Afro-Americans to muster the courage and fortitude to compete in a manner consis-
tent with the drive and struggle of other ethnic groups who have succeeded in American
society.

Though the theoretical sweep is broad and oversimplified here, the basic issue is
that modernist discourse in its various forms rarely engages how white authority is
inscribed and implicated in the creation and reproduction of a society in which the
voices of the center appear either invisible or unimplicated in the historical and social
construction of racism as an integral part of their own collective identity. Rather than
recognizing how differences are historically and socially constructed within ideologies
and material practices that connect race, class, and gender within webbed connections
of domination, liberals consign the struggle of subordinate groups to master narratives
that suggest that the oppressed need to be remade in the image of a dominant white
culture in order to be integrated into the heavenly city of Enlightenment rationality.

Eurocentric radical discourses of modernity have also failed to develop a complex
and adequate theory of racism as part of a wider theory of difference and democratic
struggle. The classic instance in this case is represented by those versions of Marxism
that have reduced struggle and difference to a reductionist logocentricism that universal-
izes the working class as the collective agent of history. Marxism buys the productivist
discourse of modernity but rejects the liberal notion of the middle class as the agent of
history. Marxist economics rejects the rule of the market as the end of ideology and
inserts in its place the rule of the working class as the projected end of history. In this
view, racism is historically tied to the rise of capitalism and is afforded no independent
status as an irreducible source of either exploitation or struggle. In this instance, the
notion of historical agency loses its pluralist character. As a consequence, racism is
subsumed within the modernist logic of essentialism in which reason and history seem
to move according to some inner logic outside of the play of difference and plurality.
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In effect, class struggle becomes the all-embracing category that relegates all other
struggles, voices, and conflicts to simply a distraction in the march of history.15

Radical social theorists have long offered a challenge to the classical Marxist theory
of race, but it is only within the last few decades that such work has advanced the
category of difference beyond the essentialism of Afro-American nationalism, cultural
separatism, staged pluralism, and the discourse of avant-garde exoticism.16 The failure
of modernism around race can be seen in the ways in which it has structured the
discourse of educational reform on this issue.

Educational Theory and the Discourse of Race and Ethnicity

Within the discourse of modernism, dominant educational approaches to race and
ethnicity imitate many of the worst dimensions of liberal ideology and radical essential-
ism.17 Questions of Otherness are generally fashioned in the discourse of multicultural
education, which in its varied forms and approaches generally fails to conceptualize
issues of race and ethnicity as part of the wider discourse of power and powerlessness.
Questions of representation and inclusion suppress any attempts to call into question
the norm of whiteness as an ethnic category that secures its dominance by appearing
to be invisible. Modernism’s emancipatory potential within multicultural education
finds expression in the call to reverse negative images of Afro-American and other
ethnic groups as they appear in various forms of texts and images. Missing here is any
attempt to either critique forms of European and American culture that situate differ-
ence in structures of domination or reconstruct a discourse of race and ethnicity in a
theory of difference that highlights questions of equality, justice, and liberty as part of
an ongoing democratic struggle. Multiculturalism is generally about Otherness, but is
written in ways in which the dominating aspects of white culture are not called into
question and the oppositional potential of difference as a site of struggle is muted.18

Modernism and dominant forms of multicultural education merge in their refusal to
locate cultural differences in a broader examination of how the boundaries of ethnicity,
race, and power make visible how whiteness functions as a historical and social con-
struction, “an unrecognized and unspoken racial category that secures its power by
refusing to identify culture as a problem of politics, power, and pedagogy.”19 As a critical
discourse of race and pedagogy, multiculturalism needs to break its silence regarding
its role in masking how white domination colonizes definitions of the normal.20 In
effect, critical educators need to move their analyses and pedagogical practices away
from an exotic or allegedly objective encounter with marginal groups and raise more
questions with respect to how the dominant self is always present in the construction
of the margins. As Toni Morrison points out, the very issue of race requires that the
bases of Western civilization will require rethinking.21 It means that the central question
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may not be why Afro-Americans are absent from dominant narratives, but “What intel-
lectual feats had to be performed by the author or his critic to erase (Afro-Americans)
from a society seething with (their) presence, and what effect has that performance
had on the work? What are the strategies of escape from knowledge?”22 This means
refiguring the map of ethnicity and difference outside of the binary oppositions of
modernism. What is at stake here is more than the politics of representation. Issac
Julien and Kobena Mercer state the issue clearly:

One issue at stake, we suggest, is the potential break-up or deconstruction of structures

that determine what is regarded as culturally central and what is regarded as culturally

marginal. . . . Rather than attempt to compensate for the “structured absences” of previ-

ous paradigms, it would be useful to identify the relations of power/knowledge that

determine which cultural issues are intellectually prioritized in the first place. The initial

stage in any deconstructive project must be to examine and undermine the force of the

binary relation that produces the marginal as a consequence of the authority invested in

the centre.23

Implicit in this perspective are a number of political and pedagogical challenges
that can be taken up by radical educators as part of a broader theoretical attempt to
deconstruct and displace some of the more powerful ideological expressions of a hege-
monic theory of multicultural education. First, critical educators need to reveal the
political interests at work in those forms of multicultural education that translate cul-
tural differences into learning styles; the ideological task here is to challenge those
mystifying ideologies that separate culture from power and struggle while simulta-
neously treating difference as a technical rather than a political category. Second, critical
educators need to challenge those educational discourses that view schooling as a
decontextualized site free from social, political, and racial tensions. What has to be
stressed here is the primacy of the political and the contextual in analyzing issues of
culture, language, and voice. Third, critical educators must ideologically engage theories
of multicultural education that attempt to smother the relationship between differ-
ence and power/empowerment under the call for harmony and joyful learning. At the
same time, they must further the development of a theory of difference that takes as its
starting point issues of power, domination, and struggle.24 But an antiracist pedagogy
must do more than reconceptualize the political and pedagogical struggle over race,
ethnicity, and difference as merely part of the language of critique. It must also retrieve
and reconstruct possibilities for establishing the basis for a progressive vision that makes
schooling for democracy and critical citizenship an unrealized yet possible reality. In
doing so, it is necessary to provide some central theoretical principles for developing
the foundation for an antiracist pedagogy. In what follows, I will argue that there are
elements of a postmodern discourse that offer valuable insights for engaging in such a
task.
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Postmodernism and the Shifting Boundaries of Otherness

Postmodernism is a culture and politics of transgression. It is a challenge to the bound-
aries in which modernism has developed its discourses of mastery, totalization, repre-
sentation, subjectivity, and history.25 Whereas modernism builds its dream of social
engineering on the foundations of universal reason and the unified subject, post-
modernism questions the very notion of meaning and representation. Postmodernism
not only opens up a new political front within discourse and representation. It also
criticizes the notion of the unified subject as a Eurocentric construct designed to provide
white, male, Christian bosses and workers with a legitimating ideology for colonizing
and marginalizing those Others who do not measure up to the standards of an “I” or
“We” wielding power from the center of the world.26

Postmodernism also rejects the modernist distinction between art and life. In
doing so, it also rejects the modernist distinctions between elite culture and the culture
of everyday life. As a discourse of disruption and subversion, postmodernism does not
argue that all referents for meaning and representation have disappeared; rather, it
seeks to make them problematic and reinscribes and rewrites the boundaries for estab-
lishing the conditions for the production of meaning and subjectivity.27 For example,
in treating cultural forms as texts, postmodernism multiplies both the possibilities of
constructing meaning as well as the status of  meaning itself. In this sense,
postmodernism redraws and retheorizes the objects and experiences of politics by ex-
tending the reach of power and meaning to spheres of the everyday that are often
excluded from the realm of political analysis and pedagogical legitimation. In this case,
the field of political contestation is not restricted to the state or the workplace, but also
includes the family, mass and popular culture, the sphere of sexuality, and the terrain
of the refused and forgotten. In the discourse of modernism, there is a world held
together by the metanarrative of universal reason and social engineering.28 Therefore,
the central questions for modernists have been, “How can I interpret and master this
world? How do I constitute myself within it?” Postmodernism does not begin from
such a comfortable sense of place and history. It subordinates reason to uncertainty
and pushes its sense of distrust into transgressions that open up entirely different lines
of inquiry.

Zygmunt Bauman captures the political and epistemological shifts between mod-
ernism and postmodernism in the different questions and lines of inquiry they each
pursue. He writes:

[Postmodernists] have hardly any axioms they may use as a confident start, nor do they

have a clear address. Before they turn to exploring the world, they must find out what

world(s) there is (are) to be explored. Hence: “What world is it? What is to be done in it?

Which of my selves is to do it?”—in this order . . . the typically modern questions are,
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among others: “What is there to be known? Who knows it? How do they know it, and

with what degree of certainty?” The typically postmodern questions do not reach that

far. Instead of locating the task for the knower, they attempt to locate the knower himself

[sic]. “What is a world? What kinds of worlds are there? How are they constituted, and

how do they differ?” Even when sharing concern about knowledge, the two types of inquiry

articulate their problems differently: “How is knowledge transmitted from one knower

to another, and with what degree of reliability?” as against “What happens when different

worlds are placed in confrontation, or when boundaries between worlds are violated?”

Note that postmodern questions have no use for “certainty”; not even reliability. The

one-upmanship of modernist epistemology looks hopelessly out of place in that pluralist

reality to which the postmodern ontological inquiry is first reconciled and then addressed.

Here that overwhelming desire of power which animated the search for the ultimate

(and which alone could animate it) raises little passion. Only eyebrows are raised by the

self-confidence, which once made the pursuit of the absolute look as a plausible project.29

Bauman articulates an antagonism that has become a central feature of
postmodernist discourse. That is, postmodernism rejects those aspects of the Enlighten-
ment and Western philosophical tradition that rely on master narratives “which set
out to address a transcendental subject, to define an essential human nature, to pre-
scribe a global human destiny or to proscribe collective human goals.”30 Within this
perspective, all claims to universal reason and impartial competence are rejected in
favor of the partiality and specificity of discourse. Abstractions that deny the specificity
and particularity of everyday life, that generalize out of existence the particular and
the local, and that smother difference under the banner of universalizing categories
are rejected as totalitarian and terroristic.

But there is more at stake here than simply an argument against master narratives
or the claims of universal reason. There is also an attack on those intellectuals who
would designate themselves as the emancipatory vanguard, members of an intellectual
elite who have deemed themselves to be above history only to attempt to shape it through
their pretensions to what Dick Hebdige calls an “illusory Faustian omnipotence.”31 In
some versions of the postmodern, not only do totality and foundationalism not lead
to the truth or emancipation; they actually lead to periods of great suffering and violence.
The postmodernist attack on master narratives is simultaneously a criticism of an in-
flated teleological self-confidence, a dangerous transcendentalism, and a rejection of
the omniscient narrator.32 Read in more positive terms, critical postmodernists are argu-
ing for a plurality of voices and narratives, that is, for narratives of difference that
recognize their own partiality and present the unrepresentable, those submerged and
dangerous memories that provide a challenge to white supremacist logic and recover
the legacies of historically specific struggles against racism. Similarly, postmodern dis-
course is attempting with its emphasis on the specific and the normative to situate
reason and knowledge within rather than outside particular configurations of space,
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place, time, and power. Partiality in this case becomes a political necessity as part of
the discourse of locating oneself within rather than outside of history and ideology.

Related to the critique of master narratives and theories of totality is another
major concern of critical postmodernism: the development of a politics that addresses
popular culture as a serious object of aesthetic and cultural criticism on the one hand
and one that signals and affirms the importance of minority cultures as historically
specific forms of cultural production on the other.33 Postmodernism’s attack on uni-
versalism, in part, has translated into a refusal of modernism’s relentless hostility to
mass culture and its reproduction of the elitist division between high and low culture.34

Not only has postmodernism’s reaffirmation of popular culture challenged the aesthetic
and epistemological divisions supportive of academic disciplines and the contours of
what has been considered “serious” taste, it has also resulted in new forms of art, writing,
film-making, and types of aesthetic and social criticism.35 Similarly, postmodernism
has provided the conditions necessary for exploring and recuperating traditions of
various forms of Otherness as a fundamental dimension of both the cultural and the
sociopolitical sphere. In other words, postmodernism’s stress on the problematic of
Otherness has included a focus on the importance of history as a form of counter-
memory;36 an emphasis on the value of the everyday as a source of agency and empower-
ment;37 a renewed understanding of gender as an irreducible historical and social
practice constituted in a plurality of self and social representation;38 and an insertion
of the contingent, the discontinuous, and the unrepresentable as coordinates for
remapping and rethinking the borders that define one’s existence and place in the world.

Another important aspect of postmodernism is that it provides a series of refer-
ents both for interrogating the notion of history as tradition and for redrawing and
rewriting how individual and collective experience might be struggled over, under-
stood, felt, and shaped. For example, postmodernism points to a world in which the
production of meaning has become as important as the production of labor in shaping
the boundaries of human existence. Three issues are at stake here. First, the notion
that ideological and political structures are determined and governed by a single eco-
nomic logic is rejected. Cultural and social forms contain a range of discursive and
ideological possibilities that can only be grasped within the contextual and contradictory
positions in which they are taken-up; moreover, while such forms are reproduced un-
der the conditions of capitalist production, they influence and are influenced by such
relations. This is not a rejection of materialist analyses of culture as much as a rejec-
tion of the vulgar reductionism that often accompanies its classical interpretation. Sec-
ond, labor does not provide the exclusive basis either for meaning or for understanding
the multiple and complex ensemble of social relations that constitute the wider society.
In this case, social antagonisms grounded in religious, gender, racial, and ethnic conflicts,
among others, possess their own dynamism and cannot be reduced to the logic of
capitalist relations. More specifically, the various discourses of historical materialism
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no longer describe the social order. Third, how subjects are constituted in language is
no less important than how they are constructed as subjects within relations of pro-
duction. The world of the discursive, with its ensemble of signifying terms and practices,
is essential to how people relate to themselves, Others, and the world around them. It
is a textual world through which people develop a sense of self and collective identity
and relate to each other, not a world that can be explained merely in terms of causal
events that follow the rule-bound determinations of physical and economic laws.39

The political economy of the sign does not displace political economy; it simply as-
sumes its rightful place as a primary category for understanding how identities are
forged within particular relations of privilege, oppression, and struggle. In pursuing
this line of inquiry, postmodernism serves to deterritorialize the map of dominant
cultural understanding. That is, it rejects European tradition as the exclusive referent
for judging what constitutes historical, cultural, and political truth. There is no tradition
or story that can speak with authority and certainty for all of humanity. In effect,
critical postmodernism argues that traditions should be valued for their attempts to
name the partial, the particular, and the specific; in this view, traditions demonstrate
the importance of constituting history as a dialogue among a variety of voices as they
struggle within asymmetrical relations of power. Traditions are not valued for their
claims to truth or authority, but for the ways in which they serve to liberate and enlarge
human possibilities. In other words, tradition does not represent the voice of an all-
embracing view of life; instead, it serves to place people self-consciously in their histories
by making them aware of the memories constituted in difference, struggle, and hope.
Tradition in postmodern terms is a form of counter-memory that recovers those com-
plex yet submerged identities that constitute the social and political construction of
public life.40

Postmodernism rejects the modernist discourse on history that views it as uniform,
chronological, and teleological. In contrast, postmodernism argues for a view of history
that is decentered, discontinuous, fragmented, and plural. Jim Collins rightly argues
that postmodernism challenges this view of historiography by problematizing “histories
that seek to minimize heterogeneity in pursuit of a dominant style, collective spirit, or
any other such unitary conception.”41 He elaborates on this by arguing:

The common denominator of all such histories, from Oswald Spengler’s The Decline of

the West to Will Wright’s Six Guns and Society, has been the privileging of homogeneous

structures that allow historians to draw rather neat generalizations that support far more

grandiose claims about culture “as a whole.” Emphasis has been placed repeatedly on the

diachronic changes between periods, movements, moods, etc., instead of on synchronic

tensions within those subdivisions—which would naturally undermine any unitary for-

mulations concerning a particular period’s representation of itself in a specific

time. . . . The chief way to break this spell is to begin with a different set of priorities—

specifically that most periods are a “mixture of inconsistent elements,” and that different
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art forms, discourses, etc., all have their own history as well as a societal history . . . To

account for these differences, histories that have been predicated on theories of evolution,

mass consciousness, or Zeitgeist, must be replaced by histories that emphasize synchronic

tensions, the fragmentation of mass consciousness, and the possibility of more than one

Zeitgeist per culture.42

It is worth emphasizing that postmodernism not only raises central questions
about not simply how to rethink the meaning of history and traditions. It also forces
us in the absence of a discourse of essences and foundationalism to raise new and
different questions. As Chantal Mouffe has pointed out, postmodernism provides the
possibility of understanding the limits of traditions so we can enter into dialogue with
them, particularly with respect to how we may think about the construction of political
subjects and the possibility of democratic life.43

Finally, as I have stated in Chapter 3, and at the risk of great simplification, a
postmodernism of resistance challenges the liberal, humanist notion of the unified,
rational subject as the bearer of history.44 In this instance, the subject is neither unified
nor can such a subject’s action be guaranteed in metaphysical or transhistorical terms.
Postmodernism not only views the subject as contradictory and multilayered, it also
rejects the notion that individual consciousness and reason are the most important
determinants in shaping human history. It posits instead a faith in forms of social
transformation that are attentive to the historical, structural, and ideological limits
that shape the possibility for self-reflection and action. It points to solidarity, commu-
nity, and compassion as essential aspects of how we develop and understand the capaci-
ties we have for how we experience the world and ourselves in a meaningful way.45 But
it does so by stressing that in the absence of a unified subject, we can rethink the meaning
of solidarity through a recognition of the multiple antagonisms and struggles that
characterize both the notion of the self and the wider social reality. By recognizing the
multiplicity of subject positions that mediate and are produced by and through con-
tradictory meanings and social practices, it becomes possible to create a discourse of
democratic values that requires a “multiplication of democratic practices, institutional-
izing them into ever more diverse social relations . . . [so that] we will be able not only
to defend democracy but also to deepen it.”46 In different terms, postmodernism offers
a series of referents for rethinking how we are constituted as subjects within a rapidly
changing set of political, social, and cultural conditions.

What does this suggest for the way we look at the issue of race and ethnicity?
Postmodern discourse provides a theoretical foundation for deconstructing the master
narratives of white supremacist logics and for redrawing the boundaries between the
construction of experience and power. In the first instance, by challenging the concept
of master narratives, critical postmodernism has opened up the possibility for launching
a renewed attack on the underlying assumptions that have allowed the dominant culture
to enforce its own authority and racist practices through an unproblematic appeal to
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the virtues of Western civilization. In challenging the notions of universal reason, the
construction of a white, humanist subject, and the selective legitimation of high culture
as the standard for cultural practice, postmodern criticism has illuminated how
Eurocentric-American discourses of identity suppress difference, heterogeneity, and
multiplicity in the effort to maintain hegemonic relations of power. Not only does
postmodernism provide new ways to understand how power works in constructing
racist identities and subjectivities, but it also redefines culture and experience within
multiple relations of difference that offer a range of subject positions from which people
can struggle against racist ideologies and practices. By calling into question the themes
of “degraded Otherness and subaltern marginality” postmodernism offers new theo-
retical tools for attacking “notions of exclusionary identity, dominating heterogeneity,
and universality—or in more blunt language, white supremacy.”47 Postmodern engage-
ments with foundationalism, culture, difference, and subjectivity provide the basis for
questioning the modernist ideal of what constitutes a decent, humane, and good life.
Rather than celebrate the narratives of the “masters,” postmodernism raises important
questions about how narratives get constructed, what they mean, how they regulate
particular forms of moral and social experience, and how they presuppose and embody
particular epistemological and political views of the world. Similarly, postmodernism
attempts to delineate how borders are named; in fact, it attempts to redraw the very
maps of meaning, desire, and difference, inscribing the social and individual body with
new intellectual and emotional investments and calling into question traditional forms
of power and their accompanying modes of legitimation. All of these developments
redefine theory by moving it far beyond—and in opposition to—the concerns embodied
in the ideologies and questions that have defined the underlying racist principles that
have remained unchallenged as a central aspect of modernist discourse.

For educators interested in developing an antiracist pedagogy, postmodernism
offers new epistemologies for rethinking both the broader and specific contexts in
which democratic authority is defined; it offers what Richard Bernstein calls a healthy
“suspiciousness of all boundary-fixing and the hidden ways in which we subordinate,
exclude, and marginalize.”48 Postmodernism also offers educators a variety of discourses
for interrogating modernism’s reliance on totalizing theories based on a desire for
certainty and absolutes.

In order for postmodernism to make a valuable contribution to the development
of critical pedagogy of race, educators must combine its most important theoretical
insights with those stories and narratives that illuminate how difference and resistance
are concretely expressed within communities of struggle organized around specific
antiracist practices. In this way, the project of an antiracist pedagogy can be deepened
by expanding its discourse to increasingly wider spheres of social relations and practices.
But postmodern discourse must do more than redefine difference as an integral aspect
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of the construction of educational life. It must also do more than reconstruct the theo-
retical discourse of resistance by recovering knowledge, histories, and experiences that
have traditionally been left out of dominant accounts of schooling, everyday life, and
history. Most important, it is vital that postmodernism open up and establish public
spheres among nonacademic audiences and work with them as part of the struggle to
fight racism and other forms of domination while simultaneously struggling to revitalize
democratic public life. What is important to recognize is that a critical postmodernism
needs to provide educators with a more complex and insightful view of the relationship
between culture, power, and knowledge. When linked with the language of democratic
public life, the notions of difference, power, and specificity can be understood as part
of a public discourse that broadens and deepens individual liberties and rights through
rather than against a radical notion of democracy.

In what follows, I want to develop how a postmodern discourse of resistance might
be elaborated and advanced through the discourse of Afro-American feminists and
writers whose work serves to rewrite and reinscribe the relations between power and
issues of difference, struggle, identity-politics, and narrative. In choosing to focus on
the writings of Afro-American feminists, I make no claim to speak as, for, or within a
similar politics of location. My own politics of location as a white, academic male
positions me to speak to issues of racism and gender by self-consciously recognizing
my own interests in taking-up these practices as part of a broader political project to
expand the scope and meaning of democratic struggle and a politics of solidarity. Border
crossing in this instance is part of an attempt to further rupture a politics of historical
silence and theoretical erasure that serves to repress and marginalize the voices of the
Other. At stake here is the need to understand the specificity of cultural production in
its own terms as it is produced through the diverse voices of Afro-American feminists
constituted in different relations of power. In addition, border crossings of this sort
need to challenge the authority and practices of dominant representation in order to
refigure the possibility for building new forms of identification and solidarity across a
politics of difference. What is at issue here is not an attempt to merely develop forms of
self-criticism and understanding, although these are not to be easily discounted, but to
rewrite the conditions for forms of solidarity by making visible the varied contribu-
tions that women of color are developing in their attempts both to come to voice and
to voice critical and transformative narratives that deeply refigure the meaning of jus-
tice, liberty, and freedom as a condition for making difference essential to democratic
life. Such a position rewrites the relationship between the margins and the centers by
resisting the tendency to construct the world through the conceptual baggage of
Eurocentric colonial discourse while simultaneously creating new critical public spheres
as sites of resistance and transformation that challenge existing neocolonial, ideological
and institutional centers of power.
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Afro-American Feminist Writers and the Discourse of Possibility

Afro-American women feminists have been writing against the grain for a long time in
this country.49 Most importantly, they have given the politics of resistance and solidarity
a new meaning in the diverse ways in which they have struggled, as Barbara Christian
puts it, “to define and express our totality rather than being defined by Others.”50 Within
the diverse body of material that makes up their work, there is a language both of
critique and possibility. It is woven out of forms of testifying, narrativizing, and theo-
rizing that reconstruct the meaning of difference while simultaneously rewriting the
meaning of history as a basis for sustaining community memories and enveloping
viable forms of collective struggle. The tensions that permeate this work range from
suffering and resistance to a sense of healing and transcendence. For example, in the
work of the novelist Paule Marshall we encounter the attempts to reconstruct “the past
and the need to reverse the present social order.”51 In the work of political writers such
as June Jordan, Audre Lorde, bell hooks, Michele Wallace, and Hazel Carby there is an
ongoing attempt to retheorize the notion of voice as part of the shifting construction
of identities forged in differences, especially those constituted out of class, race, and
gender.52 There is also an attempt to theorize voice as a historically specific cultural site
from which one learns to create an oppositional consciousness and identity, a stand-
point that exists not only as one that opposes domination, but one that also enables
and extends individual and social capacities and possibilities for making human con-
nections and compassionate communities of resistance and liberation.53

Within this work, a discourse of difference and solidarity emerges which is multi-
layered and dialectical. First, all of these Afro-American women offer, in different ways,
a critique of difference as it is constructed through the codes and relations of the domi-
nant culture. Second, Afro-American feminist writers have criticized the emancipatory
notion of difference put forward by white feminists in the last decade while simulta-
neously developing a more radical notion of the politics of difference and identity
politics. Third, there is a brilliant reconstruction of difference in these works through
the development of narratives as forms of dangerous memory that provide the foun-
dation for communities of resistance and a radical ethics of accountability. In what
follows, I will analyze each of these elements of difference before addressing their peda-
gogical implications for developing what I call a border pedagogy of resistance.

Unlike many radical and postmodern theories, the work of Afro-American femi-
nists is deeply concerned with developing a politics of difference that locates the dy-
namics of domination in the center of rather than on the margins of power. In effect,
Afro-American feminists have attempted to uncover how complex modes of inequality
are structured through racial, class, and gender divisions that lie at the heart of the
dominant culture and that by definition serve to shape its most basic institutional and
ideological forms. A number of issues are at work here. First, there is the need to estab-
lish that racial identities are also white and must be seen as specific historical and
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social constructions. It is imperative to see questions of ethnicity as part of a broader
discussion of racism in order to understand how whiteness serves as a norm to privilege
its own definitions of power while simultaneously concealing the political and social
distinctions embedded in its essentialist constructions of difference through the cate-
gories of race, gender, and class.

Within this perspective, difference cannot be understood outside of the dynamics
of silencing, subjugation, and infantilization. By focusing on the ways in which white
ethnicity exercises power, designates Otherness in terms that degrade and cheapen
human life, and hides its own partiality in narratives of universality and common sense,
Afro-American feminists have been able to redefine what it means for people of color
to come to voice and to speak in their own terms. To struggle within a politics of voice,
within these practices, means that Afro-Americans have to reject a politics of the center
in which the Other is reduced to an object whose experiences and traditions are either
deemed alien by whites or whose identity has to bear exclusively the historical weight
of Otherness and racialization. Hazel Carby suggests that:

one way to rethink the relationship between the social, political, and cultural construction

of blackness and marginality, on the one hand, and assumptions of a normative whiteness

within the dominant culture, on the other, is to examine the ways in which that dominant

culture has been shaped and transformed by the presence of the marginalized. This means

a public recognition that the process of marginalization itself is central to the formation

of the dominant culture. The first and very important stage is . . . to recognize the cul-

tural and political category of whiteness. It seems obvious to say it but in practice the

racialization of our social order is only recognized in relation to racialized “others.”54

What Carby points to is part of a broader theoretical attempt by Afro-American
feminists to reject narrow notions of Afro-American identity while also calling into
question the cultural absences that historically and socially locate white ethnicity within
subject positions that blind many whites to the mechanisms of cultural apartheid and
relations of power that are constitutive of what it means to be part of a dominant
Eurocentric culture in America. As Coco Fusco puts it, “Endemic to this history are
structured absences that function to maintain relations of power. To put it bluntly, no
one has yet spoken of the ‘self ’ implicit in the ‘other,’ or of the ones who are designating
the ‘others.’ Power, veiled and silent, remains in place.”55 Afro-American feminists have
provided an enormous service by shifting the discussion of difference away from an
exclusive concern with the margins and in doing so have made it clear that any analysis
of racial identity must include an analysis of how the dominant Other functions to
actively and systematically conceal its own historical and cultural identity while devalu-
ing the identity of other racial groups. By challenging how boundaries of difference
have been constructed through dominant Eurocentric codes and binarisms, it becomes
possible to deepen our understanding of not only how white ethnicity is constructed

Giroux-RT1496_C03.pmd 1/28/2005, 3:16 PM99



 100 Border Crossings

in its attempts to position others. It also becomes possible to rethink the issue of sub-
jectivity and resistance outside of the crippling essentialisms that have characterized
dominant humanist theory. Identity is no longer something that is fixed but fluid,
shifting, and multiple. At the same time, oppression can now be seen in its multiple
antagonisms and social relations. Once dominant culture is racialized within the dis-
course of ethnicity and existing power relations, it becomes possible to write history
from the perspective of those engaged in the struggle against cultural genocide. Voices
now begin to emerge from different locations and are no longer authorized to speak
only through a Eurocentric perspective that defines them in its own interests. bell hooks
links this emergence of multiple voices as part of a wider struggle for a politics and
identity that is crucial to the reconstruction of Afro-American subjectivity. She writes:

We return to “identity” and “culture” for relocation, linked to political practice—identity

that is not informed by a narrow cultural nationalism masking continued fascination

with the power of the white hegemonic other. Instead identity is evoked as a stage in a

process wherein one constructs radical black subjectivity. Recent critical reflections on  a

static notion of black identity urge transformation of our sense of who can we be and

still be black. Assimilation, imitation, or assuming the role of rebellious exotic other are

not the only available options and never have been. This is why it is crucial to radically

revise notions of identity politics, to explore marginal locations as spaces where we can

best become whatever we want to be while remaining committed to liberatory black

liberation struggle.56

Central to the notion of difference put forth by many black theorists is a notion
of antiracism that refigures the meaning of ethnicity as a social and historical construct.
Such a view signals the end of the essentialist black subject as well as the structured
absence of whiteness as a racial category. For example, Stuart Hall suggests that the
notion of the black subject as a social and historical construction points to a new con-
ception of identity and a redefinition of a cultural politics of difference. He writes:

Constituting oneself as “black” is another recognition of self through difference: certain

clear polarities and extremities against which one tries to define oneself. . . . It has long

been thought that this is really a simple process: a recognition—a resolution of

irresolutions, a coming to rest in some place which was always there waiting for one. The

“real me.” . . . The fact is “black” has never been just there either. It has always been an

unstable identity, psychically, culturally, and politically. It, too, is a narrative, a story, a

history. Something constructed, told, spoken, not simply found.57

The strategic importance of making Afro-American identity both complex and
visible has been theoretically developed in the writing of a number of Afro-American
feminists. More specifically, these writers have criticized the ways in which the notion
of difference and race have been taken-up in essentialist terms by many white middle-
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class feminists in the struggle over sexuality and gender. Audre Lorde is a powerful
voice in this struggle:

Those of us who have been forged in the crucibles of difference—those of us who are

poor, who are lesbians, who are Black, who are older—know that survival is not an aca-

demic skill. It is learning how to stand alone, unpopular and sometimes reviled, and how

to make common cause with those others identified as outside the structures in order to

define and seek a world in which we can all flourish. It is learning how to take our differ-

ences and make them strengths. For the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s

house. They may allow us temporarily to beat him at his own game, but they will never

enable us to bring about change.58

In this quote, she uses the notion of difference as a referent for critique and as a
basis for advancing the emancipatory possibilities in a radicalized notion of difference.
In the first instance, she argues against various versions of contemporary feminism
that limit domination to the sphere of sexual relations and, in doing so, develop a
discourse of difference that excludes questions of racism, class domination, and ho-
mophobia. Under the banner of feminist struggle and liberation, many contemporary
feminists have unconsciously reconstructed the Eurocentric logocentrism they claimed
they were attacking. In effect, while the center was being reconstructed as an affirmation
of feminism in the service of an attack on patriarchy, it functioned to recreate existing
margins of power while denying the voices of working-class women, lesbians, and
women of color. As Lorde points out:

The absence of these considerations weakens any feminist discussion of the personal

and the political. It is a particular academic arrogance to assume any discussion of feminist

theory without examining our many differences, and without a significant input from

poor women, Black and Third World Women, and lesbians.59

Lorde is not merely criticizing a feminist perspective that refuses to examine dif-
ferences as they are constructed outside of the world of white, middle-class women.
She is also arguing that in this refusal of difference lie the seeds of racism and ho-
mophobia. She recognizes that whites have a heavy cultural, political, and affective
investment in ignoring differences. To recognize such differences is to immediately call
into play the asymmetrical relations of power that structure the lives of white and
Afro-American women differently. For white middle-class women, this often invokes
guilt and forces them to “allow women of Color to step out of stereotype . . . [and] it
threatens the complacency of these women who view oppression only in terms of sex.”60

Lorde is eloquent on this issue:

Poor women and women of Color know there is a difference between the daily manifes-

tations of marital slavery and prostitution because it is our daughters who line 42nd
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Street. If white American feminist theory need not deal with the differences between us,

and the resulting difference in our oppressions, then how do you deal with the fact that

the women who clean your houses and tend your children while you attend conferences

on feminist theory, are for the most part, poor women and women of Color? What is the

theory behind racist feminism? In a world of possibility for us all, our personal visions

help lay the groundwork for political action. The failure of academic feminists to recog-

nize difference as a crucial strength is a failure to reach beyond the first patriarchal les-

son. In our world, divide and conquer must become define and empower.61

But Lorde, like a number of Afro-American writers, is not content either to limit
her analysis to the racism inherent in narrowly defined feminist theories of difference
or to deconstruct forms of cultural separatism that argue that Afro-Americans only
need to bear witness to the positive moments in their own stories. These are important
political and strategic issues, but Lorde is also concerned about developing a politics of
solidarity and identity that views difference as a dynamic human force that is “enrich-
ing rather than threatening to the defined self when there are shared goals.”62 In this
case, Afro-American women writers have attempted to develop a politics of difference
that celebrates its creative function while simultaneously arguing for new forms of
community rooted in definitions of power and patterns of relating that allow diverse
groups of people to reach out beyond their own interests to forge living connections
with a multitude of differences for the purpose of developing a democratic culture and
society.

At issue here is a politics of resistance in which difference is explored through the
category of voice and solidarity. It is important to stress, even at the expense of over-
stating the issue, that Afro-American feminists have attempted to develop a notion of
Afro-American subjectivity and voice that portrays Afro-American women outside of
the narrow confines of an essentialist and stereotypical reading. In this case, there is an
attempt to develop a notion of self and identity that links difference to the insistence of
speaking in many voices, to fasten a notion of identity that is shifting and multiple
rather than static and singular. Central here is the need to engage voice as an act of
resistance and self-transformation, to recognize that as one comes to voice one estab-
lishes the precondition for becoming a subject in history rather than an object.63 In
analyzing a portion of her own experience in attending all-black segregated schools,
hooks comments on how she learned to recognize the value of an education that allowed
her to speak in many voices. She writes:

In part, attending all-black segregated schools with black teachers meant that I had come

to understand black poets as being capable of speaking in many voices . . . The black

poet, as exemplified by Gwendolyn Brooks and later Amiri Baraka, had many voices—

with no single voice being identified as more or less authentic. The insistence on finding

one voice, one definitive style of writing and reading one’s poetry, fits all too neatly with

a static notion of self and identity that was pervasive in university settings. It seemed

Giroux-RT1496_C03.pmd 1/28/2005, 3:16 PM102



103Redefining the Boundaries of Race and Ethnicity

that many black students found our situations problematic precisely because our sense

of self, and by definition our voice, was not unilateral, monologist, or static but rather

multidimensional. We were as at home in dialect as we were in standard English. Individ-

uals who speak languages other than English, who speak patois as well as standard English,

find it a necessary aspect of self-affirmation not to feel compelled to choose one voice

over another, not to claim one as more authentic, but rather to construct social realities

that celebrate, acknowledge, and affirm differences, variety . . . to claim all the tongues

in which we speak, to make speech of the many languages that give expression to the

unique cultural reality of a people.64

As part of a politics of difference, an antiracist pedagogy would have to investigate
the relationship between language and voice as part of a wider concern with demo-
cratic struggle and antagonisms. Instead of talking about literacy, radical educational
theory would have to educate teachers and administrators to speak and listen to many
languages and ways of understanding the world. Not only would this open up the
possibility for many people to speak from the decided advantage of their own experi-
ences, it would also multiply and decidedly transform the discursive and nondiscursive
sites from which administrators, teachers, students, parents, and neighborhood people
could engage in dialogue and communities of solidarity. A radical educational dis-
course would also educate people to the tyranny that lies beneath logocentric narratives,
truths that appear to exist beyond criticism, and language that undermines the force
of democratic encounters. In this context, June Jordan is illuminating in sharply con-
trasting the implications of a language difference with the reality that most people find
themselves in at the current historical juncture in the United States:

I am talking about majority problems of language in a democratic state, problems of a

currency that someone has stolen and hidden away and then homogenized into an official

“English” language that can only express non-events involving nobody responsible, or

lies. If we lived in a democratic state our language would have to hurtle, fly, curse, and

sing, in all the common American names, all the undeniable and representative participat-

ing voices of everybody here. We would not tolerate the language of the powerful and,

thereby, lose all respect for words, per se. We would make our language conform to the

truth of our many selves and we would make our language lead us into the equality of

power that a democratic state must represent . . . This is not a democratic state. And we

put up with that. We have the language of the powerful that perpetuates that power

through the censorship of dissenting views.65

Another important element in the theory and politics of difference that has
emerged in the writings of Afro-American feminists is the importance of stories, of
narrative forms that keep alive communities of resistance while also indicting the col-
lective destruction that mobilizes racism, sexism, and other forms of domination. Bar-
bara Christian argues that Afro-American people have always theorized in narrative
forms, “in the stories we create, in riddles and proverbs, in the play with language,
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since dynamic rather than fixed ideas seem more to our liking.”66 The narratives that
are at work here are grounded in the discourse of everyday life—they are polyphonic,
partial, and vibrant. And yet they are produced amid relations of struggle. Toni Cade
Bambara claims that such stories are grounded in relations of survival, struggle, and
wide-awake resistance. She writes:

Stories are important. They keep us alive. In the ships, in the camps, in the quarters,

field, prisons, on the road, on the run, underground, under siege, in the throes, on the

verge—the story teller snatches us back from the edge to hear the next chapter. In which

we are the subjects. We, the hero of the tales. Our lives preserved. How it was, how it be.

Passing it along in the relay. That is what I work to do: to produce stories that save our

lives.67

The development of narrative forms and stories in the work of writers like Zora
Neale Hurston, Paule Marshall, Toni Morrison, Alice Walker, and Toni Cade Bambara
challenge the ways in which knowledge is constructed, illuminate the relationship be-
tween knowledge and power, and redefine the personal and the political so as to rewrite
the dialectical connection between what we learn and how we come to learn given our
specific location in history, experience, and language.68 The literature of Afro-American
feminist writers extends and challenges postmodernism’s view of narratives. Their
writings link the form and substance of narrative storytelling with issues of survival
and resistance and add a more progressive political character to narrative structure
and substance than is developed in postmodern analyses. The development of these
stories becomes a medium for developing forms of historical consciousness that provide
the basis for new relations of solidarity, community, and self-love. For example, Michelle
Gibbs Russell links the political and the pedagogical in the use of storytelling and, in
doing so, demonstrates the radical potential it assumes as a form of self and social
empowerment:

The oldest form of building historical consciousness in community is storytelling. The

transfer of knowledge, skill, and value from one collective memory, has particular sig-

nificance in diaspora culture. . . . Political education for Black women in America be-

gins with the memory of four hundred years of enslavement, diaspora, forced labor,

beatings, bombings, lynchings, and rape. It takes on inspirational dimensions when we

begin cataloguing the heroic individuals and organizations in our history who have battled

against those atrocities, and triumphed over them. It becomes practical when we are

confronted with the problem of how to organize food cooperatives for women on food-

stamp budgets or how to prove one’s fitness as a mother in court. It becomes radical

when, as teachers, we develop a methodology that places daily life at the center of history

and enables Black women to struggle for survival with the knowledge that they are making

history. One setting where such connections can be made is the classroom. In the ab-

sence of any land, or turf, which we actually control, the classroom serves as a temporary
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space where we can evoke and evaluate our collective memory of what is done to us, and

what we do in turn.69

As a pedagogical practice, the recovery and affirmation of stories that emanate
from the experience of marginal groups can also serve in an emancipatory way to
recenter the presence of white authority. Such stories cannot be used exclusively as a
basis for whites to examine their own complicity in the construction of racism; they
can also help privileged groups listen seriously to the multiple narratives that constitute
the complexity of Others historically defined through reifications and stereotypes that
smother difference within and between diverse subordinate groups. Of course, such
stories also need to provide the opportunity to raise questions about what kinds of
common claims regarding a discourse of ethics, accountability, and identity politics
can be developed between whites and people of color around such narrative forms. I
believe that by making visible and interrogating the variety of textual forms and voices
that inform such narratives, students can deconstruct the master narratives of racism,
sexism, and class domination while simultaneously questioning how these narratives
contribute to forms of self-hatred and contempt that surround the identities of blacks,
women, and other subordinated groups.70 Similarly, the stories of marginal groups
provide counter-narratives that call into question the role that whites and other domi-
nant groups have and continue to play in perpetuating oppression and human suffering.
Sharon Welch is instructive on this issue. She argues that listening to and engaging the
stories of the other can educate members of white, Eurocentric culture to a redefinition
of responsibility through what she calls an ethic of risk and resistance. She writes:

Particular stories call us to accountability. As dangerous memories of conflict, oppression,

and exclusion, they call those of us who are, often unknowingly, complicit in structures

of control to join in resistance and transformation. For those of us who are members of

the Western elite, by reason of race, gender, education, or economic status, we are chal-

lenged by the stories of the marginalized and oppressed to grasp the limits of our ethical

and political wisdom–the limited appeal of our capitalist economic system, our limited

appreciation of the vitality and determination of the other people to shape their own

identities. . . . We in the First World are not responsible for others; we are responsible for

ourselves—for seeing the limits of our own vision and for rectifying the damages caused

by the arrogant violation of those limits.71

Welch is arguing for a dialectical notion of narrative. She rightly argues that the
narratives of subordinate groups needs to be recovered as “dangerous memories” that
rewrite and reinscribe the historical threads of community forged in resistance and
struggle. She also argues that such stories are needed to construct an ethical discourse
that indicts Eurocentric-American master narratives so they can be critically interro-
gated and discarded when necessary in the interests of constructing social relations
and communities of struggle that provide healing, salvation, and justice. At the same
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time, Michele Wallace offers a critical qualification on the praise and use of narrative
structure in the writings of Afro-American women.72. She argues that the success of
contemporary Afro-American women’s novel writing is privileged by dominant groups
to the exclusion of other forms of discursive representation. This is not to undermine
what I have said about the importance of narrative structure in Afro-American femi-
nist works. I mean only to locate how such work can be appropriated by the dominant
culture in ways that reproduce and reinforce forms of inequality and racism. In this
case, theoretical cultural criticism becomes the exclusive discourse of mostly white
academics, while theoretical cultural criticism by Afro-American feminists is either
ignored or marginalized.

Border Pedagogy as the Practice of Struggle and Transformation

If the construction of antiracist pedagogy is to escape from a notion of difference that
is silent about other social antagonisms and forms of struggle, it must be developed as
part of a wider public discourse that is simultaneously about the discourse of an engaged
plurality and the formation of critical citizenship. This must be a discourse that breathes
life into the notion of democracy by stressing a notion of lived community that is not
at odds with the principles of justice, liberty, and equality.73 Such a discourse must be
informed by a postmodern concern with establishing the material and ideological con-
ditions that allow multiple, specific, and heterogeneous ways of life to come into play
as part of a border pedagogy of postmodern resistance. In other words, educators must
prepare students for a type of citizenship that does not separate abstract rights from
the realm of the everyday and does not define community as the legitimating and
unifying practice of a one-dimensional historical and cultural narrative. Postmodernism
radicalizes the emancipatory possibilities of teaching and learning as part of a wider
struggle for democratic public life and critical citizenship. It does this by refusing forms
of knowledge and pedagogy wrapped in the legitimizing discourse of the sacred and
the priestly; rejecting universal reason as a foundation for human affairs; claiming that
all narratives are partial; and performing a critical reading on all scientific, cultural,
and social texts as historical and political constructions.

In this view, the broader parameters of an antiracist pedagogy are informed by a
political project that links the creation of critical citizens to the development of radical
democracy; that is, a political project that ties education to the broader struggle for a
public life in which dialogue, vision, and compassion remain critically attentive to the
rights and conditions that organize public space as a democratic social form rather
than as a regime of terror and oppression. It is important to emphasize that difference
and pluralism in this view do not mean reducing democracy to the equivalency of
diverse interests; on the contrary, what is being argued for is a language in which dif-
ferent voices and traditions exist and flourish to the degree that they listen to the voices
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of Others; a language that engages in an ongoing attempt to eliminate forms of subjective
and objective suffering and maintains those conditions in which the act of communicat-
ing and living extends rather than restricts the creation of democratic public spheres.
This is as much a political project as it is a pedagogical project, one that demands that
antiracist pedagogical practices be developed within a discourse that combines a demo-
cratic public philosophy with a postmodern theory of resistance. Within this perspec-
tive, the issue of border pedagogy is located within those broader cultural and political
considerations that are beginning to redefine our traditional view of community, lan-
guage, space, and possibility. It is a pedagogy that is attentive to developing a demo-
cratic public philosophy that respects the notion of difference as part of a common
struggle to extend and transform the quality of public life. In short, the notion of
border pedagogy presupposes not merely an acknowledgment of the shifting borders
that both undermine and reterritorialize dominant configurations of power and knowl-
edge. It also links the notion of pedagogy with the creation of a society in which there
is available a multiplicity of democratic practices, values, and social relations for students
to take-up within different learning situations. At stake here is a view of democracy and
learning in which multiplicity, plurality, and struggle become the raison d’etre of demo-
cratic public life. Chantal Mouffe has elaborated this position in neo-Gramscian terms:

If the task of radical democracy is indeed to deepen the democratic revolution and to

link together diverse democratic struggles, such a task requires the creation of new subject-

positions that would allow the common articulation, for example, of antiracism,

antisexism, and anticapitalism. These struggles do not spontaneously converge, and in

order to establish democratic 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 equiva-

lence. For it is not a matter of establishing a mere alliance between given interests but of

actually modifying the very identity of those 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 power become truly democratic.74

Mouffe’s position should not suggest that this is merely a political task to be es-
tablished and carried out by an elite, a party, or a specific group of intellectuals. It is
more importantly a pedagogical task that has to be taken-up and argued for by all
cultural workers who take a particular political stand on the meaning and importance
of radical democracy as a way of life. Such a position not only rejects the one-sided
and undemocratic interests that inform the conservative argument that collapses de-
mocracy into the logic of the market or buttresses the ideology of cultural uniformity,
but also rejects leftist versions of an identity politics that excludes the Other as part of
a reductive discourse of assertion and separatism. Stanley Aronowitz extends Mouffe’s
emphasis on difference as a central feature of democracy by linking democracy with
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citizenship understood as a form of self-management constituted in all major economic,
social, and cultural spheres.75 Democracy in this context takes-up the issue of transfer-
ring power from elites and executive authorities, who control the economic and cultural
apparatuses of society, to those producers who wield power at the local levels.
Aronowitz’s argument is important because he not only critiques the discourse of liberal
pluralism and “chic” difference in his analysis of democratic struggle and calls for the
construction of popular public spheres, but he also places the issue of power, politics,
and struggle at the heart of the debate over radical democracy. What is being called for
here is a notion of border pedagogy that provides educators with the opportunity to
rethink the relations between the centers and the margins of power. That is, such a
pedagogy must address the issue of racism as one that calls into question not only
forms of subordination that create inequities among different groups as they live out
their lives, but as I have mentioned previously, also challenges those institutional and
ideological boundaries that have historically masked their own relations of power behind
complex forms of distinction and privilege.

What does this suggest for the way we develop the basic elements of an antiracist
pedagogy? First, the notion of border pedagogy offers students the opportunity to
engage the multiple references that constitute different cultural codes, experiences,
and languages. This means providing the learning opportunities for students to become
media-literate in a world of changing representations. It means offering students the
knowledge and social relations that enable them to critically read not only how cultural
texts are regulated by various discursive codes, but also how such texts express and
represent different ideological interests. In this case, border pedagogy establishes condi-
tions of learning that define literacy inside of the categories of power and authority.
This suggests developing pedagogical practices that address texts as social and historical
constructions; it also suggests developing pedagogical practices that allow students to
analyze texts in terms of their presences and absences. Most important, such practices
should provide students with the opportunity to read texts dialogically through a con-
figuration of many voices, some of which offer resistance, some of which provide
support. Border pedagogy also stresses that students must be provided with the oppor-
tunity to critically engage the strengths and limitations of the cultural and social codes
that define their own histories and narratives. In this case, partiality becomes the basis
for recognizing the limits built into all discourses. At issue here is the need for students
to not merely develop a healthy skepticism toward all discourses of authority, but also
to recognize how authority and power can be transformed in the interest of creating a
democratic society.

Within this discourse, students engage knowledge as border-crossers, as people
moving in and out of borders constructed around coordinates of difference and power.76

These are not only physical borders, but cultural borders historically constructed and
socially organized within maps of rules and regulations that serve to either limit, exclude,
or pathologize particular identities, individual capacities, and social forms. Students
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cross borders of meaning, maps of knowledge, social relations, and values that are
increasingly being negotiated and rewritten as the codes and regulations that organize
them become destabilized and reshaped. Border pedagogy decenters as it remaps. The
terrain of learning becomes inextricably linked to the shifting parameters of place,
identity, history, and power. By reconstructing the traditional radical emphasis of the
knowledge–power relationship away from the limited emphasis of mapping domina-
tion 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 politics, educators can redefine
the teacher–student relationship in ways that allow students to draw upon their own
personal experience as real knowledge.

At one level this means giving students the opportunity to speak, locate themselves
in history, and become subjects in the construction of their identities and the wider
society. It also means defining voice not merely as an opportunity to speak, but to
engage critically with the ideology and substance of speech, writing, and other forms
of cultural production. In this case, “coming to voice” for students from both dominant
and subordinated cultures means engaging in rigorous discussions of various cultural
texts, drawing upon one’s personal experience, and confronting the process through
which ethnicity and power can be rethought as a political narrative that challenges
racism as part of a broader struggle to democratize social, political, and economic life.
In part, this means looking at the various ways in which race implicates relations of
domination, resistance, suffering, and power within various social practices and how
these are taken-up in multiple ways by students who occupy different ethnic, social,
and gender locations. In this way, race is never discussed outside of broader articulations
nor is it merely about people of color.

Second, a border pedagogy of postmodern resistance needs to do more than edu-
cate students to perform ideological surgery on master narratives based on white, patri-
archal, and class-specific interests. If the master narratives of domination are to be
effectively deterritorialized, it is important for educators to understand how such nar-
ratives are taken-up as part of an investment of feeling, pleasure, and desire. The syn-
tax of learning and behavior must be rethought outside of the geography of rationality
and reason. For example, this means that racism cannot be dealt with in a purely lim-
ited analytical way. An antiracist pedagogy must engage how and why students both
make particular ideological and affective investments and occupy particular subject
positions that give them a sense of meaning, purpose, and delight. As Hall argues, this
means uncovering both for ourselves as teachers as well as for the students we are
teaching “the deep structural factors which have a tendency persistently not only to
generate racial practices and structures but to reproduce them through time which
therefore account for their extraordinarily immovable character.”77 In addition to en-
gaging racism within a politics of representation, ideology, and pleasure, any serious
analysis of racism must also be historical and structural. It has to chart-out how racist
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practices develop, where they come from, how they are sustained, how they affect domi-
nant and subordinate groups, and how they can be challenged. This is not a discourse
about personal preferences or dominant tastes but a discourse about economics, culture,
politics, and power.

Third, a border pedagogy offers the opportunity for students to air their feelings
about race from the perspective of the subject positions they experience as constitutive
of their own identities. Ideology in this sense is treated not merely as an abstraction
but as part of the student’s lived experience. This does not mean that teachers either
reduce their role to that of intellectual voyeur or collapse their authority into a shabby
form of relativism. Nor does border pedagogy suggest that students merely express or
assess their own experiences. Rather, it points to a particular form of teacher authority
grounded in a respect for a radically decentered notion of democratic public life, a
view of authority that rejects the notion that all forms of authority are expressions of
unwarranted power and oppression. Instead, border pedagogy argues for forms of
authority that are rooted in democratic interests and emancipatory social relations.
Authority, in this case, rejects politics as aesthetics, and retains instead the significance
of the knowledge/power relationship as a discourse of criticism and politics necessary
for the achievement of equality, freedom, and struggle. This is not a form of authority
based on an appeal to universal truths; rather, it is a form of authority that recognizes
its own partiality while simultaneously asserting a standpoint from which to engage
the discourses and practices of democracy, freedom, and domination. Put another way,
this is a notion of authority rooted in a political project that ties education to the
broader struggle for public life in which dialogue, vision, and compassion remain
critically attentive to the liberating and dominating relations that organize various
aspects of everyday life.78

This suggests that teachers use their authority to establish classroom conditions
in which different views about race can be aired but not treated as simply an expression
of individual views or feelings.79 Andrew Hannan rightly points out that educators
must refuse to treat racism as a matter of individual prejudice and counter such a
position by addressing the “structural foundations of [the] culture of racism.”80 An
antiracist pedagogy must demonstrate that the views we hold about race have different
historical and ideological weight, forged in asymmetrical relations of power, and that
they always embody interests that shape social practices in particular ways. In other
words, an antiracist pedagogy cannot treat ideologies as simply individual expressions
of feeling, but as historical, cultural, and social practices that serve to either undermine
or reconstruct democratic public life. These views must be engaged without silencing
students, but they must also be interrogated next to a public philosophy that names
racism for what it is and calls racist ideologies and practices into account on political
and ethical terms.

Fourth, educators need to understand how the everyday experience of marginal-
ity lends itself to forms of oppositional and transformative consciousness. For those
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designated as Others need 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. It is only through such an
understanding that teachers can develop a border pedagogy that opens up the possibility
for students to reclaim their voices as part of a process of empowerment and not merely
as what some have called an initiation into the culture of power.81 It is not enough for
students to learn how to resist power that is oppressive, that names them in a way that
undermines their ability to govern rather than serve, and that prevents them from
struggling against forms of power that subjugate and exploit. For example, Lisa Delpit’s
call for educators to integrate Afro-American students into what she unproblematically
addresses as “the culture of power” appears to be linked to how such power is con-
structed in opposition to democratic values and used as a force for domination.82

I do not mean to suggest the authority of white dominant culture is all of one
piece, nor do I mean to imply that it should not be an object of study. What is at stake
here is forging a notion of power that does not collapse into a form of domination, but
is critical and emancipatory, which allows students to both locate themselves in his-
tory and to critically, not slavishly, appropriate the cultural and political codes of their
own and other traditions. Moreover, students who have to disavow their racial heri-
tage in order to succeed are not becoming “raceless” as Signithia Fordham has argued;
they are being positioned to accept subject positions that are the source of power for a
white, dominant culture.83 The ability of white, male, Eurocentric culture to normalize
and universalize its own interests works so well that Fordham underemphasizes how
whiteness as a cultural and historical construction, as a site of dominant narratives,
exercises the form of authority that prevents black students from speaking through
their own memories, histories, and experiences. Delpit and Fordham are right in at-
tempting to focus on issues of powerlessness as they relate to pedagogy and race, but
they both obscure this relation by not illuminating more clearly how power works in
this society within the schools to secure and conceal various forms of racism and sub-
jugation. Power is multifaceted, and we need a better understanding of how it works
not simply as a force for oppression but also as a basis for resistance and self and social
empowerment. Educators need to fashion a critical postmodern notion of authority,
one that decenters essentialist claims to power while simultaneously fighting for rela-
tions of authority and power that allow many voices to speak so as to initiate students
into a culture that multiplies rather than restricts democratic practices and social rela-
tions as part of a wider struggle for democratic public life.

Fifth, educators need to analyze racism not only as a structural and ideological
force, but also in the diverse and historically specific ways in which it emerges. This is
particularly true of the most recent and newest expressions of racism developing in
the United States and abroad among youth, in popular culture, and in racism’s resur-
gence in the highest reaches of the American government.84 Any notion of antiracist
pedagogy must arise out of specific settings and contexts and must allow its own
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character to be defined, in part, by historically specific and contextual boundaries from
which it emerges. At the same time, such a pedagogy must disavow all claims to scientific
method or for that matter to any objective or transhistorical claims. As a political prac-
tice, an antiracist pedagogy has to be constructed not on the basis of essentialist or
universal claims but on the concreteness of its specific encounters, struggles, and engage-
ments. Roger Simon outlines some of the issues involved here in his discussion of
critical pedagogy:

Such a form of educational work is at root contextual and conditional. A critical pedagogy

can only be concretely discussed from within a particular “point of practice”; from within

a specific time and place and within a particular theme. This means doing critical peda-

gogy is a strategic, practical task not a scientific one. It arises not against a background of

psychological, sociological, or anthropological universals—as does much educational

theory to pedagogy—but from such questions as: “how is human possibility being dimin-

ished here?”85

Sixth, an antiracist border pedagogy must redefine how the circuits of power move
in a dialectical fashion among various sites of cultural production.86 That is, we need a
clearer understanding of how ideologies and other social practices that bear down on
classroom relations emerge from and articulate with other spheres of social life. As
educators, we need a clearer understanding of how the grounds for the production
and organization of knowledge are related to forms of authority situated in political
economy, the state, and other material practices. We also need to understand how cir-
cuits of power produce forms of textual authority that offer readers particular subject
positions, that is, ideological references that provide but do not rigidly determine par-
ticular views of the world.87 In addition, educators need to explore how the reading of
texts is linked with the forms of knowledge and social relations that students bring
into the classroom. In other words, we need to understand in terms of function and
substance those social and cultural forms outside of the classroom that produce the
multiple and often contradictory subject positions that students learn and express in
their interaction with the dominant cultural capital of American schools.

Finally, central to the notion of border pedagogy is a number of important peda-
gogical issues regarding the role that teachers might take-up in making a commitment
to fight racism in their classrooms, schools, communities, and the wider society. The
concept of border pedagogy can help to locate teachers within social, political, and
cultural boundaries that define and mediate in complex ways how they function as
intellectuals who exercise particular forms of moral and social regulation. Border peda-
gogy calls attention to both the ideological and the partial as central elements in the
construction of teacher discourse and practice. To the degree that teachers make the
construction of their own voices, histories, and ideologies problematic, they become
more attentive of Otherness as a deeply political and pedagogical issue. In other words,
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by deconstructing the underlying principles that inform their own lives and pedagogy,
educators can begin to recognize the limits underlying the partiality of their own views.
Such a recognition offers the promise of allowing teachers to restructure their peda-
gogical relations in order to engage in an open and critical fashion fundamental ques-
tions about how knowledge is taught, how knowledge relates to students’ lives, how
students can engage with knowledge, and how pedagogy actually relates to empowering
both teachers and students. Within dominant models of pedagogy, teachers are often
silenced through a refusal or inability to make problematic with students the values
that inform how they teach and engage the multifaceted relationship between knowl-
edge and power. Without the benefit of dialogue and understanding of the partiality of
their own beliefs, teachers are cut-off from any understanding of the effects their
pedagogies have on students. In effect, their infatuation with certainty and control
serves to limit the possibilities inherent in their own voices and visions. In this case,
dominant pedagogy serves not only to disable students, but teachers as well. In short,
teachers need to take-up a pedagogy that provides a more dialectical understanding of
their own politics and values; they need to break down pedagogical boundaries that
silence them in the name of methodological rigor or pedagogical absolutes; more im-
portant, they need to develop a power-sensitive discourse that allows them to open up
their interactions with the discourses of various Others so that their classrooms can
engage, rather than negate, the multiple positions and experiences that allow teachers
and students to speak in and with many complex and different voices.88

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 use in dealing with the 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, experience, and stories. To take student voices at face value is
to run the risk of idealizing and romanticizing them. 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 involves more than allowing stu-
dents to speak from their own histories and social formations. It also raises questions
about how teachers use power to cross borders that are culturally strange to them.

At issue here is not a patronizing notion of understanding the Other, but a sense
of how the self is implicated in the construction of Otherness, how exercising critical
attention to such a relationship might allow educators to move out of the center of the
dominant culture toward its margins in order to analyze critically the political, social,
and cultural lineaments of their own values and voices as viewed from different ideo-
logical and cultural spaces. It is important for teachers to understand both how they
wield power and authority and how particular forms of authority are sedimented in
the construction of teachers’ own needs along with the limited subject positions offered
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them in schools. Border pedagogy is not about engaging just the positionality of our
students but about the nature of our own identities as they have emerged and are
emerging within and between various circuits of power. If students are going to learn
how to take risks, to develop a healthy skepticism towards all master narratives, to
recognize the power relations that offer them the opportunity to speak in particular
ways, and to be willing to critically confront their role as critical citizens who can animate
a democratic culture, they need to see such behavior demonstrated in the social practices
and subject positions that teachers live out and not merely propose.

If an antiracist pedagogy is to have any meaning as a force for creating a demo-
cratic society, teachers and students must be given the opportunity to put into effect
what they learn outside of the school. In other words, they must be given the opportunity
to engage in antiracist struggles in their effort to link schooling with real life, ethical
discourse to political action, and classroom relations to a broader notion of cultural
politics. School curriculum should make antiracist pedagogies central to the task of
educating students to enliven a wider and more critically engaged public culture. It
should allow students not merely to take risks but also to push against the boundaries
of an oppressive social order. Such projects can be used to address the relevance of the
school curriculum and its role as a significant public force for linking learning and
social justice with the daily institutional and cultural traditions of society and reshaping
them in the process. All schools should have teachers and students participate in
antiracist curriculum that in some way links with projects in the wider society. This
approach redefines not only teacher authority and student responsibility, but places
the school as a major force in the struggle for social, economic, and cultural justice. A
critical postmodern pedagogy of resistance can challenge not only the oppressive bound-
aries of racism, but all of those barriers that undermine and subvert the construction
of a democratic society.
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Critical Pedagogy
and Cultural Power

An Interview

with Henry A. Giroux*

For nearly two decades education theorist Henry A. Giroux has worked to broaden
our understanding of the relationship between schooling and political life. In
challenging traditional roles of students, teachers, and the institutional structures
that bring them together, Giroux has formulated a range of radical educational
subject positions and new discursive spaces for learning. Giroux’s work is of
particular interest to artists for the way he draws cultural workers into the circle
of pedagogy, whether they practice in the classroom, the gallery, or the street. As
discussed in the conversation below, such efforts to form alliances among progres-
sive artists and educators have assumed even greater urgency in recent years, as
conservatives have recognized the strategic role of arts and humanities education
in producing identities.

At the center of Giroux’s writing and teaching lies a moral commitment to
a set of democratic practices that engages all citizens in common governance. He
argues that these practices can never be inherited but must be learned and re-
learned by each successive generation. In espousing these views, Giroux has
emerged as one of the most outspoken proponents of the “critical pedagogy”
movement, an amalgam of educational philosophies that first gained wide public
recognition in the 1960s through the writings of Brazilian expatriate Paulo Freire.
At the heart of this philosophy lies a belief in the centrality of education in

*David Trend is a professor and director of University of California Institute of Research
for the Art.
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determining political and social relations. As practiced by Freire in countries through-
out the third world, the doctrines of critical pedagogy were used by colonized citizens
to analyze their roles in relations of oppression and to devise programs for revolutionary
change.

During the 1970s and 1980s the philosophies of critical pedagogy were adapted
throughout the industrialized world as a means of addressing power imbalances there.
As a result much of the vocabulary of “empowerment,” “dialogue,” and “voice” has
entered the lexicon of Western social reform movements. At the same time the principles
of critical pedagogy have undergone significant modifications that adapt them to the
needs of contemporary technocratic societies. In a world that is rapidly redefining
relations between its centers and margins and questioning the legitimacy of master
narratives, critical pedagogy has borrowed significantly from postmodernism, feminism,
literary theory, cultural studies, and psychoanalysis.

Since 1983 Giroux has taught in the School of Education and Allied Professions
at Miami University in Oxford, OH, where he is a professor of education and director
of the Center for Education and Cultural Studies. A secondary school teacher from
1969 to 1975, he earned his Ph.D. in curriculum theory, sociology of education, and
history at Carnegie-Mellon University in 1977. He later taught at Boston and Tufts
universities.

Giroux is the author of numerous books, five of which were named by the Ameri-
can Educational Studies Association as among the most significant books in education
in the years of their publication: Ideology, Culture and the Process of Schooling, Education
Under Siege: The Conservative, Liberal, and Radical Debate over Schooling (with Stanley
Aronowitz), Theory and Resistance in Education, Education Under Siege (co-authored
with Stanly Aronowitz), The Abandoned Generation, and Schooling and the Struggle for
Public Life: Critical Pedagogy in the Modern Age. His other works include Curriculum
Discourse as Postmodernist Critical Practice, Postmodern Education: Politics, Culture,
and Social Criticism (with Stanley Aronowitz),1 and over 150 articles and essays.

Giroux has edited books including Critical Pedagogy, the State, and the Struggle
for Culture (with Peter McLaren), Popular Culture, Schooling and Everyday Life (with
Roger Simon), and Postmodernism, Feminism, and Cultural Politics: Rethinking Educa-
tional Boundaries.2 He is a member of the consulting editorial board of the Boston
University Journal of Education and a contributing editor of Curriculum Inquiry. He is
coeditor with Freire of the series Critical Studies in Education, published by Bergin and
Garvey Press, and coeditor with Peter McLaren of Teacher Empowerment and School
Reform, a series published by SUNY Press.

David Trend: By way of introduction, I think we should discuss the language of critical
pedagogy and perhaps address the issue of discursive terminology itself.
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Henry Giroux: The struggle over language in these fields often stems from arguments
about clarity, complexity, and the redefinition of terms. Many people reading
pedagogical language mistakenly say that you simply have to explain it or write
in a style that is clear and uncomplicated. This position is too reductionist. Actu-
ally, we’re talking about how educational paradigms begin to generate a new
language and raise new questions. These points shouldn’t be confused. We’re
pointing to a theory that examines how you view the very realities you engage.
When people say that we write in a language that isn’t as clear as it could be,
while that might be true they’re also responding to the unfamiliarity of a paradigm
that generates questions suppressed in the dominant culture.

When you discuss language, you must consider what public you are address-
ing. Is there one public? What’s the relationship between intellectuals and the
public sphere? Is there a universalized standard of language that becomes a referent
for all others? How do you begin to ask that question in a way that remains
aware of the possibility of ghettoization on one hand but that also recognizes
different publics in different contexts? You should consider those multiple publics
and their multiple political strategies. I think the question is a very important
one.

Producing Knowledge and Power

DT: What are the new paradigms that pedagogical language conveys? Isn’t the dis-
course of critical pedagogy based on critiques of conventional models of school-
ing, the interests they embody, the values they promote, the groups they favor
and disfavor?

HG: Critical pedagogy has arisen from a need to name the contradiction between
what schools claim they do and what they actually do. This position has both
strengths and weaknesses.

DT: You mean that it’s a reactive discussion?

HG: Historically schools were rarely self-critical about their purposes and means, and
the few movements challenging them were very marginal. But something hap-
pened in the 1970s. Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis published a book called
Schooling in Capitalist America: Educational Reform and the Contradictions of
Economic Life3 that launched a form of analysis tied to theories of social repro-
duction. This wasn’t critical pedagogy but an attempt to unravel certain political
and economic injustices within education. As important as it was in politicizing
the issue of school, it was still built upon an Orwellian notion of domination
that was overpowering and without a discourse of resistance.
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Also it focused almost exclusively on labor functions. Schools were said to
reproduce the social relations necessary for maintaining a market economy.
Rather than creating managers they produced passive workers who adjust to the
imperatives of the capitalist order. That language exercised a powerful influence
in mobilizing the critical pedagogy movement, but it exhausted itself in its in-
ability to take-up power dialectically or to consider what schools could do to
apply power productively. So it doesn’t have much of an impact except in aca-
demic circles. In 1978 I could count 10 people in education who had established
public reputations writing about those ideas.

DT: In this country?

HG: Yes. And those whose works were imported from abroad you could count on one
hand: people like Paul Willis, Geoff Witty, and Basil Bernstein. The new feminist
work wasn’t emerging then in education because the emphasis was on materialist
theories of class reproduction. Also no one addressed the question of pedagogy
outside the realm of schooling.

DT: This is in the late 1970s? Why was educational thinking evolving in such a vacuum?

HG: Marxism seemed to offer the only discourse available to people interested in analyz-
ing the relationship of schools and politics. Even the most radical educational
theory was overwhelmed by an economic orthodoxy. The importance of other
discourses wasn’t recognized. However, you have to remember that, while ortho-
dox Marxism reigned from around 1977 to 1980, a new version of reproductive
theory emerged in the work of Pierre Bourdieu and others. It wasn’t simply about
laborers being socialized by the hidden curriculum into dead-end futures. It also
addressed cultural reproduction. Bourdieu brought forward an old Gramscian
line in which schools were said to create cultural capital for those who occupy pos-
itions of power as intellectuals within the cultural apparatus of the larger soci-
ety. Dominant forms of cultural capital had a certain exchange rate on the market
but were accessible to very few people—those who are white and upper middle
class. Regrettably, Bourdieu’s work was similarly overdetermined by theories of
domination and had no programmatic notion of power in the Foucauldian sense.

DT: Coincidentally, this was also a period of great government largesse. It’s difficult to
discuss the era without considering its very generous social programs: educa-
tional initiatives, CETA (Comprehensive Employment and Training Act) pro-
grams, and the growth of the National Endowment for the Arts, for example.
What about the impact of the Reagan revolution in catalyzing some of this think-
ing, perhaps some of your thinking?

HG: Reagan comes along and introduces the idea of education as a popular struggle.
The Reagan administration said that social reproduction is a terrific idea: We
absolutely need workers, and that’s what schools should do. We’ll define educa-
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tion precisely in those terms; we believe that progressives really missed the point
of living in a capitalist society. Schools aren’t neutral. They’re political sites, and
we’re going to fight for them on those grounds. We’re going to engage the notion
of power by saying that schools create character and identities, and we’re going
to show you how to inscribe students in specific roles. And they will take them
up very cheerfully. After all, students are not just dupes. What are you people on
the Left talking about? It’s demeaning to say that people are stupid and that they
don’t make choices.

Then comes Allan Bloom. This is one of the most important moments in
the history of education in the United States, as the Right begins to wage an over-
active struggle on the cultural front. It says that schools exist to preserve Western
civilization. We need not only a structure to train workers but also a means of
taking up the issues of ideology and cultural formations, particularly as they are
linked to traditions that we think are vital to American hegemony. But the con-
servative argument goes even further and says that probably the place in which
traditions are most dangerously undermined is within the discourse of democracy.

DT: Turning democracy on its head?

HG: Yes, invoking the infamous Trilateral Commission Study of 1965, the one that
said that we should limit the excesses of democracy, control social criticism, and
police the universities. Bloom offers no apology at all. He argues that the nation
is engaged in a cultural politics in which democracy becomes subversive, criticism
becomes dangerous, and intellectuals who do not take-up the mantle of tradition
should not teach in the university. So it seems to me that what Bloom and E.D.
Hirsch Jr. did—along with Dianne Ravitch, John Silber, Chester Finn Jr., and
William Bennett—was really to help us rethink schooling as a form of cultural
politics—as opposed to simply thinking of it as a form of cultural domination.

They certainly forced me, among others, to rethink how we were going to
redefine schools as sites of struggle, where power is productive and where the
axis isn’t simply between reproduction and resistance. It’s more about the com-
plexity with which power works and the multilayered and contradictory identities
that are taken-up. It’s about the production of particular ways of life. Because of
the attack from the Right, we began to make this incredible shift. We no longer
simply said, in classic Left pedagogical terms, “Okay, here’s a school, let’s identify
the dominant ideological interests at work that serve to oppress teachers and
students.”

DT: Nevertheless, that is an important point to reach.

HG: Of course; it’s an essential moment. But there are at least two other central ques-
tions in the configuration of cultural politics. Beyond identifying interests, we
need to ask how these interests function. How do they produce particular ways
of life? Even more importantly, we need to consider how they’re taken-up. Without
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considering the question of how they’re taken-up, we assume that ideologies are
absorbed by virtue of their existence rather than fought over continually.

DT: By “taken up” do you mean how they are integrated into everyday life?

HG: Yes, how people respond to them. Where does a theory of agency come in here?
Simply because a curriculum is racist, does this mean everyone in the class will
become a racist? Simply because a curriculum is based on an Afterimage notion
of culture, does this mean that everyone will come out thinking that way? We
should be concerned with how students actually construct meaning, what the
categories of meaning are, and what ideologies students bring to their encounters
with us. In the interaction between text, teacher, and student something is always
created around the specificity of the situation in which you find yourself.

DT: Meaning is a negotiated part of the transaction.

HG: Given the different variables in each context, people are writing meaning rather
than simply receiving it. That seems dangerous to the Right because it makes
knowledge problematic. It means taking the identities of subordinate cultures
seriously. It means you can’t have standardized curricula. When we enlarge our
notion of how ideology works, a circle of power begins to develop that has more
to do with what a cultural politics of schooling should be about. For me there
are four major points. First, obviously there’s a material apparatus at work in the
state, in textbook companies, in banks, etc. Second, there is the question of text.
Who authorizes them, who produces them, what is the historical weight of the
range of meanings they make available or legitimize? And texts include every-
thing from visual images to curricula. Third, there is the question of ideology.
What ideologies and lived experiences enter the context of a particular classroom?
Finally, there are communities. One should examine communities to understand
how ideologies accumulate historical weight for kids, how they provide the con-
ditions for specific intellectual and emotional investments. Beyond addressing
the ideologies that kids bring to the classroom, I’m concerned with the historical,
social and political conditions that create lived experiences for those kids in the
first place. Although those four issues circle round and round, unfortunately
most people on the Left are focused on the first moment.

Struggle and Democracy

DT: What about the ways theories of schooling and cultural politics work in practical
application? How do these premises actually function in schools, for instance?

HG: Schools and teachers need to gain a vision of why they’re doing what they’re
doing. For this reason you need to define intellectual work within some notion
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of authority that you can fight for. That means that it has to have an ethical and
political referent. For me this means defining schools as democratic public spheres.
We need to make a link between schooling and the reconstruction of public life,
because in this country the language of democracy has been removed from the
language of schooling except as a pejorative term.

DT: The Right has appropriated the language of democracy. They say its values bind
us all together, that its heritage is what makes us whole. Of course, we both know
that isn’t so, but they’ve adopted that terminology.

HG: Actually there are two versions of that position. The Blooms say that democracy
is dangerous to higher education.

DT: Ultimately anarchistic.

HG: Yes; then there are the Ravitches and the Hirsches who, while they use the lan-
guage of democracy, always manipulate it in a way that does the same thing.
They remove its central and basic tenets and substitute expressions like “tradi-
tion” or “common culture.” By never discussing democracy as a radical social
practice, they recode the term and displace its meaning.

Left cultural workers need to address democracy as a site of struggle and to
reclaim it in terms that take seriously issues of quality, justice, freedom, and dif-
ference. That’s a very practical matter for me. We need to reclaim progressive
notions of the public in public schooling so that education can become a real
public service, just as one might say maybe the arts need to be taken-up peda-
gogically in the same ways.

In this regard the debate over Robert Mapplethorpe’s photographs isn’t sim-
ply a matter of censorship. The real issue concerns a fight for democracy beyond
the arts. It’s also about difference as it’s constituted in public life and in schools.
This business that cultural works or intellectual knowledge can only be ordered
in very particular ways according to government mandates and surveillances—I
see the struggle against this idea as central to the notion of democracy itself.

What I find in my field, and I know this may sound terribly bizarre, is that
teachers have no vocabulary to link schools to a critical notion of democracy.
The language is absent. Even when democracy is evoked, it is evoked in a way
that doesn’t expand human capacities to engage issues of justice and struggle.

DT: What do you mean they don’t have a language?

HG: The language of teacher education, the language in the places where they’re edu-
cated or trained.

DT: But it’s like that in every field.

HG: Some have more room than others. Where you get a field that defines itself as
applied, you often find a confused relationship between principles and applications.
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Larger questions of vision can be relegated quickly to the dustbin of academic
involvement. So teachers come along and demand 25 different ways to teach
social studies or deconstruction. They become focused on a fetishized method-
ology that precludes examination of their roles as public intellectuals, of the
institutions in which they work, and of society at large. The language they learn
or take-up is depoliticized; it is largely a language or procedure and technique.

DT: What would you say makes that happen? The commodification of knowledge? Is
it job standardization and professionalization?

HG: The ideology of positivism is very powerful in American education. It represents
strong interests, and it complements capitalist social relations very well. It breaks
knowledge down. It makes people into consumers. It exalts the language of
commodification. At the same time there’s a legacy of McCarthyism in American
education that is making a comeback.

DT: Not to mention books like Charles Sykes’s Profscam (1988) that cast the university
as a hideout for lazy, tenured academics.

HG: The attack on tenure is really an attack on the civil rights of educators who dare to
raise their voices. It’s another form of censorship that is forcing educators and
cultural workers to rethink the function of struggle in an ongoing reconstruc-
tion of democratic public life. As a pedagogue I am constantly working to remind
people both inside and outside my field that just as democracy is given, it can
also be taken away.

You can define democracy within the narrow limits of electoral politics, or
you can define it as an ongoing contest within every aspect of daily life. By under-
standing that, we can make articulations between the specific cultural work we
do and other fields. You and I know that knowledges and identities always con-
cern the relationships among power, language, imagery, social relations, and ethics.
Although we may do different things, there’s something connecting us when we
have the sense of being in the fight for democracy. We operate in different terrains,
but that difference doesn’t become antagonistic, it becomes a basis for articulation.

DT: You’ve made the point before that this is always a dynamic process. Conservatives
often argue that we’re now in a democracy that’s perfect and shouldn’t be ques-
tioned.

HG: The Mapplethorpe case brings the point home so powerfully. In Cincinnati,
curator Dennis Barrie was actually put on trial. His life is on the line not for a
particular photography exhibition but for the kind of social criticism that’s en-
demic to the very nature of democracy. His struggle is much broader than the
arts. [Barrie and the Cincinnati Contemporary Arts Center have since been ac-
quitted.] The fight is over our ability to name realities in ways that aren’t simply
functions of government surveillance. When you say that democracy has reached
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its ultimate from you’re stepping into the world of terrorism. The U. S. is getting
closer to describing democracy as a totality of one, a democracy in which social
criticism is no longer pragmatic because it’s dangerous. Ironically, we’ve reached
a point where democracy actually can be taken up in terms that suggest that any
struggle for it is a struggle against it—which immediately proves that it’s always
a struggle.

But there’s also the other side. No tradition should ever be seen as received,
because when it is received it becomes sacred, its terms suggest reverence, si-
lence, and passivity. Democratic societies are noisy. They’re about traditions that
need to be critically reevaluated by each generation. The battle to extend demo-
cratic possibilities has to be fought in education at a very primal level. The very
notions of knowledge, values, testing, evaluation, ethics are all ultimately related
to social criticism and its role in democratic struggle.

Authority and Agency

DT: To play the devil’s advocate for a minute, what about the argument that teaching
operates within relations of unequal power, despite theories of agency and resis-
tance, and that even the principles of critical pedagogy are transmitted through
a dominant teacher to a student? If we’re talking about what constructs us all
and motivates us in what we do, how does a teacher practicing critical pedagogy
not deliver an ideology to someone else in his or her own interests?

HG: Two issues. I would reiterate that knowledge is produced rather than received.
That raises a very interesting question about the notion of authority. You can
exercise authority in ways that do not establish the conditions for knowledge to
be produced and engaged. I would call that authoritarianism. Or you can exercise
authority to establish conditions in which a central tension lies at the heart of
how we teach. The latter method encourages self-reflection, learning from others,
and refiguring forms of cultural practice.

Therefore it’s conceivable to be theoretically correct and pedagogically
wrong. It’s conceivable that I can go into a class and say that this knowledge is
absolutely worthwhile because it’s an antiracist pedagogy that takes up questions
of difference in a profoundly utopian way. We can certainly justify doing that but
what we can’t justify is assuming that that’s all we should do. We also have to
consider how knowledge can be taken-up in ways that make it the object of analy-
ses rather than of reverence. We also need to consider how knowledge is understood
within the contexts of the experiences students bring to our classes. We are there
not merely to produce knowledge so that it can be debated but also to be self-
critical ourselves and learn from the forms of knowledge produced as they come
from the class, from our students, from the community, and from their texts.
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Nevertheless, we should always be mindful of our obligation not to run
away from authority but to exercise it in the name of self- and social formation.
That means always reminding ourselves that power must be exercised within a
framework that allows students to inform us and to be more critical about their
own voices, as well as aware of the codes and cultural representations of others
outside the immediacy of their experience. As cultural workers we must be aware
of the partial nature of our own views.

I don’t want to argue simply that as a white, middle-class intellectual I have
no right to do anything but listen to the voices of the oppressed. That suggests
that social location and identity politics absolutely determine and guarantee the
way one takes up political questions. I have no trouble at all in exercising authority
as long as I’m constantly self-critical about the limits of my own knowledge. One
needs to recognize what it means to place students in relations of difference and
articulation that consistently push them toward forms of struggle with themselves,
teachers, and the society at large.

DT: That’s a very difficult question. I know teachers who have become frustrated with
student-centered techniques because they don’t work. Students resist because
they don’t really believe the teacher is yielding authority to them. They instinc-
tively recognize that the institution is exerting an overdetermining influence over
what happens in the classroom.

HG: It’s naive to deny the existence of authority. Instead one should investigate how it
is exercised.

DT: You can’t avoid authority, because it’s a psychological condition. It creates a rela-
tionship of transference.

HG: The problem of authority raises several other issues. We’re not merely free-float-
ing intellectuals. We’re inscribed within institutions that have the historical weight
of particular kinds of power. Whether we like it or not, particularly as university
professor or people involved in other cultural institutions, we don’t just repre-
sent ourselves. We are representations of authority, and to say to students that
institutions and practices of power don’t exist is actually to be deceptive about
the ways those institutions shape our own roles. This is why we must become
self-conscious through the exercise of oppositional forms of authority: not only
to question those roles but to undo them where necessary.

I find too many students who come from places where they’re afraid to
speak. They’ve been silenced all their lives. It is now becoming very popular to
say that intellectuals have no right to speak, that we have no right to appropriate
the voice of the other. I certainly have no right to totalize the other and to say
that I can speak for the other. I can speak to and about racism, sexism, and other
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issues as considerations that must be challenged in democratic society, but what
happens when we find ourselves in classes with students who have been muti-
lated and are afraid to speak? How do we raise issues that encourage them to
speak? If I try to do so, does that mean that as a white man I’ve violated some
category that says that only blacks can speak about oppression?

Experience has to be read critically; it never speaks for itself. This points to
the need to exercise authority as a politics of engagement rather than as politics
of assertion or as a politics of the personal/confessional. Authority must be used
to provide the pedagogical conditions that empower students not only to speak
but also to develop the critical capacities and courage to transform the condi-
tions that oppress them and others in the first place.

DT: Obviously one has to be very careful about doing this.

HG: Given the power that public intellectuals sometimes have, I’m suggesting that we
have obligations at least to inaugurate a discourse around the unrepresentable,
that which cannot be spoken within social relations, particularly within groups
that know that generally to speak is to be punished. I want to help create those
oppositional spaces without dominating them. I don’t want to say this is the only
truth that will prevail. But as a public intellectual I have the obligation to rewrite
the narratives of possibility for those who have occupied subject positions where
that hasn’t been possible before.

Teachers and Communities

DT: At his point we should move our theoretical discussion to other issues of practice.

HG: A specific point that we’ve just begun to discuss is the notion of teachers as
intellectuals. How do teachers assume positions in which they can engage in real
struggles over what forms of knowledge count? How do we approach questions
of social relations? How do racism, sexism, and classism work? How do we begin
to deconstruct textbooks in order to identify the ways of life and the stories that
they tell?

DT: This applies perfectly to artists and other cultural workers.

HG: Yes; how can we begin to produce our own materials? How do we begin to take
seriously the production of content-specific curricula? We see this happening all
over the San Francisco Bay Area, as Mexican, Chicano, and Latino kids are sud-
denly becoming historians of their own cultures, going out and doing oral histo-
ries, taking photographs. They’re reappropriating their own identifies within
forms of historical memory that represent a complete reconfiguration of how
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they look at knowledge. Another example is Tim Rollins’s KOS (Kids of Survival)
project in the Bronx. In their classrooms knowledge is not simply about some-
thing that’s been produced in New York City or about Dick and Jane and their
little dog in Greenwich, CT. It’s about reappropriating history as part of the
struggle over power, knowledge, culture, and identity.

The fight for curricular democracy and our roles as public intellectuals re-
quires more than rethinking the relationship between knowledge and power. It
also means that educators must form alliances with people like you who are
doing this work in other ways. We need to enlarge the possibility for other groups
to see schools as political sites where they can make a contribution.

There are a number of things we can do in this regard. First, the historical
isolation of people who work in schools from other cultural workers needs to be
overcome. This means we must make an attempt to develop a shared language
around the issue of pedagogy and struggle, develop a set of relevancies that can
be recognized in each other’s work, and articulate a common political project
that addresses the relationship between pedagogical work and the reconstruc-
tion of oppositional public spheres. Second, we need to form alliances around
the issue of censorship both in and out of the schools. The question of represen-
tation is central to the issue of pedagogy as a form of cultural politics and cul-
tural politics as a practice related to the struggles of everyday life. Third, we need
to articulate these issues in a public manner, in which Artforum and Afterimage
can say we’re really addressing a variety of cultural workers and not simply a
narrowly defined audience. This points to the need to broaden the definition of
culture and political struggle and in doing so invite others to participate in both
the purpose and practice central to such tasks.

DT: How do we do that? It’s a question many people have been grappling with.

HG: There are at least three ways in which it has to be done. First we begin to talk
about an organization that frames itself around the struggle for democracy and
cultural politics.

DT: What kind of organization?

HG: I’m not sure if it is a formal organization or not. As a loose entity the cultural
studies movement might yield some answers, but it has no frame or political
project. Cultural studies for what? It should involve issues like the reconstruc-
tion of public life, questions of pedagogy, politics, identity, and power, breaking
down the disciplines and bringing groups together, and ways to explore the pe-
rimeters or borderlands where they can meet.

Maybe we should discuss a public sphere created in the form of conferences
or in new kinds of journals, or new kinds of relationships in neighborhoods.
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Maybe we should focus on breaking down the lines between academics and cul-
tural workers around different kinds of local projects.

DT: Unfortunately, it sounds like this revolution is going to take place inside a university.
There are many factors preventing it from taking place elsewhere. It’s difficult to
get people to think otherwise, because there are so few support structures to
encourage people to bridge these gaps.

HG: The gaps need to be bridged by people who have the resources and time to do so.
That’s why people both inside and outside academia should begin to reformulate
the ghettoization of academic public life. Politics is not simply about theoretical
work that takes place around symposia. The academy is important, but there is
also a network of people who work in communities. Since I work primarily in
public education, I find myself addressing communities of people, and they don’t
just talk about school. They talk about drugs and crime, and they want to know
where resources can be found in their communities. We need academics to come
into our communities with their resources and possibilities so that we can begin
to create borderlands for dialogue and struggles.

DT: We try to name these new discursive spaces, but it’s difficult because they don’t
exist.

HG: There are many things that stand in the way. How do the notions of profession-
alism and expertise get perpetuated even in the most radical of languages? How
are we implicated in these forms of exclusions? A battle has to be fought in the
academic sector, because it has resources that other communities don’t really
have.

DT: One of the saddest things is the strength of material pressure. You and I both
know people who began their careers as grassroots radicals only to find them-
selves at a point in their lives with very few choices. Very few support structures,
and very few places to go except the university. And that’s where they go, because
it’s the only place where they can practice what they want. But the tacit under-
standing is that you keep your practice sequestered within the academy.

HG: That’s why pedagogy is both exhilarating and dangerous. It’s one of the few forms
of cultural politics that cannot simply be consigned to academia. Its central ques-
tions of ideology and politics ask how people take-up what they take-up; that is,
how they participate in, produce, and challenge particular ways of life. The issue
is not simply how people are inserted into particular subject positions but also
how they create them. To raise that question is automatically to engage the lan-
guage of specificity, community, diversity, difference, and the struggle for public
life.
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Cultural Studies,
Resisting Difference, and

the Return of Critical Pedagogy

All those men and women in South Africa, Namibia, Zaire, Ivory Coast, El Salvador,

Chile, Philippines, South Korea, Indonesia, Grenada, Fanon’s ‘Wretched of the Earth’,

who have declared loud and clear that they do not sleep to dream, ‘but dream to change

the world’.1

Introduction

American public education is in crisis. It is not an isolated crisis affecting a specific
aspect of American society; it is a crisis that is implicated in and produced by a
transformation in the very nature of democracy itself. This is not without a certain
irony. As a number of countries in Eastern Europe move toward greater forms of
democratization, the United States presents itself as the prototype for such re-
forms and leads the American people to believe that democracy in the United
States has reached its penultimate form. The emptiness of this type of analysis is
best revealed by the failure of the American public to actively participate in the
election of its own government officials, to address the growing illiteracy rates
among the general population, and to challenge the increasing view that social
criticism and social change are irrelevant to the meaning of American democracy.
In part, this is an illiteracy built on the refusal of a large segment of the American
public to “dream to change the world.” But the failure of formal democracy is
most evident in the refusal of the American government and general population
to view public schooling as fundamental to the life of a critical democracy. At
stake here is the refusal to grant public schooling a significant role in the ongoing
process of educating people to be active and critical citizens capable of fighting
for and reconstructing democratic public life.

The struggle over public schools cannot be separated from the social prob-
lems currently facing this society. These problems are not only political in nature
but are pedagogical as well. That is, whenever power and knowledge come
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together, politics not only functions to position people differently with respect to the
access of wealth and power, but it also provides the conditions for the production and
acquisition of learning. Put another way, it offers people opportunities to address and
reflect on the conditions that shape themselves and their relationship with others. The
pedagogical in this sense is about the production of meaning and the primacy of the
ethical and the political as a fundamental part of this process. This means that any
discussion of public schooling has to address the political, economic, and social realities
that construct the contexts that shape the institution of schooling and the conditions
that produce the diverse populations of students who constitute its constituencies.
This perspective suggests making visible the social problems and conditions that affect
those students who are at risk in our society while recognizing that such problems
need to be addressed in both pedagogical and political terms, inside and outside of the
schools.

The problems that are emerging do not augur well for either the fate of public
schooling or the credibility of the discourse of democracy itself as it is currently practiced
in the United States. For example, it has been estimated that nearly 20% of all children
under the age of 18 live below the poverty line. In fact, the United States ranks first
among the industrialized nations in child poverty; similarly, besides South Africa, the
United States is the only industrialized country that does not provide universal health
care for children and pregnant women. Moreover, economic inequality is worsening
with the poor getting poorer while the rich are getting richer. In fact, the division of
wealth was wider in 1988 than at any other time since 1947. As Sally Reed and Craig
Sautter have pointed out, “the poorest 20% of families received less than 5% of the
national income, while the wealthiest 20% received 44% . . . 1% of families own 42%
of the net wealth of all U.S. families.”2 At the same time, it is important to note that
neoconservative attempts to dismantle public schooling in this country during the last
decade have manifested themselves not only in the call for vouchers and the develop-
ment of school policy based on the market logic of choice, but also in the ruthless
cutbacks that have affected those most dependent on the public schools, i.e., the poor,
people of color, minorities, the working class, and other subordinated groups. The
Reagan “commitment” to education and the underprivileged manifested itself shame-
fully in policies noted for slashing federal funds to important programs such as Aid to
Families with Dependent Children, drastically reducing federal funding for low income
housing and, in general, cutting over 10 million dollars from programs designed to aid
the poor, homeless, and the hungry. At the same time the Reagan government invested
$1.9 trillion dollars in military spending.

Within this perspective, the discourse of democracy was reduced to conflating
patriotism with the cold war ideology of military preparedness, and the notion of the
public good was abstracted from the principles of justice and equality in favor of an
infatuation with individual achievement. Greed became respectable in the 1980s while
notions of community and democratic struggle were either ignored or seen as
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subversive. Absent from the neoconservative public philosophy of the 1980s was any
notion of democracy that took seriously the importance of developing a citizenry that
could think critically, struggle against social injustices, and develop relations of com-
munity based on the principles of equality, freedom, and justice. This should not suggest
that as educational and cultural workers we have nothing to do but to offer a language
of critique. On the contrary, we need a new language of educational and cultural criti-
cism that provides the basis for understanding how different social formations are
structured in dominance within specific pedagogical and cultural practices. Cultural
workers also need to rupture the relationship between difference and exploitation
through a vision and social movement that transform the material and ideological
conditions in which difference, structured in the principles of justice, equality, and
freedom, becomes central to a postmodern conception of citizenship and radical de-
mocracy.3

In what follows, I want to argue that cultural studies needs to be reconstructed as
part of a broader discourse of difference and pedagogical transformation, one that is
forged in the dialectic of critique and possibility. In effect, I want to argue that cultural
studies offers a theoretical discourse for a new cultural politics of difference, pedagogy,
and public life. Central to the reconstruction of cultural studies is the need to develop
a discourse that accentuates the organic connections between cultural workers and
everyday life on the one hand and schooling and the reconstruction of democratic
public culture on the other. In effect, I develop the proposition that cultural studies
provides the opportunity for educators and other cultural workers to rethink and trans-
form how schools, teachers, and students define themselves as political subjects capable
of exhibiting critical sensibilities, civic courage, and forms of solidarity rooted in a
strong commitment to freedom and democracy.

Cultural Studies as Pedagogical Practice

When I moved into internal University Teaching . . . we started teaching in ways that . . .

[related] history to art and literature, including contemporary culture, and suddenly so

strange was this to the Universities that they said ‘My God, here is a new subject called

Cultural Studies.’ . . . The true position . . . was not only a matter of remedying deficit,

making up for inadequate educational resources in the wider society, nor only a case of

meeting new needs of the society, though those things contributed. The deepest impulse

was the desire to make learning part of the process of social change itself.4

Raymond Williams reminds us that the relationship between cultural studies and
education has a long history, one that appears to have been forgotten in the United
States. More specifically, the theoretical and historical legacy of cultural studies has
largely been ignored by progressive American educators. In part, this is because radical
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educational theory has never adequately escaped from an overly orthodox concern
with the relationship between schooling and political economy and has refused to engage
the complex and changing traditions that have informed the diverse formations and
projects in which cultural studies has developed.5

While it is not my intention to reconstruct either the history of cultural studies or
to present an analysis of its everchanging theoretical strengths and weaknesses, I do
want to focus on some of the implications it has for providing a set of categories that
deepens the radical democratic project of schooling while theoretically advancing the
discourse and practice of critical pedagogy as a form of cultural politics. In what follows,
I want to cast cultural studies as a political and pedagogical project that provides a
convergence between a species of modernism that takes up questions of agency, voice,
and possibility with those aspects of a postmodern discourse that have critically
deconstructed issues of subjectivity, language, and difference. In effect, I will argue
that cultural studies offers a theoretical terrain for rethinking schooling as a form of
cultural politics and provides a discourse of intervention and possibility.

Cultural studies is important to critical educators because it provides the grounds
for making a number of issues central to a radical theory of schooling. First, it offers
the basis for creating new forms of knowledge by making language constitutive of the
conditions for producing meaning as part of the knowledge/power relationship. Knowl-
edge and power are reconceptualized in this context by reasserting not merely the in-
determinacy of language but also the historical and social construction of knowledge
itself. In this case, the cultural studies strategy of interrogation points to an evaluation
of the disciplines within which intellectual knowledge is configured. Holding these
disciplines to be constructed under historically specific circumstances leads to the dis-
covery that as these conditions have been surpassed, the legitimacy of dominant forms
of knowledge are in doubt. Therefore, efforts to preserve the distinctions among natural,
social, and human sciences and the arts can be viewed as exemplars of the politics and
historicity of the academic disciplines. Rather than holding knowledge in some kind
of correspondence with a self-enclosed objective reality, a critical cultural study views
the production of knowledge in the context of power. The consequences of these views
are: to reshape knowledge according to the strategy of transgression; to define the
traditional disciplines as much by their exclusions as by their inclusions; and to reject
the distinctions between high and low culture.

Of central concern is not merely how aesthetic standards emerge, but how “our
interpretations of society, culture, history and our individual lives, hopes, dreams,
passions and sensations, involve attempts to confer sense rather than to discover it.”6

There is more at stake here than the crisis of representation. What cultural studies
makes visible is the need to underscore questions of culture, change, and language
with the equally important concerns of agency and ethics. Questions of culture are
deeply political and ethical and necessitate theoretical and pedagogical practices in
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which educators and cultural workers engage in a continual dialogue and struggle that
address the obligations of critical citizenship and the construction of public spheres
that provide “the justification for a cultural pluralism, which seeks to address the needs
and interests of a range of audiences . . . and be effective on a range of levels.”7 This
suggests more than a politics of discourse and difference. It also points to a politics of
social and cultural forms in which new possibilities open up for naming in concrete
terms what struggles are worth taking-up, what alliances are to be formed as a result of
these struggles, and how a discourse of difference can deepen the political and peda-
gogical struggle for justice, equality, and freedom.

Second, by defining culture as a contested terrain, a site of struggle and transfor-
mation, cultural studies offers critical educators the opportunity for going beyond
cultural analyses that romanticize everyday life or engage culture as merely the reflex
of the logic of domination.8 A more critical version of cultural studies raises questions
about the relations between the margins and the center of power, especially as they are
configured through and around the categories of race, class, and gender. In doing so, a
critically and politically informed version of cultural studies offers educators the oppor-
tunity to challenge hegemonic ideologies, to read culture oppositionally, and to
deconstruct historical knowledge as a way of reclaiming social identities that give collec-
tive voice to the struggles of subordinate groups. In this case, culture is taken up not
merely as a marker for the specificity of different cultural identities. Culture also refig-
ures itself as a political and pedagogical discourse for calling into question not only
forms of subordination that create inequities among different groups as they live out
their lives, but also as a basis for challenging those institutional and ideological bound-
aries that have historically masked their own relations of power behind complex forms
of distinction and privilege. Hence, cultural studies points to the need to analyze the
relationship between culture and power as historical differences that manifest themselves
in historical, textual, and public struggles.

Third, cultural studies offers the opportunity to rethink the relationship between
the issue of difference as it is constituted within subjectivities and between social groups.
This suggests understanding more clearly how questions of subjectivity can be ad-
dressed so as not to erase the possibility for individual and social agency. As such,
subjectivities are seen as contradictory and multiple, produced rather than given, and
are both taken-up and received within particular social and historical circumstances.
What is important to note is developing a pedagogical practice based on what Larry
Grossberg calls a theory of articulation. He writes:

A theory of articulation denies an essential human subject without giving up the active

individual who is never entirely and simply ‘stitched’ into its place in social organizations

of power. . . . There are always a multiplicity of positions, not only available but occupied,

and a multiplicity of ways in which different meanings, experiences, powers, interests,

and identities can be articulated together.9
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Finally, cultural studies provides the basis for understanding pedagogy as a form
of cultural production rather than as the transmission of a particular skill, body of
knowledge, or set of values. In this context, critical pedagogy is understood as a cultural
practice engaged in the production of knowledge, identities, and desires. As a form of
cultural politics, critical pedagogy suggests inventing a new language for resituating
teacher/student relations within pedagogical practices that open up rather than close
down the borders of knowledge and learning. Disciplines can no longer define the
boundaries of knowledge or designate the range of questions that can be asked. Simi-
larly, critical pedagogy within the tradition of an older cultural study ruptures the
dominant notion that culture as pedagogy is about transmission and consumption. As
risky as this approach is, it serves to reinvent the project and possibility of teaching and
learning within a context that engages its own ideological assumptions rather than
suppresses them. In doing so, critical pedagogy can assert itself on the terrain of con-
victions through forms of ethical address and cultural work that freely engage real
problems confronting everyday life. In effect, as a form of cultural production, critical
pedagogy becomes a critical referent for understanding how various practices in the
circuit of power inscribe institutions, texts, and lived cultures in particular forms of
social and moral regulation which presuppose particular visions of the past, present
and future. In what follows, I want to further develop the relationship between cultural
studies and some of the issues mentioned above as part of a broader debate on lan-
guage, difference, voice, and pedagogy.

Schooling and the Politics of Language

Education may well be, as of right now, the instrument whereby every individual, in a

society like our own, can gain access to any kind of discourse. But we all know that in its

distribution, in what it permits and prevents, it follows the well-trodden battle lines of

social conflict. Every educational system is a political means of maintaining or modify-

ing the appropriation of discourse with the knowledge and powers it carries with it.10

There is a long tradition in the United States of viewing schools as relatively neutral
institutions whose language and social relations mirror the principles of equal oppor-
tunity. For example, liberal theories of education are grounded upon the belief that
students have open access to the language and knowledge that schools provide as part
of their public responsibility to educate. More recently, radical educators have drawn
on a number of theoretical traditions that link language and power to disprove this
assumption.11 Not only do they expose the naivete of such views by revealing the social
and political constraints that operate upon language, they also provide an intricate
reading of how school language functions through a web of hierarchies, prohibitions,
and denials to reward some students and deny other students access to what can be
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both learned and spoken within the confines of dominant schooling.12 For radical edu-
cators, schools are sites where knowledge and power enter into relations that articulate
with conflicts being fought out in the wider society. Central to this thesis is the assump-
tion that the language of schooling is implicated in forms of racism that attempt to
silence the voices of subordinated groups whose primary language is not English and
whose cultural capital is either marginalized or denigrated by the dominant culture of
schooling.

There are three important elements in this view of language that need to be reiter-
ated. First, language has a social foundation and must be viewed as a site of struggle
implicating the production of knowledge, values, and identities. Second, as a social
phenomenon, language cannot be abstracted from the forces and conflicts of social
history. In other words, the historicity of the relationship between dominant and sub-
ordinate forms of language offers insights into countering the assumption that the
dominant language at any given time is simply the result of a naturally given process
rather than the result of specific historical struggles and conflicts. In effect, the literature
on social linguistics, deconstruction, and post-structuralism provides an important
lesson in refusing to analyze the language/power relationship in simply synchronic
and structural terms. While radical educators are acutely concerned with analyzing the
ideologies that structure dominant language paradigms and the ways of life they legiti-
mate, they do not abstract this type of inquiry from particular forms of historical and
social analyses. That is, rather than developing an analysis that is simply concerned
with the codes, classifications, orderings, and distribution of discourse, they also attend
to the historical contexts and conflicts that are central to the purpose and meaning of
discourse.13 In effect, this work builds upon Bakhtin’s insight that specific languages
cannot be uprooted from the historical struggles and conflicts that make them
heteroglossic rather than unitary. Bakhtin is clear on this issue and argues that:

at any given moment of its historical existence, language is heteroglot from top to bottom:

it represents the coexistence of socio-ideological contradictions between the present and

the past, between differing epochs of the past, between different socio-ideological groups

in the present, between tendencies, schools, circles, and so forth, all given a bodily form.

These ‘languages’ of heteroglossia intersect each other in a variety of ways, forming new

socially typifying ‘languages.’14

More recent analyses have argued that any claim to a totalizing and unitary lan-
guage is the result of forms of social, moral, and political regulation that attempt to
erase their own histories.15 At stake here is the need to make clear that language is
always implicated in power relationships expressed, in part, through particular historical
struggles over how established institutions such as education, law, medicine, social
welfare, and the mass media produce, support, and legitimate particular ways of life
that characterize a society at a given time in history. Language makes possible both the
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subject positions that people use to negotiate their sense of self and the ideologies and
social practices that give meaning and legitimacy to institutions that form the basis of
a given society.

Third, radical educators more recently have not been content to simply situate
the analysis of language in the discourse of domination and subjugation. They are also
concerned with developing a “language of possibility.”16 In this case, the emphasis is on
perceiving language as both an oppositional force and an affirmative force. That is,
discursive practices are viewed as deconstructing and reclaiming not only new forms
of knowledge but also providing new ways of reading history through the reconstruction
of suppressed memories that offer identities that challenge and contest the very condi-
tions through which history, desire, voice, and place are experienced and lived. It is
within this context that radical education offers educators a critical approach to peda-
gogy forged in the discourse of difference and voice.

The Politics of Voice and Difference

So, if you want to really hurt me, talk badly about my language. Ethnic identity is twin

skin to linguistic identity—I am my language. Until I can accept as legitimate Chicano

Texas Spanish, Tex-Mex and all the other languages I speak, I cannot accept the legiti-

macy of myself . . . and as long as I have to accommodateEnglish speakers rather than

having them accommodate me, my tongue will be illegitimate. I will no longer be made

to feel ashamed of existing. I will have my voice: Indian, Spanish, White. I will have my

serpent’s tongue—my woman’s voice, my sexual voice, my poet’s voice. I will overcome

the tradition of silence.17

Difference must be not merely tolerated, but seen as a fund of necessary polarities be-

tween which our creativity can spark like a dialectic. Only then does the necessity for

interdependency become unthreatening. . . . Within the interdependence of mutual

(nondominant) differences lies that security, which enables us to descend into the chaos

of knowledge and return with true visions of our future, along with the concomitant

power to effect those changes, which can bring that future into being. . . . As women, we

have been taught either to ignore our differences, or to view them as causes for separation

and suspicion rather than as forces for change. Without community there is no liberation,

only the most vulnerable and temporary armistice between an individual and her op-

pression. But community must not mean a shedding of our differences, nor the pathetic

pretense that these differences do not exist.18

The discourse of difference as used by both Gloria Anzaldua and Audre Lorde
provides a glimpse of the multiple and shifting ground that the term suggests. Defined
in opposition to hegemonic codes of culture, subjectivity, and history, a number of
social theorists have begun recently to use a discourse of difference to challenge some
of the most fundamental dominant assertions that characterize mainstream social
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science. As I have pointed out in other chapters, theorists writing in anthropology,
feminism, liberation theology, critical education, literary theory, and a host of other
areas firmly reject mainstream assumptions regarding culture as a field of shared ex-
periences defined in Western ethnocentric terms; in addition, critical theorists have
rejected the mainstream humanist assumption that the individual is both the source
of all human action and the most important unit of social analysis; moreover, many
critical theorists reject the view that objectivity and consensus are the privileged and
innocent concerns of dominant social science research. Reading in opposition to these
assumptions, the notion of difference has played an important role in making visible
how power is inscribed differently in and between zones of culture, how cultural border-
lands raise important questions regarding relations of inequality, struggle, and history,
and how differences are expressed in multiple and contradictory ways within indi-
viduals and between different groups.

While theories of difference have made important contributions to a discourse of
progressive politics and pedagogy, they have also exhibited tendencies that have been
theoretically flawed and politically regressive. In the first instance, the most important
insights have emerged primarily from feminist women of color. These include: “the
recognition of a self that is multiplicitous, not unitary; the recognition that differences
are always relational rather than inherent; and the recognition that wholeness and
commonality are acts of will and creativity, rather than passive discovery.”19 In the
second instance, the discourse of difference has contributed to paralyzing forms of
essentialism, ahistoricism, and a politics of separatism. In what follows, I first want to
explore the dialectical nature of the relationship between difference and voice that
informs a discourse of critical pedagogy. I conclude by pointing to some of the broader
implications that a discourse of difference and voice might have for what I call a
liberatory border pedagogy.

It is important for critical educators to take-up culture as a vital source for devel-
oping a politics of identity, community, and pedagogy. In this perspective, culture is
not seen as monolithic or unchanging, but as a site of multiple and heterogeneous
borders where different histories, languages, experiences, and voices intermingle amidst
diverse relations of power and privilege. Within this pedagogical cultural borderland
known as school, subordinated cultures push against and permeate the alleged
unproblematic and homogeneous borders of dominant cultural forms and practices.
It is important to note that critical educators cannot be content just to merely map
how ideologies are inscribed in the various relations of schooling, whether they be the
curriculum, forms of school organization, or in teacher-student relations. While these
should be important concerns for critical educators, a more viable critical pedagogy
needs to go beyond them by analyzing how ideologies are actually taken-up in the
voices and lived experiences of students as they give meaning to the dreams, desires,
and subject positions that they inhabit. In this sense, radical educators need to provide
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the conditions for students to speak so that their narratives can be affirmed and en-
gaged along with the consistencies and contradictions that characterize such experiences.
More specifically, the issue of student experiences has to be analyzed as part of a broader
politics of voice and difference.

As bell hooks points out, coming to voice means “moving from silence into speech
as a revolutionary gesture . . . the idea of finding one’s voice or having a voice assumes
a primacy in talk discourse, writing, and action. . . . Only as subjects can we speak. As
objects, we remain voiceless—our beings defined and interpreted by others. . . . Aware-
ness of the need to speak, to give voice to the varied dimensions of our lives, is one way
[to begin] the process of education for critical consciousness.”20 This suggests that
educators need to approach learning not merely as the acquisition of knowledge but as
the production of cultural practices that offer students a sense of identity, place, and
hope. To speak of voice is to address the wider issue of how people either become
agents in the process of making history or function as subjects under the weight of
oppression and exploitation within the various linguistic and institutional boundaries
that produce dominant and subordinate cultures in any given society. In this case,
voice provides a critical referent for analyzing how students are made voiceless in par-
ticular settings by not being allowed to speak, or how students silence themselves out
of either fear or ignorance regarding the strength and possibilities that exist in the
multiple languages and experience that connect them to a sense of agency and self-
formation. At the same time, voices forged in opposition and struggle provide the
crucial conditions by which subordinated individuals and groups can reclaim their
own memories, stories, and histories as part of an ongoing collective struggle to chal-
lenge those power structures that attempt to silence them.

By being able to listen critically to the voices of their students, teachers become
border-crossers through their ability to not only make different narratives available to
themselves and other students but also by legitimating difference as a basic condition
for understanding the limits of one’s own voice. By viewing schooling as a form of
cultural politics, radical educators can bring the concepts of culture, voice, and difference
together to create a borderland where multiple subjectivities and identities exist as
part of a pedagogical practice that provides the potential to expand the politics of
democratic community and solidarity. Critical pedagogy serves to make visible those
marginal cultures that have been traditionally suppressed in American schooling.
Moreover, it provides students with a range of identities and human possibilities that
emerge among, within, and between different zones of culture. Of course, educators
cannot approach this task by merely giving equal weight to all zones of cultural differ-
ence; on the contrary, they must link the creation, sustenance, and formation of cul-
tural difference as a fundamental part of the discourse of inequality, power, struggle,
and possibility. Difference is not about merely registering or asserting spatial, racial,
ethnic, or cultural differences but about historical differences that manifest themselves
in public and pedagogical struggles. The possibilities for making difference and voice
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central aspects of critical pedagogy can be further elaborated around a number of
concerns that are integral to a politics of border pedagogy.

Resisting Difference: Toward a Liberatory Theory of Border Pedagogy

Difference is not difference to some ears, but awkwardness or incompleteness. Aphasia.

Unable or unwilling? Many have come to tolerate this dissimilarity and have decided to

suspend their judgments (only) whenever the other is concerned. Such an attitude is a

step forward. But it is a very small step indeed, since it serves as an excuse for their

complacent ignorance and their reluctance to involve themselves in the issue. You who

understand the dehumanization of forced removal, relocation, reeducation, redefinition,

and the humiliation of having to falsify your own reality, your voice—you know. And

often cannot say it. You try and keep on trying to unsay it, for if you don’t, they will not

fail to fill in the blanks on your behalf, and you will be said.21

To take up the issue of difference is to recognize that it cannot be analyzed
unproblematically. In effect, the concept has to be used to resist those aspects of its
ideological legacy used in the service of exploitation and subordination as well as to
develop a critical reference for engaging the limits and strengths of difference as a
central aspect of a critical theory of education. In what follows, I want to look briefly at
how the concept of difference has been used by conservatives, liberals, and radicals in
ways that either produce relations of subordination or undermine its possibility for
developing a radical politics of democracy.

Conservatives have often used the term difference in a variety of ways to justify
relations of racism, patriarchy, and class exploitation by associating difference with the
notion of deviance while simultaneously justifying such assumptions through an appeal
to science, biology, nature, or culture. In many instances, difference functions as a
marker of power to name, label, and exclude particular groups while simultaneously
being legitimated within a reactionary discourse and politics of public life, i.e., nation-
alism, patriotism, and “democracy.”22 What needs to be noted here is that there is more
at stake than the production of particular ideologies based on negative definitions of
identity. When defined and used in the interests of inequality and repression, difference
is “enacted in violence against its own citizens as much as it is against foreigners.”23

Liberals generally take up a dual approach to the issue of difference. This can be
illuminated around the issue of race. On the one hand, liberals embrace the issue of
difference through a notion of cultural diversity in which it is argued that race is simply
one more form of cultural difference among many that make up the population of a
country like the United States. The problem with this approach is that “by denying
both the centrality and uniqueness of race as a principle of socio-economic organiza-
tion, it redefines difference in a way that denies the history of racism in the United
States and, thus, denies white responsibility for the present and past oppression and

Giroux-RT1496_C05.pmd 1/28/2005, 3:17 PM147



 148 Border Crossings

exploitation of people of color.”24 In this view, the systems of inequalities, subordination,
and terror that inform the dominant culture’s structuring of difference around issues
of race, gender, and class are simply mapped out of existence. On the other hand,
liberals often attempt to both appropriate and dissolve cultural differences into the
melting pot theory of culture. The history, language, experiences, and narratives of the
Other are relegated to invisible zones of culture, borderlands where the dominant culture
refuses to hear the voice of the Other while celebrating a “white, male, middle-class,
European heterosexuality [as] the standard of and the criteria for rationality and moral-
ity.”25 Under the rubric of equality and freedom, the liberal version of assimilation
wages “war” against particularity, lived differences, and imagined futures that challenge
culture as unitary, sacred, and unchanging, and identity as unified, static, and natural.

On the other hand, radical educational theorists have addressed the issue of differ-
ence around two basic considerations. First, difference has been elaborated as part of
an attempt to understand subjectivity as fractured and multiple rather than as unified
and static.26 Central to this approach is the notion that subjectivities and identities are
constructed in multilayered and contradictory ways. Identity is seen not only as a histor-
ical and social construction, but also as part of a continual process of transformation
and change. This position is of enormous significance for undermining the humanist
notion of the subject as both unified and the determinate source of human will and
action. As significant as this position is, it is fraught with some theoretical problems.

By arguing that human subjectivities are constructed in language through the
production and availability of diverse subject positions, many radical theorists have
developed a theory of subjectivity that erases any viable notion of human agency. In
effect, subjectivity becomes an effect of language, and human agency disappears into
the discredited terrain of humanist will. Lost here is any understanding of how agency
works within the interface of subject positions made available by a society and the
weight of choices constructed out of specific desires, forms of self-reflection, and con-
crete social practices. There is little sense of how people actually invest in particular
subject positions, what individuals and groups are privileged in having access to par-
ticular positions, and what the conditions are that make it impossible for some groups
to take up, live, and speak particular discourses.27

The second approach to difference that radical educational theorists have taken-
up centers on the differences between groups. A number of theorists, particularly femi-
nists, have developed what can be called a discourse of identity politics.28 In the most
general sense, identity politics refers to “the tendency to base one’s politics on a sense
of personal identity—as gay, as Jewish, as Black, as female.”29 This politics of identity
celebrates differences as they are constructed around the categories of race, class, gender,
and sexual preference. Again, I will first point to the limitations that have emerged
around this position and then later highlight the importance of identity politics within
a broader notion of difference, politics, and culture.
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Initially, identity politics offered a powerful challenge to the hegemonic notion
that Eurocentric culture is superior to other cultures and traditions by offering political
and cultural vocabularies to subordinated groups by which they could reconstruct
their own histories and give voice to their individual and collective identities. This was
especially true for the early stages of the feminist movement when the slogan, “the
personal is the political,” gave rise to the assumption that lived experience offered women
the opportunity to insert themselves back into history and everyday life by naming the
injustices they had suffered within a society constructed in patriarchal social relations.
A number of problems emerged from the conception of difference that informed this
view of identity politics. A number of theorists argued that there was a direct correlation
between one’s social location and one’s political position. At stake here was the assump-
tion that one’s identity was rooted in a particular set of experiences that led rather
unproblematically to a particular form of politics. This position is questionable on a
number of grounds. To accept the authority of experience uncritically is to forget that
identity itself is complex, contradictory, and shifting and does not unproblematically
reveal itself in a specific politics. Second, the emphasis on the personal as a fundamen-
tal aspect of the political often results in highlighting the personal through a form of
confessional politics that all but forgets how the political is constituted in social and
cultural forms outside of one’s own experiences. bell hooks puts the issue well:

While stating “the personal is the political” did highlight feminist concern with the self,

it did not insist on a connection between politicization and the transformation of con-

sciousness. It spoke most immediately to the concerns women had about self and

identity. . . . Feminist focus on self was then easily linked not to a process of radical

politicization, but to a process of depoliticization. Popularly, the important quest was

not to radically change our relationship to self and identity, to educate for critical con-

sciousness, to become politically engaged and committed, but to explore one’s identity,

to affirm and assert the primacy of the self as it already existed.30

Another problem with the radical notion of difference is that it sometimes pro-
duces a politics of assertion that is both essentialist and separatist. By ignoring the
notion that “the politics of any social position is not guaranteed in advance,”31 identity
politics often reproduced the very problems it thought it was attacking. As I have pointed
out in another chapter, the essentialism at work in particular constructions of femi-
nism has been made clear by Audre Lorde, Angela Harris, bell hooks, and others who
have criticized white women not only for privileging patriarchy over issues of race,
class, sexual preference, and other forms of oppression, but also for defining patriarchy
and the construction of women’s experiences in terms that excluded the particular
narratives and stories of women of color.32 In this case, racial and class differences
among women are ignored in favor of an essentializing notion of voice that romanti-
cizes and valorizes the unitary experience of white, middle-class women who assumed
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the position of being able to speak for all women. Moreover, forms of identity politics
that forgo the potential for creating alliances among different subordinated groups
run the risk of reproducing a series of hierarchies of identities and experiences, which
serves to privilege their own form of oppression and struggle. All too often this position
results in totalizing narratives that fail to recognize the limits of their own discourse in
explaining the complexity of social life and the power such a discourse wields in silencing
those who are not considered part of the insider group. June Jordan captures this sen-
timent well in her comment that “Traditional calls to ‘unity’ on the basis of only one of
these factors—race or class or gender—will fail, finally, and again and again, I believe,
because no simple one of these components provides for a valid fathoming of the
complete individual.”33

Far from suggesting that critical educators should dispense with either the notion
of difference or an identity politics, I believe that we need to learn from the theoretical
shortcomings analyzed above and begin to rethink the relationship among difference,
voice, and politics. What does this suggest for a liberatory theory of border pedagogy?
I want to end by pointing briefly to a number of suggestions.

First, the notion of difference must be seen in relational terms that link it to a
broader politics that deepens the possibility for reconstructing democracy and schools
as democratic public spheres. This means organizing schools and pedagogy around a
sense of purpose and meaning that makes difference central to a critical notion of
citizenship and democratic public life. Rather than merely celebrating specific forms
of difference, a politics of difference must provide the basis for extending the struggle
for equality and justice to broader spheres of everyday life. This suggests that the dis-
course of difference and voice be elaborated within, rather than against, a politics of
solidarity. By refusing to create a hierarchy of struggles, it becomes possible for critical
educators to take-up notions of political community in which particularity, voice, and
difference provide the foundation for democracy. Chantal Mouffe persuasively argues
that this view of difference is central to developing a postmodern notion of citizenship:

An adequate conception of citizenship today should be “postmodern” if we understand

by that the need to acknowledge the particular, the heterogeneous, and the

multiple. . . . Only a pluralistic conception of citizenship can accommodate the specificity

and multiplicity of democratic demands and provide a pole of identification for a wide

range of democratic forces. The political community has to be viewed, then, as a diverse

collection of communities, as a forum for creating unity without denying specificity.34

Second, critical educators must provide the conditions for students to engage in
cultural remapping as a form of resistance. That is, students should be given the op-
portunity to engage in systematic analyses of the ways in which the dominant culture
creates borders saturated in terror, inequality, and forced exclusions. Similarly, students
should be allowed to rewrite difference through the process of crossing over into cultural
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borders that offer narratives, languages, and experiences that provide a resource for
rethinking the relationship between the center and margins of power as well as between
themselves and others. In part, this means giving voice to those who have been norm-
ally excluded and silenced. It means creating a politics of remembrance in which dif-
ferent stories and narratives are heard and taken-up as lived experiences. Most
importantly, it means constructing new pedagogical borders where difference becomes
the intersection of new forms of culture and identity.

Third, the concept of border pedagogy suggests not simply opening diverse cul-
tural histories and spaces to students, but also understanding how fragile identity is as
it moves into borderlands crisscrossed with a variety of languages, experiences, and
voices. There are no unified subjects here, only students whose voices and experiences
intermingle with the weight of particular histories that will not fit into the master
narrative of a monolithic culture. Such borderlands should be seen as sites for both
critical analysis and as a potential source of experimentation, creativity, and possibility.
This is not a call to romanticize such voices. It is instead a suggestion that educators
construct pedagogical practices in which the ideologies that inform student experiences
be both heard and interrogated.35 There is more at risk here than giving dominant and
subordinated subjects the right to speak or allowing the narratives of excluded differ-
ences to be heard. There is also the issue of making visible those historical, ideological,
and institutional mechanisms that have both forced and benefited from such exclusions.
It is here that the borderland between school and the larger society meet, where the
relevancies between teachers and cultural workers come into play, and where schooling
is understood within the larger domain of cultural politics. More specifically, the peda-
gogical borderlands where blacks, whites, latinos, and others meet demonstrate the
importance of a multicentric perspective that allows teachers, cultural workers, and
students to not only recognize the multilayered and contradictory ideologies that con-
struct their own identities but to also analyze how the differences within and between
various groups can expand the potential of human life and democratic possibilities.

Fourth, the notion of border pedagogy needs to highlight the issue of power in a
dual sense. First power has to be made central to understanding the effects of difference
from the perspective of historically and socially constructed forms of domination. Sec-
ond, teachers need to understand more clearly how to link power and authority in
order to develop a pedagogical basis for reading differences critically. Difference can-
not be merely experienced or asserted by students. It must also be read critically by
teachers who, while not being able to speak as or for those who occupy a different set
of lived experiences, can make progressive use of their authority by addressing differ-
ence as a historical and social construction in which all knowledges are not equally
implicated in relations of power. Teacher authority can be used to provide the condi-
tions for students to engage difference not as the proliferation of equal discourses
grounded in distinct experiences, but as contingent and relational constructions that
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produce social forms and identities that must be made problematic and subject to
historical and textual analyses. Teachers and cultural workers must take responsibility,
as Stuart Hall points out, for the knowledge they organize, produce, mediate, and trans-
late into the practice of culture.36

At the same time, it is important for teachers and cultural workers to construct
pedagogical practices that neither position students defensively nor allow students to
speak simply by asserting their voices and experiences. A pedagogy of affirmation is no
excuse for refusing students the obligation to interrogate the claims or consequences
their assertions have for the social relationships they legitimate. Larry Grossberg is
correct in arguing that teachers who refuse to assert their authority or take up the issue
of political responsibility as social critics and committed intellectuals often end up
“erasing themselves in favor of the uncritical reproduction of the audience [students].”37

Fifth, border pedagogy also points to the importance of offering students the
opportunity to engage the multiple references and codes that position them within
various structures of meaning and practice. In part, this means educating students to
become media literate in a world of changing representations. It also means teaching
students to critically read not only how cultural texts and images are regulated by
various discursive codes but also how such texts express and represent different ideo-
logical interests and how they might be taken up differently by students. More gener-
ally, border pedagogy points to the need to establish conditions of learning that define
literacy inside rather than outside of the categories of power and authority. This suggests
providing students with the opportunities to read texts as social and historical con-
structions, to engage texts in terms of their presences and absences, and to read texts
oppositionally. This means teaching students to resist particular readings while simul-
taneously learning how to write their own narratives. At issue here is not merely the
need for students to develop a healthy skepticism towards all discourses of authority,
but also to recognize how authority and power can be transformed in the interest of
creating a democratic society.

Finally, border pedagogy points to the need for educators to rethink the syntax of
learning and behavior outside of the geography of rationality and reason. For example,
racist, sexist, and class discriminatory narratives cannot be dealt with in a purely limited,
analytical way. As a form of cultural politics, border pedagogy must engage how and
why students make particular ideological and affective investments in these narratives.
But this should not suggest that educators merely expand their theoretical and peda-
gogical understanding of how meaning and pleasure interact to produce particular
forms of investment and student experience; rather, it points to a pedagogical practice
that takes seriously how ideologies are lived, experienced, and felt at the level of every-
day life as a basis for student experience and knowledge.38 It means restructuring the
curriculum so as to redefine the everyday as an important resource for linking schools
to the traditions, communities, and histories that provide students with a sense of
voice and relationship to others.
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All of these concerns are relevant to the discourses of cultural studies. While it is
true that cultural studies cannot be characterized by a particular ideology or position,
it does offer a terrain through which cultural borders can be refigured, new social
relations constructed, and the role of teachers and cultural workers as engaged critics
rethought within the parameters of a politics of resistance and possibility. It is within
this shifting and radical terrain that schooling as a form of cultural politics can be
reconstructed as part of a discourse of opposition and hope.
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Popular Culture as a Pedagogy
 of Pleasure and Meaning

Decolonizing the Body*

In the past decade, radical educators have begun to take seriously the issue of
student experience as a central component in developing a theory of schooling
and cultural politics.1 The ways in which student experience is produced, orga-
nized, and legitimated in schools has become an increasingly important theore-
tical consideration for understanding how schools function to produce and
authorize particular forms of meaning and to implement teaching practices con-
sistent with the ideological principles of the dominant society. Rather than focus-
ing exclusively on how schools reproduce the dominant social order through
forms of social and cultural reproduction or how students contest the dominant
logic through various forms of resistance, radical educators have attempted more
recently to analyze the terrain of schooling as a struggle over particular ways of
life. In this view the process of being schooled cannot be fully conceptualized
within the limiting parameters of the reproduction/resistance model. Instead,
being schooled is analyzed as part of a complex and often contradictory set of
ideological and material processes through which the transformation of experi-
ence takes place. In short, schooling is understood as part of the production and
legitimation of social forms and subjectivities as they are organized within rela-
tions of power and meaning that either enable or limit human capacities for self
and social empowerment.2

*Roger I. Simon co-author.
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While the theoretical service that this position has provided cannot be overstated,
radical educational theorists have nonetheless almost ignored the importance of popular
culture both for developing a more critical understanding of student experience and
for posing the problem of pedagogy in a critical and theoretically expanded fashion.
The irony of this position is that while radical educators have argued for the importance
of student experience as a central component for developing a critical pedagogy, they
have generally failed to consider how such experience is shaped by the terrain of popular
culture. Similarly, they have been reluctant to raise the question of why popular culture
has not been a serious object of study either in the school curriculum or in the curricu-
lum reforms put forth by critically minded liberal educators. This lacunae can be partly
explained by the fact that radical educators often legitimate in their work a theory of
pedagogy in which the ideological correctness of one’s political position appears to be
the primary determining factor in assessing the production of knowledge and exchange
that occurs between teachers and students. Guided by a concern with producing knowl-
edge that is ideologically correct, radical theorists have revealed little or no under-
standing of how a teacher can be both politically correct and pedagogically wrong.
Nor can there be found any concerted attempts by radical theorists to analyze how
relations of pedagogy and relations of power are inextricably tied not only to what
people know but also to how they come to know in a particular way within the con-
straints of specific social forms.3

We want to argue in this chapter that the lack of an adequate conception of critical
pedagogical practice is in part responsible for the absence of an adequate politics of
popular culture. Within critical educational theories, the issue of pedagogy is often
treated in one of two ways: (1) as a method whose status is defined by its functional
relation to particular forms of knowledge or (2) as a process of ideological decon-
struction of a text. In the first approach, close attention is given to the knowledge
chosen for use in a particular class. Often the ways in which students actually engage
such knowledge is taken for granted. It is assumed that if one has access to an ideologi-
cally correct comprehension of that which is to be understood, the only serious question
that needs to be raised about pedagogy is one of procedural technique; that is, should
one use a seminar, lecture, or some other teaching style?4 In the second approach,
pedagogy is reduced to a concern with and analysis of the political interests that structure
particular forms of knowledge, ways of knowing, and methods of teaching. For example,
specific styles of teaching might be analyzed according to whether or not they embody
sexist, racist, and class-specific interests, serve to silence students, or promote practices
that deskill and disempower teachers.5 In both approaches, what is often ignored is the
notion of pedagogy as a form of cultural production and exchange that addresses how
knowledge is produced, mediated, refused, and represented within relations of power
both in and outside of schooling.

In our view, the issue of critical pedagogy demands an attentiveness to how students
actively construct the categories of meaning that prefigure how they produce and
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respond to classroom knowledge. By ignoring the cultural and social forms that are
both authorized by youth and simultaneously serve to empower or disempower them,
educators run the risk of complicity in silencing and negating their students. This is
unwittingly accomplished by educators’ refusing to recognize the importance of those
sites and social practices outside of schools that actively shape student experiences and
through which students often define and construct their sense of identity, politics, and
culture. The issue at stake is not one of relevance but of empowerment. We are not
concerned with simply motivating students to learn, but rather with establishing the
conditions of learning that enable students to locate themselves in history and to inter-
rogate the adequacy of that location as both a pedagogical and political question.6

Educators who refuse to acknowledge popular culture as a significant basis of
knowledge often devalue students by refusing to work with the knowledge that students
actually have. In doing so, these educators eliminate the possibility of developing a
pedagogy that links school knowledge with the differing subject relations that help to
constitute students’ everyday lives. A more critical pedagogy demands that pedagogical
relations be seen as relations of power structured primarily through dominant but
always negotiated and contested forms of consent.

We wish to stress that the basis for a critical pedagogy cannot be developed merely
around the inclusion of particular forms of knowledge that have been suppressed or
ignored by the dominant culture, nor can it only center on providing students with
more empowering interpretations of the social and material world. Such a pedagogy
must be attentive to ways in which students make both affective and semantic invest-
ments as part of their attempts to regulate and give meaning to their lives.7 This is an
important insight that both problematizes and provides a corrective to the traditional
ways in which radical educators have explained how dominant meanings and values
work as part of a wider ideology to position, address, and limit the ways in which
students view both themselves and their relationships to the larger society. The value
of including popular culture in the development of a critical pedagogy is that it provides
the opportunity to further our understanding of how students make investments in
particular social forms and practices. In other words, the study of popular culture
offers the possibility of understanding how a politics of pleasure serves to address stu-
dents in a way that shapes and sometimes secures the often contradictory relations
students have to both schooling and the politics of everyday life. If one of the central
concerns of a critical pedagogy is understanding how student identities, cultures, and
experiences provide the basis for learning, we need to grasp the totality of elements
that organize such subjectivities.

In this chapter we shall particularly emphasize that while the production of mean-
ing provides one important element in the production of subjectivity, it is not enough.
The production of meaning is also tied to emotional investments and the production
of pleasure. In our view, the production of meaning and the production of pleasure
are mutually constitutive of who students are, the view they have of themselves, and
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how they construct a particular version of their future. In what follows, we first want
to argue that critical educators need to retheorize the importance of popular culture as
a central category for both understanding and developing a theory and practice of
critical pedagogy. In developing this position, we first want to examine some conserva-
tive and radical views of popular culture and then analyze the pedagogical practices
implicit in these positions. Second, we will attempt to develop the basic elements that
constitute a theory of popular culture, one that would support a critical pedagogical
practice. Third, we will analyze a particular Hollywood film as a popular form, treating
the film as an exemplary text in order to demonstrate how the formation of identities
takes place through attachments and investments that are as much a question of affect
and pleasure as they are of ideology and rationality. Finally, we will discuss the impli-
cations of this analysis for the practice of a critical pedagogy.

Radical and Conservative Approaches to Popular Culture

Historically, the concept of popular culture has not fared well either as part of the
discourse of the Left or of the Right.8 For the Left, two positions have held center stage
in different terrains of Marxist theory. In the first, popular culture lacks the possibility
for creative, productive, or authentic forms of expression. In this view, popular culture
is simply that terrain of ideology and cultural forms imposed by the culture industry
on the masses in order to integrate them into the existing social order. Within this
discourse, popular culture becomes commodified and produces people in the image of
its own logic, a logic characterized by standardization, uniformity, and passivity. The
structuring principle at work in this view of popular culture is one of total dominance
and utter resignation. People become synonymous with cultural dupes incapable of
either mediating, resisting, or rejecting the imperatives of the dominant culture.

The paradigmatic example of this position comes from Theodor Adorno and Max
Horkheimer.9 Within their discourse, popular culture was equated with mass culture.
This was seen as a form of psychoanalysis in reverse; that is, instead of curing socially
induced neuroses, mass culture produced them. Similarly, popular forms such as tele-
vision, radio, jazz, or syndicated astrology columns were seen as nothing more than a
form of ideological shorthand for those social relations that reproduced the social
system as a whole. For Adorno, in particular, popular culture was simply a form of
mass culture whose effects had no redeeming political possibilities. The people or
“masses” in this view lacked any culture through which they could offer either resistance
or an alternative vision of the world. Adorno is clear on this issue:

The total effect of the culture industry is one of antienlightenment, in which, as

Horkheimer and I have noted, enlightenment, that is the progressive technical domination

of nature, becomes mass deception and is turned into a means for fettering consciousness.
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It impedes the development of autonomous, independent individuals who judge and

decide consciously for themselves. . . . If the masses have been unjustly reviled from above

as masses, the culture industry is not among the least responsible for making them into

masses and then despising them, while obstructing the emancipation for which human

beings [might be] ripe.10

Adorno’s views represent one of the central paradoxical theses of the Frankfurt
School theorists. According to them, reason is not only in eclipse in the modern age, it
is also the source of crisis and decline. Progress has come to mean the reification, ration-
alization, and standardization of thought itself, and the culture industry plays a key
role in transforming culture and reason into their opposite, culture as ignorance and
commodification. Within this perspective, the distinction between high culture and
mass/popular culture is preserved. In this case, high culture becomes a transcendent
sphere, one of the few terrains left in which autonomy, creativity, and opposition can
be thought and practiced. While arguing that mass culture is an expression of the slide
into ignorance, Frankfurt theorists such as Adorno and Horkheimer fall back upon an
unfortunate legitimation of high culture in which particular versions of art, music,
literature, and the philosophic tradition become a utopian refuge for resisting the new
barbarism.11

The second view of popular culture that is predominant in Marxist theory is de-
veloped mostly in the work of historians and sociologists who focus on various aspects
of “peoples’ history” or the practices of subcultural groups. In this view, popular culture
becomes a version of folk culture and its contemporary variant. That is, as an object of
historical analysis, working-class culture is excavated as an unsullied expression of
popular resistance. Within this form of analysis the political and the pedagogical emerge
as an attempt to reconstruct a “radical and 1/4 popular tradition in order that ‘the
people’ might learn from and take heart from the struggles of their forebears,” or it
appears as an attempt to construct “‘the people’ as the supporters of [a] ‘great culture’
so that they might eventually be led to appropriate that culture as their own.”12

A similar and more contemporary version of this discourse opposes the high or
dominant culture to the alternative culture of the working class or various subcultural
groups. This is the culture of authenticity, one which is allegedly uninfluenced by the
logic and practices of the culture industry or the impositions of a dominant way of
life. At work here is a romanticized view of popular experience that somehow manages
to escape from the relations and contradictions at work in the larger society. This view
falls prey to an essentialist reading of popular culture. It deeply underestimates the
most central feature of cultural power in the twentieth century. In failing to acknowledge
popular culture as one sphere in a complex field of domination and subordination,
this view ignores the necessity of providing an understanding of how power produces
different levels of cultural relations, experience, and values that articulate the multi-
layered ideologies and social practices of any society.13
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Both of these leftist traditions have played a powerful role in defining popular
culture within a theoretical framework that helps to explain why the people have not
risen up against the inequities and injustices of capitalism. Ironically, the Right has not
ignored the underlying logic of this position, and, in fact, has appropriated it for its
own ideological interests. For example, as Patrick Brantlinger points out, the category
of popular culture has been “just as useful for helping to explain and condemn the
failures of egalitarian schools and mass cultural institutions such as television and the
press to educate ‘the masses’ to political responsibility.”14 Conservative critics such as
Arnold Toynbee, José Ortega Y Gasset, Ezra Pound, and T. S. Eliot have viewed popular
culture as a threat to the very existence of civilization as well as an expression of the
vulgarization and decadence of the masses.

In the conservative attack on mass culture, the category of true culture is treated
as a warehouse filled with the goods of antiquity, waiting patiently to be distributed
anew to each generation. Knowledge in this perspective becomes sacred, revered, and
removed from the demands of social critique and ideological interests.15 The pedagogical
principles at work here are similar to those at work in the Left’s celebration of high
culture. In both cases, the rhetoric of cultural restoration and crisis legitimates a trans-
mission pedagogy consistent with a view of culture as an artifact and students as merely
bearers of received knowledge. Though starting from different political positions, ad-
vocates of high culture on the Left and Right often argue that the culture of the people
has to be replaced with forms of knowledge and values that are at the heart of ruling
culture. In these perspectives, the modalities of revolutionary struggle and conservative
preservation seem to converge around a view of popular culture as a form of barbarism,
a notion of “the people” as passive dupes, and an appeal to a view of enlightenment
that reduces cultural production and meaning to the confines of high culture. Questions
regarding the multidimensional nature of the struggles, contradictions, and reforma-
tions that inscribe in different ways the historically specific surface of popular cultural
forms are completely overlooked in both the dominant radical and conservative posi-
tions developed above.

Dominant Left views of popular culture have not provided an adequate discourse
for developing a theory of cultural analysis that begins with the issue of how power
enters into the struggles over the domains of common sense and everyday life.16 Nor
do such accounts provide sufficient theoretical insight into how the issues of consent,
resistance, and the production of subjectivity are formed by pedagogical processes whose
structuring principles are deeply political. Of course, in the exaggerations that character-
ize popular culture as one that is either imposed from above or generated spontaneously
from below there are hints of the political reality of cultural power both as a force for
domination and as a condition for collective affirmation and struggle. The point is not
to separate these different elements of cultural power from each other as binary oppo-
sitions but to capture the complexity of cultural relations as they are manifested in
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practices that both enable and disable people within sites and social forms that give
meaning to the relations of popular culture.17

Hegemony as a Pedagogical Process

The work of Antonio Gramsci represents an important starting point for both rede-
fining the meaning of popular culture and for advancing its pedagogical and political
importance as a site of both struggle and domination.18 Gramsci did not directly address
himself to modern manifestations of popular culture such as cinema and radio, nor
did he write anything noteworthy on the symbolic forms of popular culture that existed
in the urban centers of Europe in the early part of the twentieth century; but he did
formulate an original and profound theory of culture, power, and hegemony that pro-
vides a theoretical basis for moving beyond the impasse of viewing popular culture
within the bipolar alternatives of a celebratory popularism or a debilitating cultural
stupor.19 Gramsci’s theory of hegemony redefines the structuring principles that main-
tain relations between dominant and subordinate classes in the advanced capitalist
societies. For Gramsci, the exercise of control by the ruling classes is characterized less
by the excessive use of officially sanctioned force than it is through what he calls the
struggle for hegemonic leadership. Hegemonic leadership refers to the struggle to win
the consent of subordinated groups to the existing social order. In substituting hege-
monic struggle for the concept of domination, Gramsci points to the complex ways in
which consent is organized as part of an active pedagogical process on the terrain of
everyday life. In Gramsci’s view such a process must work and rework the cultural and
ideological terrain of subordinate groups in order to legitimate the interests and author-
ity of the ruling bloc.

Gramsci’s concept of hegemony broadens the question of which social groups
will hold and exert power. More importantly, it raises a number of theoretical consider-
ations regarding how power as a cultural, economic, and political set of practices works
to define, organize, and legitimate particular conceptions of common sense.20 Gramsci’s
hegemony needs to be articulated as both a political and pedagogical process. Moral
leadership and state power are tied to a process of consent, as a form of learning, which
is secured through the elaboration of particular discourses, needs, appeals, values, and
interests that must address and transform the concerns of subordinated groups. In this
perspective hegemony is a continuing, shifting, and problematic historical process.
Consent is structured through a series of relations marked by an ongoing political
struggle over competing conceptions and views of the world between dominant and
subordinated groups. What is worth noting here is that this is not a political struggle
framed within the polarities of an imposing dominant culture and weak or “authentic”
subordinate cultures. On the contrary, by claiming that every relation of hegemony is
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necessarily an educational relationship, Gramsci makes clear that a ruling bloc can
only engage in a political and pedagogical struggle for the consent of subordinate groups
if it is willing to take seriously and articulate some of the values and interests of these
groups.21

Inherent in the attempt by dominant groups to transform rather than displace
the ideological and cultural terrain of subordinated groups, dominant ideology itself
is compromised and exists in a far from pure, uncontaminated state. Needless to say,
the culture of subordinated groups never confronts the dominant culture in either a
completely supine or totally resistant fashion. In the struggle to open up its own spaces
for resistance and affirmation, subordinated cultures have to negotiate and compromise
around both those elements they give over to the dominant culture and those they
maintain as representative of their own interests and desires.22

From this view of struggle within the hegemonic process, it is clear that the relation-
ship between popular culture and the processes of consent require rejecting any con-
cept of popular culture articulated in essentialist terms. That is, the concept of popular
culture cannot be defined around a set of ideological meanings permanently inscribed
in particular cultural forms. On the contrary, because of the location of cultural forms
within and as part of the dynamics of consent, their meaning can only be ascertained
through their articulation into a practice and set of historically specific contextual
relations that determine their political meaning and ideological interests. Break dancing,
punk dress codes, or heavy metal music may be sufficiently oppositional and congruent
within one social and historical context to be considered a legitimate radical expression
of popular culture and yet in another social field may be mediated through the consumer
ideology and investments of mass culture. What is important to recognize here is that
the key structuring principle of popular culture does not consist in the contents of particu-
lar cultural forms. Stuart Hall illuminates this issue well:

The meaning of a cultural form and its place or position in the cultural field is not in-

scribed inside its form. Nor is its position fixed once and forever. This year’s radical

symbol or slogan will be neutralized into next year’s fashion; the year after, it will be the

object of a profound cultural nostalgia. Today’s rebel folksinger ends up, tomorrow, on

the cover of The Observer color magazine. The meaning of the cultural symbol is given

in part by the social field into which it is incorporated, the practices with which it articu-

lates and is made to resonate. What matters is not the intrinsic or historically fixed ob-

jects of culture, but the state of play in cultural relations.23

We want to extend further this insight and argue that not only are popular cultural
forms read in complex ways, but they also mobilize multiple forms of investment. In
other words, the popular has a dual form of address: it serves as a semantic and ideo-
logical referent for marking one’s place in history and also brings about an experience
of pleasure, affect, and corporeality. This is not to suggest that these forms of address
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posit a distinction in which pleasure takes place outside of history or forms of repre-
sentation. What is being posited is that the popular as both a set of practices and a
discursive field has a variety of effects that may be mediated through a combination of
corporeal and ideological meanings or through the primacy of one of these determi-
nants. For instance, while popular cultural forms are productive around historically
constructed sets of meanings and practices, their effects may be primarily affective.
That is, how these forms are mediated and addressed, how they work to construct a
particular form of investment, may depend less on the production of meanings than
on the affective relations that they construct with their audiences. For example, plea-
sure as a terrain of commodification and struggle never exists completely free from the
technology of gendered representations, but its power as a form of investment cannot
be reduced to its signifying effects. This means that the practices associated with a
particular cultural form such as punk can never be dismissed as being merely ideologi-
cally incorrect or as simply a reflex of commodity logic. The importance of both the
semantic and the affective in the structuring of the investments in popular cultural
forms provides new theoretical categories for linking the terrain of the everyday with
the pedagogical processes at work in the notion of consent.

In summary, we are arguing that there is no popular culture outside of the inter-
locking processes of meaning, power, and desire that characterize the force of cultural
relations at work at a given time and place in history. What this suggests more specifically
is that the content of popular culture cannot be understood as prespecified content;
instead, its content is produced as the ideological and institutional structuring relations
of a given society’s function to sustain the differences between what constitutes the
dominant culture and what does not. Underlying this struggle in North America today
to maintain both a difference and an accommodation of dominant and subordinate
cultures is a configuration of institutions, ideologies, and social practices that constitute
those features that mark a generic distinction between the realms of popular and domi-
nant culture.

In the context of this distinction, popular culture is, in a sense, an empty cultural
form. That is, its form or representation does not guarantee an unproblematic, tran-
scendent meaning. At the same time, popular culture can be understood as a social
practice constituted by a particular site and features that point to a distinctive field of
political action. The general distinctiveness of popular culture as a sphere of social
relations can be made more clear by further elaborating its basic theoretical features.

To begin with the concept of hegemony clarifies how cultural power is able to
penetrate into the terrain of daily life, transforming it into both a struggle over and
accommodation to the culture of subordinate groups. Second, it is important to ac-
knowledge that the cultural terrain of everyday life is not only a site of struggle and
accommodation, but one in which the production of subjectivity can be viewed as a
pedagogical process whose structuring principles are deeply political. Third, the notion
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of consent that lies at the heart of the process of hegemony underscores the impor-
tance of specifying the limits and possibilities of the pedagogical principles at work
within cultural forms that serve in contradictory ways to empower and disempower
various groups. In what follows, we want to extend these insights by pointing to those
specific features and activities that illuminate more specifically what constitutes popular
culture as both a site and field of pedagogical work.

Culture as a Site of Struggle and Power Relations

We enter the process of theorizing the relation between popular culture and critical
pedagogy by arguing for educational practice as both a site and form of cultural politics.
In this regard, our project is the construction of an educational practice that expands
human capacities in order to enable people to intervene in the formation of their own
subjectivities and to be able to exercise power in the interest of transforming the ideo-
logical and material conditions of domination into social practices that promote social
empowerment and demonstrate possibilities. Within this position we are emphasizing
popular culture as a site of differentiated politics; a site with multiple ideological and
affective weightings. It represents a particular historical place where different groups
collide in transactions of dominance, complicity, and resistance over the power to name,
legitimate, and experience different versions of history, community, desire, and pleasure
through the availability of social forms structured by the politics of difference. Some
of the theoretical and political implications at work in this view of popular culture are
captured in Larry Grossberg’s discussion of a theory of articulation:

. . . people are never merely passively subordinated, never entirely incorporated. People

are engaged in struggles with, within, and sometimes against, real tendential forces and

determinations, in their efforts to appropriate what they are given. Consequently, their

relations to particular practices and texts are complex and contradictory: they may win

something in the struggle against sexism and lose something in the struggle against eco-

nomic exploitation; they may both gain and lose something economically; and while

they lose ideological ground, they may win some emotional strength. If peoples’ lives are

never merely determined by the dominant position, and their subordination is always

complex and active, then understanding [popular] culture requires us to look at how

they are actively inserted at particular sites of everyday life and at how particular articu-

lations empower and disempower its audience.24

The key theoretical concepts for further specifying popular culture as a particular
site of struggle and accommodation can be initially organized around the category of
what we label “the productive.” In the more general sense, we use the term “productive”
to refer to the construction and organization of practices engaged in by dominant and
subordinated groups to secure a space for producing and legitimating experiences and
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social forms constitutive of different ways of life forged in asymmetrical relations of
power. The term “productive” points to two distinctly different sets of relations within
the sphere of the popular.

The first set of relations refers to the ways in which the dominant culture functions
as a structuring force within and through popular forms. In this case, the dominant
culture attempts to secure both semantically and affectively, through the production
of meaning and the regulation of pleasure, the complicity of subordinated groups.
Rather than merely dismiss and ignore the traditions, ideologies, and needs that emerge
from the cultures of subordinated groups, the dominant culture attempts to appropriate
and transform the ideological and cultural processes that characterize the terrain of
the popular. At issue here are processes of selective production, controlled distribution,
and regulated notions of narrative and consumer address.

In the second set of relations, the notion of the productive refers to the ways in
which subordinated groups articulate a distinct set of contents and/or a level of in-
volvement in popular forms that is less distancing and more social in nature than that
found in the cultural forms of dominant bourgeois groups. This articulation and set
of relations are characterized by a refusal to engage in social practices defined by an
abstract rationality, a theoretical mapping, so to speak, that structures cultural forms
through a denial of the familiar affective investments and pleasures. For the dominant
class, such refusal is often understood as a surrender to the moment, the fun of the
event, or the “horror of the vulgar.” A more critical reading might suggest that the
affective investment and level of active involvement in popular forms such as neigh-
borhood sports and punk dancing, or at working-class weddings represent an impor-
tant theoretical signpost. In this case, it is a particular form of sociality that signals
something more than vulgarity, cooption, or what Bloch calls the swindle of fulfill-
ment. Instead, the sociality that structures popular forms may contain the unrealized
potentialities and possibilities necessary for more democratic and humane forms of
community and collective formation.25 This can be made clearer by analyzing the struc-
turing principles that often characterize dominant cultural forms.

Pierre Bourdieu argues that the cultural forms of dominant bourgeois groups
can be characterized by the celebration of a formalism, an elective distance from the
real world, with all of its passions, emotions, and feelings. The social relations and
attendant sensibility at work in bourgeois cultural forms are those that often maintain
an investment of form—a celebration of stylized detachment. On the other hand, there
is often a space in cultural forms embraced by subordinated groups that is organized
around a sensibility in which the needs, emotions, and passions of the participants
largely resonate with the material and ideological structures of everyday life. Underlying
these social relations one often finds a richly textured collective investment of play and
affective engagement in which there is no great disjunction/interruption between the
act and its meaning. In other words, there is an active, communal set of experiences
and social practices at work in subordinated cultural forms, including a form of public
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participation in which the dominant practice of distancing the body from reflection is
refused. This is the productive moment of corporeality. Mercer illuminates this point
in his discussion of Bourdieu’s concept of “popular forms:”

‘Nothing,’ argues Pierre Bourdieu, ‘more radically distinguishes popular spectacles—the

football match, Punch and Judy, the circus, wrestling, or even in some cases the cin-

ema—from bourgeois spectacles, than the form of participation of the public.’ For the

former, whistles, shouts, pitch invasions are characteristic, for the latter the gestures are

distant, heavily ritualized—applause, obligatory but discontinuous and punctual cries

of enthusiasm—‘author, author’ or ‘encore.’ Even the clicking of fingers and tapping of

feet in a jazz audience are only a ‘bourgeois spectacle, which mimes a popular one’ since

the participation is reduced to ‘the silent allure of the gesture.’ A certain distance, Bourdieu

argues, has been central in the bourgeois economy of the body: a distance between

‘reflexion’ and corporeal participation.26

Since corporeality may be inscribed in either repressive or emancipatory actions,
any uncritical celebration of the body is theoretically and politically misplaced. At the
same time, it is important to recognize that a discourse of the body is needed that
recognizes a sensibility and set of social practices that both define and exhibit a possibil-
ity for extending unrealized and progressive moments in the production of corporeality.
For example, punk culture’s lived appropriation of the everyday as a refusal to let the
dominant culture encode and restrict the meaning of daily life suggests the first in-
stance of a form of resistance that links play with the reconstruction of meaning. This
particular popular form, filled as it is with abortive hopes, signifies within bourgeois
culture a “tradition of the scorned.” That is, punk culture (or for that matter any lived
relation of difference that doesn’t result in dominance or infantilization) ruptures the
dominant order symbolically and refuses to narrate with permission. It is scorned by
the bourgeoisie because it not only challenges the dominant order’s attempt to suppress
all differences through a discourse that asserts the homogeneity of the social domain
but presents the possibility of a social imaginary in which a politics of democratic
difference offers up forms of resistance in which it becomes possible to rewrite, rework,
recreate, and reestablish new discourses and cultural spaces that revitalize rather than
degrade public life. Whether conscious or not, punk culture partly expresses social
practices that contain the basis for interrogating and struggling to overthrow all those
forms of human behavior in which difference becomes the basis for subjecting human
beings to forms of degradation, enslavement, and exploitation. Of course, there is more
at work in punk culture than the affirmation of difference; there is also the difference
of affirmation, that is, affirmation becomes the precondition for claiming one’s expe-
rience as a legitimate basis for developing one’s own voice, place, and sense of history.
It is this dialectic of affirmation, pleasure, and difference that constitutes some of the
basic elements of the notion of the productive. Bourdieu is helpful here, for he defines
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the productive as that dialectical mixture of pleasure, consent, and unselfconscious
involvement that maps out a significant aspect of the popular within everyday life. As
Bourdieu points out,

The desire to enter into the game, identifying with the characters’ joys and sufferings,

worrying about their fate, espousing their hopes and ideals, living their life, is based on a

form of investment, a sort of deliberate “naivety”, ingenuousness, good-natured credulity

(“we’re here to enjoy ourselves”), which tends to accept formal experiments and specifi-

cally artistic effects only to the extent that they can be forgotten and do not get in the

way of [the affirmation and dignity of everyday life].27

As we have stressed, it would be a political mistake to place too much faith in the
level of participation and nature of spontaneity that characterizes many cultural forms
of subordinated groups. Many of these forms are not innocent. As an area and site of
exchange between the dominant and subordinated classes, popular culture embodies a
violence inherent in both sides of the processes of hegemony as well as the unrealized
potentiality of those needs and desires that reflect a respect for human dignity and a
commitment to extend their most ethical and empowering capabilities. We stress here
that innocence is not an intrinsic feature of the popular. There is a violence inextricably
inscribed in popular forms that must also be addressed as part of the multilayered and
contradictory investments and meanings that constitute its changing character.

Popular Culture and Consent: The Dialectic of Ideology and Pleasure

If the popular is to be understood in terms of the unrealized potentialities that inform
it, critical educators need to analyze how the production of subjectivity and cultural
alliances can emerge within the grammar and codes that make the terrain of the popular
significant in peoples’ everyday lives. As a site of struggle and possibility, popular cul-
ture needs to be understood not only in terms of its productive elements, but also in
terms of how its cultural forms articulate processes through which the production,
organization, and regulation of consent take place around various social practices and
struggles at the level of everyday life. These processes can be elaborated through the
category we call “the persuasive.” In the most general sense, the term refers to the ways
in which hegemony functions on the terrain of popular culture through a variety of
pedagogical processes that work not only to secure dominant interests but to offer as
well the possibility of a politics of resistance and social transformation.

The notion of the persuasive illuminates the insight that political power never
works without an ideological mediation. For example, instances of domination and
hegemony raise questions as to how domination is produced and organized within
processes of motivation and legitimation. By introducing the element of persuasion—
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that is, how ideological mediation actually functions as a pedagogical process—domi-
nation along with resistance can be connected to a broader notion of cultural politics
in which the very act of learning can be analyzed as a fundamental aspect of hegemony.
More specifically, the category of the persuasive in popular culture is important because
it provides a starting point for understanding how the complex relations of dominance
and resistance are organized and structured through particular pedagogical forms and
practices. Theorizing about popular culture in this way helps to lay bare the practical
grounds on which transformations are worked and represented through the important
and related categories of consent, investment, ideology, and pleasure.

Consent is an important feature of the practice of persuasion. As the term is gen-
erally defined in radical theories of hegemony, consent refers to two somewhat different
perspectives on how people come to be engaged within the ideologies and social relations
of the dominant culture. In the more orthodox version, consent often refers to the
ways in which the dominant logic is imposed on subordinated groups through the
mechanizations of the culture industry. In the revisionist radical version, consent is
defined through more active forms of complicity in that subordinated groups are now
viewed as partly negotiating their adaptation and place within the dominant culture.
As either imposition or negotiated complicity, consent defines the relationship between
power and culture as nothing more than the equivalence of domination. We want to
modify these notions of consent so as to illuminate its dialectical importance as a po-
litical and pedagogical process.

In our view, the notion of consent rightly points to the ways in which people are
located within and negotiate elements of place and agency as a result of their investments
in particular relations of meaning constructed through popular forms. At work in this
notion of consent is the central question of what it is that people know, how they come
to know, and how they come to feel in a particular way that secures for the hegemonic
or counter-hegemonic order their loyalties and desires. This perspective is important
as a political and social practice and as a framework of inquiry because it raises impor-
tant questions about how the modern apparatuses of moral and social regulation, as
well as resistance and counter-discourse, define what kind of knowledge counts, how it
is to be taught, how subjectivities are defined, and how the very dynamic of moral and
political regulation is constantly worked and reworked. The political implications of
these insights for a politics of popular culture are significant and need further theoretical
elaboration.

That consent is learned begs the question of what kinds of pedagogical processes
are at work through which people actively rather than passively identify their own
needs and desires with particular forms and relations of meaning. Unfortunately, the
pedagogical issue of how people come to learn such identities and pleasures through
particular forms of identification and cathexis has not been the central focus of study
in most radical analyses of culture. Instead, radical analyses have often focused either
on deconstructing the ideologies at work in particular cultural forms or on how readers
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organize texts according to their own meanings and experiences. In both cases, the
issue of pedagogy has been subordinated to and subsumed within a rather limited
notion of ideology production. The concern over ideology is limited to a particular
view of consent in which the study of popular culture is reduced to analyses of texts or
to popular culture as merely forms of consumption.28 Ideology as a pedagogical process
in this case is restricted to how meanings are produced by texts and mediated by audi-
ences or to analyses that attempt to uncover how the market organizes needs in order
to commodify popular culture.

What is particularly missing from these perspectives are questions regarding how
cultural forms can be understood as mobilizing desire in a way that elaborates how
such forms are engaged. For example, through what processes do cultural forms induce
an anger or pleasure that has its own center of gravity as a form of meaning? How can
we come to understand learning outside of the limits of rationality, as a form of engage-
ment that mobilizes and sometimes reconstructs desire? These questions suggest that
pedagogy is not so neatly ensconced in the production of discourse. Rather, pedagogy
also constitutes a moment in which the body learns, moves, desires, and longs for
affirmation. These questions also suggest a rejection of the pedagogy of modernism,
one that serves up “ideal” forms of communication theory in which the tyranny of
discourse becomes the ultimate pedagogical medium,29 that is, talk embodied as a logic
abstracted from the body itself. We need to reemphasize that the issue of consent opens
up pedagogy to the uncertain, that space that refuses the measurable, that legitimates
the concrete in a way that is felt and experienced rather than merely spoken. In this
argument, we are not trying to privilege the body or a politics of affective investments
over discourse as much as we are trying to emphasize their absence in previous theoriz-
ing as well as their importance for a critical pedagogy.

It is worth stressing that the relationship we are posing between affective and
discursive investment is neither ahistorical nor ideologically innocent. Nor are we sug-
gesting that ideology and affect as particular forms of investment can best be understood
by positing a rigid conceptual opposition between meaning and desire. The cultural
forms that mobilize desire and affect along with the struggles that take place over re-
producing and investing desire, pleasure, and corporeality are constructed within power
relations, which are always ideological in nature but which produce an experience or
form of investment that cannot be understood merely as an ideological construction—
an experience re-presented and enjoyed through the lens of meaning rather than
through the primacy of pleasure and affect. Put another way, interpellations in the
Althusserian sense are not merely ideological, they are also a summons to particular
forms of pleasure, which are always historically situated but not discursively privileged.
In what follows, we will argue that by retheorizing the notion of ideology through a
reconstructed theory of pleasure, educators can begin to develop a pedagogy that offers
a more critical possibility for addressing the purpose and meaning of popular culture
as a terrain of struggle and hope.
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We are arguing that the relationship between power and complicity is not framed
simply around the organization of knowledge and meaning. The power of complicity
and the complicity of power are not exhausted simply by registering how people are
positioned and located through the production of particular ideologies structured
through particular discourses. The relationships that subordinated groups enter into
with respect to cultural forms cannot be understood and exhausted simply through
what often amounts to a search and destroy mission based on uncovering the particular
meanings and messages that mediate between a particular film, popular song, or text
and its audience. The limits of ideology and rationality as the interests that structure
behavior and move us within particular social forms are neither understood nor made
problematic in this position. This position represents a basic misrecognition of the
central and important role that pleasure (or its absence) plays in structuring the relation-
ships and investments that one has to a particular cultural form. Colin Mercer empha-
sizes the point we are trying to make here:

Barthes has it that ‘ideology passes over the text and it’s reading like the blush over a face

(in love, some take erotic pleasure in this colouring)’ and this signals something of the

contemporary concern for the contradictory play of ideology. There is a general unease

that, within the plethora of ideology analysis, which has emerged in recent years, some-

thing has quite crucially been missed out: that it may now be important to look over our

shoulders and try to explain a certain ‘guilt’ of enjoyment of such and such in spite of its

known ideological and political provenance. . . . Any analysis of the pleasure, the modes

of persuasion, the consent operative with a given cultural form would have to displace

the search for an ideological, political, economic or, indeed subjective, meaning and estab-

lish the coordinates of that ‘formidable underside’ (i.e., pleasure, joy) . . . because what

we are really concerned with here is a restructuring of the theoretical horizon within

which a cultural form is perceived.30

Drawing upon the work of Walter Benjamin, Roland Barthes, and others, Mercer
has called attention to an issue that is central to a politics of popular culture. That is, he
has focused on the ways in which consent is articulated not only through the structuring
of semantically organized meanings and messages, but also through the pleasures in-
voked in the mechanisms and structuring principles of popular forms. The theoretical
insight at work in this position is in part revealed through the question of why “we not
only consent to forms of domination which we know, rationally and politically, are
‘wrong’, but even enjoy them.”31 The importance of this issue is made somewhat clear
in the limits of an ideological analysis that might reveal the sexist nature of the lyrics in
a popular song or video. Such a critique is important but it does not tell us or even
seem capable of raising the question as to why people enjoy the song or video even
though they might recognize the sexist ideologies that such texts embody. It is important
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to stress that an overreliance on ideology critique has limited our ability to understand
how people actively participate in the dominant culture through processes of accom-
modation, negotiation, and even resistance.

In short, the investments that tie students to popular cultural forms cannot be
ascertained simply through an analysis of the meanings and representations that we
decode in them. On the contrary, affective investments have a real cultural hold and
such investments may be indifferent to the very notion of meaning itself as constructed
through the lens of the ideological. This suggests a number of important political and
pedagogical principles. First, in hegemonic and counter-hegemonic struggles, the pro-
duction and regulation of desire is as important as the construction of meaning. This
means that the constitution and the expression of such desire is an important starting
point for understanding the relations that students construct to popular and dominant
forms. Second, the idea and experience of pleasure must be constituted politically so
that we can analyze how the body becomes not only the object of (his-patriarchal)
pleasure,32 but also the subject of pleasure. In this case “pleasure becomes the consent
of life in the body,” and provides an important corporeal condition of life affirming
possibility.33 This argues for a discriminatory notion of pleasure that is not only desirable
in and of itself, but that also suggests “at one and the same time . . . a figure for utopia
in general, and for the systemic revolutionary transformation of society as a whole.”34

Third, we must recognize how popular culture can constitute a field of possibilities
within which students can be empowered so as to appropriate cultural forms on terms
that dignify and extend their human possibilities.

We realize that this raises enormously difficult questions about how, as teachers,
we come to analyze a politics of feeling within sites that are at odds with the very
notion of the popular. To make the popular the object of study within schools is to run
the risk of not only reconstituting the meaning and pleasures of cultural forms but
also of forcing students into a discourse and form of analysis that is at odds with their
notion of what is considered pedagogically acceptable and properly distant from their
everyday lives outside of school. At the same time, the popular cannot be ignored be-
cause it points to a category of meanings and affective investments that shape the very
identities, politics, and cultures of the students we deal with. Subjectivity and identity
are in part constituted on the ground of the popular and their force and effects do not
disappear once students enter school. The political issue at stake here and its pedagogi-
cal relevance are suggested by Larry Grossberg:

. . . It is only if we begin to recognize the complex relations between affect and ideology

that we can make sense of people’s emotional life, their desiring life, their struggles to

find the energy to survive, let alone struggle. It is only in the terms of these relations that

we can understand people’s need and ability to maintain a “faith” in something beyond

their immediate existence.35
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In the section that follows, we will consider a particular Hollywood film as a de-
monstrative text in order to illuminate how the formation of multiple identities takes
place through attachments and investments that are structured as much by affect and
pleasure as they are by ideology and rationality. The importance of this cultural text is
in part due to the opportunity it offers for further elaborating the elements of a critical
pedagogical practice and our affirmation of the centrality of the body in the processes
of knowing and learning.

Investment and Pleasure in Dirty Dancing

We have argued throughout this chapter that popular forms both shape and are medi-
ated through the investments of rationality and affect. In attempting to make this obser-
vation more concrete as both a way of analyzing popular forms as well as using them as
part of a critical pedagogical process, we want to take-up a specific consideration of
the film, Dirty Dancing, written by Eleanor Bergstein and released into the North
American market during the summer of 1987.

As we have stressed earlier in this chapter, the concept of popular culture cannot
be defined around a set of ideological meanings permanently inscribed in particular
cultural forms. Rather, the meaning of cultural forms can only be ascertained through
their articulation into a practice and set of historically specific contextual relations
that determine their pleasures, politics, and meanings. This position straightforwardly
implies Roland Barthes’ encouragement that “whenever it’s the body which writes,
and not ideology, there’s a chance the text will join us in our modernity.”36 Thus our
comments on the text of Dirty Dancing are not offered as abstract observations without
an observer, but rather as a fully embodied account. The pedagogical significance of
this statement should not be minimized. It means that when we engage students through
a critical consideration of particular cultural forms (whether they be commodity texts
such as films or lived social relations such as local peace or environmental movements),
we must begin with an acknowledgement and exploration of how we—our contra-
dictory and multiple selves [fully historical and social]—are implicated in the mean-
ings and pleasures we ascribe to those forms. The interest here is not so much
self-knowledge as it is the understanding and consideration of the possibilities and
limitations inherent in lived social differences.

The following interpretation of Dirty Dancing has been produced through a recog-
nition of our own investments in this film. This combination of reason and pleasure is
organized not only by our shared work as educators interested in elaborating the com-
plexities of a critical pedagogical practice but as well by biographies within which our
earliest sense of social contradiction was formed within the juxtaposition of body
movements, textures, timbre, and clothing. We have lived our lives within and against
the grain of very different conjunctions of class, gender, and ethnic relations. But what
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we have shared is the shock, awe, and production of desire in confronting bodies that
knew something we did not. For Simon, this experience of difference and desire was
organized, in part, through being born to a marriage constituted across class divisions.
Thus, the infrequent visits and family celebrations with working-class relatives and the
more frequent moments when adult bodies—father and friends—[in the syntax, se-
mantics, and very volume of speech; in the expansive gestures and use of space]—
articulated forms of passion and pleasure suppressed by the detachment offered with
middle-class rituals of politeness and formalism. For Giroux, the experience of having
a different culture inscribe the body in terms that were at odds with one’s own social
positioning occurred when affiliations organized through high school sport led to hang-
ing out with working-class blacks. Attending weekend parties, dancing to the music of
black blues singers such as Etta James, and learning how to dance without moving
one’s feet made manifest the fact that the body could speak with a rhythm vastly different
from that which structured the Catholic Youth Organization dances organized for white
working-class youth. In both of our situations, our bodies were positioned within differ-
ent sets of experiences and practices that embodied contradictions that we neither
understood nor were able to articulate.

Unlike many of the teenage films that have swept the North American and Euro-
pean markets, Dirty Dancing locates the formation of youth within a material and
social set of contradictory and conflicting practices. That is, this film does not treat
youth as an isolated social stratum lacking any wider referent than itself. Questions of
class and sexism, culture and privilege come together in a tapestry of social relations
that emerge within the unlikely location of an affluent summer resort for the families
of the rising class of Jewish businessmen and professionals.37

The year is 1963 and Frances “Baby” Houseman, her sister, mother, and father
arrive at Kellerman’s Resort for their summer vacation. We sense after a few moments
into the film that Baby [who is soon to start a university program in the economics of
international development and later plans to join the U.S. Peace Corps] is bored and
alienated from the pleasures and pastimes of the nouveau Jewish-bourgeoisie who make
up the majority of the patrons at Kellerman’s. But we also quickly learn that Baby’s
idealistic political commitments to equality and fairness are just as surely rooted in the
rhetorical discourse of liberal democracy historically embraced by her class (embodied
particularly by her physician father). Baby is proudly introduced as someone who “is
going to change the world” and do it with reason and intelligence.

Except for the college students hired by Kellerman to work the dining room, the
hotel staff consists of young people whose experience and corporeality define a location
across a solid class and ethnicity barrier that marks the landscape of the resort. Such
barriers are familiar to us; we have been on both sides.

One evening after escaping the inanities of “entertainment night” at Kellerman’s,
Baby wanders the grounds and inadvertently discovers what to her is an unknown,
astonishing, and mesmerizing corner of the site of the popular. What she discovers is
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the terrain of “dirty dancing,” a form of music and movement whose coded desires
and productive pleasures crumble what to her seem like an empty bourgeois body,
only to reconstitute it with new meanings and pleasures. What Baby discovers at this
working-class party is the overt sensuality of rock and soul. She learns what we have
learned in that shock of displacement when one’s ignorant body is called to new forms
of participation that promise unfamiliar pleasures. She discovers in Barthes’ words
that “the human body is not an eternal object, written forever in nature . . . for it is
really a body that was constructed by history, by societies, by regimes, by ideologies.”38

The articulations between Baby’s class position and the class location of the work-
ing-class help are first felt as differences of affective investment in the body. By placing
her body within the terrain of working-class pleasures, Baby begins to feel and identify
her body as a terrain of struggle, one that suggests a need to reject her family’s view of
bodily pleasure and desire for the more pronounced terrain of sexuality and bodily
abandonment offered by the culture of the working-class help. It is through the social-
ity of “dirty dancing” that Baby first engages her own class-specific cultural capital and
attempts to reclaim her body as a terrain of struggle through a redefined sense of plea-
sure and identity. For Baby, the body becomes the referent not only for redefining and
remaking a sense of her own class and gender identity, but also for investing in a notion
of desire and pleasure that reconstitutes her sense of self and social empowerment.

It is from this position of being amazed and attracted to a particular body of
knowledge that the film’s narrative begins to unfold. Baby is attracted to both the male
and female personifications of the new cultural terrain: the dance instructor Johnny
Castle and his partner Penny. As the story proceeds, Baby is transformed both by a new
body knowledge and a new knowledge of her body and its pleasures. Baby seems to
embrace the “abandon” of working-class cultural terrain, finding in it perhaps an arena
of feeling and emotion that cannot be totally colonized by the expectations of ratio-
nality within which her identity has been formed.39

Baby learns that Penny is pregnant and that money is needed to illegally termi-
nate the pregnancy. A “doctor” is only available on the night Penny and Johnny are to
perform at a nearby hotel. If they miss the performance, Penny would most likely be
fired. Deceiving her family (who places perfect faith in her reason and honesty), Baby
obtains the abortion money from her father and agrees to take Penny’s place as Johnny’s
partner. As Johnny begins to teach her the dance routine, their relationship develops.

Baby’s substitution for Penny as Johnny’s partner is a form of lived fantasy that
works a reconstitution of explicitly who and what she is. As McRobbie has written:

Dance evokes fantasy because it sets in motion a dual relationship projecting both inter-

nally towards the self and externally towards the ‘other’; which is to say that dance as a

leisure activity connects desires for the self with those for somebody else. It articulates

adolescence and girlhood with femininity and female sexuality and it does this by and

through the body. This is especially important because it is the one pleasurable arena
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where women have some control and know what is going on in relation to physical sensual-

ity and to their own bodies. Continually bombarded with images and with information

about how they should be and how they should feel, dance offers an escape, a positive

and vibrant sexual expressiveness.40

That Baby’s investment in the dance of the Other is being anchored through affect
seems clear enough from the often cliched dialogue. As Johnny emphasizes, “it is not
enough to know the steps; you have to feel the music.” And as Baby acknowledges as
their relationship deepens: “I’m afraid of never feeling the rest of my whole life as I do
when I’m with you.”

Even in a setting so well defined to privilege the wealthy, the constraints of class
and power move across the terrains of pleasure and work so as to lay bare the relationship
between wider social constraints and the formation of differentiated class-specific
dreams. In Dirty Dancing the desire mobilized by relations of domination runs both
ways. Johnny confides to Baby, “I dreamed you and I were walking along and we met
your father and he put his arm around me just like Robby [one of the Kellerman dining
room staff who attends medical school].”

Baby’s new investments, however, are not independent from the identity position
regulated and organized by liberal discourse. Within the complications of the plot [when
Johnny is falsely accused of theft], she acts on the belief that she can and should help
those in trouble and less fortunate than herself, fully expecting Johnny and his friends
to be treated with the same credibility and fairness as anyone else. When they are not,
her naivete is shattered and the film seems about to conclude with an honest appraisal
of the relations of class power. Even though he is cleared of the theft charge, Johnny is
fired when Baby admits to their relationship. They say good-bye to each other and he
drives off.

But screenwriter Bergstein was evidently unsatisfied by such a limited sense of
possibility. Consequently, she closes the film with what can be either dismissed as Holly-
wood schmaltz or celebrated as a glimpse of Utopian hope keyed by the recognition of
the importance of investments in the pleasures of sensuality. Johnny returns to find
the closing talent night in progress. Confronting Baby’s parents, he leads her on to the
stage for a final dance performance that evolves into total audience participation. The
film thus ends, magically erasing all social divisions [including the patriarchal one
between Mr. and Mrs. Houseman] as all the assembled staff and guests rock and roll to
the final dissolve into the film’s credits.

This concluding scene constitutes dance as a collectivizing process within which
individual differences disappear. Rock and roll, like religious singing, seems to deftly
bind people together, uniting young and old, performers and audiences, white and
black, the rulers and the ruled in an expression of celebration of the American dream
in which the relationship between social power and inequality simply fades away.
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What then does our understanding of Dirty Dancing display regarding the pro-
cesses of persuasion? Our argument is that Baby’s lived relation to the working-class
people she engages is mediated by a dual investment mobilized by both the subject
position she takes up within the discourse of liberalism and the popular cultural forms
of working-class life within which she experiences the pleasures of the body. The em-
phasis here is how popular cultural forms are important in constituting the identities
that influence how we engage new challenges and construct new experiences. In this
context we are referring to popular culture as a field within which is mobilized a form
of investment that is an elaboration of how any given cultural form (text, song, film,
and event) is engaged. It is worth noting how important it is to be able to hold analyti-
cally separate both semantic and affective aspects of investment, since they can be
mutually contradictory. Thus it is not uncommon to experience contrary investments
in relation to a specific cultural text: for example, rock music can provide pleasure
while being comprehended as very sexist and racist. Such internal contradictions are
integral to experiences of guilt.41

Implications for Critical Pedagogical Practice

Everyday moments of teaching . . . incorporate the minds and bodies of subjects, as

knowers and as learners. When we are at our best as teachers we are capable of speaking

to each of these ways of knowing in ourselves and our students. We may override prece-

dents in the educational project that value the knowing of the mind and deny the knowing

of the heart and of the body. Students, the partners in these enterprises of knowing, are

whole people with ideas, with emotions and with sensations . . . the project must not be

confined to a knowing only of the mind; it must address and interrogate what we think

we know from the heart and the body.42

While we are in agreement with McDade, it is important to clarify that when we
consider the relationship between popular cultures and pedagogy, we have a particular
form of teaching and learning in mind. This is a critical pedagogical form that affirms
the lived reality of difference as the ground on which to pose questions of theory and
practice. It is a form that claims the experience of lived difference as an agenda for
discussion and a central resource for a pedagogy of possibility.43 The discussion of
lived difference, if pedagogical, will take on a particular tension. It implies a struggle
over assigned meaning, a struggle over in what direction to desire, a struggle over par-
ticular modes of expression, and ultimately a struggle over multiple and even contra-
dictory versions of “self.” It is this struggle that makes possible and hence can redefine
the possibilities we see both in the conditions of our daily lives and in those conditions
that are “not yet.” This is a struggle that can never be won, or pedagogy stops.44

Giroux-RT1496_C06.pmd 1/28/2005, 3:17 PM178



179Popular Culture as a Pedagogy

What we are stressing is the absolutely crucial dimension of a critical pedagogy in
which knowledge is conceived as an integral aspect of teaching-learning. As David
Lusted writes:

Knowledge is not produced in the intentions of those who believe they hold it, whether

in the pen or in the voice. It is produced in the process of interaction, between writer and

reader at the moment of reading, and between teacher and learner at the moment of

classroom engagement. Knowledge is not the matter that is offered so much as the matter

that is understood. To think of fields or bodies of knowledge as if they are the property

of academics and teachers is wrong. It denies an equality in the relations at moments of

interaction and falsely privileges one side of the exchange, and what that side ‘knows’

over the other.45

This position does not require teachers to suppress or abandon what and how they
know. Indeed, the pedagogical struggle is lessened without such resources. However,
within this position teachers and students are challenged to find forms within which a
single discourse does not become the locus of certainty and certification. Rather, teachers
need to find ways of creating a space for mutual engagement of lived difference that
does not require the silencing of a multiplicity of voices by a single dominant discourse.
Indeed, this is precisely the pedagogical motive in stressing that our account of Dirty
Dancing must be seen as an embodied interpretation that provides an invaluable re-
source from which to engage lived difference as a possibility for critical dialogue and
self and social formation.

What might a teacher need to understand in order to engage in such a struggle?
What might she or he wish to find out? If we take popular culture as that terrain of
images, knowledge forms, and affective investments within which meaning and sub-
jectivity function, there are several questions a teacher might pursue. What are the
historical conditions and material circumstances within which the practices of popular
culture are pursued, organized, asserted, and regulated? Do such practices open up
new notions of identities and possibilities? What identities and possibilities are disorgan-
ized and excluded? How are such practices articulated with forms of knowledge and
pleasure legitimated by dominant groups? What interests and investments are served
by a particular set of popular cultural practices and critiqued and challenged by the
existence of such? What are the moral and political commitments of such practices,
and how are these related to one’s own commitments as a teacher [and if there is a
divergence, what does this imply]?

What all this means is that we think the analysis of popular culture is not simply
a question of “reading” off ideology from either commodity forms or forms of lived
everyday relations. Rather, we are moving toward a position within which one would
inquire into the popular as a field of practices that constitute Foucault’s indissoluble
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triad of knowledge, power, and pleasure.46 At the same time we want to raise a note of
caution. The teacher engaged in a pedagogy that requires some articulation of knowl-
edge and pleasures integral to student everyday life is walking a dangerous road. Too
easily perhaps, encouraging student voice can either become a form of voyeurism or
satisfy a form of ego-expansionism constituted on the pleasures of understanding those
who appear as “Other” to us. This is why we must be clear on the nature of the pedagogy
we pursue. Popular culture and social difference can be taken up by educators either as
a pleasurable form of knowledge/power, which allows for more effective individualiz-
ing and administration of forms of physical and moral regulation, or as the terrain on
which we must meet our students in a critical and empowering pedagogical encounter.

As teachers committed to the project of a critical pedagogy, we have to read the
ground of the popular for investments that both distort and constrict human potenti-
alities and those that give “voice” to unrealized possibilities. This is what the pedagogical
struggle is all about—opening up the material and discursive basis of particular ways
of producing meaning and representing ourselves, our relations to others, and our
relation to our environment so as to consider possibilities not yet realized. This is a
utopian practice both to be embraced for its urgent necessity and scrutinized for its
inherent limitations, a sentiment captured by John Berger in his short story, “The Ac-
cordion Player.” He writes:

Music demands obedience. It even demands obedience of the imagination when a melody

comes to mind. You can think of nothing else. It’s a kind of tyrant. In exchange it offers

its own freedom. All bodies can boast about themselves with music. The old can dance as

well as the young. Time is forgotten. And that night, from behind the silence of the last

stars, we thought we heard the affirmation of a Yes.

“La belle Jacqueline” once more! the dressmaker shouted at Felix. I love music! With

music you can say everything!

You can’t talk to a lawyer with music, Felix replied.47
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Interview

Politics of Radical Pedagogy*

Carlos Alberto Torres: What have you done in your life in terms of your formal
training and the different positions that you’ve held as a teacher and a
researcher?

Henry Giroux: I never intended to be a teacher. After high school, I received a
basketball scholarship to a junior college but dropped out and then worked
for two years in various jobs. Fortunately, I received another basketball
scholarship and it happened to be at a teachers’ college. I then went on
scholarship to Appalachian State University for a Master’s in history, and
my education began in earnest because I was assigned as a teaching assis-
tant to a professor who was extremely progressive and radical politically. I
learned more from him than I did in all of my formal education up to that
point. When I started graduate school in 1967, the country was in turmoil.
It was a great period to learn about politics, power, and knowledge outside
of the university. After getting my Master’s, I taught secondary school for
one year in a small town outside of Baltimore. The town was marked by
deep racial divisions, economically and culturally, and the school was heavily
segregated in the sense that very few blacks were placed in the college-
bound track. I found myself confronted with an institutional and cultural
register of racism that I didn’t have a language to understand or confront.
Tracking seemed so natural to me at that point that I did not equate it at

*Carlos Alberto Torres is Professor of Education at UCLA and Director of the UCLA
Latin American Center.
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first with a form of racial, gender, and class injustice. The experience radicalized
me. In 1967, I became a community organizer trying to change the school. I
worked in the black community for one year. And I got fired because of that—
because I tried to democratize the school organization and the curriculum. So I
came back to New England and got a job in a suburban school. Coming from a
working-class background, I found it very difficult to work with students who
were upper middle class, white, and extremely privileged. This proved to be a
very difficult terrain for me to negotiate.

The school was in Barrington, Rhode Island. I taught there for about six
years. These kids were on the fast track for academic and economic mobility. I
certainly provided them with alternative ways of seeing the world, but the work
just was not entirely rewarding for me. I was also getting tired as a high school
teacher. The work was overbearing. It was exhausting. Moreover, I was starting
to seriously study radical social theory. I felt it was time to move on and do
something that would have a more profound impact.

CT: What were you teaching?

HG: I was teaching in the social studies department. The schools were experimenting
with their curricula. I was given the freedom to teach courses out of the usual
run-of-the-mill orthodoxy. I taught a course on society and alienation, as well as
courses on race and feminism. My course on feminism garnered the attention of
some right-wing fundamentalists in the community, and the school board held
a public hearing because of all the furor over the course. The story made the
local news and a number of right-wing fundamentalist preachers announced on
their radio programs that a left-wing feminist was teaching in a local high school.
The Right mobilized and managed to convince the school to take my class texts
off the library reserve shelves. I didn’t use the prescribed books. I would buy five
copies of each book and put them on reserve. We were reading books you couldn’t
get through normal channels. Plus, I was renting films from the American French
Service Committee at five bucks a whack. Even though I had to finance my own
courses, it was a great teaching experience, but it caused quite an uproar in the
community. My days were numbered after that.

Soon afterwards, I attended a conference on the new social studies and met
a wonderful guy named Ted Fenton. I raised a number of questions at his confer-
ence and after it ended, he invited me to join the doctoral program at Carnegie
Mellon University. He was a very gracious and kind guy, and in many ways helped
change my life. He arranged a scholarship for me and off I went. It was truly by
happenstance.

I got my doctorate in 1977. Soon afterwards, I landed a job at Boston Univer-
sity. My theoretical life took a very specific turn while there. It was a very exciting
time to be teaching and studying critical educational theory and practice. The
new politics and sociology of education were taking very critical turns. While

Giroux-RT1496_C07.pmd 1/28/2005, 3:18 PM188



189Politics of Radical Pedagogy

attempting to take up a critical position on schooling and curriculum, I was
enormously influenced by the work done by Herb Gintis and Sam Bowles, Maxine
Greene, David Purpel, Jonathan Kozol, Stanley Aronowitz, and Michael Apple.
Equally important was the critical work developed in the New Sociology of Edu-
cation movement in England by Michael Young, Basil Bernstein, Geoff Whitty,
Paul Willis, and others at the Cultural Studies Center in Birmingham. Such work
was crucial in rearticulating a new critical discourse on educational theory and
practice. Within a few years, I wrote my first book, Ideology, Culture and the
Process of Schooling, which was a real initiation into the necessity of doing rigor-
ous theoretical work. Even now, the book seems relevant to me.

I had an enormous number of students coming to my classes—50 to 100—
while only 20 people would be registered. Students came from Harvard, Boston
College, Northeastern, and they were all interested in the new work on social
reproduction and schooling. The philosophy department was extraordinary, with
many of the faculty doing Frankfurt School theory and other critical work. The
excitement of reading critical work, having culturally diverse and highly moti-
vated students, and being in the middle of a vibrant city was like a dream come
true for me. I got married while at Boston University and life seemed a struggle,
but it was good to us. Then in 1983 my life changed dramatically. Quite unex-
pectedly, I was denied tenure by John Silber, the president of Boston University.
My tenure process was relatively straightforward. I was given an unanimous vote
at all levels of academic review. At the university level, the vote was 13 to 0 in my
favor. There were twenty-seven cases up for tenure that year and only three were
unanimous. I was one of them. My dean told me he would resign if I did not get
tenure and he publicly announced his intentions. I guess he was quite surprised
when the provost informed him that I would not be given tenure, in spite of the
reviews. In order to avoid any academic embarrassment, Silber decided to go
beyond the normal channels of the review process and established his own ad
hoc review committee, which included Nathan Glazer, Chester Finn, David Cohen,
and others, all of whom were quite slimy. I chose one member of the commit-
tee—Michael Apple. The other two choices were out of my hands. Once the re-
views came back, I had a meeting with Silber. He made the following offer to me:
if I didn’t publish or write anything for two years and studied the history of logic
and science with him personally as my tutor he would maintain my current salary
and I could be reconsidered for tenure. Of course, I declined and started apply-
ing for jobs, eventually landing one at Miami University.

CT: If my recollection is correct, Silber attempted to bolster his charge against your
scholarship by referring to a serious mistake in one of your books.

HG: He had a copy of Ideology, Culture and the Process of Schooling, and he said, “I
hear you’re such a great teacher. Why do you write such shit? One of the reasons
you’re not getting tenure is because of this. Turn to page 34.” Or whatever page it
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was. I’m thinking, “God, what is on this page that is so serious?” Then it dawned
on me. I had ended a sentence or quote with a reference something like
“Horkheimer (1965).” He argued that I should have put in the original publica-
tion date instead of the later publication date. I was flabbergasted. I said, “Is this
a joke?” And he said, “No, this is what scholarship is about.” Of course, it was a
cheap shot, an attempt to make his case when in fact he didn’t have one.

I later got back the copy of my book that Silber had used. The book looked
brand new. He had only read and marked up the first half of the introduction.
The rest of the book was unmarked and appeared to have been unread. Nathan
Glazer actually admitted that he didn’t have time to read Theory and Resistance.
He just glanced through it. His recommendation to Silber was that I was fit to be
a good high school teacher but not a college educator. This was more than sim-
ply two examples of meanspiritedness—it pointed to the kind of censorship the
right wing was willing to exercise to restrict freedom of speech, especially as it
applied to integrating intellectually rigorous work with social criticism.

My scholarship was so out of the ordinary that at the time my dean, Paul
Warren, told me it was the strongest case in the School of Education that he had
ever seen. Both of my books were widely reviewed and Theory and Resistance in
Education became something of a standard referent in the field. Moreover, the
fifty articles I had published were placed in journals of the highest academic
quality: Harvard Education Review, Educational Theory, and Curriculum Inquiry,
which was then a very powerful journal. It was a simple matter of being pun-
ished because I was a critical working-class intellectual on the Left.

I went to Miami University (in Ohio) in September of ‘83. It was a very
traumatic experience for me because I lost most of my friends. I had to sell my
house, and my wife had to give up a wonderful job, and, of course, the trauma
caused considerable stress in our personal relationship. We had to leave a vibrant
city and ended up in a rather rural, homogenous, semi-suburban, middle-class
college. It was an alienating experience. It also marked the beginning of the second
phase of my career, characterized by my being located away from the inner city.
I don’t particularly like living in rural areas or homogeneous communities. The
urban context is really exciting and important to my psychological health and
mental growth. I love public schools, urban students, and the excitement of cities.

So I found myself in this really remote town inhabited almost exclusively by
a very conservative white student body. Ironically, Miami had a number of top
notch faculty that were quite left and progressive—Paul Smith, Michael Ryan,
Jim Sosnoski, and others. I was working with a faculty whose ideological beliefs
were largely at odds with the climate of the town and certainly at odds with the
student body. So we formed a very tight-knit community that had an enormous
number of study groups. In that sense, Miami was very good for me.
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Unfortunately, the place was too far-off the beaten path to attract good
students. Moreover, I didn’t have any resources to bring students in and give
them financial support. It wasn’t until the last four years of my career there that
I started getting some very powerful students. By then my reputation had be-
come more public, and there were people who really wanted to study with me.
Stephen Haymes, Joe Kretovics, and David Trend came along with some stu-
dents from Ireland, Poland, South Africa. At the same time, Peter McLaren joined
the faculty and we started a cultural studies center at Miami. It was one of the
first in the country. I brought in people like Stuart Hall, Lawrence Grossberg,
Stanley Aronowitz, Ellen Willis, and others. Things finally started to come to-
gether during the last few years of my stay at Miami. I must also point out that I
had a great department chair, Nelda Cameron McCabe, and a wonderful Dean
named Jan Kettlewell. Both were enormously progressive and provided me with
great intellectual and emotional support.

I would have stayed at Miami if I had received a prestigious university pro-
fessorship. But I was denied it on the grounds that I was still too young. That
decision convinced me it was time to leave Miami. I arrived at Penn State in 1992
and found myself in a very different intellectual and political context than when
I first arrived at Miami.

CT: Tell me about the intellectual influences in your life.

HG: I had been heavily influenced by the work of Beat poets and writers, and by the
work of James Baldwin. But it was Paulo Freire’s work that gripped me theoreti-
cally, because I read him at that period in my life when I was a high school teacher
struggling with the politics of education as part of my own life. When I found
Freire’s work, I discovered a language that I could use to give forceful expression
to my own emotions, to the gut-wrenching feelings about the contradictions in
which I found myself as an educator. Through Stanley Aronowitz’s work I em-
braced the full range of neo-Marxist scholarship that was emerging in the United
States in the 1970s. When I moved into the university environment, I think that
the British sociologists certainly had an enormous influence on my work. And
Richard Johnson, Stuart Hall, and the cultural studies group at Birmingham cer-
tainly alerted me to the changing historical and political conditions that de-
manded the need for a new discourse in educational theory and practice.

So, Paulo’s and Stanley’s works completely changed my perception of prob-
lems in education, particularly regarding positivism, ideology, the role of the
state, and the politics and culture of capitalism. Martin Carnoy’s work was also
very important for me in the early stages of my work. Bowles and Gintis were
enormously influential in my life in bringing to the surface the question of hid-
den curriculum. And the later theorists, such as Phil Corrigan and Roger Simon,
were very important in my own self-formation. Antonio Gramsci increasingly
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played a prominent role in my writing, along with the work of the Frankfurt
School. I remember publishing a piece on Gramsci in Telos as a young assistant
professor and feeling it was one of the high points of my political journey. It was
then, also, that I started reading, and became friends with, Stanley Aronowitz.
He, in many ways, became my mentor before he became my friend. My own
career and ideological interests have shifted in ways that parallel some of the
shifts in Stanley’s work. Once we became friends, many of the shifts in my think-
ing often came out of extensive conversations with Stanley.

Once I started teaching at B.U., my work radically changed. Existing theo-
ries of cultural and socio-cultural reproduction seemed too one-dimensional to
me. Though I read Basil Bernstein, I was never highly influenced by his work. I
thought his work was too mechanistic. He had an enormous influence on people
like Michael Apple, Jean Anyon, and others. And though I thought their work
was very important, it lacked a critical cultural politics. As a result, I found my-
self writing in opposition to some of that work and during that time produced
Theory and Resistance in Education. After splitting with the social and cultural
reproduction theorists, I was highly influenced by the cultural studies discourse
that was coming on the scene in the United States around 1983. While at Miami,
I joined in study groups with other faculty and students on Foucault and Derrida.
This helped me develop a more dialectical theory of power, one that I could use
to understand the limits of the functionalist model that was dominating critical
educational theory at that time. Walter Benjamin was also enormously significant
in helping me refigure my position in education, particularly his view of popular
culture and the media.

At that point, I began to shift out of the reproduction versus resistance
paradigm. I became more interested in schooling and democracy, reading Dewey
and the social reconstructionists. There was little work linking democracy and
schooling at that time, and there were very few theorists developing a language
of critique and possibility. It was then that I began to develop a language of
resistance and possibility. I wanted to explore the ways in which power func-
tioned productively, how it could be theorized as part of a complex theory of
agency, and what these issues meant for developing a theory of schooling, au-
thority, and critical pedagogy. It was about talking about agency in ways that
expanded the possibility for talking about hope as the precondition for agency.
Feminism had a significant influence on my thinking, especially the work of
feminist thinkers such as Chandra Mohanty, bell hooks, Michele Wallace, Nancy
Fraser, Teresa de Lauretis, and Gayatri Spivak.

This was also a period when the postmodern debate exploded and I was
enormously attracted to its more critical strains. Language, identity, race, media,
postcolonialism, literary studies, and art were being refigured. And I found myself
trying to appropriate critically from postmodernism its most critical theoretical
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contributions. Postmodern discourses allowed many of us to recognize and un-
derstand how the mechanisms of schools functioned around the legacy of cer-
tainty and control—concepts that were so much a part of the modernist paradigm.
Postmodern discourses made it clear how racism is central to modernism and its
hatred of difference. It put into perspective questions regarding how, as educa-
tors, we explain the school’s fear of difference, indeterminacy, and its obsession
with the notion of time that completely rejects the notion of space as a construc-
tive force in shaping human relations.

As time went on, I became dissatisfied with the postmodern work because
it increasingly was being depoliticized by people appropriating it as anaesthetic
discourse. In order to recover the primacy of the political, I turned to cultural
studies and found it much more interesting and suspicious, so to speak, of its
own politics, while rarely compromising on its concern for specificity and theory.
My recent emphasis on working with concrete texts was part of an attempt to
refigure the relationship between theory and practice, and between the abstract
and the concrete. It was also part of a theoretical effort to move more dialecti-
cally between the particular and a series of expanding historical and social rela-
tions when talking about power, ideology, and agency. It seemed to me that unless,
in some fundamental way, you make something meaningful in order to make it
critical and transformative, it would be very difficult to move students through
the pedagogies we were attempting to use critically in our classrooms.

CT: What do you see as your key contributions to the debate on cultural studies?

HG: It is important to stress that I draw upon and work in a critical tradition to which
many people have contributed. If my work has been selected by some as express-
ing, in a forceful way, that position, that’s different than saying that I’m respon-
sible for that position. I’m not. I was lucky enough to be writing about issues at
a historical time when a number of important theoretical considerations were
being debated and many brilliant people were on the scene. I would not have had
those ideas if other people weren’t doing it as well.

First, I tried to reinvigorate the debates in the 1970s around theory and
resistance by challenging the notion that domination was so oppressive that
schools could only be talked about as either prisons or total institutions in the
service of oppression. It was an unproductive discourse, and, because it ignored
any space for resistance or the complex ways in which power worked, I also wanted
to broaden the relationship between schooling and society beyond class by reas-
serting the issue of general emancipation, and specifically the issue of democracy.
Democracy as an articulation was capable of engaging class, race, and gender,
but in a way that related them to the broader concerns of public life. I wanted to
tie the concept of resistance not merely to the language of critique but also to the
language of possibility, one that engaged what it meant to deepen and expand
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the possibilities of democratic public life. I also wanted to connect rather than
separate issues of political economy and cultural politics. Cultural criticism and
economic analyses worked on and through each other and any easy divide be-
tween them had to be refused.

Second, my long-time concern with the role of teachers as intellectuals has
certainly been an organizing principle for much of my work. It underwent a
number of revisions, moving from a concern with teachers as transformative
intellectuals to the more political role of teachers and other activists as public
intellectuals. This provided me with the theoretical tools to talk about public
intellectuals as cultural workers who inhabited a diverse number of pedagogical
sites, including, but not reduced to, schools.

Third, my work on popular culture made it possible for me to cross disci-
plines and write and publish in other fields outside of education. Popular cul-
ture became a central category for me in order to stress the powerful educational
force of the larger culture and the rise and pedagogical importance of the new
information technologies.

Fourth, I think my work contributed to a growing recognition of the im-
portance of pedagogy in other fields, including composition, literary studies,
speech communication, media studies, and so on. This is not to suggest that
people were not doing important work in these fields around education, but my
work helped bring a number of these fields together in recognizing the scholarly
work going on in education. The first edition of Border Crossings was a very
influential text in this regard because it was used and referenced by a great num-
ber of theorists across a wide range of disciplines. Hopefully, my most recent
work on children’s culture, cultural studies, film, and neoliberalism will have
some impact on other fields as well.

I think my attempts to address the interrelated issues of the politics of rep-
resentation and the representation of politics has made a small contribution to
how the issue of difference matters as part of a broader cultural politics. This is
especially true in books such as Public Spaces/Private Lives. In this work, there is
a serious attempt to link the politics of difference to the larger issue of how to
reinvigorate public life. And this is the fifth contribution, in that my work has
always taken an amazingly strong stand for developing the discourse of ethics.
Not an ethical discourse that makes a claim to some universal essence, but one
that is provisional and constantly re-examining itself in the light of the historical
conditions and contexts that we inherit and move within. That has always been a
major concern of my work. I’m not interested in forms of relativism that simply
collapse into an aesthetic discourse. I find that abhorrent. If educators can’t ad-
dress the question of agency and ethics, then we’re in big trouble, to say the least.

I always took criticism of my work very seriously while at the same time
trying to discern serious from irrelevant criticisms. And much of this criticism
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has helped me to reformulate a range of issues. Certainly, the move away from a
strictly economistic position, the incorporation of a critical feminism, and the
attempt to make my discourse more public can all be seen in the paths my books
took. Border Crossings is a very different book from Living Dangerously, and both
bear little resemblance to concerns I took up in Take Back Higher Education and
The Abandoned Generation.

The Abandoned Generation focuses on the politics and representation of
youth in the United States, particularly the demonization of youth and the more
specific attacks on black youth in urban areas. I look at the false separation of
entertainment and politics, principally as it is defended by the Disney Corpora-
tion, Hollywood filmmakers, and important domains of popular culture. I try to
show how matters of race are utterly privatized in films such as Baby Boy. In
Breaking Into the Movies, I examine critically the emergence of racism in the
media, talk radio, and other public spheres and demonstrate how the larger me-
dia are anything but innocent and often work to demonize young people, espe-
cially minorities of color.

We need more work on how these new pedagogical machines are rewriting
the texts of power and identity and how such texts resonate with broader public
discourses about race, gender, class, and national identity. We need more work
on the meaning and politics of democracy. The question of democracy strikes
me as so central to what’s going on in this country and what’s going on globally.
I also think that youth in this country are really under attack. Just look at the
social policies being enacted in the 94th Congress and the effects they are having
on the young and poor. Nobody wants to acknowledge this. Giving up on youth
is tantamount to giving up on democracy.

These are two interrelated issues that demand a certain amount of peda-
gogical and political urgency. What are the implications of this—politically, peda-
gogically, intellectually, socially, culturally? And how do we begin to raise that
question in a way that mobilizes people who do not just have kids in school but
also are concerned about democracy and the quality of civic life? I’m very con-
cerned about children’s culture and how so few adults speak for and with chil-
dren. I have three teenage boys and I’m very concerned about what they are
learning, what they’re reading, and how their own sense of identity and agency
are being constructed within a culture that basically says they don’t count be-
cause the future doesn’t count. It is the relationship among youth, democracy,
and social justice that will drive much of my new work.

CT: How do you relate to the notion of critical pedagogy?

HG: I’ve always felt that whatever contribution I made to critical pedagogy was very
modest compared to others in the field. I associate critical pedagogy with the
work of Paulo Freire. And I think that anyone who took up that field, in some
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way, had to begin with him whether they liked him or not. Regardless of Paulo’s
initial theoretical flaws, especially around gender, the fact of the matter is that he
gave the term a political importance and international significance that it had
lacked until his work appeared.

Paulo was crucial in forecasting a number of theoretical interventions, in-
cluding work in postcolonial theory, cultural studies, critical adult education,
literacy and language studies, and the primacy of politics in education. More-
over, his was a social and theoretical project, it was not simply about methodol-
ogy or practice. Paulo’s work suggests at least three important interventions:
One, he exemplified what it meant to be a broader intellectual. Paulo was never
at home in one place. Paulo’s gaze around the questions of power and possibility
cut across continents and borders. Second, he revitalized the relationship be-
tween theory and practice as an act of politics and struggle for social justice.
Third, Paulo gave us a sense of what commitment was. Paulo was a provocateur
who gave his life over to struggling for, and with, others and made pedagogy the
central defining principle of how you take-up questions of agency, power, and
politics. Paulo was, for me, a great teacher, a model of humility and inspiration.
Many people have labeled me a Freirian, but that label is antithetical to every-
thing Paulo represents. One didn’t imitate Paulo, one tried to use his work as a
theoretical resource rather than as a method, and this meant one had to be a
producer of theory rather than one who simply implements other’s theories. I
used his work along with the work of others within a political project that was
specific to my own context, problems, and concerns. At the same time, my work
on critical pedagogy was inspired by the work of social reconstructionists such
as John Dewey, George Counts, and others in the critical American education
tradition.

CT: Paulo has said over and over, “You don’t have to follow me. You have to reinvent
me.”

HG: We always, if our work is in any way worthwhile, are involved in translations
when we use the work of others. We create something new out of the old. My
relationship with Paulo has never been one of simply being imitative in any way.
But certainly my work translates some of Paulo’s work in a way that offers it up
for another kind of cultural politics and another kind of emphasis that suggests
the multifaceted way in which people learn from his work.

CT: You come from a working-class family. Some people have said, “Why have you
drifted away from the key issue of class?”

HG: I certainly admit that my work gives less emphasis to class as a universal category
of domination, but I never ‘drifted’ from class as a crucial social category. I think
it is difficult after twenty-five years of critical work in feminism, race theory,
postcolonialism, popular culture, and other areas to view class as the only or

Giroux-RT1496_C07.pmd 1/28/2005, 3:18 PM196



197Politics of Radical Pedagogy

most important category for explaining the dynamics of social struggle. I never
thought that class was an unimportant social determinant, I simply refused to
believe that class as a category, or any other category of social analysis taken
alone, could provide an explanation for everything. Moreover, those who did
cling to such a position were often guilty of a kind of sexism and racism that
betrayed the limits of their thinking. Is class important? Yes. Is it any more im-
portant than race? No, I don’t think so. I think we live in an enormously compli-
cated world. And I find myself being concerned about the inter-relationships
among categories more than I do on the legitimate focus on single narratives
such as class. But, I must say I have been disturbed about how class has disap-
peared from much of educational theory, especially under the ruthless emer-
gence of neoliberalism in the last twenty-five years, and more importantly under
the regime of George W. Bush.

CT: In the same vein, some years ago you and I talked about the claim that your work
does not take feminism in education very seriously.

HG: I have written a number of articles dealing with the issue of feminism and have
edited books on the subject, particularly Postmodernism, Feminism, and Cultural
Politics. Of course, there are also some very important feminist essays in Between
Borders, which I coedited with Peter McLaren. I am always a bit baffled by critics
who claim I don’t include feminism in my work. I can only assume that they are
familiar with my early work but none of the books or articles I wrote after 1985.
Looking back on that period, feminist theory and discourse was not as widely
available as it is today. And I didn’t think about gender as much as class because
I was moving within the then dominant language of the Left. It wasn’t that I
didn’t care about gender—I simply didn’t have access to the language in order to
rework my own identity as a cultural worker. Madeline Grumet, Maxine Greene,
and a few of the British feminists in education were taking it up in the later
1970s, but at that time it was not a prominent discourse. I realized very quickly
that there was an enormous gap in my work regarding gender issues, particularly
in Ideology, Culture, and the Process of Schooling and Theory and Resistance in
Education. After the latter book, I began to address the absence, and such work
has played an influential role in shaping my own thinking and writing. I also
learned a great deal from those feminists who refused to define feminism through
a paralyzing binarism that simply appropriated the worse aspects of identity
politics. Rather than engage in dialogue and foster a general notion of emanci-
pation, a number of feminists in the late 1980s and early 1990s engaged in dubious
forms of scapegoating and in some ways closed down the possibilities for a con-
structive dialogue about the relevance of feminist theory for a broader and more
critical theory of education. Fortunately, a number of feminists and others have
responded to this type of discourse and now recognize how unproductive it was
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theoretically and politically. It was a terrible moment in critical education theory
and practice in which a very unproductive form of identity politics exercised a
prominent, if not, almost fundamentalist, influence on many educational theo-
rists in and out of the United States. From the perspective of 2005, these people
appear as caricatures of a radical educational discourse and most of them have
faded into oblivion theoretically.

CT: One of the criticisms you have heard is that your written expression is too ob-
scure, wordy, and doesn’t follow the rules of logic—like too many notes in a
symphony. What is your response to the criticism that your written expression is
not clear?

HG: There are a number of issues at stake in this question of language and clarity.
First, there is the historical context. In the early years of my work, I was working
through some difficult theoretical discourses, especially around the Frankfurt
School, and the work of people like Georg Lukács, Gramsci, Marcuse, and oth-
ers. Very early on, I learned that language is a terrain of struggle, and that the
appeal to clarity often undertheorized important political insights regarding
language’s critical and rupturing qualities. When language is used to raise ques-
tions that have not been raised, or is struggling to name problems outside of
traditional critical discourses, people will always feel uncomfortable with such a
discourse. This is a price one pays for pushing the edge of language. It is not a
popular place to be in and may cost one some readers. But when I first started
writing, I thought it was important to push the rhetorical and theoretical bound-
aries of common sense for both the Left and the Right. Most people who read
that kind of language are going to be uncomfortable with it because it’s a new
language. I made an attempt to bring a new set of theoretical concerns to the
language of critical education, and the language that I brought to the field at that
time was relatively new to educators. I have no apologies for that work because it
emerged at a very specific historical moment, and at that moment it seemed
perfectly appropriate for me.

Moreover, I never made a claim to be writing for the same audience that
reads Reader’s Digest. I knew that the people who would be reading that work
would probably be relatively select, highly theoretical, intellectually engaged
people who read those kinds of discourses. My audience, in the early phase of
my career, was relatively limited. But that’s the direction in which I wanted to
work because that language was the most opportune vehicle for me to address
the project in which I had located myself. As time went on, especially after the
publication of Education Under Siege in 1993, my language became more public.
I found myself then writing for a variety of audiences. I wrote for the Village
Voice, Educational Leadership, Cultural Studies, and the Educational Forum. These
journals represent a range of audiences and readers. When I write for Cultural
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Critique, it is quite different than when I write for Educational Leadership or Phi
Delta Kappan. It’s an incredibly different audience, which induces different
demands on language. So we have to recognize there are multiple languages and
multiple audiences. Do I want to write like Frank Rich, a writer for the New York
Times? No. That’s not for me. Rich’s public discourse speaks to a different audi-
ence than my work does, so there is no need for me to apologize because my
writing style is less accessible. That’s the practical, experiential, conditional, his-
torical argument.

The theoretical argument is more complicated, but very important. In this
country, the question of clarity is not one that needs to be a burden on the Left.
The question of clarity is the burden of the Right because the Right uses clarity
all the time to produce a set of images, a language, a discourse, a set of represen-
tations that promote literacy. They simplify to the point of ignorance. If you are
really going to take the question of clarity seriously, as a political issue, maybe
the question here is: What does the Left have to do to employ a language that
demands that people struggle over that language without merely being passive
voyeurs to a language that utterly erases history, complexity, and possibility? So,
I’m very curious about why the Left has ignored that issue, in many cases, and
focused on the issue of clarity as a way to attack leftists or radical thinkers or
critical thinkers who are somewhat more complex. Also, it seems to me, the no-
tion of clarity suggests that there is a universal reference for clarity. That’s a very
peculiar argument coming from people who write in English because English is
a colonial language. I mean, it is the colonial language. Think about this. Toni
Morrison writes in an idiom of black language, black vernacular. That’s not a
clear language. I mean, when you read Beloved, you’re not reading standard En-
glish. So this appeal for clarity in some way imitates a colonialist logic because it
argues that standard English, in its unadorned blessing, is somehow the privi-
leged motif of intellectuals. I think it is sad and misguided, theoretically and
politically, when leftist intellectuals argue for a notion of clarity that seems to
suggest that there is some universal referent for understanding language, or that
clarity is an unproblematic comfort zone where all discourses meet with an equally
shared response. This position does violence to the multiple reading audiences
that make up any society, underplays the importance of language as a site of
struggle, and minimizes the political dangers inherent in an appeal to clarity
that shuts down rather than opens up multiple spheres for different forms of
writing and literacy.

CT: English was not your first language and you had to learn it to cross a particular
border, to enter into the dialogues going on in another society.

HG: I had to cross a class-specific border; that is, I had to learn how to speak elaborated
English because I grew up speaking and writing in a restricted coded language
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that was unacceptable in the schools I attended. You came from another lan-
guage, but I came from restricted English. Language for me was about the body,
identity, speaking to different audiences. I had to learn the skills of middle-class
language usage to survive. My identity was on trial with this language. Hence, to
talk about clarity without talking about one’s identity is to subordinate the po-
litical issue of language, narrative, and identity to the procedural issue of clarity.
Clarity doesn’t tell me anything. Clarity is a false, bogus argument that often
privileges the traces of colonialism, anti-intellectualism, and a refusal to deal
with multiple sites of literacy. The appeal to clarity doesn’t understand the po-
litical importance for a Carlos Torres, for example, to write for a variety of audi-
ences and magazines. And the more people he can address in those different
sites, switching, and translating and hybridizing his language, the more he ful-
fills his role as a public intellectual. I enjoy reading people like Homi Bhabha,
Stuart Hall, Nancy Fraser, Judith Butler, and others who are theoretically com-
plex. I have no intention of joining the clarity brigade and arguing that language
should function to make people stupid, especially in an age when the “dumb and
dumber” syndrome seems to be everywhere in the mass culture. But, at the same
time, I have in recent years tried to make my language more accessible without
simplifying my ideas. My books on Disney, youth, film, and neoliberalism are all
published as trade books and are aimed at a more general audience. Oddly enough,
I am now often accused of being too public in my work.

CT: Some liberal intellectuals have argued that the Left tend to be ideological and
therefore tend to be less prone to negotiation when developing a position. What
would you say are your politics and alliances?

HG: There are basically three sites in which my politics emerge. They emerge within
the university itself and the struggles that go on in a university; they emerge in
public life through my talks and through the vast number of meetings I have
with people all over the country; and finally in the work that I do with others
through some kind of collective project. My politics are grounded in my role as
a teacher, writer, and public intellectual. So, the question for me is how does the
political emerge in one’s life in order to generate, legitimate, mobilize, create,
and extend multiple critical public spheres that may contribute to a range of
critical capacities, social movements, and political action that people might en-
gage in to deepen and expand democratic relations within nonhierarchical forms
of life. That’s how I define my politics. For me, it is impossible to be a critical
intellectual and not be self-critical, open to debate, and be willing always to take
a position, but never to stand still.

CT: What can you tell me about your personal biography and the issue of power and
higher education?
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HG: One of the things that became very dear to me within a very short time was what
I needed to do in order not to be appropriated by the university. How could I be
part of the university and still be able to maintain a space of resistance? In some
fundamental way you’ve got to learn how to work in an institution with one foot
in and one foot out. If you have two feet in, they’ve appropriated you. You’re one
of them. If you have two feet out you’ve given up taking risk and offering resis-
tance both within and against what the university often represents in its align-
ment with the most commercial and reactionary interests of the broader society.
Of course, there are some people on the Left who consider working in the uni-
versity or public education in general as unworthy of being significant political
work. This is an entirely bogus and self-serving argument. The fact of the matter
is that the university does reach an enormous number of people who have an
impact on society, and I have no interests in turning it over to either corporate
interests or religious and right-wing fanatics (all of whom are on the rise under
George W. Bush).

Rather than abandon the university, the Left should take it seriously as a
site of struggle and engage the difficult task of trying to negotiate that terrain, as
much as possible to expand those rights and possibilities within that terrain while
always grappling over what that university or institution actually does compared
to what it might do. In other words, you really have to be, in some ways, an
unsettling voice in the institution but never a voice that is so unsettling that you
completely disempower yourself. So, you have to build alliances, you have to
work with people. You have to know what the limits are for political work and
constantly try to push the limits further. You have to know what to expect and
what not to expect if you are critical and risk-taking. You have to draw a fine line
between maintaining your own integrity and in some way recognizing that there
are limits to what one can do in these institutions. These are not just strategic
issues, but also political and ethical considerations.

The second issue is one of integrity. You always have to be conscious of the
politics of your own location and the politics you have to employ to work with
people out there. At some point, you have to focus on yourself, not just on fear,
and ask yourself, can I live with this? And how can I, in solidarity with others, do
more to link my political work in the university with the broader society? Have I
compromised my integrity out of existence?

Third, it seems to me that you avoid working alone at all costs. I think that
when you find yourself operating like some kind of romantic intellectual you are
in trouble. The late Edward Said, to whom I am theoretically indebted, some-
times falls into this trap. He paints a picture of political work that is too isolated,
individualized, and removed from collective struggle at the site of theoretical
and ideological production. The intellectual is a figure who works in a community
of people who give him or her support and nourishment. Cultural workers in
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any field have to find communities and social movements that nourish them,
that enliven them, that work with them, that unsettle them, that question them,
and help them grow intellectually, spiritually, and ethically.

Fourth, intellectuals have got to make some kind of connection outside of
the university. Intellectuals need to cross borders in order to live and learn with
others, to get a sense of what the struggles are that we teach about, represent, and
engage. Finally, political work is about having a passion, feeling connected to the
dynamics of social justice, and being happy with what one does. If we can’t live
with ourselves and be happy, if we can’t find a sense of joy in what we do in the
places in which we find ourselves, I don’t think any notion of politics justifies the
pain it often causes. I don’t care how noble the cause is. I think that once you
become dead spiritually, one is not very useful politically or pedagogically to
anybody, regardless of what you believe in. If you’re politically brilliant and enor-
mously mean-spirited as a person, I think that the personal often cancels out the
commitment to any notion of transformative politics. We often see such contra-
dictions in people who are opportunists, in people whose politics seem to be
theoretically correct but who are constantly badmouthing others on the Left or
are caught up in the most egregious forms of careerism. Or we see it in people
who have lost themselves in notions of celebrity and are no longer connected
organically to anything but their own publicity machines. These people are con-
stantly citing or interviewing themselves. Anybody who takes the role of the public
intellectual seriously has to take risks, be suspicious of one’s own politics, and be
willing to take a lot of crap from leftists who assume the role of petty careerists.
I think that you also have to be enormously sensitive to what it means to form
communities and alliances of people who are also taking risks. You can’t do this
type of work alone. I think that in my own academic life I have spent far too
many years in isolation by virtue of my getting fired, living in places that were
isolated, and having few colleagues in the colleges of education in which I worked.
Whatever public recognition I received came at an enormous toll emotionally
and physically.

CT: In the formulation of educational policy in the United States, I see a reliance on
instrumental rationality from a fairly technocratic perspective. How would you
criticize this amalgam of perspectives? What kind of alternatives can we offer in
education?

HG: It seems to me that there’s a legacy of rational choice that is wedded to a kind of
liberal philosophy that is central to modernist thought. We need to have the
freedom to make choices about our future. Inherent in that argument is an em-
phasis on equality, justice, and freedom. These are not irrelevant principles. But
what often happens in this argument is that it loses any attempt to formulate
those considerations within a broader public discourse and is trapped in an utterly
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individualized discourse and set of market values. So we lose those ethical refer-
ents that celebrate not simply the notion of freedom as it pertains to the indi-
vidual making his or her way through the world, but as it pertains to communities
in which people have to understand their obligations to each other around ethi-
cal and public considerations. We need to reinvigorate the relationships among
public life, social justice, and communities steeped in differences as a way of
expressing freedom through a notion of the social.

The principles of social justice should articulate a notion of community
that is far more democratic than the modernist, ethnocentric notion of commu-
nity, which always saw difference as a threat to democracy and order. Differences
need to become the basis for negotiation, for communication, and for the ongo-
ing construction of democratic public life. Put another way, the central issue
around rational choice is how we take the notion of difference, in its individual-
ist paradigm, and reconcile that with the notion of democratic community. How
can we remove choice from the narrow liberal emphasis on market values and
link it to forms of empowerment in which choices without power and justice
become meaningless or simply oppressive to large parts of a society?

The current fascination in the U.S. with the logic of the market and its
absolute refusal of the notion of the public and social justice, along with all those
principles that cannot be measured in merely instrumental terms, pave the way
for the worst kinds of barbarisms. Where you have no ethical referents outside
of instrumental rationality, you have no basis for distinguishing between consum-
ing subjects—bearers of the market—and social subjects—those who actively
work to expand the principles of democratic community and social equality.
You have no way of translating, as Hannah Arendt and Zygmunt Bauman point
out, private issues into public considerations. When you have no language of
public life, the citizen has no way of inserting him/herself within traditions in
which compassion, empathy, and justice become the overriding principles that
define our individual and collective existence. And it seems to me that this prob-
lem has become more pronounced at the present time than at any other time in
our history, especially under the Bush/Cheney regime. And so the question here
is not what I think of rational choice, but what I think of rational choice theory
or instrumentality within the broader possibilities for reinvigorating democratic
public life.

CT: Do you accept the postmodern criticism that the philosophical perspective domi-
nated by values like rationality, autonomy, and progress will be abandoned over
time?

HG: I have always been skeptical of the way in which the debate around postmodernism
has been framed. There is a tendency to either dismiss postmodernism because
it is seen as apolitical or ahistorical, or to suggest that it falsely posits a break with
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modernism, and, as such, is antimodern. I think there are a number of theorists
who politicize postmodernism, and here I am thinking of feminists such as Nancy
Fraser and Chantal Mouffe, on the one hand, and social theorists such as Stanley
Aronowitz and Doug Kellner, on the other. None of these theorists posit a de-
finitive split between postmodernism and modernism. In fact, most of them
subscribe to a distinction between postmodern conditions and new forms of
cultural criticism that have emerged in the last twenty years. Within social criti-
cism there has been a revolution of sorts in the fields of linguistics, psychology,
media studies, and postcolonial studies, all of which can be linked to the chang-
ing conditions of modernism and to the decline of the old narratives endemic to
a highly Eurocentric, linear, homogenous model of culture and progress. For
me, these conditions do not suggest the rejection of modernism, nor do they
suggest a definitive split historically. They suggest the emergence of new economic
and cultural conditions that demand that we re-evaluate the central tenets of
modernism and appropriate critically what is needed in light of such changes. I
am not willing to give up on the political legacy of modernism with its emphasis
on social justice, liberty, freedom, and equality.

But I am willing to argue that the social and aesthetic legacy of modernism
has to be rethought in light of changing postmodern conditions. Certainly, in
addition to the dwindling influence of the nation-state, and the emergence of
new information technologies that shape the relationship between knowledge
and authority in vastly different ways, there has also been the emergence of a
kind of contingency, a hybridity across international boundaries that refigures
the question of identity in ways that no longer link it to the autonomous notion
of the liberal self. And we can go on and on. What many people are now asking
is, “How might postmodern criticism help to interrogate and expand the demo-
cratic possibilities of modernism?” That is the issue that should be at the heart of
the debate around the relationship between modernism and postmodernism and
the issue of rationality.

Obviously, rationality cannot be eschewed. That makes no sense to me what-
soever. But rationality, especially instrumental rationality, in light of the Holo-
caust, Gulag, Hiroshima, and Abu Ghraib needs to be refigured in terms that
take it out of the modernist infatuation with technology, efficiency, and progress.
We need to understand the limits of modernist conceptions of rationality in
light of these horrors and their legitimating discourses about history, progress,
technology, and science. What are the limits of rationality when it makes an
appeal to an enlightenment notion of progress that falls within a universalizing
discourse and master narrative that is almost never suspicious of its own politics?

For me, the emergence of postmodernism, in all of its varieties, has been
very stimulating intellectually and theoretically. It has brought with it a heated
debate within a number of disciplines and around a diverse theoretical consider-
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ations. I see something very exciting emerging that can’t be dismissed on the
grounds that the only entry into such a debate is to call oneself either a
postmodernist or a modernist. This type of binarism is very unproductive and
doesn’t get us very far. It is simply a canceling-out process or a strategy of rever-
sals, with one category invoked in order to cancel out the other. I think that what
this debate has done at its best is to draw attention to a world in which the old
arguments don’t work anymore. A new language needs to be formulated. For the
Left, this suggests that the central elements of a nineteenth-century Marxism,
whether they be around agency, domination, identity, ideology, theology, media
politics, etc., have to be rethought in light of the changing historical and eco-
nomic conditions we find ourselves in. This is not a rejection of Marxism—it is
an attempt to appropriate its most useful theoretical insights while rejecting those
that are no longer applicable or worth bothering with.

CT: What do you see as the consequences of the logic of the New Right and the new
Republican majority in Congress for education?

HG: The rise of the New Right or, to be more specific, the market fundamentalists, the
neoconservatives, and the evangelical Christians is tantamount to an attack on
the very notion of public life and the democratic possibilities of difference. Any
institution that can’t be controlled through the logic of the market, subordi-
nated to the ideology of the Religious Right, or privatized is seen as a threat to
the new world order inaugurated during the Reagan-Bush revolution and in full
bloom under the George W. Bush presidency. I see the new fundamentalism in
the Republican Party waging a war on four fronts. First, there is the war against
labor. Labor represents, to the Right, a real threat in light of its increasing drive
to cater to the interest of the corporations and to reduce the logic of ethics to the
dynamics of the marketplace. Second, there’s a war against children. I mean,
there’s a racial and class war going on in this country in which it seems unfeasible,
if not downright unproductive, to invest in children, particularly those who are
black, Hispanic, and poor. Children have become the enemy, and in a society
that values money more than its children, kids become an easy scapegoat for the
country’s social, economic, and political problems. Third, there’s a war against
any public institution that defines itself through democratic values. Any public
institution that takes seriously the imperatives of social responsibility, ethical
accountability, compassion, and civic courage is seen as a threat to the new world
order. Fourth, there is an enormous threat against any cultural institution in
which the conditions exist for intellectuals to develop who might offer an alterna-
tive critical perspective on what the world might be. This is what the antipolitical
correctness movement is about. It sees social criticism as undermining rather
than furthering democracy. Social criticism is seen as an excess of democracy,
something that is not healthy to the ideology of right-wing Republicans, who see
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difference and dialogue as problems rather than resources to be used to nourish
public life. Why the attack on public broadcasting, funding for the arts, and public
schools? These are dangerous places that are not under the strict control of the
private sector and the religious fundamentalists. And slowly we are losing these
public spheres, and if the Right comes to power in the next election, we will have
a real crisis in this country regarding what it means to live in and sustain a demo-
cratic society. This is truly about a crisis in democracy itself. One of the most
serious issues is the way in which higher education is being turned into a site of
training, being vocationalized if you will. This represents both an attack on critical
intellectuals and an attempt to bring the university more in line with the logic of
the corporations. Any pedagogical site that might be able to produce critical
intellectuals is under siege in this country. While I don’t want to sound harsh or
overly deterministic, we are living in dangerous times, and I hope the American
people can rise to the occasion to stave off this challenge to democracy.

CT: As a writer, you certainly have a particular method. What would that be?

HG: I do a lot of reading and I try to see relationships among ideas, gestate new ideas,
and try to figure out how what I read will lead me to challenge my initial concerns
or lead me in a new direction. I cut and paste everything I read. I figure out the
ideas that matter the most, I take them out of an article, paste them up, and the
go back and read them in their most forceful and condensed form. As I read, for
example an article, I make insertions in the margins around ideas that I think are
crucial to the article. These “organizing ideas” really represent the shorthand for
gaining access quickly to the most important aspects of the article as I interpret
them. I then duplicate sections of an article that contain the organizing ideas I
have marked. Once I do that, I read the condensed version of the article again,
take notes, and create a cover sheet. This provides me with a very quick way of
reviewing a piece. It allows me to see relationships that ordinarily would be diffi-
cult to recognize. The most difficult part of writing for me is not the lack of ideas
to write about, but rather figuring out how to develop a problematic in which to
explore an idea and then how to sequence it. That is a real challenge in my own
writing and one I take quite seriously. I can’t write anything until I have figured
out where I am going with a project, how I am going to develop it, and where it
is going to end up.

When you have a lot of information at your disposal and you feel passionate
about what you are saying, I think it becomes clear that the body is also a site of
conflict and a terrain of struggle. How one links passion and information in this
culture is a very political act. The body cannot escape its class, race, and gendered
markings. For instance, a lot of people seem to dislike academics who are ani-
mated, use their bodies as they talk, raise their voices, gesture, and so on. I have
often interpreted the call to be mild-mannered, to lower one’s voice, not to be
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passionate about what one believes in as symptomatic of a dying colonial class, a
middle class without life, passion, or desire. I often think that the people who
invoke that criticism, unconsciously at times, are really celebrating a form of
cultural capital that is institutionalized within the university, and that it’s part of
a colonial legacy. It is based on the assumption of class hatred, class divisive-
ness, and an unwillingness, in many ways, to recognize that different cultural
capitals are affirmed in different settings. So, when people come to me and say, “I
like what you said but I don’t like the way you said it,” I often say, “Look, this is
not about aesthetics. This is about the question of class, the question of cultural
capital. In your culture it may be a mark of privilege and acceptance to lower
one’s voice, appear entirely unanimated, etc., but in my upbringing it was a sign
of affirmation to be passionate, to raise one’s voice, to dance with an ideology.”
Paulo Freire used his hands and spoke with great passion—that’s not about hav-
ing an unacceptable form of demeanor. It is really about a cultural capital that is
specific to his biography as a working-class boy growing up in Brazil and a revo-
lutionary, and about the power of conviction in a person who doesn’t separate
his mind from his body. It’s part of being alive.

CT: What is the role of your students in this process? How do you envision working
with your graduate students in particular?

HG: My students have been for the entirety of my career, without any question what-
soever, the life-sustaining force that kept me going. I love my students, especially
their energy, critical openness, and their ability to move in and out of different
theoretical terrains. They have always provided for me an inspiration, and model
of hope and learning. Students represent not just people you work with, they
also represent a vision for the future. I am never concerned about the particu-
larities of their politics as much as I am about their ability to think critically, to
defend their positions, to be sensitive to what it means to address a certain de-
gree of social and political responsibility for what they say and do. My own teach-
ing is rooted in doing all I can to provide the pedagogical conditions that enable
them to become agents, capable of governing and not just being governed, being
able to take control of their own lives and how they mediate it with the larger
society. If they adopt a left, progressive position, that would be great. But if they
become critical agents in ways that question the pedagogy of their own self-
formation, and link that with the ethical imperative to be able to define their
lives in relation to others outside of merely instrumental criteria, I am satisfied.
I plant seeds. And I hope that the planting of seeds will flower in ways that will
eventually pay off for the students that I have and work with. It’s not a giant
dream; it’s a dream in moderation. It’s a dream with constraints.

Giroux-RT1496_C07.pmd 1/28/2005, 3:18 PM207



Giroux-RT1496_C07.pmd 1/28/2005, 3:18 PM208



8

209

Challenging Neoliberalism’s
New World Order

The Promise of Critical Pedagogy*

Introduction

Although critical pedagogy has a long and diverse tradition in the United States,
its innumerable variations reflect both a shared belief in education as a moral
and political practice and a recognition that its value should be judged in terms
of how it prepares students to engage in a common struggle for deepening the
possibilities of autonomy, critical thought, and a substantive democracy. We be-
lieve that critical pedagogy at the current historical moment faces a crisis of
enormous proportions. It is a crisis grounded in the now common sense belief
that education should be divorced from politics and that politics should be re-
moved from the imperatives of democracy. At the center of this crisis is a tension
between democratic values and market values, between dialogic engagement and
rigid authoritarianism. Faith in social amelioration and a sustainable future ap-
pears to be in short supply as neoliberal capitalism performs the dual task of
using education to train workers for service sector jobs and to produce life-long
consumers. At the same time, neoliberalism feeds a growing authoritarianism
steeped in religious fundamentalism and jingoistic patriotism encouraging intol-
erance and hate as it punishes critical thought, especially if it is at odds with the
reactionary religious and political agenda being pushed by the Bush adminis-
tration. Increasingly, education appears useful to those who hold power, and
issues regarding how public and higher education might contribute to the quality

*Susan Searls Giroux co-author.
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of democratic public life are either ignored or dismissed. Moral outrage and creative
energy seem utterly limited in the political sphere, just as any collective struggle to
preserve education as a basis for creating critical citizens is rendered defunct within
the corporate drive for efficiency, a logic that has inspired bankrupt reform initiatives
such as standardization, high-stakes testing, rigid accountability schemes, and
privatization. Cornel West has argued recently that we need to analyze those dark forces
shutting down democracy but “we also need to be very clear about the vision that lures
us toward hope and the sources of that vision.”1 In what follows, we want to recapture
the vital role that critical pedagogy might play as both a language of critique and pos-
sibility by addressing the growing threat of free market fundamentalism and rigid
authoritarianism. At the same time, we want to explore what role critical pedagogy can
take on in opposing these escalating anti-democratic tendencies and what it might
mean to once again connect critical pedagogy to the more prophetic visions of a radi-
cal democracy.

Neoliberalism has become one of the most pervasive and dangerous ideologies of
the twenty-first century. Its pervasiveness is evident not only by its unparalleled influence
on the global economy, but also by its power to redefine the very nature of politics and
sociality. Free market fundamentalism rather than democratic idealism is now the driv-
ing force of economics and politics in most of the world. Its logic, moreover, has in-
sinuated itself into every social relationship, such that the specificity of relations between
parents and children, doctors and patients, teachers and students has been reduced to
that of supplier and customer. It is a market ideology driven not just by profits but by
an ability to reproduce itself with such success, that to paraphrase Fred Jameson, it is
easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of neoliberal capitalism. Wedded
to the belief that the market should be the organizing principle for all political, social,
and economic decisions, neoliberalism wages an incessant attack on democracy, pub-
lic goods, the welfare state, and non-commodified values. Under neoliberalism every-
thing either is for sale or is plundered for profit: public lands are looted by logging
companies and corporate ranchers; politicians willingly hand the public’s airwaves over
to powerful broadcasters and large corporate interests without a dime going into the
public trust; the environment is polluted and despoiled in the name of profit-making
just as the government passes legislation to make it easier for corporations to do so;
what public services have survived the Reagan-Bush era are gutted in order to lower
the taxes of major corporations (or line their pockets through no-bid contracts, as in
the infamous case of Halliburton); schools more closely resemble either jails or high-
end shopping malls, depending on their clientele, and teachers are forced to get revenue
for their school by hawking everything from hamburgers to pizza parties.

Under neoliberalism, the state now makes a grim alignment with corporate capital
and transnational corporations. Gone are the days when the state “assumed responsibil-
ity for a range of social needs.”2 Instead, agencies of government now pursue a wide
range of “‘deregulations,’ privatizations, and abdications of responsibility to the market
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and private philanthropy.”3 Deregulation, in turn, promotes “widespread, systematic
disinvestment in the nation’s basic productive capacity.”4 As the search for ever greater
profits leads to outsourcing which accentuates the flight of capital and jobs abroad,
flexible production encourages wage slavery for many formerly of the middle class and
mass incarceration for those disposable populations (i.e. neither good producers nor
consumers) at home. Even among the traditionally pro-union, pro-environment, pro-
welfare state democratic party, few seem moved to challenge the prevailing neoliberal
economic doctrine which, according to Stanley Aronowitz, proclaims “the superiority
of free markets over public ownership, or even public regulation of private economic
activities, [and] has become the conventional wisdom, not only among conservatives
but among social progressives.”5

Tragically, the ideology and power of neoliberalism is not confined to U.S. borders.
Throughout the globe, the forces of neoliberalism are on the march, dismantling the
historically guaranteed social provisions provided by the welfare state, defining profit-
making as the essence of democracy, suppressing the wages of labor, and equating
freedom with the unrestricted ability of markets to “govern economic relations free of
government regulation.”6 Transnational in scope, neoliberalism now imposes its eco-
nomic regime and market values on developing and weaker nations through structural
adjustment policies enforced by powerful financial institutions such as the World Bank,
the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and the World Trade Organization (WTO).
The impact on schools in post-colonial nations is particularly bleak, as policy reforms
financially starve institutions of higher learning as they standardize—with the usual
emphasis on skills and drills over critical thinking or critical content—the curricula of
primary schools.

Secure in its dystopian vision that there are no alternatives, as England’s former
Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher once put it, neoliberalism obviates issues of con-
tingency, struggle, and social agency by celebrating the inevitability of economic laws
in which the ethical ideal of intervening in the world gives way to the idea that we
“have no choice but to adapt both our hopes and our abilities to the new global market.”7

Situated within a culture of fear and risk, market freedoms seem securely grounded in
a defense of national security, capital, and property rights. When coupled with a media
driven culture of panic and the everyday reality of insecurity, surviving public spaces
have become increasingly monitored and militarized. Recently, events in New York,
New Jersey, and Washington, D.C. provide an interesting case in point. When the me-
dia alerted the nation’s citizenry to new terrorist threats specific to these areas, CNN
ran a lead story on its impact on tourism—specifically on the enthusiastic clamor over
a new kind of souvenir as families scrambled to get their pictures taken among U.S.
paramilitary units now lining city streets, fully flanked with their imposing tanks and
massive machine guns. The accouterments of a police state now vie with high-end
shopping and museum visits for the public’s attention, all amid a thunderous absence
of protest. But the investment in surveillance and containment is hardly new. Since the
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early 1990s, state governments have invested more in prison construction than in edu-
cation; prison guards and security personnel in public schools are two of the fastest
growing professions. Such revolutionary changes in the global body politic demand
that we ask what citizens are learning from this not so hidden curriculum organized
around markets and militarization. As that syllabus is written, we must ponder the
social costs of breakneck corporatization bolstered by an authoritarianism that links
dissent with abetting terrorism.

 In its capacity to dehistoricize and naturalize such sweeping social change, as
well as in its aggressive attempts to destroy all of the public spheres necessary for the
defense of a genuine democracy, neoliberalism reproduces the conditions for unleashing
the most brutalizing forces of capitalism. Social Darwinism has risen like a phoenix
from the ashes of the nineteenth-century and can now be seen in full display on most
reality TV programs, and in the unfettered self-interest that now drives popular culture.
As social bonds are replaced by unadulterated materialism and narcissism, public con-
cerns are now understood and experienced as utterly private miseries, except when
offered up on Jerry Springer as fodder for entertainment. Where public space—or its
mass mediated simulacrum—does exist it is mainly used as a highly orchestrated and
sensational confessional for private woes, a cut throat game of winner-take-all replacing
more traditional forms of courtship, as in Who Wants to Marry a Millionaire, or as
advertisement for crass consumerism, like MTV’s Cribs.

As neoliberal policies dominate politics and social life, the breathless rhetoric of
the global victory of free market rationality is invoked to cut public expenditures and
undermine those non-commodified public spheres that serve as the repository for
critical education, language, and public intervention. Spewed forth by the mass media,
right-wing intellectuals, religious fanatics, and politicians, neoliberal ideology, with its
merciless emphasis on deregulation and privatization, has found its material expression
in an all-out attack on democratic values and social relations—particularly those spheres
where such values are learned and take root. Public services such as health care, child
care, public assistance, education, and transportation are now subject to the rules of
the market. Forsaking the public good for the private good, while proclaiming the
needs of the corporate and private sector as the only source of sound investment,
neoliberal ideology produces, legitimates, and exacerbates the existence of persistent
poverty, inadequate health care, racial apartheid in the inner cities, and the growing
inequalities between the rich and the poor.8

 As Stanley Aronowitz points out, the Bush administration has made neoliberal
ideology the cornerstone of its domestic program and has been in the forefront in
actively supporting and implementing the following policies:

deregulation of business at all levels of enterprises and trade; tax reduction for wealthy

individuals and corporations; the revival of the near-dormant nuclear energy industry;

limitations and abrogation of labor’s right to organize and bargain collectively; a land
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policy favoring commercial and industrial development at the expense of conservation

and other proenvironment policies; elimination of income support to the chronically

unemployed; reduced federal aid to education and health; privatization of the main federal

pension programs, Social Security; limitation on the right of aggrieved individuals to

sue employers and corporations who provide services; in addition, as social programs

are reduced, [Republicans] are joined by the Democrats in favoring increases in the repres-

sive functions of the state, expressed in the dubious drug wars in the name of fighting

crime, more funds for surveillance of ordinary citizens, and the expansion of the federal

and local police forces.9

Central to neoliberal ideology and its implementation by the Bush administration
is the ongoing attempts by right-wing politicians to view government as the enemy of
freedom (except when it aids big business) and discount it as a guardian of the public
interest. The call to eliminate big government is neoliberalism’s grand unifying idea
and has broad popular appeal in the United States because it is a principle deeply em-
bedded in the country’s history and tangled up with its notion of political freedom—
not to mention the endless appeal of its clarion call to cut taxes. And yet, the right-wing
appropriation of this tradition is wracked with contradictions, as they outspend their
democratic rivals, drive up deficits, and expand—not shrink—the largely repressive
arm of big government’s counter-terrorism-military-surveillance-intelligence complex.

Indeed neoliberals have attacked what they call big government when it has pro-
vided crucial safety nets for the poor and dispossessed, but they have no qualms about
using the government to bail out the airline industry after the economic nosedive that
followed the 2000 election of George W. Bush and the events of September 11, 2001.
Nor are there any expressions of outrage from free market cheerleaders when the state
engages in promoting various forms of corporate welfare by providing billions of dollars
in direct and indirect subsidies to multinational corporations. In short, the current
government responds not to citizens, but to citizens with money, bearing no obligation
for the swelling ranks of the poor or for the collective future of young people.

The liberal democratic lexicon of rights, entitlements, social provisions, commu-
nity, social responsibility, living wage, job security, equality, and justice seem oddly out
of place in a country where the promise of democracy—and the institutions necessary
for its survival over generations—have been gutted, replaced by casino capitalism, a
winner-take-all philosophy suited to lottery players and day traders alike. As corporate
culture extends even deeper into the basic institutions of civil and political society,
buttressed daily by a culture industry in the hands of a few media giants, free market
ideology is reinforced even further by the pervasive fear and insecurity of the public,
who have little accessibility to countervailing ideas and believe that the future holds
nothing beyond a watered down version of the present. As the prevailing discourse of
neoliberalism seizes the public imagination, there is no vocabulary for progressive social
change, democratically inspired visions, critical notions of social agency, or the kinds
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of institutions that expand the meaning and purpose of democratic public life. In the
vacuum left by diminishing democracy, a new kind of authoritarianism steeped in
religious zealotry, cultural chauvinism, xenophobia, and racism has furnished the domi-
nant tropes of neoconservatives and other extremist groups eager to take advantage of
the growing insecurity, fear, and anxiety that result from increased joblessness, the war
on terror, and the unravelling of communities.

 As a result of the consolidated corporate attack on public life, the maintenance of
democratic public spheres from which to launch a moral vision or to engage in a viable
struggle over institutions and political vision loses all credibility—as well as monetary
support. As the alleged wisdom and common sense of neoliberal ideology remains
largely unchallenged within dominant pseudo-public spheres, individual critique and
collective political struggles become more difficult.10 Dominated by extremists, the
Bush administration is driven by an arrogance of power and an inflated sense of moral
righteousness mediated largely by a false sense of certitude and never ending posture
of triumphalism. As George Soros points out, this rigid ideology and inflexible sense
of mission allows the Bush administration to believe that “because we are stronger
than others, we must know better and we must have right on our side. This is where
religious fundamentalism comes together with market fundamentalism to form the
ideology of supremacy.”11

II

As public space is increasingly commodified and the state becomes more closely aligned
with capital, politics is defined largely by its policing functions rather than an agency
for peace and social reform. As the state abandons its social investments in health,
education, and the public welfare, it increasingly takes on the functions of an enhanced
security or police state, the signs of which are most visible in the increasing use of the
state apparatus to spy on and arrest its subjects, the incarceration of individuals con-
sidered disposable (primarily people of color), and the ongoing criminalization of social
policies. Nowhere is this more visible than in the nation’s schools. Part of the reason
for this continuous crisis in U.S. public schooling lies in federal cuts in education,
ongoing since the Reagan administration. The stated rationale for such a shift in na-
tional priorities is that U.S. public schools are bureaucratic, wasteful, and altogether
ineffectual—the result of a “big government” monopoly on education. As a result of
such inefficiency, the public school system poses a threat to national security and U.S.
economic dominance in the world market. To be sure, some public schools are really
ailing, but the reasons for this, according to David Berliner and Bruce Biddle, authors
of The Manufactured Crisis, have to do with the grossly unequal funding of public
education, residential segregation, the astonishingly high poverty rates of U.S. school
children relative to most other industrialized nations, coupled with inadequate health
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care and social services. Preferring the former diagnosis of general ineptitude, the
current administration insists that throwing money at schools will not cure public
school ills and will no longer be tolerated.

Rather than address the complexity of educational inequalities disproportionately
impacting poor and minority students, the George W. Bush administration sought
solutions to troubled public schools in the much-touted No Child Left Behind (NCLB)
legislation, which afforded certain key advantages to constituencies in favor of
privatization, all the while appearing sympathetic to the plight of poor and minority
youth. Not only do they maintain the advantages accorded white students who per-
form better on average than black and Latino students on standardized tests, but the
proposed school reforms were also very business friendly. Renamed No Child Left
Untested by critics, the reform places high priority on accountability, tying what little
federal monies schools receive to improve test performance. For additional financial
support, public schools are left no other meaningful option than engaging in public/
private partnerships, like the highly-publicized deals cut with soft drink giants providing
schools with needed revenue in exchange for soda machines in cafeterias. And, clearly,
media giants who own the major publishing houses will benefit from the 52 million
strong market of public school students now required to take tests every year from the
third grade on. The impact of NCLB also proved highly televisable, visibility now being
a key factor in the art of persuading a public weaned from political debate in favor of
the spectacle. Thus, the media provides routine reportage of school districts’ grade
cards, public—often monetary—rewards given to those schools that score high marks
on achievement tests, liquidization of those that do not. Media preoccupation with
school safety issues, moreover, ensured highly publicized expulsion, sometimes felony
incarceration, of troublemakers, typically students of color. In short, accountability
for teachers and administrators and zero tolerance for students who commit even the
most minor infractions are the new educational imperatives. All of which demonstrates
that the federal government is “doing something” to assuage public fears about the
nation’s schools that it largely created through financial deprivation and policies favoring
resegregation. As a result, in accordance with NCLB, financially strapped schools spend
precious resources on either testing, prep materials, or new safety measures, such as
metal detectors, armed guards, security cameras, fencing. In addition to draining public
schools financially, both high stakes testing and zero tolerance policies have served to
push out or kick out black and Latino youth in disproportionate numbers, as has been
extensively documented by Henry Giroux in The Abandoned Generation, William Ayers
et al. in Zero Tolerance, and Gary Orfield and Mindy Kornhaber in Raising Standards or
Raising Barriers?     As democracy becomes a burden under the reign of neoliberalism,
civic discourse disappears and the reign of a growing authoritarianism in which politics
is translated into unquestioning allegiance to authority and secular education is dis-
dained as a violation of God’s law.

Giroux-RT1496_C08.pmd 1/28/2005, 3:18 PM215



 216 Border Crossings

Market fundamentalism increasingly appears at odds with any viable notion of
critical education, and appears even more ominous as it aligns itself with the ideologies
of militarism and religious fundamentalism. The democratic character of critical peda-
gogy is defined largely through a set of basic assumptions, which holds that knowl-
edge, power, values, and institutions must be made available to critical scrutiny, be
understood as a product of human labor (as opposed to God-given), and evaluated in
terms of how they might open up or close down democratic practices and experiences.
Yet, critical pedagogy is about more than simply holding authority accountable through
the close reading of texts, the creation of radical classroom practices, or the promotion
of critical literacy. It is also about linking learning to social change, education to de-
mocracy, and knowledge to acts of intervention in public life. Critical pedagogy en-
courages students to learn to register dissent, as well as to take risks in creating the
conditions for forms of individual and social agency that are conducive to a substantive
democracy. Part of the challenge of any critical pedagogy is making schools and other
sites of pedagogy safe from the baneful influence of market logics—ranging from the
discourses of privatization and consumerism, the methodologies of standardization
and accountability, and new disciplinary techniques of surveillance, expulsion and in-
carceration aimed at the throwaways of global capital, principally poor youth and youth
of color. Taking up such a radical challenge to democratic principles and practices
means that educators need to rethink the important presupposition that public educa-
tion cannot be separated from the imperatives of a nonrepressive and inclusive demo-
cratic order and that the crisis of public education must be understood as part of the
wider crisis of politics, power, and culture. Recognizing the inextricable link between
education and politics is central to reclaiming the sanctity of public education as a
democratic public sphere, necessarily free of the slick come-ons of corporate advertisers
or for that matter, JROTC. Central, too, is the recognition that politics cannot be sepa-
rated from the pedagogical force of culture. Pedagogy should provide the theoretical
tools and resources necessary for understanding how culture works as an educational
force, how public education connects to other sites of pedagogy, and how identity,
citizenship, and agency are organized through pedagogical relations and practices.
Rather than viewed as a technical method, pedagogy must be understood as a moral
and political practice that always presupposes particular renditions of what constitutes
legitimate knowledge, values, citizenship, modes of understanding, and views of the
future.

Moreover, pedagogy as a critical practice should provide the classroom conditions
that offer the knowledge, skills, and culture of questioning necessary for students to
engage in critical dialogue with the past, question authority and its effects, struggle
with ongoing relations of power, and prepare themselves for what it means to be criti-
cally active citizens in the interrelated local, national, and global public spheres. Of
course, acknowledging that pedagogy is political because it is always tangled up with
power, ideologies, and the acquisition of agency does not mean that it is by default
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propagandistic, closed, dogmatic, or uncritical of its own authority. Most importantly,
any viable notion of critical pedagogy must demonstrate there is a difference between
critical pedagogical practices and propagandizing, critical teaching and demagoguery.
Such a pedagogy should be open and discerning, fused with a spirit of inquiry that
fosters rather than mandates critical modes of individual and social agency.

We believe that if public education is a crucial sphere for creating citizens equipped
to exercise their freedoms and competent to question the basic assumptions that govern
democratic political life, teachers in both public schools and higher education will
have to assume their responsibility as citizen-scholars by taking critical positions, relat-
ing their work to larger social issues, offering students knowledge, debate and dialogue
about pressing social problems, and providing the conditions for students to have hope
and to believe that civic life matters, that they can make a difference in shaping it so as
to expand its democratic possibilities for all groups. It means taking positions and
engaging in practices currently at odds with both religious fundamentalism and
neoliberal ideology. Educators now face the daunting challenge of creating new dis-
courses, pedagogies, and collective strategies that will offer students the hope and tools
necessary to revive the culture of politics as an ethical response to the demise of demo-
cratic public life. Such a challenge suggests struggling to keep alive those institutional
spaces, forums, and public spheres that support and defend critical education, help
students come to terms with their own power as individual and social agents to exercise
civic courage, and to engage in community projects and research that are socially re-
sponsible, while refusing to surrender knowledge and skills to the highest bidder. In
part, this requires pedagogical practices that connect the space of language, culture,
and identity to their deployment in larger physical and social spaces. Such a pedagogy
is based on the presupposition that it is not enough to teach students to break with
accepted ideas. Students must also learn to directly confront the threat from funda-
mentalisms of all varieties that seek to turn democracy into a mall, a sectarian church,
or a wing of the coming carceral state, a set of options that must be understood as an
assault on democracy.

There are those critics who in tough economic times insist that providing students
with anything other than work skills threatens their future viability in the job market.
While we believe that public education should equip students with skills to enter the
workplace, it should also educate them to contest workplace inequalities, imagine demo-
cratically organized forms of work, and identify and challenge those injustices that
contradict and undercut the most fundamental principles of freedom, equality, and
respect for all people who constitute the global public sphere. Public education is about
more than job preparation or even critical consciousness raising; it is also about imag-
ining different futures and politics as a form of intervention into public life. In con-
trast to the cynicism and political withdrawal that media culture fosters, a critical
education demands that its citizens be able to translate the interface of private consider-
ations and public issues, be able to recognize those anti-democratic forces that deny
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social, economic, and political justice, and be willing to give some thought to their
experiences as a matter of anticipating and struggling for a better world. In short,
democratic rather than commercial values should be the primary concerns of both
public education and the university.

If right-wing reforms in public education continue unchallenged, the consequences
will reflect a society in which a highly-trained, largely white elite will command the
techno-information revolution while a vast, low-skilled majority of poor and minority
workers will be relegated to filling the McJobs proliferating in the service sector. In
contrast to this vision, we strongly believe that genuine, critical education cannot be
confused with job training. If educators and others are to prevent this distinction from
becoming blurred, it is crucial to challenge the ongoing corporatization of public schools
while upholding the promise of the modern social contract in which all youth, guaran-
teed the necessary protections and opportunities, were a primary source of economic
and moral investment, symbolizing the hope for a democratic future. In short, we
need to recapture our commitment to future generations by taking seriously the Protes-
tant theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s belief that the ultimate test of morality for any
democratic society resides in the condition of its children. If public education is to
honor this ethical commitment, it will have to not only re-establish its obligation to
young people, but reclaim its role as a democratic public sphere.

Our insistence on the promise of critical pedagogy is not a call for any one ideol-
ogy on the political spectrum to determine the future direction of public and university
education. But at the same time, it reflects a particular vision of the purpose and mean-
ing of public and higher education and the crucial role of pedagogy in educating stu-
dents to participate in an inclusive democracy. Critical pedagogy is an ethical referent
and a call to action for educators, parents, students, and others to reclaim public edu-
cation as a democratic public sphere, a place where teaching is not reduced to either
learning how to master tests or to acquire low-level jobs skills, but a safe space where
reason, understanding, dialogue, and critical engagement are available to all faculty
and students. Public education, in this reading, becomes a site of ongoing struggle to
preserve and extend the conditions in which autonomy of judgment and freedom of
action are informed by the democratic imperatives of equality, liberty, and justice.
Public education has always, though within damaged traditions and burdened forms,
served as a symbolic and concrete reminder that the struggle for democracy is, in part,
an attempt to liberate humanity from the blind obedience to authority and that indi-
vidual and social agency gain meaning primarily through the freedoms guaranteed by
the public sphere, where the autonomy of individuals only becomes meaningful under
those conditions that guarantee the workings of an autonomous society. Critical peda-
gogy is a reminder that the educational conditions that make democratic identities,
values, and politics possible and effective have to be fought for more urgently at a time
when democratic public spheres, public goods, and public spaces are under attack by
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market and other ideological fundamentalists who either believe that powerful corpora-
tions can solve all human problems or that dissent is comparable to aiding terrorists—
positions that share the common denominator of disabling a substantive notion of
ethics, politics, and democracy.

We live in very dark times, yet as educators, parents, activists, and workers, we can
address the current assault on democracy by building local and global alliances and
engaging in struggles that acknowledge and transcend national boundaries, while dem-
onstrating how these intersect with people’s everyday lives. Democratic struggles cannot
underemphasize the special responsibility of intellectuals to shatter the conventional
wisdom and myths of neoliberalism with its stunted definition of freedom and its
depoliticized and dehistoricized definition of its own alleged inevitability. As the late
Pierre Bourdieu argued, any viable politics that challenges neoliberalism must refigure
the role of the state in limiting the excesses of capital and providing important social
provisions.12 In particular, social movements must address the crucial issue of education
as it develops both formally and informally throughout the cultural sphere because
the “power of the dominant order is not just economic, but intellectual—lying in the
realm of beliefs,” and it is precisely within the domain of ideas that a sense of utopian
possibility can be restored to the public realm.13 Pedagogy in this instance is not simply
about critical thinking but also about social engagement, a crucial element of not just
learning and social engagement but politics itself. Most specifically, democracy neces-
sitates forms of education and critical pedagogical practices that provide a new ethic
of freedom and a reassertion of collective identity as central preoccupations of a vibrant
democratic culture and society. Such a task, in part, suggests that intellectuals, artists,
unions, and other progressive individuals and movements create teach-ins all over the
country in order to name, critique, and connect the forces of market fundamentalism
to the war at home and abroad, the shameful tax cuts for the rich, the dismantling of
the welfare state, the attack on unions, the erosion of civil liberties, the incarceration
of a generation of young black and brown men and women, the attack on public schools,
and the growing militarization of public life. As the Bush administration spreads its
legacy of war, destruction, poverty, and violence across the globe, the time has come to
link matters of economics with the crisis of political culture, and to connect the latter
to the crisis of democracy itself. We need a new language for politics in the global
public sphere; we need a new understanding for analyzing what agents can bring it
into being and where such struggles can take place. Most significantly, we need a new
understanding of what it means to mobilize various alliances to reclaim hope in dark
times. We need a language in which, as Zygmunt Bauman points out, we recognize that
the real pessimism is quietism—falsely believing in not doing anything because nothing
can be changed and that we become part of a just society when we recognize that not
only is a moral person someone who does not think he or she is moral enough, but that a
just society is one that believes “that there is not enough justice in our society.”14
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Education after Abu Ghraib

Revisiting Adorno’s Politics of Education1

Every image of the past that is not recognized by the present as one of its own concerns

threatens to disappear irretrievably.

Walter Benjamin

Warring Images

Visual representations of the war in Iraq have played a prominent role in shaping
public perceptions of the United States’ invasion and occupation. The initial,
much celebrated image that was widely used to represent the war, captured the
toppling of the statue of Saddam Hussein in Baghdad soon after the invasion.
The second image, also one of high drama and spectacle, portrayed President
Bush in full flight gear after landing on the deck of the USS Abraham Lincoln.
The scripted photo-op included a banner behind the President proclaiming
“Mission Accomplished.”

The mainstream media gladly seized upon the first image since it reinforced
the presuppositions that the invasion was a justified response to the hyped-up
threat Saddam’s regime posed to the United States and that his fall was the out-
come of an extension of American democracy and an affirmation of its role as a
beneficent empire, animated by “the use of military power to shape the world
according to American interests and values.”2 The second image fed into the
scripted representations of Bush as a “tough,” even virile leader who had taken
on the garb of a Hollywood warrior determined in his efforts to protect the
United States from terrorists and to bring the war in Iraq to a quick and successful
conclusion.3  The narrow ideological field that framed these images in the Ameri-
can media proved impervious to dissenting views, exhibiting a deep disregard
for either accurate or critical reporting as well as an indifference to fulfilling its
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traditional  role as a fourth estate, as guardians of democracy and defenders of the
public interest. Slavishly reporting the war as if they were on the Pentagon payroll, the
dominant media rarely called into question either the Bush administration’s reasons
for going to war or the impact the war was to have on both the Iraqi people and U.S.
domestic and foreign policy.

In the spring of 2004, a new set of images challenged the mythic representations
of the Iraqi invasion with the release of hundreds of gruesome photographs and videos
documenting the torture of Iraqi prisoners by American soldiers at Abu Ghraib. They
were first broadcast on the television series, 60 Minutes II, and later leaked to the press,
becoming something of a nightly feature in the weeks and months that ensued. Abu
Ghraib prison was one of the most notorious sites used by the deposed Hussein regime
to inflict unspeakable horrors on those Iraqis considered disposable for various political
reasons. Ironically, the photos reinforced the growing perception in the Arab world
that one tyrant simply had replaced another. In sharp contrast to  the all-too-familiar
and officially sanctioned  images of good-hearted and stalwart U. S. soldiers patrolling
dangerous Iraqi neighborhoods, caring for wounded soldiers, or passing out candy to
young Iraqi children, the newly discovered photos depicted Iraqi detainees being humil-
iated and tortured. The face of the U.S. invasion was soon recast by a number of sadistic
images, including now infamous photos depicting the insipid, grinning faces of Specialist
Charles A. Graner and Pfc. Lynndie R. England flashing a thumbs-up behind a pyramid
of seven naked detainees, a kneeling inmate  posing as if he is performing oral sex on
another hooded male detainee, a terrified male Iraqi inmate trying to ward off an
attack dog being handled by U.S. soldiers, and a U.S. soldier grinning next to the body
of a dead inmate packed in ice.  Two of the most haunting images depicted a hooded
man standing on a box, with his arms outstretched in Christ-like fashion, electric wires
attached to his hands and penis. Another image revealed a smiling England holding a
leash attached to a naked Iraqi man lying on the floor of the prison. Like Oscar Wilde’s
infamous picture of Dorian Gray, the portrait of American democracy was irrevocably
transformed into its opposite. The fight for Iraqi hearts and minds was now irreparably
damaged as the war on terror appeared to reproduce only more terror, mimicking the
very crimes it claimed to have eliminated.

As Susan Sontag points out, the leaked photographs include both the victims and
their gloating assailants. For Sontag, the images from Abu Ghraib are not only “repre-
sentative of the fundamental corruptions of any foreign occupation and its distinctive
policies which serve as a perfect recipe for the cruelties and crimes in American run
prisons . . . [but are also] like lynching pictures and are treated as souvenirs of a col-
lective action.”4 Reminiscent of photos  taken by whites who lynched blacks after Re-
construction, the images were circulated as trophy shots in order to be passed around
and sent out to friends. For Sontag and others, Abu Ghraib could not be understood
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outside of the racism and brutality that accompanied the exercise of nearly unchecked,
unaccountable, absolute power both at home and abroad.  Similarly, Sidney Blumenthal
argues that Abu Ghraib was a predictable consequence of the Bush administration to
fight terrorism by creating a system “beyond law to defend the rule of law against
terrorism.” One consequence of such obscenely ironic posturing, as he points out, is a
Gulag:

that stretches from prisons in Afghanistan to Iraq, from Guantanamo to secret CIA pris-

ons around the world. There are perhaps 10,000 people being held in Iraq, 1,000 in Af-

ghanistan and almost 700 in Guantanamo, but no one knows the exact numbers.  The

law as it applies to them is whatever the executive deems necessary.  There has been

nothing like this system since the fall of the Soviet Union.5

As time passed, it became clear that the instances of abuse and torture that took
place at Abu Ghraib were extensive, systemic, and  part of a larger pattern of criminal
behavior that had taken place in other prisons in both Iraq and Afghanistan—not to
mention the prisons on the homefront.6 Patterns of mistreatment by U.S. soldiers had
also taken place in Camp Bucca, a  U.S. run detention center in southern Iraq as well as
in an overseas CIA interrogation center at the Bagram airbase in Afghanistan, where
the deaths of three detainees were labeled as homicide by U.S. military doctors.7

The most compelling evidence refuting the argument that what happened at Abu
Ghraib was the result of the actions of a few isolated individuals who strayed from
protocol is spelled out by Seymour Hersh in his May 10 New Yorker article in which he
analyzes the fifty-eight-page classified report by Major General Antonio Taguba who
investigated the abuses at Abu Ghraib. In the report, Taguba insisted that “a huge lead-
ership failure”8 at Abu Ghraib was responsible for what he described as “sadistic, blatant,
and wanton criminal abuses.”9 Taguba not only documented examples of torture and
sexual humiliation, he also elaborated on the range of indignities, which included:

Breaking chemical lights and pouring the phosphoric liquid on detainees; pouring cold

water on naked detainees; beating detainees with a broom handle and a chair; threaten-

ing male detainees with rape; allowing a military police guard to stitch the wound of a

detainee who was injured after being slammed against the wall in his cell; sodomizing a

detainee with a chemical light and perhaps a broomstick, and using military working

dogs to frighten and intimidate detainees with threats of attack, and in one instance

actually biting a detainee.10

Not only does Taguba’s report reveal scenes of abuse more systemic than aber-
rant, but also tragically familiar to communities of color on the domestic front long
subjected to profiling, harassment, intimidation, and brutality by law and order pro-
fessionals.
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The Politics of Delay and Outrage

Responses from around the world exhibited outrage and disgust over the U.S. actions
at  Abu Ghraib. The rhetoric of American democracy was denounced all over the globe
as hypocritical and utterly propagandistic, especially in light of President Bush’s April
30th remarks claiming that with the removal of Saddam Hussein, “there are no longer
torture chambers or mass graves or rape rooms in Iraq.”11 The protracted release of
new sets of pictures of U.S. soldiers grinning as they tortured and sexually humiliated
Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib further undermined the moral and political credibility
of the United States both in the Arab world and around the globe. Restoring one of
Saddam Hussein’s most infamous torture chambers to its original use reinforced the
image of the United States as a dangerous, rogue state with despicable imperial ambi-
tions. As columnist Katha Pollitt puts it,

The pictures and stories [from Abu Ghraib] have naturally caused a furor around  the

world. Not only are they grotesque in themselves, they reinforce the pre-existing impres-

sion of Americans as racist, cruel and frivolous. They are bound to alienate—further

alienate—Iraqis who hoped that the invasion would lead to secular democracy and a

normal life and who fear Islamic rule. Abroad, if not here at home, they underscore how

stupid and wrong the invasion of Iraq was in the first place, how predictably the  “war of
choice” that was going to be a cakewalk has become a brutal and corrupt occupation,

justified by a doctrine of American exceptionalism that nobody but Americans believes.12

But Abu Ghraib did more than inspire moral revulsion, it also became a rallying
cry for recruiting radical extremists as well as producing legitimate opposition to the
American occupation. At one level, the image of the faceless, hooded detainee, arms
outstretched and wired, conjured up images of the Spanish Inquisition, the French
brutalization of Algerians, and the slaughter of innocent people at My Lai during the
Vietnam War. The heavily damaged rhetoric of American democracy now gave way to
the more realistic discourse of empire, colonization, and militarization. At another
level, the images shed critical light on the often ignored connection between U.S. domi-
nation abroad, often aimed at the poor and dispossessed, and at home, particularly
against people of color, including the lynching of American blacks in the first half of
the twentieth century and the increasingly brutalizing incarceration of large numbers
of youth of color that continues into the new millennium. Patricia Williams links the
criminal abuse of Iraqi detainees at Abu Ghraib prison to a web of secrecy, violation of
civil rights, and racist violence that have become commonplace on the domestic front.
She writes:

[I]t’s awfully hard not to look at those hoods and think Inquisition; or the piles of naked

and sodomized men and think Abner Louima; or the battered corpses and think of

Emmett Till . . . This mess is the predictable byproduct of any authority that starts “sweep-
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ing” up “bad guys” and holding them without charge, in solitary and in secret, and presum-

ing them guilty. It flourished beyond the reach of any formal oversight by Congress, by

lawyers or by the judiciary, a condition vaguely rationalized as “consistent with” if not

“precisely” pursuant to the Geneva Conventions. Bloodied prisoners were moved around

to avoid oversight by international observers, a rather too disciplined bit of sanitizing.13

 Outrage abroad was matched by often low-keyed, if not crude, responses by those
implicated whether in military barracks or Washington offices. For the high priests of
“personal responsibility,” it was a study in passing the buck.  President Bush responded
by claiming that what happened at Abu Ghraib was nothing more than “disgraceful
conduct by a few American troops.”14 General Richard Myers, chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, suggested it was the work of a “handful” of enlisted individuals.15 But
the claim that the Pentagon was unaware that the abuses committed at Abu Ghraib
were at odds with International Red Cross reports which regularly notified the Penta-
gon of such crimes. It was further contradicted by both the Taguba report as well as by
a series of memos leaked to the press indicating that the White House, Pentagon, and
Justice Department had attempted to justify interrogation practices that violated the
federal anti-torture statute two years prior to the invasion.

One such memo was written in August 2002, authored by Assistant Attorney Gen-
eral Jay S. Bybee, head of the Justice Department’s Office of Legal Counsel. In it, he
argued that in a post 9/11 world any attempt to apply the criminal laws against torture
under the Geneva Convention Against Torture undermined Presidential power and
should be considered unconstitutional. More specifically, the Bybee memo argued “on
behalf of the Justice Department that the President could order the use of torture.”16

Alberto Gonzales, a high-ranking government lawyer, argued in a draft memo to Presi-
dent Bush on January 25, 2002 that  the Geneva Conventions are “quaint,” if not “obso-
lete,” and that certain forms of traditionally unauthorized methods of inflicting physical
and psychological pain might be justified under the aegis of fighting the war on terror-
ism.17 Anthony Lewis in commenting on the memo states, “Does he believe that any
treaty can be dismissed when it is inconvenient to an American government?”18 In fact,
a series of confidential legal memoranda produced by the Justice Department flatly
stated that the “administration is not bound by prohibitions against torture.”19 A De-
fense Department memo echoed the same line in a calculated attempt to incorporate
torture as part of normal interrogating procedures in defiance of international protocols.
The Wall Street Journal reported on 7 June 2004 that these memos “sought to assign
the President virtually unlimited authority on matters of torture.”20 Exercising a degree
of rhetorical licence in defining torture in narrow terms, they ended up legitimizing
interrogation practices at odds with both the Geneva Convention Against Torture and
the Army’s own Field Manual for intelligence, which prohibits  “The use of force, mental
torture, threats, insults or exposure to unpleasant and inhumane treatment of any
kind.”21 In reviewing the government’s case for torture, Anthony Lewis writes:

Giroux-RT1496_C09.pmd 2/16/2005, 3:38 PM225



 226 Border Crossings

The memos read like the advice of a mob lawyer to a mafia don on how to skirt the law

and stay out of prison. Avoiding prosecution is literally a theme of the

memoranda . . . Another theme in the memoranda, an even more deeply disturbing one,

is that the President can order the torture of prisoners even though it is forbidden by a

federal statute and by the International Convention Against Torture, to which the United

States is a party . . . the issues raised by the Bush administration’s legal assertions in its

“war on terror” are so numerous and so troubling that one hardly knows where to begin

discussing them. The torture and death of prisoners, the end result of cool legal abstrac-

tions, have a powerful claim on our national conscience. . . . But equally disturbing, in

its way, is the administration’s constitutional argument that presidential power is un-

constrained by law.22

Both John Ashcroft and Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld denied any involve-
ment by the Bush administration either in providing the legal sanctions for torture or
for creating the conditions that made the abuses at Abu Ghraib possible. Ashcroft re-
fused the Senate Judiciary Committee’s request to make public a 2002  Justice Depart-
ment memo sanctioning high-risk interrogation tactics that may violate the federal
anti-torture statute while repeatedly insisting that the Bush administration does not
sanction torture. When the Abu Ghraib scandal first broke in the press and reporters
started asking him about the Taguba report, Rumsfeld claimed that he had not read it.

When reporters raised questions about Seymour Hersh’s charge that Rumsfeld
had personally approved a clandestine program known as SAP “that encouraged physical
coercion and sexual humiliation of Iraqi prisoners in an effort to generate more intel-
ligence about the growing insurgency in Iraq,” Pentagon spokesman Lawrence Di Rita
responded by calling Hersh’s article, “outlandish, conspiratorial, and filled with error
and anonymous conjecture.”23 At the same time, Di Rita did not directly rebut any of
Hersh’s claims. When confronted directly about the charge that he authorized a secret
program that was given the blanket approval to kill, torture, and interrogate high-
value targets, Rumsfeld performed a semantic tap dance that would have made Bill
Clinton blush. He told reporters: “My impression is that what has been charged thus
far is abuse, which I believe technically is different from torture . . . I don’t know if . . . it
is correct to say what you just said, that torture has taken place, or that there’s been a
conviction for torture. And therefore I am not going to address the torture word.”24

But Rumsfeld’s contempt for the Geneva Conventions and established military protocol
was made public soon after the war on terror was launched in 2001. Disdaining a mili-
tary machine shaped by the “old rules,” he believed they prevented the military and its
leadership from taking “greater risks.”25 In 2002, he went so far as to claim that “com-
plaints about America’s treatment of prisoners . . . amounted to ‘isolated pockets of
international hyperventilation.’”26 It was later reported by a range of news sources,
including the Wall Street Journal and Newsweek, that Rumsfeld had indeed supported
interrogation techniques against the Taliban and Iraqi prisoners that violated the Geneva
Conventions. As the facts surrounding the abuses emerged belatedly in the dominant
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media, he admitted he was responsible for the hiding of “Ghost detainees” from the
Red Cross and asserted before a Senate Committee that he would assume the blame for
Abu Ghraib, but also refused to resign.

What became clear soon after the scandal of Abu Ghraib went public was that it
could not be reduced to the “failure of character” of a few soldiers, as George W. Bush
insisted. In June 2004, both the New York Times and the Washington Post broke even
more stories documenting the use of torture-like practices by U.S. soldiers who subjected
prisoners to unmuzzled military dogs as part of a contest waged to see how many
detainees they could make involuntarily urinate out of fear of the dogs27 and forced
detainees to stand on boxes and sing “the Star Spangled Banner” in the nude. Both
tactics  took place long before the famous photographs were taken  at Abu Ghraib.28

Far from the “frat boy pranks” apologists compared the torture to, these acts were designed
to inflict maximal damage—performed on detainees whose culture views nudity as a
violation of religious principles and associates public nudity with shame and guilt.
Equally disturbing is the International Committee of the Red Cross estimate that 70 to
90 percent of the detainees arrested by Coalition troops “had been arrested by mis-
take” and had nothing to do with terrorism.29 It gets worse.  Since the release of the
initial photos, a new round of fresh photographs and film footage of torture from Abu
Ghraib and other prisons in Iraq “include details of the rape and . . . abuse of some of
the Iraqi women and the hundred or so children—some as young as 10 years old.”30

One account provided by U.S. Army Sergeant Samuel Provance, who was stationed in
the Abu Ghraib prison, recalls, “how interrogators soaked a 16-year-old, covered him
in mud, and then used his suffering to break the youth’s father, also a prisoner, during
interrogation.”31 An Army investigation also revealed that unmuzzled military police
dogs were employed at Abu Ghraib prison as part of a sadistic game used to “make
juveniles—as young as 15 years old—urinate on themselves as part of a competition.”32

The wanton abuse of Iraqi detainees, including children, the ongoing efforts at
the highest levels of the Bush administration to establish new legal ground for torture,
and the use of private contractors to perform the dirty work of interrogating detainees
in order to skirt what is clearly an abdication of civil and military law is evidence of a
systemic, widespread collusion with crimes against humanity. In spite of claims by the
Bush administration that such abuses are the work of a few rogue soldiers, a number
of inquiries by high-level outside panels, especially the four-member Schlesinger panel,
have concluded that the Abu Ghraib abuses point to leadership failures at the “highest
levels of the Pentagon, Joint Chiefs of Staff and military command in Iraq.”33 Such
reports and the increasing revelations of the extent of the abuse and torture perpetu-
ated in Iraq, Afghanistan, and American prisons do more than promote moral outrage
at the growing injustices practiced by the U.S. government, it also positions the United
States as one more rogue regime sharing, as an editorial in the Washington Post pointed
out, the company of former military juntas “in Argentina and Chile . . . that claim[ed]
torture is justified when used to combat terrorism.”34

Giroux-RT1496_C09.pmd 2/16/2005, 3:38 PM227



 228 Border Crossings

In spite of the extensive photographic proof, international and internal reports,
and journalistic accounts revealing egregious brutality, racism, and inhumanity by
American soldiers against Arab detainees, conservative pundits took their cue from
the White House, attempting to justify such detestable acts and defend the Bush
administration’s usurpation of presidential power.  Powerful right-wing ideologues
such as Rush Limbaugh and Cal Thomas defended such actions as simply a way for
young men (sic) to “blow off some steam,” engage in forms of harmless frat hazing, or
give Muslim prisoners what they deserve. More offensive than the blasé attitudes of
talking-heads was the mantle of moral authority and outrage of politicians who took
umbrage with those who dared criticize Bush or his army at a time of war. Former
Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich and Republican Senator James Inhofe insisted
that calling attention to such crimes not only undermined troop morale in Iraq, but
was also deeply unpatriotic. Inhofe actually stated publicly at a Senate Armed Services
Committee hearing that he was outraged by the “outrage everyone seems to have about
the treatment of these prisoners . . . I am also outraged by the press and the politicians
and the political agendas that are being served by this. . . . I am also outraged that we
have so many humanitarian do-gooders right now crawling all over these prisons look-
ing for human rights violations while our troops, our heroes, are fighting and dying.”35

That many of these prisoners were innocent civilians picked up in indiscriminate sweeps
by the U.S. military or that U.S. troops were operating a chamber of horrors at Abu
Ghraib was simply irrelevant, providing fodder for silencing criticism by labeling it
unpatriotic, or scapegoating the “liberal” media for reporting such injustices. Inhofe
provides a prime example of how politics is corrupted by a dangerous ethos of divine
right informed by the mythos of American exceptionalism and a patriotic fervor that
disdains reasonable dissent and moral critique.  Inhofe’s arrogant puffery must be chal-
lenged both for shutting down dialogue but also brought to task for the egregious way
in which it invites Americans to identify with the violence of the perpetrators.

Other conservatives such as Watergate-felon-turned-preacher, Charles Colson,
Robert Knight of the Culture and Family Institute, and Rebecca Hagelin, the vice presi-
dent of the Heritage Foundation, assumed the  moral high ground, blaming what hap-
pened at Abu Ghraib on the debauchery of popular culture. Invoking the tired language
of the culture wars, Colson argued that “the prison guards had been corrupted by a
‘steady diet of MTV and pornography.’” Knight argued that the depravity exhibited at
Abu Ghraib was modeled after gay porn which gave military personnel “the idea to
engage in sadomasochistic activity and to videotape in voyeuristic fashion.” Rebecca
Hagelin viewed the prison scandal as the outcome of a general moral laxity in which
“our country permits Hollywood to put almost anything in a movie and still call it
PG-13.”36 For those hard-wired Bush supporters who wanted to do more than blame
Hollywood porn, MTV, prime time television, and (not least) gay culture, the scandal-
ous images themselves were seen as the source of the problem because of the offensive
nature of their representations and the controversy they generated.
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Despite the colossal (and it seems deliberate)  misrepresentations of the facts lead-
ing to the war with Iraq along with the neoconservative and Christian fundamental-
ism driving the Bush presidency and its disastrous policies at home and abroad,  Bush’s
credibility remains intact for many conservatives. Consequently, they ignore the under-
lying conditions that gave rise to the horrific abuses at Abu Ghraib, removing them
from the inventory of unethical and damaging  practices associated with American
exceptionalism and  triumphalism. Thus, they ignore Bush’s disastrous, open-ended
war on terrorism and how it has failed to protect the American populace at home
while sanctioning wars abroad that have been used as recruiting tools for Islamic terror-
ists; Bush’s doctrine of secrecy37 and unaccountability; Bush’s suspension of basic civil
liberties under the USA Patriot Act and his willingness to include some named terror-
ists under the designation of enemy combatants so as to remove them from the protec-
tion of the law; and, the Bush administration’s all-out assault on the social contract
and the welfare state.38 Treating the Bush presidency as sacrosanct—and so unaccount-
able and beyond public engagement—enables conservatives to conveniently overlook
their own complicity in furthering those existing relations of power and politics that
make the dehumanizing events of Abu Ghraib possible. Within this apologetic dis-
course, matters of individual and collective responsibility disappear in a welter of hypo-
critical and strategic diversions. As New York Times columnist Frank Rich puts it,

the point of these scolds’ political strategy—and it is a political strategy, despite some of

its adherents’ quasireligiosity—is clear enough. It is not merely to demonize gays and the

usual rogue’s gallery of secularist bogeymen for any American ill but to clear the Bush

administration of any culpability for Abu Ghraib, the disaster that may have destroyed

its mission in Iraq. If porn or MTV or Howard Stern can be said to have induced a “few

bad apples” in one prison to misbehave, then everyone else in the chain of command,

from the commander-in-chief down, is off the hook. If the culture war can be cross-

wired with the actual war, then the buck will stop not at the Pentagon or the White

House but at the Paris Hilton video, or Mean Girls, or maybe Queer Eye for the Straight

Guy.39

When it comes to reconciling barbarous acts of torture and humiliation with the
disingenuous rhetoric of democracy so popular among conservatives, the issue of blame
can assume a brutalizing character. For instance, a number of conservatives (as well as
those responsible for the 11 September, 2004 report by the Army’s Inspector General)
place the causes for abuse at Abu Ghraib at the doorstep of low-ranking personnel
who, once considered disposable fodder for the war effort, now provide equally tal-
ented scapegoats. Powerless to defend themselves against the implied accusation that
their working-class and rural backgrounds produced the propensity for sexual deviancy
and cruelty in the grand style of the film Deliverance, they merely claimed to be follow-
ing orders. But class hatred proved a serviceable means to deflect attention from the
Bush administration. How else to explain Republican senator Ben Campbell’s comment,
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“I don’t know how these people got into our army”?40 But class antagonism was not the
only weapon in right-wing arsenals. Even more desperate, Ann Coulter blames Abu
Ghraib on the allegedly aberrant nature of woman, particularly evident in her asser-
tion that “This is yet another lesson in why women shouldn’t be in the
military . . . Women are more vicious than men.”41 All of these arguments, as Rich
points out, share in an effort to divert attention from matters of politics and history in
order to clear the Bush administration of any wrongdoing.42 Of course, I am not sug-
gesting that Lynndie England, Sabrina Harman, Jeremy Sivits, Charles Graner Jr., and
others should not be held responsible for their actions; rather my claim is that respon-
sibility for Abu Ghraib does not lie with them alone.

Susan Sontag has argued that photographs lay down the “tracks for how important
conflicts are judged and remembered.”43 But at the same time, she makes it very clear
that all photographs cannot be understood through one language recognized by all.
Photographs are never transparent, existing outside of the “taint of artistry or ideol-
ogy.”44 Understood as social and historical constructs, photographic images entail acts
of translation necessary to mobilize compassion instead of indifference, witnessing
rather than consuming, and critical engagement rather than aesthetic appreciation or
crude repudiation. Put differently, photographs such as those that revealed the horrors
that took place at Abu Ghraib prison have no guaranteed meaning, but rather exist
within a complex of shifting mediations that are material, historical, social, ideologi-
cal, and psychological in nature.45

Abu Ghraib Photographs and the Politics of Public Pedagogy

Hence, the photographic images from Abu Ghraib prison cannot be taken up outside
of history, politics, or ideology. This is not to suggest that photographs do not record
some element of reality as much as to insist that what they capture can only be under-
stood as part of a broader engagement over cultural politics and its intersection with
various dynamics of power, all of which inform the conditions for reading photographs
as both a  pedagogical intervention and a form of cultural production.46 Photographic
images do not reside in the unique vision of their producer or the reality they attempt to
capture. Representations privilege those who have some control over self-representation,
and they are largely framed within dominant modes of intelligibility.

The Abu Ghraib photographs are constitutive of both diverse sites and technolo-
gies of pedagogy and as such represent political and ethical forms of address that make
moral demands and claims upon their viewers. Questions of power and meaning are
always central to any discussion of photographic images as forms of public pedagogy.
Such images not only register the traces of cultural mythologies which must be criti-
cally mediated,  they also represent ideological modes of address  tied to the limits of
human discourse and intelligibility and function as pedagogical practices regarding
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how agency should be organized and represented. The pictures of abuse at Abu Ghraib
prison gain their status as a form of public pedagogy by virtue of the spaces they create
between the sites in which they become public and the forms of pedagogical address
that both frame and mediate their meaning. As they circulate through various sites
including talk radio, computer screens, television, newspapers, the Internet, and alter-
native media, they initiate different forms of address, mobilize different cultural mean-
ings, and offer up different sites of learning. The meanings that frame the images from
Abu Ghraib prison are “contingent upon the pedagogical sites in which they are con-
sidered”47 and their ability to limit or rule out certain questions, historical inquiries,
and explanations. For example, news programs on the Fox Television Network system-
atically occlude any criticism of the images of abuse at Abu Ghraib that would call into
question the American presence in Iraq. If such issues are raised, they are quickly dis-
missed as unpatriotic.

Attempts to defuse or rewrite images that treat people as things, as less than human,
have a long history. Commentators have invoked comparisons to the images of lynch-
ings of black men and women in the American South and Jews in Nazi death camps.
John Louis Lucaites and James P. McDaniel have documented how Life Magazine during
the World War II put a photograph on its cover of a woman gazing pensively at the
skull of a Japanese solider sent to her by her boyfriend serving in the Pacific, a lieutenant
who when he left to fight in the war “promised her a Jap.”48 Far from reminding its
readers of the barbarity of war, the magazine invoked the patriotic gaze in order to
frame the barbaric image as part of a public ritual of mortification and a visual marker
of humiliation.

As forms of public pedagogy, photographic images must be engaged ethically as
well as socio-politically because they are implicated in history and they often work to
suppress the very conditions that produce them. Often framed within dominant forms
of circulation and meaning, such images generally work to legitimate particular forms
of recognition and meaning marked by disturbing forms of diversion and evasion.
This position is evident in those politicians who believe that the photographs from
Abu Ghraib are the real problem not the conditions that produced them. Or in the
endless commentaries that view the abuses at Abu Ghraib as caused by a few “bad
apples.” Subjecting such public pronouncements to critical inquiry can only emerge
within those pedagogical sites and practices in which matters of critique and a culture
of questioning are requisite to a vibrant and functioning democracy. But public peda-
gogy at its best offers more than forms of reading that are critical and that relate cul-
tural texts, such as photographs, to the larger world.  Public pedagogy not only defines
the cultural objects of interpretation, it also offers the possibility for engaging modes
of literacy that are not just about competency but also about the possibility of inter-
pretation as an intervention in the world.     While it is true as Arthur C. Danto insists
that images such as those associated with Abu Ghraib “tell us something worth knowing
about where we are as a culture,”49     meaning does not rest with the images alone, but
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with the ways in which such images are aligned and shaped by larger institutional and
cultural discourses and how they call into play the condemnation of torture (or its
celebration), how it came about, and what it means to prevent it from happening again.
This is not merely a political issue but also a pedagogical one. Making the political
more pedagogical in this instance connects what we know to the conditions that make
learning possible in the first place. It creates opportunities to be critical, but also as
Susan Sontag notes, to “take stock of our world, and [participate] in its social transfor-
mation in such a way that non-violent, cooperative, egalitarian international relations
remain the guiding ideal.”50 While Sontag is quite perceptive in pointing to the political
nature of reading images, a politics concerned with matters of translation and meaning,
she does not engage such reading as a pedagogical issue.

As part of a politics of representation, photographic images necessitate both the
ability to read critically and to utilize particular analytical skills that enable viewers to
study the relations between images, discourses, everyday life, and broader structures of
power. As both the subject and object of public pedagogy, photographs both deploy
power and are deployed by power and  register the conditions under which people
learn how to read texts and the world.  Photographs demand an ability to read within
and against the representations they present and to raise fundamental questions about
how they work to secure particular meanings, desires, and investments. As a form of
public pedagogy, photographic images have the potential, though by no means guar-
anteed, to call forth from readers modes of  witnessing that connect meaning with
compassion, a concern for others, and a broader understanding of the historical and
contemporary contexts and relations that frame meaning in particular ways. Critical
reading demands  pedagogical practices that short-circuit common sense, resist easy
assumptions, bracket how images are framed, engage meaning as a struggle over power
and politics, and as such refuse to posit reading (especially images) exclusively as an
aesthetic exercise but also view it as a political and moral practice.

What is often ignored in the debates about Abu Ghraib, both in terms of its causes
and what can be done about it, are questions that foreground the relevance of critical
education to the debate. Such questions would clearly focus, at the very least, on what
pedagogical conditions need to be in place to enable people to view the images of
abuse at Abu Ghraib prison not as part of a voyeuristic, even pornographic, reception
but through a variety of discourses that enable them to ask critical and probing questions
that get at the heart of how people learn to participate in sadistic acts of abuse and
torture, internalize racist assumptions that make it easier to dehumanize people different
from themselves, accept commands that violate basic human rights, become indifferent
to the suffering and hardships of others, and view dissent as basically unpatriotic. What
pedagogical practices might enable the public to foreground the codes and structures
which give photographs their meaning while also connecting the productive operations
of photography with broader discourses? For example, how might the images from
Abu Ghraib prison be understood as part of a broader debate about dominant infor-
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mation networks that not only condone torture, but also play a powerful role in orga-
nizing society around shared fears rather than shared responsibilities? Photographs
demand more than a response to the specificity of an image; they also raise fundamen-
tally crucial questions about the sites of pedagogy and technologies that produce, dis-
tribute, and frame them in particular ways and what these operations mean in terms
of how they resonate with historical and established relations of power and the identities
and modes of agency that enable such relations to be reproduced rather than resisted
and challenged. Engaging the photographs from Abu Ghraib and the events that pro-
duced them would point to the pedagogical practice of foregrounding “the cultures of
circulation and transfiguration within which those texts, events, and practices become
palpable and are recognized as such.”51 For instance, how do we understand the Abu
Ghraib images and the pedagogical conditions that produced them without engaging
the discourses of privatization, particularly the contracting of military labor, the inter-
section of militarism and the crisis of masculinity, and the war on terrorism and the
racism that makes it so despicable? How might one explain the ongoing evaporation
of political dissent and opposing viewpoints in the United States that proceeded the
events at Abu Ghraib without engaging the pedagogical campaign of fear mongering
adorned with the appropriate patriotic rhetoric waged by the Bush administration?
How might we provide a historical context for linking Abu Ghraib to its legacy of
racial abuse?

I have spent some time on suggesting that there is a link between how we translate
images and pedagogy because I am concerned about what the events of Abu Ghraib
prison might suggest about education as both the subject and object of a democratic
society and how we might engage it differently. What kind of education connects peda-
gogy and its diverse sites to the formation of a critical citizenry capable of challenging
the ongoing quasi-militarization of everyday life, the growing assault on secular de-
mocracy, the collapse of politics into a permanent war against terrorism, and the grow-
ing culture of fear that increasingly is used by political extremists to sanction the
unaccountable exercise of presidential power? What kinds of educational practices can
provide the conditions for a culture of questioning and engaged civic action? What
might it mean to rethink the educational foundation of politics so as to reclaim not
only the crucial traditions of dialogue and dissent but also critical modes of agency
and those public spaces that enable collectively engaged struggle? How might education
be understood as a task of translation but also as a foundation for enabling civic en-
gagement? What new forms of education might be called forth to resist the conditions
and complicities that have allowed most people to submit “so willingly to a new political
order organized around fear?”52 What does it mean to imagine a future beyond “per-
manent war,” a culture of fear, and the triumphalism that promotes the sordid demands
of empire? How might education be used to question the common sense of the war on
terrorism or to rouse citizens to challenge the social, political, and cultural conditions
that lead to the horrible events of Abu Ghraib? Just as crucially, we must ponder the

Giroux-RT1496_C09.pmd 2/16/2005, 3:38 PM233



 234 Border Crossings

limits of education. Is there a point where extreme conditions short-circuit our moral
instincts and ability to think and act rationally? If this is the case, what responsibility
do we have to challenge the reckless violence-as-first-resort-ethos of the Bush adminis-
tration?

Such questions extend beyond the events of Abu Ghraib, but, at the same time,
Abu Ghraib provides an opportunity to connect the sadistic treatment of Iraqi prison-
ers to the task of redefining pedagogy as an ethical practice, the sites in which pedagogy
takes place, and the consequences of pedagogy for rethinking the meaning of politics
in the twenty-first century. In order to confront the pedagogical and political chal-
lenges arising from the reality of Abu Ghraib, I want to revisit a classic essay by Theodor
Adorno in which he tries to grapple with the relationship between education and
morality in light of the horrors of Auschwitz. While I am certainly not equating the
genocidal acts that took place at Auschwitz with the abuses at Abu Ghraib, a com-
pletely untenable analogy, I do believe that Adorno’s essay offers some important theo-
retical insights about how to think about the larger meaning and purpose of education
as a form of public pedagogy in light of the Abu Ghraib prison scandal. Adorno’s essay
raises fundamental questions about how acts of inhumanity are inextricably connected
to the pedagogical practices that shape the conditions that bring them into being.
Adorno insists that crimes against humanity cannot be simply reduced to the behavior
of a few individuals but often speak in profound ways to the role of the state in propa-
gating such abuses, the mechanisms employed in the realm of culture that silence the
public in the face of horrible acts, and the pedagogical challenge that would  name
such acts as a moral crime against humankind and translate that moral authority into
effective pedagogical practices throughout society so that such events never happen
again. Of course, the significance of Adorno’s comments extends far beyond matters of
responsibility for what happened at Abu Ghraib prison. Adorno’s plea for education as
a moral and political force against human injustice is just as relevant today as it was
following the revelations about Auschwitz after World War II. As Roger W. Smith points
out, while genocidal acts have claimed the lives of over 60 million people in the twen-
tieth century, 16 million of them have taken place since 1945.53 The political and eco-
nomic forces fueling such crimes against humanity—whether they are unlawful wars,
systemic torture, practiced indifference to chronic starvation and disease, or genocidal
acts—are always mediated by educational forces just as the resistance to such acts can-
not take place without a degree of knowledge and self-reflection about how to name
these acts  and to transform moral outrage into concrete attempts to prevent such
human violations from occuring in the first place.

Education After Abu Ghraib

In 1967, Theodor Adorno published an essay titled “Education After Auschwitz.” In it,
he asserted that the demands and questions raised by Auschwitz had so barely penetrated
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the consciousness of people’s minds that the conditions that made it possible contin-
ued, as he put it, “largely unchanged.”54 Mindful that the societal pressures that pro-
duced the Holocaust had far from receded in post-war Germany and that under such
circumstances this act of barbarism could easily be repeated in the future, Adorno
argued that “the mechanisms that render people capable of such deeds”55 must be made
visible. For Adorno, the need to come to grips with the challenges arising from the
reality of Auschwitz was both a political question and a crucial educational consider-
ation. Adorno recognized that education had to be an important part of any politics
that took seriously the premise that Auschwitz should never happen again. As he put
it:

All political instruction finally should be centered upon the idea that Auschwitz should

never happen again. This would be possible only when it devotes itself openly, without

fear of offending any authorities, to this most important of problems. To do this educa-

tion must transform itself into sociology, that is, it must teach about the societal play of

forces that operates beneath the surface of political forms.56

Implicit in Adorno’s argument is the recognition that education as a critical practice
could provide the means for disconnecting common sense learning from the narrowly
ideological impact of mass media, the regressive tendencies associated with hyper-
masculinity, the rituals of everyday violence, the inability to identify with others, as
well as from the pervasive ideologies of state repression and its illusions of empire.
Adorno’s response to retrograde ideologies and practices was to emphasize the role of
autonomous individuals and the force of self-determination which he saw as the out-
come of a moral and political project that rescued education from the narrow language
of skills, unproblematized authority, and the seduction of common sense. Self-reflection,
the ability to call things into question, and the willingness to resist the material and
symbolic forces of domination were central to an education that refused to repeat the
horrors of the past and engaged the possibilities of the future. Adorno urged educators
to teach students how to be critical, to learn how to resist those ideologies, needs,
social relations, and discourses that lead back to a politics where authority is simply
obeyed and the totally administered society reproduces itself through a mixture of
state force and often orchestrated consensus. Freedom in this instance meant being
able to think critically and act courageously, even when confronted with the limits of
one’s knowledge. Without such thinking, critical debate and dialogue degenerate into
slogans; and politics, disassociated from the search for justice, becomes a power grab.
Within the realm of education, Adorno glimpsed the possibility of knowledge for self
and social formation as well as the importance of pedagogical practices capable of
“influencing the next generation of Germans so that they would not repeat what their
parents or grandparents had done.”57

Adorno realized that education played a crucial role in creating the psychological,
intellectual, and social conditions that made the Holocaust possible, yet he refused to
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dismiss education as an institution and set of social practices exclusively associated
with domination. He argued that those theorists who viewed education simply as a
tool for social reproduction had succumbed to the premier supposition of any oppressive
hegemonic ideology:  Nothing can change. To dismiss the political and critical force of
pedagogy, according to Adorno, was to fall prey to both a disastrous determinism and
a complicitous cynicism. He argues:

For this disastrous state of conscious and unconscious thought includes the erroneous

idea that one’s own particular way of being—that one is just so and not otherwise—is

nature, an unalterable given, and not a historical evolution. I mentioned the concept of

reified consciousness. Above all this is a consciousness blinded to all historical past, all

insight into one’s own conditionedness, and posits as absolute what exists contingently.

If this coercive mechanism were once ruptured, then, I think, something would indeed

be gained.58

Realizing that education in Germany before and after Auschwitz was separated by
an unbridgeable chasm, Adorno wanted to invoke the promise of education through
the moral and political imperative of never allowing the genocide witnessed at Auschwitz
to happen again. For such a goal to become meaningful and realizable, Adorno con-
tended that education had to be addressed as both a promise and a project in order to
reveal not only the conditions that laid the psychological and ideological groundwork
for Auschwitz but also to defeat the “potential for its recurrence as far as peoples’ con-
scious and unconscious are concerned.”59

Investigating the powerful role that education played to promote consensus among
the public along with the conscious and unconscious elements of fascism, he under-
stood education as more than social engineering and argued that it also had to be
imagined as a democratic public sphere. In this context, education would take on a
liberating and empowering function, refusing to substitute critical learning for mind-
deadening training.60 At its best, such an education would create the pedagogical con-
ditions in which individuals would function as autonomous subjects capable of refusing
to participate in unspeakable injustices while actively working to eliminate the condi-
tions that make such injustices possible. Human autonomy through self-reflection and
social critique became for Adorno the basis for developing forms of critical agency as
a means of resisting and overcoming both fascist ideology and identification with what
he calls the fascist collective. According to Adorno, fascism as a form of barbarism
defies all educational attempts at self-formation, engaged critique, self-determination,
and transformative engagement. He writes: “The only true force against the principle
of Auschwitz would be human autonomy . . . that is, the force of reflection and of self-
determination, the will to refuse participation.”61 While there is a deep-seated tension
in Adorno’s belief in the increasing power of the totally administered society and his
call for modes of education that produce critical, engaging, and free minds, he still
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believed that without critical education it was impossible to think about politics and
agency, especially in light of the new technologies and material processes of social
integration. Similarly, Adorno did not believe that education as an act of self-reflection
alone could defeat the institutional forces and relations of power that existed outside
of both institutionalised education and other powerful sites of pedagogy in the larger
culture, though he rightly acknowledged that changing such a powerful complex of
economic and social forces begins with the educational task of recognizing that such
changes were necessary and could actually be carried out through individual and col-
lective forms of resistance. What Adorno brilliantly understood—though in a some-
what limited way given his tendency, in the end, toward pessimism—was the necessity
to link politics to matters of individual and social agency.62 Engaging this relationship,
in part, meant theorizing what it meant to make the political more pedagogical; that is,
how the very processes of learning constitute the political mechanisms through which
identities—both individual and collective—are shaped, desired, mobilized, and expe-
rienced, and take on form and meaning within those social formations that provide
the educational foundation for constituting the realm of the social.

 While it would be presumptuous to suggest that Adorno’s writings on education,
autonomy, and Auschwitz can be directly applied to theorizing the events at Abu Ghraib
prison, his work offers some important theoretical insights for addressing how educa-
tion might help to rethink the project of politics that made Abu Ghraib possible as well
as how violence and torture become normalized as part of the war on terrorism and
those others considered marginal to American culture and life.

Recognizing how crucial education was in shaping everyday life and the conditions
that made critique both possible and necessary, Adorno insisted  that the desire for
freedom and liberation was a function of pedagogy and could not be assumed a priori.
At the same time, Adorno was acutely aware that education took place both in schools
and in larger public spheres, especially in the realm of media. Democratic debate and
the conditions for autonomy grounded in a critical notion of individual and social
agency could only take place if the schools addressed  their critical role in a democracy.
Hence, Adorno argued that the critical education of teachers played a crucial role in
preventing dominant power from eliminating the possibility of reflective thought and
engaged social action. Such an insight appears particularly important at a time when
public education is being utterly privatized, commercialized, and test-driven, or, if it
serves underprivileged students of color, turned into disciplinary apparatuses that re-
semble prisons.63 Public schools are under attack precisely because they have the po-
tential to become democratic public spheres instilling in students the skills, knowledge,
and values necessary for them to be critical citizens capable of making power account-
able and knowledge an intense object of dialogue and engagement. Of course, the attack
on public education is increasingly taking place along with an attack on higher educa-
tion, particularly the humanities.64 Everything from affirmative action to academic
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freedom is up for grabs as neoconservatives, religious fundamentalists, and hard-core
right-wing ideologues (such as David Horowitz) have organized to impose political
quotas by making conservative ideology a basis for faculty hires,65 have introduced
“ideological diversity” legislation that would cut federal funding for colleges and uni-
versities harboring faculty and students who criticize Israel,66 and have incessantly at-
tacked curricula and faculty for being too liberal. If Adorno is right about educating
teachers to neither forget nor allow horrors such as Auschwitz from happening again,
the struggle over public and higher education as a democratic public sphere must be
defended against base right-wing attacks.

At the same time, how we educate teachers for all levels of schooling must be
viewed as more than a technical or credentialized task—it must be seen as a pedagogical
practice of both learning and unlearning. Drawing upon Freudian psychology, Adorno
believed that educators had to be educated to think critically and to avoid becoming
the mediators and perpetrators of social violence. This meant addressing their psycho-
logical deformations by making clear the ideological, social, and material mechanisms
that encourage  people to participate or fail to intervene in such deeds. Pedagogy, in
this instance, was not simply concerned with learning particular modes of knowledge,
skills, and self-reflection, but also with addressing those dominant sedimented needs
and desires that allowed teachers to blindly identify with repressive collectives and to
unreflectingly mimic their values while venting acts of hate and aggression.67 If un-
learning as a pedagogical practice meant resisting those social deformations that shaped
everyday needs and desires, critical learning meant making visible those social practices
and mechanisms that represented the opposite of self-formation and autonomous
thinking so as to  resist such forces and prevent them from exercising such power and
influence.

Adorno realized far more so than Freud that the range and scope, not to mention
the impact of education, had far exceeded the boundaries of public and higher educa-
tion. Adorno increasingly believed that the media as a force for learning constituted a
mode of public pedagogy that had to be criticized for discouraging critical reflection
and reclaimed as a crucial force in providing the “intellectual, cultural, and social climate
in which a recurrence [such as Auschwitz] would no longer be possible, a climate, there-
fore in which the motives that led to the horror would become relatively conscious.”68

Adorno rightly understood and critically engaged the media as a mode of public peda-
gogy, arguing that they contributed greatly to particular forms of barbarization that
necessitated that educators and others “consider the impact of modern mass media on
a state of consciousness.”69 If we are to take Adorno seriously, the role of the media in
inspiring a fear and hatred of Muslims and Arabs, and suppressing dissent regarding
the U.S. invasion and occupation of Iraq, and their determining influence in legitimat-
ing a number of myths and lies by the Bush administration must be addressed as part
of the larger set of concerns leading to the horror of Abu Ghraib. The media have
consistently refused, for example, to comment critically on the ways in which the United
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States, in its flaunting of the Geneva Conventions regarding torture, was breaking inter-
national law, favoring instead the discourse of national security provided by the Bush
administration. The media has also put into place forms of jingoism, patriotic correct-
ness, narrow-minded chauvinism, and a celebration of militarization that rendered
dissent as treason and the tortures at Abu Ghraib outside of the discourses of ethics,
compassion, human rights, and social justice.

Adorno also insisted that the global evolution of the media, and new technologies
that shrank distances as it eroded face-to-face contact (and hence the ability to disregard
the consequences of one’s actions), had created a climate in which rituals of violence
had become so entrenched in the culture that “aggression, brutality, and sadism” had
become a normalized and unquestioned part of everyday life. The result was a twisted
and pathological relationship with the body that not only tends toward violence, but
also promotes what Adorno called the ideology of hardness. Hardness, in this instance,
referred to a notion of masculinity based on an idea of toughness in which:

virility consists in the maximum degree of endurance [that] aligns itself all too easily

with sadism . . . [and inflicts] physical pain—often unbearable pain—upon a person as

the price that must be paid in order to consider oneself a member, one of the

collective . . . Being hard, the vaunted quality education should inculcate, means  absolute

indifference toward pain as such. In this the distinction between one’s pain and that of

another is not so stringently maintained. Whoever is hard with himself earns the right to

be hard with others as well and avenges himself for those manifestations he was not

allowed to show and had to repress.70

The rituals of popular culture, especially reality television programs like Survivor,
The Apprentice, Fear Factor, and the new vogue of extreme sports, either condense
pain, humiliation, and abuse into digestible spectacles of violence71 or serve up an
endless celebration of retrograde competitiveness, the compulsion to “go it alone,” the
ideology of hardness, and power over others as the central features of masculinity.
Masculinity in this context treats lies, manipulation, and violence as a sport, a crucial
component that lets men connect with each other at some primal level in which the
pleasure of the body, pain, and competitive advantage are maximized while coming
dangerously close to giving violence a glamorous and fascist edge.

 The celebration of both violence and hardness (witness the fanfare over Donald
Trump’s tag-line “you’re fired!”) can also be seen in those ongoing representations and
images that accompany the simultaneous erosion of security (around health care, work,
education) and the  militarization of everyday life. The United States has more police,
prisons, spies, weapons, and soldiers than at any time in its history—coupled with a
growing “army” of the unemployed and incarcerated. Yet, its military is enormously
popular, as its underlying values, social relations, and patriotic, hyper-masculine aes-
thetic spread out into other aspects of American culture. The ideology of hardness,
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toughness, and hyper-masculinity are constantly being disseminated through a milita-
rized culture that functions as a mode of public pedagogy, instilling the values and the
aesthetic of militarization through a wide variety of pedagogical sites and cultural
venues.

The ideology of hardness and hyper-masculinity in its present form also speak to
a discontinuity with the era in which the crimes of Auschwitz were committed. As
Zygmunt Bauman has pointed out to me in a private correspondence, Auschwitz was a
closely guarded secret for which even the Nazis were ashamed. Such a secret could not
be defended in light of bourgeois morality (even as it made Auschwitz possible); but in
the current morality of downsizing, punishment, violence, and kicking the excluded,
the infliction of humiliation, pain, and abuse on those considered weak or less clever is
not only celebrated but also served up as a daily ritual of cultural life. Such practices,
especially through the proliferation of “Reality TV,”  have become so familiar that the
challenge for any kind of critical education is to recognize that the conduct of those
involved in the abuse at Abu Ghraib was neither shocking,  alienating, nor unique.
Hence, the ideology of hardness is far more pervasive today and poses much more
difficult challenges educationally and politically.72

Flags increasingly appear on storefront windows, lapels, cars, houses, SUVs, and
everywhere else as a show of support for the expanding interests of empire abroad.
Public schools not only have more military recruiters; they also have more military
personnel teaching in the classrooms. JROTC programs are increasingly becoming a
conventional part of the school day.  Humvee ads offer up the fantasy of military glam-
our and modes of masculinity, marketed to suggest that ownership of these military
vehicles guarantees virility for its owner and promotes a mixture of fear and admiration
from everyone else.     The military industrial complex now joins hands with the enter-
tainment industry in producing everything from children’s toys to video games that
both construct a particular form of masculinity and also serve as an enticement for
enlistment. In fact, over 10 million people have downloaded American Army, a video
game the Army uses as recruitment tool. From video games to Hollywood films to
children’s toys, popular culture is increasingly bombarded with militarized values, sym-
bols, and images. Such representations of masculinity and violence mimic fascism’s
militarization of the public sphere where physical aggression is a crucial element of
male bonding and violence is the ultimate language, referent, and currency through
which to understand how, as Susan Sontag has suggested in another context, politics
“dissolves . . . into pathology.”73

Such militarized pedagogies play a powerful role in producing identities and modes
of agency completely at odds with those elements of autonomy, critical reflection, and
social justice that Adorno privileged in his essay. Adorno’s ideology of hardness, when
coupled with neoliberal values that aggressively promote a Hobbesian world based on
fear, the narrow pursuit of individual interests, and an embrace of commodified rela-
tions, profoundly influence individuals who seem increasingly indifferent towards the
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pain of others, pit their own ambitions against those of everyone else, and assimilate
themselves to things, numb to those moral principles that hail us as moral witnesses
and call for us to do something about human suffering. Adorno goes so far as to suggest
that the inability to identify with others was one of the root causes of Auschwitz:

The inability to identify with others was unquestionably the most important psycho-

logical condition for the fact that something like Auschwitz could have occurred in the

midst of more or less civilised and innocent people. What is called fellow travelling was

primarily business interest: one pursues one’s own advantage before all else, and simply

not to endanger oneself, does not talk too much. That is a general law of the status quo.

The silence under the terror was only its consequence. The coldness of the societal monad,

the isolated competitor, was the precondition, as indifference to the fate of others, for

the fact that only very few people reacted. The torturers know this, and they put it to test

ever anew.74

Adorno’s prescient analysis of the role of education after Auschwitz is particularly
important in examining those values, ideologies, and pedagogical forces at work in
American culture that suggest that Abu Ghraib is not an aberration as much as an
outgrowth of  those dehumanizing and demonizing ideologies, values, and social rela-
tions characteristic of an expanding  market fundamentalism, militarism, and national-
ism. While these are not the only forces that contributed to the abuses and human
rights violations that took place at Abu Ghraib, they do point to how particular mani-
festations of hyper-masculinity, violence, militarization, and a jingoistic patriotism
are elaborated through forms of public pedagogy that produce identities, social relations,
and values conducive to both the ambitions of empire and the cruel, inhuman, and
degrading treatment of those others who are its victims. What ultimately drives the
ideological vision behind these practices, what provides a stimulus for abuse and sanc-
tioned brutality, is the presupposition that a particular society and its citizens are above
the law, either indebted only to God, as John Ashcroft has insisted, or rightfully scornful
of those individuals and cultures who do not deserve to be accorded human rights
because they are labeled as part of an evil empire or dismissed as terrorists.75 The educa-
tional force of these ideological practices allows state power to be held unaccountable
while legitimizing an “indifference to the concerns and the suffering of people in places
remote from our Western metropolitan sites of self-interest.”76

Adorno believed that the authoritarian tendencies in capitalism were creating
individuals who make a cult out of efficiency, suffer from emotional callousness, have
a tendency to treat other human beings as things, and reproduce the ultimate expres-
sions of reification under capitalism. The grip that these pathogenic traits had on the
German populace then and have on the American public today can, in part, be ex-
plained, through the inability of people to recognize that such traits are conditioned
rather than determined. In keeping with Adorno’s reasoning, such traits even when
seen as an intolerable given are often posited as an absolute, “something that blinds
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itself toward any process of having come into being, toward any insight into our own
conditionality.”77 Adorno’s insights regarding  the educational force of  late capitalism
to construct individuals who were cold through and through and incapable of empathiz-
ing with the plight of others are theoretically useful in illuminating some of the condi-
tions that contributed to the abuses, murders, and acts of torture that took place at
Abu Ghraib. Adorno was particularly prescient in forecasting the connection among
the subjective mechanisms that produced political indifference and racialized intoler-
ance, the all-encompassing market fundamentalism of neoliberal ideology, and a viru-
lent nationalism that fed on the pieties of theocratic pretentiousness and their
relationship to an escalating authoritarianism. What is remarkable about his analysis
is that it appears to apply equally well to the United States.

The signals are everywhere. Under the reign of market fundamentalism, capital
and wealth have been largely distributed upward while civic virtue has been under-
mined by a slavish celebration of the free market as the model for organizing all facets
of everyday life. Financial investments, market identities, and commercial values take
precedence over human needs, public responsibilities, and democratic relations. With
its debased beliefs that profit-making is the essence of democracy and that citizenship
should be defined as an energized plunge into consumerism, market fundamentalism
eliminates government regulation of big business, celebrates a ruthless competitive
individualism, and places the commanding political, cultural, and economic institutions
of society in the hands of powerful corporate interests, the  privileged, and unrepentant
religious bigots. Under such circumstances, individuals are viewed as privatized con-
sumers rather than public citizens. As the Bush administration rolls American society
back to the Victorian capitalism of the Robber Barons, social welfare is viewed as a
drain on corporate profits that should be eliminated, while at the same time the devel-
opment of the economy is left to the wisdom of the market. Market fundamentalism
destroys politics by commercializing public spheres and rendering politics corrupt and
cynical.78

The impoverishment of public life is increasingly matched by the impoverishment
of thought itself, particularly as the media substitute patriotic cheerleading for real
journalism.79 The cloak of patriotism is now cast over retrograde social policies as well
as a coercive unilateralism in which military force has replaced democratic idealism,
and war has become the organizing principle of society—a source of pride—rather
than a source of alarm. In the face of massive corruption, the erosion of civil liberties,
and a spreading culture of fear, the defining feature of politics is its insignificance, as it
is reduced to an ideology and practice that celebrate passivity and cynicism while pro-
moting conformity and collective impotence.80 For many, the collapse of democratic
life and politics is paid for in the hard currency of isolation, poverty, inadequate health
care, impoverished schools, and the loss of decent employment.81 Within this regime
of symbolic and material capital, the other—figured as a social drain on the individual
and corporate accumulation of wealth—is either feared, exploited, reified, or considered
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disposable, but rarely is the relationship between the self and the other mediated by
compassion and empathy.82

But market fundamentalism does more than destroy the subjective political and
ethical conditions for autonomous political agency and concern for fellow citizens; it
also shreds the social order as it threatens destruction abroad. As Cornel West points
out,

Free market fundamentalism—the basic dogma across the globe—is producing obscene

levels of wealth and inequality around the world. Market as idol. Corporation as fetish.

Acting as if workers are just appendages or some kind of market calculation. Outsourcing

here, outsourcing there. Ascribing magical powers to the market and thinking it can

solve all problems. When free market fundamentalism is tied to escalating

authoritarianism, it results in increasing surveillance of citizens and monitoring of classes

at universities and colleges. When it is tied to aggressive militarism, we get not just invasion

of those countries perceived to be threats, but a military presence in 132 countries, a ship

in every ocean.83

We also get the privatized armies of mercenaries that take over traditional mili-
tary functions extending from cooking meals to interrogating prisoners. In Iraq, it has
been estimated that “for every ten troops on the ground . . . there is one contract em-
ployee. That translates to 10,000 to 15,000 contract workers, making them the second-
largest contingent (between America and Britain) of the ‘coalition of the willing.’”84

Firms such as Erinys and CACI International provide rental Rambos, some of whom
have notorious backgrounds as mercenaries-for-hire. One widely reported incident
involved two civilian contractors blown-up by a suicide bomber in Baghdad in the
winter of 2003. Both were South Africans who belonged to a terrorist organization
infamous for killing blacks, terrorizing anti-apartheid activists, and paying a bounty
on the bodies of black activists.85 In Iraq, Steve Stefanowicz, a civilian interrogator
employed by CACI International was cited in the Taguba report as having “‘allowed
and/or instructed’ MPs to abuse and humiliate Iraqi prisoners and as giving orders
that he knew ‘equated to physical abuse.’”86 While the Justice Department has opened
up a criminal investigation on an unnamed civilian contractor in Iraq, CACI has refused
to take action against Stefanowicz, making clear the charge that private contractors are
not monitored as closely as military personnel and are not subject to the same Con-
gressional and public oversights and scrutiny. The lack of democratic accountability
results in more than bungled services and price gouging by Halliburton, Bechtel,
Northrop Grumman,  and other corporations that have become familiar news. It also
results in human rights abuses organized under the logic of rationalizing and market
efficiency. Journalist Tim Shorrock claims, “The military’s abuse of Iraqi prisoners is
bad enough, but the privatization of such practices is simply intolerable.”87

The pedagogical implications of Adorno’s analysis of the relationship between
authoritarianism and capitalism suggest that any viable educational project would have
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to recognize how market fundamentalism has not only damaged democratic institu-
tions but also the ability of people to identify with democratic social formations and
invest in crucial public goods, let alone reinvigorate the very concept of compassion as
an antidote to the commodity-driven view of human relationships. Adorno understood
that critical knowledge alone could not adequately address the deformations of mind
and character put into place by the subjective mechanisms of capitalism. Instead, he
argued that critical knowledge had to be reproduced and  democratic social experiences
put into place through shared values, beliefs, and practices that created inclusive and
compassionate communities which make democratic politics possible and safeguard
the autonomous subject through the creation of emancipatory needs. Within the bound-
aries of critical education, students have to learn the skills and knowledge to narrate
their own stories, resist the fragmentation and seductions of market ideologies, and
create shared pedagogical sites that extend the range of democratic politics. Ideas gain
relevance in terms of whether and how they enable students to participate in both the
worldly sphere of self-criticism and the publicness of everyday life. Theory and knowl-
edge, in other words, become a force for autonomy and self-determination within the
space of public engagement, and their significance is based less on a self-proclaimed
activism than on their ability to make critical and thoughtful connections “beyond
theory, within the space of politics itself.”88 Adorno’s educational project for autonomy
recognizes the necessity of a worldly space in which freedom is allowed to make its
appearance, a space that is both the condition and the object of struggle for any viable
form of critical pedagogy. Such a project also understands the necessity of compassion
to remind people of the full humanity and suffering of others, as well as “the impor-
tance of compassion in shaping the civic imagination.”89 If Adorno is correct and I
think he is, his call to refashion education in order to prevent inhuman acts has to take
as one of its founding tasks today the necessity to understand how free market ideology,
privatization, outsourcing, and the relentless drive for commodified public space radi-
cally diminish those political and pedagogical sites crucial for sustaining democratic
identities, values, and practices.

Adorno’s critique of nationalism appears as useful today as it did when it ap-
peared in the late 1960s. He believed that those forces pushing an aggressive nationalism
harbored a distinct rage against divergent groups who stood at odds with such impe-
rial ambitions. Intolerance and militarism, according to Adorno, fueled a nationalism
that became “pernicious because in the age of international communication and supra-
national blocks it cannot completely believe in itself anymore and has to exaggerate
boundlessly in order to convince itself and others that it is still substantial. . . . [More-
over] movements of national renewal in an age when nationalism is outdated, seem to
be especially susceptible to sadistic practices.”90 Surely, such a diagnosis would fit the
imperial ambitions of Richard Cheney, Richard Perle, Donald Rumsfeld, Paul Wolfowitz,
and other neoconservatives whose dreams of empire are entirely at odds with either a
desire to preserve human dignity or respect for international law. Convinced that the
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United States should not only maintain political and military dominance in the post-
cold war world, but also prevent any nation or alliance from challenging its superiority,
nationalists across the ideological spectrum advocate a discourse of exceptionalism
that calls for a dangerous unity at home and reckless imperial ambitions abroad. Belief
in empire has come to mean that the United States would now shape rather than react
to world events and act decisively in using “its overwhelming military and economic
might to create conditions conducive to American values and interests.”91 American
unilateralism buttressed by the dangerous doctrine of preemption has replaced multi-
lateral diplomacy; religious fundamentalism has found its counterpart in the ideological
messianism of neoconservative designs on the rest of the globe; and a reckless moralism
that divides the world into good and evil has replaced the possibility of dialogue and
debate. Within such a climate, blind authority demands as it rewards authoritarian
behavior so as to make power and domination appear beyond the pale of criticism or
change, providing the political and educational conditions for eliminating self-reflection
and compassion even in the face of the most sadistic practices and imperial ambitions.

American support for the invasions of Iraq and the Apartheid wall in Israel as
well as targeted assassinations and torture are now defended in the name of righteous
causes even by liberals such as Niall Ferguson, Paul Berman, and Michael Ignatieff,
who, like their neoconservative counterparts, swoon in the illusion that American power
can be used as a force for progress, in spite of the official terror and reckless suffering
it imposes on much of the world.92 National justification for the most messianic militar-
istic policies, as indicated by the war in Iraq,  is wrapped up in the discourse of democ-
racy and divine mission, an updated version of American exceptionalism,  in spite of
the toll the war takes on Iraqi lives—mostly children—and young U.S. soldiers. Then
there is the wasted $141 billion being spent on the war that could be used to support
life-giving social programs at home. Even moderately liberal democrats now appeal to
an uncritical chauvinism with a fervor that is equally matched by its ability to cheapen
the most basic tenets of democracy and deaden in some of its citizens the obligation to
be responsible to the suffering and hardships of those others who exist outside of its
national borders. Barack Obama, a rising star in the Democratic Party and a keynote
speaker at the 2004 Democratic convention insisted we are “One America,” a moniker
that does more to hide contradictions and injustices than to invoke their continuing
presence and the necessity to overcome them. Equally important, “One America” when
appealed to outside of a critical examination of the damaging chauvinism that informs
such a call ends up reproducing a more liberal, though equally privileged, notion of
America’s role in the world, a role that seems to have little understanding of what the
limits might be or the legacy of human suffering it has produced historically and con-
tinues to produce.

The aggressive nationalism that Adorno viewed as fundamental to the conditions
that produced Auschwitz has not been laid to rest. Echoes of such jingoistic rhetoric
can be heard from neoconservatives who want to wage a holy war against the non-
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Western hordes that threaten all things Christian, European, and civilized. This virulent
nationalism can be heard in the semantic contortions justifying hard and soft versions
of empire, often produced by conservative think-tanks and Ivy League intellectuals
acting as modern day missionaries for their corporate sponsors. It can be heard in the
fundamentalist rhetoric of religious bigots such as Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson
who are fanatically pro-Israel and are waging an incessant propaganda war for Palestin-
ian land in the name of Christian ideals. The discourse of empire finds a more tangible
expression in the presence of 725 U.S. military bases in 138 foreign countries that
circle the globe.93

The discourse of empire must be deconstructed and replaced in our schools and
other sites of pedagogy with new global models of democracy, models grounded in an
ethics and morality in which the relationship between the self and others extends beyond
the chauvinism of national boundaries and embraces a new and critical understanding
of the interdependencies of the world and their implications for citizenship in global
democracy. Memory must serve as a bulwark against the discourse of empire, which is
often built on the erasure of historical struggles and conflicts. Memory in this instance
is more than counter-knowledge; it is a form of resistance, a resource through which to
wage pedagogical and political struggles to recover those narratives, traditions, and
values that remind students and others of the graphic nature of suffering that un-
folded in the aftermath of America’s claims for a permanent war on terrorism. Appeals
to American exceptionalism and the obligations of empire building sound hollow in
the face of the monstrosities they produce, even as such appeals also legitimize a process
of othering, demonizing those who are not included by appeals to human dignity,
human rights, and international law.

At the heart of Adorno’s concern with education was the call to create pedagogical
practices in which we supplement knowledge with self-criticism. Self- and social criti-
cism was for Adorno a crucial element of autonomy, but criticism was not enough.
Agency as a political force mattered in that it was not only capable of saying no to
abusive power, but also because it could imagine itself as a mechanism for changing
the world. As a condition of politics and collective struggle, agency requires being able
to engage democratic values, principles, and practices as a force for resistance and
hope in order to challenge unquestioned modes of authority while also enabling indi-
viduals to connect such principles and values to “the world in which they lived as citi-
zens.”94 Adorno’s plea for education rests on the assumption that human beings make
both knowledge and history, rather than both simply washing over them. For Adorno,
critical reflection was the essence of all genuine education as well as politics. Ongoing
reflection provided the basis for individuals to become autonomous by revealing the
human origins of institutions and as such the recognition that society could be open
to critique and change. Politics is thus theorized as a practical effort to link freedom to
agency in the service of extending the promise of democratic institutions, values, and
social relations. The capacity for self-knowledge, self-critique, and autonomy  becomes
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more powerful when it is nourished within pedagogical spaces and sites that refuse to
be parochial, that embrace difference over bigotry, global democracy over chauvinism,
peace over militarism, and secularism over religious fundamentalism. The urgency of
such a call can be heard in William Greider’s plea for critical education to bring the
presidency of George W. Bush to an end:

The only way out of this fog of pretension is painful self-examination by Americans—

cutting our fears down to more plausible terms and facing the complicated realities of

our role in the world. The spirited opposition that arose to Bush’s war in Iraq is a good

starting place, because citizens raised real questions that were brushed aside. I don’t think

that most Americans are interested in imperial rule, but they were grossly misled by

patriotic rhetoric. Now is the time for sober, serious teach-ins that lay out the real history

of U.S. power in the world, and that also explain the positive and progressive future that

is possible. Once citizens have constructed a clear-eyed, dissenting version of our situation,

perhaps politicians can also be liberated from exaggerated fear. The self-imposed destruc-

tion that has flowed from Bush’s logic cannot be stopped until a new cast of leaders steps

forward to guide the country.95

Teach-ins, reading groups, public debates, and film screenings should take place
in a variety of sites and spaces for dialogue and learning, and they should focus not
simply on the imperial ambitions of the United States but also on the dehumanizing
practices informed by a political culture in which human life that does not align itself
with official power and corporate ideology becomes disposable. The connection be-
tween Auschwitz and Abu Ghraib can also be traced in the educational force of popular
culture in which pedagogy is disassociated from justice, citizenship is restricted to the
obligations of consumerism, and compassion is dissolved in the mechanics of social
Darwinism. As mentioned previously, Abu Ghraib cannot be equated with the geno-
cidal intent of Auschwitz, but the conditions that allowed Americans to commit such
abuses on Iraqi detainees harbor the possibilities for atrocious acts of inhumanity,
only this time they are dressed up in the rhetoric of advancing the democratic principles
of freedom and justice. Adorno believed that education as a democratic force could
play a central role in altering the rising tide of authoritarianism on both a national and
global level. His call to rethink the value and importance of education as a central
element of politics offers an opportunity, especially for educators and other cultural
workers, to learn not only from the horrors of Abu Ghraib but also to rethink the value
of critical education and public pedagogy as an all-important part of politics, the future
of public institutions, and global democracy itself. In addition, Adorno brilliantly under-
stood that it was not enough to turn the tools of social critique simply upon the govern-
ment or other apparatuses of domination. Critique also had to come to grips with the
affective investments that tied individuals, including critics, to ideologies and practices
of domination, and how analyses of the deep structures of domination might help to
provide a more powerful critique and healthy suspicion of various appeals to
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community, the public, and the social. Clearly, while it is imperative to reclaim the
discourse of community, the commons, and public good as part of a broader discourse
of democracy, such terms need to be embraced critically in light of the ways in which
they have often served the instruments of dominant power.

Adorno was insistent that education was crucial as a point of departure for imag-
ining autonomy, recognizing the interdependency of human life, and stopping cycles
of violence. Education can help us to imagine a world in which violence can be mini-
mized as well as to reject the disparagement, exclusion, and abuse of those deemed
others in a social order in which one’s worth is often measured through the privileged
categories of gender, class, race, citizenship, and language. Education can also seek to
identify and destroy the conditions that provide an outlet for murderous rage, hatred,
fear, and violence. This requires a pedagogical commitment, in Judith Butler’s eloquent
words,

to return us to the human where we do not expect to find it, in its frailty and at the limits

of its capacity to make sense. We would have to interrogate the emergence and vanishing

of the human at the limits of what we can know, what we can hear, what we can see, what

we can sense. This might prompt us, affectively to reinvigorate the intellectual projects

of critique of questioning, of coming to understand the difficulties and demands of cul-

tural translation and dissent,  and to create a sense of the public in which oppositional
voices are not feared, degraded or dismissed, but valued for the instigation to a sensate

democracy they occasionally perform.96

But under certain circumstances, the limits of education have to be understood.
What is difficult to grasp is that simply because one learns to be nonviolent as part of
a respect for humanity, a visceral repulsion for the suffering of others, or an ethical
conception of mutual obligation, outbursts of violence cannot be entirely contained
within such a rationality or mode of understanding. Under certain enormously stressful
conditions, violence merges with circumstances of extreme social and bodily vulner-
ability and may appear to be one of the few options available for dealing with those
already dismissed as inhuman or disposable.97 Even more horrible is the possibility
that inhuman acts of abuse under incredibly nerve-wracking conditions represent one
of the few outlets for pleasure. Is it conceivable that under certain conditions of vio-
lence and stress only the unthinkable is imaginable, that the only avenue for the release
of pleasure can be attained by extending the logic of violence to those deemed as the
other, those undeserving of narration, agency, and power? Under certain modes of
domination with all of its stress-inducing consequences, those who exercise a wanton
and dehumanizing power often feel that everything is permissible because all of the
rules appear to have broken down. The stress soldiers sometimes experience under
such circumstances is often satisfied through the raw feel and exercise of power. Abu
Ghraib remains, tragically, a terrible site of violence, a site in which an ethics of non-
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violence seems almost incomprehensible given the tension, anxiety, and daily violence
that framed both what happened in the prison and in daily life in Iraq. Under these
conditions, neither education nor ethics of peace may be enough to prevent “fear and
anxiety from turning into murderous action.”98 Under extreme conditions in which
abuse, loss, hardship, and dehumanization shape the consciousness and daily routines
of one’s existence, whether it be for U.S. soldiers working in Abu Ghraib or Israeli
soldiers occupying Hebron, violence can undercut the appeal to ethics, critical reflection,
and all educated sensibilities.99 This is not to suggest that education does not matter
much in light of such conditions as much as to suggest, following Adorno’s insight,
that education that particularly matters must address what it means to prevent the
conditions in which violence takes root and develops a life of its own.

As a political and moral practice, education must be engaged not only as one of
the primary conditions for constructing political and moral agents, but also as a public
pedagogy—produced in a range of sites and public spheres—that constitutes cultural
practice as a defining feature of any viable notion of politics. Education after Abu
Ghraib must imagine a future in which learning is inextricably connected to social
change, the obligations of civic justice, and a notion of democracy in which peace,
equality, compassion, and freedom are not limited to the nation-state but extend to
the international community. Education after Abu Ghraib must take seriously what it
might mean to strive for the autonomy and dignity of a global citizenry and peace as
its fundamental precondition.
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